
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE BUILD UP


A DARKSTAR MERCENARIES SHORT STORY


ANNA CARVEN



CONTENTS


1. Abbey
2. Abbey
3. Abbey
4. Abbey
5. Abbey
6. Abbey
7. Tarak
Also by Anna Carven



ONE
ABBEY


I stand on the balcony, drinking in the stillness, luxuriating in the sensory tapestry that is Earth.

After being in space for so long, I almost forgot how it feels.

The cold, smooth concrete against my bare feet. The vastness of the star-sprinkled night sky rapidly deepening into perfect black.

The smell of petrichor carried on the warm breeze.

We’re back.

Everything’s okay now.

The disquiet is gone.

The constant niggling; that unpleasant fluttering in the pit of my belly—it’s disappeared.

It was the uncertainty, the not-knowing, the feeling that there was some big unknown threat lurking out there.

It’s gone now.

Tarak dealt with it.

As usual, he didn’t tell me all the details, but I figured out what happened from snippets of conversation here and there. My friends are quite astute and observant, and Noa—who was directly involved in the whole operation—isn’t secretive like the Kordolians.

The newest addition to our tribe, a surprise telepath from this corner of the world called Jade, is no shrinking violet, either. A good match for the Silent One

Noa and Jade were more than happy to explain the chain of events.

The hostages. The apparently mad but not-what-he-seems prince—Xal’s twin brother.

An ancient Zor portal that could send a person back in time.

That one sent a chill through me when I learned of its existence.

I know enough about Kordolians to understand that some of them could have done some very bad things with it.

But being the pragmatic man that he is, Tarak had it destroyed.

“There should be no other possibilities. This is the only version of reality that I want,” he told me afterward. “This existence with you.”

He can be terribly romantic sometimes, even when he’s deciding on the fate of the entire Universe.

Well, the portal’s gone now, and Tarak’s enemies have been defeated, thanks to the inside information he received from Amun Kazharan.

Tarak made Earth’s Federation cede to his terms.

He brought us back home.

The feeling of disquiet is gone, and it’s been replaced with something so good—kicking.

This one, this little offspring of Tarak and mine, is a kicker, more so than Ami ever was. It’s like Bub is doing kung-fu in my uterus.

Five months now.

Not long to go.

We don’t know the gender yet.

Being the control freak that he is, Tarak wanted to know straight away. Maybe he already does. Kordolian tech can probably determine it through molecules in the air or something like that.

But I decided not to find out.

While I was stuck on Silence with the Universe raging around us, it was a sliver of control. The choice to not know. To let fate decide.

Because it doesn’t matter whether our child is a boy or a girl. Either way, it’s a miracle.

Tarak and my child.

Can we actually start living a normal life now? Is the danger gone? Have all threats been neutralized?

Neutralized? I shake my head as the breeze turns into a gust, ripe with the promise of rain.

Sometimes, I worry I’m starting to sound a bit like him.

The wind dances around me, making the distant trees sway.

And then, they start to fall.

Big, fat raindrops. It’s a tiny patter at first, quickly coalescing into a downpour.

I look up to the sky, filled with awe.

This phenomenon never ceases to amaze me.

Rain in the desert.

It happens so very rarely—maybe once a year or less—and it won’t last for long, but the creeks will be full for a few weeks afterward, and the wildflowers will bloom in a riot of color. Birds will flock to the newly formed waterways to feast on temporary abundance.

I extend my hand, collecting fat droplets on my palm. The scent of rain on red earth is intoxicating.

So real.

So alive.

I missed this so much.

I missed Earth.

Can we be normal now?

Not really.

Because of who I married, things can never be normal again, but I can still appreciate the only planet in the Universe that will ever really feel like home.

Sweet, incomparable Earth.

“Hm.”

When I hear his voice behind me—that deep, rumbling expression that could mean a thousand different things, depending on the inflection—I’m not even surprised.

Not anymore.

My husband moves like a wraith. He doesn’t mean to. It’s just how he is. At first, his stealth used to startle me, sometimes even irritate me. He adjusted by becoming intentionally loud whenever he approached—with a word or a sound, a scuff of his foot, or a rustle of a limb against his body.

It no longer bothers me. I’ve grown used to it, just as I’ve become accustomed to his Kordolianness.

He reaches my side and curls his arm around my waist, his hand coming to rest on the swell of my belly. As always, his touch is both tender and possessive.

He’s gone and put our child to sleep, as he’s done every night since we returned to Earth.

Making up for lost time.

We look at each other, saying nothing.

And just as I stare at him in mild awe—the feeling never grows old—he regards me with a deep red gaze that turns almost inky-black in the fading light.

Stars, he’s so magnificently alien that it takes my breath away.

How must I look to him right now—standing barefoot on a balcony, sticking my hand out to feel the rain?

“You like this phenomenon, don’t you? Water, falling from the sky…”

“There’s a sense of relief about it,” I explain. “In this country, we go through long dry spells where the vegetation goes brown, and the earth becomes hard. The creeks run dry. The birds migrate to greener pastures. It gets bloody hot, and everyone goes a little bit mad. And then, the rain comes…”

As if to illustrate my point, a jagged spear of lightning falls from the sky, casting a flash of light across the horizon for a split-second. A crack of thunder isn’t far behind.

It’s close.

Tarak chuckles—a low rumble that reverberates right into my bones. He’s wearing nothing but a loose pair of trousers. Home wear. Unguarded. Relaxed.

It should be rare to see him like this—to have him all to myself like this—and yet he seems to be able to make so much time for me.

“We could terraform this place,” he says. “Change the atmospheric temperature so it rains more often. Create rivers and lakes. Accelerated-growth vegetation could quickly form a forest.”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” I say, placing my dry hand against his hard torso, exerting a little pressure. “There are bilbies here. They’ve only just returned after hundreds of years.”

Yes, I’m the kind of person who will protest against some development or other because of some rare native species in the area. I’m not averse to the idea of putting farms in space, but this ecosystem is so rare and delicate that it should be protected at all costs.

Tarak’s broad chest rises and falls in a swift rhythm—too fast for breathing. It takes me a moment to realize he’s chuckling.

“You…” I take my handful of rainwater and slap it against his chest, wetting him. Of course, he doesn’t even flinch. But he does stop laughing.

At least he’s laughing. When I first met him, I didn’t think Tarak would ever be capable of laughter.

But apparently, Kordolians can laugh.

He takes my wet hand into his and twines his fingers through mine. The heat of his palm radiates into me. “I adore you, wife. Especially when you feel strongly about something. Forgive me. I couldn’t help but suggest that which I would do in an instant, knowing you would instantly reject it—with vehemence.”

His lips curve into an indulgent smile.

“You were teasing me,” I say flatly, trying to sound unimpressed even though I’m secretly delighted to see this playful side of him.

Silver-white eyebrows lift in mock surprise. “I thought you humans liked that sort of thing.”

“Well, yes, generally. But considering the ease with which you can do practically anything, including altering the fate of entire worlds, I have to be cautious around you.”

“You do not,” he retorts, mildly indignant.

It’s my turn to smile—smugly. Got you.

“Oh?” The penny drops quickly with him, as always. His grip around my waist tightens. He pulls me closer, leaning in, pressing his lips against my temple. “You and I… we’re far beyond caution.”

Warmth spreads through me.

Lightning flashes again, softer this time, sheet-like in the distance. There’s a slightly longer pause before the thunder rumbles ominously.

Little One inside me must’ve woken from a slumber because I’m suddenly assaulted by a vigorous flutter of tiny legs and feet.

The rain becomes a torrential downpour.

The heavens have really opened up this time.

And the Master of the Skies is standing beside me, as close and familiar as ever, and he knows that when it comes to him, I have not even the slightest inkling of fear or mistrust.

Enough to be able to tease me.

Him.

A Kordolian.

Ha.

It’s as glorious as the rain itself.

The day was a scorcher. Baking hot and dry enough to turn tears to dust. Once the sun sets, it would normally cool down fast, sometimes to near-freezing temperatures.

But this evening was surprisingly humid, and the temperature of the rain is pleasant, not freezing cold.

I have a sudden urge to feel the rain against my face, to rub my feet in the desert sand—which has turned to mud—and to bury my toes and burrow down into the warm, dry earth underneath.

Anchoring myself to this world.

I look to Tarak. “Are we here now… for a while?”

“For as long as you wish,” he rumbles. “I did what was necessary so I could give this world to you.”

“I know,” I murmur, savoring his warmth and his steadfastness as the roar of the rain drowns out my voice. “And I know what it cost you to get us here.” Unable to help myself, I capture his lips in a brief, tender kiss.

The warmth intensifies a little. “Let’s go out there.”

“There?” One pale eyebrow curves questioningly.

