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The Price of Healing




Five Years Ago

The Crucible Station - Sector Nine Mining Colony




The fighter was dying.

Thane could feel it in the irregular flutter of the male’s pulse, in the way his three-chambered heart struggled against the massive trauma to his chest. Blood—too much blood—pooled on the medical platform, dripping steadily onto the floor.

The crowd outside the medical bay roared. Another fight had started. Another body would be coming soon.

Always another body.

“Please.” The fighter’s hand—what remained of it—grabbed Thane’s wrist. “Please… let me go.”

Thane didn’t look at his face. Couldn’t. If he looked, he’d see the desperation there. The plea for mercy that had nothing to do with healing.

“I can’t.” His hands moved automatically, finding the worst of the wounds. Heat built in his palms, his markings flaring bright silver as he channeled his body’s energy into the dying tissue. “Hold still.”

“No.” The fighter’s grip tightened with surprising strength. “No more. I can’t… I can’t go back out there.”

The cellular regeneration was working. The torn muscle in his chest was knitting together, slowly, painfully. The fighter gasped, back arching.

“Please,” he whispered again. “I’ve been fighting for six years. Six years. Just… just let me die.”

Thane’s jaw clenched. His markings pulsed brighter, hotter. The healing accelerated despite the plea, despite the broken sound of the male’s voice.

Because Thane didn’t have a choice.

None of them did.

“I’m sorry,” he said, the words hollow even to his own ears.

The fighter’s eyes—pale blue, too young despite the scars covering his body—filled with tears. “You’re not.”

No. He wasn’t.

The door hissed open. Thane didn’t need to look to know who it was. He could smell the rank scent of the overseer’s cologne, could hear the heavy footsteps approaching.

“Status?” Overseer Grath’s voice was bored. He’d asked this question a thousand times. Would ask it a thousand more.

“He’ll survive.” Thane’s hands continued their work, sealing the last of the internal bleeding. “Give me ten minutes.”

“You have five. The Consortium representative wants another match before the evening cycle ends.”

The fighter made a sound—something between a laugh and a sob. “Of course they do.”

Thane’s markings flickered. Rage, hot and useless, burned in his chest. He tamped it down. Rage didn’t help. Rage got you recycled.

He’d seen it happen to healers who forgot their place.

“Five minutes,” Grath repeated. “And Healer? The representative was impressed by your work. They’re considering purchasing you for their personal medical staff.”

Thane’s hands stilled. Just for a second. Just long enough for the overseer to notice.

“Problem, Healer?”

“No.” Thane forced his hands to keep moving. Forced his voice to stay neutral. “No problem.”

Grath’s footsteps retreated. The door hissed shut.

The fighter stared at him. “They’re going to separate you from your brother.”

Yes. They were.

Korr was in the next medical bay, probably healing another broken fighter. Another body that would be sent back to the arena. They’d worked side by side for fifteen years—ever since the Consortium raid on Kyrros that had killed their parents and enslaved their people.

Separation meant different stations. Different sectors. Different lives.

It meant never seeing his brother again.

“It’s fine,” Thane said.

“It’s not fine.” The fighter sat up, his newly healed chest still pink with regenerated tissue. “Nothing about this is fine.”

No. It wasn’t.

But what choice did any of them have?

The evening cycle found Thane in his cell—a small, sterile room with a sleeping platform and nothing else. No windows. No decorations. No pretense that this was anything other than what it was.

A cage.

His markings had dimmed to barely a glow. Exhaustion pulled at him. He’d healed seventeen fighters today. Seventeen bodies broken for entertainment. Seventeen lives he’d saved only to send back to suffering.

The door opened.

Thane looked up, expecting another emergency. Another dying fighter he’d be forced to heal.

Instead, Korr slipped inside.

His brother looked like hell. Blood stained his hands—not his own. His markings were dim, exhausted. But his eyes… his eyes burned with something Thane hadn’t seen in years.

Hope.

“Tell me you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking,” Thane said quietly.

Korr’s mouth curved into something that might have been a smile in another life. “We’re getting out.”

“Korr—”

“Tonight. I’ve made contact with a resistance cell operating in the lower sectors. They’ve agreed to help.” He moved closer, his voice dropping to barely a whisper. “We have one shot at this. One chance.”

Thane’s heart—his three-chambered, too-fast heart—began to race. “They’ll kill us if we fail.”

