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Chapter 1

The flashing red lights weren’t helping my headache. Neither was the klaxon that had been screaming for an hour. Both were actively making it worse. The large silver wrench in my hand was waiting for its moment to shine—to fulfill its one noble purpose.

I smashed it into the light.

The glass bulb shattered. Its remains fell to the ground like the crystalline raindrops this planet was famous for. I glanced at the wrench. I swear it was smiling at me. It might not have been how Dad taught me to fix things, but I don’t think he would have complained. One problem solved, on to the next.

I sat down at the computer terminal and logged in. My fingers typed to the beat of the AHHH-WOOO alarms, and I did a little chair dance, pretending I was in the Star’s End again, the premier orbital dance club at Solaris Prime—hundreds of light-years from this remote outpost.

But that’s what you get for having PhDs in Stellar Physics and Astrobiology. There’s not much demand in the VIP section of the galaxy's hottest clubs for a woman who waxes poetic about red dwarves and alien archeological digs. Although these alarms were making me almost miss standing at the bar listening to some attractive jerk drone on about how his finance degree was making him so much money. Almost.

A notification blinked onto my screen—a subspace transmission from Director Voss.

Speaking of attractive jerks.

I opened the message.

His blue eyes pierced through the static, and my breath caught. Slicked-back black hair, high cheekbones, bronzed skin—annoyingly perfect. It was like a sick cosmic joke. My boss, Mister polished, handsome corporate prince…

“Another request, Dr. Vale? Is there anything you can do on your own?”

I should add massive asshole to that description.

“Kira, I need you to stop sending me so many messages about systems you’re breaking.”

Condescending jerk, come on up to the top of the list!

“We are paying you to make the company money, not make the company spend money. Your request for additional parts and funding is denied. Please, do better in the future.”

I closed one of my eyes, put his head between my forefinger and thumb, and squeezed. He smiled.

“On a separate note, your tour ends in two weeks. I’ve scheduled your final feedback session, and I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of making a reservation at the Heart’s Desire. It just got a fifth Michelin star. Best seafood restaurant this side of Andromeda! Please, no more messages. Be a big girl and figure out your problems yourself. It’s not my job to save you every time something falls apart.” With a wink, he ended the recording.

First, ew. I hated seafood. Second, double ew that he was trying to get in my pants via a good feedback report. I looked over at the wrench. This time, it raised an eyebrow and shrugged. Maybe all that message needed was a little metal massage. I had been out here for eleven and a half months, and the only thing that screen had shown me was sanctimonious message after sanctimonious message. Words directed at somebody none of the Directors even saw. I was invisible to them. A floating body at the edge of the known universe. An attractive charity project that nobody really wanted to hear from.

Instead of smashing his face in, I sat up straight, rolled my shoulders back, shook out my hair, and hit record.

“Director Voss. This station is falling apart. I’ll be lucky to last two weeks with the second-rate materials your company used to construct this hovel. The only sound more annoying than the constant klaxons that have been going off for the last month is your pretentious voice telling me to make do. At the same time, you sip a martini with a bunch of blowhards that couldn’t spell xenomorphology, let alone find a woman who would actually want to go to a fancy restaurant with you that you aren’t paying by the hour! Not that there is anything wrong with that. For her. Not for you. You suck.”

I stopped the recording and nodded. Perfect. Just what he needed to hear. Absolutely nothing could go wrong by sending that. I put my finger over the transmit button. Best decision ever. I’m going to put him right in his place. Hell, I might even get a promotion for telling the truth! Director Dr. Kira Vale! That had a nice ring to it.

Or I get fired. Blackballed. Shunned. Have to move back in with my parents and hear my Mom tell me I needed to find a good man. My Dad telling me that sometimes it’s better to be seen, not heard. My chest tightened. I guess he had never experienced a job where they didn’t want to see or hear you.

I deleted the message.

Thunder roared outside. The room plunged into darkness. I jumped out of my seat, turning on the flashlight attached to my chest. I sprinted to the habitat’s main breaker. Everything had been tripped. A lightning strike must have hit one of the generators. The emergency backup generator whined to life. The primary system display screen flickered on, and my eyes went wide.

Life support was toast—40% and dropping. If they got below 20%, I'd feel like I was hiking the Himalayas with no oxygen. My breath crystallized, and a shiver wracked my body.

Shit, shit, shit!

Now the temperature regulator was failing. That was the only thing keeping me from being instantly frozen. The planet’s daytime temperature was negative three hundred degrees Celsius! I cursed Director Voss and sprinted back to the habitat’s communications suite. I flipped the black-and-yellow-striped box open and stared at the red knob.

