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Feelings


Manderian year 2473


The digi-pen slid across the flat surface of Ameela’s tablet. Her eyes fixed on her model, while her hand used a variety of digi-brushes to paint Drahnzer’s green scales under his long dark fringe and catch the sparkles of light filtered by the canopy of trees above them.

Her mission to explore the old ruins in the Valley of the Kings on Ketar in Shedirian space had turned into a tantalising but dangerous adventure. Not that she was a stranger to trouble, especially when it came to men. However, this man was a breathtakingly handsome Manderian farmer.

Logic dictated to stay as far away from any Manderian as possible, but her heart beat faster every time Drahnzer touched her. She craved the rough sex they shared, despite the injuries they caused one another each time they made love.

‘You’re gonna get burnt, one day,’ her best friend used to tell her.

Yes, she probably would, but she didn’t care. Drahnzer had taken over her heart like an infection. If he is a disease, then I want to be sick.

Leisurely, he scratched one of his muscular thighs.

‘Don’t move,’ she said, brushing in the last few details of the pitch-black hair.

‘Was that an order?’

‘No, sir.’ She winked. ‘There. I’m done.’ She set the tablet and the digi-pen on the green grass by her side.

He leered at her, his eyes ending up on the area of her neck covered by her red Lyran freckles.

Ameela bit her lower lip. Was it possible she was falling in love with this stranger from an alien world? The thought scared her. Their worlds were at war, a war with no end on the horizon. No one in their right mind would engage in a relationship with an enemy, especially one who enjoyed what she defined as a violent choreography of love-making.

Ameela noticed his presence next to her.

His golden eyes were intense under the bright light of Ketar’s sun. ‘You’re not done. We’ve barely started.’ The husky timbre of his voice filled the air. He wasn’t talking about the drawing, though.

She stood, brushing her trousers to remove the dirt, and straightened her shirt. Her heart hammered with anticipation.

He took her elbow and pulled her closer. When she took a step back, he circled her with his arm. The other hand held her jaw, and his reptilian scent enveloped her as he pressed his lips to hers.

Ameela’s fingers opened against his chest to give him the fight he was asking for, in the best tradition of Manderian foreplay. Except she wasn’t Manderian, and his rough approach often ended with her covered in bruises, which he would later heal with his medunit.

His arm tightened, crushing her against him. His fingers tore away the pins holding her bun, releasing her hair. He let her go and pulled away, licking his lips. ‘You taste like sex.’

She slapped his face, leaving a yellow mark on his scales.

Before she could move again, he shoved her back against a tree and forced his legs between hers. Grunting, he pulled one of her thighs towards him, his huge, scaled hands on her neck, her breasts, her body. He kissed her, his lips hard and demanding.

Ameela tasted blood but didn’t know whose. ‘Not so easy,’ she said, shoving him away.

They stared at each other, squared off like two combatants ready to tear each other’s throats out. She wasn’t a fighter, but there was something about Drahnzer’s love-making that excited her like nothing else ever had.

He came at her a second time, trapping her hands and pinning them above her head. He gripped her face with his other hand and thrust his tongue between her lips.

She arched her back, feeling him hard against her belly. Helpless, she responded to the kiss, moaning and pressing her body against his.

He released her wrists and grabbed her by the hair, leaving her mouth to trace the line of her freckles down her neck, half kissing, half biting. His aggression scared and aroused her at the same time, and by his own admission, fear aroused him.


He ripped off her shirt, using strips of it to tie her hands behind her back, cinching it around her wrists.


His hands undid his trousers and ripped hers. The torn fabric dangled at her waist as he lifted her legs around his waist. The tree’s bark scratched the skin on her back, but she was unable to move away from him.


‘You’re mine,’ he said, gripping her by the chin and forcing her to look at him.


‘Yes …’


‘Do you want this?’


‘Yes …’


Drahnzer’s scales were cold, almost icy.


‘Beg me,’ he ordered her. This was part of their ritual games.


‘Do me, please,’ she said. Despite knowing the pain it would lead to, she didn’t care. She needed it like oxygen.


He stared down at her but didn’t move.


‘Drahnzer, please?’


He angled himself, taking the ritual to the next step.


She let out a sob and clung to him with her thighs, putting her heels against the backs of his knees. Relentlessly, they moved with an ancient and ecstatic rhythm.




***



Drahnzer’s eyes were closed as he lay stark naked next to her. She had lost count of how many times they’d made love that afternoon. The tree bark had lacerated her skin with every thrust, and her muscles were sore because of the exertion. However, Drahnzer’s ministrations would soon take away the pain, making her feel whole again.

She peeked at his green scales—a shade darker than the grass they lay on—and the protuberant bones above his eyes that formed an arch above them. He was painfully attractive, and the more time Ameela spent with him, the more she felt she would never get enough of him.


His eyes cracked open in two golden crevices.


‘Are you okay?’


She grinned and nodded. ‘Never felt so good, but my back hurts.’


His response was immediate. In a few swift moves, he reached for the medunit and medicated her back with a gentleness one wouldn’t expect from those rough hands. One moment she was in pain, and the next, she lay in his cold arms, feeling cherished.


Drahnzer dressed and lay beside her, covering her body with a warm blanket. He watched her in silence. A cloud passed over the sun for a few seconds, casting a shadow on his face. When it was gone, the shadow seemed to linger in his eyes.


