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Chapter One


“What in the name of  Oxagi is that?”
Qhasheik grimaced at the high note at the end of Coxin’s question. Damn, the male screeched so loud, it wouldn’t surprise him if his sensitive ears bled. “By the Goddess’s titties, boy!” He stuck a knuckle in his ear and wiggled it. “What are you so friggin’ excited about?”
He strolled over to the younger male’s console. At first, he saw nothing to make the kid so animated. Then, on his floating 3-D monitor, he caught the bizarre image of a planet heading their way.
The orb approached so fast they’d be lucky to avoid smacking into it.
“Evasive maneuvers,” Qhasheik shouted. “Now!” He plopped his ass in the command chair and activated its bindings.
Without a word, the other four males on their small bridge scrambled to their stations and strapped in.
The ship’s navigator, Todaet, yanked them hard to one side to avoid the barreling sphere.
The planet whizzed by with barely enough room to avoid collision, but the collective sighs in the boxy room were short-lived.
“Oh, shit,” Engrox mumbled under his breath.
“Now what?” Qhasheik swiped the chair’s bindings away, activated his command monitor, and tied it to the outside visuals. What could the boy be bitching about? He compared his readings to Engrox’s, and his heart sank.
A massive shock wave rolled straight for them. When it hit, it might not be as devastating as hitting that planet, but it wouldn’t matter. They’d never survive. And it was too late to avoid it.
Time for Plan B. “Head for that fuckin’ planet!”
If they made an emergency landing there, the massive thing just might save them.
Todaet’s fingers flew across the console as the sharp turn of the ship pressed them all hard into their seats.
“Will we make it?” Qhasheik didn’t expect an answer. In fact, he hoped no one gave him one.
Sweat gathered around the base of Todaet’s horns. “If I push the engines hard enough…”
“My poor babies. Keep it together, lovely, lovely Phytro. Keep it together.“ Khers gripped the chair’s armrest as he prayed to the ship. The centrifugal force was so strong, his head flattened against the chair’s back. His eyes squeezed shut. “Dammit, Todaet! You’re going to burn her out for sure.”
“Better her than us!” Coxin’s eggplant-colored skin paled as he smacked a hand over his mouth.
Qhasheik couldn’t blame the young one for being nauseous. The forces needed to catch up to the rogue planet were brutal. “Where the fuck is that thing coming from?” he asked through gritted teeth. The only thing big enough from those headings to make that kind of disturbance was…
“Peinuewei.”
The defeat in Todaet’s voice created a huge knot in Qhasheik’s stomach.
Coxin straightened. “What do you mean, Peinuewei? Are you saying our planet got hit by that shock wave?” His horizontal pupils expanded, leaving the thin red ring of his irises barely visible in a sea of black.
Todeat shook his head. “No.” His lips pressed into a thin slit. “I’m saying that’s what caused the wave.” He turned pain-filled eyes to look at Qhasheik. “Our home, Peinuewei, is gone. Destroyed, like something blew it up.”
“What?” Coxin pushed on the armrests as if to get out of his seat. 
Qhasheik locked the bindings on the boy’s chair to keep him safe. 
“What do you mean, destroyed?” Large silver tears gathered in Coxin’s rapidly blinking eyes. “What do you mean?” His voice raised as he struggled in his chair. “Let me go! I have to go home! My family! I have to see my family!”
He pushed so hard against the restraints, Qhasheik gave a nod to Khers, who doubled as the ship’s med-tech as well as the engineer.
Without a word, Khers pulled a hypo-syringe from the medical pouch around his belt. He released his bindings and leaned forward to jab Coxin on the back of his neck.
The boy gasped. Then his eyes rolled up, and he passed out.
“Poor bastard.” Engrox’s full mouth thinned. “At least if we don’t make it, he’ll never know.”
“What do you think, Todeat? Do you think landing there will give us a chance?” Qhasheik asked. 
Toadet shrugged. “I know we’ll make it to the planet. But we’re coming in so fast, I doubt I can control the landing.”
Death by getting demolished in space? Or death by burning up in that planet’s atmosphere? Choices… choices. Qhasheik gripped the armrests to see which the All Goddess dished out to them.

[image: image-placeholder]“Here! This one’s alive.”
It was hard to understand the words at first.
The universal translator all Ibbins wore since childhood was having a hard time making sense of the foreign language spoken in alien tones around him.
Qhasheik shook his scrambled brain as he tried to make sense of what was going on.
“Ugly bastard, isn’t he?”
Well, that nasty comment was easy enough to understand. Stupid ass couldn’t be talking about him, now could he? Slices of agony squeezed Qhasheik’s head and raced through him. Why did everything hurt? He swore even his toenails throbbed in pain. He tried to raise his arm to rub his eyes, but his muscles spasmed so hard it wasn’t worth the attempt.
It was a struggle, but he found the strength to open his eyes. Surrounded in twilight, the stars above cheerfully twinkled. It wasn’t until he sneezed that the stench of seared metal mixed with the unbelievable reek of burned flesh made his nose wrinkle. He sat up with a groan.