The Emergency beacon. It guaranteed a rescue in three hours. At least, that’s what the company had told me. I had a feeling it wasn’t the complete truth. Then again, maybe Director Voss would break protocol to save me, since we had a dinner date scheduled. I’m sure I was special, and he definitely didn’t have dinner dates planned with all of his female subordinates. Right?

That’s if the pirates didn’t get here first, which these beacons had been known to attract. My choices were: Death by asphyxiation. Death by freezing. Death by pirates. Death by boring dinner conversation.

I could handle pirates and boring dinner conversation. I liked breathing, and I hated the cold.

I pressed the button.

A distant thump echoed through the habitat, and the emergency beacon screen printed out a series of words:

Beacon launch successful. Estimated rescue time: 11:59:32

“Three hours, my ass. Lying corporate bastards.” I muttered. Mostly to myself. The wrench definitely sympathized.

I checked the oxygen readout. 20%.

I stood there in the dim emergency lighting, listening to the habitat groan around me. The wind outside howled like something dying. Twelve hours. I had to survive twelve hours in a station that was actively trying to kill me, hoping the rescue ship arrived before whatever else was lurking out here.

Pirates it was. They definitely would get here faster than anything else.

Every deep-space scientist knew the stories. Beacons were public broadcasts—distress signals that anyone could pick up. Including the ships that made their living taking people who didn't want to be taken.

I ran to the airlock and slipped into an evac suit, catching a glimpse of myself in the viewport's reflection—wild copper hair escaping from where I'd pinned it back, pale skin flushed from exertion, green eyes a little too wide. I looked exactly like a woman whose day had gone catastrophically sideways. I connected to the habitat’s mainframe and checked the oxygen levels.

15%

Shit, balls, fuck!

This day was going from bad to worse. I sealed my suit’s helmet, and the eighteen-hour internal oxygen supply countdown started. Well, at least I could cross off freezing and choking to death. I’ll take the win.

I reached for a wall as the ground trembled beneath my feet. My eyes snapped to the glass viewport above the airlock. A massive silhouette drifted through the storm clouds overhead. The screen on my helmet displayed the vessel’s signature:

ZORATHI CORSAIR-CLASS VESSEL

A ball of ice filled my stomach, and I stumbled forward. The pirates were already here. They must have already been in-system and micro-jumped as soon as the beacon launched. I picked up my wrench and wrapped both hands around it. I might not be as strong as they are or have a blaster, but I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“Human Researcher. We have received your beacon. Your habitat’s life support systems have failed. State your condition.”

That had to be the captain—too confident, too calm, and just a little too amused for the chaos I was living through.

I toggled my mic. “Like you care. You’re just going to kill me or do other terrible things to me, so take your fake concern and shove it right up your ass, pirate scum!”

“Human Researcher,” another voice said. Kinder, gentler. “I am Lyrin, the Starbreakers medic. I apologize for Captain Torvyn’s tone. We are here to help. I promise, no harm will come to you. I have locked onto your evac suit, and its readings are concerning me. Has your suit been damaged?”

“This is a waste of time, humans are trouble!” The first voice interrupted.

“Captain,” a deeper, smoother voice said, “I’m reading her scientific transmissions. She is… impressive.”

Well, that recognition was nice. Is he single? Wait, why am I thinking about that? I feel dizzy. What’s that sucking sound? I ran my hands down my suit legs and stopped. There was a golf ball-sized hole in my right suit leg.

“Guys, I think I am in trouble.”

“I thought you said she was intelligent?” The Captain said.

“Hey, you, I am smart. I’m a doctor. You're just a pirate,” I coughed out a sharp laugh. “Argh, matey. Let loose the main sails, you scaliwags!”

What was I saying?

“Captain,” Lyrin said, his voice tight. “She is suffering from oxygen deprivation. We need to rescue her now.”

“Fine, but I don’t trust her. For all we know, this is a trap. Land the ship. Kaedren, as soon as we touch down, pick her up.”

"You can't just—I didn't ask to be rescued by pirates!" I said, my voice thin and reedy. Even I could hear how ridiculous that sounded. Yes, please let me die with my principles intact. That'll show them.

"Fine by me. You can turn into a human-shaped ice cube for all I care. Prepare for the upper atmosphere."

"Wait! Okay, fine, yes, rescue me!" I hated how quickly I caved. A new personal record. "But I'm lodging a formal complaint with your manager!"

"I’ll let him know myself,” Torvyn drawled. “In the meantime, Kaedren is already outside your airlock." I looked up. A massive four-armed humanoid stood in the swirling storm light, watching me with glowing blue eyes.

He gripped the airlock door, ripped it open like it weighed nothing, and leaned in.

