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  Chapter one

MORE FROM MINDLESS MUSE, PUBLISHING 
After the Plague Series
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LOST: 2
FOUND: 3
SAFE: 4
HAVEN: 5
CHAOS: 6
EVOLVED: 7
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City of a Thousand Lies Series
OUTLAW
WANTED (coming soon)
CAPTIVE (coming soon)
Dirty Little Secrets by Award-winning Imogen Keeper
TALK DIRTY TO ME
FIGHT DIRTY WITH ME
DRAW DIRTY FOR ME (coming soon)
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  Chapter four

“It tastes so good,” she moans around my finger, her free hand nearly dropping the glass. I catch it before she does, and her hand instantly goes between her legs, sliding up between her thighs. Her eyes snap open, find me, and she groans out a long protracted, “More.” 
“Yeah.”
She falls back on the pillows, her legs sliding open. I try not to look as one of her hands slides between her legs, the other stroking her breast through my shirt. “More,” she pants. “More.”
“Oh, right.” This time, it’s my finger dipping in, loading it up, sliding up between her parted lips. Her liquid tongue coasts over my fingers, as I roll it back along the flat of her tongue, her fingers moving.
I load up another finger load and bring it to her lips. This time, when my serum hits her tongue, her hips lift up off the bed, she cries out around my finger, and I swear on everything sacred in this universe, I’ve never seen anything sexier in my entire life.
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AJAX 
I close the door carefully, leaving my patient alone. She’s finally asleep. Exhausted. Irreparable.
Nissa of Triannon, my best friend’s ex-wife, trapped in the throes of a broken Bond. She just sucked his serum off my finger in a bizarre simulation of a sex act I know from holo-vids alone.
I’ve never cried like that in my life, not even as a kid during the Plague of Days when half my family died. I’ve never seen anyone cry like that, shuddering and soundless, as if her soul were separating from her body as if her bones were breaking and her skin fragmenting into a thousand tiny pieces.
That’s what the breaking of a Bond did.
Bonds were never meant to be broken.
If I’m ever lucky enough to claim a woman and form a Bond, I’ll never let it break.
The thought of Bonding immediately brings an image of vibrant yellow-green eyes to the front of my mind. Feola. And as always, my body responds.
I run my hands through my hair, my cock jutting in front of me like a fucking flagpole. I lower my hand, right there in the hallway of Healing Bay, maybe to tuck it away, maybe just to squeeze the stupid throbbing monster. I don’t even know, I just know that I can’t think because I keep seeing Nissa orgasm around my finger, and Feola’s eyes, and it’s confusing as hell.
I’ve just laid the flat of my palm along the shaft when … there she is. Like I summoned her from my own sex dream, standing in an open doorway directly across the hall, watching me with those eyes, yellow-green and open wide. 
Feola.
I’ve never wanted anything in my life like I want her.
I swallow and jerk my hand away, but there’s no disguising the wildly inappropriate bulge in the front of my pants.
“Ay-shocks.” Even the way she says my name makes my nuts throb. Like she’s singing and whispering and moaning all once.
Her gaze drops to my dick, the look in her eyes saying she knows exactly what it is, and exactly what it’s for, and exactly what I want to do with it. Her mouth drops open. Her skin flushes a really fucking pretty shade of pink.
I don’t think. I do something I have never done in my entire life—just act. I stalk across the hall, reach out, take the back of her head in my palm, and move in close. As I slide my other arm around her back, her body bows.
She gasps, but her gaze stays locked on me. When I lower my mouth to hers, she whimpers. Her lips are full, and she tastes like summer on my home planet, Argentus. Like sweet fruit and fresh water. Her tongue against mine is as soft as velvet.
“Ay-shocks. I—”
I kiss her again, silencing whatever she was about to say with my tongue, and she leans into me on a moan.
My cock pulses happily against her stomach, feeling the press of a warm body for the first time in fifteen years. I back her up against a wall, tugging at her skirts, and push my hand up her dress, along silken thighs. When I find her pussy, so warm and so wet, I nearly come in my pants.
Her clit is rock hard under my thumb, and she keeps repeating my name, crooning it out, breathless in my arms. It sounds like a prayer. Ay-shocks, Ay-shocks, Ay-shocks.
I’ve never felt so powerful and so humble in my life. Like I’m as big as the entire universe and as tiny as a quark, all at once. Nothing matters. Everything matters.
I stroke my thumb over the slippery button of her clit, sliding a finger deeper inside her tight, wet passage, hooking it in.
Her hands rove through my hair. I slide my free hand over the rise of a perfect little tit and the turgid rise of her nipple.
The walls of her pussy flutter around my finger, soft as the wings of a butterfly, and my heart swells. Holy gods, I swallow her moans as she bucks out an orgasm right there in the hallway. Her moans echo, ricocheting and rising in a crescendo of their own.
My cock throbs against her, demanding attention, but I ignore it, slide my finger from her body, and stroke her dress back into place, tracing kisses along her cheekbone up to her temple. Her breasts heave against my chest, her wide eyes staying locked on me.
