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				Description of The Choosing:
			

			
				Ziri Mokuru has lived her entire life in the rural village of Arden Hollow on the planet Tersi. While her parents are off having adventures and being Very Important People, she’s struggled simply to find a place where she belongs. One night, she investigates a disturbance in her home and discovers an armor-clad man sorting through her belongings. Her first thought is for her parents’ safety, not to question why this man is in her home late at night without even the courtesy of knocking. After all, no one among the trusting Tersii breaks into someone else’s home without a good reason.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn abid Alna has an excellent reason for sneaking into Ziri’s home. After years spent scraping together enough money for the bride price, he’s finally ready to steal a wife. One look at Ziri’s sweet smile and Ryn decides no other woman will do. She can fix anything she touches, so why not the loneliness he’s lived with since he was enslaved as a young boy?
			

			
				 
			

			
				Though Ziri longs for love, she’s not so sure she’s ready to settle down with the man who kidnapped her, especially after he jumps her into a nest of Sweepers, a sinister alien race bent on mayhem and destruction. As the day draws near when she faces Ryn’s family on the Choosing field, Ziri ponders the hardest decision of her life: Fight for Ryn and the place he’s made for her in his heart, or choose another man as a life mate and risk never knowing love.
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				Chapter One
			

			
				 
			

			
				The last customer of the day left as the sun sank behind the adobe building across the cobblestone street. Ziri Mokuru called a cheerful goodbye to the mother and son trudging down the rapidly darkening sidewalk. Another day bringing joy to the residents of Arden Hollow. Ziri might not have figured out what she wanted out of life, but at least she was helping others find their purpose.
			

			
				She shuttered the windows against the night and re-entered the shop, closing the solid wooden door behind herself without bothering to lock it. Book Ends was located on Arden Hollow’s main thoroughfare, tucked into a tiny nook between a bakery and a toy store. The cluttered interior, protected by thick, brick walls, offered a welcome respite from the warmth of the growing season’s sun. Ziri picked her way through bookcases loaded with books of every kind, replacing knickknacks and straightening shelves as she went.
			

			
				It was honest work, keeping shop, and a sight more pleasurable than some tasks she’d performed growing up. She nudged a stuffed onka, a mythical bird, into the children’s area with her toe and righted a brightly colored, child-sized chair. She could be working on her uncle’s farm, mucking stalls or overseeing one of the huge machines he used to plow, plant, and reap the foods he grew. Or she could be digging clay out of the swampy banks of the Wyanata River on the other side of town and turning it into stoneware under the watchful eyes of the master potter. She could at that very moment be deep in the belly of the Wyanata’s dam, repairing one of the turbines that helped power Arden Hollow.
			

			
				She’d taken a turn in all of those positions and others, some more than once, and none had ever seemed quite right. Here, at least, among the books she loved so dearly, she’d found a use for the skills she’d managed to cultivate under her parents’ careful tutelage. The love of a good story, a kind smile for every customer, and the patience to stand by while old Ingir Cavan dug her peepers out of a frayed pocket and studied the back of every book of poetry in Book Ends.
			

			
				“What are you up to, Ziri?” 
			

			
				Ziri followed the shopkeeper’s voice to the back room where Mag Efra sat at a rickety, metal table, her fingers flashing across the glowing screen of her computer. Mag was a small woman, thin and frail, with huge green eyes blinking out from behind wire-rimmed peepers. Her hair was short and iron gray, and curled in a wild halo around her wrinkled face. 
			

			
				Mag leveled a stern gaze at Ziri over the top of her peepers. “Chasing off customers, are we?”
			

			
				Ziri grinned and propped against the door’s frame. The cool plaster was smooth against her shoulder. “Workday’s over, Mag. Did you get lost in the accounts again?”
			

			
				“I did not, young missy,” Mag retorted tartly. “And I know very well what time it is, too. Scamper home, now, and don’t be late on the morrow.”
			

			
				Ziri rolled her eyes as she turned around. “I never am. Go home soon yourself, Mag, and no pints on the way there.”
			

			
				Mag’s cackle echoed in the small room. Ziri smiled to herself and gathered her bag from under the front counter. Mag could be a tough mistress, but she was always a fair one. The day Ziri had applied for the assistant’s job, Mag’s green eyes had peered out from behind her peepers as if she could see right through Ziri. “Haven’t found your place yet, have you, missy?” she’d asked, and Ziri had said the only thing she could’ve. “No, mistress, but it might be here.” Mag had hired her on the spot, and Ziri had found a quiet contentment in the elderly woman’s company.
			

			
				She slipped out the front door, locked it behind herself, and set off at a brisk pace down the sidewalk, her linen skirt swishing with each step. Everyone she passed smiled and greeted her, and she returned their greetings in kind. Arden Hollow was a small town on the edge of the Brula Mountains, a jagged chain dividing Tersi’s western continent neatly in half. Her father was an advisor to Tersi’s premier and her mother a respected advocate. Ziri had grown up in the winding streets of the Hollow among kinfolk and friends, and because of that and her parents, nearly every resident in the cozy little town knew her.
			

			
				The sky was full dark by the time she made it to the snug cottage she called home, her path lit by softly glowing streetlamps. It was located on her parents’ estate, close enough to the main house for frequent visits, far enough away to maintain a semblance of privacy. A small yard crammed with a colorful assortment of flowers, vegetables, and dwarf fruit trees separated the cottage from the street. Ziri strode along the rock-lined walkway through lush greenery and paused on the stoop. She glanced up at the first stars winking into the night sky. No moons dotted the black expanse, though shadows drifted across the stars, obscuring their light in brief spurts. Rain later, if they were lucky. 
			

			
				She went inside and prepared an evening meal, the shadows dancing across the stars already forgotten.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn abid Alna flicked through streams of incoming data, his fingers light along the screen of his ship’s main control console. From here, he could plot courses, manage his ship’s systems, and communicate with the ships around his. If the primary AI weren’t broken, he could do more than that, but the kraden hardware was fried, had been since he’d picked the Yarinska up for a song two Galactic Standards ago. 
			

			
				Yarinska. Beautiful heavenly being. 
			

			
				A smile softened his mouth. It wouldn’t be long before he could claim a flesh and blood yarinska for himself. The urge to check on the one he’d chosen tugged at him. She’d be home by now and, if she followed the pattern she did every night, she’d be sitting on cushions around a low-lying table, eating her last meal of the day. He tamped down his curiosity and fine-tuned the calculations needed for a clear transport between the Yarinska’s cargo bay and the woman’s home, made harder by his ship’s temperamental secondary AI.
			

			
				He’d been studying the woman for weeks through vids taken by small satellites placed unobtrusively among debris orbiting the planet below. Her oval face was lovely, saved from perfect beauty by her nose, a shade too large. Her eyes tilted at the corners and her narrow mouth twitched into a friendly smile as often as not. Her limbs were strong and supple, her body slender, kept that way by long walks between her home and the nearby village. She was intelligent, judging by the printed documents she carried with her wherever she went, and good with her hands. He’d watched her braid her long, red-gold hair out of the way and tuck it under a straw hat as she worked in the garden in front of her home, knew she could repair the features of that home as easily as she could smile, and had envied her for both.
			

			
				His yarinska would make a fitting wife for the adopted son of a minor clan leader among the Pruxnæ, and Ryn would cherish her for the home she’d help him make among the stars.
			

			
				If he could convince her to remain with him once he’d stolen her.
			

			
				A flashing light in the lower corner of the console caught his eye. He tapped it, compared the countdown for the raid against his own, and pushed himself out of the pilot’s chair, satisfied that his plans were right on schedule. They’d been years in the making, years of gathering his patience and scraping together enough vud to buy the ship and a small plot of land on Abyw, capped by months bargaining and wheedling his way into a spot on a semicentenniel raiding season, the only time the Pruxnæ were allowed, by custom, to steal a husband or wife. 
			

			
				The planet his yarinska lived on hadn’t been raided by Ryn’s people for more than fifty years. Its residents had likely forgotten all about the Pruxnæ’s last raid, and if they hadn’t, they still wouldn’t expect this one. The Hall of Records planned them too carefully, spacing them out at unpredictable, irregular intervals.
			

			
				All the better. Surprise left most unprepared for the devastating swiftness of the raids, making it easy for the Pruxnæ to take what they’d come for without bloodshed. The price of bloodshed could be measured not only in the lives destroyed and the resentment such actions garnered, but in a loss of future opportunities for trade and the occasional good-natured raid. Nobody wanted either of those, least of all Ryn. He’d seen enough bloodshed to last him a lifetime.
			

			
				He ran through his calculations a final time, then slid the pad of his index finger along the console, shutting the main viewscreen off. His armor and weapons were at the ready, along with a bag of transport chips and a handful of sturdy cargo boxes. The rooms he’d set aside for her were clean and empty, his bed was freshly made, and the Yarinska was as orderly as he could make it. Everything was in place, awaiting her presence.
			

			
				Ryn closed his eyes and brought the woman’s face to mind, her wide-set eyes, the slight upturn of her long nose, the ever-present smile, and excitement thrummed through him. At last, he’d have a wife. With her by his side, he could take his rightful place among the clan that had given him a home. With her, he’d no longer be the orphaned slave his second father had rescued from a Sweeper’s derelict junker, half-starved and mostly wild. With her, the loneliness etched into his heart would ease and he could be whole again. She’d see to that, and he’d never forget it.
			

			
				He stalked through the narrow corridors of his ship toward the cargo bay and the life he’d been dreaming of for seventeen Galactic Standards.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri settled onto the thin mattress of her sleeping pallet, book in hand. Onu’s Tears was a collection of myths and legends written for pre-pubescent children. Several would make good story-time readings. She had to narrow the possibilities down to a handful and discuss them with Mag first, but Ziri could already envision the children’s faces as they heard the age-old tales for the first time during Book Ends’ regular story time.
			

			
				A whooshing pop came from the outer room, startling her into fumbling the book and losing her place. By all that was holy, what was that? She glanced through the open doorway of her bedroom into the living area, a one-room space containing a tidy kitchen, her eating table, and shelving crammed with plants, books, and framed vids. Had she forgotten to turn the burner off after cooking her meal? She mentally retraced her steps since coming home from Book Ends and frowned. No, she’d turned it off, she was sure, but what else could’ve made that noise?
			

			
				A scuffed footfall sounded on the floor outside her bedroom and her heart froze in her chest, more from shock than fear. Who in Arden Hollow would enter her home without calling out first? She never locked the door, had no need to unless she was visiting her parents, and then only did so to keep wild animals out. Visitors were always welcome, but nobody entered without a greeting.
			

			
				A series of low clicks, evenly spaced several moments apart, spurred her curiosity. Whoever it was, or more likely whatever, was up to something. Probably a garri, and that’s what she got for leaving her windows open to the night sky. A smile curved her mouth as she knelt and pushed herself into a stand. The agile creatures usually kept to the groves of fruit trees scattered in and around Arden Hollow, chattering at one another as they swung from limb to limb. Occasionally, they became a nuisance, particularly when they threw fruit at innocent passersby. Usually, though, the mischievous garri kept their distance from people. This one must be lost. She sighed and tugged on a short robe over the shift she’d worn to bed. Best to catch it now before its mischief destroyed her home.
			

			
				She stepped into the living area and placed her palm over the glowbulb. It warmed under her skin, shedding light in gradual increments as it brightened to full power. 
			

			
				Her gaze was drawn to a man standing with his back to her in front of the shelving on the far wall. He was dressed completely in black, from the unfamiliar matte armor covering his torso and limbs to the odd apparatus around his head to the blasters holstered at his hips. She eyed the broad shoulders and firm bottom, and bit back another sigh. This wasn’t the garri she’d expected, but who was he? Not the capital police, surely. It was rare for them to leave the city unless the premier had business in the provinces.
			

			
				Maybe something had happened to her parents and the premier had sent word via this man. Worry twisted into a knot in her stomach. Surely her parents were fine or she would’ve heard already.
			

			
				“Can I help you?” she asked, but he was already turning, his head swiveling to the light growing under her hand. The apparatus covering his head obscured his face, hiding his eyes behind a thin, softly glowing, green strip and his mouth behind a jutting section with tiny holes cut into it. The man gestured to the light and said something, and his soft words were distorted by the mask.
			

			
				Alarm shot through her. That wasn’t a Tersi language. She was familiar with all four and most of their dialects, too. Not a one sounded like that, guttural and terse, just shy of harsh. She clutched the doorframe and stared at the man, her heart pounding, her mind scrambling to place him. What was he doing in her home? 
			

			
				He dropped the bag he held onto the floor and strode toward her, moving rapidly through the tiny space, one hand slashing through the air at the light fixture.
			

			
				Her eyes widened and she stumbled backward. “Don’t come any closer.”
			

			
				He leapt forward and grabbed her wrist. His fingers pinched into her skin, and she winced. “Let go. Please, there’s no need…”
			

			
				He yanked her toward him and placed her hand firmly on the glowbulb, and the light dimmed to a low glimmer, barely lighting the room. A moment later, scuffles sounded on her stoop and something thudded hard against her door. She gasped and jerked at her wrist. The man’s grip tightened painfully. 
			

			
				“Tuh, tuh, tuh,” he said softly. He stared down at her, his gaze hidden by the green strip, and his gloved fingers brushed her lips. 
			

			
				Was he trying to tell her to be quiet?
			

			
				She shook her head and her hair flew loose from the braid she’d woven it into before going to bed. Forget it. Tersi hospitality or not, this man was a stranger in her home and had no right to tell her what to do.
			

			
				Another bang sounded and the solid wooden door protecting her home’s entrance groaned and bent. Ziri hissed in a breath, her fear forgotten. Wood was rare on Tersi. What few forests had survived the pest plague a century ago were protected by law. Most wood was imported from off planet and was exorbitantly expensive. She couldn’t afford to replace the door if the lanoos outside broke it down. And why would they anyway? Had everybody in Arden Hollow forgotten how to turn a doorknob?
			

			
				The man holding her shoved her into the bedroom and brushed his fingers over her lips again. “Tuh, tuh, tuh,” he said, and Ziri leveled one of Mag’s unyielding stares at him. She’d be quiet when people quit entering her home in the middle of the night without knocking and calling the traditional greeting first.
			

			
				The door cracked and broke, and a man staggered through its remains. He was easily half a head taller than the one holding her, broader of shoulder, and wore the same black armor. He stopped dead in his tracks just inside her home. “Ryn abid Alna. Shtyu’un isik galkhuv?”
			

			
				The man beside her laughed and crossed his arms over his armored chest. “Shtyu’un galkhin isik tyerwey, Dyuvad?”
			

			
				Ziri backed slowly away from the two men, easing toward the open window on the far side of her bedroom, out of sight of the man standing by her ruined front door. Whoever these men were, they weren’t from Arden Hollow. Though she couldn’t believe they meant her any harm, the very fact that they were speaking an off-world language concerned her. Tersi was a peaceful planet in good standing with the peoples of the surrounding star systems. It wasn’t unheard of for foreigners to visit the distant provinces, but it wasn’t a frequent occurrence either, and never had one entered another’s home without permission, not that Ziri recalled hearing of.
			

			
				Then again, hadn’t Mag said something about raiders being spotted in a neighboring star system a few days ago?
			

			
				Ziri pressed her lips together and ventured another step back. Why had that rumor not been the first thing she’d thought of when she’d heard something in her home? Oh, no, not that. Instead, she’d blamed a garri and gone investigating like a dim-witted lanoo.
			

			
				The man in her bedroom’s doorway glanced over his shoulder and shook his head at her. She froze, her eyes wide, and curled her hands into fists. Great. Caught in the act of escaping. Now what would she do?
			

			
				He drew his blaster and shot the other man as casually as anybody else would pick up a book. The weapon pinged and a loud grunt echoed to her from the main entrance, followed by a heavy thump. Ziri’s hands flew to her mouth, covering a gasp, and a fine tremor ran through her. He’d shot somebody, had killed another man in her home. Her gut clenched around a wave of nausea. She swallowed it down and whirled, racing toward the open window away from the murderer behind her. She had to get out, had to warn somebody, had to leave before he shot her, too.
			

			
				Rapid footsteps came from behind her. Almost there, almost… She stumbled into the wall and shoved the shutters back just as a hard arm slid around her waist, pinned her arms in place, and jerked her away from the window. She bucked and screamed, and his hand covered her mouth, cutting the sound off, and dug into the soft skin of her face. She squirmed and kicked, struggling to escape the firm grip of the man holding her. Every blow bounced off his armor, every single one. It cut into her back, bruised her heels, and protected him from the fury of her blows.
			

			
				She screamed into his hand and redoubled her efforts. He couldn’t have her. She had to escape, had to get away from this off-worlder and the dead body lying on the floor of her home.
			

			
				The man’s breath whistled through his head apparatus next to her ear. He dragged her into the living room and dumped her on the floor by the body, then bent over, hands on knees, shoulders heaving. 
			

			
				She scrambled away from him, put her back to the wall by the door, and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Why are you doing this?” Her voice hitched on a sob. She lifted trembling fingers to her face and found tears, and the man grunted and murmured to her in his strange, guttural language. 
			

			
				The man on the floor groaned and rolled the back of his head along the area rug.
			

			
				Ziri abandoned the relative safety of the wall and crawled quickly to him. He was alive. Thank Onu, he was alive. She patted his armor, searching for a broken spot and blood, and found none. No blood. How could that be? 
			

			
				She glanced over her shoulder at the first man and immediately wished she hadn’t. He was kneeling beside her, bag in hand, so close her heart leapt into her throat. He jabbed stiff fingers into her shoulder. The room whooshed and swirled around her and she winked out of existence with a dizzying pop.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sound of metal striking metal woke Ziri. A sharp pain shot through her forehead. She inhaled, smacked her lips together. Her mouth tasted like she hadn’t scoured her teeth in a week. How long had she been asleep? Surely not that long. If she was late by even a fraction of a sun’s pace, Mag would come by and rouse her, and scold her the whole time. 
			

			
				Ziri was never late, though. She always woke exactly when she was supposed to, spent precisely half a sun’s pace in her garden, then had a hearty meal of homegrown produce as she read through the morning’s news. She’d done that for the entire three Galactic Standards she’d worked for Mag, only varying her routine on non-workdays.
			

			
				A boring, predictable routine, but it got her through.
			

			
				She rolled onto her side and was stopped short. Something was holding her wrists in place above her head. A familiar voice murmured to her from nearby, the words strange and awkward, and memory rushed in. Reading Onu’s Tears, finding a stranger in her home, the urgent fear pushing her to get away from him, and then passing out as reality melted around her and disappeared.
			

			
				She slit her eyes open. The world was blurry, distorted. She blinked once, then again, clearing her vision, and gradually her surroundings swam into focus. 
			

			
				A man stood on the other side of the room, his back to her as he shrugged out of matte black armor. Was this the man who’d taken her? His head apparatus was gone, revealing straight, shoulder length black hair, but his size seemed a good match. A tendril of her earlier fear returned. Maybe this time she could get away. Maybe this time she could find help somewhere, somehow. 
			

			
				She jerked her arms downward. Something firm bit into the skin around her wrists and her stomach twisted and dipped. He’d bound her. By all that was holy, what would she do now?
			

			
				The man glanced over his shoulder, and her breath caught in her throat. His face was tanned, the features starkly beautiful in spite of two scars marring his skin, one along the high ridge of his left cheekbone, the other bisecting the flat plane of his right cheek. His eyes were nearly as black as his hair under thick, straight eyebrows, his nose was long and slightly crooked, but his mouth. She swallowed and jerked her gaze away from the sensual curves of his lips. That was not the hard mouth of a would-be murderer. It was a kind mouth, a sweet mouth. Shouldn’t it be bitter and cruel, a perfect match for his dastardly behavior?
			

			
				His expression softened as he walked gracefully toward her. He sat down next to her on the edge of what appeared to be a raised sleeping pallet. The mattress shifted under his weight, jarring her balance. She rolled away from him and stared up at the flat gray, metal ceiling. 
			

			
				“Ryn.”
			

			
				Without the distortion of his armored facemask, his voice was low and smooth. She turned her face toward the equally gray wall. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but please let me go,” she said, as evenly as she could manage around the panic rising within her. “My parents will reward you. We have money and jewels, things a man of your sort would want, if you’ll just please let me contact my parents and have them bring a reward here.”
			

			
				The mattress shifted again and fabric rustled. He stretched out beside her, his larger body warm along her nearly bare skin, even through his clothing. Her breath rushed out of her. What was he doing?
			

			
				“Ryn.” His hand touched her stomach briefly, then was gone. “Ryn,” he said again, and exasperation got the better of her. She peered at him around one of her arms, pinned in place by whatever he’d used to bind her hands together. 
			

			
				“I don’t know what Ryn means,” she gritted out.
			

			
				He touched long, well-formed fingers to his chest and said, “Ryn,” then placed his hand on her stomach. 
			

			
				Understanding dawned and Ziri scowled. “Maybe you should’ve gotten my name before you kidnapped me. That would’ve been nice. Hello, I’m Ryn. I’ve entered your home without permission or the proper greeting and I let another man tear up your very expensive wooden door, a door that was an heirloom, mind you. That cottage was built around the door, not the other way around, and it’s been standing for nearly a century without so much as a rough knock hitting its surface, and then you and that lanoo came along. My father will be so upset when he sees what the two of you did…”
			

			
				Tears clogged her throat, cutting off her diatribe. Her father would probably be a good deal more upset when he realized she was gone.
			

			
				Ryn stroked her stomach. “Tuh, tuh, tuh,” he murmured, and she snapped. What right did this man have to tell her to be quiet after he’d shot somebody and kidnapped her and chained her to his bed? 
			

			
				“I will not tuh, tuh, tuh.” She sucked in a breath and yanked at the chains holding her, wiggling as far away from him as she could without hitting the cold wall. “Let me go now and I won’t find your blaster and leave you lying on the floor wounded.”
			

			
				Ryn rolled onto her and straddled her legs, one hand braced on the mattress, the other holding her wrists in place. He shook his head and his mouth thinned into a hard line. His strength was palpable in his weight and the long length of his arm stretched out beside hers. He was bigger and stronger, and Onu help her, she was completely at his mercy.
			

			
				Panicked fear raced through her. She squeezed her eyes tight and breathed through it, struggling to think, racking her muddled brain for a solution. Things like this didn’t happen on Tersi. Men didn’t kidnap women and chain them to a bed. She’d never had a man harm her, never heard of it being done, not once. The Tersii were peaceful, cooperative, respectful. Political discussions occasionally became heated, but that was generally the extent of their troubles. Local police forces were called out more often to deal with sand leeches wandering into settled areas than with violence among the residents.
			

			
				Ryn’s arm brushed along hers. Something clicked and the pressure around one of her wrists ceased. Ziri blinked at him, surprised. He’d let her go. He’d really let her go and this might be her only chance at escape. She arched her hips up and scissored her legs, trying to throw him off of her, and clawed at the manacle holding her other wrist. Her fingers fumbled along the smooth surface. Why hadn’t she looked at it earlier and at least figured out where the release mechanism was?
			

			
				He dropped his weight onto her, crushing her breath out, and she twisted underneath him. “Tuh, tuh, tuh,” he said in a gentle chide. He caught her free arm and forced it into the manacle, clicking it into place around her wrist.
			

			
				She sobbed out a breath and sagged limply into the mattress. “No. Please, no.”
			

			
				He murmured soft words to her and gently dried the tears off of her cheeks, and then he released her again, and on and on they went, him releasing her, her struggling to get free, and him binding her again until her breath panted out of her chest and her strength was sapped and exhaustion seeped into every muscle of her body.
			

			
				At last, she closed her eyes and gave up. She couldn’t get free, couldn’t escape with one wrist still bound above her head and his weight pinning her to the sleeping pallet. Why did he tease her with freedom? Why wouldn’t he just let her go?
			

			
				He eased off of her, and her skin chilled with the loss of his solid warmth. The manacle slipped off her left wrist, but she was too tired to care. What good would it do to fight him? He’d already proven he’d win. She’d just have to find another way to escape, hopefully before he did anything she’d regret.
			

			
				He brought her arm down slowly and draped it across her stomach. She groaned. Her arm muscles were stiff and achy and sore, and blood tingled painfully into her numb hands. She flexed her fingers, winced. This was worse than the season she’d spent digging clay for the master potter. At least then she’d had a hot bath to look forward to at the end of each day. Here, wherever here was with its stark walls and meager furnishings, seemed too primitive to have running water, let alone a large bathing area, assuming Ryn allowed her to use them in the first place.
			

			
				Ryn cupped her hand between both of his and rubbed briskly, kneading small circles up her arm. Her blood settled into its normal, undetectable thrum, and she sighed. “Thank you.”
			

			
				He mmmd and released her other hand, treating it in the same fashion. His fingers were sure on her skin, as if he’d done this many times before. Ziri bit back a tired laugh. For all she knew, Ryn had a whole roomful of women he’d kidnapped and locked away somewhere. She was probably one in a long line of many.
			

			
				He stretched out on top of her and braced himself above her. She blinked up at him, too empty for fear or anger. His hands smoothed her hair away from her face. He touched a single finger to the tip of her nose, sniffed her throat, grazed her hair across his cheek. She held still, riding out his inspection, and eventually, he eased away from her and off the pallet. He stood beside it staring down at her, his dark eyes impassive, and held out a broad-palmed hand. 
			

			
				She gazed at it for a long time, caught between the need to escape and the worm of curiosity wiggling its way into her brain. Curiosity had always been her biggest flaw. It had pushed her into exploring areas her parents deemed forbidden, had urged her to continue searching for her place in Arden Hollow long after she should’ve found it. It kept her awake at night pondering possibilities, and now, it encouraged her to take Ryn’s hand and see where he wanted to lead her. 
			

			
				Curiosity was probably the last trait she needed right then.
			

			
				She met his calm gaze. Not once had it wavered. Not once had his hand moved as she’d studied it, and that decided her as much as anything. She placed her fingers along his and scooted off the pallet. If curiosity got her into trouble, it couldn’t be much worse than the trouble she was already in, and it might help her find an answer to the dilemma facing her now.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				When the woman placed her hand in his, satisfaction and a small spurt of triumph surged through Ryn. He kept his expression carefully blank, sure she’d fight on if she saw it and understood it for what it was. She’d scolded him relentlessly earlier, her lilting words edged by temper and annoyance. If the kraden primary AI had been working, he could’ve had it translate for her, but this was fine. Without it, they’d be forced to learn each other, and in the end, that learning would bind them more completely together.
			

			
				She was so soft. As he’d lain on top of her waiting out her struggles, he’d faced his own struggle, trying to rein his body in, groping for the patience Gared had taught him. 
			

			
				“Gentle her to you, son,” Ryn’s second father had said. “Never force her unless she’s in danger. She’ll forgive you for taking her if you’re good to her, but you’ll never sway her to your side if you harm her.”
			

			
				Ryn had taken that advice to heart. 
			

			
				He grasped her hand gently, careful not to bruise her, and helped her stand. She swayed and her knees buckled, and he steadied her with a firm grip on her elbow. The jump from her home to the cargo bay had knocked her out, not unusual the first time somebody transported through space-time that way. It took practice to navigate the jump successfully, even in a ship the size of the Yarinska with inertial dampeners fully operational. She’d learn, but not now. Now, she needed to understand where she was and some of the whys.
			

			
				As soon as she pushed away from him, he led her into the head, a tiny room off his sleeping quarters where she could tend to her hygiene and personal needs. He showed her where to relieve herself and how to use the narrow sink, flipped the switches on for the shower. She stuck a testing hand under the thin stream of lukewarm water trickling out of the showerhead and relief flashed across her expression. 
			

			
				She whirled toward him and, her eyes hard and determined, pointed to her teeth. 
			

			
				He nearly grinned. Not even a day in captivity and she was making demands. She’d do well among the Pruxnæ.
			

			
				He showed her how to clean her teeth and left her in the efficiently planned head, giving her what privacy he could. Though he’d set aside two rooms for her use, one for her plants and the other for the personal items he’d scavenged from her home, they’d be sleeping together and, until she officially accepted him, spending most of their time training for the rigors of the Choosing.
			

			
				While he waited, he stripped off the rest of his gear and stored it in a wall unit along with his weapons. As soon as he’d finished retrieving what he could from her home, he’d jumped away from her planet and hidden the Yarinska in a deep crater of a barren moon in another star system. He’d opted for a slower journey back to Abyw, though it meant skirting more well-known travel routes once they returned to familiar space. It also meant making the journey alone, but he’d expected that. A battleship had accompanied the umlek or so of personal ships to the outskirts of the system where the woman’s planet was located. That was the only protection the men and women seeking spouses would get. Once a mate had been captured, it was up to the individual to sort it out and find their own way back home.
			

			
				A throat cleared behind him. Ryn glanced over his shoulder. The woman was standing in the doorway between his sleeping quarters and the head, holding a wet cloth in her hand. She lifted it and shrugged. He jerked his chin toward the laundry chute set into the wall, hidden by a panel. She studied it carefully, then tapped the upper right-hand corner. The panel popped open. She peered inside, dropped the cloth into the dark trough, and pushed the panel shut. 
			

			
				Something close to pride rose in him. She was intelligent, as he’d suspected, and unafraid of the newness of her situation. Not accepting, no. He’d recognized the gleam in her eye when he’d finally let her go. She’d try to escape the first chance she got, and for that, he couldn’t blame her. Hopefully by the time that opportunity arrived, she’d no longer want to leave him.
			

			
				He touched his chest. “Ryn.”
			

			
				She glanced away and her fingers tangled together at her waist. A shuddering sigh escaped her. “Ziri,” she said softly. She touched her chest above the bodice of her thin gown. “Ziri Mokuru.”
			

			
				“Ziri.” A beautiful name, like her. Lyrical and sweet. “Ryn abid Alna.”
			

			
				Her lips formed the words soundlessly. He held his hand out and waited patiently while she decided whether or not to accept it. The choice was hers. She could fight him during their journey or she could make peace with it and accept him. His reaction would be the same either way, and in the end, she’d still be his.
			

			
				She placed her hand in his, and he did smile then. Her answering smile wavered and disappeared. It was a start, though, a promising one. He closed his hand around hers and led her out of their sleeping quarters.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				The bedroom door opened into a narrow hallway, its walls the same gray metal as Ryn’s bedchamber and bathing area. Ziri stepped over the doorjamb behind Ryn, her hand held firmly in his larger, rougher one. Up close, his size was intimidating. The top of her head barely reached his chin, and she was tall for a Tersii. He’d taken off all of his armor while she’d been cleaning her teeth and face, and now wore a skin tight black shirt and matching breeches, both covering him from neck to wrist and ankle, outlining every firm line of his body. His muscles bunched and flexed under the thin material and left no doubt in her mind as to his strength.
			

			
				His clothing also revealed the thick length of his manhood. She’d hoped she’d imagined that when he’d been on top of her, hoped he wouldn’t undress and force her to accept his maleness inside her, but why else was she here? What other reason could a man so obviously in his prime have to kidnap a woman from her home and chain her to his bed?
			

			
				And now he was giving her a tour of his home, its stark confines gloomy, the metal floor icy beneath her bare feet. Her own thin clothing was no match for the cooler air of the corridor, though she refused to ask for better covering. If she tried, what would he do to her? Strip off her clothes, put his hands on her, and maybe take what he’d denied himself earlier, when she’d been helpless underneath him?
			

			
				She eyed the relaxed set of his broad shoulders. Why hadn’t he claimed her already?
			

			
				He paused at an open doorway and tugged her closer, tucking a warm arm around her shoulders. This room had what looked like cooking appliances of some sort on the far end and a table down the middle, long enough for maybe six to eight people to sit comfortably.
			

			
				“Dyakul,” he said.
			

			
				“Kitchen?” she guessed, and he shrugged. 
			

			
				What she wouldn’t give for a good translation program. Maybe then she could get him to understand that he needed to let her go now before her parents discovered she was missing.
			

			
				He led her farther down the corridor and pulled her into a small room at the end. A wide panel dotted with knobs and buttons was set into the far part of the room under a large, blacked-out screen. Two swiveling chairs were bolted into the floor directly in front of the panel. More instrumentation filled the walls, while a third chair and a smaller panel were set against the wall to her right.
			

			
				Ryn let go of her hand and squeezed between the two chairs, taking a seat in the left one. He touched several mechanisms, stared intently at a rectangular screen set into the panel, and grunted.
			

			
				She eased her way into the room behind him, soaking in every detail. It reminded her of the control room in the Wyanata’s dam, one of the few places in Arden Hollow where technology bloomed freely. The Tersii didn’t eschew the sort of technology Ryn used in his home, but they didn’t exactly embrace it, either. It was a tool, her father often said, and most Tersii treated it exactly that way, as a method for improving their lives without losing sight of the traditional values of hard work, self-improvement, and wise stewardship of the land. 
			

			
				The first thrum of interest hummed through Ziri. She perched tentatively on the edge of the chair to Ryn’s right and watched him carefully, memorizing his actions so she could repeat them later if she needed to. He glanced at her and smiled, flashing a dimple. She jerked her gaze to the panel. If she softened every time a handsome man smiled at her, one of her two handfastings would’ve taken and she’d have children by now. 
			

			
				Of course, if she were handfasted, she likely wouldn’t have been stolen from her home, either.
			

			
				Ryn’s fingers tapped the panel. She lifted her gaze to his, and he slid his fingers along a depression set into the middle front of the panel. The large screen above the panel flickered and a star field burst into view. Ryn flicked his fingers and it disappeared.
			

			
				Ziri bit her lip. He was watching her, like he was waiting for her to do something. She reached hesitantly out and slid her fingers along the depression the way he had. Stars winked into view ahead of them, their number far richer than the ones she observed from her garden at night. 
			

			
				“Where are we?” she asked, then pressed her lips firmly together. He couldn’t understand her. She had to remember that, had to remember that she couldn’t trust him. He wasn’t worthy of her friendship or consideration, hadn’t been since the moment he’d chained her to his bed.
			

			
				She swiveled away from him and slumped into the seat as he fiddled with the panel’s controls. A planet appeared on the screen, small and distant. The screen wavered and the planet jumped closer, then closer still, and Ziri stared blankly at the yellow-orange planet and the wisps of white clouds painting its atmosphere.
			

			
				Tersi.
			

			
				She’d never been off planet, not once, and her parents only rarely. The Tersii weren’t a spacefaring people. Traders came to them, not the other way around, and her people were quite content with that arrangement. 
			

			
				But she recognized the surface on the screen, recognized the large, near-desert continents and the jagged spine of the Brula Mountains. Tersi’s one large water body spun slowly into view. Her parents had taken her to its western shores on vacation several times as a child. She’d always loved the water and would’ve dived right in if her mother hadn’t cautioned her against it. The undertow was too strong for a youngling, the creatures living in the water’s depths untamed and dangerous. Ziri had stood at the edge of the ocean, her toes just inside the watermark. The waves had washed over her feet again and again, until her mother had called her away from the shore. 
			

			
				Would she ever see it again?
			

			
				“Tuh, tuh, tuh,” Ryn crooned, and she jerked her gaze to his. The sympathy in his expression raked over her nerves, stirring white-hot anger. 
			

			
				“We’re not on Tersi, are we,” she said, but she didn’t need to hear his answer. She should’ve realized where they were as soon as she’d awakened in chains surrounded by cold, functional walls. He hadn’t taken her to his home. He’d taken her to his spaceship, and now, they were flying away to parts unknown while her home, her life, slowly receded behind them.
			

			
				She stood slowly and stared down at him, her hands knotted into fists, anger cold and hard in her gut. There was no escaping him now, nowhere to run, likely nowhere to hide where he couldn’t easily find her. He could do whatever he wanted to her, and she couldn’t do a thing about it. 
			

			
				Ziri pivoted on her heel and retraced her steps back to his sleeping quarters. If that was her fate, better to get it over with now and deal with the consequences later. And there would be consequences. She’d see to it, even if she died bringing him to justice for what he was about to do to her.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri’s quiet footsteps faded down the corridor. Ryn scrubbed his hands over his face. That look she’d pinned on him. She’d understood what the magnified planet on the viewscreen meant. Something like betrayal had flashed across her expression, followed swiftly by resignation and a fierce, bitter fury. 
			

			
				If he could’ve had her another way… 
			

			
				No, this was his people’s way and he was honor bound to follow it. Now, he had to help her understand why. “Patience,” Gared had counseled, and Alna had pulled him aside later, adding, “Give her something of her own, Ryn. Give her a part of yourself no other could ever hold.”
			

			
				There was time for that, after he’d returned her possessions to her and maybe earned some of her trust, time for her to learn what kind of man he was.
			

			
				Ryn input coordinates for the next jump, checked their surroundings one last time, and set up a series of alarms, then left the bridge. He detoured by the cargo bay and sorted through the boxes containing the items he’d taken from her home, selecting a clean dress as a peace offering. His hand brushed over the slender book he’d found in her sleep chamber, and on impulse, he tucked it under his arm.
			

			
				She was lying on the bed facing the wall when he entered their quarters. Her knees were curled up and her arms hugged her middle. Goosebumps covered her exposed skin, and he frowned. He was used to the Yarinska’s cooler air and seldom gave it a second thought, but she was from a warm region in the middle of its growing season. Why hadn’t she said anything or tried to find warmer clothing?
			

			
				He retrieved a blanket out of a wall storage unit, one Alna had woven for him when he’d reached manhood. It was the same color as Ziri’s eyes, an odd blue-gray that reminded him of the shallow edges of the oceans on Abyw. He draped the blanket over her still form, tucking it gently around her. She stiffened and buried her face in the pillow under her head, and his gaze was drawn to the chains still secured to the wall above the bed.
			

			
				Those would have to go, but not yet. Not until he was sure she wouldn’t try to escape. 
			

			
				“Ziri,” he said, and hesitated. She wouldn’t understand him, not a single word. Maybe she wouldn’t even try to at this point. He crawled across the bed and laid the book and dress in front of her. They’d give her something to think about, at least, and maybe soften her to his suit.
			

			
				He took his time in the head, stripping down to his mid-thigh length skivvies, preparing for bed, and ignored the slight rustle of fabric in the other room. When he finished, she was resting on her back, her fingertips skimming over the image on the front of the book he’d brought her. She glanced at him and paled, then rolled onto her side away from him, the book snug against her middle. Her shoulders hunched inward and her knees nearly touched her chest. 
			

			
				Ryn raked his fingers through his hair. She was afraid of him, probably thought he’d hurt her. He didn’t blame her, not after the way he’d taken her, but he hated seeing her like that. How could he put her fears to rest?
			

			
				He double-checked the volume of the room’s alarms, then dimmed the lights and slipped under the covers behind her, creeping his way to her across the bed little by little, trying not to startle her. He cupped her shoulder and rubbed gently, warming her even as she stiffened under his touch. Stubborn. Not a bad trait for a woman to have. He smiled and curled himself around her, and buried his face in the long lengths of her hair. It smelled of sunshine and flowers and old paper. Gradually, she relaxed into him and fell asleep, and he slid his arm around her waist under the book she clutched. She was so soft, so perfect, and soon, she’d be his.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				When Ziri woke up, Ryn was gone, as was her dress and the book he’d returned to her. She scrambled across the mattress searching for them and bit back a relieved sigh. The book rested on the floor beside the sleeping pallet. The dress was folded neatly on top of it.
			

			
				She sagged into the mattress and stared up at the depressingly gray ceiling of Ryn’s bedroom. He’d slept beside her for who knew how long without doing more than holding her. In an odd way, she was grateful. Without him, she would’ve been too cold to sleep, even under the heavy blanket he’d draped over her. She tugged it up to her chin now, listening carefully for his footsteps or any noise that would tell her where he was, and heard nothing over the quiet throb of the engines.
			

			
				Her wits were coming back. 
			

			
				She scrubbed a hand over her eyes. The day before, she’d missed so many details, things she never would’ve missed under normal circumstances, like the engines’ hum or the composition of the walls and floor or the minimalistic efficiency of Ryn’s living quarters.
			

			
				Things like two strange men in her home speaking a foreign language. Why hadn’t she fled the moment she’d discovered Ryn in the outer room of her home? A bitter laugh bubbled up and over, bursting out of her in a harsh bark of air. The Trusting Tersii. The nickname should’ve been a compliment. She’d always considered it so, right until Ryn had kidnapped her.
			

			
				And since he had and she had no idea why, she shouldn’t linger in his sleeping pallet. She forced herself upright in spite of the slight ache in her head and the fatigue dogging her limbs, and stumbled into the bathing room. 
			

			
				Why had he kidnapped her if he didn’t want sex? 
			

			
				It was becoming clear that intimacy of that nature wasn’t his primary motivation. He could’ve forced her by now. When he’d laid down behind her the evening before, she’d waited for him to, expected him to chain her hands and strip down her underwear and push himself into her unwilling body. Instead, he’d held her as his erection brushed across her bottom, an unstated threat he’d never made good on. He’d warmed her through and through, murmuring strange words to her in his low voice, and she, like the lanoo she was beginning to suspect herself of being, had fallen straight into sleep.
			

			
				As if he were a trusted lover and not the man who’d stolen her from her home.
			

			
				She relieved herself, washed her hands in the shallow sink, and frowned at her wan face in the tiny mirror affixed to the wall. He hadn’t exactly stolen her. No, he’d knelt beside her, pressed his fingers into her shoulder, and she’d poofed into darkness while the world spun ‘round and ‘round. She touched her upper arm, searching for the method he’d used to bring her onto his spaceship, and spotted a tiny hole in her robe, so small she never would’ve noticed it if she hadn’t been looking for it.
			

			
				The outer door of Ryn’s bedroom whooshed open. He stepped inside dressed in a dark gray coverall and peered solemnly at her through the bathing room’s open doorway. “Myengen dun arig, Ziri.”
			

			
				“Myen…” She huffed out a small laugh. “I have no idea what that means.”
			

			
				“Myehn-gehn doon ah-rihg,” he said, spacing each syllable out. He repeated the phrase once slowly, then again at a conversational speed. “Myengen dun arig, Ziri.”
			

			
				A greeting of some kind, maybe. Hello? Good morning? Glad to see you’re still on the ship? Just to see how he’d react, she tried it. “Myengen dun arig, Ryn.”
			

			
				The corners of his mouth twitched into an almost smile. 
			

			
				Well. Looked like she’d done exactly what he’d wanted her to. She scowled. That couldn’t happen again, not unless she could turn the tables on him and get him to do what she wanted, like take her home or maybe feed her. She rubbed a hand over the gnawing emptiness in her stomach. Food first, then home.
			

			
				She nearly laughed. Good to see she had her priorities straight.
			

			
				He gestured her into his bedroom and pressed the heel of his palm against the upper right-hand corner of a rectangular panel set into the wall at the foot of the sleeping pallet. It popped open, as the one he’d shown her previously had. He swung the metal panel down, revealing inset shelving containing stacks of neatly folded clothing. 
			

			
				Her gaze was drawn to her dress where it rested on Onu’s Tears, folded in the same precise manner. Apparently, he hadn’t brought her here to tend his spaceship, either.
			

			
				He turned, holding out a thick, black shirt, measuring it against her shoulders. She ran a hand down the fabric, surprised by its roughness. It wasn’t woven, as the blanket he’d draped over her the night before was. The individual strands of thread were easily discernible as they twisted together, forming a sturdy fabric. 
			

			
				He pulled out a thinner shirt, also long-sleeved, and a pair of finely-woven black breeches with pockets running down the sides of the legs, and faced her with a determined glint in his black eyes. He tucked his fingers around the edge of her robe and tugged gently, and she had no trouble catching his meaning. It wasn’t giving in to him if she wanted the same thing he did, was it? And she desperately wanted warmer clothing. Her nightgown and robe were too thin for the spaceship’s cool air. Even her dress was no match for the temperature. It had been crafted for wear during the warm growing season, not for the milder weather of Arden Hollow’s short winter.
			

			
				He made the decision easy for her by settling himself near the doorway, back to her, legs widespread, arms crossed over his broad chest, like he’d stand there all day if he needed to.
			

			
				She stripped out of her nightclothes as quickly as she could, wished briefly for clean underwear, and dressed in the too-large clothing he’d given her, thinner shirt first, then breeches, then the thick, black shirt. She glanced down at herself and stifled a laugh. The shirts’ sleeves hung well past her fingertips, the breeches’ legs pooled onto the floor over her bare, dirty feet, but the fabric was doing its job protecting her from the spaceship’s chill.
			

			
				Large, masculine hands snagged one of her arms and rolled the sleeves of the shirts up, bundling them together around her wrist. Ryn shifted in front of her and tackled the other set of sleeves, his dark gaze focused on the task.
			

			
				“Thank you,” she said, and he glanced up, dark eyebrows arched. She shook her head. How could she explain her automatic gratitude? Politeness, courtesy, respect. Those were so ingrained, she never thought about them.
			

			
				He knelt in front of her and lifted the hem of her shirts, checking the waistband of the pants as casually as Arden Hollow’s seamstress might. Ziri hissed in a breath and held herself still, refusing to retreat or show fear. Ryn ignored her and rummaged through another storage unit, finally handing her a long length of a sturdy, flexible material she thought might be leather of some kind. He mimed putting it around his waist, and she sneered. Even a youngling knew what to do with a belt.
			

			
				While she threaded it through the loops of the breeches, he rummaged some more, then closed the storage units and knelt in front of her again, adjusting the hems of the breeches’ legs. He handed her a pair of thick red and orange striped socks, watched avidly while she sat on the side of his bed and slipped her icy feet into them, and held out his hand. 
			

			
				Time for more explorations or maybe a meal. She slipped her hand into his and allowed him to lead her through his ship. His skin was warmer, she reasoned, and she was curious and hungry. The quickest way to appease her hunger was cooperation. That wasn’t giving in, either. It was shoring up her strength until the right opportunity presented itself.
			

			
				Thankfully, their destination was the kitchen area he’d shown her last evening. He urged her into one of the chairs around the table, sat down beside her at its head, and nudged a wooden bowl containing thin, colorful strips toward her.
			

			
				She stared at it, uncertain. Was this food? And if so, what kind?
			

			
				He picked up one of the strips and bit into it. She followed suit much more cautiously, selecting one carefully, sniffing it, touching it to her lips for a brief taste. When she was satisfied it was food, she gnawed off a tiny bite. The strip she’d picked, a dull, dark red, was tart on her tongue and chewy. Dried fruit, maybe. She finished that strip and selected another with equal care, this one a bright yellow and far sweeter than the red had been.
			

			
				Ryn rose and puttered around the counter holding appliances. A short while later, he set two steaming bowls down on the table, walked away again, and came back carrying a small crockery canister and a vacuum-sealed bag. He dropped into his seat and took her through each one. The crockery held a viscous liquid sweetener, the bag strips of salty, dried meat, and the bowl a bland, cooked cereal. He doused his cereal with the sweetener and stuck some of the meat and fruit into the edges. She followed suit, hoping his food wouldn’t make her sick. 
			

			
				She was too hungry to care. 
			

			
				They ate in silence, her as quickly as politeness allowed, him watching her carefully around methodical bites. She forced herself to slow down, more out of an attempt to avoid an upset stomach than because she cared what he thought of her. She didn’t, though her father, the former diplomat and now-advisor to the premier, would caution her to be a good example of the best Tersi had to offer.
			

			
				She shook her head and scraped the last of the cereal from the bowl using the wide spoon Ryn had given her. If Luden Moko were to be kidnapped, no doubt he’d negotiate himself out of bondage and strike a trade deal at the same time, equally favorable to both sides, naturally. If her mother, the fearless Nalan Urum, were there, she would probably have already trussed her captor up and escaped.
			

			
				But Ziri wasn’t her parents. She didn’t have her father’s tact or her mother’s resourcefulness. She didn’t have their determination or certainty. All she had was a full stomach, a children’s book of myths, and what few wits she’d managed to scrape together since waking.
			

			
				They would have to do.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				After their breakfast, Ryn gave Ziri a more thorough tour of the ship. He showed her the supply room with its hodgepodge of spare parts, bulk food containers that were too big for the galley, and assorted tools. The engine room was next, and here, Ziri exhibited the same interest she’d shown last night on the bridge. She stood inside the door, arms crossed, hands holding her elbows, her mouth opening and closing as if she wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. Her mouth snapped shut. She leveled a disgruntled glare at him and stalked out of the room.
			

			
				He caught up with her halfway down the main corridor and guided her gently to the cargo bay and the storage containers holding her possessions. She froze in the doorway, her eyes fixed on the pots of flowers he’d retrieved from her home. 
			

			
				Here, he was less sure. Pruxnæ custom dictated that a prospective bridegroom encourage his stolen bride to break all ties with her past, but he hadn’t been able to. The memory of waking up in an unfamiliar place surrounded by strangers lingered in his mind, and with it the bitter loneliness. He’d give anything to have a memento of his parents, anything to have something other than the memory of their deaths filling his heart. How could he deny Ziri what he’d always yearned for?
			

			
				She knelt in front of the pots scattered across the bay, stroking spiky leaves, sniffing brightly colored blossoms. He flipped open the storage containers, then retrieved a cart. Maybe she’d see her things and draw some measure of comfort from them. When he returned, she was holding a slim, square object to her chest and swiping a sleeve across her eyes. 
			

			
				He knelt beside her and cupped her shoulder. “What’s wrong, Ziri?”
			

			
				She held out the object, an image of an older man and woman, her expression so bleak, it hurt to see it. She pointed to the image and patted her chest, and a torrent of angry words poured out of her mouth. The language barrier didn’t do a thing to hinder his understanding. She wanted to go home to her family, to the man whose hair was the same red-gold as hers and the woman wearing the same fiercely determined expression as Ziri. Not yet, though. She could contact her family after the Choosing. Any sooner and she’d find a way to leave him. Any sooner and he’d never persuade her to stay and claim him.
			

			
				He’d had her in his care for less than a full standard day and already he was convinced no other woman would do. If her intelligence and fearless acceptance of her situation hadn’t done so, then the attraction he felt for her would’ve. Holding her had been sweet torture. They fit well together, warming one another in sleep, and he’d been content to curl around her, comforting her, reassuring her of his good intentions, even as his body clamored for more.
			

			
				That would come soon enough, once she learned to trust him. For now, it was enough to have her near.
			

			
				Her words wound down into a silence broken by the harsh pants of her breath. Tears glittered on her cheeks. Separation from her family was necessary, but it was temporary. Kraden AI. With it, he could’ve explained the situation and spared her this grief. First chance he got, he’d pick up an autolearner. Until then, he’d simply have to teach her what he could.
			

			
				He reached forward, intending to dry her face. She jerked back, her stare withering and cold. He left his hand hanging in the air, waiting for her to come to him, channeling the patience Gared had counseled. Finally, she eased toward him and allowed his touch. Her skin was soft under his fingertips, supple, and she sighed, murmuring softly as he stroked away the remnants of her sorrow. 
			

