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​Introduction
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She was the daughter of a cargo hauling smuggler, living her entire life aboard the spaceship Thunder Runner.  Suffering in grief after space pirates attacked and killed her parents, she was now stranded on a tiny alien world full of savage natives. Faced with no family or home to return to, she had no choice but to make a new life for herself in a world entirely different to her own.

He was a mighty warrior on the primitive planet Ta'nai. Born during a tremendous thunderstorm and named for their God of thunder, he had proven himself to be one of the tribe's best and most feared Fasaü.  Burdened by grief, his soul mourned the loss of the woman he had loved deeply several winters ago, and he stubbornly refused to take another. Unwilling to open his battered heart to let another in again.

The arrival of the strange pale-skinned woman who fell down from the sky was seen by the Elders as a sign from the Gods.  A special golden-haired gift from the Goddess, clearly intended to bring the sun's light back to the child-of-thunder whose sorrow left him wallowing in darkness. 

With the woman in need of a home and the warrior in need of a life partner, the Elders demanded he accept the opportunity that he had been given - lest the Gods be angered at his refusal.

Both unwilling, the two begrudgingly wed - the offworlder who did not know their customs and could not speak their language, and the hardened warrior who did not want her.

———————————————-
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Given to the Warrior is set on the fictional planet of Ta’nai, home to the Ta’naihapi people.  In the back of this book you will find a glossary of various Ta’naihapi words and phrases used in the story. 

This story contains grief/loss and sexual themes. More information on the content considerations and the world of Ta’nai can be found on my website www.violetstarbooks.com
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​Prologue
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The Ta’naihapi warriors of the Yil’parù tribe returned to their village in the late afternoon, weary but triumphant. Each one bore a few stripes of blood smeared across the top of their arm - one for every enemy they had slain.  One among them had stripes decorating both arms, having clearly killed many more than the others.

As was tradition, the warriors wound their way through the streets in a procession, with the most victorious and skillful warriors of the tribe, the Fasaü, in the lead.  These men and women rode fearlessly into battle whenever they were needed, and they held their heads up proudly as the villagers they passed called out words of gratitude, reverence and respect, honouring their service and the protection they offered the tribe. 

Tradition also dictated that the Fasaü among them who had attained the greatest number of kills in the battle rode first at the head of the procession.  The same man had earned this honour on the majority of the battles that had been fought since he earned his place as one of the Fasaü.  But rather than looking proud and victorious like the others, his face was impassive and he did not acknowledge or desire the praise being showered upon him. 

Sitting tall and proud in the saddle, his strong shoulders were not slumped, and he did not look fatigued nor injured. However, his eyes were lowered to look upon the mane of the magnificent dark furred chöglugt he rode, as if trying to shut out the world around him. His mount bore many inked designs, matching the sea of tattoos on the man’s chest and arms, barely visible underneath the red warpaint he wore. 

Tomorrow, in another traditional ceremony, a new tattoo would be added to all the warriors who had fought that day, to celebrate their victory.  The black markings on their golden brown skin served as a story of their lives and their achievements.  Similar tattoos were added to their chöglugt so that the beasts they rode also displayed the shared victories to help strike fear in their enemies - the fur shaved off over the markings, to keep them visible.

The villagers came out of their huts to welcome back their warriors as they rode slowly past. Some threw flowers and sang songs, happy to have their loved ones home safe and sound from their skirmish with the rebellious Pùg’parù tribe.

As the lead Fasaü rode past his own hut, he glanced briefly at it without turning his head.  An expression of sadness crossed his face as he continued past.  Sitting dark and empty, it had been many winters since the fire inside the small home had burned, for he no longer lived there.  Instead he lived in a simple hide tent, pitched on the outskirts of the village.  

He was the great and mighty Fasaü who lived among the shamed.  

Some viewed it as a great dishonour to both him and the tribe for him to live there.  A man of his status living in a tent with the outcasts of the tribe was unthinkable. However, others were sympathetic. They understood why he chose to abandon his hut, but also why he had been forbidden to build another.

At the end of the parade, the warriors made their way to the stream to wash, before they would join the village for a celebratory dinner around the communal fire.  All, that is, but the Fasaü riding the dark chöglugt. He slipped back into the forest to hunt for his dinner and eat alone.  As he had done for many winters, his hut had remained empty.  He would return to the village only when the celebrations had ended and the villagers had gone home to sleep, when he could go straight to his tent, avoiding any fuss.

Two of the village elders sat on a log outside their hut, watching as the Fasaü rode off into the forest, away from his fellow warriors and tribespeople, ignoring the celebration that should have honoured his bravery and skill in the battle. 

The woman had a troubled look on her kindly wizened face.  “I am worried about Zü...”
“That is not his blood he wears,” responded the other elder.
“I worry not for his body, but his soul,” she explained.  “He volunteers for each hunt and battle, with no regard for his life.  And he will not even celebrate with his tribe.  It is not good for him to be alone.”
The man snorted dismissively.  “But he fights with the passion of several men. His anger at the Pùg’parù gives him strength no other warrior can match. Our people would not return from some of those battles if not for him.”
“I know,” she sighed, understanding that he played such an important role in their village, “but as time has gone on, he has grown more distant.  I fear his intention is to join Meli’ca and the child among the ancestors.”  Taking her eyes off where he had disappeared into the forest, she turned to face the older man.  “Maybe it is time we allow him to build a new hut.  It is clear he will not return to his old one. We have made him live among the shamed by giving him no other choice.”
“No.” The old man stamped his walking stick in anger.  “His refusal to let go of the memory of his woman is all that is keeping him from his perfectly good home. His stubbornness is what keeps him living among the shamed.  All he has to do is open his door and walk inside, yet he will not.”
The woman shook her head sadly.  “He cannot bear to live where he once loved, surely you can understand that...  you loved me deeply once, can you not remember how that felt?  And how it would feel if that was taken?”
“Staying away has not lessened his grief.  Building a new hut and leaving the old one empty will not help.  He needs a new woman, not a new home.  Someone to give him purpose again.”
She shook her head.  “He will not do it.”
“It is his duty,” the man scowled, frustrated at the situation that had been going on for far too long. “There are widowed women in the village who need the same companionship as him.  His refusal to take one of them as he should is dishonouring our traditions while prolonging his grief.”
“He gave his heart to his first, and he will not risk it again on another.”
Scoffing, the man rolled his eyes.  “He does not have to give his heart, just his hut and his bed.”
“For him there is no other way.”
​
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​Chapter 1 - Space Pirates
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Captain Taars Vaartann looked at the ship’s display screen with a sense of dread. The expensive long-range scanner he’d installed on Thunder Runner, his modestly sized cargo hauler, had picked up the presence of a ship following them.  In this part of space, the only ships that small and fast were owned by those seeking to hijack or rob freighters such as his own.