“Feola,” I murmur against her lips. “I….” I pause, right on the cusp of declaring… what? My undying devotion? That’s not fair. I’d need to clear the proper channels, make sure my superiors won’t forbid a union with one of the few precious remaining women.
I need to make sure she’s thinking clearly, that the aphrodisiacs in my saliva didn’t cloud her thinking, give her time to process before I ask for a Bond. She can’t think with my tongue in her throat. She needs space. “I’m sorry.”
She freezes. Her brows drawing together.
“I didn’t mean to do that. I shouldn’t have. I—I just lost control.”
Her cheeks flood with heat, and she backs away.
As soon as I get clearance, I’ll talk to her. And pray to every whispering power in the universe that she says yes.
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Four months later… 
FEOLA
I have a comm of my own, a thin transparent disk the size of my palm. It even buzzes sometimes, too. Just never for the reasons my friend’s does.
Samila’s comm buzzes as we walk through the lacy purple reeds in The Fields of Romeo-Two. Like the rest of the women on the base, Samila is Bonded and nauseatingly blissful in her union. Samila’s mate calls her to check in, to say he loves her, to hear her voice. The smile on Samila’s face is unmistakable. It’s the same smile I see on all the faces of the women from my home planet, Triannon, who have been mated. It’s the smile I dreamed of wearing myself one day.
The smile says: I love—and in turn—I am loved.
I wore that smile for a sum total of seven days.
Seven days of serum-induced, mind-blowing, unnatural joy. I lived for my mate during those days. For his smiles and his kisses. For the intoxication of his serum and my own unnatural addiction to it.
Then it all changed.
It’s not a smile I will ever wear again. I know that now. I accepted it long ago. I’ll never have that smile again.
When my comm buzzes, I feel only fear, and lately, a newfound rage that simmers below the skin and terrifies me with its intensity.
Utto’s presence pulses in my chest, where our Bond unites us permanently. His emotions, as always, seethe and ripple, oily and viscous across my sternum, like a parasite that has taken up permanent residence in the marrow of my bones.
He’s the only person who ever calls my comm because he’s the only person with my number, and my comm can’t contact anyone else. He made sure of that.
He checks in too, but it doesn’t make me feel safe or comforted. He calls to make sure I haven’t contacted anyone else in his absence, haven’t seen anyone else, haven’t even thought of anyone else.
He wants me alone, weak, and pathetic. Desperate for him.
Sometimes he tells me he loves me, but it is a lie. He doesn’t love me. He hates me. The line might be a fine one, but I know the difference now. I learned the difference between love and hate the hard way.
So, Samila and I meet at The Fields occasionally to walk for a stolen hour together while our mates train. It’s the only guaranteed time that Utto won’t show up at random. During his training exercises, I sneak across the hall to Samila and her mate’s chamber. Our friendship is just one of the many secrets I keep from Utto.
If he finds out, he’ll forbid it.
He’ll do worse than forbid it.
“Let’s sit by the water awhile,” Samila says with a sly smile. “I’m a little sore from last night.”
I nod, tuning out the senseless chatter. Samila is nice, but she’s oblivious as she saunters down the grated path through a patch of solar light that filters in through the crystalline domed ceiling of The Fields.
She sets her comm negligently on the steel bench overlooking an irrigation canal dug into the artificial terra of the base’s hydroponic farms.
The crops spread before us in tidy rows of yellows, blues, and pinks. I sit beside Samila, so close the comm rests only a few inches away from my pinky finger.
With the wide smile that always calms Utto when the tempers take him, I point at the tiny fluttering birds around a flowering cerulean bush. “What are those? Do you know?”
Samila turns to look, and in that moment, I slide the comm into the pocket of my prim lacy white dress. Samila prattles away about the birds, and I make all the appropriate noises.
Samila doesn’t notice her missing comm.
Oblivious. Stupidly happy.
We sit for a while. I nod and smile, and all the while, the comm rests against my thigh, a smooth, light weight that will either save my life or end it.
Samila finally notices it’s missing. We spend precious time retracing our steps. I furrow my brow and look under the bench and behind the bushes, careful not to get any dirt on my dress. If Utto sees stains, he’ll know I left his chamber.
“I can’t think where it could be,” I lie with pursed lips. I’ve become good at lying. A necessary skill. I ignore a vision of my mother’s face in my mind’s eye, sad and disapproving. Mamma always said lying was bad, but Mamma died a very long time ago.
And, Mamma never met Utto. It’s impossible to know Utto and not become a liar.
Samila laughs gaily. “Jamar is going to tease me ruthlessly when I tell him. That’s the second comm I’ve lost.”
“He won’t be angry, though?” I can’t help but ask and, when Samila frowns, instantly regret it.
“Angry? Over a missing comm? Of course not.” Samila looks for a moment as though she might ask about Utto.
I rarely discuss him, so I laugh to distract Samila. It sounds loud and shrill in my ears, but it does the trick, and Samila joins me. “Can you imagine any of them ever getting angry at us?”