‘A token1 for your thoughts,’ she said, her arms still tied behind her.


He stroked her lips. The sudden contact sent a shiver down her spine. ‘You’re special, Ameela Arben. I have never met an alien with your strength.’


‘Strength? I don’t understand where you get the idea I’m strong.’ She cast a glance at his face. There was something different there, like a resolution. Did he want to end their relationship? Her heart missed a beat.


‘Most aliens fear us. They consider us a cruel species, and our mating rituals strengthen that belief. You don’t fear me, despite understanding I could kill you if I didn’t control myself.’


A hot flush washed over her. It was undoubtedly true. His strength and control made him even more alluring.


‘I want to kidnap you and take you away from here.’


For a moment, his tone made her believe he was serious. Then, common sense kicked in, and she chuckled. ‘And where would you take me, my dear farmer?’


His hand moved down her neck, following the line of her freckles to her breasts. Her heart rate increased. ‘To my ship where we’ll get married and mate until we die.’ His eyes remained fixed on her, but his expression was unreadable.


‘You’re joking, aren’t you?’


‘No. I want you. I’ve considered getting away from here and never seeing you again. Can’t happen.’


His hand moved to her hair, his fingers tangling with her long locks. He closed his fist and pulled, forcing her face closer to his.


‘I am a Manderian and rejoiced when I heard about Cressel’s escape. He will lead us into a new era of dominance. I’m not happy with the Coalition’s presence on my planet. It’s ours. It belongs to us.’ He released her hair as if touching her tainted him.


A new era of dominance.


Ameela understood for the first time how much he cared about the war and the political situation behind it. As an artist, she cared nothing for politics. Besides, there was nothing she could do to change the political situation of the galaxy. She preferred to dedicate her life to other desires. However, even she had heard about Esian Cressel’s proclamation to take back Mander Prime and all the former territories of the Halden, killing every enemy on them if necessary. His memorable escape from Ganymede One with a human traitor had been on the news for weeks.


She couldn’t imagine what being known as the lover of a sympathiser to Cressel’s rebellion would do to her career. It would crush all her chances of becoming famous. Could she give up everything she ever cared about and her freedom for this man?


‘You know I don’t care about politics, Drahnz,’ she murmured.


‘Stay with me. We belong together.’ His voice was like water to someone dying of thirst.


If someone had told her a month before, that she would have agreed to such a statement, she would have laughed in their face so hard to bring tears into her eyes. Now she wanted to belong to him so much, it was painful. ‘I can affirm, with all honesty, I fell in love with you. You have taken my heart away.’ But she needed more than this before committing herself, even if the concept of getting parted from him felt like spikes trying to make a pulp of her chest. ‘But I can’t give up everything on a moment’s whim. If you love me, you’d better tell me now.’


‘Love?’ He stressed the word in Lyran with a strong accent. ‘The galactic translator can’t translate that word. What does it mean?’


Ameela’s mouth dropped open. He was serious.


‘Love has many meanings. One can love parents, siblings, children, friends, or someone they have a sexual relationship with. These are all different kinds of love. The one I’m talking about is when you can’t breathe if your lover leaves you for any reason. You think about them every time you close your eyes before sleeping and the first moment when you wake up.’


‘You want to know if I have feelings for you?’ The sudden coldness in his voice brought a knot in her throat.


‘Yes, I have feelings for you. I fought against them and you. I even considered the possibility of killing you.’ The natural way in which he said he’d considered taking her life froze the blood in her veins. It only confirmed the man in front of her was a Manderian.


‘I can’t imagine living without you. It tears my insides when we’re apart. I want to mate with you every second of every day until we die. Yes, I love you, Ameela,’ he concluded, as if he hadn’t been talking about murder a moment before.


The tone used to affirm his love for her warmed her soul, though. If sounds had a flavour, his voice would taste like melted chocolate, a human dessert that made her taste buds orgasm every time she ate it.


She closed her eyes, waiting for a kiss that didn’t come.


Drahnzer gazed at her, tight-lipped.


‘This isn’t a game. When I say I want you and that you’re mine, I mean it. If you accept me for who I am, I want you to marry me so that you belong to me now and forever.’


The intensity in his eyes scared but also aroused her. She closed her eyes to block it all out. ‘Take me. I’m yours,’ she said, expecting another bout of violent foreplay followed by an intense love-making. Instead, a needle punctured the side of her neck, and a cold liquid flowed inside her body.


‘Now you’re mine,’ were the last words she heard before losing consciousness.




***



The sun was bright, blinding.


Ameela cracked one eyelid open. In front of her, a shadow blocked the sun. However, when she opened both eyes, she spotted an artificial light above an unknown Manderian male.


A burst of adrenaline shot through her veins as she forced herself to move. However, something metallic held her wrists. A glance down confirmed she was cuffed, but at least she wasn’t naked.


‘Don’t fret, Ameela Arben. I mean you no harm,’ the stranger said.


She fell backwards, away from the stranger. Shooting a glance at him, she noticed he had brown hair and copper scales. He was clad all in black, hands included, and the only thing visible was his face.


‘Who are you?’ Her eyes scanned the room, trying to recognise it. Copper metallic panels covered the windowless walls. A single bed where she had been sleeping lay to the side. The only other furniture in the room were two chairs and a table. There was no visible door either. ‘Where are we? Where is Drahnzer?’


The
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