“They’re killing us anyway.” Korr gripped his shoulders. “Just slower. Do you want to die here, brother? Healing the broken only to watch them break again? Living in a cell? Being property?”

No.

God, no.

But fear was a living thing in his chest. Fear of failure. Fear of hope. Fear of what freedom might cost.

“What about the others?” Thane asked. “The other Kyrrathi? The fighters?”

“The resistance is staging a mass breakout. We won’t be alone.” Korr’s grip tightened. “But we need to move now. The shift changes in twenty minutes. That’s our window.”

Twenty minutes.

Twenty minutes to decide between the hell he knew and the freedom he’d stopped letting himself dream about.

Thane looked at his brother—at the hope in his eyes, at the determination in his stance—and made his choice.

“Tell me the plan.”

The plan was chaos.

Explosions rocked the station as the resistance cells activated simultaneously. Alarms screamed. Guards shouted. Somewhere, someone was shooting.

Thane and Korr ran through the maintenance tunnels, following the route Korr had memorized. Other escapees joined them—fighters, laborers, other healers. A tide of desperate beings fleeing toward the docking bays.

“There!” Korr pointed ahead. “Bay Seven. The resistance has a ship waiting.”

They were going to make it.

They were actually going to—

The blast came from nowhere.

One second, Korr was running beside him. The next, he was on the ground, a smoking hole in his back.

“No!” Thane dropped to his knees, his hands immediately moving to the wound. “No, no, no—”

Too much damage. The blast had torn through his spine, his lungs, his heart. All three chambers were failing.

“Thane.” Korr’s hand found his, gripping weakly. “Go.”

“I can heal you. Just give me time—”

“There’s no time.” Blood bubbled at his lips. His markings were fading, going dark. “The ship… it’s leaving in two minutes.”

“Then we have two minutes.”

“To get you on it.” Korr’s grip tightened with the last of his strength. “Not me. Never was going to be me.”

The words hit like a physical blow. “What?”

“Bought your passage.” Korr’s breathing was becoming shallow. Rapid. “Not enough… for both. Never was.”

Horror and understanding crashed through Thane simultaneously. “You planned this. You knew—”

“Knew one of us… had to make it.” His brother’s eyes were starting to glaze. “You’re the better healer. You deserve—”

“Don’t.” Thane’s hands shook as he tried to heal, tried to fix what couldn’t be fixed. “Don’t do this. Don’t leave me—”

“Not leaving.” Korr smiled, blood staining his teeth. “Giving you… what they took from us. Freedom.” His hand lifted, touching Thane’s face one last time. “Don’t waste it. Don’t waste… the life I’m giving you.”

“Korr—”

“Promise me.”

Thane’s throat closed. His markings blazed bright with grief and rage and helpless love. “I promise.”

“Good.” His brother’s hand fell. His eyes closed. “Now run.”

The last beat of Korr’s heart echoed through Thane’s palm.

Then nothing.

Just silence.

Just loss.

Just the screaming alarm and the knowledge that his brother had bought his freedom with his own life.

Someone grabbed Thane’s arm—a resistance fighter, pulling him to his feet. “The ship! Now!”

Thane looked down at Korr’s body. At his brother. His only family. The person who’d kept him sane through fifteen years of hell.

Gone.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Then he ran.

He ran past other bodies. Past guards. Past the life he’d known. He ran until he reached the ship, until someone pulled him aboard, until the engines roared and the station fell away behind them.

He ran.

But he’d never run far enough to escape the weight of that promise.

Or the price his brother had paid for his freedom.

Present Day

Kynara - The Outer Reach Territories

Thane stood at the entrance to his Refuge, watching Kynara’s binary suns set over the volcanic peaks. Five years had passed since that night. Five years since Korr’s death. Five years of keeping his promise.

Don’t waste the life I gave you.

He hadn’t wasted it. He’d built this sanctuary—illegal, yes, but safe. He’d healed hundreds. Saved lives. Given others the freedom Korr had died to give him.

But he’d done it alone.

Always alone.

Because connection meant loss. Attachment meant pain. Love meant watching someone die in your arms while you failed to save them.

Never again.

He’d fulfill his promise by healing. By living. By existing.

But he wouldn’t risk his heart on anyone ever again.

The Refuge behind him was his purpose. His mission. His entire world.

And it was enough.