“Yes.” I’m feeling a little spontaneous. Reckless. Because I’m by his side, and I’m perfectly safe, and nothing in the Universe can touch me.

Tarak inclines his head. “As you wish.”

He moves swiftly, silently, as powerful as the storm itself, sweeping me up into his arms as if I’m lighter than a feather. Effortlessly, he steps over the balcony railing and walks out into the rain, away from the house—just far enough to reach a patch of unspoiled vegetation.

There, he sets me down on the ancient red earth of home, the two of us drenched.

I taste pure rainwater on my tongue.

Little One is kicking again.

He puts his arms around my neck and presses his forehead against mine; silver stillness in the dark of night, in the relentless rain.

Taking all the time in the world.

And I laugh in pure joy and relief.


TWO
ABBEY


Cool rainwater soaks through my hair and my clothes. My face is wet. I taste it on my tongue. It’s fresh and faintly metallic.

Above us, the skies come alight, the flashes softer now as the lightning moves further away.

The thunder has faded to a soft rumble in the distance. The rain subsides a little, becoming a gentle patter, no longer a downpour.

Arms around my waist, Tarak holds me, pressing himself against me—just enough that his hard, honed body melds to the swell of my pregnant belly.

It’s dark out here. I can barely see him, except for when the lightning flashes.

And it does again, allowing me to catch a glimpse of his face.

Whoa.

Whenever Tarak’s expression softens like this, it takes my breath away.

That he could be capable of such a thing.

And all of this… all of him…

Is mine.

“I’ve seen storms like this on many planets.” He brings his lips close to my ear so I can hear his deep voice above the rush of the wind and the soft roar of the rain. “Wind, vapor, precipitation, electrical discharge… From above, they all look the same. A common phenomenon. Seemingly insignificant. But when you’re inside, you begin to realize that the storm has power. And sometimes, it can turn the course of a battle.”

“Things appear different when you’re close, rather than on the outside looking in,” I say, savoring his closeness more than ever before.

Our intimacy is divine.

I can never take it for granted.

“I know it now.” He shifts ever so slightly, letting me feel the unmistakable pressure of his arousal. “I have missed you, my amina. The things that take me away from you sometimes feel so very tedious. If only there were a way I could silence the noise of the Universe so I could have you at my whim, always. In fact, I would have you right now in the rain and the mud, but I can’t bear the thought of you experiencing even the slightest dirt or discomfort at my expense—especially in your current state.”

The child inside me flutters—along with something else.

Need.

It comes so easily whenever I’m with him.

And knowing how insatiable he is—how endless his desire and stamina, how much control he exerts to hold himself back—makes him all the more irresistible.

I would even do him in the rain and the mud right now… if not for my current state.

“I think I’ve seen enough of the storm, Tarak.” The Universe wraps its damp, electrified tendrils around me, and I almost feel whole again.

“Very well,” he rumbles, as deep and inevitable as the thunder. “Let’s go inside.”

“Okay,” I say weakly, giving in to the gentle yet insistent press of his fingers against mine, an invitation I can’t refuse.

My scant resistance has crumbled. I’m in the mood to be held and taken care of, spoiled at his whim, indulged…

And I want to savor all of him.

To give him what he most desires and revel in it.

He twines his fingers through mine, taking my hand, leading me back the way we came, through the sand-turned-mud, over the Earth’s gentle undulations. Not once do I step on anything unpleasant with my bare feet, and that’s because he’s guiding me.

He has perfect night vision, after all.

As we reach the house, he grows impatient and sweeps me up into his arms.

I don’t protest.

He does it because he can; because he knows what kind of mood I’m in.

Over the balcony railing, back under cover, through the glass doors, into our house on Earth—a structure of glass and metal and concrete.

Silent, graceful, he brings me down the hall, not caring that he’s trailing water everywhere. In the soft light, I catch a glimpse of his face.

His pale hair is slicked back. His features—hard, elegant, undeniably Kordolian—shimmer in the warm glow of the lamplight.

Like a sculpture wrought from silver.

He takes me through our bedroom suite and into the bathroom adjacent, where he sets me down on my feet and promptly goes about undressing me.

I let him do everything.

I know his intentions, and I know he likes to take charge, to be in control.

And sometimes, I just want to be taken care of.

I’ve been dealing with enough responsibility as it is. Between coordinating the orbital farms, taking care of Ami, and acting as a sort of go-to person for all human concerns while onboard Silence, I’ve done enough of late.

That’s not to mention the morning sickness.

Even Zharek and Zyara couldn’t sort that one out.

Thank goodness it’s passed now.

Tarak gives me a look. I know that look.

Allow me…

I nod. Neither of us says a word. It’s more profound that way, anticipating his thoughts and yet entranced by the mystery of what goes on in that labyrinthine alien mind of his.

He starts to undress me, pulling my loose, rain-drenched top over my belly, my torso, my breasts…

I lift my arms to aid him. He peels the garment up and over, then deftly tosses it into the laundry chute.

With the same fluid, practiced movements, he unclasps my bra and disappears it. My stretchy tights are next, slipped over my hips, along with my underwear.

He draws them down to my ankles.

I kick them off, leaving a trail of red mud and water on the floor.

Tarak’s gaze travels up and down my naked body, desire swirling in crimson. Electrifying me.

He runs his hands down my back, curving them around to the swell of my pregnant belly. Then, he takes one of my hands and twirls me like a dancer, leading me into the shower.

The sensors activate, sending a cascade of warm water from the rose in the ceiling—a different kind of rain, warm and steamy, the exact temperature that I like.

Still half-clothed, Tarak stands before me and cradles my belly again.

He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “I revere you and this life you hold within you. The first was miracle enough. To know that we will have a second… I’m fortunate beyond my wildest imagination.”

Through the cascade of the shower, my eyes flutter wildly in surprise. “Tarak…”

Sometimes, he gets like this. A mood overtakes him. His aura burns so hot and bright it’s as if I’m standing before the sun.

I know there isn’t a single thing I can do to dissuade him right now.

And I don’t mind.

He’s incredibly sexy when he’s like this.

“Turn around,” he commands.

I furrow my brow, giving him a questioning look. What are you doing?

He tilts his head a fraction—stern, insistent, perhaps a tad impatient. “Allow me to indulge.”

“Me, or in me?” I say playfully.

“Both.” His tone is deadpan, his expression unreadable.

“Of course. Why not both?” I quip, trying to keep my voice light even though the anticipation nearly brings me to my knees. It doesn’t help that the hormones of pregnancy heighten the intensity of everything, especially arousal.

I give Tarak a little smile and dutifully turn around.

Suddenly, his hands are on my waist, sliding over my hips, caressing my ass. He moves in, molding his warm, hard torso against my back.

His pants have miraculously disappeared. His cock intrudes on the small of my back, pressed between us, a constant reminder of his hunger—and restraint.

He’s a man who can tolerate almost any kind of pain.

It’s almost scary how long he can hold out.

But he chooses to prolong the tension, drawing it out with skill and control, like a master musician with his instrument of choice.

I don’t mind.

He can do whatever he wants, especially when his touch feels so good.

He applies a squirt of body wash—sweet, vanilla-scented, deliciously silky—then proceeds to rub it all over me, sliding his devious hands over my breasts, encircling my nipples with his thumbs, slipping over my belly, down between my thighs.

Pressing his lips against my neck, kissing me, grazing my skin with his fangs.

Biting me oh-so-gently as he slips his fingers between my thighs and easily finds my already tender clit.

I’m so ready.

He teases me with his thumb and slips his fingers deeper inside me.

Closing my eyes, I writhe and moan, pressing my lower back against him, feeling his hardness, which has become even harder.

A low growl issues from deep within him, reverberating through me.

I’m in heaven already.

I tip over the edge into a slow, devastating climax.

The first.

He brings my arms above my head, capturing my wrists with his other hand, which he presses against the wall as he gently moves his body up and down, pleasuring me with his fingers over and over again.

The beginnings of another orgasm stir—a series of waves that build higher and higher until I come again, turning into a helpless, quivering mess.

The second.

The soapy suds are rinsed away.

He brings my arms down. Releases me. Draws me away, stepping out of the shower and draping a fluffy towel over my shoulders.

He wraps me up in warmth and softness. Another towel is procured, this one wrapped around his waist, barely concealing his erection.

The plush white towel contrasts with his silver hardness: chiseled torso and sculpted abs, the result of years and years of brutal training and combat.

“Tarak…” I whisper, engulfed by wonder all over again.

It never gets old.

“Shh.” He puts a finger to my lips as if not wanting to break our trancelike spell.

Then, he proceeds to dry me all over with the soft towel before letting it drop to the floor.

Naked, I’m led to our bedroom, my bare feet crushing the soft carpet.

“Sit down,” Tarak orders.