I laugh. Yes. Yes, I can. “Of course not.” I lie through a grin. “We’re their angels.”
I’ll need to hurry across the base to Utto’s chambers to have any chance of using the comm before he returns.
It’s not the first thing I’ve stolen for my secret stash. Mamma wouldn’t have approved of theft either.
I refuse to accept the surge of guilt. Resist the anxiety that comes along with it. If I permit the excitement to affect my heart or my breathing, he’ll feel it through the Bond.
I never quite know how much he can actually feel of my emotions or how clear they are to him, but I do know he can feel my terror. My sorrow. And he likes it.
A tiny flare of hope sparks, trilling along my spine. I stamp it down. He’ll feel that, too. And then he’ll know.
I need the comm far more than Samila does, with her safe and loving Jamar, and her thighs sore from a night of tender lovemaking.
When I enter, the chamber is empty. Clean and cool. Sterile, just the way Utto likes it. I move to the sink, enter the code I stole from the base’s Healing Bay to contact a man I knew several months ago, the only person I can trust to help me now, the only person I know isn’t connected to Utto or his family in any way.
There’s a short series of ticks and a moment of silence. Then a man’s deep voice. “Hello.”
Ajax. His beautiful, rumbling voice swirls in my ears, bringing back so many memories. My breasts tighten instantly. That voice, his beautiful bright eyes. They’ll be crinkled at the edges now with concern.
I swallow thickly, eyes closing, calling up his face, the hard jaw, the gentle smile, his pale, soft hair, the velvety touch of his tongue to my lips. The seductive flavor of his kiss. Utto will feel my arousal—but he’ll never know the reason.
Self-loathing tears through me, and my eyes burn.
For a moment, my throat refuses to function, won’t shape the sounds. I dig my fingernails into my palms. “Ajax? I didn’t know who else to call.”
A hot tear escapes to roll down my cheek. Even across the distance of star systems, the frail radio connection of our comms makes me feel safer than I’ve felt in months. The only connection to the last person in the universe who might still be able to help.
“I need your help.”
Over the line, he sucks in a breath.
As my body remembers that day so long ago, my stomach coils, heat pools between my thighs. He backed me up against a wall and plunged his tongue into my mouth like he wanted to swallow my heart and fuse our souls.
If only he had. I’d have let him. I’ve never wanted anything more than I wanted him at that moment. He was so big. And so hard. So desperate for me. He touched my body in a place no one ever had, and he made me feel the first burst of strident, unadulterated, breathless pleasure in my life.
I was terrified. I hung in his arms like a ragdoll after, as he stroked and petted and kissed my face.
And apologized, which was humiliating beyond belief.
And then nothing. He turned away.
For days, I wondered, waited, hoped for him to ask me to Bond with him. But he did nothing more than nod politely.
Utto did plenty though. Utto told me he loved me, and he’d die for me. He asked me to Bond with him. Brought me tea. That stupid fucking tea. He kissed me. Whispered promises I was stupid enough and blind enough to believe. And maybe a small part of me wanted to prove to Ajax that someone wanted me, even if he didn’t. And always, that sweet, steaming, spicy tea.
My body responded to the unknown call of Utto’s serum snaking its way through my system.
I part my lips now, to tell Ajax I’m sorry, that I made a mistake, that I should have waited longer. But my throat won’t obey.
“What do you need? Are you okay?” That voice again, and all the warm shivers that come with it.
Behind me, the chamber’s hatch hisses, no more than a split-second warning.
My heart jumps into my throat.
Utto. He returned early.
Moving in the fluid, practiced motion I’ve learned in my time here, I open the drawer that holds our plates and mugs.
Smooth, deft motions draw no attention. Jerky behavior garners suspicion.
With my thumb, I end the connection with Ajax on the comm and drop it at the back of the drawer, where Utto will never find it. He hasn’t stepped in the kitchen more than once in our entire time here.
“What are you doing?” His voice sounds from the entrance, distrustful as ever. His suspicion slithers in my chest through the Bond.
The door slides closed with a hiss.
“I thought I’d make some eeffoc.” I pull two mugs from the drawer and slid it closed with a hip, wiping my damp cheek calmly.
“You drink too much of it. It’ll stain your teeth.”
He unstraps the holsters that hold his rezals.
“They can be whitened if they bother you, can’t they?”
He makes a face at that, somewhere between a scoff and a snarl, jerking his head in a sharp motion that sets his dark-blue hair shimmering. I loved that thick, shining hair at the beginning. So different from my own. I loathe it now.
I load the fragrant, brown-black powder into the machine and set it percolating. Lifting one of the mugs, I move to put it back in the drawer.
“I didn’t say I didn’t want any,” he bites off.
I picture Ajax’s soft eyes.
Utto’s tone speaks to impending violence. Experience has taught me that although his anger can only be staved off for so long, I can sometimes soften the intensity of it by forcing myself to remain gentle and sweet.
“Sorry, my love.” The false words taste bitter on my tongue, but the smile I offer is sweeter than the lintorippi berries they grow in The Fields.
