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Chapter One
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Tau-rin could smell their terror.

It was a scent he was so familiar with that he scarcely noticed, however.

He had fought many battles in his time.

To look at him was sufficient to cause a great deal of fear—even before his targets discovered what he was capable of.

He frowned at that thought after a moment, though, dragging his gaze from the beings he had been studying with unblinking focus and examining his surroundings.

It seemed doubtful they could see him since he had chosen his perch for precisely that reason, that he could observe without being seen—by the other slaves.  The seeing eyes, yes, always.

There were few places aboard the Sheloni ship that escaped them.

And he thought it equally unlikely that they could capture his scent from such a distance—particularly when there were so many packed together that they must have difficulty capturing any scents beyond their own and their neighbors’.

So he was confident it was not him who had inspired the terror.

Of a surety he would when they saw him, but it was not his attention that inspired it.

Or his appearance.

It was the other slaves.  The alien warrior slaves.

Because they were warriors?  

Or because they were aliens?

Perhaps both, although he found that difficult to judge.

He was different from all of them—because he was engineered—a Hybrid of the strongest among them and thus had visible physical traits of both beyond the unseen construction wrought by his DNA.

They—the tiny pale skinned ones—were new.  He had not seen the like of them before and he thought, from the way they behaved, that the other warriors—the ones similar to him but different—had also not seen the like of them before for they seemed as rapt as he was in studying them.

He narrowed his eyes at them assessingly as it dawned on him that they were studying the females hungrily.

The one he had chosen for himself, he wondered?

He found it far easier to assume many of them, if not all, had zeroed in on the same female as he had than to dismiss any possibility of it.

He did not know, of course, but he did know that he could not challenge them with impunity.  He would find himself locked away and unable to stake his claim on her if he lost his temper.

And there was no logic to it.

He was the premier warrior, the best.  He had been bred from the best warrior contributors—and he was stronger, faster, and more intelligent than they had been—were, he supposed, if they were still living.  He had not known them.  The slave masters had told him, and they were certainly not prone toward praise.  They would want him to breed more like himself and she had been brought in as a breeder, he was convinced.

He would have his chance at her.

They would have no other use for the females.

Of a certainty, they were not warrior women—not that that would make any difference.  Warriors or not, they would not have the strength to refuse being bred any more than the far more powerful warriors had a choice in breeding them.

He should have his choice he thought angrily—not just as a reward, but because his senses, his instincts, were telling him that that female would breed fine sons for him.  He did not need to run tests to determine it.  His senses were screaming it at him.

* * * *
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Josephine ‘Jo’ LaMott was in such a deep state of terror that she had ‘detached’ her emotions from her psyche.  She was still aware of the monster in the darkness, still reacted, physically, instinctively, to each new threat that appeared on her horizon, but minimally in cognitive reaction.

She simply made notes and determined a suitable reaction—because ‘automatic’ was all she could manage.

Her fears/distress had warped time.

She felt like a great deal of time had passed since ‘it’ happened.

And yet—she had virtually no pictures in her photo gallery to account for a lot of time, and only fragmented ‘videos’ so that there were more blank gaps than fleshed-out proof of existence. 

So, in that sense, it hardly seemed like it could possibly have been more than a blink.

But she knew better.

Time had passed between pickup and delivery.  Even if she didn’t know how much, she was certain of it.

She had been allowed to continue to breathe long enough that her grip on high alert had begun to slip purely from fatigue.

She’d been alone when she was taken.

She’d awakened in a completely unfamiliar place with a large group of other women.

Only women.

That had dark connotations right by itself.

Being stark naked didn’t leave a lot of room for speculation of motives for taking them, unfortunately.

Their clothing had been taken.

She hadn’t been given food or water in long enough her stomach felt like it was on the verge of caving in and her mouth, tongue, and throat were so dry it took all she could do to manufacture enough moisture to swallow.

Her ears seemed to be the only thing working.