Memories flooded, chased by a pain so profound he fought to keep the acidic nausea down. Blinking blurry eyes, Qhasheik leaned back on his elbows. There, in the distance, was his mangled ship. How in the hell did he get thrown out of it? He wouldn’t find the answer lying around on his ass. He rolled to stand, but the blunt end of a long laser spear shoved him back down.
“Stay down, you disgusting gigim xul.”
Who the fuck did this asshole think he was calling an evil spirit? Qhasheik peered up. Standing in front of him was one of the whitest humanoid species he’d ever seen. Skin, hair, even his ridiculous tunic and pants were an alabaster white. The only other color on the guy were his blue-green eyes that matched the rolling glitter in the tip of his laser spear. Several movements behind the guy meant there was more than one bozo lurking around. Of course there was. Why wouldn’t there be?
“Where’s my crew?” He glanced at his burning ship in the distance. “We’ve got to get my men!” Taking a deep breath, tried once again to stand.
And once again, the ghost-man pushed them back. “I told you to stay down. Dudu, get a Nutesh snare on this piece of yetu.
Dudu? Yetu? Qhasheik swallowed a snicker. Choice. The man ordered a guy named Dudu to get something after he’d called him a piece of shit.
Rough hands grabbed him under his arms and pulled him up.
“Hey, not so rough! I was trying to get up, but this jerk kept pushing me back.” He shrugged to get out of their grip. No such luck. Between one breath and the next, something hard and cold snapped around his neck. Piercing needles embedded themselves in his skin.
They weren’t long enough to cause serious injury but sharp enough to keep the collar in place.
The two white aliens who held him in a punishing grip shoved him away. He stumbled, but righted before he ended up face-first on the teal-colored grass. Gripping the edges of the tight neck brace, he tried to pull it off. All he got for his efforts were stabbing pains as the sharp needles burrowed deeper.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” The first guy chuckled. “The Nutesh snare is your new best friend. Here, let me show you.“ He aimed a tiny black box in Qhasheik’s direction and pushed the yellow button on top.
Instant agony obliterated all thought and body functions. Qhasheik screamed and flopped to the ground in an undignified heap, twitching and squirming with no control. The pain stopped as abruptly as it started. Taking a fortifying breath, he gazed back at the canopy of stars overhead, twinkling in mockery. They taunted him, announcing his cherished freedom was long gone.
The homely mug of the first alien blocked his celestial view. “Got it, shep-sin? You’re all mine now.”
Qhasheik ignored the guy’s claim he’d boned Qhasheik’s mother. “What about my crew? Are they all right? Where are they?”
“Pick him up.” 
The sight of the distant stars slid away as Qhasheik was once again yanked to his unsteady feet. “My crew.” He tried to ask again.
“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about those other freaks.” The male’s cold eyes narrowed in an up-and-down perusal. His fat lips curled at one corner. “Trust me, they’re all dead. Torn to pieces and burned to a nice, toasty crisp.”
Everything around Qhasheik darkened. “Dead? All four of them? Are you sure?”
The male snorted. “Yeah, trust me. We checked that wreck twice. You’re the only one who survived. And we almost missed finding you. Ain’t it lucky we did?” The alabaster male let loose an evil chuckle that made his bulbous belly rock.
A sour taste coated Qhasheik’s mouth. “What are you going to do with me?” Shit. Why ask? Doubtful it’d be anything good.
The guy licked his fat lips and stared at Qhasheik’s crotch. “After I’ve enjoyed you every way I can think of, I’ll sell you at the slave market.” He rubbed his hands together. 
“Welcome to Akurn.”




Chapter Two


“I can’t believe how busy we’ve been. Boy, am I ever glad you talked me into doing this. Getting away was just what we needed.” 
Katsuki grinned. Her heart swelled at Arzea’s admission. It’d taken some serious parental nagging. Okay, a shitload of nagging sprinkled with a heaping dose of guilt to pull her daughter away from her classes at the university.
Even though it was break time at school, Arzea planned on staying there to attend extracurricular classes. Just as she’d done two years in a row.
Katsuki might be proud of her daughter’s devotion to her studies, but enough was enough. All too soon, Arzea would graduate and leave home for good. Taking this vacation was the best thing they could’ve done to spend uninterrupted time together before that happened.
“Don’t tell me you’re admitting you had fun.” When Arzea nodded, Katsuki snickered. “Yeah? Then by the Lady of All Life, I’d better alert the media.”
Arzea leaned back in her co-pilot chair with her hands clasped behind her head. Her dreamy smile spoke volumes. “Jeez, Sia.”
Mother, Arzea called her mother. How long had it been since her adult child called Katsuki that?
“What’s not to love? The pleasure planet of Agnon had everything. Sun, fun, and a virtual smorgasbord of gorgeous males to choose from. I swear, I need a vacation from my vacation.” 