“My cousin, Rennie, is going to come for a while. He’ll stay in one of the guest chambers, but he’ll eat meals here. I expect you to make him feel welcome.”
I don’t want to ponder the meaning behind those words too deeply. “Of course. Please let me know what his favorite meals are. I can find recipes.”
When the eeffoc is ready, I pour it into the mugs, pouring cream in his, just the way he likes it, and bring it over to where he sits in the lounge.
He puts his mug on the table in front of him and meets my eyes with a look I know too well.
I smile for him again—the big, wide-eyed, vapid grin that he loves, the one that probably got me into this mess. With Ajax’s turquoise eyes in my mind, I drop to my knees in front of the man I chose.
He speaks, but I ignore his words, conjuring up the sound of Ajax’s deep rumble across the distance of space.
I’ll find a way to call him again soon.
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AJAX 
“Ajax, I didn’t know who else to call.”
I haven’t seen her face or heard her say my name in months, but a single sentence and my heart goes arrhythmic and skips about five beats.
“I need your help.”
“What do you need? How can I help?”
The line goes dead. It’s a waste of time, but I try anyway. “Feola?” Nothing. “Feola.”
I drop my comm to the glossy black surface of my desk. 
Ay-shocks. Nobody else says my name like that. Like a song, a perfect melody that sucks me right back to the day I saw her open her eyes for the first time.
I inhale sharply against the memory of her slim body draped in the white sheets of Healing Bay, the soft rise of her breasts with every breath, the delicate scent that filled the air around her. After we brought her aboard S-6, she slept for five days. She slept through the warming of the cryo pod, slept as I bathed the gel from her body, slept as every machine at my disposal monitored her vitals, tracked her health.
And after five days of waiting, there was finally a change in her sleep cycles. I waited, ready to reassure a lone woman as she awoke after five hundred years in cryo-freeze aboard an alien spaceship.
A soft murmur sounded at the back of her throat, and she tossed her head, sending a lock of pink-orange hair across her forehead. When I brushed it back, she turned her cheek into my palm and smiled in her sleep.
Those lids snapped open, revealing the most incredible set of eyes I’d ever seen. Yellow as the Argenti sun in the center of the irises and emerald at the edges, with thick black lashes. She opened her eyes and looked at me.
That’s all it took. I think I smiled. I’m not sure.
She squealed and lurched upright, clutching the sheets.
It took a few minutes for her to calm down. I spoke softly, knowing she couldn’t understand. “Ajax,” I said, pointing at my chest. “My name is Ajax.”
After a long moment, speaking in a voice as soft and fluid as flowing water, she said my name for the first time. “Ay-shocks.”
It sounds a hell of a lot better her way.
I drop my head back, jaw clamping tight.
Help. What the hell did she need?
She chose Utto. She Bonded with Utto.
She doesn’t belong to me.
The thought burns like acid in my throat.
I trace my hands over the clear surface of my comm’s screen, tempted to return-contact the device, but she hung up for a reason.
She spoke fast, a little breathy. Fear?
Am I fabricating? Finding excuses to think about her? For sure.
Thick, curling hair and wide eyes. Hot, wet skin, and the sounds she made, breathy moans as she writhed on my fingers the one time I let myself touch her—really touch her.
I can’t stop a wry laugh that comes from the back of my throat. It’s too perfect. Today, the papers arrived, offering me permanent healing detail on Feola’s home planet, Triannon. And today, of all days, she calls.
I pull my comp open and enter the access codes for the Tribe’s medical mainframe onto the screen, narrowing in on R-2, and finally locate Feola Upranimus, mate of Utto Upranimus.
I scroll down the screen, past her medical information.
She’s made three visits to the healers in R-2’s Healing Bay. Once to request information regarding fertility, once to set a fracture of the radius, and once to acquire contraceptives.
Fertility drugs and contraceptives.
That made no sense.
Feeling like the saddest, stupidest bastard in the universe, I contact R-2’s healers.
“Healing Bay, Romeo-Two. Captain Rashard Wells speaking.”
“Wells, this is Commander Ajax Willo from Sierra-Six. Requesting information on one of your female residents, Feola Upranimus, mate of Utto Upranimus.”
Wells pauses. There’s no set protocol for relaying private information about a woman to a strange male, hasn’t been in decades. Almost all the Argenti women are dead. “Shall I connect you with her mate, sir?”
“Negative, Wells. I’d like to know the details of her three visits. This is a confidential request for information. From the Commander of S-6 Healing Bay to you. Just following up on her health after cryo.”
Wells pauses again. He could refuse the order, insist on putting the R-2 healing commander on the comm, which would cause delays and could cause trouble for Feola.
I hold my breath.
Wells sighs. “What do you need?”
“She’s made three visits to the healing bay. I don’t have access to the healer’s notes. Was she alone when she came in?”
The line is silent for a moment as Wells accesses the system’s data. “She was alone once. Her mate came in twice.”
“Which time was she alone?”
“When she asked for contraceptives.”