It had to be enough.

Thane turned away from the sunset, his markings dim and steady. No fluctuations. No reactions. Just the baseline glow of a Kyrrathi going through the motions of life without actually living it.

Exactly as he’d planned.

Exactly as he needed.

Zephyr chirped from the doorway, the small crystalline creature tilting its head at him curiously. Thane reached down, running his fingers over its faceted surface.

“Just us,” he told the creature. “That’s all we need. Just us.”

Zephyr chirped again, a sound that might have been agreement or argument. Hard to tell with a species that communicated through color changes and musical tones.

Thane walked back inside, sealing the door behind him. The Refuge was quiet. Empty. The healing pools steamed gently in their chambers. The diagnostic equipment hummed on standby. Everything was in order.

Everything was under control.

His comm unit chirped. Vex’s voice crackled through. “Healer. Got a delivery for you.”

Thane frowned. He wasn’t expecting supplies for another week. “What kind of delivery?”

A pause. Too long.

“The kind you’re not going to like.”

“Vex—”

“She’s human, she’s dying, and she’s already in my cargo hold.” Vex’s tone was apologetic. “I know your policy, but—”

“No.” Thane’s markings flared once, sharp and bright. “No humans. You know this.”

“She’s got a Void Crawler infection. You’re the only healer within three sectors who can treat it.”

“Then take her to another sector.”

“Thane.” Vex’s voice went quiet. Serious. “She’ll be dead in forty-eight hours. You know it. I know it.” Another pause. “Your brother wouldn’t have turned her away.”

The words landed like a blade between his ribs.

Thane’s hand clenched around the comm unit. His markings flickered rapidly—anger, grief, frustration, guilt all warring for dominance.

Don’t waste the life I gave you.

He closed his eyes. Took a breath. Let it out slowly.

“Bring her,” he said finally. “But she leaves the moment she’s stable.”

“Understood. ETA twenty minutes.”

The comm went silent.

Thane stood in his empty Refuge, feeling the walls he’d built so carefully beginning to crack.

Twenty minutes.

He had twenty minutes to prepare.

Twenty minutes before his carefully controlled world came crashing down.

Twenty minutes before everything changed.

He just didn’t know it yet.
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CHARACTER PROFILES

HERO: Thane Kyvex

Species: Kyrrathi (entirely original alien species)

Physical Description:


	7’2” tall with a powerful, lean build

	Skin: Deep charcoal gray with bioluminescent silver markings that trace along his spine, shoulders, and forearms (these pulse with his heartbeat/emotions)

	Eyes: Triple-irised in shades of silver-blue that shift based on light/emotion

	Features: Strong angular jaw, high cheekbones, prominent brow ridge

	Hands: Long fingers with retractable claws (used in medical procedures with precision)

	Hair: None, but the bioluminescent markings extend up his neck to his skull in intricate patterns

	Voice: Deep, resonant with a slight harmonic undertone

	Unique trait: His species has thermo-regulation abilities - he can lower or raise his body temperature at will (crucial for his healing work)




Backstory:


	Former slave physician - Thane was born into captivity on a medical research station where his species’ natural healing abilities were exploited

	His people, the Kyrrathi, have bio-thermal manipulation - they can sense illness through temperature variations and use their own body heat to accelerate cellular regeneration

	For 15 years, he was forced to heal injured gladiators and experimental subjects, watching them return to suffering again and again

	The Escape: His brother, Korr, orchestrated their escape but was killed in the process, making Thane carry survivor’s guilt

	Trust Issues: Thane learned that people only want him for what he can do, not who he is. He was “the Healer” - never just Thane




Personality:


	Gruff, solitary, and hyper-competent

	Speaks in clipped sentences, avoids unnecessary conversation

	Has dark humor that surfaces rarely

	Protective instincts he tries to suppress

	Believes he’s “used up” all his capacity for emotional connection

	Finds solace in routine and the predictability of his work

	Has strict rules about his Refuge - no one stays long, no attachments




His Fatal Flaw: He’s so afraid of being used again that he pushes away anyone who might actually see him as more than a tool.

What He Needs to Learn: That vulnerability isn’t weakness, and accepting love doesn’t mean being exploited.