“Dr. Kira Vale,” he said softly. “Your rescue begins now.”


Chapter 2

“I don’t want to get up. I’m tired,” I mumbled.

The sheets were soft and fluffy—nothing like the stiff, industrial sheets the company had issued me. Those always smelled vaguely like wet dog. These smelled… nice. Suspiciously nice. I pulled them closer to my nose and inhaled. Why didn’t these smell like wet dog?

I rubbed the fluffy mounds against my face. They were like cotton candy—at least what I imagined cotton candy would feel like. Less sticky, probably.

My eyes shot open, and I sat bolt upright. A sharp explosion of pain ripped through my skull, and I collapsed back onto the silky pillow. Bursts of starlight danced behind my eyelids.

Great job, doctor. Really showed spatial awareness who’s boss.

The throbbing subsided, and I slowly opened one eye.

I was definitely not in my habitat.

The room—really more of a cell—had metal walls, no windows, and a heavily reinforced door. A single light panel buzzed overhead, carving deep shadows across the space.

Why wasn’t I on the habitat?

Think, woman—where are you?

I closed my eyes, dragging up the last thing I remembered—great, stupid Director Voss. Keep thinking. I definitely didn’t want him to be my last memory before… whatever this was.

The emergency beacon.

I had launched it. The company must have rescued me and then dropped me off at the universe’s worst vacation rental.

Or maybe I was dead? Some alien religions believed something like this was heaven.

No. No, that couldn’t be it.

I facepalmed.

Pirates.

I had been kidnapped. And just like that, everything came flooding back. The alarms. The stupid flashing lights. The smug captain with an attitude. The sweet medic telling me to breathe. The slightly—no, completely—obsessed science officer. And, of course, the four-armed mountain of muscle that pulled me out of the collapsing habitat.

My evac suit—gone.

I lifted the covers and glanced down.

I screamed.

Somebody—or somebodies—had gotten a peek at my goodies without even buying me a single drink. Not that I was a single-drink kind of gal. Well, maybe I was after spending eleven and a half months alone with nothing but the basic broadcast networks in a tiny habitat on a tiny planet in the ass-end of the galaxy. I mentally added that "sneak peek" to the list of things I needed to discuss with management, if pirates even had a management structure.

A loud clang echoed off the walls, and my cage—yes, cage—door slid open.

A large, muscular, dark-haired, man-shaped alien stepped inside. I blinked twice, fighting the urge to stare. A soft smile spread across his blue-skinned face, dimples appearing just above his chiseled jaw and below his light hazel eyes. He tucked a strand of jet-black hair behind his ear and lifted both hands in a calming gesture.

I became suddenly, painfully aware of my own appearance—copper hair loose and tangled across the pillow, no makeup, probably pale as death, and wrapped in a sheet like some kind of distressed burrito—fantastic first impression.

"I come in peace, Doctor. How are you feeling?"

“Um… feelings. Things. Mostly things. How are you feeling?”
And the Oscar for best dialogue goes to me: a human being who absolutely does not know how to use her mouth and brain together.

He took a step forward. “You’ve been through a lot, and I’m not sure if you remember me. My name is Lyrin. May I check your vital signs?”

“Does that… involve you touching me?”

“In most cases, yes. But if you prefer, I can have the auto-doc do it. My primary concern is your well-being, and I know this”—he gestured to the room—“is a little overwhelming. I want to make sure you’re okay. Is that alright with you?”

"Yes—please. Touch me. You may," I said.

My brain had apparently permanently detached itself from my mouth.

"Before you do," I said, summoning what remained of my dignity, "I need to ask. My suit. My clothes. Who...?"

His expression softened. "The auto-doc removed your evac suit to treat your injuries. I was not present. No one was. I programmed it to preserve your privacy and alert me only when you were stable and covered." He paused. "I understand this is... unsettling. I would feel the same."

Something in my chest loosened. It wasn't quite trust—not yet—but it was the absence of a fear I hadn't realized I'd been holding.

"Thank you," I said. "For telling me."

"You deserved to know. Now—may I proceed?"

“Yes, please,” I said.

“As you request,” he replied, bowing his head slightly.

I, on the other hand, began thinking about sports, math, prime numbers—anything that might transform me back into a functional adult woman instead of a slobbering adolescent who had forgotten how to interact with men.

Lyrin reached down and gently lifted my arm. My stomach decided to pursue an advanced degree in lepidopterology as a thousand butterflies burst to life. They had been asleep for a long time, believe you me.

“Your pulse is elevated. That could be cause for concern.”

“It’s probably just… all the excitement,” I managed, every ounce of willpower funneled into keeping my voice steady. Seventy-five percent controlled, give or take.