It was one of the risks of this line of work, but he considered himself extremely lucky... so far.  In all the trips he’d done in the decades he’d been running cargo, he had been boarded a relatively small number of times. 

His cargo manifest for this run showed he carried only fairly boring items, such as dried culinary and medicinal herbs from a few of the more exotic worlds on this side of the galaxy.  They were destined for the tables and markets of the larger city planets who did not grow their own.  Unofficially, he subsidised the transportation of this mundane cargo with some of the more valuable artefacts from those worlds.

‘Smuggler’ was a harsh term, and one he would argue didn’t apply in this case.  He liked to think of what he did as simply running a sideline business venture to the one he was officially paid for. Working two jobs if you will. He was poorly paid for one, but handsomely for the other. When it came down to it, it was still just hauling cargo.

Of course, the fact that cultural artefacts attracted extra taxes if declared wasn’t the reason these exotic items didn’t appear on the manifest.  No, it was simply due to piracy being so common in the parts of the galaxy he travelled.  It was only natural therefore that he stored these extra valuable items in very well hidden compartments on his ship to avoid theft from any boarding pirates. He couldn’t very well then list them on the manifest and attract attention from these unscrupulous raiders, could he?  

The fact that he always ‘forgot’ to adjust the manifest to include them once he was safely on land, and also ‘forgot’ to declare them to any port officials who searched his ship thoroughly looking for contraband, was unfortunately due to poor memory - something he seemed to have been afflicted with all his working life.  As for the fact he always seemed to be unloading that forgotten cargo in the dead of night when the spaceports were empty and everyone was at home sleeping in their beds... well... that was just... ‘consistently poor time management skills’?

He definitely wasn’t a smuggler, just a very forgetful captain.

Normally the pirates could scan his ship manifest and visually look at the decrepit old junker from the outside to determine he was carrying nothing of value, and often they left him alone after that.  It was for that reason the ship looked in far worse shape than she actually was.

Those few who did board and search though found that he was indeed carrying what he was officially supposed to be - boring cargo they found no use for.  But he always made sure to keep at least a few valuables ‘hidden’ in plain sight among his personal ship decorations, so that he could use them to placate any boarding pirates if they seemed a little too trigger happy after wasting their time.  This ensured they left without any bloodshed.

When he’d married and brought a beautiful woman into this life, he’d had the ship modified to include a smuggling compartment big enough to conceal her, worried about what sort of ‘valuables’ any boarding pirates would want to sample or take with them. When they had a daughter, she too was stowed away in there.  However as she grew up this became problematic.  There was simply nowhere to hide another fully grown adult from those keen on searching the entire ship, and nowhere left to build a second compartment for her, not one that could remain undetected and connected to life support anyway.

For this reason he and his wife had decided that they would make only two more of these trips.  After that, they were going to finally settle down planetside and leave the cargo haulage business behind, giving his daughter a proper life and the chance to start a family of her own. She was well overdue at her age, he knew that. But every time they talked about it, she’d seemed almost scared by the idea of living on the ground and had no interest in finding a partner to settle down with. 

His daughter seemed happy with the life they had, even though she had no friends or other family - just the three of them in their ship.  But he knew that for her sake, they needed to make a change. He hadn’t decided where they would settle yet, and it would be a big adjustment for them all. Jiilu, having been born on this very ship, had never spent more than a few hours with her feet on land in her entire life.  

Thinking about it, maybe this trip should actually be the last.  He’d saved enough money now to buy them a decent house on a planet somewhere nice.  Nowhere fancy mind you, but somewhere safe.  A place where Jiilu could meet people - make friends and find a husband. Perhaps this ship gaining on them now was a wake-up call to stop taking such risks and finally settle down.  They would discuss it when they sat down to dinner together tonight.

The pursuing ship was getting closer and would be in visual range shortly. Flipping on the comms switch, he called out the well-rehearsed warning to the only crew aboard his ship, his family.

“My darlings, we have a ship incoming.  You know the drill.” Taars was nonchalant, they had done this so many times now they could do it in their sleep.  “Closest planet is Ta’nai, so I’ve set the escape pod to land down there.  If we get boarded, I’ll hand over those Khondree paintings then I’ll come down and collect you.  Shouldn’t be long.  I love you both, go now before they get within range.”

—————————-
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“Quickly now, stop dawdling!” 

Grabbing her daughter’s arm, Emaliia pulled her along into the launch bay and secured them both into the cramped escape pod. Neither woman was particularly concerned, they were well versed in the escape plan.  And that’s why Jiilu had been headed towards the galley instead of the launch bay when her mother had grabbed her.  Other than the uncomfortable ride in the escape pod and the boredom of being stuck on a random planet for a short while, nothing had ever gone wrong, so there was no reason to feel worried.

The pod launched and they were thrown back in their seats, watching as the ship they called home grew smaller then disappeared from view.  They couldn’t see the pirates yet, but that was the main reason they had upgraded the scanners, to give them as much advanced warning as possible to make these precautionary escapes.  When the coast was clear, Taars would fly down and recover them and the pod, redocking it for the next time it was needed.

It was a waste of fuel and time, but they all felt safer if the women were not onboard the ship if there was a chance they could be raided.