HEROINE: Dr. Sera Kincaid

Species: Human

Physical Description:


	5’6” with an athletic build from survival necessity

	Skin: Light brown with warm undertones

	Hair: Natural black coils, usually tied back practically but beautiful when loose

	Eyes: Warm amber-brown that show every emotion

	Features: Full lips, defined cheekbones, a small scar through her left eyebrow

	Hands: Graceful but calloused from hard work

	Style: Practical clothes, but there’s a hint of who she used to be in small details (a bracelet she never removes, boots she’s repaired a dozen times)




Backstory:


	Former xenobiologist and linguistic specialist from Earth’s Colonial Research Division

	The Incident: Sera’s research team was investigating a “dead” planet for colonization when they discovered it was inhabited by a peaceful, non-technological species. When she reported this (which would halt colonization), her entire team was sold to traffickers to “disappear the problem”

	Eighteen months as cargo - Sera was moved through four different trafficking rings, marketed as a “research asset” due to her education

	She learned to survive by being useful but unremarkable - fixing things, translating, keeping her head down

	Survival Mode: She’s developed hypervigilance, reads people obsessively, and has contingency plans for everything




Personality:


	Outwardly chatty and friendly (a defense mechanism - if she’s talking, she’s controlling the narrative)

	Actually deeply guarded about her real thoughts and feelings

	Brilliant mind that never stops analyzing

	Uses humor to deflect from pain

	Stubborn and resourceful - refuses to be a victim

	Craves safety but doesn’t believe it exists anymore

	Defaults to making herself useful so people won’t discard her




Her Fatal Flaw: She can’t accept help or care without feeling like she owes something in return. She doesn’t believe anyone would value her just for herself.

What She Needs to Learn: That she deserves safety and love without having to earn it constantly.

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS


	Zephyr - A small, six-legged crystalline creature native to Kynara that Thane rescued from a geothermal vent. It’s become his only companion, communicating through color changes and chirping sounds. Sera instantly bonds with Zephyr, which annoys and intrigues Thane.

	Vex - Thane’s supplier and only contact with the outside world. A genderless Trilani merchant who brings medical supplies in exchange for Thane’s healing services for their crew. Vex is the one who brings Sera to the Refuge.

	The Shadow Network - The trafficking organization still looking for Sera. They’re run by a Consortium member named Yash Corvin, who can’t afford to have Sera’s testimony surface.

	Korr (in memory) - Thane’s dead brother, whose memory haunts him and whose dying words were “Don’t waste the life I gave you.”




WORLD-BUILDING DETAILS

The Kyrrathi Species (Thane’s people):


	Homeworld: Kyrros (now a wasteland after resource exploitation)

	Abilities:

	Bio-thermal manipulation (can sense temperature variations that indicate illness)

	Healing acceleration through controlled heat transfer

	Can survive extreme temperatures

	Bioluminescent markings that display emotional/physical state

	Biology:

	Three-chambered heart

	Higher body temperature than humans (102°F baseline)

	Can enter a “healing trance” where their markings glow brightly

	Enhanced sense of smell, especially for chemical imbalances in the body

	Culture (lost):

	Were a peaceful healer society

	Believed healing was sacred, never to be forced

	Most were killed or enslaved when their healing abilities became known

	Fewer than 10,000 Kyrrathi remain, scattered across the galaxy

	Mate Bonding:

	Kyrrathi can sense their “resonance match” - someone whose biorhythm harmonizes with theirs

	When they find this person, their markings pulse in sync with their mate’s heartbeat

	The bond is permanent once consummated

	Thane has NEVER felt this resonance… until Sera




Kynara - The Planet:


	Classification: Class-M Frontier World, tectonically unstable

	Geography:

	Massive volcanic mountain ranges

	Networks of lava tube cave systems

	Geothermal hot springs with unique mineral compositions

	Bioluminescent fungi forests in the caves

	Surface is dangerous; most life exists underground

	Native Life:

	Crystalline creatures that feed on thermal energy

	Bioluminescent plant life

	Thermal worms that create new cave tunnels

	Sky mantas that ride thermal updrafts

	The Refuge Location:

	Built into an ancient lava tube system

	Uses natural hot springs for healing pools

	Powered by geothermal generators

	Has emergency escape tunnels due to seismic activity

	Beautiful in an alien way - glowing pools, crystal formations




Galactic Political Context:


	The Consortium: Governing body of colonized space, corrupt and bureaucratic

	Medical Licensing: Healers must be registered and pay fees; unlicensed healing is illegal

	Trafficking Loopholes: “Research subjects” and “medical assets” can be legally sold

	Frontier Justice: Outer Reach planets have little Consortium oversight

	The Resistance: Underground network helping trafficking victims (how Vex operates)
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Sera’s POV




Pain was the first thing.