			
				When Ziri calmed, he directed her to help him load plants onto the cart, then showed her the Yarinska’s greenhouse, such as it was, one of the rooms he’d cleared out for her. He was hopeless with plants, always had been, something Alna teased him relentlessly about. During long journeys, he made do with dried fruits and vegetables, but there was no substitute for fresh. He’d brought along seeds, soil, and extra water in the hopes of finding somebody like Ziri, with a talent for growing things and a willingness to take on the chore so they’d have fresh food to supplement their stores. 
			

			
				Ziri wandered into the greenhouse, her gaze roving carefully over the long, covered tables running down the middle, the growing lights hanging from the ceiling, the shelving along one wall, complete with braces for tying down larger plants, and the hydroponics equipment along another.
			

			
				Ryn had done his best to maintain the room and now was glad for it. Later, he’d help her bolt down her plants and protect the dirt from the occasional glitches in the Yarinska’s artificial gravity systems. First, though, he wanted to give her another gift.
			

			
				They unloaded the plants, went back for a second round, then retrieved one of the storage crates and hauled it to the other room he’d set aside solely for her use. It had once served as officer quarters, but since he’d refitted the Yarinska to function with a minimal crew, he no longer needed it for that. He did what he could to help Ziri understand that this space was hers by hauling her books and clothing back and helping her arrange them in the storage units embedded in the walls. She unrolled her sleeping mat in a corner, and he bit back a laugh. He had no intention of allowing her to sleep alone, especially with only a reed mat and a thin mattress to protect her from the Yarinska’s frigid floor. She’d figure that out. Eventually.
			

			
				Once she was settled in, he prepared a light midday meal. As with the first meal he’d made her, she refused nothing and ate with the zest of somebody who appreciated the nourishment she was offered. She surprised him by helping him clean up afterward. More surprising were her attempts at learning his language. She pointed to various objects and repeated their names as he spoke them. From time to time, she’d touch each object again, naming them as her finger moved from one to the other.
			

			
				The pleasure he found in her willingness astounded him. It was such a simple thing, and though he didn’t believe for a tick that she’d settled into a complacent acceptance of her situation, he admired her for making the most of it. After Gared had rescued him from the Sweepers, Ryn had heard many, many stories of captive brides and husbands, most cautionary tales designed to warn young Pruxnæ away from rash behavior toward their future mates. Some, though, were legends of how it could be. Fairy tales, he’d always thought, and then he’d seen Ziri and realized that all along, he’d hoped for exactly that kind of mating, with a woman who’d recognize him as he’d recognized her.
			

			
				He fully expected her to try to escape, would be disappointed if she didn’t. She seemed too spirited to accept her situation so easily, but she also seemed quick-witted enough to understand that cooperation would offer more opportunities than resistance. 
			

			
				At least, he hoped she was.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				After the midday meal, Ryn escorted Ziri to the room housing her plants, showed her how to use the com, and left her there. She poked her head out of the room’s door and watched him walk down the corridor like he didn’t have a single care to worry over, leaving her unfettered and unsupervised, apparently to do as she pleased.
			

			
				This had to be the strangest kidnapping on record.
			

			
				She shook her head and turned her attention to the room itself. It was maybe three times her height in width and four in length, and here, at least, she knew exactly what to do. She pushed the sleeves of her borrowed shirts up to her elbows and maneuvered the potted plants Ryn had taken from her home out of the main walkway. Thankfully, he’d brought the three smaller ones from her kitchen, too. Each held a hodgepodge of precious herbs gathered from across Tersi and from nearby star systems. She would’ve hated losing those in her absence, with no one there to care for them.
			

			
				A pang of sorrow stole her breath. She swiped the back of one hand across her forehead and forced it away. Ryn seemed like a kind man or at least a gentle one. If she could learn to communicate with him, maybe she could get him to see reason, or maybe she could learn why he’d taken her and negotiate with him as her father would.
			

			
				Neither was a perfect plan, but they seemed preferable to a prolonged fight. At least this way she could be productive and fill her time with meaningful work. If he chained her again, she’d be stuck on his soft sleeping pallet staring at four stark walls, a temptation he’d surely surrender to eventually.
			

			
				She rummaged through the cabinets and stumbled across tiny paper packets. She shook several and the contents rattled. Seeds, maybe? The writing was unfamiliar and, inconveniently enough, none contained pictures of the fully-grown plants as a guide, so she couldn’t be sure. She sighed and replaced the packets, then nosed through bottles of unfamiliar liquids, paper packages of odd-smelling crumbs, and an assortment of tools and miscellaneous items needed for growing and maintaining healthy vegetation.
			

			
				Maybe this was the reason he’d taken her. Maybe he’d strolled by her house, seen the yard, and decided he needed her to grow his food.
			

			
				She snorted out a laugh. What a ridiculous idea. The sex slave notion had more merit, would’ve if he’d acted on it. Ziri slammed the cabinet door shut and scowled at it. She was thankful he hadn’t forced her, but if he had, at least then she’d know what he wanted and wouldn’t be playing an endless guessing game.
			

			
				After a full sun’s pace spent exploring every nook and cranny of the room, Ziri tracked Ryn down, hoping to somehow talk him into helping her secure her plants and maybe even mime the contents of the seed packages.
			

			
				Which should at least be entertaining. How did one mime salad greens, anyway? And fertilizer. That should be a fun one.
			

			
				She was still smiling when she found him in the instrument panel room. She rapped lightly on the inside wall. “Ryn?”
			

			
				He swiveled around, an almost smile curving his lips, and gestured her forward. She squeezed through the two chairs and perched on the edge of the empty one, studying his hands as they flitted across the array of knobs and buttons and depressions. What was he doing? 
			

			
				He tapped her knee and scooted back in his chair, watching her expectantly. Right. Follow the leader, his favorite game. She wiggled backwards, seating herself fully, and strapped herself into the chair. He tapped on the panel under the depression that turned the viewscreen on, placed her hand there when she didn’t move quickly enough. Obligingly, she slid her fingers over it, then gaped at the uncovered view.
			

			
				Light bisected the screen, revealing a powder gray curved surface on the right half, matched by an equally curved surface on the left that was thrown into deep shadow. Were they inside something? A tunnel, maybe?
			

			
				Ryn caught her attention and pointed to a toggle. He gripped it lightly and moved it slowly, and as he did, the view on the screen shifted, scanning upward along the curved wall. The edge came into view, and above it, a field of stars. Not a tunnel then, or if it was a tunnel, they were near its opening. He let go of the toggle and jerked his chin at it. She took that as an invitation to experiment, and did, moving the toggle around in various directions, gaining a larger understanding of their surroundings as the view shifted.
			

			
				The ship jolted, startling her into letting go of the toggle. The viewscreen bobbled, then focused on a slightly elevated view. A faint pressure settled on Ziri’s chest as the engines strained. Their thrum vibrated through her feet and up her legs. She inhaled slowly and clutched the arms of her chair. Ryn’s left hand pressed a lever steadily upward along the panel. With his right hand, he flicked switches. The viewscreen focused on a light gray, pockmarked surface. It receded slowly and became a moon, and the images she’d seen clicked into place in her mind. The ship had been sitting at the bottom of a large crater, and now, it was resuming its journey. 
			

			
				He tapped her knee again and exhaled, gesturing for her to do the same. As soon as she had, he popped his hand down on the panel and the world swirled around her. Not again, she thought, but it was too late. She popped into darkness, cursing Ryn abid Alna the whole way down.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri came to with a groan. Gentle hands pressed her into a soft surface and a familiar voice murmured to her. She pushed Ryn’s hands away and squinted at him through narrowed eyelids. “Would you stop doing that, whatever it is?”
			

			
				His lips twitched and a mischievous humor lit his dark eyes.
			

			
				“Oh, go ahead and grin like a lanoo,” she said. “That handsome mug won’t get you far with me.”
			

			
				He unfastened the straps holding him into his seat, stood, and held a hand out to her in his Come on, I’ve got something to show you way. She undid her own straps and slid out of the seat, took his hand and let him help her up.
			

			
				Because she was dizzy, not because she was beginning to find a strange comfort in the way he held her hand. Of course, she didn’t. He’d kidnapped her. That he was handsome didn’t make the act less atrocious. That he held her gently, as if he treasured her touch, didn’t pardon his actions. So what if his thumb stroked over her knuckles, creating a tingly awareness along her skin? That just meant she was weak and a tad lonely for the comforts of the familiar, that was all.
			

			
				They ended up in the cargo bay. While she’d been happily poking around in the plant room, he’d transformed one corner of the large space. A rectangular, padded mat delineated the area, its garish red a stark contrast to the surrounding dull gray floor. Two cylindrical bags were suspended on sturdy cables between the high ceiling and the floor.
			

			
				“Ziri.” 
			

			
				She swung her head around. Ryn slipped off the boots he wore and stripped out of his socks. She sat down and stripped off the thick socks he’d given her. Well, this should be fun, just another fascinating day getting to know her kidnapper as they sped away from her home world.
			

			
				He unzipped his coverall to his waist and shrugged out of the top half, then tied the sleeves around his hips, leaving his upper body bare. Ziri trained her eyes on her dirty toes, far away from the well-formed width of his chest and the lean bulge of his muscles. She sucked in a breath. He had no hair on his chest. She’d never seen a man above the age of twenty Galactic Standards without at least some hair sprinkled along his pectorals and sternum, yet here was one. Her gaze wandered to him. Had he been born that way or had he done something to get rid of the hair there?
			

			
				Ryn cleared his throat and gestured her up, seemingly oblivious to the way her eyes clung to his bare skin. She blinked her curiosity away and shuffled into the center of the mat two arm spans away from him, deliberately fixing her eyes on his and not on the hard muscles of his naked torso.
			

			
				He held his hand out and, when she placed hers in his, he balled her hand into a fist and bumped it against his chest. He let go of her hand, stepped back, and flicked his fingers toward himself.
			

			
				Come and get me.
			

			
				Ziri rolled her eyes. Like she was stupid enough to attack a man so much bigger than her. Honestly, what was he thinking? 
			

			
				He wiggled his fingers at her, and she shrugged. Ok, then. She balled her fist up and swung slowly at his forearm, not bothering to put her weight behind her blow or use any of the early training her parents had forced her into. 
			

			
				Ages ago, when they’d had some hope of her choosing a proper occupation.
			

			
				Ryn snagged her wrist and tugged her off balance, using her own momentum against her. She stumbled and squawked, and would’ve fallen if he hadn’t twisted her arm around and pulled her against his chest, her back to his front, his arm a firm anchor under her breasts.
			

			
				“Ziri,” he chided, and out came a long string of softly spoken words that sounded an awful lot like a scolding. He jostled her with his arm, then let her go, and she stepped away from him, her temper sparking. So, he wanted a fight, did he? Well, she was happy to oblige. 
			

			
				He gestured again, and this time, she went at him full throttle, throwing her weight behind what should’ve been a solid right hook aimed at his smugly set jaw. He ducked back and easily deflected her blow. Oddly, the smug expression was replaced by a satisfied grin, flashing even, white teeth and the hint of a dimple below the scar marring his right cheek.
			

			
				Ziri’s hands dropped to her side. Wow. If he’d used that grin on her the night he’d taken her, she would’ve come along quietly, just so she could watch happiness light his face, lifting it beyond stark, cold beauty into warm wickedness.
			

			
				Ryn nodded and gestured again, and again she swung at him, this time with her left hand, aiming for his ribs. He blocked her swing and jabbed lightly at her stomach, stopping short of hitting her. She scowled down at his hand. She had to hit him sometime, right? He couldn’t always get the better of her, no matter how bad her defensive skills were.
			

			
				She tried again and again to land a blow or block his punches, tried for what felt like a host of sun’s paces, and still didn’t break through. By the end of their workout, her energy had fled and sweat soaked her skin under the clothes he’d lent her, but his soft, approving smile was worth it. So was the satisfaction she’d gained taking a few well-earned swings at him. So what if she hadn’t hit him a single time? At least she’d gotten a fair try at it, and it had felt really good taking some of her frustration out on him.
			

			
				Why he was teaching her how to fight, though, was beyond her, and that he was instructing her was clear. He’d stopped her several times, adjusting her swing, showing her combinations, encouraging her to use her feet, knees, and elbows, all the while speaking to her in that smooth, patient voice, but for what purpose?
			

			
				When they were finished, he took her hand and led her back to his room. Once inside, he stripped down and dropped his coveralls into the hatch he’d shown her, the black pit where he stuffed clothes willy-nilly. He tucked his boots into a wall unit, then walked into the bathing area dressed only in skin-tight, thigh-length underclothes similar to the ones he’d worn last evening. She peeked into the room, curious, and hissed in a breath. The broad expanse of his back was crisscrossed by thin scars, some no longer than a fingernail, others extending from one side of his broad back to the other. How had she not noticed that?
			

			
				Ryn glanced over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised, and she shook her head. Now was not the time to ask him about those scars and how he’d gotten them. Later, though, after she’d learned enough of his language to convince him to take her back to Tersi, she’d be sure to ask.
			

			
				He turned on the shower and inclined his head toward the water, and the smell of her own body wafted to her nose. A bath would be just the thing, followed by a hot meal and a good rest. She eyed him warily. Was he asking her to join him or offering her the water first? 
			

			
				He shrugged and tucked his thumbs in the waistband of his underwear, then stripped them off without a hint of modesty. Ziri goggled, her gaze caught by the well-formed lines of his nude body and the semi-hard length of his manhood. She whirled around, but it was too late. His physique was etched firmly into her mind from the top of his dark head down the hairless width of his chest past the growing rigidity of an erection to the tips his toes. 
			

			
				Well, at least now she knew that he had hair on his torso, just not on his chest. 
			

			
				She pressed cool hands to her warm cheeks and forced his image out of her mind. This wouldn’t do, not at all. She couldn’t be attracted to him, absolutely couldn’t. He’d kidnapped her, held her against her will, and hadn’t even had the decency to spare her, a near stranger, his nudity.
			

			
				She blocked out the sounds of his bath and rushed out of his bedchamber to the one containing her own possessions. Toiletries, clothes of her own, if she could scrounge up enough to keep her warm, and then she’d take over his shower and scour her own body clean.
			

			
				With the door firmly closed and him on the other side.
			

			
				Her heart skipped into an erratic beat and she scolded it into calming. A handsome face and a well-formed body did not detract from the sins Ryn had committed against her. She’d do well to remember that instead of lingering over his attractive form.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				Their time passed slowly, almost leisurely. Every shipboard morning after eating breakfast, Ryn escorted Ziri to the bridge for their daily jump. Each time, he taught her how to control a different aspect of the ship. She was a quick study, absorbing his lessons almost as fast as he could teach them. She still cursed him when she woke up after the jumps, but the time it took her to revive was rapidly dwindling. Soon, they’d barely affect her at all. 
			

			
				On their fourth morning together, he guided her gently into the pilot’s chair and lowered himself into the co-pilot’s seat. She gazed at the console, her fingers hidden in the hem of the sweater she wore.
			

			
				His sweater, knit by his own hands out of wool sheared from Gared’s flock of molnog. The docile creatures were a nuisance to tend. Ryn couldn’t walk by without one humping a mating dance on his leg. 
			

			
				He’d started his own flock anyway. Their wool was soft and pliable. When spun into yarn and knit into a garment, it held warmth close to the body. Woven blankets were prized for their water repellant nature, though he had no talent for the loom. No patience, either. Knitting was easier and more satisfying, and it was portable. Ryn had brought along enough hanks to make his wife to be a sweater. 
			

			
				Now that he knew Ziri, though, he hesitated. Only the most expensive molnog wool came in any color other than black, and that was far too stark for Ziri’s delicate beauty. She wore his serviceable, black clothes every day without complaint, but he longed to provide her with something colorful and bright that would match the spirit she’d shown and complement her natural coloring better.
			

			
				He contemplated the possibilities as she touched a tentative fingertip to the small screen set into the console. “The other side,” he said, and she jerked her finger back like she’d been shocked. He waved his hand across his body. She nodded and touched the far side of the screen. It flickered and hummed to life. 
			

			
				She shot a triumphant grin at him and rattled off a litany of words in her native tongue that sounded as happy as she looked. The last one was dyankyu. He was beginning to believe the word expressed some sort of gratitude, though he couldn’t be sure. Occasionally, she paired it with a sarcastic tone that seemed to bely a thankful attitude.
			

			
				He shrugged it off. At least she was trying. It was more than he’d expected, considering the way he’d kidnapped her.
			

			
				She flipped the main viewscreen on and studied the terrain, rotating the camera to gain a good view of their location. He’d opted to set them down on a terraformed moon. Originally established as a colony some two hundred Galactic Standards ago, the human population had eventually dwindled and disappeared as the residents fled for less isolated residences on worlds not so frequently attacked by Sweepers. What remained were herds of domesticated animals gone wild among acres and acres of lush greenery.
			

			
				Ziri zoomed in on a grove of what looked like fruit trees and peered at the viewscreen. She pointed at them and chattered, glancing between him and the viewscreen as she did.
			

			
				“No,” he said.
			

			
				She scowled and jabbed her finger at the trees. “Dyakul.”
			

			
				He nodded. Yes, that fruit would be really good to eat, but did she honestly believe he trusted her not to run once he let her off the ship? He wasn’t in a hurry to return to Abyw. On the other hand, he didn’t want to spend days tracking her through the thick undergrowth covering the moon’s surface, not with the Choosing so close and her a long way from being able to compete effectively.
			

			
				She slumped into her chair and crossed her arms under her breasts, her lightly tanned features set in a mutinous glare.
			

			
				He buckled himself in and stared at her expectantly. Eventually, she huffed and rolled her eyes, but she buckled in. 
			

			
				He put the Yarinska through its pre-flight drill from the co-pilot’s chair. Systems check, a double-check of the coordinates he’d already input into the navigational controls, a cautious peek at the system’s traffic. Good. No ships were nearby and everything was a go. 
			

			
				As soon as they were an adequate distance off the ground, Ziri retracted the landing gear. He hid a pleased smile, well aware of the careful way she studied his movements. He’d never shown her the landing gear before. That she was learning how to operate the Yarinska on her own was both good and bad. He’d love to have her as a backup on long voyages away from Abyw instead of a co-pilot. Right now, though, she still had escape on her mind and was probably going to use anything she learned to leave him.
			

			
				He was just as determined to keep her.
			

			
				They cleared the moon’s atmosphere a few ticks later. Ryn maneuvered them into a safe spot for a jump and sat back in his chair. He jerked his chin toward the inset panel containing the button that would, when pushed, launch them into a jump toward the preset coordinates for the next destination on their journey.
			

			
				Ziri rubbed her fingertips along the panel, her blue-gray eyes troubled.
			

			
				He threaded his fingers together over his stomach and stretched his legs out, content to wait while she gathered her nerve.
			

			
				She glanced at him beneath lowered lashes and nibbled on her bottom lip with even, white teeth. Her fingers traced the panel’s rectangular outline, and need reared its ugly head, shoving through the peace lingering between them. He wanted to nibble her lip like that, needed her to touch him with those delicate fingers, to trace the outline of his body as he braced himself above her and slid into her welcoming heat, joining them intimately together.
			

			
				He shifted in his seat, annoyed at the heated desire forcing his manhood into rigidity. It was too soon to approach her with those needs, not when they were just beginning to understand each other. Maybe after the Choosing, she’d be ready to accept him as a woman accepted her lover. 
			

			
				She glanced at his legs. Her eyes flicked upward, landing on his hardening manhood pushing his coveralls upward, and she paled. Her fingers twitched on the panel as she averted her gaze.
			

			
				He sighed. Maybe a couple of Galactic Standards after the Choosing, she might be ready for him.
			

			
				Under the unsteady brush of her fingers, the panel snicked open. The jump button buzzed upward. He exhaled sharply as Ziri’s hand slapped down on the button, and they flashed across the galaxy in a distorted blur of color and sound.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn puttered while the jump engine recharged. As soon as Ziri had revived after their last jump, the first one she’d handled on her own, she’d retreated to the relative safety of the shipboard greenhouse. He’d gathered tools and spare parts and begun a tediously slow check of the water systems. The secondary AI insisted a water filter was bad. It just refused to tell him what was wrong or where the problem was located, which meant checking every single one. 
			

			
				He kraden hated repair work, but he did it anyway. It was cheaper than hiring a mechanic and easier than listening to his sister, Tyelu, gripe about the Yarinska’s age. “You could’ve had a nicer ship, Ryn, if you’d let Papa help,” she’d say, and yet again, the guilt of being a burden to his second parents would wash over him.
			

			
				Ryn knelt in the main hallway near Ziri’s greenhouse and manhandled an ill-fitting panel out of the wall. He propped it up beside the opening and studied the tangle of pipes and gadgetry he’d revealed. Most of the shipboard water was recycled after every use. Down the drain it went, where it sifted through a series of cleansing filters into small holding tanks tucked beneath the cargo bay. Locks separated each of the tanks, opening only as water was pulled through them into the pipes for use, protecting the majority of the water stored within them if one sprang a leak. In theory, the smaller filters placed at regular intervals along the pipes kept the water fresh and clean, no matter where it had come from or how long it had been in the tanks. 
			

			
				In reality, the system rarely worked the way it was supposed to. When Tyelu had assessed the Yarinska, she’d advised replacing the entire system. He’d talked her into helping him refit it instead, a much cheaper alternative that should’ve suited his needs fine.
			

			
				And would have, if he could figure out how to keep the kraden thing running.
			

			
				He selected a wrench and set it to the bolt holding one of the filters in place. A gently clucking tongue interrupted his work. He glanced up. Ziri was straddling the lip of the door leading into the greenhouse, her arms crossed under her breasts, amusement lighting her tilted, blue-gray eyes.
			

			
				He sat back on his haunches. So, she thought him working on the pipes was funny, did she? He eyed her small smile. A perverse need to widen it into full-blown humor punched at him. He could tease her into laughter, watch it brighten her face as her humor rolled out. She had a beautiful laugh, soft and husky and so genuine, nobody hearing it could doubt its sincerity. His hands curled into fists around the wrench. Would she laugh like that for him, after the Choosing? Would she fill their days with the joy he craved in the hidden part of his heart where his past ate into his present?
			

			
				She knelt beside him and brushed her fingers over his hands. “Ryn,” she said, followed by a spate of soft-spoken words that sounded so much like an apology, his heart twisted in his chest. She hadn’t done anything wrong, not at all. Her smile held a rightness he hoped to see every day.
			

			
				He loosened his grip on the wrench. She took it from him and shooed him out of the way, then studied the Yarinska’s internal workings. 
			

			
				“Hmm.” She faced him and tapped a finger on the filter, raising a single eyebrow. He nodded and settled his back against the far wall. What could it hurt to let her try? He’d seen for himself how good she was with her hands, back when he’d been searching for the perfect woman to capture as his future bride. Her knack for fixing things around her home had been a bonus, as far as he was concerned, though he’d never hoped to turn that aspect of the Yarinska over to her. Didn’t Tyelu complain all the time that such work should be left for men, and dumb ones at that?
			

			
				He was pretty sure she was insulting him in particular when she tacked on that last bit. It was rude, yes, and not exactly true. He was intelligent enough, just not where mechanics was concerned. He’d managed to keep her out of trouble when they were growing up, hadn’t he?
			

			
				Ziri ran her hands lightly over the exposed section of the water system, flipping switches, tapping pipes. She placed her free hand on the edge of the panel and set the wrench against the bolt he’d been about to turn. Down her hand went, torqueing the wrench, loosening the bolt. She grunted and shifted her stance, spreading her knees farther apart as she worked the bolt off. 
			

			
				Her bottom wiggled every time she moved. 
			

			
				Ryn’s gaze dropped to the gentle curves of her hips and the full cheeks of her ass, clearly outlined by her pants. His pants, too loose at her waist and a little too snug around her hips. She wiggled again and the heat pooling in his groin morphed into a raging flame of need. 
			

			
				He stifled a groan and raised one leg, placing his foot flat on the floor, knee bent, in the futile hope of hiding his erection from Ziri’s keen-eyed gaze. The last thing he needed was her running from him again, her face pale and tense like she expected him to wrestle her to the floor on the spot and thrust himself into her.
			

			
				He jerked his eyes away from temptation and focused on the plain, gray wall to the left of her hand. A tick later, the wiggling stopped and a grinning Ziri swiveled toward him, filter in hand. He shook his head, hoping she’d understand, and was unsurprised when she shrugged and began screwing off parts, checking each one before laying it out on the floor in what appeared to his untrained eye to be a random manner. She hummed every once in a while, like she’d found something interesting. 
			

			
				Halfway in, she paused, her mouth twisted into a thoughtful scowl. Very carefully, she shifted her grip and held the filter aloft solely by her fingertips, tilted toward Ryn. He peeked inside and sighed. A wriggling mass of tiny, white life forms filled what should’ve been a tightly packed layer of carbon particles. Frinworms, a whole kraden infestation of them. How they’d gotten there, he hadn’t a clue, but if he didn’t eradicate them now, they’d eat through the carbon in every filter and Tyelu would get her wish. He’d have to scrap the water system and start all over again, just when he’d found Ziri and needed the vud for the bride price.
			

			
				He cursed under his breath. They’d have to shut the water system down, the whole thing, which meant cold rations and no shower for either of them until they pulled every carbon-based filter out and irradiated them. Replacing them would be better, but he didn’t have enough spare filters for that. 
			

			
				He took the infested filter from Ziri and patted her shoulder. “Dyankyu.”
			

			
				Her lips parted and her eyes widened. “Welcome,” she said solemnly.
			

			
				“You’re welcome,” he corrected gently. 
			

			
				“You’re welcome,” she repeated, slurring the unfamiliar words. A slow smile curved her mouth upward. She pushed the disassembled filter parts toward him, picked up the spare he’d brought along, and turned back to her work, humming as she broke it down with quick, efficient twists of her graceful hands and inspected each section carefully.
			

			
				He pushed himself upright and stuffed the parts for the bad filter into a spare tote, holding the section containing the frinworms in one hand. The lot would go into an air-tight container until he could incinerate them. In the meantime, he had work to do, work that would go much more quickly now that Ziri’s capable hands were helping.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next day, Ziri awakened surrounded by Ryn’s warm bulk. The night before, after a day spent checking every single water filter on the entire ship, she’d been too tired to put up her usual protest and bed down on her sleeping mat in the room he’d given her. What good would it do anyway? Every time she laid down for the night on the cold floor of his ship, Ryn hauled her effortlessly into his arms, carried her to his own bedchamber, and cuddled around her like he never intended to let her go.
			

			
				She was beginning to enjoy sleeping with him, and that wouldn’t do at all. Instead of enjoying his company and helping him repair his ship, she should be planning an escape or at least learning more of his language so she could insist he return her to Tersi. 
			

			
				He’d thanked her in her own language the previous day. Pleasure rippled through her and she hid a grin in her pillow. So what if he’d mangled the word a little? At least he’d tried. Why, she had no idea, but that was true of everything Ryn did. 
			

			
				Why had he kidnapped her? Not for sex. Though he reacted to her presence often enough, he’d never so much as placed a wrong hand on her. Not for food, either. She’d pointed out a grove of paupau trees to him yesterday only to have him shake his head in that way he had of telling her absolutely not without saying a single word.
			

			
				Stubborn man.
			

			
				He didn’t need her to pick up after him, didn’t need her for so many other things most men wanted women for. He was teaching her how to fight, readily shared information on how to operate his ship, and cared for her as if she were a treasured member of his family, not a woman he’d stolen off of an unfamiliar world. 
			

			
				She sighed and settled into his embrace, content to remain surrounded by his warmth for a while longer. The ship’s air was still a little too cool for her thinner blood. She tugged the covers up over her shoulder, closing her eyes against the lights gradually brightening in a passable simulation of morning breaking.
			

			
				Ryn’s arm tightened around her. His hand had crept under her shirt during the night and rested now against the underside of her left breast. It slid down and splayed across her stomach, and his hips pressed into her bottom, rubbing his erect manhood along her body through the barrier of their undergarments.
			

			
				She held as still as she could. Would this be the morning he forced himself on her? Would this be the morning he violated her, as she often feared he would?
			

			
				“Ziri, mmm,” he said, his voice a husky rumble. He buried his nose in her nape and breathed deeply. “Myengen dun arig, yarinska.”
			

			
				“Myen…” Her voice broke and stuttered to a halt. She swallowed past the fear clogging her throat and tried again. “Myengen dun arig, Ryn.”
			

			
				His hand drifted to her shoulder, tugging and shifting, turning her completely over, putting them chest to chest. He pulled her knees up into the cradle of his body and skimmed gentle fingers over her cheek and jaw. Their faces were so close their noses almost touched. She folded her hands into her own chest, away from the bare expanse of his, and watched him carefully, hoping to divine his intent from the expressions flickering over the stark beauty of his features.
			

			
				He was studying her, his dark eyes nearly black in the dimly lit room. 
			

			
				“What?” she asked.
			

			
				He captured one of her hands and brought it close to his chest, then brushed his fingers over her sternum through her nightgown. 
			

			
				Onu’s breath. He wanted her to touch him.
			

			
				She closed her eyes and shook her head, cringing into herself, waiting for him to force her or hurt her for disobeying. His hand fell gently on her cheek, and she flinched, more because he’d startled her. It hadn’t hurt. 
			

			
				The mattress shifted under Ryn’s weight. Ziri risked peeping at him through one barely open eye. He rolled away from her and sat on the edge of the bed, head in hands, shoulders slumped. The scars crisscrossing his back rippled as he stood, grabbed his clothing, and stalked out of the bedchamber without looking back.
			

			
				He’d seemed so lost, so dejected. She’d rejected him and all he’d done was walk away. He hadn’t hit her, hadn’t forced her. Other than kidnapping her, he’d treated her with an unwavering gentleness, and she’d flinched away from him the first time he’d tried to tell her he wanted her to treat him the same way.
			

			
				She hid under the covers for a long time after, pondering the sick ache gathering in her stomach and the memory of his proud head bowing under the weight of her refusal.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took Ziri nearly a full sun’s pace to gather her courage and track Ryn down. 
			

			
				She dawdled in his bedchamber, straightening the bed covers, readying herself for the day, and generally found every excuse she could to avoid facing him. Yes, he’d kidnapped her and taken her away from her home, yes, he’d chained her so she wouldn’t escape, but he’d never so much as raised his voice to her. And he’d let her go, hadn’t he? He’d filled her belly when she was hungry, clothed her in his own clothes. 
			

			
				A sigh ripped out of her throat. She wanted to go home. The yearning existed as a fierce ache lodged deep in her heart, ready to burst out on the flimsiest excuse. She wanted him to take her back to Tersi, yes, but that was no excuse for treating him poorly while they were stuck together. Where was that trust the Tersii were so famous for now? Couldn’t she extend a little to Ryn, at least as long as he earned it?
			

			
				Her rumbling belly forced her out of the room into the ship at large. She stopped by the kitchen and was both disappointed and relieved that he wasn’t there, though he had been. The bowl he used for his daily ration of bland cereal was upside down on a towel covering the counter next to the sink. Another bowl sat on the table in front of the chair she normally sat in during meals.
			

			
				A twinge of guilt poked at her. Why did he have to be so thoughtful?
			

			
				Ziri grabbed a handful of fruit leather and stuck one strip in her mouth as she hurried toward the ship’s command center. She poked her head through the open doorway. Ryn occupied the right-hand chair at the front. His hands danced over the control panel as gracefully as those of a wind-organ player. He was powering up the ship’s main engine, the one that, as far as she could tell, moved them through the galaxy every day in short, dizzying spurts. 
			

			
				The viewscreen shimmered to life and Ziri frowned. That was her job, wasn’t it? Why hadn’t he waited for her?
			

			
				She slipped into the room and perched on the edge of the other chair, studiously avoiding his gaze as she manipulated the ship’s outside cameras, scanning their surroundings. Another moon, this one as dull and lifeless as the first one he’d shown her. She sighed and chewed on a second strip of fruit leather. He should’ve found a planet with plants on it. At least then she’d have something to stare at.
			

			
				He reached across her and slid open the panel covering the button she’d irreverently named Buzz. She tucked the fruit leather into a clean pocket of her cargo pants and slid back in the seat, buckling in without his usual reminder. 
			

			
				“Ziri.” 
			

			
				She sighed and reluctantly met his gaze. His expression was flat, empty, so unlike the way he’d started to look at her, with tender warmth and mild humor, as if it pleased him to watch her. He jerked his chin at Buzz. Dutifully, she exhaled and punched the button, and succumbed to the whirling darkness rising up to meet her.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A hand pressed tightly against her mouth and another around her nape. Ziri’s eyes flew open as she struggled against the hard strength of the person holding her captive.
			

			
				“Tuh, tuh, tuh,” a familiar voice whispered next to her ear, and Ziri relaxed, her gaze seeking Ryn’s automatically.
			

			
				He eased back, gradually releasing his hold on her, and nodded toward the viewscreen. They were floating in space in the middle of a junkyard of abandoned ships of all makes and sizes. One rotated slowly around and its command center, an oddly shaped bump on the top of the ship, slid into view. For some reason Ziri couldn’t fathom, dread shivered down her spine. 
			

			
				Ryn smoothed her hair away from her face. His features were pinched and pale under his native tan, and a faint tremor ran through his hands. He leaned close and brushed his lips over her ear. “Belnyin.”
			

			
				She shook her head. That was a word she didn’t know yet, and she wished he hadn’t shared it with her now. Whatever these Belnyin were, Ryn was afraid of them, and if he was afraid, she had a feeling she should be terrified.
			

			
				He touched his forehead to hers, holding her still with the hand he’d curled around her nape. His breaths were rapid and light and feathered over her mouth in warm puffs. What was so bad it had scared the normally unflappable Ryn, the man who’d boldly kidnapped her from her own home and shot another man in the doing without even flinching?
			

			
				His trembling hands skimmed over her hair and face, over her shoulders and down her arms. “Ziri,” he breathed. “Yarl Ziri.” 
			

			
				Abruptly, he released her and focused on the control panel. His hands flew across it, tweaking controls.
			

			
				Ziri stayed where she was, uncertain as to how she could help. He was… She frowned and tried to remember the exact sequence of his routine before Buzz sent them to another place each shipboard morning. Entering coordinates, maybe? Yes, there, that was a systems check. He’d tried to teach her how to do one, but she’d only understood maybe half of what he was doing. If she could read his language, it would be different. She’d have something to help her, but between that lack and the language barrier barring full communication with Ryn, she was lost. 
			

			
				His hands stilled on the console. On the viewscreen, the other ship drifted ominously closer. A metallic bang jolted Ryn’s ship, startling Ziri into a small yelp. Her heart leapt into her throat. She slapped her hands over her mouth and stared wide-eyed at Ryn. His dark eyes held a kind of hopelessness she’d never seen before, not in him, not in anybody. 
			

			
				Slowly, that look changed, morphing into fierce determination as he looked at her. He reached past her, popped open a panel to her left, and pulled out two blasters, gripping them both in one hand. With the other hand, he unfastened the buckles holding her to the chair and dragged her out of it by her upper arm. 
			

			
				She stumbled along behind him toward the room’s other console, an upright fixture situated halfway between the exit and the main console. He tucked her into the small space behind it and pushed her legs close to her body. From where she sat, she’d be hidden from the view of anybody entering the room, at least for a few paces. She crouched there, watching him uncertainly as he adjusted the blaster’s settings. He raised it in front of her, touched the trigger mechanism, and mimed movement away from the other end of the weapon.
			

			
				That she understood. Tersii might be trusting, but they weren’t stupid. Her father had shown her how to use a similar weapon when she was nearly grown, insisting that she become familiar with it before he allowed her to move out on her own. She’d tucked it away and rarely even thought about it. Who needed a weapon in Arden Hollow? 
			

			
				She glanced at Ryn and scowled. Right. Trust her to be the first person needing a weapon for something other than scaring off sand leeches, and even then, she hadn’t thought to use it.
			

			
				Where exactly had her head been the night Ryn had barged into her home?
			

			
				He pressed the blaster into her icy hands. “Ziri,” he murmured. His eyes roamed over her face, landing on her mouth, and before she could draw a breath, he leaned in and captured her mouth with his own. 
			

			
				His lips were soft, tender, the kiss so fleeting, she barely had time to absorb what had happened. He drew back, pressed a lingering kiss to her forehead, then pushed himself away from her, blaster in hand. At the doorway, he paused and turned toward her. With a single nod, he stepped through the doorway and was gone.
			

			
				The door snicked shut. A red light flashed intermittently on the panel next to it. Ziri clutched the blaster and stared after Ryn. She should’ve shot him, should’ve tried to escape, should’ve done anything besides sit there and let him kiss her, but no. She was a lanoo, a stinking, onka-brained lanoo without the sense Onu had given a garri. 
			

			
				Something on the viewscreen moved, drawing Ziri’s attention to the ship drifting ever closer to Ryn’s. The muscles tightened around her spine in a reflexive shiver. On second thought, anything that scared Ryn into willingly giving his captive a blaster was something she wanted to avoid meeting. She huddled behind the console and waited for his return, hoping he’d be the next person to walk through the door and not whatever was housed within that other ship.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn pressed his back against the door to the bridge. His heart pounded in his chest and the memories of that long ago time crowded into his mind. The swiftness of his parents’ deaths, the terror of being captured by merciless aliens, the slash of metal tentacles whipping down across his back, and, Tyornin help him, the ever-present stench.
			

			
				Sweepers. They’d jumped into a kraden nest of Sweepers.
			

			
				How that had happened was beyond him. Jump points were supposed to be clean. They were supposed to be checked on a routine basis by the inhabitants of nearby systems and guarded against the very situation he and Ziri had jumped into. 
			

			
				The Yarinska jolted as another ship attempted to lock onto her airlock. Likely, the first jolt had been a near miss. Sweepers weren’t known for their ability to maneuver their junkers in close quarters. If he was lucky, they’d take at least two more tries before they aligned the two ships correctly.
			

			
				If he was really lucky, the jolting was caused by two ships jockeying for position. It meant more Sweepers, but it also meant each ship’s crew would be more preoccupied fighting the other for salvage rights and less concerned with him picking them off one at a time.
			

			
				Ryn leapt into a run, racing down the main corridor to his bedroom and the armor he’d stored there. He didn’t have time to put it all on, but the helmet would come in handy. It would filter out the stench of the creatures trying to board the Yarinska and the infrared sensors embedded within it gave him a slight tactical advantage. If worse came to worse, he could lash himself against one wall of the cargo bay and blow the airlock. With the helmet on, he could breathe through the resulting pressure loss, not for long, but for long enough. They might lose a lot of supplies, but at least they’d be rid of the Sweepers so he could maneuver the Yarinska to another jump point.
			

			
				By the swift calculations he’d done before he’d left the bridge, the jump engines had just enough juice left in them for a short leap into a nearby system. They could find a safe hiding place and power almost completely down, waiting out the Sweepers’ inevitable pursuit and eventual disinterest. It would be uncomfortable, especially for Ziri, but it could be done.
			

			
				He retrieved his helmet and slipped it on, stuffed extra battery packs into wherever he could fit them, and strapped a half-ceg long knife to his thigh. That might come in handy, depending on how many Sweepers there were, though he wouldn’t be able to use it for long. 
			

			
				As ready as he’d ever be, he veered off toward the cargo bay, shutting everything out of his mind as he went, the fear stabbing at him, Ziri’s wide eyes and the sweet taste of her mouth, the knowledge of what would happen to her if the Sweepers found her. He closed everything off and slipped into the cargo bay, determination steeling his courage.
			

			
				Two Sweepers huddled on the far side of the largely empty space next to the airlock, their misshapen forms clearly visible against the flat gray of the Yarinska’s exterior wall. Bile shot up Ryn’s throat, searing the back of his mouth. He swallowed it down and crept into the bay, his boots nearly silent on the hard floor. A third Sweeper shambled out of the open airlock, its hulking form swaying on thick, humanoid legs, its tentacles swirling around its back in languid sweeps. This one had two eyes, large ovoid discs as big as Ryn’s hand set into a pointed skull above a gaping maw filled with row upon row of tiny, pointed teeth. 
			

			
				Those eyes fixed on him. A nasal roar escaped the Sweeper’s mouth as its back arched in a primitive display of domination. Tentacles writhed and twitched, their ends searching for the threat the Sweeper had sensed. Its roar echoed around the cargo bay, and the other Sweepers scuttled across the floor, well out of its reach. The Sweeper’s head lowered and its bulbous feet swept from side to side. 
			

			
				Ryn aimed his gun and braced himself. The Sweeper bunched itself into a tight ball, then launched itself upward, arcing through the air toward Ryn. He followed its path through the cargo bay, waiting, waiting. The Sweeper hit the highest point of its jump and began a controlled descent, its tentacles splayed out around it, flattened against the air rushing past them. 
			

			
				Twenty ceg, fifteen. 
			

			
				When it was ten ceg away, Ryn fired, bim, bim, bim. Three short pulses flashed out of the gun’s barrel, each one hitting the Sweeper in its armored chest, rippling red bursts of energy over the unwieldy alien. Its tentacles went limp and it bobbled, teetering onto its side in mid-air. Ryn scrambled out of the way, barely avoiding it as it crash landed into the space he’d occupied mere ticks before. He tossed a quick glance over his shoulder. The kraden thing was down, unmoving. Satisfaction rolled through him. One down, probably umlek more to go.
			

			
				He aimed at the other Sweepers shuffling their feet from side to side at the far end of the cargo bay. If he could get to the airlock, he could manually disengage the other ship’s hold on the Yarinska, not an easy task with the kraden things shuffling through the opening. Even as the thought flitted through his mind, two more Sweepers passed through the airlock, and two more after that. He shifted his aim to the overhead lights and mentally cursed the necessity of shooting them out. Sweepers couldn’t see as well in the dark as he could through his helmet’s various filters, and with the kraden filth pouring into his ship, he needed every advantage he could get. 
			

			
				Bim. Bim. Bim. Bim.
			

			
				The cargo bay went dark in a spray of sparks and falling plasteen. The Sweepers’ roars filled the air, rebounding against the metal walls into a shrieking cacophony. Ryn hunkered down next to the door leading into the ship proper, infrared on, weapon tuned to full power, and bided his time. Sooner or later, they’d figure out where he was, and when they did, he’d be ready for them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The silence in the control room was absolute. Ziri held her hand over her mouth, muffling the sobs startled out of her every time Ryn’s ship jolted under whatever was happening around them. Her horrified gaze was caught by the real-time images on the viewscreen. Long ropes shot out of the other ship, bounced off of Ryn’s, and were retracted, then shot out again. They made no sound, not like the wrenching metal-on-metal grind ripping through Ryn’s ship every time something jolted it.
			

			
				A second ship rotated and fired blue-tinged bursts of light at the first ship. The long ropes retracted and stayed put as the first ship shot bright orange balls of fire at the second ship. Back and forth they went, firing on one another without seeming to do enough damage for either to blow up or turn tail and run. A third ship entered the fray, only a portion of its hull visible on the viewscreen, and then a fourth, each one as uniquely built as the last. Not one of the other ships looked like it would make it halfway across a star system, let alone from one to the next.
			

			
				Ziri’s hold relaxed on the blaster as she inhaled a shuddering breath. Ryn was somewhere on the ship in who knew what kind of trouble, and she was here, hiding like a child. 
			

			
				What could she do, though? She didn’t even know what they were up against and had no idea how to help him. Her eyes fell on the control panel. She might not know how to help, but she did know how to gain information.
			

			
				She peeped around the edge of the console. The door was firmly shut. The red light on the panel beside it held steady. She gripped the blaster in one hand and pushed herself upright, balancing on shaky legs with one side pressed against the secondary console. 
			

			
				The fourth ship peeled away, replaced almost immediately by a flattened sphere streaked brown. Rust, maybe? She shook her head, staggered toward the main control panel, and flopped into the chair on the left. A quick peek at the viewscreen and her heart nosedived into her gut. The first ship had managed to clear a space around itself. Those long ropes were shooting toward Ryn’s ship again. Grappling hooks, she’d bet, and that wasn’t such a great thing for her and Ryn. 
			

			
				“Onu’s breath,” she muttered. “Why didn’t he teach me the rest of the systems?”
			

			
				A flat, masculine voice said, “Hrenig nyin.”
			

			
				Ziri yelped and whirled around, searching for the intruder, and the blaster slid out of her lap and clanged onto the floor.
			

			
				The room was empty around her.
			

			
				She sank into the chair and pressed a trembling hand over her pounding heart. “Get a grip, Ziri, and stop imagining things.”
			

			
				“Hrenig nyin.”
			

			
				Her heart leapt into her throat. She twisted around, scrutinizing the tiniest shadow in the control room, and said, “Who’s there?”
			

			
				“Yarinska Intelligista Artifig Docen.”
			

			
				Yarinska. Where had she heard that word before? From Ryn, maybe? And where was the voice coming from? She peered under the console, searched the ceiling, and saw nothing out of the ordinary. “What’s yarinska?”
			

			
				“Hrenig nyin.”
			

			
				She huffed out a breath and slumped into the chair. The viewscreen showed yet another ship challenging the first ship’s dominance, but at least the grappling hooks were nowhere in sight. “What does hrenig nyin mean?”
			

			
				“Request denied,” the voice said promptly.
			

			
				Ziri sat straight up. “You can understand me.”
			

			
				“Hu.”
			

			
				Yes, she translated. Ryn said it infrequently, but it was one word of his language she knew. “Can you speak Tersii Basic?”
			

			
				“Ny.”
			

			
				She scowled at the console. Now, that word Ryn had no trouble telling her. “Wait, you can understand what I’m saying but you can’t speak to me?”
			

			
				“Hrenig nyin.”
			

			
				“Why do you keep saying that?”
			

			
				Silence pressed in around her. 
			

			
				She toggled the viewscreen. Gradually, it zoomed out, encompassing an ever wider view. One spaceship, four, seven. Her fingers slid off the toggle and thudded into her lap. How many spaceships were they up against? She tried sorting them out, picking distinct features out on each one, and eventually gave up. Too many. 
			

			
				“Belnyin luf,” the disembodied voice said.
			

			
				“Oh, so you’re speaking to me again?” Ziri shot an exasperated glare at the ceiling. “It’s not like Ryn didn’t already tell me about Belnyin.” Whatever that was.
			

			
				“Ryn abid Alna.” 
			

			
				The viewscreen shimmered. The outside view faded and was replaced by a head shot of Ryn glaring sternly down at her. Line after line of text appeared to the image’s right. She squinted at it, trying to decipher it. “You could at least show me this in Tersii Basic.”
			

			
				“Hrenig nyin,” the voice said. 
			

			
				In spite of the voice’s standard request denied, the words next to Ryn’s image blurred, then reappeared in Tersii. Ziri read them eagerly, her peril forgotten. “Ryn abid Alna. Birthplace: Unknown. Birthdate: Unknown. Current residence: Abyw, Fluma System, Twelfth Quadrant. Where’s the Fluma System?”
			

			
				A map of the galaxy popped up, zooming in on a bluish planet with thick white clouds scattered in streaks through its atmosphere. The planet shrank and shifted to the left. Rows of text appeared on the right of the viewscreen, listing the date the planet was discovered, its non-humanoid inhabitants, the date it was settled, the primary languages and cultures. Ziri scanned through the text, memorizing as much of it as she could. That was probably where he was taking her, and if so, she needed to know everything about it. Maybe a piece of that information would help her escape.
			

			
				Light pings echoed through the control room and Ryn’s ship jerked forward. The momentum pushed Ziri back into the chair, hard. Her head bounced off the seat, painfully wrenching her neck. 
			

			
				“Kraden Belnyin,” she murmured, and slapped a hand over her nape, rubbing the crick out. She’d forgotten all about the mess she and Ryn were in. 
			

			
				“Belnyin luf,” her unseen companion said. 
			

			
				Ziri shrieked at him. “Could you tell me something useful for once?”
			

			
				“Oh, you’re just like him,” the voice said in a petulant huff. “Demand, demand, demand. See if I help you out again.”
			

			
				The viewscreen went blank. Ziri gaped at it, her mind scrambling through the bizarre conversation she’d just had. Had she been talking to the ship this whole time? She glanced around. “Hello?”
			

			
				A scratching sound filled the room, coming from somewhere overhead. 
			

			
				Great. That was probably something trying to get in. 
			

			
				Ziri tapped the viewscreen’s control. Nothing happened. She tapped again and again, exactly the way Ryn had shown her. The viewscreen remained stubbornly dark. “Come on, you lanoo. I need to know what’s happening.”
			

			
				A loud bang came from behind her. She spun around in the chair. The crick in her neck twinged and she hissed in a breath. Kraden lurching and jolting and banging. What could possibly go wrong next?
			

			
				Something hard and heavy hit the door. Ziri watched, horrified, as the metal panel covering the doorway groaned and buckled under the heavy battering coming from the other side. Soon, it would crumple and she’d be at the mercy of whatever was on the other side. Belnyin, Ryn had said in a voice so thin, the memory alone raised goose bumps along her skin. 
			

			
				She scrambled for the blaster, falling to the floor in a desperate search, and grasped it just as the door cracked down the middle in a jagged rip. Metal things inserted themselves into the opening, pushing it apart one shallow hand’s breadth at a time. A creature lurked on the other side, its figure gradually revealed through the door’s ruins, a hideous creature with tiny eyes imbedded in its pointy head, a round, lipless mouth, and stubby, trunk-like arms.
			

			
				The stench hit her then, raw and sharp, like fermented sewage mixed with rotting fish. She gagged and threw her arm over her nose, blinking tears out of her eyes. It was the worst thing she’d ever smelled by far, worse than the worms she and Ryn had found in the water system, worse than a trapped garri’s acrid fear, far, far worse than a sand leech with its gullet split wide open.
			

			
				A handful of the creature’s beady eyes shifted to her. The metal things wrenched open the door and swarmed inward, waving around the creature as it stepped over the ruined doorjamb toward her. The full horror of its figure hit her then, its hulking size and brutal intent and overpowering stench, and she screamed and screamed, calling for Ryn over the deafening roar issuing out of the creature’s teeth-filled mouth.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Nine
			

			
				 
			

			
				The gun’s last battery pack lost its charge in the middle of a Sweeper’s jump toward Ryn. In the time since he’d taken out the first Sweeper, he’d made it almost to the airlock, gunning down Sweeper after Sweeper on his way around the cargo bay. Only three were left, but that was three more than he could handle without a long-range weapon. Up close, the Sweepers were slow and easy to dart around. Their metal-encased tentacles were not. Those things never gave up. Guided by instinct more than anything, they’d prick Ryn to death with their sharpened tips if they didn’t beat him senseless first.
			

			
				He’d fallen under their whipping sting often enough as a child to know how they worked.
			

			
				The tentacles of the Sweeper in mid-jump slashed through the air and stiffened, their flat surfaces marginally slowing the Sweeper’s descent. Ryn waited until it was almost on him, then jumped out of the way, rolling closer to the airlock as he evaded the Sweeper’s heavy landing. 
			

			
				The Yarinska lurched forward, knocking the Sweepers off their feet. Ryn slid along the cargo bay’s floor, his momentum carrying him by the airlock’s entrance. He twisted around and reached for it, scrambling for a grip along the metal lip.
			