I don’t want Wells to spend too long thinking about what that means. “Are there notes about her injury?”
Another pause. “It just says she had her arm set after a fall. Fractured radius. There’s a note about extensive bruising of the other arm. Mate apparently injured her attempting to stop the fall.”
A thick weight settles on my shoulders. I can actually feel my blood pressure spike.
“Is there anything else you need, sir?”
The silence stretches. I’ve stopped breathing. “No, that’s all. Thank you.”
I disconnect and sit for a long moment, staring at my desk.
“Fuck.” I shake my head and tap out a message to the admiral, accepting the new position as Chief of Healing on Triannon. The political movement will make my father happy, at any rate, since it will help him in his machinations back on Argentus.
On the way, I’ll stop at R-2, the nearest colony of mated warriors and their women, Feola’s new home.
I’m sure she’s fine, and I’m insane, chasing ghosts, windmills, and the bright-red skirts she wore during the month she’d spent at S-6.
And no doubt I’ll humiliate myself and break my own heart all over again. Maybe she and Utto decided to wait on a baby. Maybe she truly did fall. Maybe she was calling for healing help.
Don’t ask me to help you get pregnant with his baby.
There are some things I can’t bear to fix.
She’d better have goddamned tripped.
As soon as I confirm she’s okay, I’ll get as far away from her as I can. Maybe I’ll find a mate on Triannon to block out the image of those gorgeous, haunting, lingering eyes and the big, beautiful, happy, flashing smile. Ay-shocks.
A thrill ripples through my bloodstream at the thought of seeing her one last time.
If Utto hurt her, he’s a fucking dead man.






  
  Chapter eight
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FEOLA 
I’ve told so many lies I start to lose track of them.
Utto doesn’t find the comm, but he does find a tiny spec of dirt on my dress. The dirt came from the market, I say. No, the piazza. No, The Fields. No, the potted plant in the kitchen. I lie until he loses interest and gives up on the truth.
But it means I can’t leave the chambers for days. People will ask questions if they see the bruises that stain my skin.
When I don’t stop by for more than two days, Samila comes over, inquisitive and sincere, and jeopardizing my very life with her presence. I whisper through a crack in the door that I have a cold.
The future is as clear as the catch in my friend’s sweet, innocent voice. Samila will tell Jamar something is off with the Upranimus couple, and Jamar will tell his CO, and it will get back to Utto, who will be humiliated and enraged, and I’ll be the one to suffer the consequences of that rage.
Time is running short.
So, I stay in Utto’s chambers, isolated by impotence and fury. Pacing the grated floors, exercising on the sofa and bed, toning my arms and legs, preparing for what will come, and planning. Always planning.
I rehearse the plan so many times I fear I’ll recite it in my dreams.
The bruises fade to greenish-yellow, just in time for Rennie’s arrival. He’ll only notice them if he looks closely and the light is just right.
Rennie is built very much like Utto. They could be brothers. Tall and solidly muscular, with the telltale Upranimus blue hair, dark, thick, and shiny. Matching eyes, too. Handsome men. At least on the outside.
Unlike Utto, Rennie oozes outrageous charm, with an easy smile and a mischievous set to his eyebrows, as if he’s eternally on the verge of making a joke. He reminds me of who I thought Utto was. Maybe Utto is still like that with other people, but he only reveals the darkness of his soul to me within the privacy of his chambers.
The first time Rennie touches me is after breakfast the first morning after his arrival. He brings his eeffoc mug back to me at the sink, thanking me politely, and his hand lingers on the dip of my spine, his fingers splayed over the rise of my ass. It’s not the touch of a cousin.
Neither of us comments, and the moment slips away.
I almost convince myself it never happened until later that night, when he and Utto return, ready for dinner.
Utto opens a bottle of expensive Argenti liquor, dark green, and smelling of trees and dirt. It makes my stomach shudder, but they seem to enjoy it, clinking their glasses, belting out toasts, and swallowing it down until it stains their lips and tongues green.
Dinner passes quickly. They largely ignore me, discussing some man with a strange name and something they called septusine.
Being ignored is fine. I let myself drift and pretend I am somewhere nicer.
“She’s cute.” Rennie tilts his head in my direction. “Like a doll.” As if I am not even in the room.
Utto sucks his teeth. “Cute, maybe, but don’t trust her. She’s sneaky as fuck.”
Rennie laughs. “This little thing?” His hand comes down to rest on the bare skin of my shoulder, brushing the hair off my neck. “Nah. She’s a sweet little one.”
I raise my eyes to my mate’s.
His face holds only shadows, but something new lurks in the creases around his mouth. Something I haven’t seen before. “Trust me. There are a hundred lies hidden behind those eyes.”
Wrong, Utto. There are a thousand lies hidden behind my eyes.
Rennie’s fingers drift along my collarbone, hitting a spot that makes the skin of my spine crawl. I shrink away from his questing fingers.
Utto’s brow quirks, and again that unnamed gleam lights his eyes. The Bond tightens, quivering and enraged.