“All right.” Flushed, warm, tingling all over, with the aftershocks of climax coursing through me, I smile, wondering where he’s going with this.

I perch on the edge of the bed.

He gets on the bed, too, behind me.

Then, he starts to massage my lower back, which has been carrying a lot of weight.

I ache down there. I’m stiff and uncomfortable—I didn’t realize how much.

Tarak gently kneads my body and works out the knots, making me feel tender and supple.

A sweet aroma fills the air—lavender and jasmine. His fingertips are coated in silky liquid.

Is he using… massage oil?

How would he even know about that, or where to get it?

But he is Tarak, after all.

He can do anything and everything.

Rule the Nine Galaxies with an iron fist. Give me the best pregnancy massage of my life, and make it sensual as hell.

My toes tingle from how good it feels. My cheeks are burning. I could disappear into delirious, happy eternity right now.

I moan softly as he works on my back. He knows exactly where the tension is, how much pressure to apply, and what points to press to send a goosebumpy ripple of pleasure all over my body.

He’s both tender and firm, and his patience is seemingly endless.

But I can’t ignore the obvious—his unsated arousal.

So I let him have his way with me, surrendering to the feeling of being taken care of. When he’s done, I slowly turn around and look up to see him staring at me with deep, crimson intensity.

I uncap the small glass vial of oil and pour it onto my hands. Then, I rub it all over him, making his already gleaming skin glisten even more.

And he lets me.

Stars, he’s so delectable. I just want to eat him up.

He watches in fascination and surprise, a hint of a smile playing on his lips.

I ogle him even more, hardly believing my blessed luck—that I get to have this powerful, otherworldly being all to myself, and he isn’t distant or lofty when he’s with me.

He’s just Tarak.

And I get to play with him.

He leans forward, placing his hands against my back, gently laying me down on the bed.

I would have done it myself, but I’m so ungainly right now.

He looms over me, shining like a god, and all I can do is marvel.

My need stirs again, this time in the form of a deep ache: desperate, primal, sending me half-mad, an itch that only he could ever scratch.

I see the towel wrapped around his hips, resting just below the defined V of muscle that leads to his very obvious erection.

“Take it off,” I tell him.

“As you wish.” He smiles, flashing a hint of fang.

Muscles bunch and flex, shimmering in the golden light as he whips the damn thing away.

He’s big.

I knew that already.

The sight of him.

I want him inside me now more than ever.

Urgency consumes me like an inferno.

“Come on,” I whisper, reaching for his hand.

Smiling wickedly at my eagerness, he takes it, threading his fingers through mine, lifting my arm above my head, pressing my hand against the soft sheets as he leans in and enters me, taking every care not to put pressure on my belly.

And yet, he’s just rough and forceful enough—the way I like it.

It’s started raining again.

Tarak is in control now, fucking me into blissful oblivion for as long as he wants and as much as he can take.

Until he sends me right over the edge—again—and I drag him with me, plunging into the Universe and the stars, beneath the falling sky.


THREE
ABBEY


In the bright light of the morning, the angry clouds have all but disappeared, leaving a fresh, glistening landscape in their wake.

I’m sitting at the kitchen table alongside Ami, who’s battling with a hard-boiled egg, trying to remove cracked pieces of shell.

We’re so lucky to have access to real eggs, thanks to Aunt Kenna’s insistence on keeping chickens. Not that there’s anything wrong with recombinant egg protein—I used to eat it all the time when I was on the mining station—but it just doesn’t taste the same.

I look across at our guests, who are helping themselves to the breakfast platter I’ve hastily put together this morning—with the help of the kitchen-bot.

Soft-boiled eggs, smoked salmon, hash browns, sliced avocado, sun-ripened tiny tomatoes, freshly picked baby spinach, crispy bacon.

Not a bad spread, if you ask me.

Xal is heaping a plate with all the proteins. Sera is more measured, taking a bit of everything.

Their twins—Mia and Erik—are seated between them in high chairs. Mia is smooshing avocado and egg around in her tray, occasionally pausing to pop a bit in her mouth. Erik is nibbling on a piece of salmon, one tiny fang emerging from his pink gums.

As I’ve learned, in Kordolians, the fangs emerge first, followed by the other teeth.

The twins aren’t identical. If Mia is the golden bronze of a late sunset, then Erik is starlight. Mia Akiina favors her mother. Erik Taruk takes after his father.

The interplay between our human and Kordolian genes is fascinating. I can’t wait to see how our little one turns out. Will he or she be more like Tarak or me? Or a combination of both? Ami has certainly inherited the best of both of us.

Sera takes a sip of her coffee and flicks through information on a datapad while Xal tucks into his food. Out of all the Kordolians, he’s probably the one who’s adapted most quickly to human customs.

He’s curious and open-minded, surprisingly so for a former prince of the now-extinct Kordolian Empire.

“Tarak’s out on business?” he asks between mouthfuls, a knowing smile hovering on his lips. Xal looks casually elegant in his navy blue button-down shirt, slim jeans, and leather boots. His long white hair is unbound, its moonlight-hued silkiness contrasting with his dark, curving horns.

He’s always had this ease about him; a certain gracefulness, like a cat, domesticated when he chooses to be, but not without claws and fangs. I know for a fact that he’s a highly skilled fighter—not on the same level as Tarak and the First Division guys, but certainly able to hold his own.

“Sparring with the First Division,” I inform him. “Then, a quick dip in the frigid Southern Ocean. Your kind enjoy that sort of thing, apparently.”

Sera laughs. She looks bright and refreshed—so very different from how she was in the early months after giving birth. The demands of looking after two babies weighed on her heavily, but Xal adapted quickly, and now they’re all thriving.

Xal shrugs. “I do. The oceans here are unique. Salty. Cold—especially if you go deep enough—and filled with interesting creatures. I swam next to one of those large beasts a few rotations ago—a whale.”

I shudder. “Just be careful. There are great white sharks.”

“The ones with the sharp teeth?” Xal is nonplussed. “I’ve seen a few of those. One tried to attack me once. I gave it a thump on the nose, and it went away.”

Sera rolls her eyes good-naturedly. “You can’t warn them about anything, Abbey. Humans and Kordolians have very different standards when it comes to being afraid.”

“I want bread!” Ami announces.

I pass her a bit of buttered toast, and she dutifully goes about removing the crusts.

She’s picky when it comes to food, just like her father, who still prefers bland, boring things like gelatinous protein bars and raw meat.

He’s coming around, though. I actually think he secretly enjoys some things more than he lets on. He just downplays it so as not to appear too taken with human frivolities, as he sometimes calls them.

“What are Kordolians afraid of, anyway?” I ask Xal.

He frowns. “Sunlight, for one,” he answers after a pause. “Getting caught in the ultraviolet without any form of protectant. And… extinction.”

“Go figure.” Sera grabs a cloth, wipes Erik’s chubby cheeks, and plants a kiss on his wispy white head. Then, she does the same with Mia. “You’re afraid of the sunlight, and we’re instinctively scared of the dark.”

“But you don’t have to be afraid of the dark,” Xal says. “You have us now.”

“It’s a throwback to more primitive times. These things are hard to shake off.” Sera takes Erik from his high chair as he starts to fuss and cry, getting up to bounce him on her hip. Ami has made her way to Mia’s side, waving her buttered toast. As Mia tries to grab it, Ami pulls it away, laughing.

“Ami, share,” I growl, giving her the look. “We don’t tease. Mia’s much smaller than you. She can’t ask for things so easily.” I offer Ami another piece of toast. “Give this to Mia.”

“Okay.” Ami waddles over to me and takes the bread. “She’s littler.”

“Yes, she is. You have to be like a big sister to her. Look after her. Protect her—until she’s big enough to do things on her own.”

“Okay.”

She shuffles back toward Ami, looking adorable in her pink onesie.

I give Xal a pointed look. “Well, I don’t think you don’t need to worry about extinction when we’re around. “I’m curious, though. Did Zharek ever get to the bottom of why… things got to that point on Kythia in the first place?”

A shadow crosses Xal’s elegant features. “Still working on it. Zharek knows more than he lets on, but he isn’t willing to reveal all yet.”

“I understand.” Xal is at least a bit more forthcoming than my selectively guarded husband, but I know not to probe too much. It’s a delicate topic, even if Kordolians aren’t known for being so sensitive—they’re much more blunt and direct than we humans. “Well, I really hope it’s fixable.”

Suddenly serious, Xal leans forward, his golden gaze becoming hard and crystalline. “Only recently, I learned I have a sister. She’s about ten revolutions of age. I believe there’s a reason she exists.”

Sera places a reassuring hand on Xal’s shoulder.

I nod but don’t push it further. Not too long ago, Tarak, Ash, Enki, and the new Silent One, Dragek, captured Xal’s brother—Amun, the one they all thought was dead—and rescued his sister from an enemy ship.