With the location already programmed into the pod for them by Taars, all they had to do was sit back and wait.  Last time they had done this, they had barely landed before he was flying down to pick them up. Jiilu hoped that was the case this time as well, mostly because she’d been on her way to make herself a snack when her father’s message had been broadcast.  Now that she was bored, she was even hungrier - and it was not like she’d be able to get anything to eat down on the planet they were heading for.

Ta’nai was barely large enough to be considered a dwarf planet.  It was tiny and insignificant. With only one large landmass, which was also tiny in comparison to those on other planets, the rest of Ta’nai was ocean with a mere scattering of small, rocky uninhabitable islands, a few of which were home only to dragons.  No cities or settlements to speak of.  No spaceports or trading hubs. While the Thunder Runner’s normal trade route took them past the world regularly, they had never stopped to try and pick up any Ta’naihapi artefacts - for good reason. 

The tiny planet was home to a few exotic animals and rare gems not found anywhere else, but also inhabited by primitive tribes who by all accounts savagely murdered anyone who dared to step foot on their planet. She wasn’t sure if the animals or gems even got offworld any more. It was well established that the planet was to be left alone, and landing there like they were going to have to do, was extremely ill-advised.

She’d heard rumours that the natives had once been relatively peaceful, long before her time. They had only turned hostile after continued poaching of their rare beasts drove them to adopt a savage hatred of offworlders. The main targets for poachers had been the adorable tiny feline pǔws and the majestic and incredibly fast chöglugt that resembled a horse with a wolf’s head. 

Both creatures were notoriously difficult to breed away from their home planet, and were owned almost exclusively by those filthy rich enough to afford to show off.  Pǔws made for cute and cuddly house pets and the chöglugt were used mostly for high-stakes racing.  A few exotic circuses travelled around offering chöglugt rides to children for the novelty. She remembered riding on one when she was small.  

Interesting creatures aside, the planet was not exactly somewhere she wanted to visit - not that they had much choice, it was the closest planet with breathable air.  She just hoped it was as sparsely inhabited as it was supposed to be. Since the Ta’naihapi were without any technology with which to scan for incoming ships or to shoot them down, their brief landing in the small escape pod might not be noticed by anyone, and they would be in and out before the natives were any the wiser.

Resting her head against the uncomfortable seat, Jiilu closed her eyes, looking uneasy.  She didn’t like being in the escape pod.  The Thunder Runner was old and cantankerous at times, but she sailed relatively smoothly. The escape pod by comparison was a far bumpier ride, especially once they hit the atmosphere of Ta’nai.  It was a feeling she doubted she would ever get used to or find anything other than nauseating.  But for once the fear of landing on the planet below was greater than her discomfort of the ride in the escape pod, and she felt herself wishing the journey down took a little longer.

After what felt like both too long and not long enough of being rattled around in an over-glorified tin can, the escape pod’s landing thrusters activated, cushioning and slowing the pod as it got closer to the ground, while ensuring it remained upright. Once the pod landed and a robotic voice announced the environment outside was suitable, the door opened automatically with a hiss of steam.  Securing themselves each a plasma rifle from under the seats, Jiilu and her mother poked their heads out, checking to see if their arrival had alerted anything - animal or otherwise - to their presence.

So far, they seemed to be alone.  Not wanting to stray from the pod in such an unfamiliar and possibly hostile location, they sat down on the inside lip with the rifles at the ready and waited for Taars to come and rescue them.

—————————-
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The pirates strode onto the bridge of the Thunder Runner as if they owned the ship.  Captain Vaartann knew better than to cause trouble, so he’d responded when hailed and assisted them to dock.  He assumed that there were more of the pirates on board than the three currently staring him down now.  The others were likely already searching his ship.  

Anticipating this, he’d unlocked all the bulkhead doors to give them access to everywhere they would want to go.  Everywhere except the hidden compartments, of course.  But those were so well disguised that even the government taxation office scanners had never found them.

Okay, maybe occasionally he proudly thought of himself as a smuggler.

The leader of the scruffy group was a Glappoian, a hulking beast-like race from a world on the other side of the galaxy, well known for their acts of violence and depravity.  A good head and shoulders taller than even a tall regular man and brawny to match, he had creamy coloured thick skin, claws, and a large canine-like head, complete with fangs.  It was strange to find them so far out from their homeworld as they were not usually fond of long space travel.  The two others were not of that race.  Human by appearance, but with so many planets full of beings who looked relatively similar, it was impossible to tell where anyone was from unless they had notable physical characteristics, such as the Glappoian.

After the initial unpleasantries were addressed, and a broken-nosed Taars had been pushed back against the back of his seat by the large boot of the Glappoian against his chest, they got to the matter of the cargo.

“As you can see,” Taars spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor, his head swimming,  “I’m carrying only crates of herbs,which I imagine aren’t much use to you.  However, just so there’s no hard feelings about wasting your time, I have a personal interest in Khondree artwork, and I have a few of those in my living quarters.  I can take you to them and I’m sure you’ll find them plenty valuable.”

“No need,” the pirate leader snarled.  The accent of his species made the common trader language sound far more sinister than it usually did.  “My people are already searching your ship and will find anything of value, even that which you think you have hidden well.”

A few moments later the Glappoian’s comm buzzed.  “What?”
“Sir, one of the escape pods has been jettisoned,” a rough humanoid sounding voice came from the comm.
“Ohh that...” Taars waved his hand in practised innocence.  “I’ve been missing that for several seasons now.  Ever since an electrical storm fuzzed with the electrics and it jettisoned by itself.”

The Glappoian looked sceptical. Pushing another button on his comm he spoke to his crew again.  “Yiilltek, is there evidence of others living on board?”
“Looks like two others, boss,”  his subordinate answered after a short time.  “Judging by the second sleeping quarters being in use, I assume they have a child.  Perhaps a young woman going by the clothing.”
Normally the pirates were never this thorough, nor as intelligent.  Looking panicked, Taars went to argue but a glare from the Glappoian and the increase in pressure against his lungs, stopped him before he’d uttered the first syllable.  