She couldn’t see—anything at all.  A perfect, thick, blackness surrounded all of them.  Even if they’d had the strength to get up and search their surroundings, and hadn’t been too terrified to move, they couldn’t see to navigate.

And then, abruptly, there was light—blinding, completely disorienting light.

“Up!  Leave compartment!  Water and food in containers in exercise yard!

The mechanic voice and almost incomprehensible pronunciation of the announcement made it nearly impossible to grasp what was said.

Jo heard water and food.  That alone was enough to completely divert her from everything else.  The moment she heard the announcement, her throat closed until she could barely breathe. She rolled over to get up and fell, landing painfully on people below her.

They were frantic to disentangle themselves, however, and fought each other until they managed to gain their feet, find a direction, and race toward the crack that had appeared in one wall that was barely wide enough for two of them to pass.

Because it was partially blocked by a huge something that was just a massive, unidentifiable blur because Jo’s eyes were burning from the light and slow to adjust focus.  It had arms, though, and mechanical claws instead of hands that grabbed the women and slung them toward the opening as they struggled to pass.

Seized and pitched herself, Jo hit the floor and skidded, banged up and bruised by the collision with the floor and other women who’d landed on top or under her.

Spying two huge containers that looked like commercial trash bins and a group already gathered around it, Jo struggled to her feet and charged toward the offer of food and water, mostly focused on her desperation to find water.

By the time she got there, both bins were surrounded about six to a dozen bodies deep.

Too desperately in need to gather any of her wits, Jo continued trying to climb over and push through the blockage.

Abruptly, two massive arms closed around her from behind, lifting her off of her feet.  Her mind grappled with the ‘assault’, struggling to grasp what was happening.

She didn’t have time to assimilate or interpret it.  Whoever had caught her, shot straight up with her and landed on the edge of the bin, crouching with her.  Instantly diverted toward the water almost within reach, she ceased trying to pry the arms loose and began ‘paddling’ with her arms in an effort to grab water.

One arm disappeared and then there was a massive hand in her face—holding water in a cupped palm.

She grabbed the fingers and pulled the hand to her mouth, slurping up water.

It felt like ice as it filled her mouth and slid down her throat.

He scooped another handful up and offered it.

Then he scooped up water for himself and she watched the hand until it disappeared—to the edge of his mouth.

Her eyes widened as they focused on his face.  She felt the blood drain from her face.

He met her gaze for a long, long moment and then surged upward and leapt to the next bin.  Leaning over her, he scooped up two chunks of misshapen blobs that looked sort of like some kind of bread and then he straightened and just leap right over the crowd.  Landing behind them, he set her carefully on her feet and then handed her a chunk of the food.

Put it in her hand.

Her fingers curled around it reflexively, but she couldn’t tear her gaze from the ... alien ... male, if the standing monolith that was blinding her periphery vision was anything to go by.  And she was pretty convinced it was actually a dick.  It ... mostly looked like one although there were nubby protrusions along the length of it that sort of kind of reminded her of nipples.

It damned sure wasn’t moles. 

He touched his chest.  “Tau-rin.”

She managed to blink a couple of times.

He touched her chest as he had his own, his nearly straight black brows tenting above the bridge of his blade of a nose.  

She thought for a moment that she was just going to faint.

It eluded her.  

He touched his chest again.  “Tau-rin.”

That time when he touched her upper chest, something flickered in her mind—almost like an elusive memory or a word one was trying to recall.  She blinked again, rapidly, searching for her lost wits.

As he withdrew his hand to touch his chest again, it clicked.  She moistened her dry, cracked lips.  “Jo,” she said hoarsely.

His expression lightened.  “Jo?”

She scanned his face, trying to assess it without terror about the fact that it was so very alien, discovering in the process that it wasn’t actually horrible to behold.  It was hard and angular, but also strangely appealing—symmetrical, his features well formed.  “Yes.  Jo.”

He curled his lips in a facsimile of a smile.

That looked almost ... shy.

She wanted to whirl away from him and run like hell.

She couldn’t seem to command any part of her body to move, though.