Xal has been processing a lot.

There’s still so much to uncover.

“Dada,” Mia says cheerily, completely oblivious to the solemn mood. “Dada babagadoo.”

She puts her hands out, reaching for Xal.

“Oh, all right.” The former imperial prince melts beneath his daughter’s innocent gaze. “Come here.”

He picks her up.

Kids. Ha.

“What ‘bout me?” Now Ami wants to be a part of the action, too. She returns to me, moving surprisingly quickly.

Her toddling little walk is deceptive. She can be fast sometimes, and as I grow bigger by the day, it’s getting harder and harder for me to keep up.

“All right, cuddle time.” I pick her up as best I can and let her perch on my lap. Ami puts her hand on my belly and starts rubbing it as if I’m a laughing Buddha.

I sigh, looking up at Sera. Rocking back and forth, she’s managed to lull Erik into a trance-like state. “Someone’s had a little too much warm milk.”

“That’ll do it. So, any luck on that special person we’ve been searching for?” I ask.

Xal narrows his eyes. “What mischief are you two plotting now?”

“Well, it’s about time we started looking for a qualified person to educate our kids. As much as I wish it were an option, it just won’t be practical to send them to a regular Federation school. Tarak would never allow it. You know how he is when it comes to matters of security, and rightly so.”

“So you’re recruiting? To set up a school?”

“It’s absolutely necessary,” Sera says. “They’re going to get bigger, Xal. They will have needs. They occupy an incredibly unique position in the Universe, and they’re going to have to learn both Kordolian and human ways. So Abbey and I decided to start small and search for a human teacher who’s suitably qualified to take on this task. Someone with solid education chops who also has a working understanding of your language and history. Not an easy task, but I think I’ve narrowed it down. There’s one particular candidate I really like. She lives not too far from here, actually. She’s worked as a teacher in a number of Earth schools and has an impressive background in both human education theory and intergalactic studies. Impeccable referee reports. I believe she also speaks passable Kordolian. Do you know how hard it was to find a candidate who ticks all those boxes?”

I gasp. “No way. How do we get her onboard?”

“Well, that’s going to be the hard part, and I’ll leave it up to you to convince her, Abbey, because I think you’d be a lot more persuasive. My name is searchable, and with my background as a journalist, people like that naturally become suspicious.”

“I can certainly try, but what’s the catch?”

“Well, she’s just taken on a new role as a principal. In a recent interview, she said it was her dream job.”

Ami grabs a strand of my hair and starts twisting it around her fingers. It hurts a little, but I let her because it distracts her, and this conversation is important. “A generous salary might be helpful in winning her over, don’t you think?”

“Well, that’s the thing. She has generational wealth. She probably isn’t in it for the money.”

“If this is the person you believe is most qualified, we can give her a very compelling reason to work for you.” From behind, Tarak’s voice threads into the conversation. “The humans in government know not to oppose me. Other humans can easily be made to understand this, too.”

He’s here already, stealing up on me like always.

“No!” Sera and I both shout at the same time, turning to glare at him.

“We do not threaten or coerce the people we would like to come and work for us. Especially when this is the person we want teaching our kids.” I look up. Suddenly, he’s looming beside me, his commanding presence drawing all the energy in the room. “Let me handle this, Tarak.”

Xal chuckles softly as he gently wrestles with Mia.

“Very well. I’ll leave it to you.” Now Tarak is smiling ever so slightly. He’s wearing a deep blue kashkan. His hair is damp, and he smells faintly of sea salt and crisp pine.

Is he teasing me again?

I can’t even tell sometimes.

I turn to Sera. “So, where is this person, exactly, and who is she?”

“Principal Delia Bonsen is the head of Capricornia College. She currently resides in Darwin, in the North State.”

“Oh, lovely. I know Darwin well.” It’s where my dad was born. We used to spend the winter holidays up there, escaping the cold.

I look up at Tarak. “I think I’d like to visit. Have a small break. Show you around. Ami will enjoy swimming in the waterholes. Actually, I think I need a break.”

“Hm.” Tarak folds his arms, regarding me for a moment.

Ami reaches out. “I want Daddy.”

“Hm.” Of course, he takes her. It’s funny. When she’s sitting on my lap, she seems so big. When she’s in Daddy’s arms, cradled against his big, powerful body, she looks so small. “This Darwin… it’s a place you would enjoy going to?”

“Yes. I think we could mix business and pleasure.”

Tarak tips his head ever so slightly. “Then, we go. For relaxation, and to carry out your recruitment objective. Whatever you wish, my amina.”

Xal lets out a low whistle of surprise. Sometimes, I forget that the other Kordolians aren’t used to seeing this side of Tarak.

My husband doesn’t care, though. He has nothing to hide.

“Darwin in November,” Sera muses. “That could be interesting. That’s when the Wet Season starts, isn’t it?”

“It does get hot.” I glance up at Tarak. “But there are quite a few… pleasant ways to escape the heat.”

“You’ll just have to show me, then.” He remains perfectly impassive even as Ami shoves a hand into his cheek for reasons that are logical only in her two-year-old mind.

I’m almost surprised at how quickly he agreed to the whole thing, but he gets like this sometimes. And I suspect he isn’t exactly clueless about Earth’s geography, either.

Tarak always knows a lot more than what he lets on.

He probably knows exactly what he’s getting into.

But he’s doing this for me.

To make me happy.

It makes me giddy all over again, the way I felt when we’d just met.

As if reading my mind, our baby starts kicking again.

“I can show you,” I murmur, half under my breath, because I know he can hear me.

Get a room, you two, Sera mouths.

Good thing I can lip-read.

I laugh.

The children babble, yell, and chatter. I didn’t realize three little gremlins could be so noisy.

Xal and Sera are momentarily caught up in one another—and the twins.

Tarak stands quietly beside me. To my surprise, he radiates a certain peacefulness amidst all the commotion.

For once, there are no enemies to fight.

No imminent threats.

There’s just the sublime chaos that is our little family.

And all is well.


FOUR
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“We won’t hide anymore,” Tarak says quietly as he surveys the streetscape from behind dark glasses. “There’s no need to.”

I can hardly believe we’re walking down the esplanade in broad daylight with Ami between us. She’s holding hands with Tarak and me, laughing as we swing her back and forth.

Tarak takes most of her tiny weight, making it easier on my tired body.

A warm breeze swirls around us, chasing away the humidity for a brief, blissful moment.

The sun is starting to dip toward the horizon, the stifling heat dropping just a little, enough to make it almost… pleasant.

I don’t even know how Tarak’s been tolerating it. He hates hot weather, but considering the kind of discomfort he’s used to tolerating, this probably ranks very low on his list of agonies.

Out of necessity, he’s mastered the art of ignoring pain. He experiences excruciating agony every time he activates his armor-suit.

But he likes to bitch about the heat and sunshine on Earth. I swear he does it for my benefit, to make him seem more human-like.

A wave of affection surges through me. This big, gruff, complicated man of mine. Seeing him now, so relaxed, walking casually along a tropical street, wearing a white linen button-down shirt and loose khaki trousers, and of course, the wayfarer-style shades that accentuate his chiseled features.

Catching me staring, he glances at me, a hint of a smile tugging at one corner of his mouth. “So. This is what you humans call a holiday.”

“It doesn’t need to be big or extravagant,” I reply, wincing as I release Ami’s hand. Our child is getting heavier by the day, and I’m quite achy right now. “Just a few days away can make a difference. Clear the mind. Allow one to readjust their perspective.”

“Hm.”

“Although I have to say, I am surprised that you’re willing to allow us to walk around in the open like this.” Normally, Tarak would be going overboard with the security.

He gives me an indulgent look. “Aren’t you the one who’s always telling me you would like a bit of normality in our lives?”

“It’s just fleeting wishful thinking. I had the most ordinary of upbringings—in a good way. I didn’t even realize how good it was until I look back on it now. Even though his job took him away a lot, my father went to so much effort to try and make sure I had a grounded childhood.” Wisftulness turns into a pang of sadness as I remember my dad.

I was an only child. He was a busy man who worked long hours, rising up the ranks to become Chief Scientist at SynCorp. But he always tried to make time for me. Every year, we went on a holiday—to interesting places like Antarctica and even a floating zoo in Earth’s lower orbit. When he was away, I would stay with Aunt Kenna, who treated me like her own daughter.

Both she and Dad taught me how to grow things.

If not for them, I wouldn’t have been able to set up the floating agricultural stations that will guarantee food security for the entire human species.

According to the official records, he was killed in a factory accident. A walkway above gave way, crushing him underneath.

They said it was a structural fault, but Aunt Kenna and I have always had our suspicions.