Looking down menacingly at the man pinned under his boot, the pirate spoke into the comm. “Skeige, take our ship down to the surface and find that escape pod. It would have taken the shortest route down there, so calculate the trajectory and scan the area for heat signatures to find it.  The captain here might have stashed valuables in there hoping we wouldn’t notice the missing pod.”
“Yes, my brother.”  The voice on the other end sounded identical. “And if we find anyone?”
“Kill them.”
“Even if they are women?”
Licking his lips, the pirate gave Taars a lecherous look.  “If they are attractive women, bring them to me.”

—————————-
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At the sound of a spacecraft entering the atmosphere, Jiilu rose to her feet.  “Ohh, thank the stars, father has come for us!”

Emaliia cocked her head, listening intently, lines of worry creasing her forehead. She knew well the sound of the ship she’d lived on for half of her life.  Jumping up in alarm, a look of horror came to her eyes. “That’s too small to be our ship.”

Looking around, she assessed her options and found there to be only one.
“Now,  listen to me, I want you to run. Go deep into the forest and don’t look back.”
“Okay.“  Jiilu turned towards the forest and took a few strides before she noticed she was running alone.
Coming back in confusion, her heart sank when she realised that her mother had no intention of joining her in the escape. “Mother?”

“My dear Jiilu,” tears came to her mother’s eyes.  “Go now.  You must go!”
“I will not leave you mother.”
“Do as I say!” Emaliia snapped, frantically trying to turn her daughter back towards the forest.  “If that is the pirates, that means they are following the escape pod and will be looking for survivors.  If we’re lucky they will think I was the only one and look no further.”
“No.” Jiilu started to cry, clinging to her mother and refusing to let go.  “I don’t know what to do without you... I don’t even know what direction to go to find a settlement.  What if there are wild animals... or the natives are as hostile as the stories say?”

Emaliia face was full of pain and fear.  “I know, sweetheart, and I wish I could come with you, but it is your best chance for survival. I will try and buy you more time. Go.”
“No!  I’m not going without you!”
“You will!”  Her mother slapped her across the cheek, trying to make her listen to reason.  “If they have come down here expecting to find cargo they think we were trying to hide, and find none, what do you think they will do to us?  To you?”  She shuddered with revulsion at the thought.  “You would be better off killed by a wild animal.”
Jiilu turned pale.  “I will not leave you alone to deal with the pirates.  We can fight them off together.”
Her mother shook her head. She would normally have been proud of her daughter’s courage, but not this time. “I can try and bargain with them, but they will want you, and I cannot let that happen.”  She looked resolute and gritted her teeth as she prepared to lie to her daughter.  “I will be perfectly alright.  I’ve sweet talked myself out of many worse situations and I know where your father keeps some of his most valuable artefacts.  But you need to go before they get close enough to scan us.  Hurry into the forest - the sound of the ship will frighten any animals away - you will be safe in there.  Much safer than out here.”

“But...” The young woman was unsure.  “What if father comes to rescue us?  How will he find me?”
Emaliia looked heartbroken. It was clear from her expression that she had assumed the worst, but she tried to be strong for her daughter, wanting to leave her with a final memory of hope. “Run in a straight line, Jiilu.  When your father comes to pick us up, we will scan the forest and find you.” Her voice cracked and she swallowed hard. “I promise.”
Giving her only daughter a shove towards the treeline with tears in her eyes, she screamed. “GO!”

Jiilu gave her mother a hug that she prayed would not be her last, and turned to the forest, breaking into a run and trying to blink the tears from her eyes so that she could see her way through the moonlit trees.

Weeping uncontrollably, Emaliia sat back down in the escape pod and awaited her fate.  She wasn’t a religious woman, but she found herself praying to anyone who might listen, hoping with all her heart that later on the three of them would be enjoying dinner around the table and laughing about how she’d been silly and overreacted. Unfortunately, she couldn't help fearing that she’d already seen the last of them without a chance to say goodbye to Taars.

It was not long before the unfamiliar ship landed a short distance from the pod.  The hatch opened and a large Glappoian flanked by three heavily armed scruffy looking men looked out.  Emaliia pointed the rifle out of the pod and fired, hoping to take out the pirates if she could, or at the very least make it harder for them to take her.  

Her shot managed to hit the arm of the Glappoian who roared in annoyance more than pain, and the men all retreated back behind the doorway of their ship as they brought their own guns up and fired back, peppering the escape pod with shots until Emaliia’s scream followed by the rifle dropping from her hands removed the threat.  

“You ok, Skeige?”  One of the men looked over to the Glappoian as the large beast-man marched angrily down the boarding ramp towards the escape pod.  He didn’t bother to answer, instead grabbing the woman from the pod and roughly dragging her clear.  

“Search it,” he ordered, pinning Emaliia down on the ground with his boot in the centre of her back, standing over her menacingly while the other three thoroughly searched the pod.  They came out shrugging.  “Nothin’ there, Skeige.”

“There were two of you.”  The butt of a rifle slammed into the side of her head.  “Where is the other?”
“I am alone, there is no-one else,” Emaliia lied, whimpering in pain.  “It was just my husband and myself aboard the ship, I swear.”
Lifting his foot then kicking her in the side, Skeige snarled in annoyance.  “Liar!”  He turned to address his brother’s men.  “Take the hoverbikes and search the forest.  The other must have fled.”

Racing back to their ship, two of the men disappeared inside, while the remaining one stood looking at Emaliia.  “What we doin’ with this one?”

Skeige shrugged.  “Whatever you like.”

The sound of her screams were drowned out by the roar of the hoverbikes as the pirates exited the ship and rode into the forest in search of the other woman.  Setting their scanners to thermal imaging, they searched through the dense trees until one called out, “I see her!”