“Who cares if she lies? You don’t need to talk to her.” Rennie’s hands follow my withdrawal, seeking, pulling me back with a firm hand curled around my shoulder. His touch remains gentle, but there’s an edge to it. Rennie’s mask has slipped, the charming façade melting away under the heat of six cups of Argentus’s finest. He’s a monster. Just like Utto. His gaze drops to my breasts.
Utto smiles, sipping his drink. Not a nice smile. A nasty green-rimmed smile. “That’s true. You never need to talk to them, do you? You lucky fuck. You aren’t stuck with this one.”
Rennie laughs, and the sound turns my stomach. I don’t know what they’re talking about. Them who? There aren’t enough women in the Argenti world for them to talk or not talk to.
He traces his finger along one of the straps of my dress, tugging until it hangs loosely, the top of my breasts exposed. His fingers stroke lower.
Utto’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t say anything. Anger ripples across the Bond. He’s furious, but he doesn’t say a single word to stop his cousin.
“Look at these little tits. Nice and firm.”
I close my eyes, focus on sucking air into my lungs. I thought I was long past feeling betrayed by Utto. Rennie’s alcohol breath reeks as he scoots closer, his fingers tugging at the other strap.
Cold air touches my skin.
“Ha. Look at how she tries to pull away. No, no, no, no, no. Open your eyes, little one.”
The bastard will deny me the escape of darkness. I open my eyes to see Utto knock back the rest of his drink and pour another.
“Smile for me,” Rennie coaxes, sliding his hand down to paw at my breast. “I like it when they smile.”
Utto’s jaw tightens, but he nods at me, eyes blazing.
I turn to Rennie and smile at him vapidly. Who is he talking about? Who is they? When who smiled? I focus on the riddle so I don’t have to feel what he’s doing to my body.
He tweaks my nipples, plumping up my breasts as if I really am nothing more than a doll.
Utto laughs angrily. “See. Such a liar. She lies with her smiles. With her eyes. Go ahead. Look at Rennie, Feola. Look at him while he gropes your tits, and smile for us.”
I widen my smile even as Rennie’s pinches harden and his gropes grow more aggressive.
Someday, I will not be so weak. We’ll see about retribution then.
But for now, I only smile up at Rennie’s odious, handsome, leering face.
“Fuck. I love tits,” Rennie breathes.
They go back to their joking, with me seated beside them, ears buzzing like sirens had taken up residence within my skull, my breasts bare for their gaze. They talk of women, septusine, and Rennie’s father, a senator on Argentus. And all the while, I grin like a vapid, brainless fool and try to escape to some other place in my mind.
I’m ashamed to admit to feeling sickening gratitude that Utto doesn’t push it further. But it is only a matter of time before he decides to share more of me with his cousin. The clock is spinning.
He and Rennie prepare to leave to get drunker at one of Romeo-Two’s bars.
Soon, I promise myself. Soon, I will be gone from here, and he will never touch me again.
The next time Rennie touches me is after breakfast the following morning while Utto is in the bathroom.
Rennie follows me to the sink again, where I’m washing the dishes from breakfast. His breath is hot behind my ear. “He’ll let me do anything I want to you. He’s afraid of me.” He licks my ear.
When his teeth close over the skin of my neck, my hands shake so badly I have to set down the plate lest it break.
I don’t even notice when the water gets so hot it steams and scalds my hands, turning them raw and red.
He backs away slowly.
When Utto returns from the bathroom, Rennie is already seated nonchalantly on the sofa, staring at the news, and I have the tap on cool, soaking my burning hands.
“Ready to head to practice?” Utto asks.
I don’t turn around as they rustle and clink behind me, gathering up their knives.
Utto kisses my cheek in passing.
“Goodbye, Utto,” I whisper, and it is another lie.
I will see him again. Someday. I swear it.
The doors hiss shut behind them.
With shaking hands, I slide open the drawer that holds the comm. I charged it yesterday when he left.
Just holding the comm—a link to the rest of the universe, a promise of escape—steadies my nerves. I want to contact Ajax with a physical pull that sets my heart pounding.
Clutching a white pillowcase, I drop the comm into it with the canteen and rations I amassed in the last twenty-two days, and the towel-wrapped slicing knife I took. Just in case.
The comm rattles against one of the ten small vials containing the viscous white fluid that makes my stomach twist with revulsion, but will likely provide the only hope this ridiculous plan has of success.
I take a deep breath and head to the back of Utto’s chambers, to the bathroom where I step atop the small raised dais that holds the toilet. Reaching over my head, I slide back the grated black hatch that leads to the base’s air ducts.
The access panel isn’t large, not at all. Utto would barely be able to get his fat head through the rectangular opening, but it is just large enough for me to wiggle my shoulders through.
I practiced, did hundreds of pull-ups over the toilet every day, until my arms grew strong enough to drag the rest of my body into the duct.
It will be so simple to check that nothing was out of place, replace the panel behind me, and drag myself down the ducts and away from the biggest mistake of my life. But first, I have to lift myself inside.
A soft thud sounds in the main room. I freeze. Didn’t even breathe.