I’ve never had the power to do anything about it. We raised our concerns with the authorities, but the evidence SynCorp provided was far too conclusive, so an investigation was never opened.

My way of dealing with it was to bury it—it was too painful to think about. I immersed myself in study and work. I took the job on Fortuna Tau to get away from it all…

To forget.

And that’s where I met Tarak… in the most ridiculous of circumstances. He was a bit of a bad guy at the time, but he’s changed so much—and done so much—since then.

I never wanted power—never even thought about it—but by virtue of who he is, Tarak’s just handed me a shipload of it.

Maybe, when the time is right, I’ll reopen that investigation.

“I’ll give you whatever you desire,” Tarak says quietly, picking up Ami and moving closer to me. He takes my hand. “Whatever is within my power and my means—and that is considerable. I’ll give you and our children the life you deserve. Especially for all your courage and patience in putting up with one such as I.”

“It isn’t like you to be so self-deprecating.”

“Only with you,” Tarak says lightly. “Because I can.”

“You saved all of us from a terrible fate.”

“Because you are mine. And therefore, everything that’s precious to you is precious to me. Now that the biggest threat to our existence has been neutralized, I only want to give you all of the things you yearn for, my amina.”

I shake my head gently. “It’s a two-way street. I feel incredibly privileged to be yours, Tarak, but I’m not going to sit back and merely take advantage of you.”

“You could, you know. I wouldn’t mind.”

“Maybe… sometimes,” I say mischievously. “But not always.” As the direct conduit between Tarak and the entire human species, I have certain responsibilities to live up to. “Besides, you’re the one who said we should govern Earth.”

“I can take it back,” he shrugs. “Deal with it as I see fit.”

“You know we wouldn’t accept that.”

“Indeed. That’s why I gave you the power in the first place.”

“Then how could you possibly say that we can lead some semblance of a normal life?”

“We can do things like this. Simple things. Humans will have to get used to our presence on Earth. It’s as straightforward as that. Other alien species have successfully integrated. And wherever you wish to go, we’ll go. I won’t hide anymore. There’s no need to bother with disguises or subterfuge. Reasonable security measures can be taken, yes, but this is Earth, not Kythia. We have it locked down and secured to my satisfaction, and that’s how it will remain. Life will go on as normally as you wish.”

Oh, Tarak. He’s so romantic when he gets adamant like this. There’s contradiction in what he says, but also truth.

“Besides,” he says softly, surveying passers-by and curious onlookers. Some people stare for a moment longer than usual, but they don’t do anything too crazy. “Do you really think there’s anything in this vicinity that I can’t deal with?”

I laugh. People around here are laid-back, dressing for hot weather in short shorts, slippers, and singlets. Despite its role as a gateway to the rest of the Asia-Pacific region, Darwin remains a bit of a sleepy frontier town, an outpost at the far end of the continent.

Life moves at a slower pace here, and the locals are obsessed with fishing, beer, and footy.

I can’t even imagine the kind of havoc Tarak would wreak if anyone tried to start trouble with him.

“Fair enough.” My attention is captured by Ami, who’s pointing toward a brightly colored shop.

“Ice cream,” she exclaims. “I want ice cream! Daddy, please?”

The most dangerous Kordolian in the Nine Galaxies turns to putty in his daughter’s tiny hands. “Yes. You can have this ice cream… if your mother says it’s allowed.”

“It’s a treat. A sometimes food, am I right, Ami?”

Ami nods, agreeing with me purely so she can get what she wants. That’s what almost-three-year-olds do, isn’t it?

The bargaining phase has begun.

I expect it will remain for a very long time.

“All right, let’s go.” We head toward the shop, which is actually a gelato outlet decorated in bright pastels and with dozens of flavors on offer.

Dino’s Gelato, it’s called.

What else could be better in this hot weather?

The door opens with a gentle chime, and we step into a cool, air-conditioned shop.

How delightfully normal.

The place is busy. There’s a line of at least ten people in front of us.

As Tarak steps inside, silence descends on the shop.

Everyone is staring.

You could hear a pin drop in here.

But he’s as cool as a cucumber, inscrutable behind his dark lenses.

I glare at the most blatant starers until they look away.

We take our position in the line. Ami immediately breaks away, pulling me toward the display freezer to check out the flavors while Tarak keeps our place in the line.

“Which one do you want, Ami?” I ask while keeping a nervous side-eye on my husband. Not that I expect him to do anything worrying. It’s more the other people I’m worried about—what they might say to him, how they might react.

Earth is still coming to grips with the fact that Kordolians are here to stay, and there’s been so much misinformation that a lot of people don’t know what to think.

“Rainbow,” Ami says decisively. She knows what she wants, that’s for sure. I suspect she inherited that trait from her father.

“Rainbow it is, then. And I’ll have watermelon and mint.”

We return to Tarak, who’s moved forward one place in the line. When he stands, there’s an inhuman stillness about him—he never shuffles or fidgets or pays attention to those around him.

He only has eyes for Ami and I.

And yet, I know he’s aware of everything.

It takes a while until we reach the front. There’s a family of five before us. They request taste testers of at least a dozen different flavors before making up their minds.

Hurry up, I groan internally, rolling my eyes.

Then, someone’s credit chip is declined. I’m about to step in to pay, but an old lady beats me to it.

“Don’t worry about it,” she says. “Happens to all of us.”

Embarrassed, the teenager offers profuse thanks as she leaves with a small cone of chocolate gelato.

We move forward.

The people in front of us are terse and impatient. People keep filing in, crowding the small shop.

Maybe it’s the heat and humidity, but there’s a certain tension in the air.

All the while, Tarak stands beside us, perfectly patient and preternaturally calm.

Too calm.

He’s always been short-tempered when it comes to humans. He has very little tolerance for stupidity and time-wasting and what he considers to be trivial human things.

Well, except for when it comes to Ami and I.

But still…

I stare at him in disbelief. Who is this zen-like stranger?

At last, it’s almost our turn.

The kind old lady in the breezy linen dress orders her lemon gelato in a cup. She smiles as the server thanks her for paying for the young woman who experienced trouble with her credit chip.

I get it. I’m sure it happened to me more than a few times when I was younger.

As the old lady makes to leave, she glares at us.

What?

Well, maybe she isn’t always so kind.

“You people should bugger off back to where you came from,” she hisses under her breath, staring daggers at Tarak for a split-second.

Then, she attempts to scurry away, trying to have the last word.

White-hot anger surges through me. How dare she?

Without thinking, I chase after her. “Excuse me? What did you say?”

I cut her off before she reaches the exit. People are staring, but I don’t care.

Anger surges through me, white-hot, obliterating all sense of reason.

All I can think of is how damn disrespectful she was toward my husband for nothing other than the fact that he looks different.

“G-get out of my way,” the woman stutters.

“No.” I’m adamant. “Apologize to my husband first. That was absolutely rude and unnecessary. He has every right to be here.”

Bloody ignorant old biddy.

“I…” She shoots Tarak a dark look. Her lemon gelato is starting to melt. “Leave me alone. Get out of my way.”

“Apologize,” I growl, obstructing her path.

“You’re assaulting me. How dare you? I’m going to call the Enforcers.”

“I haven’t laid a hand on you. You started it, speaking that way about my husband for no reason. If you insult him, you insult our daughter and me.”

The woman blinks, momentarily shocked. Her eyes glaze over, and she gives us a blank stare as if struggling to comprehend what’s right in front of her.

She looks down, taking in my pregnant belly.

Still, she says nothing. Her expression is like stone.

I’m about to gear up for round two when a big, familiar hand drops onto my shoulder.

Instantly calming me.

Grounding me.

“Leave,” Tarak growls. “Do not bother my wife ever again, and understand that I saved your life today.”

Deliberately, possessively, he kisses me on my temple.

The entire shop falls silent except for Ami, who’s clinging to her dad’s leg.

“Ice cream,” she reminds us insistently.

The old woman suddenly looks aghast, as if she’s just seen a ghost.

Or perhaps she just forgot.

Who exactly she was speaking shit to.

She disappears through the automated door, drops of melted lemon gelato falling onto the gleaming tiles.

I look up at Tarak, confused. “Wouldn’t you normally…?”

I honestly don’t know what the old Tarak would have done.

He chuckles softly and kisses me again with great affection and tenderness. “Such an insignificant bit of ignorance, but I appreciate you defending me with such fervor. You can’t change people’s minds when they don’t want to change, amina. But thank you.”

Heat rises into my cheeks. I swear I’m blushing.

The baby’s kicking again.

“Ice cream!” Ami insists. When she wants something, she’s the most persistent thing.

“All right,” I sigh as we reach the counter. The server, a teenage girl, is hovering around anxiously, waiting to take our order.

I look up at Tarak. “You don’t want anything, do you?”

He hates sweets. All Kordolians do.