Sharp. Hot. Spreading through her veins like liquid fire.

Sera tried to move. Couldn’t. Her body felt like it belonged to someone else—someone who’d been beaten, broken, and left for dead.

Again.

The cargo hold ceiling swam above her. Metal. Gray. Familiar in the worst possible way. How many cargo holds had she seen in the past eighteen months? Ten? Twenty? She’d lost count somewhere around the third trafficking ring.

“Easy.” A voice. Genderless. Mechanical. “We’re almost there.”

Vex. The Trilani merchant who’d found her three days ago, half-dead in a shipping container. She’d thought—hoped—prayed—that this was finally it. Finally someone who wouldn’t sell her. Wouldn’t use her. Wouldn’t add her to their collection of “assets.”

But hope was a luxury she couldn’t afford anymore.

“Where?” Her voice came out as a rasp. When had she last had water? Yesterday? The day before?

“Kynara. Outer Reach territory.” The sound of controls being adjusted. “There’s a healer there. He can help.”

A healer.

Right.

Sera had heard that before too. The “healers” who’d poked and prodded her, documenting her responses to stress, to pain, to fear. Research, they’d called it. Valuable data on human resilience.

She closed her eyes. The fever burning through her was getting worse. Whatever infection she’d picked up in that last cargo hold—the one with the leaking biological waste—it was killing her.

Maybe that was better.

Maybe dying was the way out she’d been looking for.

“Don’t even think about it,” Vex said, as if reading her mind. “You’ve survived this long. You can survive a little longer.”

“Why?” The question slipped out before she could stop it. “Why does it matter?”

“Because I said so.” A pause. “And because the Healer will actually help you. No experiments. No data collection. Just healing.”

Sera wanted to believe that. God, she wanted to believe that so badly it hurt worse than the infection.

But she’d learned better.

She’d learned that the moment you trusted someone, that’s when they betrayed you.

Her research team had taught her that lesson well.

Eighteen Months Ago

Colonial Research Division Survey Ship - Sector 12

“Dr. Kincaid, you need to see this.”

Sera looked up from her sample analysis, pushing her protective goggles up onto her forehead. “What is it, Marcus?”

Her colleague’s face was pale. Excited. Terrified. “The readings. You were right. The planet isn’t dead.”

Her heart stuttered. “Show me.”

The data was irrefutable. Life signs scattered across the southern continent. Not abundant, but there. Definitely there. A population of approximately ten thousand beings living in harmony with the planet’s ecosystem.

Which meant the planet was inhabited.

Which meant colonization was illegal under Galactic Law.

“We have to report this,” Sera said immediately. “Send it to the Colonial Board. They’ll halt the settlement plans—”

“Or,” her team leader, Dr. Chen, said from the doorway, “we could keep this quiet.”

Sera turned. “Excuse me?”

“Think about it, Kincaid.” Chen walked closer, his expression calculating. “The Consortium has already invested billions in this colonization. If we report indigenous life, the project gets scrapped. All that money, lost. All those jobs, gone.”

“Those beings have a right to their planet—”

“Those beings are primitives. No technology. No space travel. They don’t even know we’re here.” He leaned against her workstation. “Whereas we could be heroes. The team that made the greatest colonization of the decade possible. Promotions. Funding. Fame.”

Sera stared at him. “You want to hide evidence of indigenous life so the Consortium can steal their planet?”

“I want to make a smart decision.” His eyes hardened. “You should too. Or you might find yourself… without a team.”

The threat was clear.

She reported it anyway.

Twenty-four hours later, her entire team was gone.

And Sera woke up in a cargo hold with a slaver’s brand on her wrist and a price tag attached to her file.

Research asset. Xenobiology specialist. Linguistic training. Excellent health.

For sale to the highest bidder.

Present - Kynara Approach

The ship’s landing sequence jolted Sera back to the present. Pain lanced through her body, sharp enough to make her gasp.

“Almost there,” Vex repeated. “Hang on.”

Hanging on was all she’d done for eighteen months. She was so tired of hanging on.