He lifted her hand so that she could reach the food she was squeezing so tightly it had crumbled and she managed to get a few crumbs in her mouth.

It didn’t take much of that before her mouth was as dry as dust again—she suspected because she was huffing for air.

Because she was terrified.

He caught her arm as if to lead her back to the water bin, and then glanced behind her.

His expression hardened abruptly and Jo felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

When she turned, she saw there was a ... just massive yellow skinned man only a handful of feet behind them.

And he was staring straight at her.

Dragging her gaze from him with an effort, she glanced at Tau-rin.

He met her gaze, seemed to debate the matter, and finally gave her a gentle push toward the container she’d been imprisoned in and released his hold on her arm.

She still had to double step at the light push.  She didn’t hesitate, though.  Catching herself she hauled ass back in the direction she’d come from.

Not that she was completely certain she had a clue of where that was.

Less desperate and terrified, she discovered the ‘exercise yard’ was surrounded by containers that all looked pretty much the same.

Except that there was a group of human looking women near only two and she had no idea which was hers since it had been black as pitch inside.

None of them were eating and she made sure she ate her food before she got close enough for anyone to consider wrestling her for it.

Unfortunately, that only dried her mouth out more, but she’d managed to swallow enough water to re-hydrate the tissues a little and, thankfully, was able to gather enough spit to swallow and not choke to death.

She didn’t get any sense of welcome from either group.

In point of fact, she encountered a few looks that were downright hostile.

Because the alien man had helped her get food and water.

Because she didn’t get the chance to scream her head off and run like they had.

He’d grabbed her from behind and she’d been too focused on getting something to eat and drink to even consider ‘what’ had her once he’d pointed her at the water and used his hand to scoop it up for her.

Slowing, she did a quick head count in each group and decided to go with the smaller group.

They weren’t any less hostile that she could tell, but she thought she must have come from the crate they were-had been occupying.

Then she discovered facilities.

Because she saw a couple of women coming out.

Instantly diverted, she jogged over to the facilities and went in.

The thoughtful bastards, she abruptly recalled, had ‘evacuated’ her bowels and bladder before she’d been packed for shipping.

But her bladder was full of the liquid her body was quickly losing.

She’d barely ‘let go’ when she heard an abrupt buzzing sound and the announcement to return to containment.

She peed faster and was still fucking dripping when she leapt to her feet and raced out.

She knew where to ‘go’, though, she told herself.  Next time she’d grab a toilet first and then refill.

Next time, she discovered, was a long time in coming.

She was among the last to dash inside and ended up having to climb the ladder to a top bunk—which meant crawling into place because it was close enough to the ceiling she couldn’t sit up—thankfully not close enough to give her claustrophobia.  

Close enough that it was a little warmer and she managed to get a—false—sense of shelter, as if it was actually a defensive position—or hiding place.

“That was ... that was ... aliens, wasn’t it?” said a woman after a little bit in a voice quavering with terror.

“Yes, god damn it!  And what I’d like to fucking know is why that red haired bitch was coming on to one of the scariest ones out there!  If she’s trying to get us all killed, she can take her fat ass off to the other crate next time!”

In an instant, Jo’s fear and misery was morphed into a fury she had never felt before in her life.

There was no room for doubt that she was the target when she was the only damned one of the bunch with fucking red hair!  

She rolled onto her side to pitch her fury to the furthest reaches of their cell.  “Say that to my face, bitch, when I have enough light to fuck you up!” she bellowed.  “I’ll stand you on your head and poke dirt up your ass!”

Dead silence followed that challenge.

Jo waited tensely for several moments, but nobody else said anything at all.
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Chapter Two
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Jo relaxed fractionally, but she was still furious enough that it took a while for the anger to settle enough to allow room for intellect to flow back.

It unnerved her just a little when she’d had time to calm down and consider what she’d done and said.

Eventually, she dismissed it.

It wouldn’t have done her one bit of good to keep her cool and let the comments just roll off of her back.  It was just the sort of thing to emphasize the fact that nobody had any damned sense because they were scared witless.