			
				His hand latched onto the doorframe, halting his slide, and his shoulder wrenched painfully in its socket. He heaved himself toward it one-handed, not bothering to muffle the sounds of his movement. The Sweepers knew where he was. Even the dark couldn’t protect him now, wouldn’t inside the airlock under the soft light gleaming overhead. He needed that light on, even if it exposed him to the Sweepers.
			

			
				Their shuffling steps closed in on him, slow and steady. They probably thought they had him surrounded. Once a Sweeper cornered its prey, it took its time, relying on brute strength and the vicious swipes of its tentacles to subdue any resistance, a tactic that usually worked. 
			

			
				It might this time, too, if he didn’t move his ass.
			

			
				Ryn toggled the view on his helmet from infrared to normal vision and hauled himself into the airlock. The manual release was on the far side next to a small control panel set into the wall beside the outer lock. Ryn punched an override code into the panel, forcing the Yarinska’s outer lock shut, blocking any more Sweepers from entering. 
			

			
				Metal tinged on metal not five ceg behind him. Ryn ignored the Sweeper creeping steadily toward him and punched his elbow into the glass case covering the manual release. A roar echoed through the cargo bay. The Sweeper disappeared from Ryn’s helmet-enhanced peripheral vision, dragged away from the airlock by one of the other remaining two.
			

			
				The Sweepers’ biggest weakness? They didn’t play well with anything, including each other.
			

			
				He grabbed the manual release lever and yanked upward on it, budging it less than a finger’s width away from the wall. 
			

			
				Just his luck. The kraden thing had probably rusted in place.
			

			
				He heaved on it again and managed to pop it one quarter of the way toward where it needed to be. A fight broke out in the cargo bay. Scuffles and thuds mingled with outraged roars. Ryn knelt, gripped the lever with both hands, and placed his shoulder under them, then shoved up with the strength of his entire body. Bit by bit, the lever shifted. The clamps holding the other ship in place clanged and ground. 
			

			
				Almost there.
			

			
				He gritted his teeth and, muscles straining, forced the lever against the wall. The clamps released with a loud snick, pushed apart by the manual release. Ryn sagged against the wall, his breath panting in and out of his lungs in great, gasping heaves.
			

			
				The cargo bay fell eerily silent. 
			

			
				Ryn sucked in a final breath and held it, his ears tuned to the slightest noise. A metallic ping resonated through the stillness. Heavy feet shuffled outside the airlock, followed by the thump and swoosh of an unwieldy weight being dragged. He eased toward the cargo bay, tense and alert, and peered into the large room.
			

			
				A tentacle whooshed out and slammed into the doorway next to his head, rebounding off the wall with a leaden clank. Ryn ducked and yanked his knife out of its sheath. Sweat ran down his back, sticky and wet, dampening his shirt. It clung to him as he stabbed around the edge of the door. The knife thudded into flesh and the Sweeper lurking there shrieked its fury.
			

			
				Tentacles swept down and scraped over Ryn’s hand, scoring painful welts along his skin. He grunted and jerked the knife back. It shlurped out of the Sweeper, spilling bodily fluids along its receding path. Ryn crouched into the corner of the airlock next to the door, head turned toward the opening. The oblong end of one tentacle slithered into sight not far above his head. He flipped the knife and jabbed the hilt’s flat base at the tentacle, hitting its end square on. The metal encasement shattered, exposing the beige appendage it had protected. Ryn flipped the knife again and stabbed the point into the uncovered flesh.
			

			
				Outside, the Sweeper thudded into the cargo bay’s floor emitting formless, high-pitched groans.
			

			
				Ryn grinned. Tentacles, the name he’d coined for the Sweepers’ long sexual organs when he was a frightened seven year old and had no idea they were the aliens’ equivalent of penises.
			

			
				He scrambled out of the airlock, sprawled next to the fallen Sweeper, and slit into its spongy midsection, digging through layers of fat and tissue to its eight-chambered heart. He set the edge of his knife against the palpitating organ and sawed through it, sometimes narrowly avoiding the tentacles flailing frantically around the dying Sweeper, sometimes not. One persistent metal-coated organ slapped across his back. He hissed and tightened his grip on the knife, refusing to yield. The kraden organ was tough as a tanned hide. He gritted his teeth and clenched the knife in both hands, yanking it up and down as tentacles whipped around him and fluids spurted in arcs over his hands, covering him with the Sweeper’s blood.
			

			
				One tentacle slashed sideways into Ryn’s ribs, slicing clear to the bone. He grunted and lost his grip on the knife as it reared back for another strike. He scuttled backward, one hand on the wound, the other fumbling for purchase along the floor, working with his booted feet in a barely coordinated effort to put as much distance between him and it as he could. The tentacle whistled down and clanked into the floor, missing his right leg by a hair. With a final shove, Ryn scrambled out of its reach, his eyes trained warily on the tentacles’ diminishing swishes.
			

			
				This Sweeper was down and near death, but there was still at least one more on the ship. Ryn glanced around, searching for it in the cargo bay’s darkened space. With a muttered curse, he toggled his helmet’s infrared sensors on and searched again. 
			

			
				Nothing moved in the cargo bay. Heat signatures were scattered around the floor, slowly dimming as the remains of the Sweepers he’d killed cooled.
			

			
				Ryn scrambled to his feet and staggered toward the entrance to the rest of the ship. He needed another blaster. That was the best way to take down a Sweeper, or the best way he had available. He wouldn’t survive another close encounter, not with the wound over his ribs throbbing and blood dripping down his side. 
			

			
				Blackness pricked at the edge of his vision and he swayed. 
			

			
				He couldn’t pass out. Ziri needed him, sweet Ziri. He shook off the dizziness and forced his feet to carry him into the main corridor. Something banged on the other side of the ship and Ryn’s heart wadded into a dull knot in his chest. That had sounded an awful lot like a Sweeper trying to pound its way into a locked room. 
			

			
				Adrenalin surged through him. The pain receded from his side as he rushed through the ship, stopping long enough to retrieve a blaster and an extra battery pack from a hidden panel in the main corridor. The bangs continued, followed by the bending and fracturing of thick metal, urging Ryn forward toward the front of the Yarinska.
			

			
				He was twenty ceg away from the conjunction of the main corridor with the bridge’s offshoot hallway when a scream tore through the air.
			

			
				“Ryn!” Ziri cried, her voice nearly drowned out by the triumphant bellow of a male Sweeper in the presence of a fertile female.
			

			
				Ryn’s breath froze in his lungs. Ziri. His heart lurched and thudded, and he leapt toward the bridge, terrified he might already be too late.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri fixed wide eyes on the creature shuffling toward her. Those metal things waved around it, clicking into each other with frightening regularity. The Belnyin reached back and caught one in a three-fingered hand. It pressed something on the side and the metal shinked back, revealing a fleshy knob at the end of a thick, ropy limb. 
			

			
				Nausea roiled in her stomach. The metal things were actually a part of the Belnyin, but why was it showing her one?
			

			
				The Belnyin shuffled closer. Ziri scooted carefully under the control panel as far as she could go and pointed the blaster at the creature. “I’ll shoot. I’m not kidding either. Just get out of here and I’ll let you go, but if you come closer, I swear by Onu’s beard, I’ll use this blaster on you.”
			

			
				It lurched toward her, startling her, and crouched on its knees in front of her. She bobbled the blaster, righted her grip. The knobby appendage waved toward her and touched the hem of her pants. She kicked out and the thing jerked back, narrowly avoiding being hit. The Belnyin roared and grabbed her ankles, then yanked her out from under the console. Her head whipped back and banged on the metal and the blaster went flying. Pain radiated through her skull. She grabbed the back of her head and hissed, cursing the Belnyin, Ryn’s ship, Ryn, and anything else she could think of as the Belnyin dragged her steadily forward, its grip on her unrelenting.
			

			
				Something prodded the juncture of her thighs. 
			

			
				Ziri tensed and lifted her head. The knobby thing was poking at her womanhood through the pants Ryn had loaned her. She jerked her gaze to the Belnyin. It was watching the knobby thing prod between her legs, its glinting eyes unblinking above its slack mouth.
			

			
				Horror swept over her, icy cold, splashing hard reality down around her. That thing was trying to have sex with her. If she didn’t do something to stop it, it would figure out how, and it probably wouldn’t stop with the one knobby thing it had uncovered.
			

			
				She bucked and screamed, yanking her ankles in a futile attempt to shake the Belnyin’s firm hold. The knobby thing reared away from her womanhood and the Belnyin roared.
			

			
				She flinched away from the noise. Onu’s breath, didn’t it have another volume?
			

			
				It yanked her forward again. She twisted in its grip, angling her head around in search of the blaster, and finally spotted it on the other side of the chair, wedged against the wall. The knobby thing slid under her shirt. It stroked her stomach, as warm and smooth as human skin, and groped its way over her body in random touches. Ziri gagged and rolled her hips, and the Belnyin, for whatever reason, slackened its hold on her left leg. She pulled it free and kicked as hard as she could, landing a solid strike on firm flesh, and wiggled her other leg out of its grip, stretching one arm toward the blaster.
			

			
				Bim, bim, bim. 
			

			
				Ziri glanced toward the rapid pings, one hand still patting the ground near the blaster. Waves of red light raced over the Belnyin’s frozen form. Slowly, it tilted to the side and splatted onto the floor. Behind it, a helmeted man aimed a blaster at the creature.
			

			
				Ryn.
			

			
				Ziri’s hand landed on her blaster. She curled her fingers around it and scrambled toward her savior. His arms dropped to his sides, his knees buckled, and down he went, falling to the floor in a heap of limp limbs.
			

			
				“Oh, no,” she said. “No, no, no.” 
			

			
				She crawled to Ryn around the felled Belnyin and ran frantic hands over him, grimacing at the sticky fluid splattered in great gobs along his entire body. Her fingers brushed over his ribs, and he groaned, rolling his head along the floor as his breath hissed out of the mask covering his mouth. She looked closer and stifled her own groan. He was hurt there, probably hurt in at least a handful of other places. She wouldn’t be able to tell until she stripped him down and washed the foul smelling Belnyin goo off of him.
			

			
				“Ziri,” he whispered. 
			

			
				Another jolt of metal on metal reverberated through the ship and it jerked forward.
			

			
				Ryn rolled onto his side, moaned softly, and struggled onto his hands and knees. She grabbed one of his arms and threw it over her shoulders, bracing herself under him, taking his weight as they fumbled their way upright. 
			

			
				His hand pressed down on her shoulder and he listed into her. Ziri stumbled under his solid bulk, her heart leaden in her chest. No, she couldn’t let him fall. She needed him to help her get them out of this mess, and he needed her to guide him. 
			

			
				She found her footing and wrapped an arm around his waist, holding him tightly against her side as they eased their way toward the control panel, swaying through the ship’s irregular lurches and the cold, cold fear that the Belnyin would wake up and attack them again. 
			

			
				After what felt like an eon, they reached the chairs. Ziri maneuvered Ryn into one, buckled him in, and sank into the other, fastening herself to it automatically. He jerked his chin toward Buzz, but she already knew what to do. She slid the panel back, waited for the button to rise into its fully upright position, and slapped her palm into it, shooting them across the galaxy and hopefully well out of reach of the alien creatures that had attacked them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				A persistent alarm prodded Ziri into alertness. She shook off the dizzying effects of space travel and glanced at Ryn. He was slumped over in the seat, his head tilted at an odd angle, his arms limp and unmoving. She fumbled her harness off and pressed unsteady fingers to the pulse at the base of his throat, along the bottom edge of his helmet. A harsh breath whooshed out of it, and she closed her eyes and murmured a soft, thankful prayer.
			

			
				The helmet needed to come off. She groped along it, searching for a release mechanism. Her fingers slid over a series of slight indents. She pressed each one, and at last, the helmet clicked and popped open. 
			

			
				“Belnyin luf,” a mild voice said.
			

			
				Ziri twisted around and glared at the viewscreen. “Where were you when I needed you?”
			

			
				“Hrenig nyin.”
			

			
				“Request denied my bottom,” she muttered. “I could’ve been raped, you lanoo, or worse, but no. You just sat there, sulking.”
			

			
				Ryn stirred. “Ziri?”
			

			
				“I’m here, Ryn.” 
			

			
				She widened the helmet’s hinges and pulled it off him as gently as she could, and bit her lip. His skin was so pale. He had to’ve lost a lot of blood, and she had no idea how to help him replace it. Repair every water filter on the ship? No problem. Bandage up her wounded kidnapper? Not a clue. Unfortunately, that was the one thing she’d never apprenticed at. Being a healer took more patience and fortitude than she possessed, and now she regretted the lack.
			

			
				The alarm changed from a steady buzz to a whooping siren. 
			

			
				Ryn’s eyelids fluttered open. He braced a hand on one arm of his chair and leaned toward the control panel. Ziri hurriedly propped him up with a hand wrapped around his upper arm and another across his broad back. His hands were slow as they shifted across the instruments and not quite steady. The viewscreen flickered to life, centered on what Ziri hoped were their new surroundings. A gas giant lay ahead of them. Sweeping bands of color swirled through its atmosphere. A dull gray moon rotated into view. Deep, shadowed craters were scattered in uneven pockmarks across its lifeless surface.
			

			
				Ziri focused on helping Ryn, toggling switches he couldn’t reach, serving as his balance when his strength waned. After a short eternity, the ship slipped into one of the moon’s craters and landed on its floor. Ryn’s hands continued to move across the control panel. One by one, the ship’s systems ground to a halt, the viewscreen, the alarm, the ever-present hum of the engines. The lights went last, replaced by the red glow of emergency lighting.
			

			
				She sucked in a breath. What had Ryn done? They wouldn’t survive an hour without heat and life support. She didn’t have to be a travel-weary spacer to know that.
			

			
				His hands slid off the control panel. “Ziri,” he whispered, his voice so low and thin she nearly missed the word. He draped an arm around her shoulders, leaning into her. She braced her feet and heaved him upright, hauling him out of the control room toward the one place she knew would help him. Not a medical bay. In her time aboard Ryn’s ship, she’d never found one, though one was probably tucked away behind one of the doors Ryn had locked against her nosiness. She wouldn’t know what to do there anyway, but a shower and bed and maybe a first aid kit? Those she could work with, if Ryn hadn’t cut the water system off.
			

			
				The stench of whatever covered him wafted to her. Ziri grimaced and guided him down the long hallway toward his bedchamber. Please let the water work, or at least, let it be fixable. She hefted his arm into a better position around her shoulders and racked her mind for probable locations of sterile bandages.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Ten
			

			
				 
			

			
				Gentle hands swept over Ryn’s leg, waking him. He held himself still under the steady touches, measuring their progress along his limb as he prodded his memory. The room was cold and nearly silent, the only sound the distant thrum of a barely audible engine. He ached from head to toe, especially along the right side of his torso and down his left leg. The fingers grazed his bare skin high on his thigh, just below his manhood and above the ache, and a soft breath blew across his naked penis, stirring more than a little interest within the traitorous appendage.
			

			
				His eyes flew open. Ziri sat on the edge of his bed beside his legs, staring at his growing erection. Wait, that couldn’t be right. Every time he got anywhere near her with an erection, she shied away. He lifted his head slightly and squinted at his lower body. A large bandage covered the top part of his thigh. Her fingers plucked at the tape holding it in place, maybe trying to remove it. His skin tingled wherever she touched, warming him to the core, fanning the flames of need he’d struggled to control since meeting her.
			

			
				He groaned and let his head fall into his pillow. It wasn’t working. The more he was around her, the more he wanted her. Even now with his body so stiff and sore he wasn’t sure he could move, it roared to life, demanding her touch. 
			

			
				Air stirred around his stomach and the bed shifted. Ziri tucked the covers under his arms and smiled wanly. “Good morning, Ryn.”
			

			
				Dark shadows under her eyes marred the fragile paleness of her smooth skin. He groped for her hand and clasped it in his own, alarmed by the tremor running through it. She glanced at the ceiling and blinked, and her smile faded. Her lower lip trembled once, then firmed, and something both tender and fierce clutched Ryn’s heart in a tight fist. His brave Ziri. What had she gone through since he’d passed out on her?
			

			
				He tugged her gently down, cradling her against his chest. “I’m sorry, Ziri, so sorry.”
			

			
				She cupped her fingers over his ribs and buried her face in his throat. Her sniffles became sobs and her body shook, and he held her, simply held her until the storm passed, comforting her the only way he could, with the strength of his embrace and softly murmured words she couldn’t yet understand. 
			

			
				A long while later, her sobs quieted and the tremors running through her transformed into shivers. She eased away from him, face averted, and went into the head. Water splashed in the sink, and he frowned as memory caught up to him. Jumping into a nest of Sweepers, killing them one by one, finding Ziri on the bridge with the last one standing over her doing Tyornin knew what to her. 
			

			
				He’d shut most of the systems down, leaving the ship on backup power while there was a chance the Sweepers would come after them. That meant no water, but that wasn’t what was important. Ryn rolled unsteadily off the bed, ignoring the twinging aches of healing wounds and the near-frigid temperature of the air against his bare skin, and padded after Ziri.
			

			
				She was standing at the sink, staring at herself in the mirror. Her gaze swung around, meeting his evenly, and he frowned. Her skin was blotchy, her eyes puffy. That wouldn’t do, not at all. He’d only seen her cry once, on the night he’d taken her. Even then, her tears had been few, her fear limited to hoarse pleas. After, she’d thrown her shoulders back and stuck her stubborn chin out and made the best of her situation, but she hadn’t cried.
			

			
				Ryn stepped into the bathroom and gathered her close, and her arms wound around his waist. She was warm and soft, in spite of the bulk of her clothes. His clothes, he amended with a grin. From the feel of it, she had on at least three shirts under the oversized sweater. Relief rushed through him. A woman’s tears were a mystery to him. How did a man go about fixing what hurt his woman? But the cold he could fix, and would as soon as he pulled on some clothes. 
			

			
				Ziri eased back, her eyes fixed on his chest. Her fingers drifted there, rubbing lightly along the skin covering his sternum, touching him exactly the way he’d hoped. He jerked his chin toward the sink and arched an eyebrow, and her cheeks flushed pink.
			

			
				So, she’d been up to something, had she? His mind flipped through the possibilities as she fidgeted and nibbled on her lower lip, her blue-gray eyes wary. Did she know enough about the Yarinska to figure out how to operate each system separately? Or had she merely used her knowledge of the water system to turn it on?
			

			
				She stepped out of his embrace, keyed the bathroom door shut, and switched the shower on. 
			

			
				Ryn crossed his arms over his chest and leveled a stern look at her.
			

			
				She grinned sheepishly and shrugged, and he relented, too charmed to rebuke her. He’d wanted her to learn how to operate the Yarinska anyway. This was a good enough start and it proved her interest, at least in the ship.
			

			
				Maybe he was growing on her a little, too.
			

			
				Ziri plucked at a bandage covering his upper right arm. He glanced around and caught his reflection in the mirror hanging above the sink. Self-adhesive bandages dotted his arms, covering most of his skin around larger, white gauze held on by gobs of bandage tape. He pulled one self-adhesive bandage off and discovered a shallow scratch, hardly deep enough to worry over. Another one went the same way. It, too, hid a mere pinprick. One by one, he pulled off bandages, revealing cuts and scrapes so minor, he never would’ve noticed them, let alone bothered to tend them.
			

			
				Humor rose, swift and pure, and he grinned at the top of Ziri’s bent head. She’d tended him, maybe not the way a trained healer would, but her gentle hands had done the trick, caring for him when he’d been unable to care for himself. Tender warmth rose, mingling with the humor. She’d stripped off his soiled and torn clothing, cleaned him somehow, and bandaged his wounds. From the looks of him, she’d used nearly every one he’d had on hand and then some. 
			

			
				He made a mental note to check the first-aid supplies and restock them as soon as they found a decent trading post, a price he’d willingly pay in exchange for knowing she’d cared enough to try.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri stayed inside the tiny head, her eyes trained on him as he cleansed himself under the shower’s thin spray. Ryn refused to turn his back. She’d already seen every bit of him, probably touched every bit, too. If it offended her to see him naked, she could easily leave. Instead, she leaned a shoulder against the wall and watched him bathe, a worried frown furrowing her brow. 
			

			
				He was glad for the company, and not solely because his limbs were shaky and alarmingly weak. How long had he been out, anyway? He shook the question off and scrubbed his skin, removing the last of the Sweepers’ stench. They had a lot of work to do. The Sweepers’ bodies needed to be removed from the Yarinska before they started to rot. The places where their bodies had been would have to be scrubbed down with the strongest cleaning agent he could find. He needed to assess the damage the Sweepers had inflicted and, at the very least, make sure it was safe to restore full, system-wide power to the ship. 
			

			
				Chances were good they’d need repairs of some kind, and for that, they’d have to find a trading post or repair station, depending on what kind of damage the Sweepers had done to the Yarinska.
			

			
				He forced his aching body into movement, toweling off with Ziri’s help, not because he needed it. She offered and no man in his right mind would turn down having her hands stroking over his bare skin.
			

			
				Ryn was a long way from being out of his mind.
			

			
				She ignored his inevitable erection, insisted on helping him dress, and he let her simply for the pleasure of having her soft hands on him. He ducked into the galley on the way to the bridge, then changed his mind. The hunger gnawing at his belly would have to wait. He’d never keep food down while surrounded by Sweeper stench.
			

			
				Ziri followed him to the bridge, her smaller feet scuffing quietly against the floor. He stepped across the threshold of the broken door and faltered to a halt. 
			

			
				The Sweeper that had attacked her was gone, along with most of its stench. 
			

			
				Ryn whirled and stared at Ziri, and pointed toward the place where it should’ve been. Understanding spread across her lovely features. She smiled shyly and took his hand, twining her chilled fingers with his, and his worry disappeared as if it had never been.
			

			
				She was touching him, voluntarily, openly. Tyornin’s hammer, had there ever been anything so sweet as Ziri’s bare skin on his?
			

			
				They wended their way through the ship to the cargo bay, and Ryn glanced around, astounded. The Sweepers had been dragged to the airlock and piled haphazardly near its entrance. The airlock itself was shut. The floors had been scrubbed reasonably clean and most of the mess the Sweepers had made as they’d bumbled around in the dark searching for him had been tidied.
			

			
				His gut sank slowly to his knees. He had a feeling he’d been out at least a full day, maybe two, and during that time, Ziri had worked herself into the ground.
			

			
				He shook his head. It didn’t matter, not now, though he’d never let her do that again, not on her own. Still, she’d done the best she could with the Sweepers’ remains. He’d finish the job while she took a well-earned rest. First, though, he owed her a decent meal in a warm ship.
			

			
				He tugged her into a hug. “Dyankyu.”
			

			
				She leaned back and grinned up at him, her eyes twinkling, her nose reddened by the cold. “You’re welcome,” she said, followed by a long spate of words in her native language. He smiled, content to have her lyrical voice washing over him for as long as she needed him to listen. 
			

			
				Later, they went to the bridge, and he walked her through a systems check. The secondary AI was being more cooperative than usual, so he asked it to assess the hull while he searched for a nearby trading post. The closest one was three systems away, an easy jump by any standard. 
			

			
				Ryn scanned for a Net connection, scowled at the low signal strength. They weren’t that far from civilization. Maybe the radiation emitted by the gas giant was interfering with the signal. He pondered the problem for a tick, well aware of Ziri studying him from her seat in the pilot’s chair, and finally settled for the ship’s onboard knowledge base, pulling it up on the main viewscreen for her benefit.
			

			
				The trading post was located on Lodem, the fourth planet of the Ursine system, the center of which was a yellow dwarf edging toward the end of its natural lifespan. There was a somewhat reputable repair station in orbit around the planet and a landing zone on the planet’s surface. The trading post had a slightly seedier reputation, far worse than its host city, but it appeared to be large enough to resupply nearly anything they needed, including self-adhesive bandages. 
			

			
				Ryn smiled as he searched for the jump point nearest Lodem and plotted a course, then pulled up the secondary AI’s damage assessment. His smile faded. Kraden airlock needed work, serious work if they wanted to make it home in one piece, though it would survive one more jump the way it was. Between that and repairing the doorway to the bridge, he’d barely have enough vud left for the bride price. 
			

			
				He glanced at Ziri out of the corner of his eye. She was staring intently at the viewscreen as her fingers tapped an irregular rhythm on her thighs. They needed a better way to communicate. Either he needed to replace the primary AI or find an autolearner programmed with his language, preferably both. Either one would strain his credits. Both on top of the Yarinska’s repairs would drain his accounts almost completely.
			

			
				He slumped into his seat and scrubbed a weary hand over his eyes, breathing through the sorrow clogging his chest. If he’d waited two more Galactic Standards, this wouldn’t have been an issue. Two more years of trading and raiding would’ve padded his accounts against hardship. If he’d chosen a quicker path home, they never would’ve jumped into that nest of Sweepers, but Ziri wouldn’t have had time to get to know him, either. 
			

			
				If, if, if. The possibilities crowded through his mind, teasing him with what might’ve been while the bleakness of reality clawed at him.
			

			
				He could see no way to keep Ziri and ensure her safety, too. It was simply beyond his means. Repair the ship the way it needed to be repaired and he wouldn’t have enough vud for the bride price. The Choosing was too close for them to avoid it. On that night, she’d stand as a candidate, but some other man would take his place in the inner circle, and Ryn would lose her forever.
			

			
				Her eyes flicked to his, curiosity widening their blue-gray depths, sparking a chain reaction of emotion and need within him. Hard resolution won out. He’d find a way to do what needed to be done, but he’d never give Ziri up. Her bright warmth was too precious, too rare to be discarded so easily, and her presence eased the aching loneliness he’d lived with for far too long. She was his, and now that she was, he’d fight for her no matter what odds he faced.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Eleven
			

			
				 
			

			
				They docked with the repair station early the next day, shipboard time, and shuttled to the surface on a ratty clunker that needed a good scrub and a tune-up. 
			

			
				Ziri stood next to him, feet braced against the shuttle’s maneuvers, one hand wrapped around a loop protruding from the ceiling. Her other hand held his, squeezing it from time to time. As soon as she’d learned she’d be going with him planet-side, she’d thrown her arms around his neck and laughed, her eyes round and bright under her delicately arched eyebrows. 
			

			
				If she’d blinked since then, he hadn’t caught it. She stared around the filthy shuttle pod as if it were the most interesting thing she’d ever seen. Nothing deterred her curiosity, not the mutant glaring at her from across the shuttle or the shuttle’s rough landing or the layer upon layer of clothes he’d dressed her in, covering every bit of her body except the strip of her face around her expressive eyes.
			

			
				He’d earned a glare for that and enough angry words to turn his amusement into a disgruntled sigh. She was Pruxnæ now and no Pruxnæ, male or female, young or old, went out among strangers with her features showing. It just wasn’t done, and for good reason, though he could hardly explain that to her. Instead, he’d dressed in light clothing and pulled on full body armor over it, hoping she’d get the hint when he fastened the helmet around his head.
			

			
				They disembarked at the landing port and followed the sparse crowd of new arrivals into the trading post, an open-air market lining several blocks on the outskirts of Irix, Lodem’s largest city. The sun hung high in the sky, shining down through the thin atmosphere, spreading its meager warmth to the city’s residents.
			

			
				Ziri dragged him along behind her, darting from stall to stall along the main strip, clucking her tongue over the array of goods offered for sale. The shopkeepers raised hopeful eyes to him and shrank back under the sharp shakes of his head. Repairs first, maybe a hot meal made with fresh meat and vegetables. After, well, they’d see.
			

			
				He pulled her to a halt outside the first repair shop they passed and haggled with the owner over parts and prices and the amount of time needed to refit the outer airlock. When he was satisfied with the arrangement, Ryn peeled his glove off and offered a credit chit and his thumbprint for payment. 
			

			
				Ziri looked on, her unblinking eyes absorbing every detail of the transaction, from the cleaning bot zooming over the floor sucking dust and debris into its recesses to the owner’s long, braided hair, buxom chest, and inviting smile. She tucked her hand into his and followed him out of the shop, then pulled him into a nearby alley, empty of people.
			

			
				“What is it, Ziri?” he asked.
			

			
				“Tuh, tuh, tuh.” 
			

			
				She tugged him deeper into the alley and faced a wall, pressing one side of her body against his. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, holding her tightly against him, hiding her from the people passing by the alley’s entrance.
			

			
				She peeled off one glove, unfastened the knee-length, hooded jacket she wore, and dug a tiny, black drawstring pouch out of the waistband of her pants. A sigh lifted her shoulders. Her gaze lifted to his, uncertainty replacing the excitement that had hummed out of her since their landing. She pressed the pouch into his free hand and closed his fingers around it.
			

			
				He risked a glance over his shoulder. A skinny boy of no more than ten stood at the mouth of the alley, staring into it at them. Ryn growled, putting enough menace behind the sound to frighten off a herd of stampeding winyu. The boy scampered off, his bare feet a blur against the dirt street.
			

			
				Ryn turned back to Ziri and the half-expectant, half-worried look she wore, opened the pouch, and poured the contents into his gloved hand. A handful of red jewels glinted in his palm, their deeply colored internal starbursts shimmering in the sunlight. He hissed in a breath. “Where did you get these?”
			

			
				Ziri’s eyebrows furrowed. She shook her head and closed his fingers around the jewels, her eyes pleading with him for… He shrugged off the irritation at his lack of understanding as his mind raced. One of these jewels had to be worth a small fortune. Did Ziri know that? And why had she given them to him in the first place? Did she want him to trade them for vud or…?
			

			
				He glanced sharply at her. These jewels had to be more than enough to get her back home, and she’d given them to him. For some reason that was beyond him, she’d placed the means of her escape in his hands, trusting him to, what? Secure transportation for her? 
			

			
				He returned the jewels to the pouch and tucked them into the waistband of her pants. If she wanted to go home, she could find another way, but by Wode, he wouldn’t help her.
			

			
				Her eyes slid shut and her head bowed, and his heart sank, lodging in his gut with a sickening thud. That’s what she’d wanted. And here he’d begun to hope she was learning to want him.
			

			
				She jerked the scarf covering her face down and retrieved the pouch, holding it in her hand in the shelter created by their bodies and the wall they faced. “Sweepers.” 
			

			
				Her voice was tight and thin, and for a tick, he thought she might cry again. A broken sigh shuddered out of her. He tucked her closer to his side, willing her to find some small measure of comfort within his embrace.
			

			
				“Airlock.” Her lips pressed into a firm line. “Kitchen.” She plucked at her clothes, a helpless expression on her face. She shook her head and said, “No Ziri. Ryn. Ziri yes?”
			

			
				And at last he understood. She wanted her own clothes, wanted to pay for her own food, and, the gods have mercy, she wanted to help him pay for the Yarinska’s repairs. He almost refused outright. A man who couldn’t provide for his woman wasn’t a man at all. Hadn’t Gared taught him as much? Even if everything he owned except the Yarinska would become hers upon their marriage, he was still the provider. She managed, he worked. That was the Pruxnæ way. The arrangement had served his adoptive people well for generations, and yet…
			

			
				A tiny kernel of hope flared to life within him as an idea materialized in his mind. There was a way they could both get what they wanted, but he needed to find an advocate, a reputable one that would deal fairly with both of them. And, he needed to find a trader willing to exchange credits for the jewels Ziri pressed into his hand. 
			

			
				Triumph surged through him. She’d unknowingly handed him the very thing he needed to keep her. How upset would she be when she found out her fate had been sealed by her own hand? By the time he told her, after the Choosing joined her life securely with his, would she still care or would their union be enough to smooth over her anger?
			

			
				He tucked the jewels into their pouch and hid them inside his armor where they’d be safe from sticky fingers and shady smiles. He claimed her hand with his and led her into the hustle and bustle of Irix’s trading post, his satisfied grin hidden behind the dark anonymity of his helmet.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The scurrying throng of the alien city’s midday residents fascinated Ziri. She held onto Ryn with one hand as they passed through it, her eyes roaming over a stall holding bolts of brightly colored fabric, another displaying finely made jewelry, and a third where feathered creatures with viciously sharp talons gazed regally through the wooden slats of their cages. Were they for eating or gaming? 
			

			
				Ryn hurried her past the stall. She twisted around in time to see the stall’s owner yank one of the creatures out and wring its neck. 
			

			
				Ziri wrinkled her nose. Definitely for eating, then.
			

			
				She’d never been off Tersi before and rarely wandered into the larger cities there except to visit her parents or for shopping. Arden Hollow, with its slower pace and friendly faces, had always suited her just fine. Still, when she did travel, she enjoyed it, savoring the different customs and cultures mingling in the streets around her, even on Tersi where the four major cultures varied only slightly one from the other.
			

			
				This place was little different. True, the variety of faces ranged farther. Humans, mutants, and aliens walked shoulder by shoulder, rarely sending a cross-eyed glance at one another in spite of the differences separating their species. But the haggle of buyers and shopkeepers, the bold splashes of color, the mixture of sounds foreign and familiar. Those were very much the same as the markets she’d enjoyed back home.
			

			
				The urge to go shopping had tempted her, so much so that she’d given half her stash of gullet stones to Ryn, some for repairs and stores, yes, but some so she could purchase a memento of this wonderful place, a keepsake to add to the small collection housed on a shelf in her living room.
			

			
				Her father had always told her that if she found herself in need, she should exchange the stones for local money or credits, whatever worked best to keep her safe. She’d always scoffed. Gullet stones were of little value on Tersi, hardly worth the trouble of slitting open the sand leeches they were found in. They were beautiful, though. Over time, Ziri had collected enough of the smaller stones to have a choker made out of them. Ryn hadn’t snagged it when he’d raided her home, but he had taken the framed vids of her family where she’d hidden a handful of thumbnail-sized gullet stones for safekeeping.
			

			
				She might scoff at her father’s advice, but she wasn’t foolish enough to completely ignore it. Those were supposed to be her emergency fund in case she ever had to flee Tersi. Kidnapping didn’t count as fleeing. That didn’t negate the need for warm clothing, a healthier variety of food, and a safe ship. She hadn’t understood a word of the reports Ryn had gotten detailing the damage the Belnyin had done to his ship. She’d seen his face afterward, though, that grim, hopeless look, and she’d seen the airlock. The best way to get back home was to make sure the ship flying them held together. That’s the only reason she’d offered him so many gullet stones, certainly not because she was coming to enjoy his smiles, and absolutely not because she was beginning to care about him.
			

			
				That wouldn’t do at all.
			

			
				The scarf around her face slipped down a notch. Ziri tugged it back up over her nose and held it there with one gloved hand. Covering oneself must be a religious custom among Ryn’s people. It was the only reason she could think of for his insistence. She’d complied, afraid he’d confine her to his ship if she didn’t, and was glad she had. Otherwise, she might’ve missed the sights and sounds and smells of this lovely market.
			

			
				Ryn stopped in front of a tiny shop nestled between a book seller and some kind of eatery, tucked the hood of her coat more firmly over her head, and patted his chest, murmuring softly in his guttural language. She nodded. Him doing the talking was fine with her. It’s not like she could communicate with anybody anyway, even if she wanted to. She hadn’t once caught a familiar word among the many languages spoken around her.
			

			
				The interior of the shop was crowded with what most people would consider junk. Ziri peered cautiously around, her head lowered, hiding her interest from the greasy shopkeeper holding court behind a time-dulled plasteen counter. Ryn stepped forward and began the long haggling process with the rotund man while she catalogued curiosities. A black metal oil lamp with an orange sheen rested on a low shelf next to a crudely made clay pot. Fingerprints marred the pot’s glazing. Ziri nearly clucked, remembering her promise to Ryn only after her tongue had already touched the roof of her mouth. If the master potter in Arden Hollow saw that, he’d smash it to the ground and stand scowling over the maker as a new pot was thrown and formed on the potter’s wheel.
			

			
				Farther down, a four-legged creature fashioned of delicately wrought silver metal reared on its hind legs. A single, pointed horn protruded from its forehead. Ooo. That would make a lovely keepsake. Her foot twitched in the heavy boot Ryn had forced her into. Ziri reluctantly stifled her impulse to examine the fragile sculpture up close and heaved a silent sigh. Following Ryn’s lead was harder than she’d thought it would be. When was the last time she’d reined in her natural instinct for somebody else? At work, sure. Book Ends was Mag’s and there the shopkeeper ruled supreme, but in her personal life? Not since she was a child scampering about her parents’ knees. 
			

			
				Ziri cut a side-eyed glance at Ryn from beneath the hood’s shadow. His voice was hard and his words lacked the familiar roughness of his native language. Galactic Basic, maybe? She’d never learned. Her parents had. Then again, they used it on a regular basis thanks to her father’s position with Tersi’s premier.
			

			
				The shopkeeper’s words acquired an oily tone. Ryn leaned slightly forward, menace emanating from every line of his armored form, backed up by the blasters strapped to his hips. He held out his hand and the shopkeeper, somewhat grudgingly, it seemed, placed a credit chit into the gloved palm. Ryn nodded, tucked the chit away, and guided Ziri out of the shop with a firm hand on her back.
			

			
				They twisted through the streets, strolling around stalls Ziri distinctly remembered passing by on their way into the market. She frowned at Ryn’s broad back. She’d hoped they’d have time for some decent shopping before they returned to his ship, but how could she communicate that with her limited grasp of his language?
			

			
				Between a fruit vendor and a stall dripping with huge hanks of yarn in a rainbow of colors, Ryn ducked into an alleyway, much like the one she’d pulled him into earlier, and shoved her behind him, flat against a building’s exterior wall. His helmeted gaze was turned toward the people walking by, scanning them with his own back pressed against the wall.
			

			
				They waited there for what seemed like half a sun’s pace. Ziri blinked back a yawn and sagged against the wall. What were they doing anyway? It had been a long time since they’d left his ship and even longer since their last meal. She sniffed, inhaling the fragrant scent of frying meat through the sheer layers of her scarf, and her stomach rumbled. Whatever that was would be nice, if she could figure out how to share her interest with Ryn.
			

			
				Abruptly, his arm shot out, snagging the collar of a too-thin man whose creamy skin was flushed. Ryn hauled the man up with one hand and snapped at him in a rapid-fire torrent of harshly spoken words. The man held both hands up, palms out. His eyes were wide and sweat popped out along his forehead. Ryn shook him and drew back a balled up fist. The man’s words became high-pitched and urgent, and his hands waved back and forth in increasingly fast spurts.
			

			
				Ziri crossed her arms over her chest as the scene played out, both amused and appalled. Drama on her first visit off-world. She really had to remember every detail so she could tell Mag about it. Her boss would get a hoot out of the whole thing. Come to think on it, Mag would love to hear every bit of Ziri’s adventures, kidnapping, Belnyin, and all.
			

			
				Just to see what would happen, Ziri said, “Ryn!” 
			

			
				His head jerked around. She mimed clubbing the man, and Ryn snorted. He shook the other man by the collar as he muttered a long string of words. The man turned wide eyes on Ziri, true fear flashing across his expression for the first time.
			

			
				Well, that hadn’t been her intent at all. 
			

			
				Ryn shook the man a final time and let go, shoving him in the back as the poor thing fled. He faced Ziri and popped open his helmet. A wide grin stretched across his features. He yanked down the scarf covering her mouth and kissed her firmly, then covered them both back up and shooed her into the market’s busy streets.
			

			
				Ziri’s lips tingled and a warm spiral of something perilously close to pleasure threaded through her. Her mind stuttered and stumbled, trapped in that moment when his lips had pressed against hers, soft, sweet, and all too fleeting. That was the second time he’d kissed her, each one so quick, she’d barely had time to process it before it was over. Before he took her back home, as he rightfully should, would he kiss her properly or would she always be caught between yearning for more and an itch to pinch him for taking such liberties?
			

			
				The sun had dropped halfway down the sky before Ryn tugged her to a stop in front of an advocate’s glass-fronted office. Dark curtains were pulled over the inside of the window, a symbol of confidentiality, so important to the advocate’s trade. Ziri eyed the Galactic-wide symbol painted onto the lower corner of the window, a triangle bisected vertically by a thin line. What business could Ryn possibly have here?
			

			
				He tugged her inside, and Ziri sighed. The interior was neat as a pin and warm, a welcome relief after the market’s cooler temperature. The floors were polished and clean beneath a blue and gold woven rug, a perfect complement to the soothing butter yellow walls. A young woman sat behind a wooden table to the left, her pale pink hair wound into an intricate mound of curls on top of her head. Two doors were placed in the wall on the right, both firmly shut.
			

			
				Ryn spoke briefly with the young woman, who smiled and chattered and tapped notes into a computerized tablet with a plasteen stylus. A moment later, one of the doors opened and a tall man with a long, rectangular face poked his head out and smiled. He wore a loose tan shirt paired with equally loose dark brown pants, nothing like the flowing silky robes Ziri’s mother usually wore over her workday clothes. The informal attire didn’t seem to bother Ryn at all. He followed the man into the room, taking Ziri with him, and slumped into one of the chairs placed in front of the man’s desk.
			

			
				The door closed behind them. The man walked around and sat behind his desk, his smile firmly in place. “Pirin N’du.”
			

			
				His pure blue eyes fixed on Ziri. She glanced at Ryn, whose helmeted head was turned toward her. “Ah, Ziri Mokuru.” The men continued to look at her, so she held out a hand toward Ryn and said, “Ryn abid Alna.”
			

			
				Pirin smiled. “MliMli tells me the two of you need an advocate to help you sort out a contract.”
			

			
				Ziri gaped at him. “You speak Tersii Basic.”
			

			
				Pirin nodded toward Ryn. “That’s why he asked for me in particular. I’m fluent in several languages, including Tersii Basic and Pruxnæ Common.”
			

			
				“Pruxnæ?” 
			

			
				“His language. Well, his people.” Pirin’s smile faded. “You didn’t know?”
			

			
				“He only kidnapped me about a Standard week ago,” she said faintly.
			

			
				Pirin tapped a finger against his lips, completely failing to hide the smile growing there. “Ah. Well, I suppose you have no idea what’s happening to you then.”
			

			
				Ziri sank into the remaining chair. “You don’t seem upset that I was kidnapped.”
			

			
				Pirin lifted one shoulder in a quick shrug. “The Pruxnæ are an odd bunch. Every once in a while, they get it into their heads to get married. A bit of a problem, since most of their females die at birth or soon after.”
			

			
				“So they, what? Steal women?”
			

			
				“Sometimes, yes.” Pirin glanced between her and Ryn. “That’s not going to be a problem here, is it?”
			

			
				“You mean him kidnapping me?” Ziri glared at Pirin. “No, that’s not much of a problem except for the fact that he forcibly removed me from my home when I really was doing just fine there.”
			

			
				“Ziri,” Ryn said, his voice even and firm. “Tuh, tuh, tuh.”
			

			
				She whipped her head around, pinning that glare on him. “I will not be quiet, you onka-brained lanoo.”
			

			
				“Ah, if I might.” Pirin placed a tablet near the edge of his desk and pointed to the screen. “This is the reason the two of you are here. Mr. abid Alna wishes to deed forty-nine percent of his interest in a spaceship called the Yarinska, and a like share of future profits derived from the ship’s usage, over to you in exchange for half a million credits.”
			

			
				The anger bled out of Ziri. “I don’t have half a million credits.”
			

			
				“According to this you have closer to two million.”
			

			
				Ziri yanked the tablet forward and peered at the information displayed on it. The top half of the screen held a tiny image of the Yarinska along with serial numbers, registration, and ownership data. Her ID image occupied the lower left-hand quadrant. Her bank account information appeared to its right, public-records only, but it clearly showed a tally nearly two million credits higher than her balance should’ve been.
			

			
				Ziri pushed the tablet across the desk toward Pirin. “I don’t understand.”
			

			
				He shifted toward Ryn and held a softly-spoken conversation with him, punctuated by ahs and ohs and ahas on the advocate’s part. After a while, Pirin faced Ziri. “Well, that’s a very honorable Pruxnæ you have there. He says you gave him a handful of jewels. Apparently, he traded two for around one point nine million credits.”
			

			
				Ziri’s lips parted. “One point nine million…?”
			

			
				“One million, nine hundred and twelve thousand, six hundred and seventy-three Galactic credits, to be exact.”
			

			
				“And now he wants me to buy into his ship?”
			

			
				“It would seem so.”
			

			
				She tugged the scarf down and scraped her hands over her face. “I gave him the gullet stones so he could pay for the repairs, not because I wanted to buy part of his ship. I’m a Tersii. What use could I possibly have for a spaceship?”
			

			
				Pirin relayed the question to Ryn, then translated her kidnapper’s answer. “To visit your family after the Choosing.”
			

			
				She flipped her hands up off her lap, exasperated beyond measure. “What in Onu’s name is the Choosing?”
			

			
				“Ah.” Pirin exchanged a questioning glance with Ryn, who shook his head. “I think he’d prefer to explain that.”
			

			
				“Fine.” Ziri slumped into the chair and scowled at the advocate. “So I buy part of his ship and eventually I get to go home, is that it?”
			

			
				“Well, with this amount of credit, you could easily purchase passage on another ship and be home within a few days.”
			

			
				“Oh, no.” Ziri crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the two of them. “That lanoo kidnapped me. He can take me back home again.”
			

			
				Pirin studied her, his thick eyebrows furrowed over keen, blue eyes. “If you’re sure.”
			

			
				“I’m positive. Now, what do I have to do to satisfy this contract?”
			

			
				Pirin reclined in his chair. “I’ll need a day to draw it up. If you’ll come back tomorrow, we can handle the legalities and the credit transfer then.”
			

			
				“Credits now. I’m in the mood for shopping. How did he get them into my account in the first place?”
			

			
				Pirin’s eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t give him your thumbprint?”
			

			
				No, but her prints had to be all over his ship. She turned a gimlet eye on Ryn. Sneaky, he was. She’d have to keep a closer eye on him, a much, much closer eye.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twelve
			

			
				 
			

			
				That evening, after a full day following Ziri around and scaring off pickpockets and runners, Ryn treated her to dinner in the restaurant of a modest inn. He requested a private dining room and guided her into it, settling her onto a cushion around the low, snack laden table before sinking gratefully onto his own.
			

			
				He hadn’t been on a shopping expedition like that since the last time Tyelu discarded a lover after she’d caught the man cheating. Ryn tugged off his helmet and set it on the floor next to his thigh. How thick skulled did a man have to be to cheat on a woman like Tyelu? If her beauty wasn’t enough to hold a man, her skill as a fighter should’ve done the trick. Thankfully, she’d settled for spending the man’s vud rather than cutting off his privates, though she’d muttered plenty of threats intimating that she still might.
			

			
				Ziri shrugged out of her coat and removed the scarf shrouding her mouth. A small, satisfied smile played around those gentle curves, probably because of all the credits he’d spent on her. His credits, not hers, though he had no way of telling her. Every credit he’d taken in exchange for a share of the Yarinska had gone into a business account. She’d figure it out eventually. She’d be managing that business, after all, and helping it grow. In the meantime, those credits would pay for all the repairs the Yarinska needed plus a new AI and left him plenty of vud in his personal account to spoil her with.
			

			
				He’d sent most of her purchases to the Yarinska. His gaze drifted to the packages piled neatly near the room’s entrance, some his, others hers, things they’d each deemed too necessary to send ahead. One contained a very special gift he’d picked up. With Tyornin’s blessings, this time the next day planet-side, they’d be able to understand each other, a prospect he met with anticipation and dread. He yearned to share everything with her, to learn the things that were important to her and fill his life with her memories and dreams. On the other hand, he figured she had enough anger stored up in her heart for at least a Standard week’s worth of haranguing him.
			

			
				He was almost looking forward to it.
			

			
				A serving boy brought them tall, fluted glasses of a slushy green drink laced with mint and the local spirit, a favorite among travel weary spacers. Ziri lifted the drink to her mouth and sipped. Her eyes widened as her breath whooshed out. She sipped again, wheezed in a breath, and nodded. The serving boy grinned and scurried out of the room, and that easily, Ziri added another conquest to her tally.
			

			
				Ryn shook his head and leaned back on an elbow, arranging himself so he had a good view of her. She sampled the fresh fruits artfully arranged on trays around the table, going from one to the next with no apparent fear of any. Some she took seconds of. Others, she wrinkled her nose at. His enjoyment of the process swelled with each nibbling bite and lasted well through the meal the infatuated serving boy brought them, course after course of local delicacies sitting dish by dish next to more standard fare.
			

			
				When she was sated, Ryn procured a room for them in one of the inn’s rooms, a spacious area containing a large, plush bed, a small sitting area, and a private bathing chamber complete with a large, inset tub. Ziri took one look at it and shut the chamber’s door in his face. He pressed an ear to the closed portal. Water splashed into the tub, then cut off and was followed by a low, heartfelt sigh.
			

			
				He put his back to the door. An image popped into his mind, of Ziri fully nude relaxing in the water, her glorious hair piled on top of her head, her expression peaceful. Heat throbbed in his groin, low and hard, and he grimaced. If she were ready for it, he’d wish the Choosing upon them now. Soon enough. Her skills grew every time he worked with her on the mat in the cargo bay, a mat that had thankfully survived the Sweepers’ attack. They’d begin training again as soon as the Yarinska was repaired. Until then, he’d bide his time and channel the patience Gared had counseled.
			

			
				His gaze fell on the bed’s crisp, white linens. Maybe he could steal one more kiss. The first two had been impulses, one born out of a fear of never seeing her again, the other out of pleasure at her antics in the market that day. He touched his fingertips to his lips, remembering the softness of her own, their sweet taste, the dazed expression she’d worn afterward. One kiss wouldn’t hurt, would it?
			

			
				He stripped out of his armor, retrieved the package he’d intended for her and placed it on the bed, pressed his ear to the door. A soft, lilting hum drifted to him. Satisfied that Ziri was well, Ryn stretched slowly, easing the ache of his still-healing wounds and tired muscles, then settled into a meditative pose in an out of the way spot.
			

			
				She exited the bathing chamber wrapped in a fluffy, white towel covering her from under her arms to her knees. Her hair hung in a long red-gold braid down her back and she was smiling and so lovely, it was all he could do not to embrace her. Instead, he grasped her hand, led her to the bed, and handed her the package. 
			

			
				Wariness flickered across her expression, replaced almost instantly by curiosity. She plucked at the package the same way she’d plucked at the bandages she’d stuck all over him and finally opened it, revealing an autolearner pre-programmed with his language. 
			

			
				This one was rectangular and curved to fit around the eyes. Two small, round earpieces jutted from the bottom, one on either side. The contraption couldn’t be that unfamiliar to her. They were common enough among adults needing specialized training in a minimum amount of time and were widely available in trading posts like the one they were visiting now. 
			

			
				He took it gently from her hands and set it aside. It would likely take all night for the autolearner to do its job. Before then, he wanted a tick with her, just one where they could meet each other on an equal footing. Her gaze met his, that curiosity still present. He sat beside her on the bed and leaned forward, placing his mouth close to hers. 
			

			
				Ziri reared back and shot him a heated scowl.
			

			
				Patience, Gared had said.
			