He shakes his head, half-smiling. “What more could I possibly want?”
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As the sun dips toward the horizon, it sets the sky ablaze, painting it in vivid hues of orange and red.

The sun itself is a white-hot sphere, slowly sinking toward the perfectly horizontal line of the inky-blue ocean, casting a powerful, shimmering reflection across the gentle ripples of the surface.

The ocean is deceptively beautiful.

Dangerous things lurk beneath that glittering facade. Crocodiles. Sharks. Deadly stinging box jellyfish.

Sometimes, a beautiful facade hides danger.

I glance at Tarak. He’s staring out across the horizon, his expression unreadable.

The fiery light burnishes his silver skin, making him seem like an otherworldly metal sculpture.

Ordinarily, the sunlight would cause him great pain and discomfort, but Kordolians have figured out a way around these things. They use a special nano-sunscreen that allows them to walk in daylight with no adverse effects. The sunglasses are almost an afterthought, an easy fix for light-sensitive eyes. They’re old-school and back in fashion now.

I think one of us might have accidentally lent a pair to a Kordolian once. Suddenly, they’re everywhere—the Kordolians use them when they’re ‘off duty’ and wearing casual attire.

Having finished her gelato, Ami is happily playing on the playground, climbing up a weblike frame of synthetic cables, her movements swift and confident.

Our child loves to climb.

She’s getting good at it, too. It seems she’s inherited her father’s natural agility and strength.

My heart fills with joy.

To think that only a few months ago, we were holed up on Silence, not knowing when we’d be able to return to Earth.

I sense that Tarak’s sudden willingness to visit random places on Earth that I suggest is his way of making it up to us.

“Do you really think this is going to work?” I ask, leaning against him as he puts his arm around my shoulders. “You think people are going to just let us stroll around in public like any ordinary little family? We can probably get away with it here—this town is a low-key sort of place but in the big cities…”

“There will be more and more of our kind on Earth,” Tarak says simply. “Humans are just going to have to get used to it.”

“But… you’re a little bit infamous. I’m surprised we aren’t attracting more attention. Your image is all over the networks.”

“Out of context, I’m hard to recognize.” Tarak flashes his fangs in a brief smile. “People wouldn’t expect the likes of me to be hanging around in a place like this. Besides, to most humans, we all look the same.”

“You do not.” Playfully, I punch Tarak on his arm. “I have caught women staring at you as if you’re a forbidden snack.”

“Truly.” Tarak looks distinctly unimpressed. “And you are not bothered by this?”

“Bothered? Why would I be bothered when you’re as oblivious as a rock to that sort of attention? Besides, it’s only looking. They can’t help it.”

“Hm.” Tarak pulls me closer until I’m pressed against him—warm and reassuring. His voice has dropped to a delicious low rumble. “You’re perfectly correct when you say I’m as oblivious as a rock to the attention of other females. I have you. Why would I ever be bothered with anyone else?”

A tendril of desire unfurls inside me. He’s always like this, telling me these surprisingly sweet things that make me go weak at the knees.

Is he even aware of the effect he has on me?

Obviously.

Devious man.

“I can chase them all away,” he growls. “Anyone who dares to bother or disrespect you…”

I wave my hand. “Don’t worry about it. You and I both know you aren’t going anywhere. Let them stare. Besides—and it’s a little petty of me—but it makes me feel proud. That I’m your chosen mate.” I pause, allowing my words to sink in.

The change in his expression is subtle, but I can tell he’s immensely pleased. It’s in the slight upturn of his mouth, the set of his jaw, and the stiffening of his frame.

“Hm,” is all he says.

That’s when Ami loses her grip on the climbing frame and plummets onto the sand, landing on her bum.

Before I’ve even registered what happened, Tarak is moving, fluidly disentangling from me and striding across to where Ami is.

She’s sitting on the ground, arms and legs akimbo, her violet eyes wide with shock.

And then Daddy reaches her, swiftly scooping her up into his arms.

That’s the catalyst for the waterworks bursting open.

“Waah!” Ami bawls as Tarak speaks to her in Kordolian, saying soft, soothing things.

I can understand the words now, even if my spoken Kordolian is still pretty basic.

I reach my husband’s side.

“You could have reached her in time,” I whisper to Tarak. “With your reaction speed…”

“It wasn’t a great distance to fall. Zero chance of serious injury. She was taking risks. There was a poor choice of hand placement. She’ll learn from it.” Tarak makes a low, soothing noise as Ami buries her face in his shoulder, gently bouncing her up and down. “Children shouldn’t be overly shielded.”

As the sunset intensifies, silhouetting Tarak and Ami against the blazing sky, I shake my head in wonder.

When did Tarak become so wise, especially when it comes to raising kids?

When I first met him, he was abrupt, headstrong, and ruthless.

He still has those traits, but he’s a lot more measured now.

Maybe the future I hoped for really is possible.

It is.

It’s happening right now.

A normal life, far away from all the dangers Tarak has worked so hard to defeat.

For now.

Tomorrow, I have a meeting with a highly experienced educator. Maybe she’ll be open to my proposal. Maybe not.

But I can be pretty persuasive when I want, especially when it involves our kids.

I’m sure we can come to an agreement.

Our tribe is growing. People don’t understand it yet, but the future of humans and Kordolians is inextricably linked.
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The car that takes us to Capricornia College is cool, silent, and impossibly smooth. On the outside, it looks like any of the driverless cars that glide around the streets—white and sleek, its windows tinted against the harsh tropical sun.

In reality, it’s no ordinary vehicle. It’s actually an entirely Kordolian contraption, armed and armored and practically impenetrable. It can fly. It also has a driver—unusual in this day and age on Earth but very normal for Tarak, who doesn’t quite trust artificial intelligence of any sort.

Tarak doesn’t take any chances. Wherever we go, he insists on using his own tech for transport. He’s paranoid about the possibility of human-networked vehicles being remotely controlled or used to spy on us.

Well, maybe not paranoid, considering who he is.

Just realistic.

As we glide to a stop at the front entrance, I squeeze Tarak’s muscular thigh, capturing his attention. “This isn’t a negotiation, and we haven’t come here to demand anything. It’s just a conversation.”

“There are things about you I still don’t understand,” he says mildly, raising a pale eyebrow. “You know you can have anything you want. Why do you insist on making it complicated?”

“Human nature.” I smile, knowing perfectly well that Tarak doesn’t quite understand why I’m so adamant about navigating situations involving humans diplomatically. To him, my approach is incomprehensible. He’s used to taking what he wants and bringing others to heel in the process. “Whoever educates our kids needs to be passionate and willing—not under duress. You’ll understand in a few years.”

“Hm.” Tarak captures my hand and twines his fingers through mine—a little forcefully. “Perhaps.”

He’s just going along with all of this because he wants to make me happy, not because he understands my reasons behind it. He trusts me to make the right decisions for our child, and he accepts that there needs to be a balance between our very different cultures.

Of course, he’s got the Kordolian side of things all stitched up, every resource imaginable at his disposal. Most of what remains of the old empire is under his command. He’s installed an interim government on Kythia and owns an entire fleet of Kordolian military ships manned by troops that are loyal only to him.

Every single Kordolian specialist, instructor, and expert is at our disposal.

We won’t have any trouble teaching our kids the Kordolian ways, and I trust Tarak to make sure they learn the right things from his world.

The car enters a long driveway leading to a small car park. There’s a drop-off zone at the end, shaded by a roofed structure. Tall, slender palms wave in the gentle breeze, deceptively relaxed in the oppressive heat.

Of course, inside the car, it’s cool, but outside, it’s a furnace.

I squeeze Tarak’s hand, appreciating the brief torture he’s about to go through when he steps outside.

It’s just the two of us today. Ami’s back at the secure compound—yet another of the properties Tarak seems to collect like trinkets—being babysat by Riana and guarded by Kail.

Surprisingly, they wanted to tag along.

Riana, I could understand, but Kail?

He’s one of the biggest, hardest, scariest warriors of the First Division, a man of few words who only reveals his true self to two people in the Universe—his mate and his commander, in that particular order.

And he only gives the best parts of himself to her.

I never thought he would agree to a holiday, but here we are.

Kail and Riana seem to have taken a particular interest in my little project here.

Hmm, I wonder why?

The doors slide open, and Tarak steps out before me, offering me his hand.

What a perfect Kordolian gentleman. He’s dressed seriously for the occasion, wearing a simple deep blue kashkan over black trousers and boots. There isn’t a single crease. His hair is trimmed and faded to military precision. The dark glasses give him a rakish air.

My heart skips a beat.

He’s as stunning as ever.

In contrast, I’m big, ungainly, and slightly sweaty. My loose hair is slightly tousled, and I thank the stars for the silky floral dress that makes me look somewhat pulled together.