He nodded. “Understandable. Vaelix mentioned you had a degree in xenobiology.”

“Who is Vaelix?”

“Ah—yes. Sorry. I forgot you don’t know us yet. He is our science officer. The one who convinced the Captain to save you.”

“Is he the guy who was slightly obsessed with my analytical transmissions?”

“Indeed. But being a medic myself, I am also somewhat of a xenobiologist. What is your favorite area of study?” he asked, his bicep flexing as he turned my hand over.

“Arms,” I blurted, immediately wishing for a personal rewind button.

“Arms,” he repeated, locking eyes with me. “An interesting choice, considering so many species don’t actually have those.”

“Which is why it’s such a… uh… fascination for me. The rarer something is, the more interest I have in it.”

“That makes sense,” he said with a soft smile. “I suppose I am more interested in the whole, not just the parts. For example, your physiology fascinates me. Human cardiac signatures are… expressive. In that vein, would you please turn around so I can check your lungs?”

“Of course,” I said, shifting and dragging the sheets closer to my chest.

“I’ll do my best to warm my hands, but this may be cold. I apologize for any discomfort.”

“I think I’ll be okay.”

A warm spot bloomed between my shoulder blades. I inhaled sharply, goose pimples cascading across my back.

“Your heart rate spiked again. Are you okay?”

“I’m perfect. I just… haven’t been touched by anyone else in a long time.”

The warm spot vanished, and I leaned back reflexively, seeking it.

“I am so sorry,” Lyrin said. “I did not mean to stress you.”

“No, no! No stress—at least not the bad kind. It’s… completely fine. You may finger—touch. Touch my back.”

“Are you sure? I will only proceed with your full consent.”

“I consent!”
I tried to hide the eagerness in my voice. I failed.

“Very well.”

The warm spot bloomed again, and I sighed before slapping my hand over my mouth. Either he didn’t notice, or he was polite enough not to mention it. He touched several points along my back, traveling lower until he reached just above my tailbone. My lower back arched on instinct. I swear I tried to stop it.

“Why were you out there alone?” he asked.

“Budgetary constraints. Why send two people when you can get away with paying for one?”

“I’m very sorry to hear that. Did you like your job?”

“I liked… getting paid.”

“Were you good at what you did?”

“I was good enough to get hired,” I said. “Not good enough to get promoted. Or get any good assignments.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Well, whatever your past was, it does not decide who you are or what happens next. You are safe here.”

I took a deep breath. I wanted to believe him. But he was still a pirate.

“Sounds like something a pirate would say.”

“You keep calling us that,” he said, “but I don’t know that word. What is a pirate?”

“You know—someone who steals things that aren’t theirs. Plunders. Kidnaps women. All of that.”

“Ah. Yes. We are not that.”

“Still sounds like something a pirate would say.”

He let out a deep, rich laugh. “The Captain will want to speak with you. Do you feel up to that?”

I gestured to the sheet pinned against my chest. “Do I, by any chance, get to wear clothes?”

The blue of his skin flushed deep purple. “Of course. My apologies. Let me get you a jumpsuit. Then you meet the Captain and the rest of the crew.”

He bounded out of the room, and I looked around with fresh eyes. The door hadn't been locked—he'd walked right out without touching a panel or entering a code. The sheets I'd been clutching weren't standard-issue anything; they were soft, intentional, chosen. The single light panel overhead wasn't interrogation-bright but dim, almost comfortable.

Not a cell. A room. Maybe even a guest room.

He returned moments later with a pristine white jumpsuit.

“It’s been tailored to your measurements. I need to head back to the medical bay, but Kaedren will be waiting to escort you to the bridge.”

“I appreciate everything you have done for me,” I said, then I waited for him to close the door before getting up.

This man was dangerous—not because he was a pirate, or a not-pirate—but because I was already starting to trust him.

I opened the door and stepped out—and straight into a world I wasn’t remotely prepared for.


Chapter 3

Kaedren lumbered ahead of me like a silent semi-truck. There wasn’t much in the way of human traffic onboard the ship, but the few aliens I did see made sure to get out of the four-armed man’s way as quickly as possible. The hallways were surprisingly bright and carpeted. I’d been expecting something darker—metal floor plates, dripping pipes, the occasional torchlit dungeon ambiance. It was my first time on a pirate ship, and it felt like I was being prejudiced.

Who says pirates are evil, other than all the newsfeeds, movies, books, TV shows, comics, dead people, and mangled survivors?

“It’s a beautiful ship you’ve got here,” I said.

“Hmmm,” Kaedren replied.