			
				Ryn held still, allowing her to decide. Eventually, the scowl faded. One hair’s breadth at a time, she eased toward him, and at last, her lips touched his, so lightly it might’ve been air flowing across his skin. Her fingers drifted across his hand, stroking him as she brushed her mouth along his in a slow, sensual glide.
			

			
				Desire burst into him, squeezing the air out of his lungs as his heart raced and his body hardened, and a deep yearning wound its way through every cell in his body. He parted his lips, inviting her to explore, and cupped a hand around her nape. Her skin was soft and warm and slightly damp, its exotic scent intoxicating, tempting. Her tongue flicked out, dipping inside his mouth, and he opened for her, returning her kiss with every bit of the need that had been growing inside him since the tick he’d spotted her on the streets of her hometown. 
			

			
				On and on the kiss went, urgent and greedy, and as sweet as anything he’d ever tasted. Her fingers grasped his shirt, holding him in place, and his skidded across her bare shoulder, teasing her smooth skin. She felt so good under him, so good. He skimmed a single finger along the edge of her towel, exploring the tops of her breasts, dipping into the shadow between them. 
			

			
				She yanked back, breaking the kiss, her eyes wide, her skin flushed pink. Her breaths panted out of her, lifting her chest under his fingers. Reluctantly, he drew away. He hadn’t meant to carry the kiss that far, hadn’t meant to push her. They had plenty of time to learn each other once they reached Abyw.
			

			
				He picked up the autolearner and held it out to her. She shrugged, so he fitted it over her eyes, inserted the earpieces into her ear canals, and flicked it on. Her body jerked once and she uttered a soft oh. He laid his hands on top of hers, pinning them to the bed, and counted. 
			

			
				Thirty ticks, forty, sixty. 
			

			
				At seventy-five, her body went rigid. Hoarse breaths panted out of her, morphing into soft mewls. 
			

			
				Ninety, one hundred and five, one hundred and twenty. 
			

			
				Her feet shifted on the bed, pushing at it in frantic, panicked bursts, and her head jerked back. She ground her teeth together and her body arched up, and Ryn gritted his own teeth, regret sinking through him. Wode help her, he prayed, and held her down as the autolearner planted his language in her mind.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				“We will meet together the day, Ziri.”
			

			
				The words echoed in Ziri’s head, overlapping a familiar phrase. Myengen dun arig, Ziri. She pressed a hand to the quiet throb bouncing between her temples. The last thing she remembered was kissing Ryn. Onu’s breath, his touch had turned her inside out, ripping heat through her with every brush of his lips and fingers. She’d been on the verge of begging him to touch her more when he had, and she’d remembered why being with him was impossible.
			

			
				“We’ll meet the day together.”
			

			
				Myengen dun arig. 
			

			
				She hissed in a breath. Did he have to keep talking to her? Maybe she’d gotten a little too used to their odd mode of communication, shrugs and smiles and her repeating the names of the objects around them in his language. She’d done most of the talking, usually in Tersii when he’d irritated her beyond wisdom and her tongue ran away on her. And now, here he was, chattering away like a garri.
			

			
				“Meet the morning together.”
			

			
				Myengen dun arig. 
			

			
				There it was again, that odd echo. How was he doing that, anyway? She risked a peek at her surroundings through half-shuttered eyelids. Ryn’s handsome face swam into focus above her. The heat of his body warmed her from chest to feet and a hard length pressed into the juncture of her thighs. She closed her eyes. How had she ended up naked in bed with Ryn? In bed, she could understand. Since kidnapping her, he hadn’t let her sleep alone, not once, and she’d continued the habit when he’d been injured, as much out of concern as a need for his warmth. But naked? 
			

			
				“Good morning, Ziri.”
			

			
				This time there was no echo. The pain in her head flashed hard, then dimmed, and Ziri gasped. 
			

			
				“Are you ok?”
			

			
				“I’m fine,” she said. “Well, better anyway. What happened? I feel like I was run over by a herd of winyu.”
			

			
				She paused over the unfamiliar word. What was a winyu? Immediately, her brain supplied an image of a shaggy creature with four legs and two sharp tipped horns attached on either side of its rounded skull. She winced. Where had that come from?
			

			
				“It’s the autolearner, the device I gave you last night. Your brain is assimilating Pruxnæ.”
			

			
				Her eyes popped open. “By all that’s holy.”
			

			
				His mouth twisted into a grin and that adorable dimple flashed under the scar along his right cheek. “It takes a while. Sometimes, it hurts. I hoped you’d have an easier time.”
			

			
				“You hoped—” 
			

			
				“No, don’t close your eyes. I need to observe them for a while, make sure the autolearner did no lasting damage.”
			

			
				“Is that why you’re on top of me?” She snorted. “Flimsy, Ryn. Really flimsy.”
			

			
				“I’m on top of you,” he said evenly, “because you were hurting yourself fighting the autolearner. If you weren’t so stubborn—”
			

			
				“Me, stubborn? Have you looked in a mirror lately?”
			

			
				“I think the autolearner worked a little too well,” he muttered. “How’s your head?”
			

			
				She prodded one temple gingerly. “Mostly ok. How’s your jaw?”
			

			
				A small vee appeared between his eyebrows. “Fine, why?”
			

			
				“Remember that, because the next time you kidnap me or land us in the middle of a bunch of crazy aliens or put a weird device on my head, I’m going to punch you.”
			

			
				He shook his head and his straight, black hair shimmied around his firm jaw. She tucked it behind his ears and discovered two thin braids, one on either side of his head. “What’s this?”
			

			
				“A custom on Pruxnæ, more common during wartime.”
			

			
				She threaded one braid between her fingers. His hair was silky and finer than she would’ve thought. She held a strand out and let it go, watching as it slid into place, its ends brushing the top of his shoulder. 
			

			
				He shifted above her. “Don’t stop.”
			

			
				The husky note in his voice startled her, and awareness of their exact position finally caught up with her. “I think I’m ok now.”
			

			
				He dipped his head and sniffed her throat. “I like where I am.”
			

			
				“You’re a little heavy.”
			

			
				He sighed. “Ok. Sorry.” He braced himself on his forearms above her and caught her gaze. “Good morning, Ziri.”
			

			
				“Good morning, Ryn. Now will you get off me?”
			

			
				“One more thing,” he murmured. He kissed her mouth gently, then eased off her, put his back to her, and walked toward clothing stacked neatly on top of a chaise. “Advocate N’du should have the contract ready for us to sign.”
			

			
				Ziri tucked the covers under her chin and rolled onto her side, the better to admire Ryn’s nude figure. The wicked thought brought a smile to her mouth. She folded an arm beneath her head and studied the long length of his body, so finely made. “When will your ship be ready?”
			

			
				“Maybe today. Probably not, though.”
			

			
				“So, then you can take me home, right?”
			

			
				“We’re going home.”
			

			
				Relief flickered through her. Persuading him to take her back to Tersii hadn’t been nearly as hard as she’d thought it would be. “Is there a place where I can contact my parents and let them know I’m ok?”
			

			
				He chose pants, a shirt, and underwear and padded back to the bed. Ziri’s gaze raked over his muscled chest and flat stomach and landed on his manhood, jutting proudly away from the juncture of his thighs. The head was broad and ruddy, the shaft thick, the hair around it as black as the hair on his head. She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. What would it feel like to have him inside her, pleasing her as only a man could? Would he take his time, loving every bit of her in a slow symphony of heat, or would it be fast and hard and heart-poundingly beautiful?
			

			
				Desire stabbed at her, pooling between her legs in a sharp flood of warmth, and her knees reflexively curled toward her stomach. Oh, no. No, no, no. She couldn’t have sex with Ryn. Hadn’t she already decided that when she’d woken up with his firm nudity pressing her into the bed, his weight deliciously unyielding above her?
			

			
				“Not yet,” he said, and she jerked her gaze to his face. A soft smile hovered on his mouth. He shimmied into underwear, slipped a hand into the waistband, and adjusted that long length.
			

			
				She forced her mind away from an image of him stroking himself and her watching, ignoring the heat slinking through her blood. “Why not?”
			

			
				“It’s not time.” He shrugged on a black, long-sleeved, form-fitting shirt. “Hungry?
			

			
				“Starved.” And she was. Her stomach was eating a hole in her abdomen. “Can we go shopping again?”
			

			
				“Ziri.” He huffed out a breath. “Didn’t you get enough of that yesterday?”
			

			
				“We didn’t see the whole market yesterday, and I saw you eyeing a few things, too.” She clasped her hands together under her chin and batted her eyelashes at him. “Please?”
			

			
				He tugged on pants and, without bothering to fasten them, crawled onto the bed and stretched out beside her. “I want you to be careful with your credits. Omba sent a man after us yesterday, trying to figure out where we were staying so he could steal your credits back.”
			

			
				She abandoned her playful pose. “That was why you grabbed that man in the alley?”
			

			
				“He was a runner, a street thief. Omba is not to be trusted, so, be careful with your credits. It isn’t wise to flash them around the way we did yesterday, buying out half of every stall we crossed.”
			

			
				“It was only a quarter of every stall,” she murmured. “I’m sorry.”
			

			
				He smoothed a hand over her head and cupped her nape. “Don’t be. You deserved a fun day. I was happy to be able to give it to you.”
			

			
				Her heart melted just a little, though she couldn’t resist poking at him. “Those were my credits making us happy.”
			

			
				“No,” he said firmly. “Your credits went into the Yarinska. My credits made you happy.”
			

			
				She didn’t see the distinction, but if he insisted, what would it hurt to humor him? He’d been kind. After everything they’d been through together, it was enough. “Let me make you happy today. That yarn stall we were at. Did you want to buy some for somebody back home?”
			

			
				His hand tightened around her nape. “I wanted to buy some for you. You seem to like my sweaters and socks well enough. I hoped to make you some, too, something that fits better.”
			

			
				Her eyes widened. Most men on Tersi didn’t fiddle with handicrafts. Some, yes, but mostly they strayed toward metal-working or driftwood or, like the master potter, clay. Very few bothered with fabric crafts. “You made those? Truly?”
			

			
				“Yes.” He glanced over his shoulder at the packages and bags piled beside the door. “I have a measuring string, if you have the patience to wait for me to knit a garment.”
			

			
				“Yes, please, thank you so much!” She pounced on him and pecked kisses across his stunned face, ending with a firm smooch on his lovely mouth. “I can’t wait to see what you make me.”
			

			
				She hopped off the bed and bounced into the bathroom, humming under her breath, not caring a wink that she’d just given him a peek at her fully nude body.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Thirteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took two more days for the Yarinska’s repairs to be completed. After their one night at the inn, they spent the rest of their nights shipboard. They’d jettisoned the Sweepers’ remains before arriving at Lodem, but the aliens’ stench tended to linger. The crew making the repairs had somehow found a way to rid the Yarinska of the smell. Ziri had seemed particularly relieved. She refused to discuss what had happened on the bridge that day, saying only that she was fine and repeating her threat to punch him if he ever took her near another Sweeper again.
			

			
				It was a threat he took seriously, and not out of fear of her anger. They’d be traveling along more frequently used jump points for the rest of their journey. He had no wish to expose her to the hardship of life on the fringes of civilized space any more than he had to, and they could train just as easily on Abyw as they could on the Yarinska, maybe more so. Alna would insist on helping, once she got to know Ziri. 
			

			
				He watched her now as she haggled with the yarn merchant. During the days, they wandered through Irix’s streets, visiting the trading zone as often as not. This was their third visit to this particular stall. Once Ziri had learned of his skill, she’d insisted on buying enough yarn for an umlek of sweaters, as many pairs of socks, and at least two shawls. He frowned and counted again. No, three shawls. 
			

			
				If I have to wear something over my face every time we go out in public, it should be pretty, she’d said, her beautiful eyes soft and sweet, and he’d melted under her gentle plea. 
			

			
				At least she’d understood the necessity of a covering. Part of it was tradition, a custom handed down for so many generations, its origins had been obscured by the passage of time. The biggest part, though, was the Pruxnæ’s main occupation. They were raiders at heart, zipping across the galaxy in search of new worlds to explore and exploit, though many older men, happy with their stolen wives and the children they’d fathered, ended up as traders. Still, enough of the younger men raided for anonymity to be prized. When off-world, the Pruxnæ hid their identities behind body armor and scarves, as many other cultures did. Only rarely did the guise fail to work.
			

			
				Somehow, Ziri had turned the entire thing into an adventure. Oddly enough, that hadn’t surprised him at all.
			

			
				Ryn kept one ear on her discussion with the yarn merchant, held in a heavily accented Pruxnæ on the merchant’s part, and both eyes on the surrounding crowd. Omba had sent another man after them, in spite of the warning Ryn had given the first runner. You think I’m tough? Wait until my wife gets hold of you, followed by a detailed explanation of the things Ziri would do to him, things Ziri had probably never heard of, let alone ever done. Ryn grinned behind his helmet. That was one he wouldn’t be repeating in front of her, not for a while, anyway.
			

			
				The yarn merchant caught his gaze. She was an older woman, jowly, with a round belly and graying hair braided and pinned in a circle around her head. “Can’t you do anything with her? She’s cutting my profits to the bone.”
			

			
				Ziri glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes glimmered above the top edge of her scarf.
			

			
				Ryn shrugged. “She’s the boss.”
			

			
				Ziri winked and faced the merchant. She pointed to a row of deep purple hanks of yarn hanging from a wooden rod on the far side of the stall. “Four of those, each one for the same price as this one, and that will do me.”
			

			
				The merchant rolled her eyes and threw her hands up. “Thank the gods. I’ll throw in a full set of wooden needles if you promise not to visit me again this year.”
			

			
				“Done,” Ryn said. With an extra set of needles, he could teach Ziri how to knit. It might help her work through her anger when she realized they weren’t heading toward Tersi.
			

			
				Guilt wormed its way through him. He hadn’t lied to her. They were going home, to Abyw, the place they’d live after the Choosing. Later, he’d bring her back to Tersi for a visit, but not until she was his. 
			

			
				Was it selfish of him to want to keep her?
			

			
				He studied the relaxed set of her shoulders, the elegant tilt of her head, and firmed his resolve. Wanting her was many things, crazy and hopeful and tender, and maybe not the wisest thing a man could do given the way her skills on the mat were improving, but it wasn’t selfish. He’d waited too long to find a woman like her, bright and charming and full of life, a woman to ease the loneliness in his heart and be a true partner, the way Alna and Gared fit together. Letting Ziri go, knowing he could have that kind of life with her? No, he couldn’t do that, not when he needed her a little more every day.
			

			
				And she him, he hoped.
			

			
				She bounced around, her eyes crinkled into a smile, and held up the bag of yarn she’d haggled for. “That’s it. Thanks for letting me handle it this time.”
			

			
				“It’s your place,” he reminded her.
			

			
				“You keep saying that. I have no idea what you mean.”
			

			
				She’d see soon enough. They’d reach Abyw within a few days. He’d show her his home, the cabin he’d built with his own hands and the flock of molnog he’d started, and Alna would teach her the duties of a Pruxnæ woman. Ziri would love it, the dense forests and the snow-capped mountains and the waters lapping along the shoreline, and he would love her.
			

			
				He touched a hand to her waist and guided her away from the harried merchant. “We’ll be leaving tonight.”
			

			
				Her smile brightened the gleam in her blue-gray eyes. “Could we stop by that inn and get those icy green drinks again?”
			

			
				He laughed and tangled his fingers with hers. “As many as you want.” 
			

			
				And in his mind, he tacked on the one word he longed to call her. 
			

			
				Wife.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				That night, Ziri readied for bed with a light heart. Their time on Lodem had been fun. She stuck her head out of the bathroom door (no, the head, she reminded herself, since they were on a ship) and said, “That was my first time on another planet.”
			

			
				Ryn glanced up and humor sparkled in his dark eyes. He scrubbed a cloth briskly along the top of his boot, polishing the scuff marks out of the tough leather. “Did you like it?”
			

			
				“I loved it. Can we stop on another planet on the way home?”
			

			
				“Of course.” He set the boot down and picked up the other one, giving it the same careful treatment. “No more yarn, though, not until we use up what you bought.”
			

			
				She smiled and ducked back into the head. “We’ll see.”
			

			
				“Ziri.”
			

			
				We only have so much space, she thought, and her smile widened into a grin when he added, “We only have so much space.”
			

			
				“But the yarns on each world are different. You said so yourself.” She washed her hands, dried them, and stepped across the raised lip of the doorway, grateful for the hand-knit socks he continued to let her wear. They cushioned her feet from the Yarinska’s cold floor and kept her warm, true, but they were his and that was the important point. For some odd reason, she enjoyed wearing his clothing. “Besides, you promised to teach me how to knit. We have to have enough yarn for both of us, don’t we?”
			

			
				He set the boot down, dropped the cloth on top of it, and tugged her into his lap. It was too familiar of him and she should really make him stop. His arms curved around her, one behind her back, the other along her thigh, and she sighed. On the other hand, he was warm and comfortable, and there was no harm in simply holding him, was there?
			

			
				And after everything they’d been through, the Sweepers and his injuries and sleeping together every night, it seemed silly to object, especially to the sleeping together part. She was beginning to enjoy it for more than shared warmth. Now that he was taking her home, surely it was ok to admire his maleness just a little and take advantage when he was so willing to share it with her. No sex. Of course not. They weren’t handfasted and living on separate planets would make that arrangement difficult anyway, but she didn’t see a thing wrong with cuddling as long as he kept his hands to himself.
			

			
				Mostly.
			

			
				He rubbed his chin across the top of her head, a habit he’d developed over the past few days. “We have enough yarn to keep both of us occupied for a full season. Where will we put more?”
			

			
				“In my room. There’s still a little space there.” Not a lot, but some. Ryn had encouraged her to purchase warmer clothing and it had taken up a lot of the remaining storage there. Why she’d need it was beyond her. Tersi was too warm for most of the items he’d picked out for her. “How much longer until we reach Tersi?”
			

			
				He tensed. “A while. We’re stopping by Abyw first.”
			

			
				“Your planet? Is it on the way?”
			

			
				“It’s closer. We have some business there.”
			

			
				“And then we can go to Tersi?” At his short nod, she relaxed and rested her head on his shoulder. “I’d like to see your world. I’d like to see every world. That’s kind of a funny thing for Tersii. We’re not really known for wanting to leave our homes.” And she’d been content there. She yawned and closed her eyes. Now, she was content roaming the galaxy with Ryn, at least until he took her back home. “I really want to let my family know I’m ok. They must be worried about me.”
			

			
				“Soon,” he murmured. “You’ve been patient there.”
			

			
				“I’ve been too excited to worry a lot. To think, I might’ve missed all this if you hadn’t kidnapped me.” She snuggled into him, enjoying the feel of his smooth skin beneath her cheek. “Not that you were right to do that and I’m still not happy you stole me, by the way, and my door. Somebody’s going to fix that, but everything else, learning about your ship and visiting Irix and learning how to knit.” She yawned. His hand circled slowly along her hip, the motion so soothing, it was sending her right into sleep. “You didn’t really steal me for a wife the way Advocate N’du said, did you?”
			

			
				His hand stilled. “What would you think if I said yes?”
			

			
				“I’d think you were crazy, but it’s ok. I kind of like you anyway. Wait.” She tilted her head and caught his gaze. “We’re not already joined in some weird Pruxnæ custom I don’t know about, are we?”
			

			
				One corner of his mouth tilted up. “Not yet.”
			

			
				“There’s no yet here, Ryn, and no more kidnapping either. Promise me.”
			

			
				“Of course.”
			

			
				“You gave in too easily.”
			

			
				“I don’t need to kidnap anybody else,” he said simply. 
			

			
				“How did you kidnap me, anyway? Tersi’s planetary defenses are pretty good.”
			

			
				His arms tightened around her. “You can’t have all my secrets. Ready for bed?”
			

			
				“Mmm, yes. Can I fly the ship tomorrow?”
			

			
				“You can.” He kissed her forehead. “For somebody who’s so eager to get home, you seem to like space a lot.”
			

			
				“I really do,” she marveled. Even the Sweeper attack hadn’t dimmed her pleasure in it, now that she’d found her place on the Yarinska. She was learning to pilot the ship, and Ryn let her tinker wherever she wanted to and she had her plants, though she still couldn’t read the seed packages. Different autolearner, Ryn had explained, and Ziri had let that one pass. No more autolearners for her. “It’s not that I didn’t like Tersi. I did. It was my home and I knew everybody and my parents are there and I really want to go back, but this, being able to visit all these worlds instead of just reading about them. It’s fantastic. I didn’t even know about Lodem until you brought me here.”
			

			
				“Wait until you see Abyw. Endless blue skies, water everywhere. The mountains make the ones on Tersi look tame, and there’s snow where we live, half the year ‘round at least.”
			

			
				“A winter world,” she murmured. Now she knew why he’d insisted on warmer clothing. “Tell me a story, Ryn, about growing up there. Tell me about the snow.”
			

			
				He tucked her under the covers, dimmed the lights, and curved his body around hers in the bed, and for a long time after, his low voice related tale after tale of his childhood among the snowy forests of his home.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Fourteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Four Standard days later, Ryn guided the Yarinska into orbit around Abyw. 
			

			
				Ziri sat beside him in the co-pilot’s chair manipulating the viewscreen, her eyes wide, her lips parted. “It’s so beautiful, Ryn.”
			

			
				The reverence in her voice echoed the emotion gripping his heart. Abyw had saved him in so many ways. It had given him refuge and a new family. It had bled the confusion and anger and hurt out of him and replaced it with the quiet contentment of a man unafraid of his past. And now, it would welcome the woman he intended to join his life with.
			

			
				He hadn’t yet convinced her he was worth having.
			

			
				Since assimilating his language, she’d chattered on and on about her home planet, all the things she’d done there, all the people she knew, all the places she wanted to show him. Sometimes, she grew wistful and pleaded with him to let her go home, especially when speaking of her family.
			

			
				Though he hadn’t changed his mind about allowing her to contact her parents, he’d already decided to contact them himself. A brief note letting them know she was well and would see them again soon would do no harm, and it might go a long way toward fostering their acceptance of him in Ziri’s life. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly when that had become important to him. Maybe after it became clear that her ties to her home world were too strong to break completely. Maybe after realizing he could never hurt her that deeply, even if helping her find happiness broke Pruxnæ custom.
			

			
				“Are we landing on the planet or docking in the spaceport?” she asked.
			

			
				“Landing. There’s a port near Hrelum. That’ll make it easier to haul your purchases home.”
			

			
				She swiveled around in the chair, facing him. “But we’re going to Tersi soon. Shouldn’t we leave everything on the ship?”
			

			
				“We’ll be here a while. Business, remember?”
			

			
				“Yes, but…” She nibbled on one corner of her mouth. “What about my parents? I really need to let them know where I am. Mag, too. She’ll be worried about me, if she hasn’t fired me already.”
			

			
				She looked so miserable, he relented. “I’ll make sure they know you’re safe.”
			

			
				“But—”
			

			
				“No, Ziri,” he said firmly. “You have work to do here. There’s plenty of time to contact your parents later.”
			

			
				Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “What kind of work?”
			

			
				“Training, learning Pruxnæ customs, managing the Yarinska and my property.”
			

			
				“The Yarinska I understand, but why your property? I mean, if you don’t know how to handle your stuff by now, maybe you’re not as bright as I thought you were.”
			

			
				He cut an exasperated glare at her out of the corner of his eye. “It’s tradition. We need to change clothes.”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes. “Let me guess. I have to cover myself from head to toe while you stuff yourself into armor. Honestly, Ryn. This is your home planet. Don’t tell me we have to walk around like that here.”
			

			
				“Just this once. It’s tradition.”
			

			
				“Stuff tradition,” she said, though her voice held more amusement than rancor. “Can I at least take the scarf I’m knitting?”
			

			
				“I’ll get it for you later,” he promised.
			

			
				He coaxed her into their quarters and slipped on thinner clothing and armor while she dressed in warmer clothes and gathered her hooded coat and a face scarf. He retrieved the chains he’d used on her that first night and handed them to her.
			

			
				“Why are you giving me these?” she asked.
			

			
				“So I can lead you through Hrelum. They’re a symbol of your status.”
			

			
				The color leached from her skin. “As a slave?” she whispered.
			

			
				“As a candidate for the Choosing.”
			

			
				“Advocate N’du mentioned that.” She eyed the chains warily. “Is that why you kidnapped me?”
			

			
				“Yes.” He wrapped his arms around her and held her lightly against his armored chest. “Don’t worry, Ziri. You’ll do fine.”
			

			
				“But what is it?”
			

			
				“Alna will explain. She’s been through it before. She can help you finish preparing.”
			

			
				Her voice dropped so low he nearly missed her next words. “Will it hurt?”
			

			
				“I can’t promise it won’t. Sometimes candidates end up with scrapes and bruises, usually nothing serious, though.” He stroked her back, massaging away the tension in her shoulders. “I promised not to knowingly put you in any more dangerous situations, didn’t I? Can’t you trust me to keep you out of one now?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. I still haven’t forgiven you for the Sweepers, or the kidnapping, or the autolearner, not to mention Omba.”
			

			
				He kissed the top of her head. “Being with me isn’t that bad.”
			

			
				“No.” She sighed and leaned into him. “Sometimes, I think if you hadn’t kidnapped me, we might’ve been friends.”
			

			
				“We can still be friends.” He hoped so, anyway. If he’d learned anything from observing the couples he knew, it was how important friendship was to a lasting relationship. He wanted his and Ziri’s to last a long, long time. “Kiss me now before we go planet-side. We won’t get to again until the Choosing.”
			

			
				She lifted her face to his. “I’m sure you’ll find a way. You’re a little sneaky—”
			

			
				He captured her mouth with his, cutting off her words, and poured every bit of his hope and hunger into the kiss. She rose onto her toes and blossomed for him, his Ziri, so sweet, so full of life, and he accepted everything she gave him, every slide of her lips across his, every tentative foray of her tongue into his mouth, everything, and it was so good, so right. Heat ripped through him, devastating in its fury, shoving him to the edge of reason.
			

			
				He forced himself to gentle the kiss, forced himself to give her up, and stored the memory of her taste in his heart to tide him over during the long days ahead. “Ready?”
			

			
				Her eyes remained closed, her lips parted and glistening. “I don’t think I’m ever ready for you. Why do you kiss me like that, like you want me so much you can’t wait another tick to have me?”
			

			
				“Because I can’t. I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw you.”
			

			
				Her eyes flew open and met his. “Truly?”
			

			
				“Is it so hard to believe?”
			

			
				“I’ve been handfasted twice.”
			

			
				“You told me.”
			

			
				“They didn’t want me.”
			

			
				“Those men aren’t me,” he said gently. 
			

			
				Her lips pressed together. “You’re taking me back to Tersi.”
			

			
				“That doesn’t mean I’m leaving you there.”
			

			
				“Maybe I want you to.”
			

			
				“Maybe you’ll change your mind.” Especially with him helping her along. “Alna’s waiting the evening meal for us.”
			

			
				She sighed. “I can’t believe you’re dragging me through the streets of your hometown in chains.”
			

			
				“Not dragging. Leading.”
			

			
				“Same thing,” she grumbled. “Come on, then. Let’s get it over with.”
			

			
				He touched his mouth to hers a final time and led her to the bridge, ignoring the unease mingling with hope in his gut. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The village of Hrelum was larger than it had looked through the Yarinska’s viewscreen. Ziri studied it surreptitiously as she walked beside Ryn. He’d cuffed those twice-cursed manacles around her wrists before leading her off the Yarinska with the warning to keep her head down and stay quiet. Now, he guided her through the dirt streets with one hand holding the chains binding her hands together and the other on the blaster strapped to his hip, as if anybody there would challenge their progress.
			

			
				So far, Ziri hadn’t seen a single example of that sort of aggression. Curious stares, sure, from wide-eyed children and men and women going about their early evening chores, and from the livestock being herded casually through the wide avenues. She risked a glance at a pair of black-furred creatures with huge, mud-colored eyes and curling horns on top of their heads engaged in mating. Molnog, her brain supplied on a sharp wave of pain, and she inwardly cursed the autolearner. 
			

			
				The young man tending the molnog tapped the bottom end of a long stick against the packed dirt street, startling the creatures into shifting away from each other and continuing their journey. They passed out of sight, and Ziri fixed her gaze on the windowless shops and rustic dwellings lining the roadway. Smoke drifted out of cylindrical rock fixtures on their roofs, mingling with the lightly falling snow. 
			

			
				She’d never seen snow before. If she weren’t chained, she’d turn her face to the pewter sky and open her mouth, inviting the snow to land on her tongue as some of the younger children were doing. Ryn had asked her to keep her head down, though, and because it was a simple enough request, she obliged.
			

			
				As they passed through the snow-lined streets, Ziri mulled over her time with Ryn, from her kidnapping, to his offering her items he’d taken from her home, to his defense of her and the Yarinska against the Sweepers, to him exchanging ownership in his ship for credits he’d helped her obtain. She was a candidate, he’d said, for a mysterious ceremony Advocate N’du had linked with the men of Abyw kidnapping their brides.
			

			
				You didn’t really steal me for a wife the way Advocate N’du said, did you? she’d asked, and he’d responded with, What would you think if I said yes?
			

			
				But that couldn’t be right. He’d promised to take her home. He’d even promised to contact her parents for her until she could contact them on her own.
			

			
				After their business was concluded, most of which seemed to revolve around her adjusting to his life.
			

			
				The unease plucking at Ziri coalesced into fear and she shivered, from the cold, from the unknown future she faced. She’d assumed he’d wanted her to learn Pruxnæ customs for the same reason he’d encouraged her to learn the customs of the other worlds they’d visited, so she’d have an easier time navigating them without drawing trouble. And the rest of the business he’d mentioned she’d be busy with, managing the Yarinska and his holdings. She’d teased him about that and earned a mildly spoken, “It’s tradition.”
			

			
				She sucked in a breath behind the thick scarf covering her lower face. No, she had to be wrong. Ryn was honorable. Advocate N’du had said so, and even without that confirmation, she would’ve known. True, he was a sneaky woman-stealer, but he’d been patient and kind, and as far as she could tell, he’d never lied to her.
			

			
				Then again, she’d only known him for a little while.
			

			
				He turned down a side street, guiding her with gentle tugs on the chain draped between her hands. The stores disappeared, replaced by larger homes spaced farther apart, most of them constructed of wood and stone like the ones they’d passed earlier. Ziri marveled at the sheer amount of trees that had gone into building the village. She’d seen the large tracts of forest on Abyw for herself as Ryn maneuvered the Yarinska through the planet’s atmosphere into the landing port outside Hrelum. The lower altitudes of the rough, sharply-pointed mountains were covered with trees. She’d never seen so many in her life.
			

			
				Ryn opened a wooden gate, part of a fence surrounding the yard of a two-story, irregularly-shaped home. They followed a stone lined path through evergreen bushes dotted with milky white berries to the house’s stoop set in front of a large door made of thick wooden slats held together with metal strips. He paused and glanced at her. “Thank you for not struggling.”
			

			
				The softly spoken words were muted by his helmet. Ziri shrugged. “It’s not like I can get away. Besides, I’m hungry. You promised to feed me.”
			

			
				He snorted, pushed down on the door’s latch, and stepped inside. Ziri followed, curiosity burning brightly within her. Ryn tugged her through a large open room with wood-beam ceilings less than two arm lengths above her head. The upper halves of the walls were plaster, painted a soft white, while the bottom halves were made of narrow strips of wood stained dark. Thick, woven rugs were scattered across the floors, some plain, others patterned. A large fireplace occupied the right wall, its hearth decorated with metal instruments and a reed basket holding slender strips of wood and bark. A fire popped and crackled behind a heavy metal door set into the surrounding rock. A stairway was set against the far wall, its rails a gently sloping diagonal across the wall. Comfortable furniture was strewn around the room, too varied for Ziri to take in all at once. 
			

			
				Her gaze was drawn to a loom sitting in the far left corner and the half-woven fabric it held. She managed only a glance before Ryn pulled her through a door on the far right between the storage room built under the stairs and the fireplace in the adjacent wall. 
			

			
				They entered another open room, this one containing a kitchen area on the far side and a long wooden table to the forefront. A second fireplace was on the left wall, its heavy metal door open to the orange-flamed fire burning within its bosom. A long counter ran the length of the far wall, broken by metal appliances. Steam rose from pots and pans scattered across the top of one of the appliances. 
			

			
				Ziri sniffed. Frying meat, the sharp tang of boiling vegetables, freshly baked bread. Her stomach rumbled and pinched into her backbone. Whatever food was being prepared smelled wonderful after the dried and reconstituted foodstuffs Ryn had been feeding her.
			

			
				Two women stood around an island set between the kitchen area and the table. One was maybe in her early twenties in Galactic Standards, the other older. Both were tall and well-built with flaxen blonde hair and bright blue eyes, the older woman’s darker than the younger’s by shades. Both looked up from the floured top of the island as Ryn and Ziri approached.
			

			
				The elder woman’s face lit with a wide, friendly smile. “Ryn! You made it.”
			

			
				He took his helmet off and grinned. “Alna, this is Ziri Mokuru. Ziri, my second mother, Alna Lomig, and my sister, Tyelu af Alna.”
			

			
				“Welcome, Ziri.” Alna rounded the counter, brushing flour off her hands as she walked. She wore dark pants beneath a gray, thigh-length tunic the same color as the leaden sky, both fashioned out of sturdy, homespun fabric. “You should’ve insisted he take the chains off as soon as you came in.”
			

			
				“He asked me not to speak.”
			

			
				Tyelu’s upper lip curled into a sneer. “And you complied? How obedient of you.”
			

			
				Ryn shot Tyelu a sharp glance. “Ziri has spirit, when she needs it. She fended off a Sweeper by herself, armed only with an unfamiliar gun and her wits.”
			

			
				A flush heated Ziri’s cheeks. “I spent most of my time searching for that gun. If Ryn hadn’t come along, I don’t know what I would’ve done.”
			

			
				“That sounds like a tale your father will want to hear, Ryn. He’s at the farm overseeing breeding. Molnog.” Alna shook her head and tsked. “Better him than me.”
			

			
				Ryn handed Alna his helmet and thumbed the locks on the manacles, then removed them from Ziri’s wrists. “I’ll be doing that tomorrow.”
			

			
				Ziri slipped her hood off and unwound the scarf from around her face. “I suppose you want me to help.”
			

			
				“You’ll not help on your first full day here.” Alna’s eyes crinkled and the corners of her mouth turned down. “Ryn, child, couldn’t you have found one without such remarkable coloring? Every single man from here to Fevl and back will be tromping through my home wanting a look.”
			

			
				Ryn’s lips thinned into a hard line. “She won’t choose them.”
			

			
				“Why would I choose more trouble?” Ziri asked. “I’ve gotten plenty from you.”
			

			
				Tyelu snickered. “I see you’ve finally met a woman who doesn’t simper when you’re around, brother.”
			

			
				The front door creaked and booted feet stamped hard against the wooden floor in the outer room.
			

			
				Alna raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Why does Gared insist on cleaning his shoes off inside?”
			

			
				Ryn clasped Ziri’s hand. “I’ll show Ziri where her room is.”
			

			
				Alna’s expression hardened. “Hands to yourself, Ryn. She’ll have her space to choose in her own way.”
			

			
				“She’ll have her space,” he agreed mildly. His hand tightened on Ziri’s. “We’ll be back as soon as she’s settled in.”
			

			
				Alna shook her head, and Tyelu snickered again. Ryn led Ziri back the way they’d come. He stopped in the first room and introduced her to his second father, Gared ab Einif enig Alna, a barrel-chested man with laughing blue eyes, shoulder-length brown hair shot through with gray, and a fuzzy beard.
			

			
				“Byungar will be here soon with your things, Ziri.” Gared smacked her on the shoulder with a beefy hand, sending her staggering into Ryn. “Good boy, he is. We’ll feed him up and send him on his way, but not before we have a tale.”
			

			
				“Ziri has one for you,” Alna said from the doorway. “Now, take your boots off or you’ll be cleaning the floors on the morrow instead of visiting council.”
			

			
				Gared hunched his shoulders and grinned sheepishly at Ziri. “She always catches me when I’ve done wrong.”
			

			
				Ziri lowered her voice and leaned closer. “Don’t stomp your feet so hard when you come in. I bet it gives you away every time.”
			

			
				He waggled his eyebrows. “But then she couldn’t catch me and there’d be no lovely cuddling afterward to make it up to her.”
			

			
				Ziri pressed her lips together, containing a laugh. “That would be a shame.”
			

			
				“It’ll be a shame if we miss the meal.” Ryn nudged her toward the stairwell. “Back soon.”
			

			
				The stairs ended in an open hallway running the length of the house. Thick rugs similar to the ones protecting the floors on the first floor hung over several openings in the walls. These were all tucked to one side, revealing each room’s contents.
			

			
				Ryn pointed out the common bathroom and which rooms belonged to his parents and Tyelu, then urged her into a room containing a large, freestanding bed, a tall piece of furniture with two firmly shut doors, and another piece of furniture with four drawers stacked one on top of the other. Everything was made of wood, the furniture, the walls, the sloped ceiling, everything except an oddly shaped metal object placed near the wall shared with Tyelu’s bedchamber. Ziri pulled off a glove and ran her fingers over one wall as Ryn pressed a switch and light flooded the room.
			

			
				“I’ve never seen so much wood before.” She stroked the smooth finish. It was warm under her hand and slick, its golden color shimmery. “Such a luxury. Wood is so rare now on Tersi, has been since before the birth of my mother’s mother.”
			

			
				“We have it in plenty here, though we take care to replant what we use.” Ryn’s hands fell on her shoulders, their weight somehow comforting. “Let me take your coat.”
			

			
				She shrugged out of it and handed him it and her scarf. “Thanks. It’s warm in here.”
			

			
				“Fire.” He jerked his chin at the metal contraption, resting on top of a square area of thin stones. “I’ll show you how to keep that going during the day, if you need it, and how to bank it at night.”
			

			
				Ziri wandered over and held out a hand to the warmth radiating off its surface. “That feels so good.”
			

			
				“You chill easily.” Ryn hung her coat and scarf up inside the two-doored piece of furniture, then began stripping off his armor. “Come help me.”
			

			
				“It’s not like you can’t do that on your own.”
			

			
				“I like having your hands on me.”
			

			
				“I thought this was a hands-off house.”
			

			
				His dimple winked. “Only when we’re around everybody else.”
			

			
				“Sneaky,” she said, and clucked her tongue. She helped him disengage the arm pieces and laid them on top of the bed. “You’ll get cold.”
			

			
				“I’ll be warm enough.”
			

			
				They made short work of the armor, stripping it off Ryn and setting it aside. As soon as the last piece was off, he gripped her hips and tugged her close. “Leave the window unlocked tonight.”
			

			
				Ziri rested her palms on his chest and tried to ignore the way his hips bumped into hers, pressing his manhood into her stomach through the layers of clothing she wore. A small surge of heat gathered between her thighs, warming her as surely as the fire banked in the metal stove had. “So every single man from here to… What was that place Alna said?”
			

			
				“Fevl, and not for every man. Just for me.” He nuzzled the juncture of her neck and shoulder. “Let me sneak into your bed tonight and keep you warm.”
			

			
				“Keep me warm, huh.” His mouth found her skin and he licked. Ziri’s breath caught in her throat. “What are you doing?”
			

			
				“Keeping you warm.” His low voice held sly humor. “Leave the window unlocked.”
			

			
				His breath feathered across her ear, and the comfortable heat pooling low in her gut exploded into a wicked flame. His mouth found hers and his hands drifted to her bottom, lifting her up, aligning them perfectly together. No, she couldn’t want him, couldn’t want a man she could never keep, and especially not one who’d taken her away from everything she’d ever known or loved and exposed her to so much danger in the process. If he’d just stop kissing her that way, consuming her in the mad rush of heat, maybe she could think rationally about it. 
			

			
				He tilted his head the other way and claimed her again, and every worry she had melted away as if it had never been. She kissed him back, clinging to him as the storm of passion rose over them, sheltering them from anything that could possibly come between them.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Fifteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Supper was boisterous, filled with laughter and the kind of food that kept a man full for hours afterward. They ate at the table in the kitchen, Gared at one end, Alna at the other, Tyelu next to Byungar on one side, Ryn and Ziri across from them on the other. Byungar’s gray eyes landed on Ziri so often, Gared cuffed him on the back of the head, a pointed reminder not to stare.
			

			
				Ryn couldn’t blame his young cousin. Ziri was beautiful, her smile sweet whenever it touched on the boy, far sweeter than it ever had been for him. Together, Ryn and Ziri related their encounter with the Sweepers, and while he, Gared, and Alna discussed the ramifications of the savage aliens being so close to human-settled space, Ziri’s hand crept onto his thigh and lingered there for the rest of the meal. 
			

			
				Once the meal was eaten and cleaned up, Byungar scampered home. Alna settled behind her loom, her fingers working the thread into fabric intended for clothing. Ryn sat beside Ziri and let the conversation flow around him. She seemed fascinated by Alna’s efficient movements.
			

			
				“Would you like to learn how to weave?” he asked.
			

			
				She rested her head on his shoulder. “I’d like to finish learning how to knit first. It’s a lot harder than it looks.”
			

			
				“Anything worth doing is.”
			

			
				“From kidnapper to philosopher,” she murmured. “Do your depths have no limits?”
			

			
				“Do you enjoy sharpening your wit along my hide?”
			

			
				She smiled, soft and sweet. “I was under the impression you didn’t care what I did with your hide as long as I was doing something with it.”
			

			
				“I care. Maybe I want you to care, too.”
			

			
				“Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you stole me.”
			

			
				“Maybe I liked what I saw enough to risk your anger.” 
			

			
				Her gaze clashed with his. “Did you ever think to just ask me?”
			

			
				“Would you have gone with me willingly?”
			

			
				“I don’t know.”
			

			
				Her whispered words hardened his certainty. He’d been right to take her as he had, to lay claim to her as the men of her world had refused to do. 
			

			
				“I think I’d like to go to sleep now,” she said.
			

			
				“Do you remember the way?”
			

			
				She nodded. “Good night, Ryn.”
			

			
				“Good night, Ziri.”
			

			
				She rose and thanked Alna and Gared for their hospitality, uttered a terse goodnight to his prickly sister, and climbed gracefully up the steps toward the bedroom Alna had set aside for her. 
			

			
				Alna cleared her throat, drawing his gaze away from the spot where Ziri had disappeared. “She’s well-mannered.”
			

			
				“She’s a molnog,” Tyelu scoffed. “Too docile for life here. What were you thinking, brother?”
			

			
				Ryn ground his teeth together. “Acceptance isn’t the same thing as being docile. She’s intelligent enough to know when to fight and when to yield.”
			

			
				“I like her.” Gared slouched in his seat and sprawled his long legs out across the floor. “Good head on her shoulders. How much did you say she haggled that yarn merchant down?”
			

			
				“To the bone, according to the merchant.” Though Ryn doubted that very much. Shopkeepers always padded their prices enough to outwit even the most skilled negotiator. “She’s nearly learned enough about the Yarinska to pilot it on her own and has good hands.”
			

			
				Tyelu’s mouth twisted into a sour grimace. “We don’t need to hear about your sex life.”
			

			
				“I was talking about the way she handles herself with the Yarinska’s systems. On the mat, too. She’ll be a worthy opponent during the Choosing.”
			

			
				“If she makes it past the women chasing after your pretty hide, I’ll be sure to set her on her ass before she can reach you.”
			

			
				Alna glanced sharply at her daughter. “You’ll do no such thing. If Ryn wants her and she chooses him, you’ll make her passage easy.”
			

			
				“I intend to have her, Tyelu.” Ryn laid a hand over his sister’s white-knuckled fist. “Don’t go against me on this.”
			

			
				“I don’t like it,” she hissed.
			

			
				“You don’t have to. Just remember, I stand for you on the day of your Choosing.”
			

			
				Gared thumped his hands against his thighs. “And let that be a lesson for you, Tyelu. Now, I’m off to bed myself.”
			

			
				“I’ll be up shortly,” Alna said.
			

			
				Gared winked. “See that you are, woman. You, too, Tyelu. Molnog breeding waits for no woman’s sleep.”
			

			
				Tyelu rolled her eyes. “I’m right behind you.”
			

			
				Ryn stood and tousled Tyelu’s hair. “I’ll see you tomorrow, little bit.”
			

			
				She smacked his hand away and lifted her cheek for a kiss. “Don’t make too much noise bedding your woman tonight,” she whispered. “Papa wasn’t kidding about the early morning.”
			

			
				“We’ll be quiet,” he whispered back, though his hopes of actually doing anything besides sleeping next to Ziri were low. She hadn’t once yielded to him outside of the kisses he coaxed her into. 
			

			
				He kissed his mother’s cheek and left, securing the front door behind himself. The night’s chill cut through his thin clothing as easily as a knife through water. He ignored it and jogged around the side of the house. The light was on in Ziri’s room, the shutters open. He grinned, found the first toehold in the siding, and heaved himself up, climbing steadily along the wood and rock face of the house using finger holds worn into the material by many trips up and down over the years as he’d sneaked into and out of his second family’s home. 
			

			
				He was sweating lightly by the time he placed a hand on the sill and tested the window. It opened under a gentle push of his hand. She’d left it unlocked after all. He wiggled inside head first and crouched in front of the window. 
			

			
				Ziri was standing in front of the door, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?”
			

			
				He placed a finger to his lips. She scowled at him and jerked the tie on the door rug. It fell in a thwoosh of fabric, screening the doorway, giving them a small semblance of privacy.
			

			
				He rose and reached through the window, closed the shutters, then the window, and locked them both against the night. “You’re not ready for bed.”
			

			
				“I was looking for a book to read,” she said, her voice a harsh whisper. 
			

			
				“I told you I’d be here.”
			

			
				Her teeth clicked together. “I wasn’t expecting you to actually climb through the kraden window.”
			

			
				“How else would I get in?” He sat on the edge of the bed and yanked at his shoelaces. Climbing the side of the house wasn’t nearly as easy in the thick-soled boots he wore aboard the Yarinska as it had been in the shoes he’d worn as a boy. “Come to bed. I miss holding you.”
			

			
				She huffed out a short breath. “You’ve been holding me all day, first on the ship, and then in this very room. How much more holding do you think I need?”
			

			
				“A lot.” He shrugged his shirt off, folded it, and set it on the floor next to his boots. “Don’t make me beg.”
			

			
				“As if,” she muttered.
			

			
				They finished readying for bed, him swiftly, her at a slower pace. He slipped into it nude, followed her movements around the room as she put her clothes away and cut off the light, plunging them into a thick darkness, and held the covers up for her. 
			

			
				She crawled in and put her back to him. “I like your family.”
			

			
				He curled around her and rested a hand under her night shirt against the smooth skin of her stomach. “Even Tyelu?”
			

			
				“Her, I could maybe do without.” Ziri wiggled closer to him and sighed. “Why are you always so much warmer than me? You just came in from the cold and you’re still warmer.”
			

			
				He tucked the covers around her shoulders and pressed a gentle kiss to the side of her neck. “Let me warm you inside and out.”
			

			
				“That’s impossible,” she said, her voice filled with light humor. 
			

			
				“Let me show you.” 
			

			
				He eased her toward him and kissed her, fitting his mouth to hers in slow, easy measures. His hand drifted up her torso and cupped her breast, and he groaned into her mouth. She was perfect, firm and round, the shape an exact fit for his palm. Her nipple hardened under his touch. He ached to taste her there, to suckle her as she writhed under him, to please her with his lips and tongue and teeth.
			

			
				She jerked away from the kiss and laid her hands over his. “What are you doing, Ryn?”
			

			
				“Warming you.”
			

			
				“I’m pretty sure this is called sex, not warming.”
			

			
				“I’m being efficient.” He nibbled his way down the graceful length of her throat and found the flutter of her pulse. “Don’t you like efficiency?”
			

			
				Her throat moved under his mouth as she swallowed. “I’ve been waiting for you to…do something.”
			

			
				“I’ve been waiting for you to accept me.” 
			

			
				“You think I have?”
			

			
				“Not entirely. I hope you’re comfortable enough with me to speak your mind.” He shifted his hold on her breast and strummed a thumb over the firm peak of her nipple. “You can say no whenever you want. I’ll stop.”
			

			
				Her hands gripped his in a fierce hold. “Promise?”
			

			
				“I swear. Don’t be afraid, Ziri. I won’t hurt you, not like that.”
			

			
				“I know,” she said softly. “I’ve known that for a while.”
			

			
				“Then let me touch you. Let me please you.”
			

			
				Her hands fell away from his. One skimmed over his arm and down his back. “Can I touch you, too?”
			

			
				Relief sighed out of him. “Anything you want.”
			

			
				“Anything?”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“Then kiss me, Ryn. Kiss me the way you did that first time, like you’ll never want another woman again.”
			

			
				He claimed her mouth in a clamoring rush of heat and savored the small victory patience had won him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn’s mouth moved across Ziri’s, firm and beautiful and so tempting, she opened for him, giving everything he demanded of her with gentle flicks of his tongue and the steady pressure of his lips along hers. His hand drifted across her chest, his touch feather light, and he cupped her other breast, teasing the nipple into a tight bud. 
			

			
				The warmth gathering in her loins exploded into an inferno of desire and need. It had been so long since a man had touched her, so long since she’d allowed herself the freedom to explore the pleasure shared between a man and a woman. She pushed her worries about Ryn and the reason he’d brought her to Abyw aside. Those could wait for another day. Tonight, she wanted to hold him, needed to feel the way a woman should when she was with a man, feminine and desirable and beloved. Tomorrow was soon enough to sort out the questions nipping at her reason.
			

			
				He broke the kiss and trailed  hot kisses down her neck. “I want to taste you, here.” His hand squeezed her breast gently, and she bit her lip, containing the moan threatening to spill from her throat. “Tell me you want that, too.”
			

			
				“Ryn,” she whispered. “It’s ok to love me.”
			

			
				He covered her, pressing her into the mattress with his weight. The rigid length of his erection prodded her core, and she froze. The Sweeper had done that to her. It had poked its tentacle thing along her skin, groping her as it searched for a way into her pants to do who knew what to her. She could still feel its soft skin sliding along her own, probing relentlessly while she scrambled to save herself.
			

			
				Ziri clutched Ryn’s back, shoring herself up with the feel of his skin under her hands and the heat of his body on hers. There were no Sweepers here in this room. It was just her and Ryn, two people on the verge of truly caring about each other. She needed him now, as much as she had when his injuries had sent him into a fitful sleep for two days, leaving her alone with the stench of dead Sweepers and a crazy ship that had helped her one tick and hindered her the next.
			

			
				Ryn’s breath feathered along the side of her neck. “I’m trying to be gentle.”
			

			
				“It feels good, Ryn. Everything feels good.”
			

			
				“You went stiff.”
			

			
				She shunted aside her fears and pressed a tender kiss to his cheek. It was smooth under her lips, firm, and the faintest whiff of the soap he used tickled her nose. “Bad memories, that’s all. It wasn’t you. Will you touch me some more?”
			

			
				“Mmm. Now that I’ve started, I don’t think I can stop.”
			