The fever spiked. Her vision blurred. She could feel the infection spreading, consuming her from the inside out. Void Crawler, Vex had called it. A parasite from the outer rim. Rare. Lethal. Without treatment, death in forty-eight hours.

With treatment?

Maybe seventy-two.

The ship touched down. Thrusters engaged, then powered down. The cargo hold door hissed open, and heat—God, so much heat—rolled in.

“This planet is a furnace,” Vex muttered. “Stay here. I’ll get the Healer.”

Like she could go anywhere.

Sera lay on the cargo platform, staring at the ceiling, and tried to remember why she wanted to live.

Her research was gone. Her team had betrayed her. Her career was over. Eighteen months of trafficking had taught her exactly what people thought she was worth.

Not much.

Not nearly enough.

Voices outside. Arguing. One was Vex’s mechanical tones. The other…

Deep. Rough. Angry.

“I don’t treat humans.”

Sera’s eyes closed. Of course. Of course he didn’t.

“She’s dying.”

“Not my problem.”

“Forty-eight hours. Void Crawler infection. You’re the only healer in three sectors—”

“Then take her to another sector.”

The voices got closer. Sera forced her eyes open. Forced herself to look.

The Healer stood in the cargo hold doorway, and her fever-addled brain tried to make sense of what she was seeing.

Tall. Incredibly tall. Seven feet, maybe more. His skin was deep charcoal gray, and silver markings traced up his arms, across his shoulders, disappearing under his dark shirt. Three irises in each eye—silver, blue, silver—all focused on her with something that looked like fury.

He was beautiful in an alien, terrifying way.

He was also looking at her like she was a problem he didn’t want to solve.

“Please.” The word escaped before she could stop it. Before pride could shut her mouth. “Please, I can’t—I can’t die like this.”

His eyes narrowed. His markings flickered once, bright and fast.

Then he turned away. “No.”

Something in Sera broke.

Not her body—that was already broken. Something deeper. Something she’d been holding together through sheer stubborn will for eighteen months.

“Fine.” Her voice was steady despite the tears burning her eyes. “Fine. Thank you for your time.”

She tried to sit up. Failed. Her body wouldn’t cooperate. The infection had spread too far.

This was it, then.

She’d die in a cargo hold on a planet she’d never heard of, rejected by the one person who could have saved her.

Fitting, really.

Full circle.

“Damn it.” The Healer’s voice was closer now. She hadn’t heard him move. “Stop trying to sit up. You’ll hemorrhage.”

“Why do you care?” She managed to crack one eye open. “You don’t treat humans, remember?”

His jaw clenched. His markings pulsed rapidly—some emotion she couldn’t read. “Vex.”

“Yes, Healer?”

“How long has she been infected?”

“Three days. Maybe four.”

“And you brought her here instead of a Core World medical facility because?”

“Because every facility requires registered ID. She doesn’t have one. They’d scan her, find the trafficking brand, and return her to her ‘legal owner.’” Vex’s mechanical voice somehow conveyed disgust. “Would you prefer that?”

The Healer was silent for a long moment. His eyes found Sera’s again, and this time she saw something else in them.

Recognition.

Understanding.

The look of someone who knew exactly what slavery felt like.

“Three days,” he said finally. “She stays for three days. Then she leaves.”

Relief crashed through her so hard she nearly sobbed. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me.” He moved closer, and she felt the heat radiating off him like a furnace. “I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it because my brother wouldn’t have turned you away.”

His hands slid under her—careful, surprisingly gentle for someone so angry—and lifted her from the platform. The world tilted. Spun.

“Try not to die before we reach the medical bay,” he said. “It’s inconvenient.”

Then everything went black.

Consciousness returned in pieces.

Soft surface beneath her. Dim light. The smell of minerals and something medicinal.

Pain, but less than before. Duller. Manageable.

Sera’s eyes opened slowly. A cave ceiling. No—not natural. Carved. Shaped. Bioluminescent fungi growing in careful patterns, providing gentle light.

Beautiful.

Where—?

Memory crashed back. Kynara. The Healer. The Refuge.

She tried to sit up.

“Don’t.” The deep voice came from her left. “You’ll tear the regeneration work I just spent an hour doing.”

The Healer sat in a chair beside her bed—medical platform, she corrected—his posture rigid. His markings were dim, barely visible in the low light. Exhaustion lined his face.