Jiilu knew the hoverbike was upon her just as the man called out.  She’d been running from the sound of the bike’s engines, but it had been catching up to her. Realising she could not hope to outrun the vehicle, she stopped and planted her feet with a surge of determination.  She was armed, and she would not let herself be captured.  Bringing the rifle up and trying to remember what she’d learned shooting targets with her father, she fired a shot at the fast approaching pirate.

Her aim was true and the man clutched his chest and collapsed with a blood-curdling scream, falling off the bike which hurtled onward into a tree with a loud crash that echoed through the quiet forest.  

Unprepared for the feeling of shooting a real live person for the first time, Jiilu stared horrified as the man struggled for life on the forest floor. Knowing she should keep firing to finish him off and remove him as a threat, she brought the gun up, but could not will her fingers to pull the trigger again.  

Badly wounded, the pirate screamed in agony as he staggered to his feet. A large burn mark visible on his chest, smoke curled from the scorched and blood-soaked fabric.  He succeeded in standing just as another bike approached.  

Fixing Jiilu with a murderous stare, the second pirate reached down to haul the injured man onto the back of his bike.  Surging forward before she had a chance to come to her senses and shoot again, the pirate rode toward her. Reaching out to grab her, he roughly pulled her over his lap.

With one hand holding a handful of her long blond hair to keep her from moving, he stole the rifle from her grip and tossed it into the forest.  Turning the bike around, he sped back to the ship.  His prize over his lap and his wounded crewmate bleeding out on the back.

Fighting to get free and screaming unproductively into the night, Jiilu had no choice but to let the pirates take her from the forest and back to their awaiting ship.  

“Miingh’s been shot!” The pirate called out as he pulled to a stop back at the landing site. “Grab a medi-patch!”

Still holding her by the hair, he slid from the bike and dragged her kicking and struggling across the ground towards the Glappoian.  Releasing her with a shove, to land on the dirt at the large man’s feet.

As she looked up she caught sight of her mother’s body laying broken and bloody behind the hulking man.  The pirates, having found no further use for her, had beaten her savagely to death.

Wailing with despair, Jiilu collapsed back onto the ground wanting to shut out the entire world around her, no longer concerned about having been captured, or what that might mean for her future.  Her thoughts were only on her mother and the devastating hole that had been ripped from her heart.

Skeige looked down at the distraught woman his crewmates had plucked from the forest.  While she was currently a sobbing mess, he could tell that she otherwise looked pretty.  “Good job. The Captain is definitely going to like this one. It will at least bring some benefit to what was otherwise a complete waste of time.”  

He glanced disinterestedly at the injured man, as he was lifted off the back of the bike and the other two crewmates ripped open the scorched shirt and started applying medi-patches and medical aid while he cried out in pain.

Turning to the man who had ridden back, he let his face show his displeasure. “Sajinö, what happened to the other bike?”
“Crashed into a tree, and Miingh’s gonna be fine. Thanks for asking.”
Ignoring the insolence, Skeige was only interested in one thing - credits. “Salvageable?”
“Dunno, probably.  Even just for scrap.”
With a sigh of annoyance, Skeige walked over and punched the mouthy subordinate solidly in the gut.  “Then go bring it back, idiot.  Or it’ll be coming off your wages.”  

Doubled over with pain, Sajinö grunted out a curse, but quickly headed towards his bike.  Climbing on with the other non-injured man, leaving their crewmate still groaning in pain on the ground as they rode off to bring back the wreckage of the crashed bike.  

“Miingh,” Skeige addressed the writhing man with contempt.  “If it’s not too difficult for you in your incapacitated state, watch the woman while I contact my brother and let him know we’re on our way back up.” He disappeared inside the ship to make his call.

Jiilu knew she should run.  The wounded man lifted himself onto one elbow and glared hatefully at her while his face contorted with pain, but he was in no state to chase after her again, even with the fast healing the medi-patches were able to give.  But she knew there was no point as even if she made it back into the forest, the others would return and track her down again.  Likely punishing her more for the extra effort.

The Glappoian strode down the boarding ramp a few moments later, just as the two others returned on the hoverbike, dragging the wrecked one behind them and loading them both back into the ship.

“The Captain is eager to get going,” Skeige reported.  “Says the cargo ship was a waste of time, nothing of value there.  Even killing the worthless pilot slowly and painful-like didn’t put him in a better mood.  So hopefully having her will cheer him up.”  Skeige laughed as Jiilu wept.  Her shattered heart broke again with the news that they had also killed her father, and done so horribly.

Grabbing her, Skeige started dragging her towards the ship.  She didn’t bother to struggle, she had no more reason to fight.  Her body was as limp now as her mother’s, as she was roughly dragged across the dirt.  Everything she had was gone and nothing mattered any more.  She was broken, empty and hopelessly alone.

“Hey, Skeige,“ Sajinö called out to get his attention.  “You reckon we should take her straight back, or have some fun with her first?”  
The large man continued without stopping. “You know the rules. Captain gets the women first.”  The discontent was evident in his voice, but he always followed his brother’s orders.
“Yeah, but the boss won’t share her until he’s worn her out, or maybe not even at all.  So I say we take our opportunity now.”  Sajinö looked hopeful, as did the other men, even the one on the ground currently being helped to his feet.

Skeige stopped, looking at the man in disbelief.  Drawing himself up to full height, towering menacingly over the much smaller man.  “Do you now?  Have you forgotten who you are talking to?”

“No.” The man sounded braver than he looked, as he visibly shrunk under Skeige’s withering stare.  “But that’s the thing.  Down here, you’re in charge.  That means you can go first. The boss don’t need to know.”
“That’s right,” the other pirate spoke up.  “So long as we get a turn too, we won’t say a thing!” 
Skeige knew he should be angry at their mutinous suggestion, but the man had a point. He was in charge down here, just as he should be back on the ship too.  He was his brother’s equal.  Born together, he and Svithnar had always had a tenuous relationship. They theoretically captained the Lightning Fang together. However he was often treated no better, and with no more respect, than the other lowly crewmates. 