I ran my hand across the wall. “Is this Luna Moon? I think I saw an article about this color in the last issue of Your Spaceship, Your Home.”

“It’s sugar dust,” he replied.

I almost tripped over my own feet. Security officer, speak thy truth. I was not expecting this mound of muscle to know anything about the thousands of variations in the off-white color palette. Will wonders never cease!

“Big on interior decorating?” I asked.

“I pick the colors in the ship’s public areas. This specific tone allows for a variety of visual scans across the visible and invisible parts of the light spectrum. While Luna Moon is similar, it degrades our ability to scan in the ultraviolet range.”

He didn’t even miss a step.

“Not what I would’ve gone with personally, but I get why you picked it,” I said.

“Based on where you were living before we rescued you, I don’t think interior decorating was something you much cared for.”

I stumbled again. Rude. But also… fair. Not like the company had given me many options to personalize my corporate-issued shoebox. Not that I’d tried. I just nodded and smiled—something I’d gotten far too used to doing.

Kaedren stopped in front of a set of double doors and moved to the side. “We have arrived at the bridge. The Captain is waiting for you.”

The doors whooshed open, and I stepped through.

You’ve seen the space opera serials, so you know what a starship bridge is supposed to look like: neon lighting, a super-wide 64k-resolution viewscreen, sleek metal guardrails, high-end futuristic chairs that are guaranteed to damage your spine—everything arranged for perfect camera angles.

This ship was not that.

It looked more like a war room that happened to fly. Screens covered the walls—not for show, but dense with data streams I itched to analyze. The captain's chair sat behind a curved desk cluttered with more displays, no dramatic dais in sight. Three workstations faced it, each one showing signs of actual use: a forgotten coffee cup, a stylus wedged between keys, a jacket draped over a chair back.

Huh. No theatrics. No wasted space. Everything here existed because someone needed it.

I'd been expecting pirates to have more flash. What I got instead was a ship that looked like it could actually fight.

Lyrin and another man were on the bridge. Lyrin offered me a soft smile. The other man wore a broad grin and waved—an actual wave, enthusiastic and unguarded, like we were old friends reuniting at a spaceport. Blue skin, silver hair that floated slightly despite the artificial gravity, and grey eyes that crinkled at the corners.

That must be the science officer. Cute wasn't quite the right word. Disarming, maybe.

I waved back before I could stop myself.

Then the Captain stood up.

I only saw his back at first, but I could’ve picked him out of a crowd just based on the way he carried himself. He radiated arrogance—or at least extreme confidence.

He turned to face me.

Dark hair tied back, exposing the sharp lines of his face—high cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, skin the color of a midnight ocean. His golden eyes caught the light and held it, luminous in a way that felt almost predatory. I told myself to maintain eye contact. Professional. Confident.

My gaze drifted down anyway.

Half-unbuttoned shirt. Of course. Because the universe had decided today was the day I'd be held hostage by an alien who apparently didn't believe in fastening clothes. The fabric gaped just enough to reveal the kind of chest that made me want to ask about his workout routine and also never speak again.

I caught a scent—something clean and unfamiliar, like ozone after a storm mixed with something warmer underneath. Ship recycled air shouldn't smell like that. He shouldn't smell like that.

They must have one hell of a gym on board.

"Leave us," Torvyn said. Not loud, not harsh—just absolute.

Lyrin and Vaelix stood, bowed their heads, and shuffled out through the door.

“Welcome to the Starbreaker,” Torvyn said, his deep voice vibrating through my chest.

“Thanks, but it’s not like I had much of a choice.”

“Indeed. Strange, that. A small woman, alone, at the edge of civilized space.”

“Is there a question in there, or just an accusation that I can’t take care of myself?”

His white teeth flashed as a chuckle escaped. “You must have known that your company would not have been the first to respond to your emergency beacon.”

“They told me three hours.”

He waved my words away. “We both know that was not realistic. But it would make sense for the corporations to use you as bait, would it not?”

Heat rolled up my neck. “My choices were: a) death by freezing, b) death by asphyxiation, or c) pray to god that somebody—anybody—picked me up.”

“That seems like a short-sighted plan.”

“It was the only long-term survival option available to me. Seems like my logic was sound, since I’m still breathing.”

“For now,” he said, slowly walking toward me.

“Is that a threat?”

He offered a gentle smile. “Think of it as a promise. You are a guest of ours. We will transport you to a safe harbor, ask for compensation, and then we will both be on our way.”

“Is that what you think I want?”

He shrugged. “Based on where we found you, I could not imagine anywhere else you would choose to be.”

“So I’m cargo?” I asked.

“Your words.”

“I have multiple doctorates, you know. I’ve forgotten more about the universe than you’ve learned.”