Tarak smiles slightly, furrowing his brow, making me blush.

What?

He’s always looking at me like that—as if I’m the most ravishing creature in the Universe, which is the polar opposite of how I feel right now.

Little One is kicking again, fluttering along with the frantic patter of my heartbeat.

Tarak pulls me up, almost lifting me off my feet, momentarily making me feel as light as a feather.

He wraps his fingers around mine and leads me to the front office. The blast of the midday heat is intense—like being in a furnace—but we quickly walk through sleek sliding doors into a cool office that looks out onto a central courtyard filled with lush tropical vegetation.

The interior is sleek and minimalistic, with polished concrete floors and beige and white furnishings. A receptionist sits behind the counter. She’s on a holo-call with someone, the other person concealed by a privacy screen.

“Of course,” she says calmly to the person on the other end, giving us a brief glance. Her eyes widen in surprise as she notices Tarak. “Principal Bonsen is currently in a tele-meeting, but I’ll let her know that you called. She’ll reach out to you when she’s available. You have a good day now.”

Wearing a miffed expression, she terminates the call and turns to us. “Can I help you?”

“We have an appointment with Principal Bonsen at 12,” I reply, hoping my sunny simple will offset the shock of Tarak’s presence.

He’s right—there’s no point in hiding. Not when he and his people have made Earth into their second home. Not when they’re responsible for protecting the entire human species.

There’s no way he would’ve let me come alone anyway. He’s naturally protective, but even more so now that I’m carrying our child.

When we’re on Earth, and he’s not around, one of the First Division guys will always be within earshot.

“I’ll let her know you’re here.” The receptionist’s shock is quickly hidden behind a bright but not entirely happy smile. “Please take a seat.”

Tarak says nothing, allowing me to take the lead. He just looms behind me, radiating an intimidating aura. He can’t help it. It’s just who he is.

Thankfully, there’s nobody else around. I look out the windows, my gaze drawn to a tranquil pond. A turtle drifts to the surface, looks around, then disappears back into the murky depths.

Beyond the lush vegetation is the rest of the school, which is made up of low-set pavilions connected by breezy shaded walkways. It’s very different from the high school I attended growing up, where most classes were held virtually, interspersed with the occasional field trip or practical session.

At the sound of footsteps, I turn.

The principal stands before us.

She wears a simple, breezy emerald green linen shift, accessorized with bold red resin earrings and a blue floral silk scarf. Soft salt-and-pepper curls are cropped into a neat bob.

She’s probably in her late forties, but it’s hard to tell. Somehow, she manages to give off an aura that’s simultaneously welcoming, down-to-earth, and formidably competent.

If she’s surprised by Tarak’s presence, she certainly doesn’t show it.

“I’m Delia. Come on in.” She turns, gesturing toward a glass-walled office.

We rise and follow her inside, Tarak stalking quietly behind me.

“Please, take a seat.” Delia gestures toward a pair of minimalistic swivel chairs.

Tarak waits until I’m comfortably seated, then takes the other chair. Leaning back, I breathe a small sigh of relief as the pressure is lifted from my aching feet.

“Welcome, Abbey. Thank you for booking an appointment to meet with me. I have to admit, I must admit, I didn’t expect there to be two of you, but that isn’t a problem.” She turns to Tarak, staring at him with great intensity. “I know who you are,” she says quietly.

“Then you’ll know that our requirements will not be ordinary,” Tarak replies, cutting to the chase in typical Tarak fashion.

“To save you both the trouble, I’ll say this now: no matter what you offer me, I’m not leaving this school. I’m sorry.”

“Then our business here is concluded,” Tarak says coolly, rising to his feet.

“Hold on a moment.” I shoot Tarak an annoyed glare before turning to the principal. “I never said anything about you leaving your current position. Actually, I haven’t even had a chance to say anything.”

The principal nods. “I’m all ears.”

Tarak frowns, refusing to sit down again. Slowly, he walks to the back of the room and leans against the wall, sending a clear signal that he’s leaving the conversation to me.

“I’ve done my research. I know your experience. I know your outcomes… and I know how important this school is to you. I know that you work with the most challenging students. Those who don’t fit into the traditional system, those who have failed time and time again, kids who are this close to having their MQ score drop below the threshold. I also know that you were one of the first educators to take a serious interest in Kordolian language and culture.”

“It is the future,” Delia says dryly, “whether we like it or not.”

“It’s a better future than the one that was laid out before,” I retort. “That’s why I wanted to speak with you.” I rest my hand on my belly, feeling the reassuring movements of the life growing inside me. “We have a unique situation. An entire generation of Kordolian-humans that’s going to be tasked with great responsibility.” And power. I leave the obvious unsaid because it makes most people uncomfortable. “I need them to learn our history and our ways—and remain grounded.”

“That’s a significant responsibility. I’m not in a position to offer my professional services as a teacher.”

“I’m not asking for all of your time. I just need to pick your brains. I want to start a school. Human-led, human-conceived. I need your expertise. Your connections. Your help with hand-picking the staff. A consultancy role, if you like. Whatever it costs, we can make it happen.”

“I see.” Delia twines her fingers together, a shrewd look in her dark eyes. “And what if my price isn’t monetary?”

“Name it.”

“Okay. Two things.”

“I’m listening.” With Tarak’s silent, indomitable presence behind me, I’m filled with confidence. I feel unshakeable. I can give this woman what she asks for or walk away unscathed. If I can’t get her to agree to what I want, then I’m sure we’ll find an alternative.

“Firstly, there are a number of students at this school that don’t engage well with authority figures and have little respect for rules or boundaries. I believe they might react differently to someone from outside the system.”

“Someone? You mean, one of my people.”

Delia’s eyebrows rise slightly as I firmly declare my allegiance. It’s true, my loyalties have shifted. I don’t consider myself a Federation Citizen anymore. I’m part of a tribe now—Tarak’s and mine.

They’re my people.

“Someone as hard-as-nails, who can provide a different perspective. Who will treat them fairly, without bias. I would like to see if our groups can collaborate on a cultural exposure project.”

“You really think that’ll work?”

“I know these kids. We’re working on addressing the underlying issues, but they also need to see that there’s more to the Universe than the place they grew up in. Some of them would never even dare to dream that they might be able to travel into space.”

“You would trust us… to do the right thing? After all that’s been said about Kordolians?”

“The fact that you’re coming to me to ask me to teach your kids tells me all I need to know.”

Delia’s smart. She’s connected the dots so quickly. But with her background and accomplishments, what else did I expect? “Seems like you’re pretty good at reading people.”

She laughs. “What do you think I do for a living?”

“My husband’s men aren’t used to dealing with humans, let alone students with behavioral issues.”

“I wouldn’t dream of putting anyone in a position they weren’t trained for. But maybe… a short visit so the kids can interact and ask questions. Then perhaps an excursion here and there. To see things they wouldn’t usually see, visit places they wouldn’t normally ever have a chance to go.”

“To space? Would the parents allow it?”

“Some of these parents are at their wits’ end. Some aren’t even in the picture. Believe me, I’d make it happen.”

I glance at Tarak. “Get your guys to straighten out a bunch of misguided human kids?

He nods, and although his expression is mostly as hard as stone, there’s an ever so slightly mischievous quirk to one corner of his mouth. “We can be as uncompromising or benevolent as you need.”

For a fraction of a second, Delia’s calm mask slips, and she stares at Tarak in fascination.

He does tend to have that effect on people.

“Well, now that you have the blessing of a former general of the Kordolian Imperial Military, I’m sure we can work something out,” I say mildly.

“Uh, yes.” The principal seems surprised. Perhaps she wasn’t expecting us to agree so easily. “That would be wonderful.”

“You mentioned a second condition.” Now that I can almost taste victory, I press on, eager to close the deal. If it’s anything like the first one, it’ll be easy to handle.

Delia recovers her composure. “I presume you hold a fair amount of influence over the Federation Government. There’s something I’ve always wanted to change… at a policy level.”

I nod encouragingly. Tarak’s just handed us the keys to power. She has no idea. “You’re right. We can directly advocate for a change of policy if we think it aligns with our interests.”

“Well, you’ll have to be the judge of that. It’s going to determine whether we can work together, after all.”

“So, what do you require?”

Delia takes a deep breath. “This idiotic concept of a Morality Quotient. I want it abolished. Something as subjective, fluid, and poorly definable as morality should not determine whether a child has a right to an education or not. Surely, there are better ways to ensure future generations are brought up right.”

I smile. It’s something I was planning on changing anyway, but I’ll let Delia have her credit. “What a sensible idea. That, we can do. There are complexities that will take time to navigate, but as far as children and teenagers are concerned, I completely agree. They shouldn’t be subject to this archaic rule at all.”