He was not able to openly challenge his brother’s authority, for any sign of weakness or division between the two could inspire the men to revolt. They needed to present a unified appearance to maintain control over the opportunistic men who served them.  But if he could get the crew on his side by gaining their favour, then they would have his back if he decided to try and take over.

There was only one problem with their plan.  The woman was small and dainty compared to the large Glappoian. Skeige frowned.  “He will know.”
Sajinö shrugged. “Well maybe just be a bit more gentle with her, and then he won’t.  Or we can blame it on the natives.”  Sajinö laughed with a wink.
“We better be quick though.” The other pirate seemed nervous. Looking fearfully at the dark shadows between the trees, wondering if he’d seen something move in there.  “I’ve heard about them natives. We don’t wanna be here if they come sniffin’ around.”

“You can be quick, Kebrarr,” Skeige sneered.  “I plan to take my time enjoying this one.”  Removing his belt, he used it to bind Jiilu’s hands together then pulled out his knife.  Cutting the clothing from her body, he stood leering down on her as she screamed in terror.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2 - Natives
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The blade of a large ornately decorated knife touched Skeige's neck before he’d even had a chance to finish unfastening his trousers.  

In a swift move the blade tore open his throat, as a green fletched arrow shot out from the darkened forest, hitting Miingh. Before either man had time to react, a second arrow pierced Kebrarr, then a third got Sajinö.

With a surprised cry, the men fell to their knees, clutching at the arrow protruding from their hearts. Skeige’s face twisted in shock and bewilderment as he gargled up blood.  His eyes flicked to his men as he crumpled, confused and horrified to see them also victims of the silent attack.  Droplets of his blood splattered onto Jiilu’s naked body as the large beast-man collapsed and revealed the attacker standing behind him, knife still in hand.

He unfastened the animal skin cloak from his shoulders to reveal he wore only a short hide loincloth beneath.  Several black tattoos marked the smooth golden brown skin of his chest and forearms while strands of beads hung around his neck.  More beads and leather bands adorned his wrists, and the long black dreadlocks piled on top of his head allowed her to see feather earrings dangling from his ears.  

The man was clearly one of the Ta’nai natives, and true to the stories, he had a murderous look of rage on his face.

Filled now with the fear of the half-naked warrior continuing what the others had been attempting to do, Jiilu tried to shuffle backwards.  She did not want to be the next victim to fall to his blade, but hoped for that rather than the alternative.  

Fixing his dark eyes on her for a moment, the Ta’naihapi warrior threw the cloak over her body before lunging at the dying pirates with a terrifying yowl. Dispatching them with his knife in a similarly swift ruthlessness, he reached down to run his finger through the blood of each enemy in turn, painting stripes of their blood across one of his biceps before turning back to Jiilu, who screamed in horror.

The rage abating, he wiped the knife clean on the nearest body, then stepped over to grab her bound arms.  Terrified of the savage native, she shrieked and tried to pull free, but he held her firm as his sharp knife sliced through the leather belt.  Once done, he released her hands and took a few steps back as he returned the knife into the sheath on his belt, then squatted down, holding up his hands trying to indicate he was not a threat.  
“Nin üb, sik nin köx tii.”
Jiilu barely heard his softly spoken voice over the sound of her own whimpering, but the foreign words meant nothing to her.  Still trying to put distance between them, she scurried backwards pulling the cloak around her to cover her nakedness as another warrior rode out from the darkness with bow in hand. 

The warrior woman was dressed in an animal hide dress with beaded detailing around the neckline. Through the deep splits in the garment’s sides, Jiilu could see the woman wore a knife strapped to her thigh. Atop a chestnut coloured chöglugt, she surveyed the scene with furrowed brows and angry eyes.

Her long black hair was styled differently to the man’s.  Shaved part way along the sides, the rest hung loose down her back. Her bare arms and shoulders also displayed far more tattoos than the man had, which Jiilu found curious.  She certainly looked to be the sterner of the two, given that the man’s expression was now neutral with a hint of curiosity, while the woman still looked annoyed. 

The arrows in the quiver strapped to her back matched those that had been fired into the pirates, though she showed no interest in retrieving them.  To Jiilu‘s relief, the warrior woman also did not seem to be inclined to use the arrows on her.

Looking up at his tribemate, the man spoke again. “Tuh bǔ.” 
Scowling briefly, then unhooking a waterskin from the saddle, she threw it to him.  He removed the cork and held it out to Jiilu.  “Do you speak Tradertongue?”
Jiilu froze and stared at the warrior.  His head was cocked to the side, observing her with curiosity as he continued to hold the waterskin out. He seemed particularly fascinated by her hair, making her feel uncomfortable under his gaze. But had she heard him right?  He spoke the language of the traders?  She answered him timidly. “Yes...”

He nodded and took a sip from the waterskin before replacing the cork and throwing it to land next to her.  Realising that she wasn’t going to reach out to accept it on her own.  “Do not fear, we will not hurt you.  It is water, drink.”

She hesitated for a moment, looking at the mounted woman and back at him.  They did not seem to be a threat. The woman still held her bow and had a surly expression, but they would surely have killed her by now if that had been their goal.  He had saved her from her attackers, given her his cloak, cut her free and was now offering water.  Those did not seem to be the actions of the murderous feral warriors she’d heard of.

Carefully withdrawing her arm from under the cloak while retaining her modesty, she leaned forward to take the waterskin and took a cautious sip.  She wasn’t sure if it was safe for her to drink, but her throat was hoarse from screaming, and if she was to survive on this planet, she would find out sooner or later if their water was poisonous to her.