			
				A curl of amusement lifted her mouth into a smile. “You promised you would.”
			

			
				“Only if you want me to.” His hips thrust gently into hers and he moaned low and soft against her ear. “Please don’t make me stop.” 
			

			
				“I don’t want you to.” She skimmed her hands down his ribs and cupped his firm bottom. The muscles flexed under her hands and Ryn’s breaths shallowed. He bit gently into the side of her neck and sucked her skin into his mouth. Heat flickered through her, hard and fast, and she gasped. “Do you think maybe you could be in me now?”
			

			
				“Soon,” he murmured. He grazed his teeth lightly along her skin, shifting his whole body down as he tasted her. His hands delved under her shirt and yanked it up over her breasts, exposing her to the cooler air of the room, and she shivered. 
			

			
				“Sorry, sunshine,” he said. “Pull the blankets up over me.”
			

			
				She did as he asked, tucking the covers over his head almost to her neck, holding them in place with one hand. She raked the other through his silky hair. The inky locks were so fine, they slid through her fingers as soon as she captured them, escaping before she could learn their nature. 
			

			
				Ryn’s mouth fastened on her nipple and lightning arced through her, drawing a muted gasp. 
			

			
				“Ryn,” she pleaded.
			

			
				“Soon,” he promised.
			

			
				He dragged his tongue over her nipple, raising fire along her skin, and she bit her lip, stifling her low mewls. On and on he touched her, exploring every single iota of her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. His fingers pushed her underwear aside and explored her sex, teasing her relentlessly, and she arched into him, silently begging him to quench the heat sparking within her.
			

			
				After an endless age of his gentle touches and her writhing under him, he pulled her panties down her legs and braced himself above her. His panted breaths blew gently across her lips and his heart pounded against hers, and need burned so hot within her, it was all she could do to wait for him.
			

			
				He shifted his hips, prodding the tip of his erection into her core. “If you want to stop, tell me now.”
			

			
				She shook her head, rolling it along the pillow in frantic bursts. “Please don’t stop, Ryn. Please don’t ever stop.”
			

			
				He thrust gently into her, each one carrying him a little farther inside her, each one slowly stretching her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and skimmed her hands along his back over scars old and new, and licked the side of his neck, taking him into her in every way she could. Ryn, beautiful Ryn, and at last he was deep inside her, all of him.
			

			
				He flexed his hips and thrust into her. “We have to be easy. The bed creaks.”
			

			
				“Ryn,” she breathed. “You feel so good.”
			

			
				He moved within her, slowly pushing her higher and higher. The need whirling through her coalesced into a fragile thread of tension, so thin, she scarce dared to breathe for fear of breaking it. Ryn’s thrusts shortened and his hips shoved hard against hers. 
			

			
				“Ziri,” he whispered. “Ziri, please.” 
			

			
				And she complied, shattering into a thousand pieces of starlight. Her body throbbed around his where they were melded together. He thrust into her a final time and came, spilling into her in long waves of pleasure he shared in soft kisses pressed across her face and slow thrusts of his hips, prolonging their passion.
			

			
				They drifted down together, their breaths slowing, their pounding hearts gradually matching rhythms. Ryn slipped out of her and onto his side, gathering her close within his strong embrace.
			

			
				She skimmed her fingers across the sculpted muscles of his chest, admiring the firm planes and tightly peaked nipples. “I think I’m warm now.”
			

			
				He laughed and kissed her temple. “I told you I’d warm you inside and out.”
			

			
				“A man who keeps his promises.” She sighed and snuggled closer. “Such a rarity.”
			

			
				“I always keep my promises, Ziri. Remember that.”
			

			
				“I will,” she whispered, and drifted into sleep.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Sixteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri bounced down the stairs of Gared and Alna’s home, humming an old Tersi folk song under her breath. She’d awakened that morning alone to a toasty room and a slight soreness between her thighs. Ryn had loved her again after that first glorious time, and she’d reveled in every tick of his touch. 
			

			
				To think, she’d had to be kidnapped to experience such fulfilling sex. Her previous two unions had been awkward and stilted in the bedchamber, probably why they’d failed. Maybe if she’d been able to find men who could ignore her social position as the only daughter of such respected and well-placed parents, it would’ve been different. Or maybe the fault was in the restlessness she’d always felt, in her inability to settle on what she wanted out of life. 
			

			
				None of those things mattered to Ryn.
			

			
				She hopped down the last few steps and skidded to a halt. An unfamiliar man was sitting on the long couch she and Ryn had shared the night before. He had shoulder-length dark blond hair and a neatly trimmed beard clinging to a firm jaw under serious eyes and a straight nose, and wore a thick, black sweater, the loose homespun pants the people of Hrelum favored, and sturdy boots.
			

			
				He stood and nodded toward her. “Lady Ziri?”
			

			
				She placed one hand on the newel and assumed her best company smile. “I’m Ziri.”
			

			
				“I’m Enel, Lady Ziri. Enel ab Awd. Lady Alna said I could wait here in hopes of persuading you to interview me.”
			

			
				“If you don’t mind my asking, why am I interviewing you?”
			

			
				“For the Choosing.” Enel held a hand out to her, palm up, offering her a small, round disc. “I’ve brought a list of my holdings, bearing the seal of Tyrl Sigun.”
			

			
				King-leader, her mind supplied, thankfully without the pain usually accompanying an unfamiliar Pruxnæ term.
			

			
				“Sigun is a cousin on my father’s side,” Enel continued. “A good connection, considering your own status.”
			

			
				Ziri crossed the room and took the disc. Enel’s hand hadn’t wavered once as he’d held it out to her. The steadfast determination he exuded unnerved her. “What status is that?”
			

			
				Enel’s arched eyebrows shot upward. “The daughter of a queen on your home world. Gared sang your praises when I stopped by this morning for the breeding.”
			

			
				“Molnog,” Ziri murmured. Did everybody in Hrelum have a flock? “Would you excuse me, please, Enel?”
			

			
				He nodded respectfully. “Of course, Lady Ziri.”
			

			
				She walked as gracefully as she could into the kitchen area, following the scent of baking bread. Her stomach rumbled and she pressed a hand to it. Would she be able to eat soon or would she have to interview Enel first? Pray it be the former. Ryn had used up all her energy last night and then some, and she was hungry.
			

			
				Alna stood at the sink embedded in the counter running along the far wall. She turned as Ziri approached and smiled. “Good morning, Ziri. Did you sleep well?”
			

			
				A blush heated Ziri’s cheeks. She always slept well when Ryn was nearby. The previous night was no exception, though she’d gotten little actual sleep. “Yes, thank you. There’s a man waiting for me in the other room, an Enel ab Awd? What am I supposed to do with him?”
			

			
				“Ask him questions about his life and his property.” Alna shrugged and dropped whatever she was working with into the sink. “Determine if he’s a suitable choice for a future mate.”
			

			
				Ziri clutched the disc he’d given her. “A mate?”
			

			
				“A husband, a lover.”
			

			
				“But I…” Have a lover, Ziri thought, one she wasn’t supposed to be doing anything with according to the rules the woman in front of her had laid down. “I guess I’m a little confused.”
			

			
				“Did Ryn not explain about the Choosing?” Alna shook her head and her blonde braid twitched across her back. She plucked a square of faded red fabric out of a drawer and dried her hands on it. “You’ll fight for a mate on that day, one you’ll be tied to for the remainder of your life. Ryn hopes you’ll choose him, but other men will try to sway you. Women are too rare on Abyw for competition not to spring up.”
			

			
				A strange weight pressed into Ziri’s chest, pushing the air out of her lungs. “That’s what the Choosing is? I have to pick a permanent mate?”
			

			
				“Of course. What did you think it was?”
			

			
				“I had no idea,” Ziri said faintly. She staggered to the table and sank into the chair Gared had occupied the previous night. “Ryn said he’d take me back home.”
			

			
				Alna set the towel aside and joined Ziri at the table. “If he said so, then he means to do it, though I wager he intends to bind you to him first.”
			

			
				“Onu’s breath.” 
			

			
				Tears clogged her head. Ziri swallowed them down and searched for sanity in the muddled mess her mind had become. 
			

			
				You didn’t really steal me for a wife, did you?
			

			
				What would you think if I said yes?
			

			
				A harsh, humorless laugh burst out of her. He’d been honest in his own way, and she should’ve listened instead of hearing what she wanted to. She should’ve gathered the clues he’d placed in front of her, his gentleness, his insistence on sleeping with her, teaching her to pilot the Yarinska and buying scads of yarn for her so he could clothe her in something he’d made, a gift from his hands and heart. He’d made such beautiful love to her last night, such sweet, tender love, and she’d fallen for it, fallen for everything like the onka-brained lanoo she was.
			

			
				“I’m not ready to be a wife.” The words left her in a rush, overlapping one another in their eagerness to be heard. “We barely know each other.”
			

			
				“That’s the way of things here.” Alna bracketed Ziri’s cold hands with her own and chafed them. “The men are so eager for wives, so desperate for love and a family, they’ll do anything. How do you think Gared claimed me? He stormed into my bedroom in the middle of the night, threw me over his shoulder, and a month later, I faced his family on the Choosing field.”
			

			
				“And you stayed with him after what he’d done to you?”
			

			
				“I came to love him,” Alna said gently. “Have you no feelings for Ryn?”
			

			
				“I…” Ziri stared at Alna, at a loss to describe the turmoil consuming her in relentless, mind-numbing waves. “He kidnapped me.”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“He landed us in the middle of a bunch of Sweepers.”
			

			
				“He nearly died trying to save you, didn’t he?”
			

			
				Ziri closed her eyes and shuddered. “That wouldn’t have been necessary if he hadn’t stolen me in the first place.”
			

			
				“It’s the Pruxnæ way.”
			

			
				“You say that like you believe it’s ok for the men here to steal women out of their homes on a whim.”
			

			
				“Look at me, Ziri.”
			

			
				The brisk tone whipped across Ziri. Her eyes popped open and her vision filled with Alna’s scowling countenance.
			

			
				“Ryn has spent most of his life planning for his bride. He worked every tick he could, saved every vud he came across, took jobs most men would sneer at, and often did without, for you. Once he learned about the raid on your home world, he began surveying it, searching for exactly the right woman, and he spent weeks observing the people there. There was no whim involved in what he did, Ziri Mokuru, none at all. If he chose you, it’s because he knew he’d be a good husband for you, and you a good wife for him. He’s always had his eye on the long term, has Ryn. Never think for one tick that he hasn’t.”
			

			
				Ziri gripped her hands into a tight knot, well aware of the small disc resting between them. “That doesn’t make stealing me away from a place I loved right.”
			

			
				“Perhaps not.” Alna’s expression softened. “Consider this as well. Would a man acting on a whim risk his mother’s wrath by sneaking into your room and making love to you all night long, when she’d expressly forbidden him to do so?”
			

			
				Heat scalded Ziri’s cheeks for the second time that morning and she groaned. “We were trying to be quiet.”
			

			
				A wide smile stretched Alna’s mouth. “You weren’t doing anything I wasn’t.”
			

			
				“I don’t think I needed to know that,” Ziri muttered. “I’m not saying I forgive him.”
			

			
				“Time will take care of that.”
			

			
				“You sound so certain.”
			

			
				“Experience is a good teacher.”
			

			
				Ziri lowered her voice. “What about Enel? What should I do?”
			

			
				“Speak to him. Give him a fair hearing, as you would any other suitor. Take care not to encourage him beyond that.”
			

			
				“I guess inviting him to eat with me would be encouragement.”
			

			
				“That it would.”
			

			
				Ziri sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
			

			
				“I’ll ready a meal for you. He won’t be the only one to drop by, though we’ll need to find time for training once the day warms.”
			

			
				“I can’t believe I have to fight to keep the man who kidnapped me.” Ziri slipped her hands out of Alna’s and laid Enel’s disc on the table. “Is there any way I can go back home without choosing a mate?”
			

			
				“No, Ziri,” Alna said softly. “Women are too precious here. If Ryn can’t find a way to persuade you to claim him, you’ll be forced to go through the Choosing again and again until a husband is found for you. You’ll never be allowed to leave without one.”
			

			
				Ziri swallowed the bitterness clinging to her throat. “So I’m stuck with Ryn.” 
			

			
				“You can choose Ryn,” Alna corrected. “And you can have a good life with him, unless you allow pride and anger to consume you. Is that really how you wish to live your life, clinging to the past, when you could have a good future with a man who’ll cherish you every day the gods give him?”
			

			
				It wasn’t how Ziri had imagined living. She’d always thought she’d find a man who’d give her children during the handfasting. A small part of her might’ve longed to find a man who’d want to sign a lifelong contract with her, the way her parents had done, but it was so rare on Tersi, she’d never let herself hope for it. Ryn was offering that to her, if she could make it through whatever obstacles she faced during the Choosing. Her heart wasn’t quite ready to forgive him for the harm he’d placed her in, though. In spite of that, she vowed to ponder Alna’s words as she would the wise words of her own absent mother.
			

			
				She rose and pressed a kiss to Alna’s smooth cheek. “I’d better go interview Enel now and get it over with.”
			

			
				“Take your time. I’ll fix a meal for you and we can talk some more.” Alna’s blue eyes sparkled. “I have plenty of hair-raising tales of Ryn’s youth to share.”
			

			
				Ziri mustered an answering smile. “Will all the men from here to Fevl really stop by for an interview?”
			

			
				“If Gared’s telling everyone you’re a princess, I imagine so.”
			

			
				Ziri winced. “You heard that?”
			

			
				“Very clearly. Go. Correct Enel if you can. He’s a good man and deserves the truth.”
			

			
				Ziri ambled to the door. She hesitated there and glanced over her shoulder at Alna. “Thank you for explaining.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome. Daughter.”
			

			
				Ziri acknowledged the acceptance with a brief nod, threw her shoulders back, and marched into the outer room where Enel sat, patiently awaiting her return.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn strode through the streets of Hrelum, a stuffed tote slung over one shoulder, another in his hand. In his eagerness to join Ziri the night before, he’d neglected to provide for her welfare during the time she’d stay with his second parents beyond the single overnight bag Byungar had carried there. That morning after waking early and sneaking out her window, he’d gone to the home he’d built in anticipation of winning a wife, prepared himself for the day ahead, and gathered enough clothing to last her from then through the day of the Choosing. He’d tucked the scarf she was knitting into a side pocket and grinned over the lopsided garment. She’d get the hang of it, if she practiced hard enough, and he didn’t mind teaching her. It gave them something in common and served as another tie binding them together.
			

			
				She’d welcomed him into her bed last night and into her body, without the reserve she’d cloaked herself in since he’d found her. He kicked his boots against the rock stoop of Gared and Alna’s house, knocking the snow and grime off. Maybe she’d found enough pleasure in his touch to welcome him again that night.
			

			
				He entered the house and spotted Ziri speaking with Enel ab Awd. Ryn’s grin slipped away. Already, the men were lining up, trying to tempt Ziri away from him. Her gaze swung to his, and instead of the warm pleasure he’d hoped to find there, her eyes were dull and impersonal. 
			

			
				What had happened in the short time he’d been gone to cause such a radical change?
			

			
				He placed the bags containing her clothing on the floor next to the front door and nodded brusquely. “How are you, Enel?”
			

			
				Enel rose to his full height, a good head above Ryn’s own. “Well enough. I heard you were looking for a ram to cover your flock.”
			

			
				“That I am. You have one?”
			

			
				“Selling one, if you’re interested. He’s young and randy. Might be a handful, but you’re welcome to take a look.”
			

			
				“I’d appreciate it.” Ryn jerked his chin toward the back room. “I’ll be in there when you and Ziri are finished.”
			

			
				Enel nodded and resumed his seat. Ziri’s gaze skittered away from Ryn’s, and the happiness that had accompanied him home and back faded into resignation. So that was the way of it, then. She’d figured out she could do better than an orphaned slave with a small holding on the outskirts of Myunad Province. Enel’s holdings were at least three times larger. With his close connection to Sigun, he was by far the better match, and he wouldn’t be the last man on Abyw to press his suit. There were sure to be others, men who for whatever reason couldn’t venture off Abyw to search for their own wife, or wouldn’t. It wasn’t unusual for a candidate to choose a man other than the one that had stolen her. It was simply something Ryn hadn’t considered having to face.
			

			
				He stalked into the kitchen and wished for a rug to block out the quiet sounds of Enel and Ziri’s conversation. Alna was at the sink washing molnog wool. She glanced over her shoulder and her expression hardened into a stern mask. Ryn rolled his shoulders, shrugging off his discomfort, and propped against the counter next to her.
			

			
				“You didn’t tell Ziri what she was facing,” she said.
			

			
				“I told her enough. She could’ve guessed the rest, if she’d wanted to.”
			

			
				“You had a duty to explain all of it.” 
			

			
				“So she could run the first time she had a chance?” He glanced toward the opening between the kitchen and the outer room. Ziri’s laughter rang out, light and happy, and he scowled. What nonsense was Enel filling her head with? “I did what I had to do to keep her with me.”
			

			
				“She won’t appreciate that, especially now that you’ve had her.”
			

			
				He swung his gaze around and met Alna’s disapproving stare. “She could’ve said no.”
			

			
				“Could she?”
			

			
				“I gave her plenty of chances. She wanted to be with me.”
			

			
				“Hmm.”
			

			
				He ground his teeth together. “Why is it so hard to believe a woman could want me?”
			

			
				“There was never any doubt in my mind that many would, Ryn. You’re a handsome man, charming when you wish to be, and kind in your heart of hearts. I thought you’d be long married by now, giving me the grandchildren I’ve yearned to hold all these many years.”
			

			
				“I wanted to give you those grandchildren with a woman like Ziri.”
			

			
				“And did you think to give her no say in it?”
			

			
				Would you have gone with me willingly? he’d asked. Ziri’s softly spoken I don’t know rang through his mind, taunting him. He hardened his resolution and muttered, “She’ll have her say during the Choosing.”
			

			
				“Easy enough for you to say. She’s the one forced to choose between you and a handful of strangers, when all she really wants is the freedom and time to choose in her own way. She may never forgive you for putting her in that position.”
			

			
				“Her heart’s too tender to cling to resentment for long.”
			

			
				Alna swished the wool through the water, squeezing it gently. “What if she chooses another?”
			

			
				“She won’t.” She couldn’t, not after everything they’d been through. “I’ll talk to her.”
			

			
				“You’ll do that down here, not in her bed after night has fallen.”
			

			
				“Alna…”
			

			
				Her gaze fell to the sink full of soggy wool. “Will you never call me mother, Ryn? It’s been more than seventeen years since Gared found you on that junker, and not once have you ever called me what I am.”
			

			
				The slump of her shoulders plucked at his heart. He draped an arm around those shoulders and hugged her tight. She’d been his strength for so long. When nightmares had jarred him into wakefulness and he’d been unable to contain his terror, her hands had soothed him, her back had born the weight of his fists, her shoulders had dried his tears. How could she not know how grateful he was for the way she’d taken him in?
			

			
				“Your sons deserve that honor,” Ryn said. “Not me.”
			

			
				“If they were here, they’d insist you call me the same.”
			

			
				If they’d survived the Sweeper raid that had claimed their lives, Gared would never have been away from Abyw searching for vengeance. He never would’ve found Ryn, and Ryn would’ve died at the onset of puberty, killed by the savage aliens in their unwavering belief that his burgeoning manhood was competition for the affections of the female Sweepers Ryn had been given to as a slave. It wasn’t just or honorable for him to assume the place Alna’s sons rightly deserved, a place they’d been deprived of by the same beings that had destroyed Ryn’s family and set him adrift in the wide universe.
			

			
				“My children will call you grandmother, mine and Ziri’s,” he said. “They’ll climb all over your lap and demand treats and hugs, and you’ll spoil them mercilessly before sending them home, where we’ll have to undo all your mischief.”
			

			
				Alna laughed and rested her head on Ryn’s chest. “Sweet Ryn. How blessed we were the day you entered our lives.”
			

			
				“How blessed I was the day Gared found me.” A blessing Ryn would never forget. “When will you and Ziri continue her training?”
			

			
				“This afternoon, foul weather or no. The moons’ conjunction is in less than two weeks and Tyelu seems determined to shunt Ziri aside.”
			

			
				“She won’t, not unless she wants to live out her days alone,” Ryn warned. “I’m not above fending off the man she chooses to sponsor.”
			

			
				“She’d deserve no less.”
			

			
				A scuff along the hardwood floor interrupted their conversation. Ryn glanced around. Ziri was standing in the doorway, her hands twisted into a white-knuckled knot at her waist. Enel stood behind her, towering over her smaller frame, a small smile lifting his normally solemn expression. Ryn released Alna and bit back a sigh. Molnog breeding waited for no man and had no respect for rivals over a woman’s affections, no matter how desperately they each wanted her.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Seventeen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri sank gratefully into Gared’s chair with a ceramic bowl full of the stew Alna had heated for her. Ryn sat down on her left, Enel her right, and the two of them promptly began discussing the intricacies of molnog breeding, seemingly ignoring Ziri.
			

			
				She spooned up a chunk of a bright red vegetable and sniffed it cautiously. Being ignored wasn’t such a bad thing with this bunch. Enel’s persistent questions during his interview had been a hair shy of nosey. Understandable, given the serious nature of the Choosing, but it had made her feel more like the interviewee than the interviewer.
			

			
				Alna walked by and patted Ziri’s back. “Eat. There’s another suitor here.”
			

			
				Ziri rolled her eyes and stuck the spoon in her mouth. It was bad enough having Ryn and Enel jockeying for her favor with their descriptions of the size and quality of their molnog flocks and their land holdings and their connections to people she had no idea who were, and now Alna wanted to add another man to the mix? 
			

			
				Ryn and Enel’s conversation turned to wool colors. Enel sat back in his chair, his gaze steady. “The ram I’m offering was bred from a ewe with wool the same color as Lady Ziri’s eyes.”
			

			
				Ryn nodded and crossed his heavily muscled arms over his broad chest. “Gared’s been experimenting with his own flock, trying to cross for the lighter colors.”
			

			
				“A worthwhile pursuit. I haven’t the patience for such.” Enel’s gaze drifted to Ziri. “Though I might try, if my wife thought it a suitable endeavor.”
			

			
				Ziri poked a portion of meat under the surface of her stew with the tip of her spoon and ignored the not-so-subtle reference to her fate after the Choosing. She’d been on Abyw less than a day and already she was tired of hearing about molnog. The Pruxnæ in and around Hrelum seemed to live and breathe for the docile creatures. Why didn’t anybody talk about the trees? There were scads of them growing all around the peaceful village. Meanwhile, Tersi did without and her people paid the price in dryer weather and a scarcity of resources.
			

			
				She leaned back in her chair, stretching around Enel’s bulk in search of Ryn’s mother. “Alna, does the man waiting have assets other than molnog?”
			

			
				Alna shot a grin over her shoulder. “I believe he does, Ziri. Is that a factor you’re considering in suitors?”
			

			
				“It is. What about the meat in this stew? Is it molnog?”
			

			
				Ryn and Enel’s conversation halted abruptly. They swiveled toward her wearing twin expressions of horror.
			

			
				Alna pursed her lips. “The molnog on Abyw aren’t bred for their meat. It’s too stringy and their wool’s too valuable off-world to slaughter them for food. What you’re eating there is from a bovi, a Terran strain of cattle.”
			

			
				“Hmm. It’s tasty. I might be interested in a man with a…” She waited for her brain to supply the Pruxnæ word and drew a blank. Well. Seemed the autolearner wasn’t perfect after all. “What do you call a group of bovi?”
			

			
				“A herd.” Enel grinned, showing straight, white teeth. “I have two herds, one on my holdings here, another on my holdings near the capital city.”
			

			
				Ryn eyebrows veed over a hot glare. “The ram?”
			

			
				Alna waggled her eyebrows at Ziri, then returned to her work at the sink. Ziri hid her satisfaction behind a spoonful of Alna’s delicious bovi stew. Served Ryn right. It wouldn’t hurt him to believe she was seriously considering other men. She’d given in to him entirely too easily so far, had given in on the idea of escape. 
			

			
				She poked at her stew as she considered it. Escape wasn’t beyond possible. She knew where the Yarinska was and she knew how to pilot it. What she didn’t know was how to plot coordinates. Would the new AI Ryn had installed be able to do that if she could point it in the right direction? Was she really ready to leave Abyw and the people she was coming to know? And what if she jumped into a nest of Sweepers? She shuddered and dropped her spoon into the nearly empty bowl. She’d never survive that alone, wouldn’t have the first time if Ryn hadn’t dragged himself across the ship and rescued her.
			

			
				A heavy rap hit the front door. Ziri sighed. Probably another suitor. After that would come training and the evening meal spent across the table from a scowling Tyelu, and after that, Ryn would undoubtedly want to sneak into her bed. One thing at a time. She pushed her empty bowl away and went to answer the front door.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn slipped through the curtain blocking the entrance to Ziri’s bedroom and set the totes containing her clothing on the floor. The room was dark, lit by the light of Abyw’s moons shining through the unshuttered window and the dying flames of the fire flickering through the opening on the cast iron stove. He chose a stick of wood and stuffed it into the stove, then shuttered the window against the cold. 
			

			
				“Ryn?” Ziri asked softly.
			

			
				He groped his way around the bed and sat down beside her. “I’m here.”
			

			
				“How was Enel’s ram?”
			

			
				“I thought you weren’t interested in molnog.”
			

			
				“It seemed the safest topic.”
			

			
				Ryn stifled a sigh. “It’s healthy, its dam, too. Her wool is as Enel described, the exact shade of your eyes. Would you like a flock of molnog with that color wool?”
			

			
				“It’s not my decision.”
			

			
				“It could be.” He risked reaching out in the darkness and found the curve of her hip. “Gared asked me to ferry him two systems over tomorrow. He has some business there and some trading to do. We’ll be gone a few days.”
			

			
				“Be safe.”
			

			
				He rubbed his hand over her flank. “Will you miss me?”
			

			
				“I don’t know.” She shifted under his hand, curling closer to him. “I may not have time. Alna seems determined to train me into the ground, Tyelu insists I need to learn the breeding process while Gared’s ewes are in heat, and apparently word’s gotten out that I came to Abyw in possession of my own wealth. How did that even happen?”
			

			
				“I told Gared. He told everybody else.”
			

			
				“You said I needed to be careful with my credits, not flash them around.”
			

			
				“That was on other worlds, around people less trustworthy than the Pruxnæ.” 
			

			
				Ziri snorted and muttered under her breath. 
			

			
				Ryn lifted his gaze to the darkened ceiling. “The status and wealth of candidates reflects well on their sponsors and the men they choose. It doesn’t matter what that status is. A few years ago, a sponsor captured a young woman with no outward beauty, no wealth, no social standing among her people, but she was a kind woman and had a way with children. They flocked to her wherever she went. As soon as word got around, she had suitors lined up so thick, she could barely train. Her status was raised, her sponsor earned prestige, and the woman ended up happily married to the man who’d stolen her.”
			

			
				“Is that a true story?”
			

			
				Ryn laughed softly. Such skepticism from such a trusting woman. “Every word. Would you like to meet her?”
			

			
				“I’ve met enough people, thank you. Did you tell Gared I was a princess?”
			

			
				“He came up with that one on his own.”
			

			
				“Couldn’t he have created a better tale? I mean, I hardly look like a princess, let alone act like one, and think of how disappointed everybody will be when they find out I’m as common as a gullet stone in a sand leech’s belly.”
			

			
				“Humor him, Ziri. His own sons died a long time ago. I’m the only hope he has of gaining another daughter.”
			

			
				“Maybe you should’ve found him another one,” she said in a small voice. “I’m not exactly suited to life here.”
			

			
				“You are, more than you know. Alna said you turned away an umlek of men without them ever knowing you were rejecting them. Not many women could be so kind-hearted.”
			

			
				“I just…couldn’t hurt them. Maybe Tyelu’s right. Maybe I’m too soft for Abyw.”
			

			
				“Never think that.” He stretched out beside her on top of the blankets and drew her close. “You must be tired.”
			

			
				She tucked her head under his chin. “Mostly.”
			

			
				“Too tired for me to please you?”
			

			
				The fire popped in the stove. The wood shifted and settled, scraping against the coals, and a hard breeze rattled the shutters. The longer Ziri waited to answer, the more tightly the muscles of his shoulders bunched into knots. He was on the verge of asking again when she said, “I don’t think that’s a good idea, not right now.”
			

			
				He buried his face in her hair, rubbing his nose through the silky strands. His heart, so happy when he’d left her that morning, withered and crumbled under the weight of her words.
			

			
				“I thought really hard about this today, about everything you’ve told me since you took me from Tersi, and everything Alna said about the Choosing, and I can’t find a single time you lied to me, not one. I still feel betrayed, Ryn, like you were holding out a promise you never intended to keep, and it…” Her voice grew thin and strained. “I really want to go home.”
			

			
				“I’m taking you home, once the Choosing’s done. After that, we can go back anytime you want as long as we can cover the travel costs.”
			

			
				“That’s not what I wanted. You know that.” She sniffed and snuggled closer. “Why did it have to be me?”
			

			
				“It was your smile.”
			

			
				Her breath feathered over the skin of his neck, warming him. “What about it?”
			

			
				“One day not long after we entered your star system, I was scanning vids looking for a suitable candidate. There was a woman kneeling in her yard, her face tilted to the sun. She was smiling, as if the simple warmth of her star was enough to light her heart. Her hands were dirty and her dress was old and patched, but her smile was so beautiful, it took my breath.”
			

			
				Her fingers crept out from under the covers and smoothed his shirt down over his heart. “That’s how you see me?”
			

			
				“It is.” He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, savoring the feel of her skin under his mouth. “Everything I learned about you after that day reinforced my decision. Your red-gold hair, loose in the morning air. The way you seemed to know how to fix anything.”
			

			
				She laughed. “I knew there was a reason you kidnapped me. I just thought it was for sex.”
			

			
				“That came later, after I watched you walk down the streets with that smile on your face, raining happiness on the people around you. Even the grumpiest soul walked away from you smiling. How could I turn away from a woman like that, when my own heart was so dark? I need your light, Ziri, crave it, and I hope someday you’ll find something in me to answer a need within you.”
			

			
				“Molnog,” she choked out, the laughter so heavy in her voice she could barely speak the word. “It’s definitely the molnog.”
			

			
				His mouth quirked into a grin. “Let me sleep beside you. Sleep only, I swear. You’re shivering, and I have a need to share my warmth.”
			

			
				Her laughter died slowly. “Just for tonight. After that, we renegotiate.”
			

			
				“When I come back,” he promised. 
			

			
				“When you come back,” she said. “Hurry, please. It’s really cold under here.”
			

			
				He rolled away from her and stripped down, then crawled into the bed beside her and cradled her smaller body in the shelter of his warmth.
			

			
				She clutched the arm he wrapped around her waist to her chest and yawned. “Ryn?”
			

			
				“Yes, Ziri?”
			

			
				“I like your smile, too.”
			

			
				The tiniest ray of hope blossomed inside him. He buried his face in her hair and closed his eyes, content to hold her through the long night.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Eighteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Snow fluttered to the ground in ever faster sputters. Ziri cast a wary eye at the gray clouds accumulating in the sky above Alna’s back yard. “You know, when Ryn first told me about Abyw, he said the sky was blue. So far, all I’ve seen are clouds. Are you sure there’s a sky up there?”
			

			
				Alna lowered the insulated cup of hot herbal tea she was sipping. “Wait until summer, when the snow begins to melt and the sun warms the air. You’ll see your blue sky then.”
			

			
				“Hunh. I’ll take your word for it.”
			

			
				Alna set her cup on a nearby stone table, used, she’d explained, for drying fruit and herbs and other outdoor work. “Ready?”
			

			
				Ziri shrugged the stiffness out of her shoulders. Every afternoon, she and Alna escaped the press of suitors and indoor chores, and trained in the flat yard behind Alna and Gared’s house. The clothing Ryn had pressed on her during their trip from Tersi protected Ziri from most of the cold and wet. It did nothing to impede Alna’s blows. The older woman unleashed them with the same fierce dedication she applied to every chore she tackled. Ziri had yet to break through Alna’s guard.
			

			
				Tyelu would be worse. Everybody said so. Several suitors had even used that as a bargaining chip. One had bluntly added, “Should you choose me, Lady Ziri, my female kin will graciously give way during the Choosing. You’ll have no such consideration from the hard-hearted Tyelu. Do you really want to suffer her wrath when you don’t have to?”
			

			
				The back door squeaked open behind them. Ziri glanced over her shoulder and bit back a sigh. Tyelu bounded down the steps toward them wearing an unfastened knee-length leather jacket over a tunic and pants, both black. Her bright blue eyes fell on Ziri and her mouth twisted into a sneer. “Practicing, are we?”
			

			
				Alna moved to stand beside Ziri. “You shouldn’t be here, not while we’re training.”
			

			
				“I came to see if the outworlder wants to visit Ryn’s homestead with me. He sent word asking me to check on his home, said he and Papa would be delayed a few more days.”
			

			
				“Byungar’s been tending the molnog, Ryn’s and ours both.”
			

			
				Tyelu shrugged. “Ryn wants me to walk through, make sure everything’s secured, check behind Byungar. We’ll be back before dark.”
			

			
				Ziri bit the inside of her cheek. She hadn’t said she’d go and had no reason to outside of curiosity. Her beloved plants were here, she had enough clothing and yarn to last a while, and her curiosity had gotten her into enough trouble recently to curb it, at least temporarily. She was on the verge of telling Tyelu no when Alna spoke.
			

			
				“I’ll expect the two of you for the evening meal, then, and no bickering.” 
			

			
				Tyelu’s upper lip curled into a sneer. “No promises.”
			

			
				“Try,” Alna said firmly. 
			

			
				Ziri placed a hand on Alna’s forearm and squeezed gently. “We’ll be fine. I need to visit Ryn’s anyway, just to be thorough. I should know what I’m getting into, shouldn’t I?”
			

			
				Tyelu snorted, and Alna cut a hard-eyed stare at her daughter. “Behave.”
			

			
				No matter how hard she tried, Ziri couldn’t believe Ryn’s sister had it in her to behave. She followed Tyelu through the house into the street beyond and stopped short. A hovercar was parked along the curb. There’d been plenty of similar vehicles in the small port outside Hrelum and a few inside, but this was the first one she’d seen in use since entering the peaceful village. 
			

			
				Tyelu strode through the gate and climbed inside. “Come on, softy. I don’t have all day.”
			

			
				Ziri scowled. “I’m not soft.”
			

			
				“Scared of machinery?”
			

			
				“Hardly.” Ziri edged through the gate and around the hovercar, and boosted herself inside, fastening the door securely behind herself. “I assumed only the most wealthy owned them.”
			

			
				“We are the most wealthy, around here, anyhow. Papa’s the chieftain of this province, Mama’s a good manager.” Tyelu shrugged and punched the ignition. The hovercar’s engine purred to life. “Nothing like the tyrl, but we do ok.”
			

			
				“But Ryn is…” Ziri pursed her lips together. Nothing she’d learned about Ryn had led her to believe he was wealthy. Comfortable, maybe, but hardly rich. He was too careful with his possessions, and though the Yarinska was a sturdy ship, it was old and a little shabby. Maybe she’d been wrong, but she could hardly discuss it with the prickly Tyelu. “How far to Ryn’s home?”
			

			
				Tyelu flipped switches. The hovercar lifted off the ground, and a tick later, she eased it into the street, maneuvering carefully through four-legged beasts and humans alike. “Close enough to walk, if you don’t mind the hike. I had to run into Fevl or I’d be on foot. We’ll come back that way unless you’re too weak to make the trip.”
			

			
				Ziri flopped back in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. “Did you bring me along so you could insult me?”
			

			
				Tyelu grinned. “That’s just a side benefit.”
			

			
				“I bet.”
			

			
				“Ryn asked me to bring you. He’s worried you’ll get lonely or something.” Tyelu rolled her eyes. “As if you could with all those men hanging around.”
			

			
				“It’s not like I want them there.”
			

			
				“Yeah, right.”
			

			
				“I don’t. I didn’t ask for this, didn’t ask to be kidnapped and dragged halfway across the galaxy…”
			

			
				“We’re not that far from Tersi.”
			

			
				“…and I sure didn’t ask to be insulted every time I turn around,” Ziri snapped. “I don’t know what you’ve got against me.”
			

			
				“You’re not good enough for him.”
			

			
				The harshly spoken words cut through the air, silencing Ziri in mid-word. She closed her mouth and glanced out the hovercar’s side window. The buildings were thinning, giving way to rolling hills covered in a thick blanket of fresh snow. Molnog dotted the landscape, their black wool easy to pick out against the lighter ground. 
			

			
				Tyelu exhaled a shaky breath and her hand tightened on the steering stick. “He’s a good man.”
			

			
				“I know that.”
			

			
				“No, you don’t. All you see is that handsome face, the dimpled smile. I bet you don’t care how he got those scars on his face or how hard he’s worked to overcome his past.” Tyelu shook her head. “You’re weak and soft and useless, and you’ll never fit in here, never. He deserves better than that.”
			

			
				Tyelu’s words stabbed through Ziri. An odd pressure filled her chest, lurching into her throat, choking her. She hadn’t fit in on Tersi, either, never had, and she’d tried so hard. Aboard the Yarinska was the first time she’d ever felt at home. It was the first time in her life she’d ever felt truly useful. Even at Book Ends, she’d been aimless, restless, uncertain of her place, biding her time while learning everything she could from Mag.
			

			
				Funny. She’d thought she’d found her place there, and would’ve kept on thinking that if Ryn hadn’t stolen her away and shown her something so much better. 
			

			
				She swallowed her tears and folded her hands in her lap. “What would you have me do?”
			

			
				“Choose somebody else.”
			

			
				“And if Ryn wants me, truly wants me?”
			

			
				“Then Wode help him.” Tyelu jerked her chin toward the road in front of them. “There it is.”
			

			
				The approaching buildings were set into the base of a hill along the edge of a large, fenced-in pasture. The closest structure was a wood and rock cabin, constructed in a style similar to the homes in Hrelum, though much smaller in scale. A single chimney graced the steeply sloped roof. Another building appeared to be a barn or storage shed, and it was nearly as big as the house. A third, smaller building sheltered rolls of cured hay.
			

			
				Tyelu parked the hovercar near the cabin and switched it off. “Come on, then. Time’s a-wasting.”
			

			
				They exited the vehicle and trudged through accumulated layers of snow and ice to the cabin’s entrance. Tyelu knocked the snow off her boots and unlocked the front door, leading Ziri inside. “Careful with your feet. He’s still working on it.”
			

			
				Ziri shut the door and studied the room they were in. It was much more spacious than she’d thought it would be, given the structure’s size. Like Alna and Gared’s home, everything was made of wood, the floors, the walls, the ceilings, everything except the large rock fireplace set into the far wall. A comfortable sitting area was to her right, a kitchen area to the left. The two were separated by a long, sturdy wooden table surrounded by high-backed chairs on three sides. A bench was pushed under it on the side next to the kitchen and a finely-made, blue glazed vase sat squarely in the center on top of a woven mat.
			

			
				“It’s lovely,” Ziri murmured, and it was, exactly as she’d expected it to be. 
			

			
				Tyelu snorted. “Should be for all the work he’s put into it. Come on. Need to check the back.”
			

			
				Ziri followed Tyelu through an arched doorway set into the far wall to the right of the fireplace. They entered a short hallway. Another arched doorway was on the left and yet another was at the far end, both tightly closed.
			

			
				Tyelu toggled a switch on the wall and light flooded the space. She slipped through the door on the left. Ziri peeked through it to the room beyond. A large, wooden bed sat in the middle of the room along the wall to the right, facing a width of carefully set stones, the back side of the fireplace in the great room. 
			

			
				It was the only piece of furniture in the room, though it wasn’t the room’s only contents. Three storage crates were stacked on top of one another against the far wall between two doors, three of the ones Ryn had packed her things in when he’d kidnapped her. She wandered through the room behind Tyelu and ran a hand along the side of one crate. He really had intended to keep her, hadn’t he? Why else would he bring her personal belongings into his home?
			

			
				Tyelu stuck her head into one of the doors and grunted. “Bathroom. Waste of space, if you ask me.”
			

			
				Ziri bit her tongue. Being on the wrong end of Tyelu’s temper once that day was enough. She peeked into the other door and discovered a closet, half filled with both her and Ryn’s clothing stacked neatly on shelves or hung from a wooden rod running the length of one wall.
			

			
				“Done here,” Tyelu said.
			

			
				Ziri whirled, facing the other woman. “I’d like to see the rest of the property, if we have time.”
			

			
				A shrewd gleam lighted Tyelu’s blue eyes. “I just bet you would.”
			

			
				Ziri lifted her chin and stared Ryn’s sister down. “Alna advised me to measure every candidate carefully. I owe Ryn the same consideration I’d give another man, more even. He’s been very kind.”
			

			
				She bit the words off and pivoted on her heel. Onu’s breath. It was useless trying to explain anything to the hard-headed Tyelu. Better to expend her energy learning more about Ryn and the home he’d built in anticipation of gaining a wife, in anticipation of gaining Ziri. 
			

			
				She stiffened her spine. Ryn was a good man, as good as any other she’d met on Abyw, and he’d chosen her out of the thousands of unattached women living on Tersi. She wouldn’t dismiss him out of hand simply because his sister wanted another for him. Though, how Ziri would make it past Tyelu on the Choosing field, she had no idea, and the lack of knowing worried a hole in her gut through their inspection of Ryn’s property and all the way back to Hrelum.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn propped his back against the wall of the meeting room and stifled a sigh. Gared had dragged him two systems away in the middle of Ryn’s courtship of Ziri. Important business, his second father had insisted. Instead, they’d spent three days trading social niceties with Domorian dignitaries. How’s the family? Younglings doing ok? Weather here sure is pretty, and on and on until Ryn was ready to punch the next person instigating that kind of irritating small talk. What was wrong with getting to the point and moving on? Not a thing, as far as he could see, but no. When he’d suggested just such a tactic, Gared had leveled a steady gaze on him and said, “Patience, son.”
			

			
				Ryn had a feeling Gared was talking about more than the trade deals he was negotiating. Since creeping out of Ziri’s bed, all Ryn wanted to do was return there, hold her close, make love to her until she gave in and agreed to pick him during the Choosing. He rubbed his palm over the sweet ache swelling inside his chest. Ziri, his forever. A man would be lucky to have such a woman by his side.
			

			
				A colorfully clothed aide strolled up pushing a refreshment cart and offered Ryn a beverage. Ryn waved the youngling away. The Domor were an alien humanoid species. Unlike the Sweepers, they were peaceful, intelligent, thoughtful. They maintained a stabilizing presence in that region of the galaxy, in part through trade, at other times through a technology far more advanced than most of the human cultures scattered throughout the twelfth quadrant. 
			

			
				Their biggest flaw was their endless fascination with ritual. Every time Gared visited Domor, their hosts insisted on observing not only their own protocols, but Abywian ones, too, extending what should’ve been a day-long meeting into a week’s worth of bureaucratic displays.
			

			
				The aide walked by again and cut an abnormally forward glance toward Ryn out of its wide, slit-pupil eyes. “The human grows weary of negotiations.”
			

			
				Its sibilant voice hissed softly through the air, and Ryn sighed. The Domorians were usually too polite to mention a social faux pas. His impatience must’ve been obvious for the youngling to say anything. “I meant no disrespect.”
			

			
				The Domorian’s thin lips curled back in a passable imitation of a human smile, baring small, pearl-gray teeth. “It was an observation. Would you care to walk with me? The view from the observatory is grand-grand this time of day.”
			

			
				Ryn glanced toward Gared. The older man had slouched into his chair, abandoning formality. Tyornin’s hammer. They weren’t even close to starting the negotiations. Ryn clenched his hands into fists, relaxed them. “Yeah, I think I would. Thanks.”
			

			
				“Welcome-welcome.” The Domorian touched a six-fingered hand to its shoulder, its iridescent skin luminous in the light filtering into the room through openings in the ceiling. “My designation is Llda.”
			

			
				Ryn twisted the word around in his mouth. “Luhduh?”
			

			
				Llda snapped its teeth together twice, the Domorian equivalent of humor. “Close, human. You have the designation?”
			

			
				“Ryn.”
			

			
				“Rrn,” Llda said, and Ryn grinned. At least he wasn’t the only one having problems sounding out foreign words.
			

			
				He lifted a hand, caught Gared’s eye, and jerked his chin toward the room’s exit. Gared waved him on and threaded his fingers together over his broad chest, and Ryn shook his head. They were going to be on Domor for a while yet.
			

			
				He followed Llda out of the room into a wide, curving hallway, checking his stride in favor of the measured paces of the much smaller alien. “Thanks for getting me out of there. Three days of chitchat is enough.”
			

			
				Llda chuffed through its flat nose. “I, too. Pyer wishes me to be, hrk.”
			

			
				“A diplomat?” Ryn guessed.
			

			
				“Yes, that. Human language units.” Llda clicked its teeth together. “Words. I learn still, and you have so many, in so many forms.”
			

			
				They reached the end of the hallway. Ryn touched a finger to the pad beside a door and it whished open. “I thought Domorians were skilled linguists.”
			

			
				“Many are. I, not. This way will show you my skill.”
			

			
				Llda deposited the cart against one wall and led Ryn through an airy dining area into another hallway. The right-side wall was composed of thick glass framing a view of one of Domor’s oceans. Tidal waves crashed onto the rocky shore thirty ceg below the building’s foundation, the edges tinted fluorescent pink. 
			

			
				“Bmin mating season.” Llda pointed its fingers toward the waves far below. “Good eating. Pests otherwise.”
			

			
				“I’ll take your word for it,” Ryn murmured. 
			

			
				Llda clicked its teeth. “Observatory first, then skill. This way, please-please.”
			

			
				They wound through the building, entering rooms furnished with low-set, minimalistic furniture, some almost barren, encountering very few Domorians along the way. Llda explained the functions of each room, detailed Domorian culture, and shared allegorical stories as they strolled. Eventually, they reached a narrow, spiral stairway winding upward, one side enclosed by a flimsy, ornate rail. It emptied into an open-sided room topped by a high dome supported by intricately carved columns placed in regular intervals around the circular floor. A waist high railing had been built into the perimeter of the floor, protecting visitors from a long fall onto the jagged rocks below.
			

			
				Ryn propped his elbows against the railing, facing the ocean. It spread out in front of them, a wide expanse of blue-green water curling into pink capped waves in thin lines. The steady roar of it was a soothing backdrop to the tide of emotions roiling through him. Yellow tinged clouds streaked through the sky, reflecting onto the water below. He breathed deeply, ignoring the faint bite of sulfur wafting through the air. “It’s beautiful.”
			

			
				“For us, yes. Peaceful.” Llda’s slit-pupil eyes blinked. “You need peace, Rrn.”
			

			
				Ryn hunched his shoulders, easing the tense muscles. “I’m ready to get back home.”
			

			
				“You have someone there?”
			

			
				“You could say that. She’s…” How to describe Ziri and the Choosing to Llda? The Pruxnæ custom was an odd one, even among humans, and far different from the Domorians mating rituals. “I hope she’ll be my mate soon.”
			

			
				“Hrk. I mate soon as well. Happy-happy.” Llda clicked its teeth. “Pyer wishes the connections my mate brings to the nest. I wish the mating.”
			

			
				Ryn laughed. “Yeah, I kinda do, too. I guess it’s a universal thing.”
			

			
				“Truth-truth. Come. Skill show.”
			

			
				They wended back through the building past the common rooms into what looked like private living quarters. Llda guided Ryn past those into a narrow stairwell leading downward, ending in a cramped workspace. Crude wooden shelves lined the walls above a low, narrow counter running the length of three sides of the pentagonal room. A wide variety of tools were jumbled together across every surface among shimmery sided pots, bowls, and spheres.
			

			
				Llda pressed its hand into an indentation in the wall at the foot of the stairs and the dimly lit area gradually lightened. It pointed its fingers at the area. “My skill.”
			

			
				“Your workspace?” Ryn edged into the room and peered closely at a vase glazed in swirling shades of deep red. “It’s beautiful. How do you get the colors to do that?”
			

			
				Llda clicked its teeth together. “Careful-careful. I have something for you, a mate day gift.” It glided into the room and stretched its thin body, retrieving a dull black sphere from an upper shelf. “Hold your hands out and think only of your mate. This you do?”
			

			
				Ryn exhaled a slow breath. “Yes, I can do that.” 
			

			
				He extended his hands, palms up. Llda placed the sphere in Ryn’s hands, bent them around the cool material, and cupped its fragile hands over his. “Close eyes and think. Yes?”
			

			
				Ryn closed his eyes and thought of Ziri the first time he’d seen her through a satellite vid, standing on the street of her hometown, her face lifted to the sun. Her smile, generously bestowed on one and all as she passed by. The way she rolled her beautiful blue-gray eyes when he irritated her. The soft protests she’d uttered when he’d left her bed the last time.
			

			
				The tension bled from his shoulders, slowly replaced by the warmth of her smile, the mischief sparking in her eyes, the silkiness of her skin against his. The sphere grew hot between his palms, and his eyes popped open. Llda was swaying gently back and forth, humming softly deep in its throat. 
			

			
				The sphere cooled abruptly, and Llda’s lashless eyelids fluttered. “It is done. See what your mate brings you.”
			

			
				Llda’s hands fell away, and Ryn opened his on the now colorfully swirled surface. Blues and grays mingled with soft greens and the occasional thin slice of red. “What happened?”
			

			
				“Imprinting. Hrk. Emotion?” Llda chuffed a breath through its flat nose. “What you feel when you think of your mate. This is what she means to you.”
			

			
				“It’s just like her.” Ryn tapped his thumb against a wide streak the exact shade of Ziri’s eyes. “This one especially.”
			

			
				“The color of peace,” Llda declared. “It seems you have had it all along, carried in your…” It rattled off a long series of hissing glissandos and clicks. “The human word escapes me. The place where emotion lives?”
			

			
				“The heart,” Ryn murmured. Was Llda trying to say that Ryn loved Ziri? Could he really, after knowing her for such a short time, or was it just that all his hopes of a good future balanced on the outcome of the Choosing and her decision then?
			

			
				Llda bowed slightly and touched the tips of its fingers to its wide forehead. “Peace-peace, Ryn of Abyw. May your mating bring many spawns and happy-happy hearts.”
			

			
				Ryn clasped the sphere carefully and bowed. “Thank you, Llda. I hope your mating is good, too.”
			

			
				“Blessings, many.” Llda clicked its teeth together. “We enjoy the matings, yes?”
			

			
				Ryn laughed. “Yeah, I think we will.” 
			

			
				They wandered back to the meeting space and rejoined Gared and Pyer. Their talks had finally progressed to actual negotiations, and Ryn settled into his station against a wall, thankful he could go home soon to Abyw and the peace Ziri promised.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Nineteen
			

			
				 
			

			
				Three days remained until the Choosing.
			