“How long?” she asked.

“Four hours since Vex brought you in. Your infection was worse than I expected. The Void Crawler had already reached your lymphatic system.” His eyes met hers. “Another six hours, and there would have been nothing I could do.”

That close.

She’d come that close to dying.

“Thank you,” she said again.

“I told you not to thank me.” He stood, towering over her even more from this angle. “You’re stable for now, but the treatment isn’t complete. You’ll need daily healing sessions for at least two weeks.”

Two weeks.

He’d said three days.

“You said—”

“I know what I said.” His markings flickered with irritation. “I was wrong. The infection is more advanced than Vex indicated. So. Two weeks. Then you leave.”

She should argue. Should tell him two weeks was too long, that she couldn’t impose, that she’d figure something else out.

But she was so tired.

So tired of running, of fighting, of surviving by her fingernails.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Two weeks.”

He nodded once. Started to leave.

“Wait.” Sera pushed herself up on one elbow, ignoring the way the room spun. “What’s your name?”

He paused at the doorway, his back to her. “Does it matter?”

“You saved my life. I’d like to know what to call you.”

A long silence. So long she thought he wouldn’t answer.

Then: “Thane.”

“Thank you, Thane.”

His shoulders tensed. His markings pulsed once, bright and fast.

“Get some rest, human. You’ll need it.”

He left before she could tell him her name was Sera.

She woke to the sound of chirping.

Not bird chirping. Something else. Musical. Curious.

Sera opened her eyes and found herself face-to-faceted-face with a creature that looked like it was made entirely of living crystal. Six legs. Two compound eyes that refracted light in rainbow patterns. About the size of a house cat.

It chirped again, tilting its head.

“Um. Hello?”

The creature’s eyes shifted from blue to green. It chirped happily and hopped onto her bed.

“Okay. Sure. Make yourself at home.”

It did, curling up on her stomach with surprising weight for something that looked like glass. Warmth radiated from it. Soothing. Comfortable.

Against her better judgment, Sera reached out and touched its surface. Smooth. Warm. It hummed under her touch, a sound that vibrated through her palm.

“You’re beautiful,” she whispered.

The creature’s eyes shifted to pink. It chirped again, nuzzling against her hand.

“Zephyr.” Thane’s voice from the doorway. “Leave the patient alone.”

The creature—Zephyr—chirped what sounded like protest but didn’t move.

Thane walked in carrying what looked like medical supplies. His markings were brighter today, more visible. “I see you’ve met the Refuge’s other resident.”

“Is it… yours?”

“He. And no. I found him in a geothermal vent three years ago. He decided to stay.” Thane set the supplies down. “He’s usually less friendly with strangers.”

Zephyr chirped smugly.

“I think he likes me,” Sera said.

“That makes one of us.” But Thane’s tone was slightly less hostile than before. Progress? “How do you feel?”

“Like I was hit by a cargo ship.”

“You look like it too.”

She blinked. “Did you just… make a joke?”

“No.” His markings flickered. “Sit up. I need to check the healing progress.”

Sera sat up carefully, Zephyr relocating to her lap with an annoyed chirp. Thane moved closer, and that heat hit her again. He was like a walking furnace.

“Is that normal?” she asked. “The heat?”

“Kyrrathi run hot. Body temperature of forty-two degrees celsius.” His hands hovered over her chest—professional, clinical. “Try not to move.”

His markings began to glow. Bright silver light emanated from his palms, and warmth—different from his body heat, deeper, more penetrating—seeped into her skin.

Sera gasped.

It didn’t hurt. It was the opposite of hurt. Like every cell in her body was being gently encouraged to remember how to function correctly. The lingering ache from the infection eased. The tightness in her chest loosened.

“What…” She couldn’t find words. “What is that?”

“Cellular regeneration. My species can accelerate healing through controlled heat transfer.” His voice was distant, focused. “The Void Crawler leaves necrotic tissue. I’m encouraging your body to replace it.”

It was the most incredible thing she’d ever felt.

And watching him work—the concentration on his face, the way his markings pulsed in steady rhythm, the careful precision of his movements—was equally mesmerizing.

He was saving her life.

This angry, hostile alien who didn’t even like her was saving her life.

“Why?” The question escaped before she could stop it.

His markings flickered. “Why what?”

“Why become a healer if you hate it so much?”