“Maybe. But I don’t see how that helps me or this ship. You do research. Thus, you are cargo.”

I tugged at my collar, jaw tightening.

“So you have everything figured out, do you?”

Torvyn took a step closer. “Do you see anything amiss? I think not. I run a tight ship.”

“Is that so? I guess that explains why your shield variance is out of focus.” I pointed toward the screens. “Your harmonics are twenty-two percent out of sync. Do you know what that means?”

Torvyn tilted his head but said nothing.

“I didn’t think so. Let me break it down for you. If another pirate ship—”

“We aren’t pirates,” he said.

It was my turn to wave his words away. “If another pirate ship fires on you, all they have to do is analyze the energy reflection feedback to figure out how to phase their next blast right through your shields. I don’t know who’s responsible for that, but you should probably fire them.”

Torvyn smirked. “Impossible.”

“Why would I lie? The last thing I need is to get killed because someone on your crew can’t do basic algebraic geometry.”

He walked to his desk and tapped on the keyboard.

I watched his jaw tighten. The glow in his yellow eyes flickered—Loss of composure? Anger? Then his expression went flat. Controlled. The kind of control that took practice.

"Oh, dear," I said, letting a grin spread across my face. "You're responsible for the shield harmonics, aren't you?"

He didn't answer. His fingers moved across the keyboard, running what I assumed were verification checks. Hoping I was wrong. I wasn't.

"How did you know?" he asked, still not looking at me.

"I know how to analyze data."

"You glanced at a screen for three seconds."

"Two and a half. But yes."

He turned to face me, and I saw something shift behind his eyes—not warmth, not yet, but reassessment. Like I'd moved from one mental category to another.

The silence stretched. I probably should have been more gracious about this. Probably.

"Look," I said, "can we start over? My entire life has been data analysis. My hab unit was supposed to come with a low-level shielding system, so I spent months getting smart on that."

"You had no shields when we found you."

"Yep. Another corporate lie. But that didn't change the fact that I basically became an expert on shield maintenance. That's what I do. I learn things, I remember them, and I apply them."

He studied me for a long moment. I couldn't read his expression—somewhere between irritation and something else I didn't have a name for.

Then he stepped closer. Close enough that the heat of his body rolled off him.

"I owe you an apology."

The words came out stiff, like they cost him something. I blinked. Men never apologized to me. Hell, they barely even acknowledged when I said something.

"You apologize?"

“Yes. I was hasty in my assessment of you. Please understand that my only concern is the safety of this crew. I did not want to rescue you. I thought you were bait.”

“Like a little worm or something?”

He blinked, confused. Okay, no more human analogies.

“No. Like something a corporation would use to flush out pirates.”

“Your crew keeps telling me you aren’t pirates.”

“We aren’t. Which is also why I didn’t want to rescue you,” he said softly.

“So why did you?”

“Because my crew asked me to, and I will do everything for them. They see something in you, something they have been looking for, for a very long time.”

“If you aren’t pirates, what are you?”

“We are something I cannot explain to you. But I can tell you this: your spine will either save you or get you killed. Even though my crew trusts you, I do not. Not yet. You are not cargo, and you may move about the ship freely—except for engineering, the armory, and the bridge. You may be escorted there, but you may not be in any of those areas alone. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“This is not generosity,” Torvyn said, his voice tightening. “It is a privilege you have earned. It can be taken away. However… if you feel up to it, we could use your help with our science research.”

Now he was speaking my language. “I suppose I could help. I might need to check my calendar, but let’s call it a soft yes.”

Torvyn studied me with his golden eyes, and the butterflies fluttered back to life. Not all of them—just enough.

“You intrigue me, Doctor Kira Voss. I look forward to getting to know you better.”

He offered his hand.

I hesitated—just for a second—before I took it.

His palm was warm. Warmer than I expected, like he ran a few degrees hotter than human standard. His grip was careful, controlled, but I could feel the strength coiled underneath. The kind of strength that could crush if he wanted to.

He didn't want to.

My pulse flickered. I became suddenly aware of how close we were standing, how his scent had shifted to something deeper now that I was in his space. How his thumb brushed across my knuckles—once, briefly—like he was taking a measurement.

And then I felt it—a tremor. Just the faintest vibration in his fingers, there and gone so fast I almost convinced myself I'd imagined it.

Almost.

I had never been around this much muscle in—well, ever. But that wasn't what made my breath catch.

It was the possibility that I wasn't the only one affected.

He smiled. “I have summoned our Science Officer, Vaelix. He will escort you to the astrolab. It has been a pleasure meeting you. Welcome to the Starbreaker.”