			
				Ziri swirled molnog wool slowly through water, cleaning it the way Alna had taught her in the long hours since Ryn and Gared had left. She’d become an expert at a lot of things while her captor was away. Peeling alien vegetables, discussing the relative merits of raising the docile creatures as opposed to other land uses, fending off the never-ending stream of suitors traipsing through Alna’s home. 
			

			
				The one thing she hadn’t yet mastered was defeating Ryn’s mother in their daily combat trials. It seemed like the harder Ziri tried, the worse she failed, and the worse she failed, the harder the sick knot in her gut twisted. 
			

			
				She had no hope of bypassing the stubborn Tyelu on the Choosing field, not one.
			

			
				Ziri picked debris out of the wool and discarded it in the wooden bucket set on the floor beside the kitchen sink. What did it matter, anyway? She hadn’t decided if she wanted to try for Ryn or whether she should. In fact, she had no idea what she’d do when that day came, if she’d sit stubbornly at the start line and refuse to participate or if she’d try for another man. Enel was a regular visitor, and though she tried not to encourage him, it was clear he was growing fond of her.
			

			
				If she felt anything for him outside of a warm friendship, maybe she’d consider trying for him at the Choosing, but she didn’t, not a thing, not even when he’d hesitantly pressed his lips to hers the night before on his way home.
			

			
				She bent at the waist and rested her forehead on one forearm. Curse Ryn and his sexy hide. Curse him to the center of the galaxy and back again.
			

			
				Soft footsteps shuffled across the floor behind her. “Tired of dealing with wool?” Alna asked.
			

			
				Ziri straightened and returned to her task. “I was just thinking.”
			

			
				Alna rested her hip against the edge of the sink beside Ziri and tucked a stray strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Are you sure? You seem tired.”
			

			
				“I’m having a hard time sleeping,” Ziri admitted, and the knot twisting her gut jetted into her throat, choking her. She hadn’t slept well since Ryn had slipped out of her bed a week and a half ago. “Anyway, I’m used to working, at the bookstore, at home in my garden. Cleaning wool is easy compared to some of the things I’ve done. Digging clay, tuning engines.” 
			

			
				Repairing the Yarinska’s water systems.
			

			
				A longing to be there welled up inside her. She’d been safe on the ship, except for that one time with the Sweepers, and she’d had a purpose, a role, a growing friendship she could depend on. Here, she was Lady Ziri, coveted candidate and potential bride, and the pressure of the decision she’d have to make was unbearable.
			

			
				Why couldn’t she just go home? 
			

			
				Alna’s arm slipped around Ziri’s waist. “There now, Ziri. Don’t cry. Ryn will be home soon, and if you’re lucky, you’ll never have to process wool again.”
			

			
				The words startled a laugh out of Ziri. “Oh, Alna, that’s not it at all, I swear.”
			

			
				“You miss Ryn.”
			

			
				“Maybe a little. He kind of grows on you.”
			

			
				“Yes, he does.” Alna rested her head on Ziri’s shoulder and rubbed her hand up and down Ziri’s arm. “Has he told you how he came to be here with us?”
			

			
				“He’s told me a lot of stories about when he was young, after you and Gared took him in.” Ziri laid her cheek against the crown of Alna’s head. “Never before, though. It’s almost like he’s shut that part of himself off.”
			

			
				“It was a hard time for him. The Sweepers captured him when he was just a boy, perhaps seven or eight Standards. From what we’ve been able to piece together, they raided his village and killed his family, then took him prisoner, enslaving him.”
			

			
				Ziri sucked in a breath. “I didn’t know.”
			

			
				“He doesn’t like to talk about it.”
			

			
				“I guess I don’t blame him.”
			

			
				“Neither did we, not for anything that came after. The Sweepers aren’t a kind species. They have no compassion and they make very little distinction between a male of their own and a male of another race. Ryn was approaching puberty when Gared found him, and if he hadn’t…”
			

			
				“Ryn might’ve died,” Ziri guessed. Onu’s breath. No wonder he’d closed himself off. “How long was he with them?”
			

			
				“Five Standards, perhaps more. Ryn’s memory of his childhood is jumbled. His time with the Sweepers was difficult to recreate and we’ve never been able to find his home world.”
			

			
				“You tried to find his family?”
			

			
				“Of course. Gared searched for years and we placed ads, spreading the word as far as we could. No one stepped forward to claim him, and after a while, we thought perhaps all of his family had died in that raid, anyone close enough to want him.” Alna eased away and shook her head. “By that time, he was ours and we didn’t want to give him up. We were the ones who were there for him while he healed, body and mind and heart. We were the ones to watch him blossom from an angry child into the sweet man he’s become. He’s my child as much as Tyelu and my fallen sons are, and I want him to find happiness. He deserves something good in his life, Ziri.”
			

			
				Ziri gazed at the black wool covered in water. “Tyelu thinks I’m not good enough for him, that I’m too weak, that he’ll never be happy with me.”
			

			
				“Tyelu is protective of Ryn, as we all are. That doesn’t make her right.” Alna clapped her hand to Ziri’s back. “Let’s skim the floating debris off that water and give the wool another rinse.”
			

			
				“Sure.” Alna moved away in search of a ladle, and Ziri twisted around. “Alna, what if I choose another man?”
			

			
				Alna shrugged. “It’s your right.”
			

			
				“But will you be angry? Will you…” Ziri swallowed down her nerves and rushed on. “Will you still speak with me?”
			

			
				“We’ll still be friends, Ziri Mokuru.” Alna smiled gently. “There, now. Does that ease your mind?”
			

			
				“A little. But what if I decide on Ryn and can’t make it past Tyelu? She’s made it fairly clear that she’ll stand in my way, no matter what I decide.”
			

			
				“Tyelu will do as Ryn asks,” Alna said, but Ziri wasn’t so sure. She mulled her conversation with Ryn’s mother over while they processed the wool from the last shearing and wrestled with the decision rushing toward her like a comet barreling through the night sky.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn stripped off his clothes in the pitch black darkness of Ziri’s room and eased into her bed. A week and a half his second father had kept him on Domor, eleven days without his red-haired beauty, so much time away from her. He curled up behind her, tucked the covers snugly around her shoulders, and buried his face in the sweet scent of her hair. By Wode, he’d missed this, missed holding her against him, missed protecting her and warming her smaller body with his.
			

			
				She stirred in her sleep. “Ryn?”
			

			
				“Who else?”
			

			
				“Molnog,” she muttered sleepily. “I thought one had climbed into my bed.”
			

			
				He laughed softly and pressed a gentle kiss to the side of her neck. “So now I’m a stinky molnog.”
			

			
				“You smell better.” She scooted around, facing him, and tangled her legs with his. “Mmm, yes, you definitely smell better.”
			

			
				“So do you.” Her fingers caressed the skin of his chest and ribs, and he sighed, content for the first time in days. “I sent a message to your parents.”
			

			
				She stiffened and her fingers stilled. “You did?”
			

			
				“Before I left. Haven’t heard back from them yet.”
			

			
				“Oh. Well. Maybe they’re caught up in negotiations or something. It’s not the first time I haven’t heard from them in a while, though usually they let me know first if they’re going to be out of touch.”
			

			
				“They probably tried to before they realized you were gone. Don’t worry. I’m sure they’re fine.”
			

			
				She snorted. “Oh, you’re sure, are you?”
			

			
				“I refuse for it to be otherwise,” he said firmly. “As soon as the Choosing’s over, we’ll pack the Yarinska’s gullet full of cargo and head back to Tersi so you can see for yourself.”
			

			
				“Wood.” She yawned and snuggled closer. “We really need wood there. If you’ll let me study the markets, I bet I can get top price for any wood product we take back.”
			

			
				“Spoken like a true negotiator.”
			

			
				“Spoken like a woman with an interest in the profit,” she retorted. She rubbed her foot up and down his leg. “I know how attached you Hrela are to your molnog, but we could set up a regular trade between Abyw and Tersi for wood, if anybody’s willing.”
			

			
				“I’m sure some will be.” He weighed the pressure in his heart against caution. “Enel owns a large wooded tract.”
			

			
				“Mmm. He told me. I’ll ask him about it tomorrow when he drops by.”
			

			
				“He’s here a lot, then.”
			

			
				“Nearly every day.” Her hand drifted down to his hip and her fingers dug into the flesh there. “He kissed me last night.”
			

			
				A rough anger ripped through Ryn. Tyornin’s Hammer, the man had nerve. How dare he lay a hand on Ziri, when Ryn was so close to winning her heart? 
			

			
				“I wanted to know what it was like, kissing him,” she said, and the anger died an abrupt death. His heart chilled, freezing inside his ribs, and his lungs refused to work through the iciness holding him in its grip. 
			

			
				“Ziri,” he breathed. “You want him?”
			

			
				“He’s a good man.”
			

			
				“Yes, I…” His mind went blank, the words lost in the storm of loss swirling inside him. “I’ll go now, leave you in peace.”
			

			
				He tumbled out of her bed, the room’s chill nothing compared to the cold numbing him inside and out. Gared had kept him away too long, and now, he’d lost Ziri to the kind-hearted widower. It was better for her. Enel had better connections, more wealth. He’d provide for her in a way Ryn couldn’t, and she’d be happy there, so happy.
			

			
				“Wait, Ryn. Where are you going?”
			

			
				“I shouldn’t be here.” He bowed his head and rubbed the ache growing in his heart. “If you need anything, have Alna fetch me.”
			

			
				“Ryn, please. I thought we’d, um, talk and…” The covers rustled and the mattress squeaked. “I guess I thought we’d have more time together, now that you’re back.”
			

			
				“The Choosing’s too close, Ziri, and Enel…” He grabbed his clothes and boots, forced himself to draw an unsteady breath. “I’ll talk to you about the cargo after the Choosing.”
			

			
				“No, Ryn, wait.”
			

			
				He stumbled out of her room and down the hallway of his childhood home, leaving behind the woman who’d already wiggled her way into his heart.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Breakfast was a miserable affair from start to finish. Ziri picked at the sweetbread Alna had baked the night before and ignored the conversation swirling around her. 
			

			
				Ryn hadn’t made it. He’d sent word by his young cousin that he had work he couldn’t avoid. Byungar sat across from Ziri, shoveling winyu sausage into his mouth faster than he could chew it. His young, gray eyes bounced around the table, absorbing every word of the conversation between the other adults.
			

			
				He had managed to make it to Alna’s table, hadn’t he? And so had Enel and Tyelu and one of Gared’s cousins in need of passage from Abyw to another system after the Choosing had come and gone. Everybody crowded around the meal, chattering in lively spurts about the upcoming ritual, the high price of space travel, and the shortage of molnog wool in industrial areas south of Hrelum. Ryn should’ve been there to hear that. Everything they were discussing had an impact on his cargo business, but no, he’d been too busy to bother coming home.
			

			
				The way he’d been too busy last night to stay with her.
			

			
				Ziri’s throat tightened and she pushed her plate away. He’d brought her to Abyw on the pretext of wanting her for a bride. How could he leave her now, when the Choosing was nearly upon them? How could he abandon her like that, just when she needed his friendship the most, just when she needed his help sorting out her own feelings?
			

			
				Enel leaned toward her, brushing his massive shoulder against hers. “Are you well, Lady Ziri?”
			

			
				She sighed and blinked at the wood-beamed ceiling overhead. “Can’t you please call me Ziri, just Ziri?”
			

			
				“You deserve the respect of a title.”
			

			
				“But I haven’t earned that title and have no right to it.” Her lips trembled. She firmed them into a hard line and pushed her need for Ryn as far away as she could. “Please, Enel.”
			

			
				“As you wish, Ziri.”
			

			
				The pleasure warming his rough voice should’ve alarmed her. Since learning the nature of the Choosing, she’d done her best not to encourage him, but now, what did it matter? Ryn didn’t want her anymore. She was stuck on Abyw, dependent on the generosity of his parents for her support until she was allowed near a Net terminal, and faced an uncertain future without the comfort of her family or the life she’d made before he’d stolen her away from Tersi. 
			

			
				She stood abruptly, knocking back her chair. “Please excuse me. I’m not feeling well.”
			

			
				Alna stood, her even features drawn into a frown, but Ziri waved her away. This was something she had to deal with on her own, the way she’d dealt with the rejection of the men she’d handfasted with. Those hadn’t taken either, had they, but with Ryn, Ziri had thought it would be different. He’d been so kind to her, so gentle, and he’d seemed to want her, enough to make love to her, enough to give her hope.
			

			
				She spun on the ball of her foot and left, lurching into an unsteady run as soon as she was out of sight of the curious stares of Alna and Gared’s guests. What had she done to make Ryn change his mind? Had he discovered some flaw in her and decided she wasn’t good enough, or had her inability to find her place soured his heart, the way it had so many times before with other men?
			

			
				She clamored up the stairs and into her room, and buried her face in his pillow, her sorrow a raw lump surrounding the bruised beat of her heart.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty
			

			
				 
			

			
				The morning of the Choosing dawned under a cloud-covered sky. Snow swirled down around Ryn’s cabin, the home he’d built when he’d still hoped finding a bride would be simple. For a while, he’d thought Ziri would be the woman he’d bring there, that she’d be the woman filling his bed at night and greeting him every morning, that she would carry his children and breath joy into his lonely life. That hope had died a painful death three nights ago, and now, he couldn’t remotely imagine another woman taking her place.
			

			
				He picked a stack of her clothes up off the shelf in his closet and repacked them in a cargo container on top of the yarn they’d bought during the last part of their journey to Abyw. She’d want her things after the Choosing. Might as well get everything ready for her. If his closet seemed too empty without her clothes there, well, he’d get used to it. 
			

			
				Gared stuck his head into the doorway of Ryn’s bedroom. “There you are, son. It’s almost time.”
			

			
				Ryn cushioned the shimmery sphere Llda had given him between the layers of Ziri’s shirts next to the gift he’d bought for her while he was on Domor and closed the container. “I’m ready.”
			

			
				“Packing for the trip to Tersi?”
			

			
				Ryn shook his head. “Ziri told me she’s choosing Enel today.”
			

			
				Gared propped his back against the wall next to the door, his bushy eyebrows lowered. “She said it plain, did she?”
			

			
				“Plain enough. It’ll be easier if I have everything ready for her.”
			

			
				“You won’t fight for her?”
			

			
				“It’s her choice.”
			

			
				“That it is, and yours, too. You have the right to challenge Enel once the Choosing’s done.”
			

			
				Ryn shrugged on a thin jacket and fastened it up to his neck. “I won’t go against her on this. She deserves a man she’ll be happy with.”
			

			
				“And you think Enel will give her that.”
			

			
				“What I think doesn’t matter. Her heart’s gone. Best I make peace with her decision.”
			

			
				Ryn brushed past Gared. His second father’s hand shot out, catching Ryn around his bicep, drawing him to a halt. “It’s not like you to give up when you want something as bad as you want her.”
			

			
				“I want her happiness more.” Ryn inhaled a shaky breath, released it slowly. “Seems like the only thing she’s ever found with me is harm, so if being with another man is what she wants, I won’t stand in her way.”
			

			
				“All right then.” Gared patted Ryn on the back, knocking him off balance. “She’s a good woman. We’ll be sorry to see her go.”
			

			
				Ryn’s heart lurched in his chest. He had a feeling letting her go was the easiest part of it. After, he still had to live without her, and he suspected he’d regret it for the rest of his life.
			

			
				They took the hovercar to the Choosing field on the outskirts of Hrelum. A crowd had already gathered around the outside of the circular area. The raid on Tersi had been only one of a handful that had taken place recently. Single men and women from across Abyw had participated in raids on several planets, bringing back one or more candidates, waiting for the day Abyw’s moons aligned for the official ritual, held on Choosing fields across the planet. 
			

			
				At least thirty candidates had been gathered by hopefuls living in the area surrounding Hrelum. They mingled inside the outer ring of the field, eyeing the hopefuls standing in its center. Ryn spotted Ziri’s red-gold head huddled close to Alna’s and his heart twisted in his chest. He deliberately trudged his way along the snow-covered ground to the opposite side of the field and pushed his way to the center from there, aligning himself in the inner ring with her position near the outer one.
			

			
				A large hand fell on Ryn’s shoulder, and Enel drew even with Ryn. “Ziri says you’ll be hauling wood to her home world for trade after the Choosing.”
			

			
				Ziri, not Lady Ziri as everybody had taken to calling her. Ryn shoved his gloved hands into the roomy pockets of his jacket and stared straight ahead. “You have some you’d like to include?”
			

			
				“I do, enough to fill a third of your cargo bay unless you’d rather trade with another.”
			

			
				“Your wood will bring the same profit as anybody’s,” Ryn said mildly.
			

			
				Enel cupped his hands around his mouth and blew into them. “Didn’t think you’d want to deal with me after the way I’ve been courting Ziri.”
			

			
				Ryn grunted. He hadn’t liked it, not a bit, but what could he have done to stop it? Considering how things had turned out, maybe he should’ve tried. Across the way, Gared joined Ziri and Alna slipped away, pushing her way through the crowd to the thin circle outside the inner ring where Tyelu waited six ceg away from Ryn. His sister twisted around and grinned, and he sighed. At least Tyelu would be happy with the day’s outcome.
			

			
				Enel nudged Ryn’s arm and jerked his chin toward another section of the field. “It’s time. I’ll catch up with you later.”
			

			
				Ryn nodded and strode toward Alna and Tyelu. They waited for him, Tyelu with a smug smirk fixed on her delicate features, Alna frowning. When he drew near, his second mother said, “Where have you been? We’ve missed you the past few days.”
			

			
				“I was busy.”
			

			
				“So you say.” Her eyes narrowed on him. “Ziri waited for you.”
			

			
				He glanced away, hiding the hurt throbbing through him. “She shouldn’t have. I told her I wouldn’t be back before the Choosing.”
			

			
				“And you haven’t been.” Alna tilted her head, regarding him with the stare that had cut straight to his core from the first time they’d met. “She hasn’t come out of her room except to eat since you returned home. I’d think that would concern you, since you brought her here and forced her into the Choosing.”
			

			
				Tyelu snorted. “Leave it be. If he doesn’t want her, good for him. He could do better anyhow.”
			

			
				Alna swung around to her daughter. “You’ve said enough, Tyelu. Ziri told me what you said to her, that she wasn’t good enough for Ryn and would never make him happy. If she chooses another today and breaks your brother’s heart, it will rest entirely on your head.”
			

			
				“Yeah?” Tyelu crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Alna. “If his heart’s so involved, how come he hasn’t been by to see her?”
			

			
				“That’s his business to attend, not yours, but I’m telling you now, daughter. I’ll never forgive you for driving her away.”
			

			
				The color leached from Tyelu’s skin. “Mama, I—”
			

			
				“Not another word.” Alna turned her back on Tyelu and cupped Ryn’s cheeks in her icy hands. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and Ziri, but I hope you’ll find a way to put it behind you once the Choosing’s done.”
			

			
				The urge to tell his second mother exactly what was wrong punched at Ryn. For so long, she’d been his rock, his comfort, her love the guiding force in his life. She’d soothed his broken heart once before, helped him find himself when anybody else would’ve given up. It wasn’t fair to settle that burden on her shoulders again, not even to ease the jagged pain gnawing into him now.
			

			
				“Positions, please,” a loud voice cried, and the word was passed around in soft murmurs from neighbor to neighbor. Ryn stepped behind the line delineating the inner circle and crouched on the frozen ground. It wouldn’t be long now and the Choosing would be over, and after, he could search for a way to live with the hole Ziri had carved into his heart.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri bounced from foot to foot as subtly as she could. She had never in all her life been as cold as she was right then, and it was only going to get worse. Snow was falling at a steady pace and the wind had kicked up a notch, biting through the thin layers she wore as easily as a knife.
			

			
				Alna wrapped her arms around Ziri and scrubbed her hands up and down Ziri’s back. “There now, daughter. You’re not used to our weather yet.”
			

			
				Ziri huffed out a laugh. “Who could be? This has to be the coldest planet in the galaxy.”
			

			
				“Not quite.”
			

			
				“The next coldest, then. Are you sure there’s a sky up there behind the clouds?”
			

			
				“Positive.” Alna squeezed tight, then let her arms fall away. “Have you made your decision?”
			

			
				“No.” Ziri clenched her teeth together, as much from frustration as to still their chatter. Ryn hadn’t come back, and though it had cut her to the bone, she had to face the fact that maybe he’d lost interest in her. Maybe she should choose another man instead of going after one that didn’t want her anymore. “I think Enel would take me.”
			

			
				“He would,” Alna agreed mildly. “Have you no care for Ryn?”
			

			
				Ziri closed her eyes against the misery she’d lived with since his return three long days ago. “I don’t think he wants me anymore, and I’m not sure I want to be with a man who felt free to kidnap me from my own home.”
			

			
				“It’s our way.”
			

			
				“It’s their way, Alna, not mine, not yours.” 
			

			
				Ryn appeared in the distance beyond Alna’s shoulder, and a helpless jumble of emotions swirled through Ziri. They’d been so close to being friends, so close to finding something else, and she missed that, missed him. After everything he’d put her through, she still wanted his friendship, still wanted his warmth and strength and the kind heart he’d hidden so carefully behind a stoic mask.
			

			
				Hard anger rose inside her, muting out everything else, the misery and sorrow, the longing to find her place and make a home of her own, surrounded by people who loved her. For a while, before she’d learned about the Choosing, she’d hoped she could have that with Ryn, and then Alna had explained everything and Ziri had been lost.
			

			
				Gared pressed through the knots of people scattered across the field and sidled up to Alna. “There’re my girls. It’s a great day for a Choosing.”
			

			
				Ziri snorted out a laugh. “I don’t think there’s enough snow yet.”
			

			
				Alna grinned. “And you were just complaining about the cold.”
			

			
				“I didn’t complain, exactly. You have to admit it’s pretty miserable out here.”
			

			
				“Nonsense,” Gared said. “Perfect day. If we’re lucky, we’ll still have time to work with the molnog before the sun sets.”
			

			
				Ziri’s breath wheezed out of her. “Do you think about anything besides those twice-cursed animals?”
			

			
				He waggled his bushy eyebrows. “I’ve been known to ponder the love of a good woman a time or two.”
			

			
				Alna elbowed him in the ribs. “Be careful which woman you ponder, husband, else you might find yourself sleeping with your molnog tonight.”
			

			
				“Never that, lover.” He smacked a kiss to her unlined cheek. “Best go counsel our youngest. She looks like she’s itching for a fight, and I’d like to get home before supper.”
			

			
				“The other thing on his mind,” Alna said wryly. She pressed her cheek to Ziri’s and whispered, “Give Ryn a chance, daughter. He cares for you more than you can know.”
			

			
				She whirled away and wended gracefully through the throngs of people surrounding them. Gared stepped closer to Ziri and threw a beefy arm across her shoulders. “Here now, daughter. Your cheeks are almost blue with the cold. You’ll need to be warmer than that if you hope to make it across the field today.”
			

			
				Ziri leaned into him and rested her head on the firm breadth of his shoulder. “I’m not sure I should try.”
			

			
				“Now you sound like Ryn. He’s convinced you’ll choose another today.”
			

			
				“It’s not like he wants me.”
			

			
				“Eh, now, where did you get a lack-brained notion like that? Boy’s positively in love with you. Wouldn’t stop pestering me to bring him home while we were on Domor.”
			

			
				Ziri frowned. If he’d been so anxious to get home to her, why had he turned around and left the moment he’d seen her? 
			

			
				“Besides, you’ll never be happy with Enel.”
			

			
				“Who says I’ll choose him?”
			

			
				“Ryn, for one, but the important point here is Enel. The man’s brain is crammed full of molnog. You pick him and you’ll never have a tick’s peace from the creatures.”
			

			
				“He has bovi, too, and large tracts of forest under his control.”
			

			
				“That he does, but his heart is with his molnog.”
			

			
				“Ryn has a flock.”
			

			
				“But he also has that ship of his and it’s as important to him as anything.” Gared cut a sly glance toward her. “Do you think he would’ve given up half of it to just any old person he happened to come across?”
			

			
				Maybe not, and maybe he’d been so desperate after the Sweepers attacked, he would’ve done anything to fix the Yarinska. “I haven’t decided what I want to do, Gared. Maybe I’ll just sit here until the whole thing’s over and hitch a ride back home on the next ship to pass through.”
			

			
				“I’ll not let you, girl. We need women on Abyw with your spunk and beauty, and by Wode, I want to have a woman like you as my daughter.”
			

			
				“Ryn can find another—”
			

			
				“No, Ziri, he won’t. This is his one shot, his one chance to find a bride. It’ll take him years to accumulate the vud to wiggle his way into another raid, not to mention scraping together enough for a bride price.”
			

			
				Ziri stiffened. “A bride price?”
			

			
				“Didn’t he tell you?”
			

			
				“No, he didn’t.”
			

			
				Gared shrugged. “Probably didn’t think to.”
			

			
				“So what is it?” 
			

			
				“The price he pays for taking you from your home world and bringing you here. As soon as the Choosing ends, he’ll open an account in your name and deposit the bride price into it, and that money will be yours to do with as you please.”
			

			
				Ziri’s eyes searched the field and settled on Ryn in deep conversation with Alna and Tyelu. “What if I choose somebody else?”
			

			
				“It’s still yours, a balance demanded by custom in lieu of the life you could’ve had on your home world.”
			

			
				Ziri shook her head. “Wait, you mean he’s actually paying me for kidnapping me? That’s so…strange.”
			

			
				“It’s our way, though more and more, it’s the man the candidate picks that pays the bride price,” Gared said gently. A man’s voice loudly urged everybody to take their positions. Gared’s arm fell away from Ziri’s shoulders. “It’s time. Remember, now. Keep your head clear and on your goal.”
			

			
				“But I don’t even know what that is.”
			

			
				“You will, when the time’s right.” He smiled and backed up two long paces, facing her with his back to the rest of his family. “Fight hard, daughter, and remember what I said.”
			

			
				She nodded, though she had no idea which part of their conversation he wanted her to remember. Was it the part about Enel’s brain being full of molnog or was it everything Gared had said about Ryn?
			

			
				A loud clanking noise rang out from the center of the circular field. Gared nodded solemnly as the crowd burst into loud cheers, egging on the mostly female candidates gathered in the outer ring. “Find your heart, Ziri.”
			

			
				She huffed out a laugh. Wasn’t that what she’d been trying to do her whole life? Around her, candidates, mostly women and a few men, began pushing their way through the outer circle of family members toward the inner ring where Ryn waited. Ziri met Gared’s gaze evenly. “Will you let me pass?”
			

			
				“I’m the easiest of the lot,” he said gently, and opened his arms to her. 
			

			
				She launched herself into his embrace and buried her face in his broad chest. “Oh, Gared. I don’t know what to do.”
			

			
				“Yes, you do, dearest.” His sigh puffed into the hair on the crown of her head. “Yes, you do.”
			

			
				She nodded and stepped back, sniffing away her tears. He shifted to the side, and she went around him. People were dashing across the open field, knocking each other out of the way, vying for the best positions at the front of the pack. Fights broke out among some of the women, and they were brutal. Ziri flinched away from a large, blue-skinned woman holding another on the ground, her fist raising and lowering in a perfect rhythm as she beat the woman beneath her into submission.
			

			
				Ahead of Ziri, two women sprinted toward Alna and Tyelu, and Ziri’s breath caught in her throat. Ryn. They’d spied his handsome face and were going after him. She took two running steps in his direction, then slowed. Is that what she wanted? Did she want to spend the rest of her life with a man whose affections for her had already faded?
			

			
				Another fight broke out to her left. Ziri glanced around and her gaze was drawn not to the women writhing around in the snow, but to Enel, strong, steadfast Enel. He was watching her calmly, waiting for her to make a decision, waiting for her to choose him. She stepped toward him and halted. Enel was a good man. She’d known that from the first. She could be happy with him, in spite of his obsession with molnog. It was such a small thing, after all, and at least he wanted her, truly wanted her. She’d never doubt that if she chose him.
			

			
				But she’d never love him the way he deserved.
			

			
				She started walking again, her thoughts whirling through her head faster than a stampeding herd of winyu. Gared was wrong. She didn’t know what to do, didn’t know where her heart lay, and she had no idea how to figure that out. 
			

			
				A woman skidded into her path, and Ziri brushed past her, slapping off hands determined to fight her. Another woman wasn’t so easily put off. She tackled Ziri onto the cold earth and pushed her face into the snow. Ziri punched her elbow back, catching the woman in the ribs, and wiggled her way onto her back. 
			

			
				Onu’s breath, these women were persistent. Didn’t they understand that she had a decision to make and didn’t need their interference while she was thinking everything over?
			

			
				She scrambled through the snow with the woman, fending off clawed hands, and punched the woman’s pretty face right in the nose. Blood spurted out of the appendage. The woman curled away, moaning, and Ziri staggered to her feet, shaking off the throbbing pain in her knuckles.
			

			
				First thing she’d learned from Alna? Never let the pain keep you down.
			

			
				A roar rippled through the crowd. Ziri spun around, heart in her throat. A man had made it into the inner ring and hefted a laughing woman high against his chest. His mouth captured hers, and Ziri glanced sharply away, stung by the happiness the couple exuded.
			

			
				Somebody stumbled into her and Ziri whirled, automatically punching out. Her balled up fist caught the other woman in her shoulder and Ziri growled, “Do I look like somebody you want to fight?”
			

			
				The woman raised calloused palms and backed away slowly, her ice-like eyes wide.
			

			
				“That’s what I thought,” Ziri groused. 
			

			
				She pivoted on her heel and strode toward Ryn, irritation spurring her into action. By the gods, he’d put her in this mess. Wasn’t that the way their entire relationship had gone? First, he’d kidnapped her, then he’d chained her to his bed. Ok, so he’d brought her things with them, but that didn’t make up for everything else. And the Sweepers. That had been a mess on its own and one rightly placed squarely on his head. What had he been thinking, jumping them into a nest of hostile aliens?
			

			
				A blue fist appeared of nowhere and grazed Ziri’s jaw, and agony burst through the bruised bone. She staggered to the side, searching for the fist’s owner, and froze. The large, blue-skinned woman grinned, flashing a jagged row of pointed teeth. Ziri’s anger withered under that bloodthirsty stare. Onu’s breath. And here she’d been worried about getting past Tyelu.
			

			
				The woman’s fist lashed out and, without thinking, Ziri ducked to the side, barely avoiding the blow. The woman followed with a lightning fast series of jabs. Ziri blocked most of them, grunted at the ones that broke through her defenses, and circled around as the woman closed in, her hammer-like fists pounding out in merciless waves. One caught Ziri in the stomach, knocking the breath out of her. She stumbled backward and her feet skidded on the snowy ground. Panic shot through her. No, she couldn’t fall. If she did, this woman would pounce on her and bludgeon her to death. 
			

			
				She managed to find her footing, though her breath was long gone. The woman bared her teeth and lunged, and in a flash, calm settled over Ziri and time slowed. Her breath rushed back in, filling her lungs with sweet air, and she sucked it in, setting her stance, biding her time as the woman moved ever closer. 
			

			
				When the woman was almost on her, Ziri burst into action. She ducked under the woman’s outstretched hands and plowed her shoulder into the woman’s hard stomach muscles. Her arms slid around the woman’s waist and she lifted her opponent high with the force of her legs. As soon as the woman’s feet left the ground, Ziri fell backward onto the hard earth, taking the woman with her, and landed on top of the blue behemoth. 
			

			
				She scrambled to her feet and peered down at the woman on the ground. Her breath was knocked out, but it wouldn’t keep her down for long. Ziri sighed. “I would say I’m sorry for what I’m about to do, but I saw the way you beat that other woman. No thanks.” And she arched her foot back and kicked the blue-skinned woman hard in the jaw.
			

			
				The woman went limp, and Ziri nodded, satisfied. At least that was one less thing she’d have to worry about.
			

			
				Behind her, Alna grunted, and Ziri whirled, homing in on Ryn’s mother. She and Tyelu were engaged in a fight with the two women Ziri had seen racing toward them earlier. Without thinking, Ziri shot forward, sprinting across the remaining distance between her and them. She leapt onto the back of the woman fighting Alna and wrapped an arm around the woman’s slender throat, squeezing hard, holding on as the woman staggered and clawed at Ziri’s arm. Eventually, her struggles faltered and she staggered slowly to the ground under Ziri’s weight. Ziri dropped away and crouched on the ground, her gaze following Tyelu’s fight.
			

			
				“Ziri,” Alna said.
			

			
				Ziri swung her gaze toward the other woman. “What is it?”
			

			
				Alna beckoned her forward. “Come on, Ziri. Now’s your chance.”
			

			
				Ziri pushed herself off the ground. Her gaze sought out Ryn standing as still as a statue behind his mother. His expression was as cold as the air, his beautiful, dark eyes so devoid of emotion, her heart cracked. 
			

			
				“Ziri!” Alna hissed. “What are you waiting for?”
			

			
				“I don’t know what I want,” Ziri murmured, but that wasn’t right. She knew exactly what she wanted, just as she’d known exactly what to do to take the blue-skinned woman down. She’d stopped thinking and found her heart, just as Gared had counseled her to do, and she’d known. 
			

			
				And now, what she wanted filled her with the same certainty as snow in winter. She wanted the friendship she and Ryn had been building before he’d left her. She wanted to see if she could really love him the way a woman should love a man and she wanted him to love her back. But was that what he wanted? Would he accept her if she crossed the line into the inner ring or would he shun her again, as he had three nights ago?
			

			
				If she didn’t try, she’d never know.
			

			
				Tyelu swung her elbow across the jaw of the woman she was fighting, sending her spinning to the ground, and stepped back, shaking her arm. “I don’t know why people think they can get through me.”
			

			
				“You’ll let me pass,” Ziri said.
			

			
				Tyelu jerked her gaze up and smirked. “What makes you think that?”
			

			
				Ziri waggled her thumb over her shoulder. “Because I’m not afraid to do to you what I did to that blue-skinned woman.”
			

			
				Alna covered a smile with a red-knuckled hand, and Tyelu scowled.
			

			
				“Let her pass,” Ryn said softly. “She’s earned the right to choose.”
			

			
				Tyelu threw her hands up in the air. “Fine, but when she breaks your heart, don’t blame me.”
			

			
				Ziri brushed past Ryn’s prickly sister. Alna stopped her and whispered, “You’re making the right decision, Ziri.”
			

			
				“I don’t know if I am or not, Alna, but I have to try.”
			

			
				Alna nodded and stepped aside, and Ziri faced Ryn for the first time in days. “I’ll move on if you don’t want me.”
			

			
				Ryn’s sensual mouth turned down at the corners. “I never said I didn’t want you.”
			

			
				“You walked away from me.”
			

			
				“You said you wanted Enel.”
			

			
				Ziri pressed numb hands to her eyes. “I said I wanted to know what it would be like to kiss him. I wanted to see if I could love him.”
			

			
				“And could you?”
			

			
				She shook her head. “I’ve never felt for him even a sliver of what I feel for you.”
			

			
				“But you don’t want me.”
			

			
				Her hands fell to her side. “I miss you, Ryn. I miss our friendship.”
			

			
				“That’s not the same thing as wanting me.”
			

			
				“No, it’s not, but there was no guarantee I ever would. You knew that when you stole me from my home.”
			

			
				He nodded solemnly. “I did.”
			

			
				“And you were willing to take that risk.”
			

			
				“I was.”
			

			
				“Then give me that chance now, Ryn. Give me a chance to take a risk.”
			

			
				His breath shuddered out of him. “If that’s what you want.”
			

			
				She bit back the words springing to her mouth. I don’t know what I want, but she did. She wanted to take a chance on Ryn, had wanted to all along, and now, that chance was right in front of her, waiting for her to grab hold of it. She crossed the distance between them, stood on tiptoe, and pressed her lips to his in a gentle kiss. “I choose you, Ryn.”
			

			
				“So be it,” he said, and misery clogged her throat. Never in her life had she ever thought gaining what she wanted would make her feel as awful as she did right then.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-One
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Dragon’s Tail was packed from wall to wall with the cheerful faces of Hrelum’s residents, come to wish the candidates and their mates good fortune after the Choosing’s completion. Ryn shouldered through the crowd toward the bar on the far side of the room, accepting congratulations and well-meant slaps on his back as he went. Ziri was close behind, her fingers tight around the hem of his jacket, her head bent under the weight of everybody’s attention.
			

			
				She hadn’t said a word since she’d chosen him, though that might’ve been due to the bruising blow another candidate had delivered to her jaw. Already, the skin there was purple and swollen, and had to ache.
			

			
				Maybe it was the cold or maybe it was the excess of emotion, but he was numb from head to toe, too sore-hearted to care that she’d picked him or worry what would happen when they were finally alone again.
			

			
				The people standing at the bar scooted aside, creating a spot for him there. He banged his palm on the worn wooden width dividing Bellyn, the barkeep, from the alehouse’s customers and ordered a stout and a cup of Wode’s Blood. Ziri wedged herself into the narrow space between him and a rowdy Hrela and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. Her nose and cheeks were still red, and her fingers chilled him through the layers of her gloves and his clothing. 
			

			
				He brushed his mouth against her ear and caught a whiff of her fragrance, soft, womanly, inviting. “I’ve ordered something to warm you up.”
			

			
				She nodded and glanced away. Had all her courage been used to topple the women standing between her and him on the Choosing field?
			

			
				Bellyn set a mug of stout and a cup of Wode’s Blood in front of Ryn, then wandered away to help the next customer. 
			

			
				Ziri’s hand tightened on Ryn’s arm. “Should I pay?”
			

			
				“Bellyn runs a tab for locals.”
			

			
				“Oh.” 
			

			
				“Nobody expects you to do anything tonight, Ziri,” he said gently. He picked up their drinks and handed the cup to her. “Drink this. You’ll feel better.”
			

			
				She sniffed it and wrinkled her nose. “What is it?”
			

			
				“Wode’s Blood.”
			

			
				She jerked back and narrowed her eyes at him. “There’s blood in here?”
			

			
				He bit back a laugh. “No blood. It’s a hot tea.”
			

			
				She sniffed the steam rising from the mug again. “Are you sure? It smells kind of…odd.”
			

			
				“Drink the tea, Ziri.” He lifted his stout toward the table Alna and Gared had commandeered. “Come on. They’re waiting for us.”
			

			
				He led her through the room, endured sly references to the night ahead, and settled into a chair next to Gared. Ziri perched on the edge of a chair on his other side and set her cup on the table, apparently fascinated by the warmth radiating out of it, judging by the way her eyes clung to it.
			

			
				Gared slapped Ryn on the back, knocking him into the table. “Was a good Choosing. Our Ziri did well.”
			

			
				“She did,” Ryn murmured.
			

			
				“I thought she’d never learn to fight.” Alna clucked her tongue around a smile. “But she managed to take down the largest candidate there and she wasn’t the first to try.”
			

			
				Ziri’s shoulders hunched around her ears. “I stopped thinking. Soon as I did, I knew what to do.”
			

			
				Gared swigged from his mug of ale and dashed the back of his hand across his mustached mouth. “So you took my advice.”
			

			
				“I just stopped thinking so hard, that’s all,” Ziri said softly. She took a tentative sip of her tea. Her breath whooshed out and she turned accusing, blue-gray eyes on Ryn. “You said this was tea.”
			

			
				Ryn hid his smile behind his mug. “It is, Ziri, with a little extra oomph.”
			

			
				“Is that what you call liquor on Abyw?” 
			

			
				Alna laughed and patted Ziri’s forearm. “There now, daughter. You’re officially a Pruxnæ, now that you’ve had a sip of our local spirits.”
			

			
				“What was I before, a winyu’s diced up internal organ?” She smacked the heel of her hand against her temple. “Kraden autolearner. Next time, I’m learning a language the old-fashioned way.”
			

			
				Enel slid into the empty chair between Ziri and Alna. “What are you doing the old-fashioned way?”
			

			
				Ryn’s heart plummeted into his gut. Beside him, Ziri paled and huddled over her cup, her fingers stiff around the crockery. “Enel,” she said softly. “I…”
			

			
				Her lyrical voice faltered and broke, and Enel’s rigid features softened. “Did you think I’d hate you for not choosing me?” 
			

			
				“I didn’t know what to think.” She peeked at him, then Ryn, and dropped her gaze to her cup. “Please don’t be angry.”
			

			
				Enel’s brow furrowed and his hand knotted into a massive fist where it rested on the table. “You did what you thought was right. I won’t lie. I’m not happy about it, but I can’t blame you for following your heart.”
			

			
				Ziri hid her eyes behind one hand and her lower lip trembled. Ryn curved his own hands around his mug. Already, she regretted claiming him. Not even a full day after the Choosing and she wanted to be rid of him.
			

			
				Enel’s hand unclenched and he leaned back in his chair. “Have you figured the cargo costs for my wood yet?”
			

			
				Ziri inhaled a shuddering breath, and when she spoke, her voice was thin and strained. “That depends on the travel time. Once I know how long it’ll take, I can figure the costs as a percentage of the fair market value.”
			

			
				Gared propped his elbows on the table and gave Ziri an estimate of the time and number of jumps needed to go from Abyw to Tersi. Ryn casually eased away from the table, letting the conversation flow along without him. Alna’s gaze met his over Gared’s head. She smiled and patted her heart, and he understood. She thought he’d be happy, now that he was one step closer to making Ziri his, but the emotion eluded him, edged out by the certainty that he was never going to hold Ziri’s heart the way she held his.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It was one of the longest nights Ziri had ever endured, on top of the hardest trial she’d ever faced. Her muscles ached and twinged, and her jaw hurt so much, she could barely open it. Open it she did, though. The Yarinska was half hers and she was duty bound to help it turn a profit. So, she negotiated a percentage of the profits for hauling Enel’s wood to Tersi, based on estimates of fuel and other shipboard costs and on haggling for a deal when she and Ryn got there, and she did the same when others stopped by their table. Between the cargo they were promised and the people needing passage off-world, Ziri was sure their trip was going to earn a tidy profit.
			

			
				She would’ve felt better about that if Ryn weren’t so indifferent to her.
			

			
				Since their kiss on the Choosing field, he’d barely touched her. The hope she’d held that accepting him would mend their friendship withered in her heart. Was this what life for them would be like from then on, him turning away, her always yearning for more? Hadn’t she had enough of that before he’d swaggered his way into her life?
			

			
				They left the alehouse well after dark. Alna dropped a tipsy Gared off at their house, then drove Ryn and Ziri home in the hovercar. Ziri slumped into herself on the seat and gave in to the exhaustion consuming her, only dimly aware of Alna and Ryn’s quiet conversation or their arrival at his house. She kissed Alna on the cheek and said goodbye, and trudged wearily behind Ryn through a fresh layer of snow.
			

			
				The cabin’s interior was almost too warm after the frigid chill of the night air. Ziri unwrapped her scarf and hung it and her hat on top of her coat on a hook next to the front door. Ryn squatted in front of the fireplace, still dressed for the outdoors, and stoked the dying embers into a lively blaze. 
			

			
				“You don’t have to do that on my account,” she said softly.
			

			
				He closed the fireplace’s metal door and stood, shrugging out of his coat as he crossed the room. “I’ll be sleeping in here tonight. Besides, the house will get too cold without a fire.”
			

			
				Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest. “You’re not sleeping with me? But Ryn, we’re…” What exactly were they? Alna had said Ryn would need to release his seed into Ziri three times before they were officially mated, but surely they were already considered a couple. She twisted her bruised fingers together and stared helplessly at him. “I thought we were together now.”
			

			
				“Not quite.”
			

			
				“Alna said we had to, you know, three times. Do we have to do that first?”
			

			
				“We have a year and a day to take care of that.” He hung his coat up and held a hand out to her. “I’ll show you where you can sleep.”
			

			
				She grasped his larger hand with hers and followed him to the bedroom she’d explored the day Tyelu had brought her there. It was exactly the way she remembered it, right down to the cargo crates stacked against the far wall between the entrances to the bathroom and closet. She faltered to a stop and stared at them. They were locked tight. Beyond them, the space where her clothes had rested in the closet was empty.
			

			
				She released Ryn’s hand and plopped onto the edge of his bed. “You repacked my things.”
			

			
				“I thought you were going to choose Enel.” He shrugged and thumbed the lock on the top crate. It clicked open, and he raised the lid and rummaged through its contents. “There’s hot water if you want to bathe.”
			

			
				Her skin was sticky and her muscles burned. Both could use a good dose of hot water, if she could manage to undress. She untied her boots and pulled them off, wincing when the bruises she’d accumulated throbbed. Her ribs hurt something fierce. The blue-skinned woman had probably landed more blows than Ziri remembered. She stumbled past Ryn into the bathroom, lifted the hem of her tunic, and stared at the mottled bruises dotting the skin stretched over her ribs. 
			

			
				Yup, the blue-skinned woman had gotten her own during their skirmish. 
			

			
				Ryn crossed the threshold and jerked his chin toward her ribs. “Need help?”
			

			
				She let the fabric fall. If she told him the truth, that she could barely lift her arms and wasn’t sure she could get her clothes off by herself, would he have pity on her and help her undress, or would he walk away from her again?
			

			
				An odd pressure swelled inside her chest, filling her to the brim, shoving its way into her throat. Tears stung her eyes and she whirled away from Ryn, hiding them from him. She didn’t want his pity. She didn’t want him to look at her and see the weakling Tyelu did, not after fighting for him, not after claiming him in spite of her reservations and his recent callous attitude.
			

			
				The bathroom door squeaked shut and Ziri waited, hoping he’d speak, praying he’d touch her and make everything right between them, the way it had been before he’d left with Gared and come back not wanting her anymore. The silence stretched thin, broken only by the jagged sounds of her breath, and finally, she turned.
			

			
				She was alone in the small room.
			

			
				A tear slipped down her cheek. She scrubbed the back of her hand over it and swallowed past the hopelessness clogging her throat. So it was true, then. He’d really had his fill of her, just like every other man she’d ever known. The difference was, she couldn’t move on, couldn’t find somebody to truly love her the way she’d always dreamed. She was stuck with Ryn and him with her, all because he’d kidnapped the wrong woman the day he’d raided her planet.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Two
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn entered the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed next to Ziri. Her arms were wrapped around one of the pillows, her long braid was half undone, and she was fast asleep. If he could’ve let her sleep longer, he would’ve, but they had errands to run, a trip to the healer to have her ribs checked, another to an advocate, a third to a bank. Now that the Choosing was past them, they needed to nail down their plans to visit Tersi, get all the cargo on board, stock up on supplies. Seemed like the list of things they needed to do was endless, though he had something for her that might help, if she’d accept his gift.
			

			
				He cupped her hip through the layers of blankets covering her. “Good morning, Ziri.”
			

			
				She groaned and buried her face in the pillow. “Ryn?”
			

			
				“It’s time to get up. We have a lot to do today.”
			

			
				“Mmm.” She flopped onto her back and winced. “Ow.”
			

			
				“Still sore?”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“I’ve got something for that.”
			

			
				Her eyes blinked open. “Not more Wode’s Blood.”
			

			
				His mouth quirked into a smile in spite of himself. “It wasn’t that bad.”
			

			
				“Yes, it was.” She snuggled into the blanket. “Give me a tick and I’ll get dressed.”
			

			
				“And how do you think you’ll get dressed when you can’t lift your arms?”
			

			
				Her mouth opened and closed, and her gaze drifted to a point over his left shoulder. “It’s not that bad.”
			

			
				“Don’t lie to me, Ziri. You still have mud in your hair.”
			

			
				“I just couldn’t do it last night, ok? It’s not like I go around getting beat up every day and it hurt.”
			

			
				“I know,” he said softly. “I’m sorry about that.”
			

			
				“Yeah? Well.” She shifted on the bed and her eyebrows furrowed over her blue-gray eyes. “I’d really like to get up now.”
			

			
				He stood and held out his hand. “Come on. I’ll help you with another shower, and then I’ve got some liniment for your aches.”
			

			
				She eyed his hand, her expression as wary as the first time he’d ever offered it to her. 
			

			
				“It’s tradition,” he said. “I would’ve helped you with it last night, but you were already asleep by the time I fetched it and came back in.”
			

			
				“You…you came back? Here, in the bedroom?” She swallowed and the furrows returned. “But you left.”
			

			
				“And I came back.” He wiggled his fingers. “Come on, beauty. We’ve got a lot to do today.”
			

			
				It took him a while longer to coax her out of bed and longer still for him to help her into the bathroom. She was naked as the day she’d been born, the skin of her waist warm under his palm. She probably hadn’t been able to get dressed by herself last night, and that was entirely his fault. If he hadn’t left her in the bathroom, alone with the stiff set of her shoulders and regret clinging to every line of her slender body, she wouldn’t have slept with mud in her hair. He could’ve rubbed liniment into her after her shower. If he had, she’d be looser now.
			

			
				He just hadn’t been able to face a single tick more of her rejection, and for that cowardice, she suffered.
			

			
				Once in the bathroom, he turned the water on in the shower and stripped out of his clothes, then helped Ziri over the lip of the tub into the wide space beyond, positioning her with the warm spray falling across her shoulders. He’d deliberately built the bathroom to accommodate a larger than usual bathing area, on the off chance two people would need to bathe at once. Stiff muscles and an extra hand getting clean weren’t an unusual occurrence on a farm, and it simply made sense to account for that in planning his home, like some of the extra features many of the more traditional Pruxnæ avoided. 
			

			
				The fireplace, for one. With its extra twists and turns in the chimney, it held heat longer and warmed the living area, the bedroom, and the attic above in one fell swoop. He’d dug out a basement during the warmer months two years earlier and installed a furnace so that when he added on as his family grew, he’d have an easy way to heat the extra rooms.
			

			
				Not that there was a chance of that happening anymore. Hard to have a family without a wife, and Ziri would never be his now, her claiming him aside.
			

			
				He soaped his hands and scrubbed them gently down her neck, around her shoulders, and along her arms, massaging knotty areas, slowly loosening her muscles. His body hardened, betraying his feelings for her, and he cursed his weak heart.
			

			
				Her eyelids fluttered shut and her head tilted back under the water. “That feels good.”
			

			
				“You don’t mind?”
			

			
				“Mind what?”
			

			
				“Me touching you.”
			

			
				She peered at him through one narrowed eye. “Why would I?”
			

			
				He worked his fingers over the scrapes on her knuckles. She’d fought so hard at the Choosing, been so brave, and she’d taken down a handful of women on her own. Pride surged through him, a pride he had no right to, but there it was. He was proud of her, his beautiful Ziri, so proud of the way she’d stuck out her chin and faced the other women and his stubborn sister head on.
			

			
				He finished with her hands and started on her torso, soaping her stomach from below her breasts to the juncture of her thighs. “Can you lift your arms?”
			

			
				She cupped her left hand over his right shoulder, then raised her right arm not even half a ceg and hissed out a breath. “Sort of.”
			

			
				“Ribs sore?”
			

			
				“They’re the worst.” Her arm fell to her side. “That blue-skinned alien lit into me.”
			

			
				“She lit into everybody.” He tugged her hand out and soaped under her arm, then eased it back down. “You dealt with her well enough.”
			