His hands stilled. The warmth vanished. His eyes met hers, and the pain in them was so raw it made her breath catch.

“I don’t hate healing,” he said quietly. “I hate what healing cost me.”

Before she could ask what that meant, he stood abruptly. “That’s enough for today. Get some rest. I’ll be back tomorrow for the next session.”

“Thane—”

“Rest, human.”

He left.

Zephyr chirped sadly, his eyes shifting to blue.

“Yeah,” Sera murmured, stroking the creature’s crystalline surface. “I think I hit a nerve.”

But as she lay back down, exhaustion pulling her under again, one thought kept circling.

Thane’s hands had trembled.

Just for a second, when he’d asked why he became a healer, his hands had trembled.

Whatever had happened to him, whatever had cost him so much…

It had broken something inside him.

And despite everything—despite her own trauma, her own walls, her own desperate need to stay detached—Sera found herself wanting to know what.

Found herself wanting to help him heal, the way he was healing her.

Dangerous thought.

Stupid thought.

She was leaving in two weeks. Getting attached was the worst possible idea.

But as sleep claimed her, Zephyr’s warmth a comfort on her chest and the memory of Thane’s gentle hands still tingling through her body, Sera couldn’t quite convince herself to build those walls back up.

Not yet.

Maybe just… maybe just for two weeks, she could let herself feel safe.

Just for two weeks.

What was the worst that could happen?
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Thane’s POV


Thane stared at his hands.

They’d stopped trembling an hour ago, but the memory of it—the loss of control—still burned through him.

He shouldn’t have touched her.

Not like that. Not for that long. Not when his markings had started pulsing in rhythm with her heartbeat halfway through the healing session.

Impossible.

He’d healed hundreds of beings in the past five years. Kyrrathi, Zelion, Trilani, dozens of other species. His markings had never reacted like that. Never synchronized with a patient’s biorhythm.

Never.

The resonance bond only happened once in a Kyrrathi’s lifetime. If it happened at all. Most of his people died without ever finding their match.

And it certainly didn’t happen with a different species.

“It’s stress,” Thane said aloud. “Exhaustion. Nothing more.”

Zephyr, curled up on his diagnostic console, chirped skeptically.

“It is.” Thane ran a hand over his face. “She’s human. Resonance doesn’t cross species barriers.”

Another skeptical chirp.

“I don’t care what your opinion is.”

Zephyr’s eyes shifted to amused orange.

Thane turned back to his console, pulling up the scans he’d taken during the healing session. The Void Crawler infection was worse than he’d admitted to the human. Sera. Her name was Sera, though he hadn’t asked for it.

The parasite had spread through seventy percent of her lymphatic system. Another two days untreated, and it would have reached her brain. Game over.

He studied the cellular breakdown, the necrotic tissue patterns, the way the parasite had burrowed into healthy organs.

Brutal.

Efficient.

Exactly the kind of thing that thrived in the dark corners of the galaxy where traffickers operated.

How long had she been cargo? Vex hadn’t said. But the evidence was written all over her body—old scars, healed fractures, the distinctive brand on her left wrist that marked her as “research property.”

His jaw clenched.

He knew those brands. Had worn one himself once, laser-etched into his shoulder blade. He’d burned it off the day after Korr died, letting the pain serve as both punishment and purification.

The scar was still there, a deliberate reminder of what he’d survived.

What he’d lost.

Sera’s brand was recent. Within the past year, judging by the tissue healing. And someone had tried to remove it—crude work, incomplete. Like she’d done it herself with whatever tools she could find.

Tough.

Stubborn.

Survivor.

All the things he recognized because he saw them in the mirror every day.

“Doesn’t matter,” he told Zephyr. “Two weeks. Then she’s gone.”

Zephyr’s eyes shifted to doubtful purple.

“She is.” Thane closed the console. “I have rules for a reason.”

The rules were simple:

One: No long-term patients. Heal them. Release them. Move on.

Two: No attachments. Professional distance at all times.

Three: No humans. They were too complicated, too fragile, too likely to attract Consortium attention.

He’d already broken rule



































































































































































































































OEBPS/6abd9216b9213672d50c9001db24cc8413f51b40_smallRaw.jpg
THE ALIEN BOND SERIES

- MARKED
by the EXILED ‘/ -
- ALIEN HEALER

"CAITLYN McLUCAS
