A footstep. A boot hitting the hard grates of the main living area.
There isn’t enough time. I can’t be found.
Heart thundering, I drop the panel into place, easing off the toilet to turn on the water in the sink.
Rennie pops his head around the doorway, grinning broadly.






  
  Chapter nine
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AJAX 
It takes me five days to get to R-2. Way too long. Five days of silence and nothingness surrounded by great stygian space. I’m bored, frustrated, confused, and most of all worried.
She doesn’t call. Not once, though she said she would.
Every second of the journey, I will the comm to buzz. Sometimes it does. But it’s never her. My father calls to discuss his election back on Argentus. My brother, Spiro, calls to discuss investments. Healers call to discuss cases. But never Feola.
I sleep with it by my side, lurching awake to check it. A hundred times, I consider return-contacting the device, but on the chance that something is off with that fuck, Utto, I can’t risk it.
I work out in the ship’s gym, listening to the recording of our conversation over and over and over.
The healing bay at R-2 is larger than the one at S-6, despite a population that is less than a quarter of the size. An entire wing is devoted to pediatrics, and another to the female population aboard. Women are rare. Their lives represent the future of the whole Argenti species. Their lives are to be protected at all costs. Always.
I hesitate at the entrance to the healing bay.
An infant cries from somewhere down one of the long, gray halls. When was the last time I heard a baby’s voice? Probably during training. There are far too few babies in the Argenti population.
A healer rounds a corner and greets me with the same suspicion with which I would have greeted a stranger standing in my own healing bay back at S-6. I school my face to neutrality as I nod at her.
I’ve never seen a female healer. Didn’t know there was a single female healer in the entire Argenti world.
There are no laws or customs to prevent women from working in any profession, but after the Plague of Days twenty-three years ago, there were so few women that it’s become strange to see them at all, let alone professionally.
I have to resist the inclination to stare. She’s pretty in an older kind of way, with deep purple skin, shimmery black hair, and wide topaz eyes.
She raises an impatient brow at me.
I clear my throat, extending my arm, ready to clasp her forearm in greeting. “Ajax Willo, former Head of Healing at Sierra-Six.”
“Healer Irees Rillard. Head of Healing right here.” She angles hard eyes my way and doesn’t clasp my offered forearm. “What are you doing in my bay?”
She must be relatively new, or I’d surely have heard that R-2 had taken on a female healer, especially as the head. It’s impressive. “I wanted to check on a patient.”
“A female patient?” She snaps the digi she carries into the pocket of her lab coat. “Let me guess. You think you can help her?”
I frown, unsure how to answer that. “If she’s fine, then she doesn’t need my help. I just want to make sure.”
She narrows her eyes. “Ever worked on a base with Bonded pairs?”
“Not since I was in training.”
“Ever spent much time on Argentus with Bonded pairs?”
The thought slices deeper than it should after two decades. The sympathy in the woman’s eyes implies she knows the question is loaded. Everyone lost someone in the Plague of Days. Mothers. Sisters. Daughters. Spiro and I lost our mother and baby sister, Clari. Father has never been the same.
“Not for a while.”
“We get a fair number of males looking to ‘check’ on women. Just to make sure they are okay.” Suspicion laces her last word.
“It’s not like that,” I say, but maybe it’s a lie. “She called me. She asked for my help. There’s something weird about her visits here. I’m not trying to cause trouble for her, or for her mate. I’ll leave once I know she’s not in any trouble. I just….” I trail off, scrubbing a hand through my hair, sucking in my cheeks.
Healer Rillard sighs. “What’s her name?”
“Feola Upranimus.”
Her eyes widen, and she stalks past me into the body of the bay.
I follow. It’s empty, unlike the halls with the occasional passersby. Private.
“Hand over your credentials.”
After a long pause, I pull out my comm and remove the small ID chip that holds all my information.
She shakes her head as she plugs the chip into her digi. “Hand.” She gestures at the scanner.
I press my hand over it so it can read my DNA and confirm that the chip is mine.
“Do you have any idea who he is?”
“Yeah. It doesn’t matter.”
She taps her digi, eyes scanning the screen, and suddenly her brows shoot up. My heart hardens.
Something is off. I may not know anything about Healer Rillard, but that look is universal. She doesn’t like whatever she sees.
“What?”
She tilts her head. “It may be nothing. It’s just—” She chews her lips. “I wasn’t here back then. It was a couple of months ago. She came in for fertility drugs. Then for a break. They happen. Occasionally. It’s not inherent evidence of spousal abuse. I’d disregard it, but she came back for contraceptives at a later date. Solo.”
“I saw that in the system. Right after she called me.”
“You think he’s hurting her?”
“I don’t know what to think.”
“He’s a big deal. Like his father could have us reassigned to the Fringe.”
It's true. Utto comes from old money. His uncle is a high-level politician, a senator back on Argentus, far more influential and connected than my father. 
“Do you know him?” Healer Rillard asks.
“Not well. I won’t lie. I didn’t like him before I met Feola.” I clear my throat. “But I’m hardly impartial.”