			
				“Yes, well, I almost didn’t. Still, it’s over now. We can move on and…” She swallowed and leaned into the water. “Everything will work out.”
			

			
				Sure, it would. Maybe not the way either one of them had planned, but it was going to work out in the end.
			

			
				He knelt in front of her and treated her legs with the same care he’d given the rest of her, soaping her skin, rubbing out the soreness, careful not to touch her too intimately for too long, not that it mattered. Heat throbbed through him anyway, pooling in his loins, tempting him to explore her smooth skin a little higher on her thighs. He reined himself in and washed her hair, and there, he couldn’t help himself. He threaded his fingers through the wet, silky strands and enjoyed the little bit of herself she was willing to give.
			

			
				When he was finished washing her, he scrubbed himself down, helped her out of the tub, and dried them both off, her first. He wrapped her in a warm, thick towel, combed her hair out, and braided it loosely out of the way. “Go on out and lay down on the bed. You’ll want that towel under you.”
			

			
				She nodded and went into the bedroom, and he followed, heading into the closet for clean clothes. When he came out a tick later, she’d settled under the covers again, resting on her stomach. He snagged the liniment from the bathroom and sat down on the edge of the bed. “This has a strong odor, but it’ll help.”
			

			
				He pulled the covers down and worked the liniment into her flesh. As she relaxed under his touch, his mind drifted to the way she’d cared for him after the Sweepers attacked the Yarinska, how she’d worked herself into exhaustion cleaning the decks, how she’d bandaged his wounds, covering every single one. She deserved a like consideration, though he wouldn’t pepper her with bandages the way she had him, even if she needed one or two over the deeper cuts along her scraped knuckles.
			

			
				He focused on caring for her and not how good she felt under his hands, how soft and pliant she was, how beautiful she’d been in the shower with water cascading over her, molding itself to every curve and contour. He refused to give in to the heat working its way through his blood, the insistent need to claim her, to hold her, to press his mouth to hers and taste her again. 
			

			
				One kiss. How hard would it be for her to share one kiss with him before she left him?
			

			
				He worked his way down her back and legs. When he reached her calves, she said, “Ryn?”
			

			
				Her voice was a sleepy murmur, so sweet, and he softened his voice to match. “Yes?”
			

			
				“Maybe I could just stay here today. It’s a long walk into Hrelum. I don’t think I can make it.”
			

			
				“Who said we were walking?”
			

			
				She hesitated for so long, he thought she might’ve drifted into sleep. “You walk everywhere. Everybody walks everywhere. I’ve only seen one hovercar in Hrelum and it was Gared and Alna’s.”
			

			
				“We enjoy the fresh air.” He rubbed his fingers along the tendons behind her ankles. “I have a small car we can use today. In fact, I’d planned on it. We have a lot to do before we leave for your home world.”
			

			
				She stiffened and pushed herself half off the bed, twisting around to meet his gaze. “We’re still going? I mean, I know we’d planned to and I negotiated all those deals, but you just seem…” She flopped into the mattress and buried her face in the pillow. “When do you think we’ll be ready to leave?”
			

			
				He capped the liniment and set it on the nightstand, then stretched out beside her on the bed, one hand resting on her shoulder. “I seem what?”
			

			
				She shook her head. “It’s nothing. I just thought, I don’t know, that maybe you’d changed your mind, like you did, um.” She swallowed and sighed, and her fingers curled into the bottom sheet. “Maybe I could get dressed now so we can go. If we’re leaving soon, I’ll need to visit the Yarinska and log in the cargo we’re supposed to carry and the passengers needing rides and coordinate everything.”
			

			
				“You don’t have to do everything yourself and you don’t have to go all the way to the Yarinska to take care of that.” He levered himself off the bed and retrieved the gift he’d bought for her on Domor, not long after Llda made the sphere for him. He sat down on the edge of the bed and held it out to her. “Here. I thought you could use this.”
			

			
				Her face stayed hidden for a long time. Finally, she shifted around and sat up, holding the towel over her chest. She stared at the slim box in his hand. “What is it?”
			

			
				“Open it and find out.”
			

			
				She shook her head and pushed it away. “The last time you gave me something in a box, it was that kraden autolearner. Thanks, but no thanks.”
			

			
				He grinned and waggled the box at her. “Come on, Ziri. Where’s your sense of adventure?”
			

			
				“On Tersi, where it belongs,” she retorted. “You should’ve taken it instead of me.”
			

			
				“Open the box.”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes and snatched it out of his hand. “Oh, fine. Here I go, letting you get me in trouble again.”
			

			
				His heart flipped in his chest and sank to his knees. “It’s not that bad being around me, is it?”
			

			
				Her expression softened. “No. I shouldn’t have said that, either, not like that. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
			

			
				Maybe she hadn’t, and maybe her innate honesty shone best when she spoke bluntly. He  nudged the box with one finger, and she popped it open and gasped. “A computer. Oh, Ryn, you got me a computer.”
			

			
				“It’s just a tablet. Plenty of room for everything you need to do. It’s wired into the Net and has a link to the Yarinska’s primary and secondary AIs, so you can interact with the ship wherever you are.” He cleared his throat and tamped down the nerves rocketing through him. “Ah, I thought you might want to try to contact your parents.”
			

			
				“Oh, Ryn. This is the best present. I used to check the news every day and correspond with friends and family, and I was taking an ancient literature class.” Her lower lip trembled and she sniffed. “I’ve missed that.”
			

			
				“I know, Ziri.” And he wouldn’t have kept her from it, if not for the Choosing. “Ready to get dressed now? I thought we could go to the Dragon’s Tail and eat breakfast.”
			

			
				Her eyes widened. “I knew you were going to try to feed me more of that nasty Wode’s Blood.”
			

			
				He laughed, couldn’t hold it back in the face of her teasing. “No more Wode’s Blood, not unless you need it.”
			

			
				“So you say now.” She set the computer aside and twisted her fingers into a knot in the hem of the towel covering her breasts. “Thank you for the computer. It was a thoughtful gift.” 
			

			
				She leaned forward and touched a fleeting kiss to his mouth, then eased off the bed and padded across the hardwood floor toward her clothes, still packed away in the cargo crates.
			

			
				He touched his mouth. The skin tingled where she’d kissed him. He flicked his tongue out, tasting her, and tucked the gesture away in his heart of hearts, his disbelief riding even with his need to hold her to him as long as he could
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri wandered around Hrelum’s market district, waiting for Ryn to finish his errand inside the village’s lone bank. Or, rather, inside the store of the merchant that handled most of the locals’ banking needs. Hrelum wasn’t large enough to support a bank on its own, Ryn had explained. The merchant he was visiting, a spritely gentleman named Nyud, had long ago made arrangements with most of the major banks so that area residents wouldn’t have to travel all the way into Abyw’s capital city to take care of such matters. 
			

			
				It hadn’t taken long to officially authorize Ryn’s access to her existing accounts, and not much longer for him to add her to his. That last had surprised her. She hadn’t expected him to join himself with her in financial matters outside the Yarinska. He’d been so distant with her, so aloof, even after the shower they’d shared, that it hadn’t occurred to her that he still wanted her enough to entangle his life with hers.
			

			
				She paused in front of a window displaying bolts of fine, woolen cloth in an array of somber colors. During that shower was another matter entirely. Then, he hadn’t been able to hide his reaction to her. If she’d had the strength or the courage to touch him, she would’ve, but her heart had faltered.
			

			
				The next time, though, the very next time, she wouldn’t hold herself back. She needed to know if he’d reacted to her personally or if any woman’s presence would’ve stirred him. She crossed her arms over her chest and pushed her fingers between her arms and ribs, bouncing on her feet to get her blood circulating. The only way she’d know if he really didn’t want her would be to test him herself, and for that, she’d have to reach out to him.
			

			
				It would be worth the potential heartache if he really did want her, but if he didn’t? She blew out a sigh and her breath frosted in the air. If he didn’t want her, there was nothing she could do about it. She’d sealed her fate to his the moment she’d chosen him and there was no turning back now.
			

			
				“Ziri, what are you doing outside?”
			

			
				She pivoted and faced him. He strode across the wide, dirt street, a fierce scowl on his handsome face. As soon as he reached her, he wrapped his arms around her and settled her against his broad chest, one hand on the back of her head, the other curved around her shoulders.
			

			
				“Why aren’t you in one of the stores?” he demanded, and she sighed. So much for reaching out to him.
			

			
				“I was window shopping.” 
			

			
				“It’s too cold for that. Here, let me get you into the car.” He hustled her back across the street and nearly shoved her into his tiny car, then covered her with a thick, woven blanket. A tick later, he slid into the driver’s seat and pressed the ignition switch. Heat whooshed into the chilled interior. “I can’t believe you were standing outside in the freezing cold with snow falling as hard as it is. What were you thinking?”
			

			
				If she told him that, he’d probably run screaming in the other direction. She closed her eyes and nestled into the blanket. “I wasn’t outside long, Ryn.”
			

			
				“Long enough,” he groused. The car eased forward, its engine humming quietly. “Do you need anything else before we head home?”
			

			
				Home. He said it so casually, as if it were a place they both belonged. “I’m fine, thanks.”
			

			
				He grunted and the car swayed slightly. “Maybe your computer will be fully synced with the Net by the time we get back.”
			

			
				“Let’s hope,” she murmured. Her parents must be crazy with worry by now. They hadn’t contacted Ryn, and Ziri was beginning to suspect that either he hadn’t sent a message to them or they hadn’t gotten it. She opened her eyes a slit and studied him. She hadn’t known him long, true, but in her experience, when Ryn made a promise, he kept it. Well, all except the promise he’d made to her the first time they’d met, a promise he’d implied by kidnapping her. So, the message had been sent, which meant something was wrong on her parents’ end, and that couldn’t be good at all.
			

			
				The drive home was short, uneventful, and conducted in utter silence. Once there, Ryn garaged his car and led Ziri into his home, his hand holding hers, his pace slow in deference to the stiffness clinging to her muscles. 
			

			
				He shut the door behind them and tugged her outerwear off, then his. “It’s early yet, a long way ‘til the evening meal. Why don’t you check your computer and stretch out on the bed for a while?”
			

			
				Ziri gathered her courage. Now was as good a time as any to press the matter, wasn’t it? And at least knowing would keep her from worrying over it. “Would you rest with me?”
			

			
				He crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at her, his expression shuttered.
			

			
				She brushed her fingertips over his arm. “Please, Ryn. I’ve missed you.”
			

			
				“So much you let another man kiss you, so much you considered him above me at the Choosing.”
			

			
				“You’re never going to forgive me for that, are you?”
			

			
				“What’s to forgive? You could’ve had him. I don’t understand why you didn’t choose him when you had the chance.”
			

			
				“I could never love him,” she said flatly, and the tears she’d managed to contain the night before rushed into her throat. “I explained that to you yesterday when I asked you, begged you, for a chance to have you in my life again the way we were before. You have no intention of giving me that chance, do you?”
			

			
				“Ziri—”
			

			
				“No.” She sniffed back her sorrow and stepped away from him, shaking her head slowly. “Don’t lie to me now, Ryn. If you can’t find it in yourself to give me your heart, at least give me your honesty. After everything we’ve been through, after everything that’s happened, I deserve that much, don’t you think?”
			

			
				She whirled away from him and left the room, heading toward the bedroom, her grief so huge, it nearly drowned out the quiet shuffle of his footsteps as he followed her. Not that she cared. She entered the bedroom and dropped onto the edge of the bed, head in hands. He’d do what he wanted to do. Didn’t he always? Isn’t that exactly how they’d gotten into this situation in the first place?
			

			
				The mattress dipped beside her and his arms wound around her, holding her tight. She fell into him, burying her face in his throat, digging her fingers into his sweater, and everything bled out of her in the tears she shed, her anger over his refusal to believe in her, her worry over her parents, her need to belong somewhere, just once in her life. She cried it into his embrace, emptying herself as he rocked her back and forth and murmured soft, comforting words to her. 
			

			
				She quieted in slow measures, and still, he comforted her. 
			

			
				“It’ll be ok, Ziri. I swear, I’ll make it ok for you.”
			

			
				She sniffed and stroked her cheek over the rough texture of his sweater. “Don’t push me away anymore, Ryn. I can’t stand it.”
			

			
				“I’ll try, beauty.”
			

			
				“I miss you.”
			

			
				“I know. I’ve missed you, too.”
			

			
				“Then why did you stay away? Why did you leave me alone when I needed you?” She sighed and relaxed her hold on his sweater. “Never mind. It’s not important now.”
			

			
				“If it’s bothering you, it’s important.” He stroked a hand over her braid. “You hurt me deeply the night you told me about Enel’s kiss. It sounded like you wanted him, that you were seriously considering him. You might as well have slapped me, it hurt that much.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, Ryn. I didn’t mean it like that and I never meant to hurt you. I just thought you should know that he kissed me. I thought you’d give me a chance to explain, that we could talk it out and you’d laugh at my silliness and make love to me, and then I’d know that choosing you was the right thing to do.” She slouched, too drained to relive the emotions that had tormented her since that night. “I never thought I’d lose your friendship over a simple kiss.”
			

			
				“I should’ve listened, Ziri, and I’m sorry I didn’t.” He cupped her cheek and tilted her head toward him. “I hated being apart from you, hated holding myself back, when all I really want to do is love you.”
			

			
				He bit the words off, and hope’s fragile flame ignited in her heart. “You love me?”
			

			
				“I want to, Ziri, so much.” His mouth claimed hers in a sweet kiss, warming her to the depths of that bright flame. “Get some rest. We’ve got plenty of time to talk about this later.”
			

			
				“Stay with me?”
			

			
				“As long as you need me. I have to check the molnog before dark, though.”
			

			
				She laughed. “You Hrela and your molnog.”
			

			
				He kissed her again, a swift touch of his lips to hers. “I won’t be long.”
			

			
				“Do what you have to, Ryn. I’ll be right here cursing that blue-skinned woman’s gigantic fists.”
			

			
				His mouth quirked into a half smile as left the room. Ziri undressed and snuggled under the covers. It would all work out, it really would. He’d come back and love her the way she needed him to and everything would be ok. She closed her eyes and drifted into the first easy sleep she’d had in days.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				As hard as Ryn tried to hurry, checking his flock of molnog took a lot more time than he would’ve liked. He kicked snow and muck off his boots and eased into the house, hung his coat, scarf, and hat beside Ziri’s, and listened for her. Wind whipped through the trees surrounding the cabin and in the distance, molnog gleed as they settled down for the night, but the house was silent and still.
			

			
				He shucked his boots at the door and tiptoed into the bedroom. Ziri was curled into a ball under the covers on his bed, sound asleep. Her red-gold hair fanned across the pillow under her head, and even in the room’s shadows he could discern the dark circles under her eyes.
			

			
				She hadn’t been sleeping well, either, and that was entirely his fault. Why hadn’t he listened to her the night he’d come home from Domor? Why had he been so quick to rush to judgment? Ziri had never struck him as the type of woman to kiss one man and sleep with another. He should’ve trusted her reasons, talked it over with her, gotten to the bottom of why she felt the need to let Enel kiss her in the first place. Maybe if he had, they could’ve avoided a lot of heartache between then and now and neither one of them would be worried about winning the other’s heart.
			

			
				He stripped to his skin and crept into bed beside her, wrapping himself around her, accepting her slight weight in his arms. It felt so good to hold her again, so good to be near her. He buried his face in her hair and breathed, taking her into his heart.
			

			
				It was already hers. There was no denying it, though he’d tried hard enough when she’d asked him. He’d have to tell her he loved her, just not yet, not until he knew she loved him, too.
			

			
				She stirred in his arms and rolled into him. “Ryn?”
			

			
				He nuzzled the side of her throat. “Who else?”
			

			
				She laughed softly. “Is that always how you’re going to wake me?”
			

			
				“I thought I might love you for a while, unless you’re too sore.”
			

			
				“My ribs are still a little tender.”
			

			
				He pushed his disappointment away and rubbed a hand down her slender back, warming her through the thin layer of her nightgown. “There’s no hurry.”
			

			
				“No, I want to, it’s just…” Her fingers crept up his torso and down again, then curved around his bare hip. “We’ll have to be careful.”
			

			
				Need surged through him and his breath caught in his throat. “Are you sure?”
			

			
				“I’m sure, Ryn, so sure. Love me, the way you did the first time. I want to feel that way again.”
			

			
				Her mouth touched his chest, sliding across his skin, and her tongue rasped over his nipple. Pleasure sparked through him, swift and strong, and he hissed in a breath. “Ziri.”
			

			
				“Did I hurt you?”
			

			
				He nearly laughed. Her sweet touch hurt him? Not in a million years. “No, beauty. It was good.”
			

			
				“Oh,” she said, and the sly womanliness in her voice melted through him. “I changed my mind.”
			

			
				“About what?”
			

			
				“I think it’s my turn to make you feel wanted.”
			

			
				He tangled his fingers in her braid and tilted her face to his, mouths close together, breath mingling in the room’s air. “You already have.”
			

			
				“Ryn.” A sigh shuddered out of her. “Thank you for listening.”
			

			
				“I should’ve done that a long time ago, Ziri. I’m sorry—”
			

			
				Her fingers pressed against his mouth, silencing him. “No more apologies, not now.”
			

			
				“If that’s what you want.”
			

			
				“Oh, I want,” she said, and she pushed him onto his back and kissed him.
			

			
				He cradled her gently, meeting the slight pressure of her mouth on his with the patience of the willing. Her tongue flicked out, scraping across the seam of his lips. He mmmd and flicked his own tongue out, touching hers, tasting her, and she sucked him in, suckling his tongue.
			

			
				Heat shot straight into his groin. Tyornin’s hammer. What would it feel like to have her pretty little mouth swallow his erection and tease him with her tongue and teeth, loving him until he spilled across her lips? Would she want to do that? Would she let him do that to her?
			

			
				She broke the kiss and nibbled across his jaw and down his throat, sucking the skin above his hammering pulse into her mouth. His hands fell to the mattress and dug into the sheet beneath them, and his body arched into hers. “Ziri,” he panted. “What are you doing?”
			

			
				Her hand skimmed down his stomach and encircled him, squeezing gently. “Tasting you, every, single piece of you.”
			

			
				“Every…” He blew out a breath. “You don’t have to.”
			

			
				She laughed and scooted down, trailing kisses over his chest, licking, sucking, nipping his skin with her sharp, white teeth. Her hand slid up his erection and her thumb rubbed across the moisture gathered on its tip, and his hips shot off the bed into her touch. “Alna said you had to spill into me. She didn’t say where.”
			

			
				“By Wode, Ziri, are you trying to kill me?”
			

			
				“No, Ryn. I’m trying to love you.”
			

			
				Love. His heart tripped over itself and thudded against his sternum. It was too much to hope for, too much to ask, but there she was, performing such an intimate act, he would never have asked it of her, no matter how much he wanted it. 
			

			
				And he wanted, her mouth and hands, her body, her mind, her sweet laughter and light. Her tongue flicked into his navel, in and out, mimicking the way he longed to love her, and he moaned as desire tautened his muscles and his skin tingled. Ziri. He wanted Ziri, had since the day she’d turned her smiling face into the sun and he’d decided to take her.
			

			
				And now she was so close to being his, it was almost a fact. Three times he had to spill into her, and if what she said was true, the first time would be in her perfect mouth.
			

			
				Her fingernails scraped along the skin between his navel and his erection. “Do you like this?”
			

			
				His breath whooshed out of him. “Do you really need to ask?”
			

			
				She laughed again, and then her mouth skidded down his skin and engulfed him, sucking him into her sweet beauty. Her tongue laved the knob of his erection, teasing the slit at its head, and her fingers slid up and down the length of his shaft, harder, faster. He fought to keep his hips still, wanted so much to enjoy her touch as long as she wanted to taste him, but he was too close. The heat licking along his skin morphed into a raging inferno, consuming him so quickly, he only had time to gasp her name before it broke over him and he came in her mouth. His seed lashed across her tongue over and over again, and she swallowed him down, lapping up every single piece of him, exactly the way she’d said she would.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Three
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri crawled up Ryn’s body and stretched out on top of him, a satisfied smile on her face. He’d been helpless under her touch and so responsive, she hadn’t been able to hold back. How could she when his hips arched and his muscles tautened under her fingers, and he’d gasped her name again and again as he spilled into her mouth?
			

			
				Ryn’s breaths panted out of his chest across her cheek and he swallowed hard. “I’m doing that to you as soon as I catch my breath.”
			

			
				She skimmed her fingers along his sweat-soaked skin, just because she could, because he was hers now and it pleased him to be touched, and her to touch him. “You don’t have to.”
			

			
				“Yes, I do, a lot.” He skimmed his hands up her ribs and wrapped his arms around her. “And you’ll beg me to let you come, I swear, and I will. When it suits me.”
			

			
				She laughed and kissed the side of his neck. “I’ll remember that the next time.”
			

			
				“Next time? Tyornin’s hammer, Ziri, I barely survived the first time.”
			

			
				Her laughter morphed into giggles. This is what she’d missed, the gentle teasing, the comfort of his presence, the knowledge that no matter what happened, he’d be there waiting to catch her, the way he’d been before he’d left with Gared. 
			

			
				And she could love him, was so close to it she could almost feel it, and she was sure he felt the same way. If he didn’t, would it have hurt him so badly to know another man had kissed her? No, surely not. Ryn closed himself off from the world sometimes, but nobody could close off feelings that strong. He was going to love her, just as she was going to love him, and they’d build a life together. She sighed and snuggled closer to him. Yes, they’d build exactly the life she’d always dreamed of, working side by side, having a family, and always, there would be love.
			

			
				Her computer chimed a harsh, insistent alert, startling her. She pushed off of Ryn, scrambled across the mattress, and tapped the darkened screen. A red, holographic disembodied head popped into the air above the computer. Though Ziri had never seen one in person before, its computerized form was easily recognizable to anybody who’d studied the history of humanity’s spread across the galaxy. It was the hairless, androgenized head of a Net telepath, one of the mysterious guardians of the information network used by most of the civilized species in the galaxy. They never appeared unless something terrible had happened, or was about to.
			

			
				“Ziri Mokuru,” the head said, its digital voice flat and neutral. “You are listed as missing, presumed dead, high priority alert. Contact Tersi Prime immediately with your whereabouts or risk permanent disconnection from the network.”
			

			
				The head wavered and popped out of existence, and Ziri’s heart leapt into her throat. She tapped the screen again, zipping through information windows, and opened her mail. Message after message appeared on the tablet, from her parents, from relatives and friends, and a small letterbox scrolled across the lower portion of her screen, a news feed. Tersi attacked. Hostile aliens suspected. Thousands dead. Power outages and communication disruptions and destruction on the scale of a once-in-a-century violent weather event.
			

			
				Ziri sank into the bed, her eyes glued to the screen. “Onu’s breath.”
			

			
				Ryn knelt behind her, surrounding her with his strength. “What is it, Ziri?”
			

			
				“My parents. Tersi.” She swallowed down the horror clawing at her throat and tapped open a message from her parents. “An alien attack.”
			

			
				His arms tightened around her. “When?”
			

			
				She shook her head, sent a quick message to her parents letting them know where she was and that she was ok, and opened the first news vid she found. It had gone live less than a week ago, but it was just a recap of the attack and recovery efforts. Ziri listened to it anyway, gleaning as much information as she could, then dug deeper into the Net, searching for the exact date of the attack. Eventually, she stumbled across a vid taken the day of the attack, and what she saw there stole the warmth from every cell in her body.
			

			
				“Sweepers.” She hissed in a breath and twisted around, facing Ryn. “Three days after you took me, maybe less. They hit mostly outlying settlements, but the damage seems to be widespread.”
			

			
				He cupped her jaw and touched his forehead to hers. “Your parents?”
			

			
				“They sent messages after it happened, so maybe they’re ok. I don’t know.” 
			

			
				“What did the Net guardian say?”
			

			
				Her mouth opened, closed, and she shook her head again. “Right, sorry. I forgot for a second that you don’t speak Tersii. It said I was reported missing and that I need to contact Tersi.”
			

			
				“Do that while I get a meal together.”
			

			
				“Ryn.” She caught one of his hands and met his gaze. “I want to go home. I need to see what’s happened for myself.”
			

			
				“I know, Ziri. Don’t worry. As soon as we eat, I’ll clear the Yarinska for take-off. We can leave tonight.”
			

			
				“We can’t leave yet. We haven’t even had time to load the first piece of cargo.”
			

			
				He turned his hand over and grasped hers, comforting her with his raw strength and the determination glittering in his dark eyes. “It’s more important for you to get back. We can take the cargo another trip.”
			

			
				“No, we need that cargo now. Not just for us, Ryn, for Tersi.” Her gaze slid to the news vid looping into repeat on her computer. “They’ll need that wood to rebuild.”
			

			
				He inhaled a sharp breath. “It’ll take at least two days to fill the hold and another four or five days shipboard to make it there.”
			

			
				“I know,” she said softly. “I’ll try to make a direct connection with my parents, let them know where I am and when I’ll be home. I…”
			

			
				Her voice failed her, lost in the storm of sorrow rising out of the depths of her heart. Had Arden Hollow been hit, the nearby towns? Were her friends ok? Were Mag and Book Ends and the master potter and…?
			

			
				Ryn bent and captured her mouth with his, kissing her gently. “No worrying. There’s nothing you can do until we get there.”
			

			
				She nodded, accepted another kiss, clinging to him. He was right. Worrying wouldn’t get her home faster. It wouldn’t solve the problems Tersi faced and it wouldn’t reassure her parents of her safety. Ryn dressed and slipped out of the room, and she set up a vid link with her parents. Nobody answered on their end, but she refused to let it bother her. Maybe the satellites were still down or maybe her parents were away from their connection to the Net.
			

			
				She flipped through pre-programmed apps and options, automatically set for her local language and home world based on the set-up information she’d provided. Thank Onu she’d taken the time to enter it into the computer before Ryn had driven her into Hrelum that morning. Otherwise, the Net guardian would never have tracked her down and forwarded the alert to her, and they would’ve arrived on Tersi unprepared for the damage.
			

			
				She found the right Net address, contacted Tersi’s main diplomatic office with a message that she was alive and well, then copied the message and sent it to the primary, planet-wide law enforcement agency, just in case. 
			

			
				In spite of her intentions, worry knotted low in her gut and a queasy ache roiled through her. What if her parents weren’t ok? What if they’d automated the messages and something had happened since, and one of them was badly hurt? And Ryn had tried to contact them, too. Why hadn’t they answered? 
			

			
				She yanked on the first set of clothes her hands landed on, one of Ryn’s sweaters and a pair of work pants he’d scrounged for her, and carried her tablet into the cabin’s main room. Ryn was at the sink scrubbing vegetables, his broad shoulders encased in a near twin to the sweater she was wearing. Her heart thumped hard and her lower lip trembled. She didn’t have to face this alone. With Ryn by her side, she never had to face anything alone again.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took every bit of the two days Ryn had thought it would to fill the Yarinska’s hold and ready it for departure. He and Ziri packed bags and slept on board, leaving the care of their home and farmstead to the capable hands of his second parents.
			

			
				Ziri contacted the passengers they’d originally agreed to ferry to other worlds on their journey to Tersi and helped them make other arrangements for travel while cargo was loaded and a fleet of mechanics gave the Yarinska a pre-flight shakedown. As soon as Tyelu found out about the attack on Tersi, she insisted on going with them. Ryn pulled her aside and warned her not to irritate Ziri, not now, but couldn’t figure out why she wanted to go in the first place. She refused to give her reasons, and he finally quit trying to pry them out of her. 
			

			
				Others were more open. On the evening before their scheduled liftoff, Enel tracked Ryn down at the spaceport outside Hrelum, travel bag in hand. He met Ryn’s hard gaze evenly. “Sigun asked me to represent Abyw in trade negotiations.”
			

			
				Ryn flagged down a passing mechanic and handed the job of checking the Yarinska’s landing gear off to her, then pulled Enel aside. “We could’ve handled that.”
			

			
				“We’re looking to trade more than wood, Ryn. Abyw needs women and soon, or the Pruxnæ will die out. We’re just not getting enough in the raids to keep pace with the number of boys born. Our population is starting to dwindle to a dangerous low. You know this.” Enel shook his shaggy head and glanced away. “I want another family. I want a wife to mother my son and a chance at having daughters. I want my son to be able to find a wife born on Abyw, not have to risk his life in a raid halfway across the galaxy.”
			

			
				Ryn fished a spare rag out of a pocket of his coveralls and wiped grease and dirt off his hands. “And you think you’ll find these women on Tersi.”
			

			
				“Their population was already unbalanced before the attack. Ziri told me so, how it was getting harder and harder for women to find mates, and now with so many men killed?” Enel shrugged his broad shoulders. “There have to be women willing to resettle on Abyw for a chance at a good, stable life. We’d like to offer that to them.”
			

			
				Ryn tucked the rag back into his pocket and crossed his arms over his chest. “This isn’t just an excuse to get close to Ziri and challenge me for her?”
			

			
				“She chose you,” Enel said flatly. “Only a fool would fight a woman’s heart.”
			

			
				And Enel was no fool, though Ryn doubted Ziri’s heart was entirely his yet. He jerked his chin toward the open cargo hatch. “Ziri should be on the bridge, if you want to run this by her. I’ll get a cabin ready for you.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Ryn.”
			

			
				“Don’t thank me yet. Ziri manages the Yarinska now. You still have to persuade her.”
			

			
				Enel nodded and entered the open hatch, winding around cargo pallets weighted down with lengths of raw wood and seasoned lumber. Ryn followed at a slower pace, detoured through the living quarters, and selected a cabin for Enel’s use, well away from Ryn and Ziri’s quarters. He checked the room’s supplies, more to give Ziri and Enel time to hash out an arrangement than anything. Ziri had already scrubbed four cabins down from top to bottom in a nervous burst of energy the day before.
			

			
				When he was satisfied he’d given them enough time, Ryn headed toward the bridge and stepped through the open hatch. Ziri was sitting in the pilot’s chair, her hands occupied with the scarf she was knitting. Enel sat next to her in the co-pilot’s chair. They swiveled around when Ryn entered and their quiet conversation ground to a halt.
			

			
				Ryn settled himself next to Ziri, one hip against the side of her chair. “Will we be taking Enel along with us, beauty?”
			

			
				Ziri stored her knitting in its bag and turned a wavering smile on Ryn. “He and Tyrl Sigun have come up with a way to help both our peoples out. At the very least, I’d like to give them the opportunity to present it to the premier.”
			

			
				“It’s a good proposal, solid,” Enel said. “The women have very little to lose. There’ll be no Choosing for them to train for. If they can’t find a man within a reasonable amount of time, Sigun has agreed to pay the bride price himself and return them to Tersi at his cost.”
			

			
				“They’ll find husbands.” Ziri’s hands clenched into fists in her lap and her voice held a hard note Ryn seldom heard from her. “There’s more, though. I’ve gotten requests from the women who were taken from Tersi the same day as me. They want us to check on their families, and two have requested that their families resettle on Abyw, if they’re willing. I’m trying to figure out how we can temporarily refit the cargo hold to accommodate them.”
			

			
				Enel clapped his palms to his thighs and stood. “I’ll leave you to it, then. If you need me for anything, Ziri, you know where to find me.”
			

			
				She stood and kissed his bearded cheek. “Thank you, Enel. For everything.”
			

			
				He nodded and left, and Ziri sank into the pilot’s chair. Ryn dropped into the co-pilot’s chair and clasped her chilled hands in his. “It sounds like you’ve got a plan.”
			

			
				“The beginnings of one.” She flipped her hands over and gripped his. Her fingertips dug into his skin and her lower lip trembled. “Thank you for not turning him away.”
			

			
				“It wasn’t my place.” Just as it hadn’t been Ryn’s place to turn Ziri away from Enel during the Choosing. “The Yarinska is almost ready to go. We can probably make the first jump later tonight, after the evening meal.”
			

			
				“The sooner the better. I’m ready to be home.”
			

			
				Something dark twisted through him. She was home, here on the Yarinska, in Hrelum with him and the family he’d found there. Would she ever think of them that way or would she always yearn to return to her life on Tersi? “Have your parents contacted you yet?”
			

			
				She shook her head and her eyelids fluttered shut. “I even sent a personal message to the premier, but so far, nothing. I keep hoping, though.”
			

			
				“Don’t give up, Ziri.”
			

			
				“I won’t. I can’t. This is my family, Ryn, my home.” She sniffed and opened her eyes, and a tear streaked down her pale cheek. “Why did the Sweepers attack Tersi? We’re a peaceful people, Ryn, at war with nobody, content to stay home and mind our own business. What did we do to deserve a Sweeper raid?”
			

			
				Ryn pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her, holding her close. “The Sweepers have no logic or reason, Ziri. Trying to understand why they do anything is futile. That they attacked a planet worries me, though. They haven’t been that bold in a very long time.”
			

			
				She nestled her head into the crook of his neck. “When you were a little boy. What was that, about twenty Standards ago?”
			

			
				“About that. They’ve been fairly quiet since then, but now, they’re nesting near jump points and attacking peaceful planets for no apparent reason.”
			

			
				“There’s more.” She scooted around on his lap and opened the viewscreen. A map of the galaxy popped up and zoomed in on four adjacent quadrants. A string of red dots glowed onto the map, clustered into a rough arc. “I’ve had the secondary AI working on gathering data from the Net and mapping it. In the past few weeks, Sweepers have attacked umlek of planets and outposts. It doesn’t seem like a coordinated effort, not that I can tell, anyway, but there’s a definite pattern.”
			

			
				“I wonder what it means,” he murmured.
			

			
				“No idea. I’ll give this to the premier when we reach Tersi, let the politicians and military sort it out, if they haven’t already started working on it.”
			

			
				“A sound plan.” Ryn scooted her off his lap. “I thought I’d clean up before we lift off. Join me?”
			

			
				“You’re trying to distract me.” A slow, coy smile curved her mouth upward. “I think it’s working.”
			

			
				“I hope so, beauty.”
			

			
				He led her to their quarters and stripped them both down. They wedged into the tiny shower cubicle together, and Ryn did everything he could to keep the smile on Ziri’s mouth for a long, long time.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Four
			

			
				 
			

			
				Time dragged a little slower each shipboard day, no matter what tasks Ziri occupied herself with. As soon as the engines were fully charged, she and Ryn jumped the Yarinska closer to Tersi. After, Ryn retreated to his duties as the ship’s captain and Ziri tracked down supplies for the return journey, when they’d probably be carrying an unknown number of passengers. They needed cots and blankets, more food, extra water filters in case the temperamental system broke down in mid-flight and had to be repaired again. A whole host of details had to be taken care of. The list grew daily.
			

			
				Uppermost on that list was contacting her parents and the families of the others taken at the same time she was. Ziri had no luck, and from the messages zipping in and out of her inbox, neither did the other men and women captured mere days before Sweepers attacked Tersi. Maybe communications were still down or maybe the system was so overloaded it couldn’t function properly. 
			

			
				Either way, Ziri worried, over her parents’ fate, over the state Tersi would be in when they arrived. She watched the news vids daily, searching for clues as to the state of her home world’s recovery efforts. The one thing she never, ever did was check the lists of the dead and missing. She’d have to face it eventually, have to learn if anybody she loved had died in the attack, but not yet. Not until she knew how her parents were.
			

			
				The one good thing in her life was Ryn. Every night when they fell into bed, he curled around her, making slow, sweet love to her, holding her through the nightmares that inevitably woke her. He never asked what they were about. Somehow, he understood she was reliving the Sweepers’ attack on the Yarinska. She never told him the memory always morphed in the end, that instead of watching him collapse after saving her, she watched him die, over and over and over again, his beautiful body broken, his life snuffed out under the Sweeper’s cruel, metal tentacles. 
			

			
				After, he’d hold her as she cried. It shamed her to cling to him the way she did, as if she couldn’t stand on her own, couldn’t handle the dark shadows lurking inside her mind and the fear that she’d lose him again. The worry condensed into a knot in her stomach. He’d only released inside her once more since that first time. What if he never did again? What if he couldn’t stomach the thought of living with her until the end of their days? What if he never loved her the way she was beginning to love him?
			

			
				The night before they were due to jump into Tersi’s system, Ziri took the computer Ryn had given her as a Choosing-day present and huddled alone on the bridge in the co-pilot’s chair. She reviewed her lists, studied the images of fellow candidates’ Tersi-side families, went over her calculations for supplies, and fretted. Her parents still hadn’t contacted her. Even the premier was silent, and he had a handful of secretaries handling correspondence and other administrative chores. 
			

			
				The hatch to the bridge swished open and soft footsteps padded across the metal floor. Tyelu flopped into the pilot’s chair, and Ziri winced. She’d done her level best to avoid Ryn’s sister on the flight out, had managed to do so without being completely rude. Tyelu had been oddly silent the entire voyage, though, and hadn’t needled Ziri once. She lent a hand when it was needed, but otherwise kept to herself, much to Ziri’s relief.
			

			
				Now, Tyelu pushed the toe of one booted foot into the metal floor and swiveled the chair back and forth on its base, her bright blue gaze glued to the bridge’s main control panel. “I bet you’ll be happy to be home.”
			

			
				“I’ll be happy to see my family again.” Ziri set her computer down and eyed Tyelu’s morose expression. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear the other woman was sulking. “Thank you for coming along to help.”
			

			
				One of Tyelu’s shoulders bunched upward, then dropped. “I was bored. Seemed better to go off-world than stay at home and…”
			

			
				Tyelu’s lips pressed into a thin line, cutting off her words.
			

			
				“Stay home and what?” Ziri asked.
			

			
				“Nothing.” Tyelu slouched lower in the chair. “Is it true that Tersi women outnumber Tersi men two to one?”
			

			
				“More like five to three. Why?”
			

			
				“It’s still open for raiding.”
			

			
				Ziri slumped into her own chair. “I thought that was a one-time thing.”
			

			
				“We have a year and a day once the initial raid is over. I just thought…” Tyelu sucked her lower lip into her mouth and frowned. “It worked out well for you and Ryn and the other candidates.”
			

			
				“You said I was too soft. What makes you think other Tersii won’t be, too?”
			

			
				“You hardened up ok.”
			

			
				“But why Tersi, Tyelu? You could have your pick of men on Abyw…” Ziri’s voice trailed off as the words of the many men who’d courted her drifted through her mind. Nearly all of them had used Tyelu’s stubborn prickliness as a bargaining chip to sway Ziri to their side, in spite of the other woman’s beauty, in spite of her lineage. Nobody wanted to tangle with the hard-hearted woman, not even, it seemed, to gain a wife. “Oh.”
			

			
				Tyelu’s frown softened and her expression melted into misery. “I wondered if maybe you could help me find somebody.”
			

			
				Ziri huffed out a laugh. “You want me, a woman you despise, to help you pick out a candidate?”
			

			
				“I don’t despise you, exactly.” Tyelu’s gaze dropped to her knees and she ran a finger up and down the outer seam of her homespun pants. “Ryn was miserable without you.”
			

			
				“You deliberately tried to keep us apart,” Ziri said flatly. “You stood in my way at the Choosing, and even before that, you threatened me and warned me off. What makes you think I’ll help you now?”
			

			
				Tyelu’s pale blonde eyebrows snapped down over her blue eyes. She stood abruptly and pivoted on her heel, marching across the bridge. “You’re right. It was stupid of me to ask.”
			

			
				But it wasn’t Tyelu’s temper that caught Ziri’s eye. It was the loneliness etched into hunched shoulders and trembling fingers. Loneliness was an emotion Ziri knew well, and she couldn’t stand to see it in another person, not even Ryn’s callous sister. “Wait, Tyelu. Maybe I can help.”
			

			
				Tyelu paused and half-turned toward Ziri. “Forget it, Ziri. I’m sorry I bothered you.”
			

			
				She slipped through the door, brushing past Ryn on her way out. Ryn stared after his sister, his beautiful mouth curved into a frown. “Did you and Tyelu get into another fight?”
			

			
				Ziri shook her head. “She wanted me to help her find a candidate on Tersi.”
			

			
				Ryn twisted toward Ziri. “Seriously?”
			

			
				“I’m afraid so.”
			

			
				“She was crying.”
			

			
				Something terribly close to pity wormed its way through Ziri’s heart, but that couldn’t be right. Of all the people deserving her sympathy, Tyelu was the last person Ziri could think of that would need it. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. She always is, isn’t she?”
			

			
				“Mostly,” Ryn murmured. He perched on the edge of the pilot’s chair and rubbed his hands over Ziri’s thighs, warming her through the tough work pants she’d borrowed from him. “We’ll be planet-side by this time tomorrow. Any luck with your parents?”
			

			
				“They haven’t responded to any of my messages. I think maybe the Net is overloaded here or not working right or the communications satellites are down.” She pressed the heels of her hands into her closed eyes. She was so tired, so worried, so utterly useless to her family when she was light years away. Tears clogged her throat, straining her voice. “What if I never see them again? What if something’s happened and I don’t even get a chance to say goodbye or tell them I love them?”
			

			
				He coaxed her into his lap and held her tight, the way he always did, as if just by holding her, he could make everything better. He was almost right. Ziri nestled her face in the crook of his neck. Her problems didn’t magically disappear when she was with Ryn, but somehow, he made them easier to bear. 
			

			
				“We’ll find them, Ziri, even if we have to chase a nest of Sweepers across the galaxy. This I swear.”
			

			
				And she believed him. He’d rescued her from Sweepers, hadn’t he? Imagining him helping her do the same for her parents wasn’t such a stretch. 
			

			
				“Let’s go to bed, beauty. Tomorrow, we’ll be so busy, we may not have time for sleep.”
			

			
				She nodded, and still, even knowing she needed rest, she couldn’t bring herself to let him go. “Thank you for bringing me back.”
			

			
				“I promised I would.” He cupped her jaw and strummed his thumb over her cheek. “Before I even knew who you were, I promised myself I’d bring you back here, that I’d never let another person miss their family the way I do mine. To bed now, Ziri. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
			

			
				He scooted her off his lap and led her to their quarters, and they held each other through the long, shipboard night.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				They jumped into Tersi’s system early the next shipboard morning and settled into orbit around Tersi in mid-afternoon local time. Ryn relayed a message to Tersi’s planetary defense force, letting them know the Yarinska was there on business, and was invited to land in a port outside the capital city. He asked for a redirect to the port closest to Ziri’s home, and was surprised at how quickly an affirmative was relayed back.
			

			
				He tracked Ziri down in their quarters. She was sitting on the edge of the bed dressed as a Pruxnæ, her homespun, woolen trousers tucked into knee-high boots. A short-sleeved tunic bared her arms from shoulder to wrist and a thin jacket lay on the bed beside her underneath an airy scarf. 
			

			
				She glanced up and smiled wanly. “Almost ready.”
			

			
				He knelt in front of her between her feet and cupped her pale face in his hands. It hurt so much to look at her, to touch her skin, for his heart to wobble and race every time he was around her, knowing she’d probably choose to stay on Tersi. He could fight for her, force her to leave with him, but should he if she really didn’t want to go?
			

			
				“We’ve been given permission to land near the coordinates where I found you,” he said.
			

			
				“Arden Hollow.” Her eyelids closed over a bleak hopelessness he’d never seen in her before. “It’s going to be ok, isn’t it, Ryn?”
			

			
				He wished with all his heart that he could say yes, it would. Instead, he kissed her gently, savoring the sweet taste of her mouth while he still could. “Let me get dressed, and then I thought you might like to take charge of landing the ship.”
			

			
				She nodded. “Thank you for bringing me back. I know you didn’t have to.”
			

			
				“I promised, Ziri.”
			

			
				He shucked the coveralls he normally wore on board the Yarinska and redressed in skin-tight underclothing. Ziri helped him with his armor, her hands trembling, her mouth not quite firm. On the way back to the bridge, he knocked on Tyelu’s door and let her know they’d be landing soon, and asked her to relay the message to Enel.
			

			
				Ziri handled the landing well, hesitating only once or twice over the whens and hows of the procedure. As soon as the ship powered down, they headed toward the cargo bay. Tyelu and Enel were waiting there, both covered from head to toe in Pruxnæ fashion, only their eyes and hands visible under their clothing. 
			

			
				Ryn lowered the cargo hatch. When it was halfway down, he sighed and lifted his hands in the air. An umlek of security personnel were ranged in a half circle around that section of the Yarinska, weapons pointed into the open hatch.
			

			
				Ziri stepped even with Ryn, yanked her scarf down, exposing her face, and said in Pruxnæ, “What’s going on?”
			

			
				“Ziri Mokuru?” a man on the right asked.
			

			
				“Who wants to know?”
			

			
				Ryn rolled his eyes behind his helmet and bit back a grin. There was his Ziri.
			

			
				The man replied in a short string of what Ryn assumed was one of Tersii’s languages. 
			

			
				Ziri glanced sideways at Ryn. “I forgot for a minute where we were.”
			

			
				“It’s ok, beauty. See if you can figure out why they’re trying to detain us.”
			

			
				She nodded and spoke with the man. Halfway through the conversation, her hand shot out and gripped Ryn’s armor plated arm. Not long after, the weapons were lowered and the man Ziri had been speaking with stepped forward and waved Ryn, Ziri, Tyelu, and Enel out of the Yarinska.
			

			
				Ziri tucked her hand into Ryn’s and leaned close as they walked down the ramp. “They got my name off the Yarinska’s registry and told my parents I was on board. That’s what all the fuss was about. They know you’re Pruxnæ and thought you’d kidnapped me and were holding me hostage.”
			

			
				He pressed his lips together. That’s exactly what he’d done. If she’d told the security officers that, she could’ve gotten rid of him for good. “Your parents are here?”
			

			
				“On their way.” Her fingers dug into Ryn’s hand through his glove. “They’re ok, Ryn. They’re really ok.”
			

			
				And now he’d have to meet them and explain why he’d taken their daughter off-world and forced her to choose a husband. His free hand bunched into a fist. That was going to be a difficult conversation, not that it mattered. If he had it to do over again, he’d still pick Ziri, and he’d still love her.
			

			
				Her parents were waiting inside the landing-side door of a long, narrow building that served as the port’s gateway into nearby towns. Ziri’s father was a tall man, leanly built. His thin face was topped by a mop of unruly red-gold hair and his light eyes regarded the approaching party coolly under thick, straight eyebrows. 
			

			
				Her mother was a slightly older version of Ziri, the same height, the same oval face, the same determined chin. The biggest difference between their appearances was the color of her hair. Ziri’s mother’s was a black so deep, it was almost blue. Her hand clutched her husband’s the same way Ziri’s held Ryn’s and her lower lip trembled once, then firmed into a thin line.
			

			
				Ziri drew Ryn to a halt, and behind them, Tyelu and Enel’s footsteps stopped. Her hand slipped out of Ryn’s, and she launched herself at her parents, one arm around each of them, her voice a tense murmur as she greeted them.
			

			
				Ziri’s father’s eyes rested on Ryn, his stare unwavering, and Ryn’s heart sank. That conversation might be a lot harder than he’d thought. He popped his helmet open, removed it, and met the other man’s gaze evenly. He’d done nothing he was ashamed of and he refused to bow under the threatening weight of an angry father’s glare.
			

			
				Ziri stepped back and gestured toward Ryn, though she faced her parents. Her voice was a little lighter, her shoulders more relaxed as she spoke with them in a long string of words ending with “Ryn abid Alna.”
			

			
				He gripped her elbow and corrected her gently. “Ryn abid Alna enig Ziri.”
			

			
				She whipped around, facing him. “What?”
			

			
				“My name is Ryn abid Alna enig Ziri.”
			

			
				“But that’s…” Her eyes darted behind him and back again, and her voice dropped to a whisper. “That means you’re my mate.”
			

			
				“Because I am.”
			

			
				“But we haven’t, ah.” Color rushed into her cheeks. “Never mind. This is my mother, Nalan Urum, and my father, Luden Moko. They’ve invited all of us to stay at their house while we’re here.”
			

			
				“It’s your decision, Ziri.”
			

			
				“I’d like to. It’ll be easier to negotiate a trade deal and everything instead of having to run back and forth between the Yarinska and home.”
			

			
				Raw pain twisted in his gut. She still didn’t think of Abyw as home. Maybe she never would, and if she didn’t, what were the chances she’d ever consider him as the home for her heart?
			

			
				She introduced Tyelu and Enel to her parents, and her hand found his again, gripping it tightly. “They’re taking us into Arden Hollow. I want to check on Mag and see the damage myself.”
			

			
				“Mag?”
			

			
				“My old boss. I’ve been worried about her.” A small smile crept onto her mouth. “She’s cranky and crotchety and the most honest soul I’ve ever met. You’ll love her, and she’ll adore you.”
			

			
				All he wanted was for Ziri to adore him. He put his helmet on, adjusted the fit, and tucked Ziri close to his side, ignoring the sharp downward twist of her father’s eyebrows and the speculative gleam in her mother’s dark eyes.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri’s parents commandeered a port shuttle and driver. Ziri sat beside Ryn across from her parents as the shuttle whirred along the road toward Arden Hollow, studying the passing landscape. It seemed like an age had passed since Ryn had stolen her away from her home, and she missed it. The sun burned brightly in the sky, bathing the barren desert flashing by in a golden glow. Twilight would fall soon, and after, a million bright stars would pop into the sky. 
			

			
				Her father’s relentless gaze speared through her. “You’re mated to this man?”
			

			
				“In the way of his people, yes.” Or close enough, not that it mattered. She’d made promises of her own to Ryn and she intended to keep them. “I’d like you to visit us on Abyw as soon as you can. We have a little cabin there. Ryn built it himself from the ground up.”
			

			
				“Seems a bit rushed.” Luden’s sharp gaze pierced into Ryn. “Especially since he kidnapped you.”
			

			
				Ziri managed a wobbly smile. “It’s their way. Other than that, he’s treated me very well. I could’ve chosen to take another man as my life mate. That should tell you what kind of person he is.”
			

			
				Nalan leaned forward and stretched her hand across the aisle toward Ziri. “A good man.”
			

			
				“And a kind one.” Ziri gripped her mother’s fingers. That touch had always meant comfort when nothing else had consoled her. Now, Ziri drew a quiet strength from the simple gesture. “He saved my life not long after we left here. Sweepers. We jumped into a nest of them. They boarded the Yarinska, made a huge mess out of everything, and he protected me.”
			

			
				Nalan exchanged a pointed look with her husband. “He may have done more than that, sweetling. Almost no one survived the Sweeper raid in Arden Hollow. If he hadn’t taken you when he did, well.”
			

			
				Ziri’s heart plummeted and her head spun. “Mag?”
			

			
				Luden shook his head and wrapped his hand around Nalan and Ziri’s entwined fingers. “I’m sorry, Ziri. We think she was killed in the first salvo.”
			

			
				“It was a mercy,” Nalan said softly. “Some of the women were taken, and others were… We found them later, dead in their homes. Nearly all had been—”
			

			
				“No.” Ziri hissed the word out. “I know what happened. Please don’t say it.”
			

			
				Luden’s grip tightened. “Did they hurt you like that?”
			