The bridge door whooshed open, and Vaelix entered.

“Dr. Voss, please come with me.”


Chapter 4

The science lab was dark. Not in a creepy something 's-going-to-devour-you way—though honestly, depending on who did the devouring, that might not be a terrible fate. My mind drifted back to Lyrin's gentle touch on my back.

Get it together, you horny teenager. We are about to do science.

I shook my head hard. It felt like my libido had been launched into overdrive without even submitting a request form. Well, chew on this, libido—alien data awaits. Nothing cools the engine like some good old-fashioned nerding out.

A new sheriff was in town, and that sheriff was me.

As if acknowledging my dominance, my heartbeat steadied, and the heat in my face began to fade—

Vaelix cleared his throat.

I turned, and was immediately greeted by an alien eight-pack that looked like it had been carved from shimmering lapis and glued onto his torso by the gods of anatomy. My gaze traveled up to an outstretched arm—corded with elegant veins—to a white lab jacket he was holding out.

"For me?" I croaked.

Of course it's for you, you absolute oaf.

"Yes, Doctor," he said politely. "We must wear sterilized clothing in the lab."

Judging by the way my face went from pasty to fire engine red, he must have noticed my internal meltdown. He glanced down at himself, and with sudden urgency threw a shirt over his shoulders—condemning his glorious abs to fabric prison. A crime, really.

"I am so sorry," he blurted. "Our customs differ from yours. Among the crew, I am used to working without clothing. I forgot humans are more modest."

"It's fine," I squeaked. "Honestly, I don't mind."

"I promise it won't happen again."

I stepped toward him, mortified at my reaction. "You don't have to change for me. I'm a guest on your ship—it's my responsibility to adapt. Please don't make yourself uncomfortable. I'll feel awful."

He studied me quietly. "Are you certain? Your comfort and safety are my highest priority."

Why does everyone on this ship keep saying that?

"It's fine. I'm fine. You're fine. Everything's fine."

I laughed a little too loudly.

Why am I fifteen again? Stop it, brain.

"As you wish," he said, removing the shirt again and offering the jacket.

"Mm-hmm," I murmured, eyes locked on his chest. "Just as I wish…"

"I'm sorry, what was that?"

"Oh—nothing!" I blurted. "Just excited to see what you're working on."

Smooth, Kira. Very smooth.

He nodded once, expression softening. "To be honest, nothing I am working on compares to your paper on the quantum-biological signature phenomenon. I am not exaggerating: your words changed my perception of the universe."

My heart skipped. "You… read that? The corporation said it was pseudoscience."

Vaelix stepped closer. "They said that because they feared you were right. And they wanted it buried before anyone else could obtain it."

My eyes widened. "How could you possibly know that?"

He flashed a sharp, knowing grin. "We find things others hide."

"Like pirates," I muttered.

"We aren't pirates," he said immediately.

"Everyone keeps telling me what you're not. Nobody tells me what you are. So what are you?"

He was quiet for a moment—long enough that I thought he might actually answer.

"We are... seekers," he said finally. "Of knowledge. Of justice. Of things the galaxy would prefer stay buried." He paused. "And sometimes, of people."

"People like me?"

"May I show you something?" he asked, sweeping a hand toward the back of the lab.

Classic deflection. But he'd given me more than anyone else on this ship had, so I let it slide—for now.

"Are you going to inject something into me?"

"No."

"Subject me to tests?"

"No."

"Are yo—"

"How about I show you," he said gently, moving toward a crystalline workbench.

"Sure,” I mumbled, following.

He positioned himself before the bench, eyes closed, hands spread. Particles shimmered into existence—drifting across the surface like dust motes caught in cathedral light.

"Come closer," he murmured.

I stepped forward.

"Closer, Doctor Vale. You won't experience the full effect unless you stand beside me."

I swallowed and moved to his side. My shoulder brushed his arm. He towered over me—broad, carved, blue-skinned perfection that should have been terrifying, yet somehow radiated calm.

"Close your eyes," he whispered. "Open your mind to the quantum particles. Become a blank space."

I took a breath and obeyed.

It was difficult—twenty-four hours ago, I had been trapped in a failing habitat unit, dreading the biggest fear of my life: a work dinner with my wildly inappropriate boss.

Let it go—blank canvas.

I shoved Director Voss out of my head and slammed the door behind him. A soothing calm washed in. Something flickered at the edge of my awareness. I reached for it—too fast. It slipped away. I waited, and it returned, a little brighter.

Then—everything opened.

Particles flowed around me, like the first snowfall of winter. Patterns appeared and vanished. Biological life signatures glowed like distant stars piercing dark velvet.