“I can tell.” She makes a weird face as if she just had an idea and isn’t sure if she liked it.
“What?”
“They’re a fairly new couple, right? Only a few months?”
Three months and twenty-six days, but who’s counting?
“So, she still needs serum frequently. If you were a woman who needed regular doses of serum, what would you do?”
“I’d stockpile serum so I wouldn’t have to rely on him.”
“My thoughts exactly. I’ve seen a woman do it, once.”
“Me too. So has Feola. Back at Sierra-Six. We used vials to break a Bond.”
“Let’s check the inventory for the days after her visits. See if anything went missing. She’d have a hard time coming up with storage vessels any other place.”
About an hour later, we discover that, sure enough, a box of vials had gone missing.
She must be terrified.
Feola didn’t tell the healing staff anything, nor did she go to the Guarda. Probably because she didn’t trust they’d believe her. Or help her. And then where would she be? Alone. On a strange base, full of strangers, with a dangerous man.
She trusted me. I need to find her before they do, and find her in a way that won’t anyone know she called me. But how. I look around the healing bay like it might give me answers, trying to think like a small foreign woman in hiding. Where would I go?
My comm buzzes.
I look down at the screen. The same contact display on the screen as before.
It’s her.
Thank fuck.
I nod an apology at Healer Rillard and duck into the hallway outside, a long gray corridor.
My heart thwumps in my throat. “Ajax speaking.”
“Ajax?”
I lean against the wall. “Feola?”
“It’s me.”
I speak quietly, just in case anyone might overhear. “Are you okay? I’m here—at Romeo-Two.”
“You came?” Her voice is breathless. “I knew you’d come.”
“What happened? Did he hurt you?”
A pause. “It doesn’t matter, Ay-shocks. Can you take me away from here?”
“Yes.” I have no idea how I’ll manage that. The base’s sensors will register the presence of not one, but two lives aboard. But I’ll figure out a way. I’ll find her. We’ll get off the base and away from Utto forever. We’ll find another universe if they had to.
“Thank you—” She breaks off with a sharp gasp. “I—”
“What are you doing here?” a loud voice shouts over my left shoulder.
I turn. Feola’s blue-haired, massively muscled mate barrels down the hall toward me. Thick neck. Beady eyes. Utto. Bold and blunt as ever—only he seems weirdly nervous, sweating and jittery. His eyes dart in every direction. Two Guarda march behind him.
I slide the comm down my right side and dropped it along with my hands into my pockets, careful to keep it out of sight. Feola’s musical voice trills from the microscopic speaker.
I face the approaching angry Utto. I may be a healer, but I’ve trained as a warrior, just like Utto. I don’t always wear a full arsenal of weapons. In fact, I rarely do, but this morning I’m dressed for a solo flight between S-6 and R-2, in keeping with Tribe protocol for all solo in-space flights, fully armed.
I don’t match Utto for sheer muscle mass, but I’m a good three inches taller, and I’ve trained hard.
But Feola? She can’t weigh more than a third of what Utto does. Head and shoulders shorter.
Utto storms up close, stopping a few inches away. “It’s no accident that you’re here. You took her, didn’t you? That lying bitch.”
For a second, my vision darkens until I only see a single image at the back of a long, dark tunnel—Utto, mouth flapping.
“If she didn’t do it, then he did.” Utto’s voice rises to a holler. “It’s no coincidence that he showed up today.”
I have no idea what he’s talking about, but I smile thinly. “Watch it, Captain Upranimus. You’re speaking to a superior officer. I’d hate to have to write you up.”
Utto snarls, shakes, his dark hair gleaming blue under the recessed lights over their heads. “You came for her, didn’t you?”
I glance over at the Guarda, who shift uncomfortably.
Utto outranks both of them. I outrank them all. None of which should matter. The Guarda function outside of the normal chain of command. Still, the instinct to respect one’s superiors frequently lingers.
Utto’s face darkens, ugly and enraged, shaking with withdrawal symptoms of a newly Bonded mate with a severed tie ... He’s in for a load of pain. “You started vomiting next?”
Utto steps closer, breath bursting, nostrils flaring, chest heaving. “Where did you hide her?” He plunges a sharp finger into the air toward my chest.
Hotheads lack self-control—and they know it. It makes them angrier. Anger makes them dumber.
Utto inhales sharply, marshaling a semblance of control, but still vibrates with irrepressible rage.
“I assume you mean your mate. I have no idea where she is.” I let a deliberate, mocking smile curl my lips, leaning closer. “What happened, Utto? Did you lose her?”
Utto glares at me, sucking in a breath.
I lower my voice to barely a whisper. “She ran, didn’t she? It’s all over your face.”
Utto stiffens. “She killed my cousin. She’s a fucking murderer.”
What?
Wide eyes, pale skin, but no deceit. Whatever his other crimes, Utto genuinely believes Feola killed his cousin.
What the hell happened here? And what the hell did his cousin do to her that put her in a situation where anyone might even think she’d have
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