And looking for somebody to blame for their circumstances.

Well!  She wasn’t taking that shit off of them!  She didn’t give a fuck who they were in their old lives.  She had as much right to focus on her own survival as any of them did.

And how the hell she could influence the overwhelming number of ‘built like tanks’ alien men in the population when everybody—every fucking soul—was buck naked was beyond her!

Like, they weren’t going to be thinking about sticking their dicks in to all of them just because they were naked and had a hole unless she ‘taught’ them how to fuck?  Or put that in their mind?

Because she’d noticed way more about the ‘exercise yard’ that she’d been too terrorized to  make notes on at the time, swept it with her gaze and took a panoramic. 

She realized after a bit that it actually hadn’t occurred to her—for one second—that she was doing anything at all—either trying to get saved or trying to escape.

Because she was completely frozen with fear and panic.

She damned well hadn’t done anything to grab his attention.

She didn’t know why he’d singled her out to help her—hadn’t realized at first that that was the intention, but it seemed indisputable that he had.  And had meant to.

Well, actually, one thing did occur to her, but it was a really terrifying thing and she just didn’t want to think about it.

It wouldn’t go away, though, just because she didn’t want to look at it.

Because the bitch that had threatened her life by suggesting to everyone that she was a threat to their lives had put it in her mind and it had taken root.

Maybe—probably—given time she would have thought of it herself and she would’ve realized it was very likely the only thing she could try to do to survive.

She didn’t think she had time to try to come to terms with her new reality, though.

And the thought of it—doing it—sent her spiraling off into a new level of terror every time the thought flickered through her mind.

As tense as Jo was, though, as worried as she was that someone would decide to take up her challenge, she was weak from her capture and the little water and food she’d managed to get had not gone far in reviving her.  She fell asleep.

Fortunately, her survival instincts weren’t dead or she might well have been also.

She was still tense enough that the faintest movements around her woke her right up and due to that circumstance she was among the first to respond many hours later when they were summoned to fight for food and water again.

* * * *
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Keegan felt an unrecognizable surge of possessiveness rush through him the moment he discovered the intent of the Hybrid who called himself Tau-rin—or rather his target—the fire haired female who had caught his eye.

But, perhaps it was his name—even if he had had no parents to bestow one upon him?  Mayhap the Sheloni had discovered that they needed to ‘tag’ the monsters they had created with more than numbers?

Or it was a number in the Sheloni language?

It meant nothing in his own tongue, the language of the Hirachi.  

Nor in the language of the Saitren.

And they made up the bulk of the slaves.

Actually, there were far more Hirachi than Saitren and far fewer Saitren than Hybrids.

He had counted at least four squads of Hybrids.

And there were only a handful of Saitren among them.

He dismissed his anger over the female with an effort.

A great deal of effort.

He was not certain of where any of the resentment had arisen from.

Beyond the fact that his cock had arisen the moment he spotted them—the one with fire colored hair in particular—as if it sensed a challenge.

The newest batch of slaves were not Hirachi women, however, even though they had much the same look about them.

Shaped much like Hirachi women, he amended—had pleasing, womanly shapes.

They were pale and puny and weak, though, beings that called to their instincts to protect the weak, of a certainty, but not females to even consider taking as lovers.

Beyond that, he was no longer a war chief among the Hirachi.  

He was a slave as were all of his warriors.

And the puny females.

They could not take a strong Hirachi warrior as a lover if they desired to ... and the warriors so far forgot what their people were worthy of as to take one as a lover.

And it was shameful—obscene even to consider spawning on one—say they were ripe to spawn—and he had not detected any hint of the chemical that suggested they were.

Slaves.

None of them belonged to themselves.

None could decide what they wanted or did not want.

The bastards, their slave masters, decided.

And his cock knew the bastards had captured the females to be bred—to make more of the corruptions of two tribes of proud, exceptional warriors.

If they bred on the weaklings, the females were dead, their young would be dead with them, and very
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