Katsuki’s smile widened in agreement. While the two of them stayed at the same hotel, they kept different rooms so they could enjoy in private the sensual delights Agnon offered.
The only downside was that the resort was a couple of systems away from Runihura.
The journey of five solar days to get there and back was a bonus, giving her quiet time with Arzea. Plus, she had fun flexing her unused piloting skills, getting there and back in the top-of-the-line personal star ship she’d recently purchased. Running Narkata, the small moon orbiting their home world, left little free time. It shouldn’t surprise her Arzea had a tendency to be a workaholic like her mother.
“I know what you mean.” Katsuki admitted. “I’m afraid I won’t be taking any more time off in the foreseeable future. No telling what a mess Eiael left the place.”
When Arzea agreed at the last minute to go away with her, she’d scrambled to find somebody to take over the running of the vast estate as well as oversee the mining operations that made their House so profitable. Out of sheer desperation, she asked her cousin to run things on Narkata while she was away.
While Eiale might be smart enough to run the place short term, her greedy disposition worried Katsuki. Thank the Lady of All Life her cousin wouldn’t be there long enough to cause a riot among the workers.
Just her luck, her estate manager had to go to Runihura to take care of her ailing mother. And finding a replacement was turning out to be a real pain in the ass. Katsuki threw her shoulders back. First thing on her agenda, find a new overseer. No more dickin’ around.
She glanced at her daughter who was sitting back with her eyes closed and her mouth relaxed in sleep. She’d always hoped Arzea would take over the family business. But her daughter’s obsession with alien studies was as far from running Narkata as she could get. 
The ship gave a small shudder.
What the hell? Katsuki studied the ship’s monitors. Nothing should cause that kind of disturbance in the sleek vastness of open space.
“Computer, analyze interior systems. What caused the ship to shake like that?”
“Acknowledged.” The metallic monotone voice of the ship responded.
“What’s the matter?” Arzea rubbed her pupilless neon-green eyes and sat up. She looked around, her gaze dull with sleep.
“I don’t…”
“Analyzation complete.” The computer interrupted. “Major engine failure. I have initiated contingency protocol by activating an emergency beacon. It is advisable that all personnel secure themselves in their seats.”
“Make sure you’re strapped in, honey,” Katsuki told her daughter. With a critical eye, she studied the diagnostics displayed on the navigation monitor. How in the hell did the main fuel line fall apart like that? Especially here. The nearest star system was thousands of parsecs away. If they ended up stranded in this uninhibited part of the galaxy, they wouldn’t have enough power for food or air until someone responded to their call.  
“Computer, analyze what caused the fuel line to disintegrate like that.” 
Before they left, she had her head mechanic go over every inch of the ship. That part of the ship should’ve been one of the first things she checked. Damn, that fuel line didn’t just get loose. The material itself had dissolved as if bathed in some type of acid. She waved open the chair’s security bands to head to the lower levels where the engine room was. 
“There is an incoming response to the emergency beacon.” The metallic voice of the computer said. “Display?”
Katsuki was about to step out of the bridge. Someone was near enough to help?
“What? Yes. Yes! Put it on the main viewer.” She rushed back to her seat and clicked on the outside viewers. Headed their way was something so astounding her mouth dropped open. 
Arzea’s delicate brow furrowed. “What’s that? Is that… is that a rogue planet?”
“I think you’re right.” Katsuki studied the sphere. “Didn’t you once tell me it’s estimated there are billions of them roaming the galaxy, none bound to any star or brown dwarf? I never imagined I’d see one in my lifetime. Computer—“ She leaned forward to review the readouts. ”—quick analyzation of the approaching planet.”
“It’s a Class Six planet with a circumference of around 45,000 standard star leagues.”
Oh, good. Class Six meant it had a breathable atmosphere.
“It hosts an advanced civilization with just under a billion sentient beings.”
“Magnify it on the main view screen.” Katsuki ordered. 
What the computer didn’t tell her was the beauty of the approaching globe. Swirls of reds, yellows, and browns mixed under an overlay of gray and black coating the sky. Must be some type of shield to keep their atmosphere in. Twinkling lights around it made it appear to be in perpetual twilight.
“Unidentified craft. Identify yourself.” 
Katsuki jeered at the guttural male baritone of the voice coming out of the ship’s speakers. She glanced at her daughter with a knowing smirk. Looks like they had to deal with males on this planet. 
“You’re hailing the StarSong from Narkata.“ No need to claim they were from Runihura until they knew who they were dealing with. From childhood it was drilled into them to protect their homeworld at all costs. “We are suffering from engine failure. Are you able to assist?”
“Affirmative. Power down and we will send a magnetism beam to guide you.”
She shivered. She hated relying on unknown species. A sense of foreboding crept in. But what choice did they have? Either take a chance with these people or die a horrible space-induced death. 
“Mom—“ Arzea grabbed Katsuki’s hand. ”—I have a bad feeling about this.”
“I do too, my love.” She squeezed back. “I do too.”
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