After she had drunk freely to quench her thirst, she tossed the empty waterskin back to him. “Thank you.  How do you know this language?”
“Some of my people make the journey to Yamarga for trade. My ancestors were chosen to be the Tüm’gortü - the speakers of Tradertongue for our tribe.  So the language is passed on through my family. That is why I was sent here, to speak with any offworlders.”
At the mention of trade her eyes lit up. “There’s a trading post?”
He looked apologetic. “Each midwinter the great sky-ships come to Yamarga.  Stay for a few days, then they go. Nothing remains there, and that is the only time the sky-people may come.”
That confirmed that they had no permanent trading post and any hope she had of rescue started to fade.  She assumed she wasn’t lucky enough to have happened upon the planet close to the next time they were there. “When will they be here again?”
He looked at her sadly.  “Long enough that you will need to find somewhere to live while you wait.”
“How long?”
“We are near the end of what you call ‘spring’.  So a little more than half of what you call a ‘year’ away.”
Her shoulders dropped. That was a long time and she had no idea what she was going to do.  Looking toward the pirate’s ship, that seemed to be her only option.  Standing up awkwardly, with the cloak pulled around her, she started to walk towards it.  Both warriors watched her, but remained where they were.
“I’ll search their ship to see if there’s any clothing inside, so I can give your cloak back,” she called over her shoulder, blushing.  
The male warrior finally stood and walked slowly after her. “That is of no concern. But this is not your sky-ship?”
Stepping onto the boarding ramp, she peered cautiously inside.  She assumed if anyone else had been hiding they would have come out by now, but she thought it wise to proceed with at least a little caution.  

“No, this one belongs to those men.  I came down in that little one.”  She pointed to the escape pod, then noticed her mother again.  With a sob of anguish, she ran over.  Dropping to her knees, she gathered her mother’s limp body in her arms and sobbed.  Not caring that the cloak had dropped from her shoulder, or that it was becoming stained with her mother’s blood.

The warrior came up behind her and pulled the cloak up to cover her again, then knelt beside her.  “Your mother?”  He reached out to gently touch the blond braid Emaliia wore with a hint of reverence. Unable to speak, Jiilu simply nodded.

Joining them, the female warrior dismounted and bent over to place her palm gently on Emaliia’s forehead. “Xob Nülbuxa osor tii gut boǔw, gören.”  The words sounded like a prayer in her soft lilting voice, and while Jiilu had no religious beliefs, she was thankful for the caring way the woman was treating her mother if that was indeed what she was doing.  

The warrior woman stood up, addressing Jiilu. “Will there be other sky-people coming?” 
“I don’t know.” Jiilu sniffed, surprised that the woman also spoke the trader language, and trying to contain her sorrow enough to think.  Her whole body and mind felt numb.  “They boarded my ship.  Not this little one, that’s an escape pod.  The big one I live on... in space. ” She nodded her head to the sky.  “Father sent us down to hide, and was going to pick us up when the pirates had gone.  But...“ She burst into tears again.  “They killed him too.”
Pulling her gently by the arm, the woman tried lifting Jiilu to her feet. She resisted at first, but reluctantly let go of her mother and left her to lay on the dirt.  Heartbreaking as it was, there was nothing more she could do now.
“Take their sky-ship and go back to your people.” The woman turned her toward the pirate’s craft and away from her mother.
“I... I have no more people,” Jiilu sniffed, her body trembling.  “My parents are both gone and we have no other family.  We just flew from planet to planet carrying cargo.  A bit like the traders you know.”
The male tried to encourage her. “You could take the sky-ship to one of your planets and make a new life.”

Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Jiilu returned to the boarding ramp. “If I can fly the ship, and if it’s got enough fuel to get somewhere, then maybe.  But I don’t know where to go, and I don’t have any credits... I’ve never been on my own before.”  Steeling herself, with nothing else to do, she went inside to have a look around.  

Both warriors remained outside, unwilling to step foot inside the metal machine, and Jiilu could hear them arguing in their language.  It seemed like the woman was angry at the man, whose tone of voice seemed to indicate he was compassionate towards Jiilu’s situation enough to stay around to make sure she was alright.

Checking the personal quarters first, she hastily washed the splattered blood from her body then looked around for clothes to put on.  Finding a shirt and trousers that seemed clean enough, she pulled them on. Rolling up the cuffs of the oversized garments so that she did not trip over, and fashioning a belt from a silk scarf, she felt a little more comfortable. Once dressed, she returned the cloak with thanks to the warriors waiting outside, then continued to explore the interior of the ship.

One look at the console in the cockpit told Jiilu that she had no hope of learning to fly this craft.  These controls were far too different to the ship she’d grown up on and she had no idea where to even start. She tried changing a few settings and levers just in case she managed to figure it out, but she was unable to get the ship started. The pirates had probably engaged anti-theft locking procedures like those her ship had, and she had no idea how to disable them.

She collapsed down on the floor and cried, overcome with despair.

Muttering what sounded very much like a curse in their language, the male warrior stepped cautiously into the ship and came to find her. He had an obvious look of discomfort and disdain for the offworlder vessel.  “What is wrong?”
“I don’t know how to fly this.” She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. “I tried, but it’s completely different to the Thunder Runner.”
The warrior raised an eyebrow, his eyes lighting up.  “Thunder Runner?”
“The name of my ship,” she replied. “All ships have names.  I don’t know what this one is called, but it’ll have a name too.”
“Why is your sky-ship called thunder?”
She found the question and the tone of his voice strange.  He seemed suspicious and almost excited.  “I don’t know, my father named it that when he got it.  I think he said something about there being a wild storm that day...  and we ‘run’ cargo.  So I guess that’s where the name comes from.  I always liked to think it was because it’s such an old clunker that the engines rumble like thunder... although I’ve never heard thunder in real life to know how true that would be, only on recordings.  Why?”
He looked surprised.  “Never heard thunder?”
“No. There is no weather in space, so no rain or thunder, and I guess I haven’t spent enough time on the ground on any of the planets we’ve visited to have encountered a thunderstorm,” she shrugged.  “Not that I recall anyway, maybe when I was too young to remember?... I don’t know...”  She trailed off, wondering why he was so intrigued by the topic of thunder, of all things, while he stood in a spaceship talking to what was effectively an alien to him.
The warrior was unsurprised that the complicated looking machine was too difficult for the small fair-haired woman to operate. But that meant she was stuck on Ta’nai.