			
				She shook her head and swallowed down the bile burning her throat raw. “Ryn found me before anything could happen.”
			

			
				“You speak of him so reverently, so gently,” Nalan said. “Do you love him that much?”
			

			
				“I made a promise to him.”
			

			
				“That’s not an answer, sweetling.”
			

			
				Ziri glanced at Ryn. He’d put his helmet back on, hiding his expression, but his head was turned toward her. Did he have a translator tucked away in the circuitry of his armor? Could he understand her and her parents’ conversation? “I know, Mama. I wish I could give you a better one.”
			

			
				They settled back into their seats. Ziri described the Yarinska’s cargo to her father and promised to translate for him and Enel when the time came for negotiations. Her mother was very interested in the proposal Tyrl Sigun had proffered offering refuge and a new life on Abyw to the women displaced by the raids.
			

			
				The shuttle glided into Arden Hollow half a sun’s pace later, whirring quietly through the empty streets. Though most of the buildings were intact, nearly all bore marks of the Sweepers’ presence. Black weapon residue radiated across adobe-sided buildings, forever marring the off-white surfaces. Doors were gone, windows broken out, and interior furnishings littered the yards they passed. 
			

			
				The driver halted the shuttle outside Book Ends. Ziri scrambled out and stared at her former workplace. The upper story where Mag had lived was completely gone. The walls’ jagged edges jutted into the late afternoon sky, a silent testament to the woman they had failed to shield. 
			

			
				Sorrow welled up and over, drowning out everything inside Ziri, and a tear streaked down her cheek. She stumbled to the open door, barely aware of Ryn following close behind her and the shushed footsteps of her parents along the stone-lined streets.
			

			
				The interior was a mess. Books were scattered across the store, their spines broken, their pages torn and dirt-smeared. Most of the shelves were overturned and many had been broken. She ran a hand along one smooth panel, unable to mourn the loss of so much precious wood on top of Mag’s death. What was an object, even one crafted from a rare and valuable material, compared to the life of a woman as good as Mag had been?
			

			
				Ziri picked her way through the debris and knelt in what had been the children’s area. The stuffed animals had been torn into bits, the brightly painted, child-sized chairs were smashed and disjointed. Nothing had been left untouched, not a single, blessed thing, and it hurt so much to know there was nothing she could’ve done to stop it, that nothing she did would ever bring Mag back.
			

			
				A swift tide of rage surged through her, washing away the sorrow, and she stood slowly. Sweepers had done this. They’d destroyed the only place she’d found acceptance on Tersi. They’d taken the life of a woman who’d loved Ziri as she had her own children and they’d snuffed out the lives of countless others. Nothing had stood in their way then, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t in the future. Nobody could erase the past, but they could do something to stop the Sweepers from ever hurting anyone else again.
			

			
				Gentle hands cupped her shoulders and pulled her against hard armor. “Ziri,” Ryn murmured, his soft voice muted by his helmet. “I’m sorry.”
			

			
				She placed a trembling hand over his and leaned into him. Ryn had saved her in so many ways the night he’d kidnapped her. He’d given her a home on the Yarinska and on Abyw, he’d saved her from the Sweepers twice, and someday, maybe he’d give her the family she dreamed of having. They didn’t love each other, not the way her parents did, but they were friends. That was a good start, wasn’t it?
			

			
				She squared her shoulders and pushed away from him, keeping his hand in hers. “We have a lot of work to do here, Ryn.”
			

			
				“I know, love.”
			

			
				“Will you help me?”
			

			
				“Always.”
			

			
				She nodded and led him outside into the deserted streets of the place she’d once called home. One day, maybe Arden Hollow would be filled with the laughter of children and the scuff of residents coming and going. She wanted a hand in its reconstruction. Profit or no, she wanted to watch the small village come to life, even though it was no longer her home and never would be again.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Five
			

			
				 
			

			
				It took days to negotiate trade deals and distribute the wood they’d brought where it would do the most good. Ziri spent most of that time huddled together with her father, Enel, Tersi’s premier, and a handful of business owners, acting as a translator and an intermediary. Ryn often accompanied her, Tyelu in tow, providing Ziri and Enel with an unofficial security detail. 
			

			
				She worked relentlessly, pushing herself to the limits of her strength, as if her efforts would undo the damage caused by the Sweepers in her absence. At night, she fell into bed so tired, she barely had the energy to undress herself. Ryn wrapped himself around her, comforting her when her sorrow became too much for her small shoulders to bear, soothing away her tears. During the day, he cared for her, making sure she ate even when she tried to wave away the food he brought for her, reminding her to stretch out her stiff muscles when she’d been sitting too long.
			

			
				And always, Luden Moko looked on, his light gaze fixed in a disapproving glare on Ryn.
			

			
				Word got out quickly that they were willing to resettle displaced Tersii women on Abyw. Inquiries trickled in, slowly over the first few days, then in a flood that quickly overwhelmed their ability to sort through everybody. Nalan set up a temporary office manned by volunteers and routed interested persons through it, sorting through the applications searching for those with the greatest need and little or no family left on Tersi to aid them. 
			

			
				Eventually, the candidates were narrowed down to nearly two umlek of women, some with children, and there, Ryn took over. With Tyelu’s help and the Yarinska’s primary AI acting as a translator, he helped the women pack up their few unscathed belongings and familiarized them with the ship, then made arrangements to buy supplies at a trading center a single jump away from Tersi’s system.
			

			
				Those weren’t the only Tersii interested in Abyw. Soon, he was also fielding requests to visit the men and women taken during the same raid when Ryn had stolen Ziri. Tersi’s communications systems had been heavily damaged during the Sweeper raid, and so he relayed messages through the Yarinska’s internal systems into the Net on a near-daily basis.
			

			
				Eight days after their arrival, Ryn led a swaying Ziri into the room set aside for them in her parents’ home. It was their last night on Tersi, for this visit, anyway. The negotiations were settled, a trade deal had been hacked out, and the women and children they’d agreed to ferry to Abyw for resettlement had already stowed their belongings on the Yarinska. The next morning, they would jump to the trade center and stock up for the journey home, and there, Ryn’s thoughts faltered. He hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask Ziri if she was returning to Abyw with him. The hope that she would was such a fragile thread coiled around his heart, he was afraid to prod it too hard for fear of breaking it.
			

			
				He undressed Ziri, urged her into the shower with him, and scrubbed her from head to toe. As soon as he was finished, she wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest.
			

			
				Ryn rubbed his chin across the top of her hair. “Don’t go to sleep yet, beauty.”
			

			
				“I’m not,” she murmured sleepily. “Just resting. You feel so good.”
			

			
				“Mmm.” So did she. He tightened his grip, melding her bare skin to his, savoring her softness. “Let me dry you off and put you to bed.”
			

			
				“Not yet. Seems like it’s been forever since I held you.”
			

			
				“You held me last night,” he said gently.
			

			
				“That was ages ago.”
			

			
				The thin edge in her voice cut through him. She sounded so tired, so utterly worn out. He nudged her away from him and turned off the water. “Bed now, beauty. You’ll feel better after a solid sleep.”
			

			
				“I’ll feel better if you’ll make love to me.”
			

			
				He sucked in a breath and put his back to her, fumbling for a towel on the rack by the bathing unit. Make love to her? He needed her so badly, he ached from the lack, but she wasn’t ready. She didn’t love him, and he wanted her to before they finalized their union. Was it too much to ask for the woman he joined his life with, the woman he loved so desperately, to love him in return?
			

			
				He draped a large, sun-yellow towel around her slumped shoulders. “You need rest.”
			

			
				Her mouth wobbled and tears welled up in her beautiful eyes. “You don’t want me.”
			

			
				“I never said that.”
			

			
				“You’ve barely touched me since the Choosing.”
			

			
				“Ziri.” He sucked in a breath, blew it out. “You’ve had a lot to deal with.”
			

			
				“Not so much I can’t deal with you,” she said flatly. “Be honest, Ryn. Tell me what’s wrong.”
			

			
				“Nothing, Ziri.” Nothing he wanted to push her on, anyway. “Come to bed. Let me hold you.”
			

			
				“For a man not interested in sex, you spend a lot of time trying to get me into bed with you.”
			

			
				He laughed and pressed a soft kiss to her mouth. “I’m very interested in sex. That’s why I keep trying to get you into bed. Do you remember the first few days you spent aboard the Yarinska, when you kept trying to sleep in your room, and I kept carrying you into ours?”
			

			
				She twirled a fingertip over his chest in random circles. “I remember.”
			

			
				“Do you remember me holding you all night long, touching you, gentling you to me? I wanted you then, so much. I wanted you to smile at me the way you did everybody else and I wanted to wrap myself in your warmth and never let go.”
			

			
				“Really?”
			

			
				“Yes, Ziri. Never doubt how much I want you again.” He crooked a finger under her chin and tilted her face to his. “Promise me.”
			

			
				Her lips twisted into a frown. “I—”
			

			
				“No more doubts, Ziri. I care about you so much and I want you in my life, in my bed.” He steeled his courage and took a chance, blurting his need out in a rush, there for her to accept or reject. “In my heart. I’ve been dreaming about you since I was a boy, planning for you, needing you. Do you really think I’d let you go now that you’re here?”
			

			
				“But at the Choosing—”
			

			
				“I gave you a choice, and you chose me over every other man there.” He touched his forehead to hers and breathed out a laugh. “Are you going to make me keep talking?”
			

			
				Her laughter mingled with his. “I think this is the most you’ve talked all week.”
			

			
				“Why talk when you can act?”
			

			
				She groaned. “That’s the attitude that got me kidnapped.”
			

			
				“It’s the attitude that won me a wife. Bed now, Ziri. You can coax my heart out into the open again tomorrow, when you’re rested enough to take advantage of it.”
			

			
				“Oh, Ryn.” She tilted her face to his and kissed him, soft and slow. “I promise I’ll get my doubts under control.”
			

			
				It wasn’t her doubts that hurt him. It was knowing she could still walk away when he never could.
			

			
				They crawled into bed together, and he held her while she slept, though it was a long time before he drifted to sleep himself.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Yarinska’s metal hull gleamed dully under the harsh light of Tersi’s sun. Ryn kept a weather eye on the people milling around the open cargo hatch as he oversaw refueling of the secondary engines. Ziri’s parents had ridden with Ryn and Ziri out to the ship and were helping the women and children on their way to Abyw settle into their temporary quarters. Ziri had plotted the shortest course to minimize their passengers’ discomfort, but it would still be an uncomfortable few days. 
			

			
				Luden broke away from the group of women surrounding his wife and strode toward Ryn. 
			

			
				Ryn bit back a sigh. He’d been expecting Ziri’s father to approach him. Looked like the time had come.
			

			
				Luden halted in front of Ryn and held out a tiny cone. Ryn grimaced and screwed it into his ear. Kraden translators. He’d have a headache after using it, but that couldn’t be helped.
			

			
				Luden spoke and the translator filtered the words into Ryn’s ear in Pruxnæ. “I’ve forbidden her from leaving with you.”
			

			
				Ryn grunted. Like that would stop Ziri if she wanted to leave. “It’s her choice.”
			

			
				Luden’s eyes flicked down as his translator processed Ryn’s words, then up again. “It wasn’t her choice to go with you the first time.”
			

			
				“She had opportunities to leave. She chose to stay.”
			

			
				“Because you bewitched her.”
			

			
				Ryn laughed. “I’m not a sorcerer.”
			

			
				Luden’s thick eyebrows shot down. “You promised what she’s always wanted, a life mate, children, a place she belongs. How could she resist that?”
			

			
				“How could I?” Ryn shot back. “Everything she wants, I want, too. She’s my home, my heart. As long as she wants me, I’ll never let her go.”
			

			
				“You love her.”
			

			
				“I do.”
			

			
				“Does she know that?”
			

			
				Ryn scrubbed a palm over his mouth. “No.”
			

			
				Luden’s light eyes flicked away and back, and his shoulders relaxed. “It’s her choice?”
			

			
				“Completely.”
			

			
				“And if she wants to stay on Tersi?”
			

			
				“I can’t stop her.”
			

			
				“Can’t or won’t?”
			

			
				“Nobody makes Ziri do anything she doesn’t want to do,” Ryn said drily. “If I stand in her way, she knows how to go around me.”
			

			
				Luden smiled, a quick flash of humor in an otherwise stern expression. “She used to be more subtle about getting her way.”
			

			
				“How so?”
			

			
				“When I forbade her from leaving with you, she told me if I didn’t stop interfering, she’d dump frinworms into my morning tea.” Luden crossed his arms over his lean chest and twisted his mouth into a frown. “I have no idea what a frinworm is, but I’m guessing it’s not something I want in my tea.”
			

			
				Ryn grinned. “Nasty, smelly maggots. Not good eating.”
			

			
				“I suspected as much.” Luden sighed. “She’s determined to go with you.”
			

			
				“I’m determined to keep her.”
			

			
				“If you hurt her—”
			

			
				“She knows how to take care of me. Ask her about the Choosing and you’ll see.”
			

			
				“She told me,” Luden murmured. “I expect you to bring her back for regular visits.”
			

			
				“As often as we can. The Yarinska is half hers. She’s learning how to pilot it and she wants to see her home world set to rights.”
			

			
				“Good then.” Luden’s arms dropped to his sides. “You saved her when you took her.”
			

			
				“No, Luden. She saved me.”
			

			
				“Treat her well.”
			

			
				“Always.”
			

			
				Ryn slipped the translator out of his ear and handed it back to Luden. The other man pivoted on his heel and returned to his wife’s side, speaking softly to her. A narrow hand slid into Ryn’s, and he twisted around. Ziri leaned her head against his arm, her gaze on her parents.
			

			
				“I told him to leave you alone,” she said.
			

			
				“He’s a worried father. I expected him to say something.”
			

			
				“Mmm.” She rubbed her cheek across the sleeve of his coverall and her hand tightened in his. “Do you really love me?”
			

			
				He sucked in a sharp breath. “You overheard us?”
			

			
				“Nearly every word.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you say something?”
			

			
				“I’m saying it now.” She lifted onto her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “I’m going to start the pre-liftoff countdown, but I’ll need your help to finish it.”
			

			
				“I’ll be there soon.” 
			

			
				She nodded and let his hand go, and walked toward the open cargo hatch.
			

			
				“Ziri?”
			

			
				She stopped and half-turned toward him. “Yes?”
			

			
				“I really do.”
			

			
				A smile bloomed on her lovely face, warming him from skin to heart. “I’ll see you on the bridge.”
			

			
				She walked away, her long, even strides gliding across the port’s tarmac. Her red-gold braid swung back and forth across her back, a near match to the colors of the desert world she’d been born to.
			

			
				Ryn returned to his work, replaying her smile in his mind, holding the promise of her heat close to his heart.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Six
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri perched on the edge of the pilot’s chair in the Yarinska’s bridge, grinning like an onka-brained lanoo. Ryn loved her, he really loved her, and he didn’t want to let her go. 
			

			
				She hummed an old Tersi folksong under her breath as she ticked off pre-flight systems checks. Life support, engines, landing gear, weapons. She frowned at an anomaly in the plasma cannon, the only powerful weapon the Yarinska possessed. It was only good for a handful of shots before its charge ran out. Its primary purpose was to clear the Yarinska’s path or deter the occasional pirate. Ryn had warned her never to use it unless there was a dire emergency, but it couldn’t be used at all if it wasn’t charged. The Yarinska’s smaller, lighter weapons would be essentially useless without it.
			

			
				“AI, why isn’t the cannon fully charged?”
			

			
				“Belnyin luf.”
			

			
				Ziri rolled her eyes. Kraden secondary AI. “Primary AI, why isn’t the cannon fully charged?”
			

			
				“Belnyin luf.”
			

			
				She tapped into the scanner, flipped it onto the viewscreen. No Sweepers, just as she’d suspected. The secondary AI was acting up again. It reminded her of a temperamental toddler, sulking whenever it wasn’t given enough attention. “Primary AI, override the secondary AI and run a diagnostic on the plasma cannon.”
			

			
				“That’s not very nice,” the secondary AI said.
			

			
				“I’m not aiming for nice. I need to know what’s wrong with the cannon.”
			

			
				“It’s busy.”
			

			
				“Unbusy it. I need it fully charged before we jump.”
			

			
				“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the AI warned in a sing-songy voice.
			

			
				Ryn stepped into the bridge and settled into the co-pilot’s seat. “How’s the pre-flight check going?”
			

			
				“There’s a problem with the plasma cannon. I’m trying to figure out what’s wrong so we can fix it before liftoff.” She brought the weapons system up on the viewscreen, studied the systems monitor, and couldn’t find a single reason why the cannon wasn’t charging properly. Then again, she wasn’t that familiar with the weapons yet. “Secondary AI, what would you advise us not to do?”
			

			
				Dead silence greeted her question. 
			

			
				Ryn glanced at Ziri. “I thought it only hated me.”
			

			
				“If it hates you, it must loathe me. I can’t ever get it to give me a straight answer.” A light blinked on the systems monitor, indicating all weapons fully-charged, and Ziri slumped into her seat. “I think we might need to replace it. It kept telling me Sweepers were nearby, and yes, I already checked. Tersi’s system is clear and there’s no chatter on the emergency channels.”
			

			
				“Must be a glitch. When we get home, I’ll have a team give it a good shakedown.”
			

			
				“I’ll pay to watch that.”
			

			
				Ryn laughed. “I bet. Are we ready to go?”
			

			
				“Almost.”
			

			
				“Signal ship-wide, warn our passengers we’re about to lift off.”
			

			
				She glanced at him out of the corners of her eyes. “I’m not the captain.”
			

			
				“You’re the pilot. Besides, I’m saving my words for you.”
			

			
				Her heart thumped once, hard, and flipped over in her chest. Ryn loved her and he wasn’t hiding it anymore, and the knowledge was so precious to her, so dear, she couldn’t hide her reaction. She bounced out of her seat and kissed him firmly on the mouth, lingering as he hooked his hands on her hips and kissed her back. 
			

			
				“Ew.”
			

			
				Ziri broke the kiss and glanced toward the open hatch to the bridge. Tyelu hovered there, her pretty face twisted into a grimace. “Can’t the two of you keep your hands off each other in public?”
			

			
				Ryn tugged Ziri into his lap. “We’re conducting an important pre-flight systems check.”
			

			
				Ziri snickered. “Is that what we’re doing?”
			

			
				“Yes.” Ryn jerked his chin toward his sister. “I need you in the cargo bay, preparing our passengers for the jump.”
			

			
				Tyelu snorted. “You’re just trying to get rid of me so you can kiss her again.”
			

			
				“That, too,” Ryn said mildly. 
			

			
				Tyelu shook her head and left as quietly as she’d entered. 
			

			
				Ryn brushed the backs of his fingers over Ziri’s cheek. “Where were we, beauty?”
			

			
				“Right about here,” she said, and claimed his mouth in a soft, welcoming kiss.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn’s fingers moved swiftly over the Yarinska’s controls, double-checking coordinates, calculating fuel ratios. His mouth still tingled from Ziri’s kiss and his heart pattered so quickly, he was sure it would leap right out of his chest. Tonight, he was going to press Ziri into their bed and make love to her so thoroughly, her doubts would be washed away, never to appear again. Soon, he’d release his seed into her for the third time since the Choosing, and she would forever after be his.
			

			
				His heart, his home, his family. 
			

			
				He smiled as he finished his checks, then scooted back into his seat and buckled in. If they were blessed, his seed would take root in her womb. Their family would grow with their love and neither of them would ever be alone again, searching for their place in the wide universe.
			

			
				Ziri tapped out her final commands and flipped the com on. “Brace for liftoff.” She repeated the warning in Tersii Basic, then buckled herself in. “Ready, Captain.”
			

			
				“At your leisure,” he said, and she grinned
			

			
				His thoughts wandered as the Yarinska lifted steadily off of Tersi into its atmosphere. If Ziri became pregnant within the year, they could go ahead and add on that extra bedroom he’d been waiting to build. He should pick up softer wool and begin a wardrobe for their children, sweaters and socks and tiny baby hats. His gaze drifted to her, always to her. Would their children inherit her red-gold locks and blue-gray eyes? Would her daughters have her sweet temper and sun-bright smile, and her sons the determined tilt of her chin?
			

			
				When they reached the jump point, she flicked the cover over the activating switch open. “Don’t tease me if I pass out again.”
			

			
				“You’re getting better.”
			

			
				“Not there yet, though.” She inhaled deeply and hovered her hand over the button. “See you on the other side, Captain.”
			

			
				Her breath rushed out and her hand came down, rapping sharply into the button. Space-time distorted in a queasy roil, and Ryn stiffened his hold on his thighs. A tick later, they popped into normal space, right outside the trading post. 
			

			
				Ziri moaned and cupped her head in her hands. “Kraden jumps.”
			

			
				“At least you didn’t pass out this time.”
			

			
				She snorted. “Yes, but—”
			

			
				A strident alarm cut through the air and the emergency lights flicked on, flashing a red-hued warning. “Sweeper alert. Sweeper alert.”
			

			
				Ryn scrambled out of his harness and switched the viewscreen to an exterior shot. Sure enough, three haphazardly crafted ships were orbiting the trading post, firing onto the moon below. 
			

			
				“Oh, no,” Ziri said. “No, no, no.”
			

			
				Ryn muttered a curse under his breath. “We don’t have enough juice to make another jump.”
			

			
				“We can fight.”
			

			
				“With what? We have one plasma cannon, a handful of shots, some lightweight weapons that won’t make a dent in those hulls. It’s not enough to take down three Sweeper ships.”
			

			
				“It’s enough to give the residents of the moon a chance.” She turned haunted eyes on him. “I’ll broadcast a distress call, bounce it to Tersi and the surrounding systems. If we can hold them off long enough, we won’t have to fight them on our own and nobody else has to die.”
			

			
				Ryn studied her carefully. In the red glow of the emergency lights, her skin had paled to a sickly white and her nails dug into the skin of her palms, and she looked so lost, so fragile. She’d lost family and friends during the raid on her planet, people she’d never had a chance to say goodbye to, just as he’d never gotten a chance to say goodbye to his parents. If they could keep that from happening to the people below, wasn’t it worth the risk?
			

			
				He nodded once and stood. “Broadcast the distress, then pick one ship and locate its weapons systems. We can spare two shots of the cannon. One would be better.”
			

			
				“Wait. Where are you going?”
			

			
				“To evacuate the cargo bay. The Sweepers will try to board us first chance they get. I don’t want to give them any easy targets.”
			

			
				“Ok.” She swiveled toward the viewscreen and the scene unfolding outside the Yarinska. “Come back to me, Ryn.”
			

			
				“Always, Ziri.”
			

			
				He snagged a gun out of the mini-weapons locker beside his chair and strode through the ship. This time, those kraden Sweepers wouldn’t get the better of him and they would by Wode never hurt Ziri again.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Seven
			

			
				 
			

			
				The cargo bay was a ruckus of panicked women and children when Ryn entered. Tyelu and Enel were both in the center of clusters of frightened passengers, and Ryn bit back a curse. Ziri was their translator. She was busy saving their collective hides, though, so he’d have to find a way to deal with the Tersii on board without her. 
			

			
				He pushed through the crowd toward Tyelu, ignoring the pleas directed his way. He couldn’t understand Tersii Basic, but he didn’t have to. Everybody wanted to know what was going on. He just didn’t have time to explain right then. 
			

			
				Tyelu picked up a toddler clinging to her legs and cuddled him against her chest. “How many?”
			

			
				“Three ships. Ziri’s relaying a distress call.”
			

			
				Tyelu’s eyebrows shot up. “We’re fighting?”
			

			
				“The Sweepers are attacking the trading post. We may be able to disable one ship. If nearby systems can get ships here in time…”
			

			
				“We won’t have to fight long.” Tyelu sighed and shifted her weight from one leg to the other, gently rocking the boy she held. “We need to get these people out of here.”
			

			
				“Lock them in the galley, then bring Enel back here. As soon as Ziri shakes free of her duties on the bridge, I’ll send her there so she can explain what’s going on and calm everybody down.”
			

			
				“Can’t have crying and fussing with Sweepers on board,” Tyelu murmured.
			

			
				“They’ll hear, and we’ll all be in danger.”
			

			
				“Eh, tell me why we’re doing this again?”
			

			
				Ryn pulled his sister into a tight hug, trapping the boy between them. “Because nobody deserves to die at the hand of a Sweeper.”
			

			
				“I know, Ryn. I’m sorry.”
			

			
				“Don’t be. Get these people to safety. I’ll see you soon.”
			

			
				Tyelu slipped away, still holding the boy, and grabbed a woman by the arm. She jerked her chin toward the hatch leading into the ship at large. “Comira a’au.”
			

			
				Ryn narrowed his eyes into slits. “You’re learning Tersii.”
			

			
				Tyelu shrugged and grabbed another woman. “It keeps me busy.”
			

			
				Maybe it did, but he’d never known his sister to do anything simply to pass the time. He shrugged it off and waded through the Tersii passengers to Enel. “How’s your aim?”
			

			
				“As good as anyone’s,” Enel said.
			

			
				“Tyelu’s moving our passengers to the galley. Help her out. Make sure you get her to grab weapons for you out of the armory on the way back.”
			

			
				Enel nodded and herded women gently toward the Yarinska’s interior.
			

			
				A loud whoosh filled the air and the Yarinska lurched violently. Ryn stumbled into two women, nearly knocking them over, and high-pitched screams ripped through the cargo bay.
			

			
				“What was that?” Enel shouted.
			

			
				“Ziri fired our cannon.”
			

			
				Ryn pushed past the other man. He needed to be on the bridge with her, helping her elude the Sweepers, would’ve stayed there if she knew the ship as well as he did. She didn’t, though, so it was up to him to manually lock the airlock. It wouldn’t keep the Sweepers from boarding. They’d eventually find another way in even if they had to blast a hole in the hull to do it, but it would delay them, hopefully long enough for help to arrive.
			

			
				The ship jolted again and metal scraped along metal. Ryn’s heart sank to his knees. Too late. The Sweepers were there. The only thing left to do was stall them as they boarded the Yarinska and pray that somebody heard the distress signal Ziri had sent.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ziri activated the emergency distress beacon, then recorded a tersely worded request for immediate aid and set it to continually loop and transmit. One of the Sweeper ships, an oblong mix of shiny and rusted hull plating, broke off its attack on the trading post and swung slowly toward the Yarinska. Ziri’s heart leapt into her throat and a cold chill wrapped itself around her spine. Showtime.
			

			
				“Primary AI, can you calculate probable schematics for the approaching ship and display them on the main viewscreen?”
			

			
				“Affirmative,” a smooth, feminine voice said, and the viewscreen switched abruptly to an overlay of the Sweeper’s ship. “Schematics on display.”
			

			
				“Where are the weapons systems?”
			

			
				The schematics rotated and three sections lit up at various points along the ship’s hull. “Weapons systems located.”
			

			
				Ziri bit her lower lip and studied the schematics. Three targets, one shot, two at the most. Where could she do the most damage? “Primary AI, target the strongest weapon and highlight it onscreen.”
			

			
				The schematics rotated again and two of the lit sections darkened, leaving a large rectangular section attached to the ship’s lower hull lit. Ziri zoomed the view in. “Lock the Yarinska’s plasma cannon onto that section and fire as soon as it’s in range.”
			

			
				Almost immediately, the cannon fired and the Yarinska lurched backward. Ziri gripped the edge of the control panel, righting her balance. Kraden inertial dampeners. As soon as they reached Abyw, she was having them upgraded. 
			

			
				“Primary AI, did we take out the weapons?”
			

			
				“Negative.”
			

			
				Ziri cursed under her breath and flipped the viewscreen back to an outside view. The rear section of the Sweeper ship floated past them and the screaming wrench of metal on metal vibrated through the hull. Her breath froze in her lungs. She knew that sound, knew exactly what it heralded. The Sweepers were trying to connect their airlock with the Yarinska’s. It wouldn’t take them long to figure out how and less time than that to board.
			

			
				Her mind whirled and stuttered. Their passengers. She had to get them to safety.
			

			
				No, Ryn was doing that. What could she do, though? She was stuck on the bridge and…
			

			
				The first Sweeper she’d ever met popped into her mind, and with it, the remembered feel of its unsheathed male organ sliding over her skin. She retched and shuddered and sweat popped out on her skin. No, she wasn’t staying on the bridge. She’d be cornered there, trapped, helpless, and Ryn would have to rescue her again. 
			

			
				Her resolve hardened. She wasn’t big, she wasn’t strong, but she could fight. She could protect herself and she could help Ryn protect the Yarinska and the women and children they were ferrying to a new life, thanks to the very alien race threatening the nearby trading post.
			

			
				She inhaled a shaky breath and fumbled with the latch holding the weapons locker shut. Ryn had only taken one blaster. She knew how to use the other, and Onu’s beard, would she ever.
			

			
				“Primary AI, hold this position. Monitor incoming communications and reroute them to the cargo bay.”
			

			
				“Affirmative.”
			

			
				Ziri palmed the blaster and inhaled a deep, fortifying breath. She could do this. She would do this.
			

			
				She opened the bridge’s door and stepped into the corridor. A jumble of frightened voices echoed to her from deeper within the ship. Good. Ryn was moving their passengers to safety. That would make holding off the Sweepers a lot easier.
			

			
				She hustled down the corridor, following the noise made by women and children who’d seen too much hardship already. Near the galley, she stumbled to a halt. Tyelu and Enel were herding people into the galley. Ryn was nowhere to be seen.
			

			
				Ziri caught Tyelu’s eye around the heads of the people moving between them. “Where’s Ryn?”
			

			
				“In the cargo bay. Last I saw, he was heading toward the airlock.”
			

			
				The blood rushed out of Ziri’s head and she swayed. “The Sweepers are trying to lock on, probably so they can board.”
			

			
				Tyelu swore under her breath. “Why didn’t he jump out of reach when he had the chance?”
			

			
				“No juice in the engines. I’m going to the cargo bay to help him hold the Sweepers off.”
			

			
				“I’m coming with you.” Tyelu grabbed Enel’s arm. “Lock them in. Make sure at least one of them knows how to get back out again, just in case.”
			

			
				Enel nodded. “I’ll be right behind you.”
			

			
				Ziri pushed around the perimeter of the crowd slowly entering the galley, then broke into a run, heading toward the cargo bay. Ryn had to’ve heard the Sweeper’s ship banging against the Yarinska. He had to know what that meant and found a safe position away from the airlock, and he was ok. Everything was going to be ok.
			

			
				She burst through the open entrance to the cargo bay and froze. Ryn hadn’t found a safe place away from the airlock. He was six ceg from it, fighting off a Sweeper, ducking around the metal-encased tentacles whipping through the air around his upper torso. His hand flashed out, quick as a laser pulse, and the end of one tentacle broke at an odd angle and flopped limply to the Sweeper’s side.
			

			
				Its fury roared out of it in a deafening wave of sound and all of its tentacles reared back. Ryn stabbed his hand into the Sweeper’s bulky side, and the tentacles snapped forward, piercing into Ryn’s body, lifting him high off the ground.
			

			
				“Ryn!” Ziri screamed. Her legs buckled and she collapsed to the floor. No, not Ryn. Not her beautiful Ryn. They were just starting their life together, just finding their way to love. He couldn’t die now. He just couldn’t.
			

			
				The tentacles shoved Ryn back and popped out of his body, and he staggered and fell to one knee. Bright spots of blood bloomed across his clothing. Ziri scrambled to her feet and lurched toward him. She could save him. They had bandages, lots and lots of them, enough to stop a hundred men from bleeding out if she could just get to him.
			

			
				A second Sweeper appeared behind the first, and a third. The first Sweeper shambled forward, its tree trunk legs barely lifting off of the floor. A red beam streaked past Ziri’s head and hit the Sweeper square in the gullet, and she flinched away from it.
			

			
				“Don’t stop,” Tyelu said. “Get Ryn out of the way. I’ll hold off these kraden Sweepers.”
			

			
				Ziri nodded and raced toward Ryn and the Sweepers pushing their way into the Yarinska, and her world narrowed to a litany of things to do. Get Ryn to safety, bandage his wounds, hold off the Sweepers, make sure he never did anything so foolish as taking on a Sweeper single-handed again.
			

			
				A Sweeper stepped into her path.
			

			
				Ziri skidded to a stop and faced it squarely. It reached behind itself and grabbed a tentacle, and her grip tightened on the blaster she held. Ryn didn’t have long. She had to reach him soon and staunch the blood seeping out of his body or he’d die. Therefore, this Sweeper had to go. She raised the blaster, aimed at the broad bulk in front of her, and fired. A burst of red feathered over the Sweeper and it tilted to the side. She fired again and again and again, and at last, it tumbled over and thumped onto the floor.
			

			
				She stepped around it, kicking writhing tentacles out of the way, and hooked her hands under Ryn’s arms, blaster and all. “Come on, big guy. Be ok for me. You have to be ok.”
			

			
				She threw her weight back and dragged Ryn slowly away from the Sweepers. There was a med pack around there somewhere, if she could just find it.
			

			
				The intercom crackled to life, startling her, and she almost dropped Ryn. 
			

			
				“Yarinska, cease fire and prepare to be boarded.”
			

			
				Ziri eased Ryn onto the hard floor. Help had arrived. Thank the gods.
			

			
				A handful of people popped into existence around the cavernous bay, weapons drawn, their gray armor glinting dully under the Yarinska’s steadily flashing warning lights. Tyelu whooped and yelled, “It’s about time,” and the new arrivals’ weapons shot beam after beam straight into the chests of the Sweepers crowding around the airlock.
			

			
				Ryn stirred and his eyes slit open. “Ziri?” 
			

			
				His voice was thread thin and so weak she could barely hear it over the din of the battle taking place around them. She slid her hand into his and leaned close to him. “I’m here, Ryn.”
			

			
				“Love you.”
			

			
				His eyelids fluttered shut and his head lolled to the side. She groped along his neck, searching for a pulse. Her fingers hit the slow, steady throb and she sagged.
			

			
				“Oh, Ryn.” She pressed a soft kiss to his mouth, then pushed herself into an unsteady stand. Bandages. She had to find bandages, and then he’d be ok and she could tell him how very much she loved him.
			

			
				 
			

			



	


				Chapter Twenty-Eight
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ryn woke slowly, coaxed into consciousness by a softly sung lullaby. He was warm, too warm, and dull pain throbbed through a handful of points along his torso. The lullaby stopped, fabric shushed, and whatever he was lying on tilted to the side.
			

			
				“Ziri?” The word croaked out of his parched throat. He grimaced and swallowed and groped a hand toward the cause of the list. “Ziri?”
			

			
				A cool hand wrapped around his. “She’s resting.”
			

			
				“Mama?”
			

			
				“Ryn.” The word wavered and broke, and soft lips touched his forehead. “We were so worried about you. The Sweepers… You nearly died.”
			

			
				He prodded the hazy wool filling his head. Luden, angry. Ziri, smiling. Sweepers firing on an undeserving populace. Cold dread snapped into place around his heart and Ryn shoved himself upright through the warm layers pressing him down. “Ziri!”
			

			
				Gentle hands caught him, holding him in place. “There, my son, no worries. She’s safe.”
			

			
				His energy flagged and he flopped back down. “I need her.”
			

			
				“I know. She’ll wake soon, and then you can tell her how much you love her.”
			

			
				“I didn’t. I wanted to, but I couldn’t, and then, it was too late.” He opened his eyes, and Alna’s face swam into focus. Beyond her, he glimpsed a wide, rock-faced fireplace set into freshly stained wooden walls. “How did I get home?”
			

			
				“Ziri brought you. After the attack, she found a healer for you, and when you were well enough, she piloted the Yarinska home.”
			

			
				“Alone?”
			

			
				“Tyelu helped.”
			

			
				Tyelu voluntarily helping Ziri? That must’ve been something. “What about the Tersii we were bringing here?”
			

			
				“All well and good and searching for new homes among the Pruxnæ.” Alna skimmed her fingers across Ryn’s jaw and her expression softened into a smile. “You did well there.”
			

			
				“It was Enel’s doing. His idea. He was right, though. We need strong women here. We need to build ourselves up.”
			

			
				“You chose a strong wife.”
			

			
				Ryn managed a hoarse laugh. “She chose me.”
			

			
				“And she chose well, too.” Alna tweaked Ryn’s chin and slid off the bed. “I’ll wake her now. She’ll want to know you’re ok.”
			

			
				He gripped her hand, held it tight. “Thank you.”
			

			
				“For what?”
			

			
				“For loving me.”
			

			
				She dipped low and touched her forehead to his. “How could I not?”
			

			
				She padded out of the room, her footsteps shuffling quietly along the hardwood floor. Ryn shoved the covers down to his waist and scrubbed shaky hands over his face. No fever. The bedroom was just hot. He maneuvered himself upright, ignoring the dizziness sweeping over him, and ran cautious fingers over the points of pain dotting his body. Thick bandages covered each spot. He glanced down and grinned. Nearly every bit of his skin was covered in self-adhesive bandages and gauze. Ziri had been taking care of him again. How many merchants had she cleaned out of medical supplies in the doing?
			

			
				A strangled gasp caught his attention, and he swiveled toward it, wincing as agony ricocheted inside his skull. Ziri stood in the doorway, her skin white as snow, one hand clutching the doorframe. “You’re awake.”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“You’ve been out for days.” She glided hesitantly toward him. “We were worried you’d never wake up.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry, beauty.” He patted the bed beside him. “Come here. I’ve missed you.”
			

			
				She sniffed and launched herself at him, scrambling across the bed. He caught her close and held her tight, breathing in the sweet scent of her skin, and they sat there for long, long ticks, her sobbing quietly into his throat, him fighting back the tears clogging his.
			

			
				“I was so afraid,” she whispered. “You lost so much blood. The healer said if I hadn’t gotten to you in time…”
			

			
				He smoothed a hand over the back of her head, tangling his fingers in her silky hair. “None of that, now. We’re safe. Everything’s going to be ok.”
			

			
				She breathed out a laugh. “That’s what I kept telling myself. If I can just get to Ryn, everything will be ok.”
			

			
				“And it is.” He kissed her soft cheek, nuzzled her throat, sank into the warmth she exuded as easily as a sun in the dawn of its youth. “I love you, Ziri. You don’t have to say it back. I don’t expect that, but I hope someday you’ll love me as much as I love you.”
			

			
				“Ryn.” Her breath feathered over his skin, light as air, right as rain. “I love you, too, so much. More than I thought I’d ever love anybody.”
			

			
				Her words exploded through him, filling him to the brim with the solid joy of her love. “Now you tell me, when I can’t do anything to show you how I feel.”
			

			
				“We’ll do that later, after you’ve healed and things have settled down a little.”
			

			
				“Promise?”
			

			
				“I do.”
			

			
				He sighed into her hair, content to hold her, content to be with her. She loved him, and now that she did, they could begin their life together and build the family they both longed for.
			

			
				Days passed. Snow fell in smaller and smaller quantities and the air outside their home slowly warmed. Ryn pushed himself a little farther each day, tending the molnog, mending fences and repairing equipment. Spring approached and the snow became hard squalls of rain lashing against the earth, and still, Ziri demurred. He hadn’t healed enough yet, the time wasn’t right, and though she told him every day how much she loved him, showed him in the tender care she gave him, she held herself back.
			

			
				Finally, Ryn lost his patience. He wasn’t completely healed, but he was close enough, and he wanted to be with her, wanted so much to finalize their union and be her husband. One night ten days after he’d awakened with his skin covered in bandages, he cornered her in their bedroom. No more talking, no more delays. Tonight, they were going to settle their relationship once and for all in the best way a man and woman could.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Night fell in a gentle wave of darkness across the land. Ziri washed the last supper dish and set it on the counter to dry. Ryn had tried to elbow his way into the small chore, and she’d promptly chased him away. They could divide out domestic and farm duties when he was fully healed and not a tick sooner.
			

			
				A small smile curved her mouth. Duties weren’t the only things they’d see to once he’d healed. Every day, Ryn grew a little stronger. Soon, he’d be well enough to consummate their love and seal Ziri’s place in his life. She hugged herself, spun around, and bustled toward their bedroom. How lucky had she been the day he’d stolen her out of her home and carried her into his heart?
			

			
				She wanted so much to show him how happy he’d made her, to give him some of that happiness back.
			

			
				Ryn ducked out of the bathroom when she entered their chamber. “Ready for bed?”
			

			
				“Almost. I need to cleanse my teeth and…” She laughed and bounced toward him, lifted on her tiptoes and bussed his cheek. “I won’t be long. I thought maybe I could read to you before we go to sleep.”
			

			
				“Mmm.” 
			

			
				He captured her mouth in a lingering kiss and his hands tightened on her waist. Heat zinged through her, strong and sure, and she blossomed for him. Oh, she’d missed this, the slow slide of his lips on hers, the pleasure twining between them, and the new certainty that she held his heart as only the woman he loved could. 
			

			
				As only she could.
			

			
				She skimmed a hand up his chest and around his nape, and threaded her fingers in the cool strands of his hair. Yes, she’d been lucky the day Ryn found her, and she was going to show her appreciation. Later, when he was healed. She tugged his hair and broke their kiss. “Let me get ready for bed and I’ll read to you.”
			

			
				He shook his head slowly and pressed his body into hers, walking her backward. An odd gleam glinted in his dark eyes. “We’re ready.”
			

			
				“Of course, we’re not, Ryn. I haven’t even brushed my teeth.” 
			

			
				The back of her legs hit the bed and down they went. Ryn twisted around, landing on the bed beneath her, cushioning her fall. His fingers dug into her hips and he arched into her, pushing his erection into the cradle of her body.
			

			
				Her eyes widened. “Ryn, what is this?”
			

			
				He laughed and rolled her onto her back, bracing himself above her. “We’re ready, Ziri, beyond ready. It’s time for us to finish what we started on the Choosing field.”
			

			
				“But you’re not—”
			

			
				“Yes, Ziri, I am, and I can’t wait another tick to have you.” He brushed the tip of his nose across hers. “Say you’re ready, beauty. Say you want me forever. Let me be yours.”
			

			
				Her heart flopped over and surrendered, and she melted into his love. “Always.”
			

			
				He kissed her then, softly, slowly. They made love to the rain’s steady rhythm pounding down around them, and from that night on, Ziri never again doubted that she’d found her home in the man who’d stolen her heart and given his in return.
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				To the rest of the Pruxnae, Tyelu af Alna is a force to be reckoned with. Secretly, however, she longs for a love of her own. Has she met her match in the roguish Q mercenary Jos Q'Mhel, or will her prickly nature rebuff him before he can learn to love her?
			

			
				 
			

			
				Read Sweet Surrender now.
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				Thank you for reading The Choosing  (The Pruxnæ, Book 1). If you enjoyed this story, please leave a review for it at your favorite online retailer. 
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				A sneak peek of Sweet Surrender
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				Seventeen Standard Days Ago
			

			
				Garla System, near the planet Tersi
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Yarinska’s cargo bay was a teeming mass of thick-limbed Sweepers and blaring sirens. Tyelu af Alna, former Queen’s Guard, heir to the kafh of Myunad Province, ducked behind a plasteen crate filled with the belongings of an entire Tersii family, fumbling with her blaster’s battery pack. 
			

			
				Kraden Sweepers. The journey from Abyw, her home planet, to her new next sister’s planet had been uneventful, peaceful even, a simple trade run. Drop off wood for reconstruction of the Sweeper-devastated towns, pick up refugees, especially much-needed women of child-bearing age, and go back home again.
			

			
				Nothing was ever as easy as it should be.
			

			
				Sweepers had ambushed them near a trading post built into the terrain of a quasi-habitable moon, or maybe they’d ambushed the Sweepers. Tyelu wasn’t clear on the details and she really didn’t care. Her adopted brother Ryn was on the other side of the cargo bay attempting to stem the tide of Sweepers flooding onto Yarinska, and here she, a trained warrior, sat fighting to get her best weapon in working order.
			

			
				Thank Fryw Mother Jakuv couldn’t see her now.
			

			
				Enel ab Awd, the second of three Pruxnӕ onboard Yarinska, stumbled over the cargo bay’s hatch and skidded across the floor toward her, and barely missed being fried by fire from a handheld laser cannon. He flopped down beside her and stuffed his blaster into her lap. “Here,” he said. “I’ll handle the battery packs if you’ll do the shooting.”
			

			
				Tyelu slid a side-eyed glance at him. Every Pruxnӕ trained in the warrior arts to one degree or another, if for no other reason than to triumph at the Choosing when the time came to take a mate. She’d had special training, true, thanks to her mother’s heritage, and even spent time in the personal guard of Banam’s Queen during her time on Zinod, her mother’s home world. 
			

			
				But for a Pruxnӕ male to hand over a working weapon? It was nearly unthinkable.
			

			
				Enel took the broken blaster from her without another word, and Tyelu let it go. They were in the middle of a crisis. She could rag him about the weapon later.
			

			
				Ziri Mokuru, Ryn’s mate, appeared in the cargo bay’s open hatch, her slate blue eyes wide in her too pale face. “Ryn!” she screamed as she launched herself into the cargo bay.
			

			
				Tyelu peeked over the top of the crate and muttered a curse under her breath. A Sweeper had pierced Ryn through his chest with a metal-plated tentacle and held her brother high off the ground. Ryn hung limply, his arms and legs dangling as blood dripped steadily out of the wound.
			

			
				Without thinking, Tyelu aimed the fresh blaster and popped off a short burst. Red light streaked past Ziri’s head and thumped into the Sweeper, knocking it back a pace. Ziri flinched to the side, away from Ryn.
			

			
				“Don’t stop!” Tyelu yelled. “Get Ryn out of the way. I’ll hold off these kraden Sweepers.”
			

			
				Tyelu aimed more carefully after that, beginning with the Sweepers closest to her fallen brother and his mate, and steadily worked her way outward from there. Her battery pack sizzled out of charge after a dozen well-placed shots. Enel dutifully held up the other blaster, and she exchanged one weapon for the other and fired again.
			

			
				A crackling voice came over the intercom, barely audible over the screams of Sweepers. “Yarinska, cease fire and prepare to be boarded.”
			

			
				Tyelu leaned her head back and whooped a war cry into the cacophony. “It’s about time.”
			

			
				Enel muttered something beside her, but she was too relieved to care. Half a dozen humanoids popped into existence within the cargo bay, their matte gray armor rendering them nearly invisible in the chaos. Q mercenaries. Well, that was going to cost Ryn a pretty penny. Maybe some of the kafhs would cover it, considering the precious cargo Yarinska carried.
			

			
				Marriage-minded female settlers, enough to mate fifty or more Pruxnӕ, willing women with strong backs and open hearts, some with daughters of their own. On a planet where female children were rarely conceived and even more rarely birthed, such a group would be a godsend.
			

			
				The mercenaries made quick work of the Sweepers. As soon as the last alien had fallen, one of the mercenaries peeled off from the group and headed toward Ryn. Four others spread out and began prodding Sweepers.
			

			
				The seventh clipped his weapon to his thigh, retracted his helmet, and ran a gloved hand over dark brown hair, ruffling it into spikes. He glanced around the cargo bay, then homed in on Tyelu, his gaze flat and even. “Jos Q’Mhel. We heard your distress call.”
			

			
				Tyelu stood and skirted the container, ignoring Enel’s like movements. “Tyelu af Alna of Abyw. We appreciate your help, Q’Mhel.”
			

			
				“Sweepers,” he said, as if that explained everything.
			

			
				She shrugged. What did it matter how the mercenaries got there as long as they helped?
			

			
				A moment later, she stood two ceg away from the Q’Mhel. He was tall, half a head taller than her at least, and she was no dainty maiden. His shoulders were broad under the fitted armor, his body finely honed, and his eyes bore into hers, steady and calm in the snowy complexion of his rectangular face. 
			

			
				Green eyes, murky like the River Mikto as it curled sluggishly around Elaria, the capital city of Banam. 
			

			
				Tyelu’s heart tightened in her chest and a nervous flutter settled in her stomach. She tamped down both reactions. The Q’Mhel was an attractive man, but he was a mercenary, a spacer through and through. She’d be a fool to let her heart fall to one such as him.
			

			
				To cover her momentary lapse, she said, “These attacks are getting more frequent.”
			

			
				The Q’Mhel rolled one armored shoulder and his gaze slid to the fallen Sweepers scattered throughout the cargo bay. “We’re working on it.”
			

			
				Enel stepped up beside Tyelu and gently grasped her elbow. “The Tersii.”
			

			
				Tyelu arched an eyebrow at the Q’Mhel. “We have civilians on board, refugees bound to Abyw from Tersi.”
			

			
				The Q’Mhel’s gaze swung back to hers, and something flickered briefly in his beautiful eyes. “It’s safe enough now, if they’re willing to help with cleanup.”
			

			
				Enel nodded. “I’ll see to it.”
			

			
				As soon as he turned and left, the Q’Mhel said, “Your mate?”
			

			
				Tyelu snorted out a laugh. “Hardly. He’s a friend, here chasing after a mate of his own.”
			

			
				A slow smile tilted his mouth, barely touching his oddly colored eyes. “Not you?”
			

			
				“No, not me.” 
			

			
				“Good,” he said, then the smile abruptly slid from his face and his gaze went distant. He touched the fingertips of one hand to his ear, nodded once, and said, “Excuse me.”
			

			
				He swiveled away from her without another word and strode through the dead Sweepers littering the cargo bay’s floor. One by one, his team members fell in behind him. They reached the far side of the cargo bay and stopped in a spot free from debris and the dead. The Q’Mhel turned and faced her, slipped his helmet on, and then the six mercenaries winked out of sight.
			

			
				Tyelu shook her head as she crossed the cargo bay, heading toward her fallen brother. Just before Q’Mhel’s helmet covered his face, she could’ve sworn he winked at her. No matter. That was the last she’d see of him, and good riddance. She wanted a mate, but not so desperately she had to settle for a space drunk Q-merc with more arrogance than sense.
			

			
				That settled, Tyelu knelt beside her brother and picked up where the mercenary-medic had left off, and shoved Jos Q’Mhel and his intriguing green eyes right out of her head.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Read Sweet Surrender now.
			

			



	


				Glossary
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ceg. A unit of measure used by the Pruxnæ, roughly eighteen Terran inches.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Five by. Shipshape. Everything all right.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Frek. A stronger curse word.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Griyet. A mild curse word used primarily by the Q.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Hrik. A unit of measure used by the Pruxnæ, roughly three Terran miles.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Kraden. A mild curse word used primarily by the Pruxnæ.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lubber. A planet dweller.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Myengen dun arig. The Pruxnæ equivalent of good morning.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ny. A negative response, similar to no.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Screxhound. A four-legged wild animal native to Abyw, known particularly for its screeching howl.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Skinsuit. Skin tight, lightweight armor worn under tougher armor. Also called “frag armor.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				Spacer. Someone who lives and/or works primarily in space.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Tick. One second or a moment.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Umlek. An inexact measurement. Approximately twelve.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Vud. An Abywian monetary unit. At current exchange rates, one vud is equivalent to 1.245 Galactic credits.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Yinga. A small, cat-like animal.
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