The principal lets out a deep sigh of relief. “You know, when I saw the two of you sitting out there, I didn’t quite know what to expect. But I think this might be a good collaboration. I’m pleasantly surprised—and excited.”

“Same here.” I reach out and shake Delia’s hand, relieved that my gut instinct seems to have turned out to be correct. She’s the sort of person I could catch up with over a cup of coffee.

She reminds me a little of Aunt Kenna, in a way.

“We’re starting a school,” I say breathlessly as I turn to Tarak, the little one inside me moving like crazy, almost kicking my lungs out of my chest. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“Indeed.” He unpeels himself from the wall and walks toward me, gracefully inhuman.

I’ll never grow tired of marveling at him.

“Thank you for your time today, Principal Bonsen. I’m looking forward to a rewarding relationship with you and your students. We’ll be in touch.”

“Likewise. It was a pleasure meeting you today, Abbey, and er…”

“Tarak.” Surprisingly, my husband offers her his first name.

We both get up from our seats. Tarak’s at my side again: silent, restrained, intimidatingly protective.

“I’ll show you out. Please, follow me.” Delia leads the way, her movements brisk and purposeful.

And just like that, I’ve started something that to me, makes perfect sense.

Delia’s right about one thing.

Morality Quotient, my ass.

After all, isn’t Tarak magnificent living proof that we shouldn’t allow our past to define us?


SEVEN
TARAK


My sweet mate has changed.

Of course she has.

She’s carrying our second child. She’s suffused with the sacred glow of pregnancy.

Everything about her is sublime.

Her scent.

The swells and curves of her body, which I know better than the mapped constellations.

The ease with which she goes about business, knowing exactly what she wants, fully confident in the fact that she has me backing her up.

She’s changed.

She’s no longer the naive human I encountered on that dilapidated mining station. She’s no longer afraid of me or unsure of herself.

She isn’t as rash or impulsive as she once was.

She takes her time, considers all angles, and comes up with ideas I wouldn’t have conceived of in a million light-years.

That’s why I need her.

There’s no way I could nurture our tribe on my own.

I only know harshness, discipline, and how to be ruthless.

I need her softness, her wisdom, her quiet strength. She alone tempers me.

And that is how it should be.

As she looks out the window, momentarily quiet and lost in thought, I study her, taking in her effortless, uncontrived beauty.

Pregnancy has made her soft features a little fuller, her dewy skin accentuated with a smattering of darker pigment. She’s allowed her hair to grow longer—unbound and subtly golden, it cascades over her shoulders, partially hiding her graceful, delectable neck, which I long to plant my lips against.

She wears a long, simple garment made of soft fabric decorated with foliage and flowers in shades of green, white, and pink. The garment flows over her body, making her all the more tantalizing—a tempting package for me to unwrap.

I’m already hard.

My mind and soul are kindling, and she’s the spark.

It never, ever takes long.

Her dress is revealing only at the place above her breasts, where it crosses over, allowing me a glimpse of her chest and collarbones.

What a magnificent sight she is, made all the more enticing because she seems completely unaware of the extent to which she drives me mad.

I could devour her—right here, right now.

In fact, I think I will.

The car turns, hovering over a narrow road that’s more compressed dirt than tarmac. It astounds me that such things still exist on Earth—and still appear to be in use—but humans are a species of wild contradictions.

At last, we reach the end of the road, where towering vapor-forms rise above a dark, choppy ocean. Clouds, humans call them.

I make a signal to the driver and guard—a Third Division warrior called Gralek. Take your leave.

He nods and quickly exits the vehicle, disappearing toward the secure compound, a structure I had built after learning we were to visit the area. Kainan assisted me with acquiring the land. Territory is easy enough to acquire on Earth—many humans will sell anything for the right price.

The door seals shut, cutting us off from the stifling conditions outside. It’s cool and dark in here, just the way I like it.

The wind whips the trees outside, but the sound is muted. Electrical discharge crackles in the vapor-forms above.

There’s a tension in the atmosphere that mirrors my own. Abbey is adamant the storm won’t come, but I disagree.

It’s interesting that the rain on Earth always brings with it a sense of relief.

But I need release.

She looks up at me in surprise, and the ever-so-slight, sensual parting of her lips is almost enough to break me.

“I need you,” I say quietly.

“Now? Here?” Her eyelids flutter, her pupils dilating an infinitesimal fraction.

“Yes.”

While we have a chance.

In this safe, quiet cocoon—a stolen sliver of time and space—I will have her.

My desire for her is endless. If she wished, she could fall into it and be engulfed whole, and I would hold her there and ensure she would never want for anything.

But she isn’t like that.

She wants to give as much as she gets.

“You…” She places her hand against my chest, in the dip between the folds of my kashkan where my heart is beating.

Desire shimmers in her tawny-green eyes.

Her arousal intensifies, the scent intoxicating me. A switch flicks inside my brain, erasing all logical thought.

All I want is my mate.

I want to taste her, to drown in her.

I move, dropping to my knees before her, bending lower, lifting her skirts, parting her legs. She gasps and leans back against the seat, kicking off her shoes and threading her fingers through my hair with great urgency.

I can hear their dual heartbeats—hers and our child’s.

I already know the gender of our child—the scent gives it away—but I’ll keep it a secret from Abbey because she wants it to be a surprise, and I always give her what she wants.

What she wants is never unreasonable.

I inhale deeply as I bury my face between her thighs. Her aroma is rich and heady, ripe with arousal, made all the more potent by her current state.

Her undergarments are in my way. I solve that hindrance with a quick flick of my finger, extending my claw, tearing through the thin barrier with exacting precision.

A sweet gasp escapes her lips as I kiss her there, crushing my lips against her sweet warmth.

Then, I taste her.

She is sublime.

She writhes.

I grip her thighs, pinning her in place.

She runs her hands over my scalp, coming to a stop over my horn-buds, applying pressure with her thumbs, encircling them, knowing exactly where to get me so that I experience the greatest amount of exquisite agony.

I suck her clit, which has become slightly enlarged and ever more sensitive than usual.

She gasps louder.

Then, she whimpers, and her whimpers quickly become a desperate cry as she begs me for release.

I oblige, delighted at how easily she tips over the edge.

She climaxes under my hands and tongue, soft and pliable like putty, voicing her pleasure, quivering, and then collapsing into a hot, adorable little mess.

My hunger for her intensifies. The last shred of my self-control slips away. I rise and push her back against the seat, my gaze locked onto her gorgeous, flustered face, which is suffused with pink.

Her eyes are wide. Her mouth is open, revealing a hint of her glistening pink tongue.

Driving me even more mad for her.

She tears at my belt, pulling my kashkan open. Then, she’s unfastening me, sliding my trousers over my hips, her lithe fingers gliding over my hard length.

She draws me toward her with all the force that exists in her little body, wrapping her legs around me.

I run my hands over the gentle swell of her belly, feeling the miracle we’ve created, reveling in the mystery and the glory that is her.

With surprising power, she pulls me toward her, her legs like a clamp.

And then, with me kneeling before her, she pulls me inside her and proceeds to fuck me, moving her hips back and forth, wrapping her arms around my neck.

My universe explodes.

I pull her forward, lying down on the floor so she sits astride me.

I let her have her way with me, watching her intently as she closes her eyes and rocks her body back and forth, grinding from side to side, drawing out every last molecule of pleasure.

I let her take me for as long as she wants until I can stand it no more.

I rise, wrap my arm around her, and withdraw, my cock beyond enlarged, straining for release. She could destroy me right now, and I would happily die of pleasure in her arms.

The need for release drives me.

The need to claim her robs me of even the faintest sliver of rationality. I’m a mindless beast, consumed by white-hot desire.

Roughly, I turn her around, bending her over so she’s on her knees with her palms pressed against the seat.

I take her from behind, sliding my hands over her rounded belly and then up to her gloriously full breasts, taking each of her nipples between my fingers and caressing them as I enter her again.

She’s wet beyond imagining.

Pliant, ready, willing.

Pure, perfect silk.

Mine.

Oh-so gently, I wrap one arm against her neck and drop my other hand to her clit, caressing her as I fuck her harder.

Dragging myself ever closer to the brink.

She wraps her hands around my arm, digging her nails in, tearing at me a little.

I let her.

That tiny starburst of pain is what pushes me over the edge at last.

I come inside her.

I hold her, burying my nose in her hair, inhaling her divine fragrance, drawing her essence into my soul.

I hold her for a long time after the climax, planting soft kisses on the side of her neck, tasting her salty sweetness.

“You’re mine,” I whisper before playfully biting her earlobe, grazing the skin with my fangs but never breaking it.

“I know,” she murmurs, her voice cracking but laced with a hint of triumph.

Because she knows her hold on me is complete and utterly unbreakable.

Even if the Universe crumbles into stardust, I will never let her go.
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