“What do you know of our planet and people?” he asked, curious to know what knowledge those like her had about his planet.
She offered an apologetic look. “Nothing really, I’m afraid. Only that you are tribal people, and you attack anyone who dares to land.  I wasn’t aware you even allowed traders to come here.”
He inclined his head with a slight nod.  “We have had problems with offworlders in the past, taking our animals and destroying our lands.  So we have had to discourage others from coming.  The traders who come to Yamarga respect our rules, and they are allowed only there.”
“But you didn't attack me. Why?”  She risked asking.
“You did not appear to be a threat to us, and we saw the men attacking you.”  His face darkened.  “That could not go unpunished.  If it were up to my mate you would have been killed along with them.”
She swallowed hard and a shiver went down her spine at the frank admission.  He had intervened and prevented the other native from killing her.  Although stranded now on their planet, he may have only bought her a short reprieve. She managed to force a grateful smile to help cover her shock.  “Thank you for killing them, and letting me live.”

He pulled her to her feet and marched her out of the ship.  "You will come with us.”
The female warrior narrowed her eyes and glared at him as they stepped off the ship. She had overheard the conversation and was not pleased. “No, she cannot.”
“Have a heart, Yan’chüme,” he scolded the warrior woman, “She has nowhere else.  We cannot just leave her here alone to fend for herself, and you heard her,” he got excited.  “She comes from the sky and her sky-ship is named Thunder. It is a sign. We must take her to see the elders at once!”

Yan’chüme contemplated his words, but she still seemed wary. “They will not like it.”
“We will talk to them.”
“We?”  Her clipped tone made it clear there would be no ‘we’.
Shrugging off her obvious disdain, he amended his statement.  “I will talk to them.”
“We should at least wait for morning,” the woman advised.  “They will be even less pleased to speak to you if you wake them from their sleep.”
The man shook his head, looking concerned.  “We cannot bring back a gören, hide her away and hope nobody notices until the elders wake.  Where will she stay?  In our bed with us?”
Scowling, Yan’chüme dipped her head in defeat.  “Fine, you may call the elders, but I will not address them with you.  You will argue for her on your own, and if they ask me for my opinion, I will give it honestly.”

The man whistled and another chöglugt trotted out from the forest.  “You will ride with Yan’chüme,” he announced, leading her over to the warrior woman’s mount. At the look of uncertainty on her face, he put a comforting hand on her shoulder, mistaking her fear of both beast and rider for that of only the beast.  “The chöglugt will not bite... or have you not ridden before?”

Jiilu shook her head. “I have never ridden, no.”
“Then you ride up front.”  He helped to lift her onto the saddle in front of Yan’chüme, who put her arm around Jiilu to keep her from falling off. The warrior woman chuckled at the way Jiilu sat stiff and trembling.  “Do not fear gören, I will not bite you either.”
Climbing onto his own mount, the warrior introduced himself. “I am called Zhafi, and this is Yan’chüme.  You are?”
“Jiilu.”
Yan’chüme snorted out a laugh behind her and Zhafi struggled to keep a straight face.  Jiilu blushed, wondering what she’d said wrong.  Was her name amusing to them?
“Sorry,” Zhafi apologised with a chuckle.  “In our language that word means... um...”  He tried to remember the word in Tradertongue. “I think your word is ‘vomit’?”
“Ohh,” she blushed again, on the verge of tears.  While it was a silly thing to be upset about given the gravity of her situation, she couldn’t help feeling horrified that down here on this planet, her name would subject her to ridicule among the people she would be forced to make a new life with.

“You are not alone, Jiilu.” The woman still sounded amused.  “Zhafi may mean dragon, but he was named as such because the first thing he did as a baby was scream and vomit.  As if he was spitting the fire of a dragon.”  She mimed a cascade coming from her mouth as she laughed, looking fondly at her partner despite her words mocking him.

Unbothered by her sharing the story, he grinned almost proudly.  “That is right. It spewed forth like a mighty dragon’s flame.  Yan’chüme is named for the wings of a bee that brushed over her pretty little cheek when she was born.”  He looked adoringly at his mate who smiled back, proving that she did indeed have some capacity for softness. “As you can see, the Ta’naihapi are often named for something of significance that happened when we were born. Does your name have a meaning in your language?”

“It means flower,” she said defensively.  “It’s a very pretty flower.”
Zhafi smiled.  “Ahh, well then you are now Qiiraa.  For that is the name of a flower with golden petals in our tongue.”
So that was that.  She had lost her home, her parents and now her own name.  Although somehow that seemed at least a little fitting. She was starting her life anew, so a new name for her rebirth made sense in a way, and it was better than being laughed at whenever anyone used her name.

For the first time in her life she would live on the ground, on a primitive planet, among the primitive locals.  She just had to hope that the rest of the Ta’naihapi were as friendly toward her as these two seemed to be.
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​Chapter 3 - Yil’parù
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The warriors rode through the forest until the soft glow of lights ahead signalled they were approaching their village. The dense forest thinned out into a wide area of cleared land filled with chöglugt of various colours and ages, roaming freely without fences to contain them.  Some wore bridles and all were decorated with inked patterns like the mounts Zhafi and Yan’chüme rode, indicating they were tamed mounts belonging to the tribespeople.  

Beyond them, a towering ring of closely planted ancient trees encircled the village. The narrow gaps between the great trunks offered glimpses of the homes inside.  

“Don’t the chöglugt run away?” Qiiraa wondered out loud.
“No,” Zhafi sounded amused by the idea. “They are honoured and respected members of our tribe. They are free to come and go as they please, but the bond they have with their rider means they do not want to leave.  Together as a herd they help protect our village and keep each other safe, and we in turn make sure they never hunger and give them a purpose.”
Lanterns and colourful green banners strung along an avenue of trees marked the main entrance of the woodland village.  They rode quietly along the hard packed dirt road, keeping straight as it branched off in different directions to wind around the tiny huts the tribespeople called home.  

The road opened out to circle a large grassy area with a huge fire pit surrounded by log seating - forming the
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