"Your work is not theory," Vaelix murmured. "It is real. I knew it the moment I saw your signal."

I opened my eyes. The crystalline table was alive, mirroring the patterns in my mind.

"Am I doing that?" I whispered.

"We are doing that," he said, his voice low, the air suddenly electric.

A connection was forming—I could feel it. Imperfect, incomplete, but undeniable. An algorithm—my algorithm—came to mind, and it materialized on the table in shining crystalline script.

"The crystals respond to your commands," Vaelix breathed.

"The third variable is off," I said, sliding into the data instinctively. "You got ninety percent of the way there. But if I adjust this—"

The moment the correction locked in, a surge of energy burst across the lab.

It hit me square in the chest—and leapt into Vaelix.

A soft moan escaped my lips as his body pressed into mine. I braced against him, hands splayed across those impossible abs. His slate-gray eyes burned with desire as he looked down at me. His breath warmed my neck. His lips parted.

I tilted my chin up.

My eyes fluttered closed.

He pulled me closer—

Then stopped.

We stayed suspended in that moment, breath mingling, hearts racing.

"I must not move too quickly," he whispered. "Our bond—the Zorathi bond—begins with the mind. To move past it alone is forbidden."

"You're not alone," I whispered. "I'm here. See? Two of us. It's okay."

He gently released my waist and stepped back.

"There is much for you to learn," he said quietly. "I am sorry. But in my culture, this is forbidden."

I narrowed my eyes. The sting hit fast and hard—not because I believed him, but because part of me desperately wanted to.

"Your culture," I repeated, and hated how small my voice sounded. "Right. Of course."

I stepped back, arms crossing over my chest like armor I didn't know I needed. The rejection shouldn't have hurt this much. I barely knew him. But something about that almost-kiss had cracked open a door I'd welded shut years ago, and now all the old feelings were rushing through—inadequacy, longing, the familiar certainty that I'd misread everything.

"I have offended you," he said quietly. "That was not my intention."

"You haven't offended me." The lie tasted bitter. "I just—I misread the situation. It happens. I'm a scientist; I can handle being wrong about a hypothesis."

His expression softened into something worse than pity—understanding.

"This is not rejection, Doctor Vale. Among my people, what we just experienced would be considered... significant. Sacred, even. To proceed without the proper ceremonies would dishonor us both."

"Sure," I said, already retreating toward the door. "Ceremonies. Got it. Very sacred. I'll just—I need some air. Do spaceships have air? Doesn't matter. I'm going."

I didn't storm out—I made a strategic retreat. There's a difference. Storming implies emotion. I was simply... relocating. With purpose. And speed.

The ship's corridors twisted in ways that didn't quite make sense to my human brain, all smooth curves and bioluminescent panels that pulsed gently, as if the whole vessel were breathing. I walked until my legs ached, then slumped down at a small viewport and watched the stars drift by.

Were these not-pirates actually into me? Or was this some elaborate game where they took turns making the human feel stupid?

I pressed my forehead against the cool glass. For a wild second, I almost wished I were back on the habitat—at least there, I understood the rules. Director Voss was a creep, but a predictable creep. These aliens and their sacred bonds and their abs and their eyes...

I didn't know what I was supposed to want anymore.

The viewport fogged with my breath. I drew a frowny face in it, then felt stupid, then drew a spaceship next to it because I was already committed.

That's when I noticed the reflection behind me—four arms, perfectly still, watching.

I spun around.

Kaedren stood at parade rest, his green eyes calm and unreadable. He moved like someone who'd learned to make his massive frame disappear when he wanted to—which, given that he had four arms and shoulders like a freight train, was genuinely impressive.

"How long have you been standing there?" I demanded.

"Long enough to observe your artwork," he said, nodding toward the viewport.

My face went hot. "That's—it's abstract. You wouldn't understand."

"Vaelix notified me you left the lab in a hurry. The captain has informed me you will be a guest on our ship." He tilted his head, studying me with the detached interest of someone cataloging a new species. "I wish to ensure you are useful if something dangerous occurs."

I blinked. "Something dangerous? What exactly do you think I can do?"

He leaned forward, four arms folding with unnerving grace.

"Come with me," he said. "I will show you."


Chapter 5

The gym was even bigger than I expected, which made sense when I thought about it. When they weren't out plundering, stealing, and kidnapping, what else was there to do in deep space? Other than stealing my theories, running awesome experiments with them, and then rejecting me outright.

Whatever. His loss.

I wasn't even thinking about those abs— I mean, that scientist guy. Who clearly wanted nothing to do with me.

A large object blew past my ear, and I hit the ground with a moderately undignified MEEP.

"In deep space, you must be ready for everything," Kaedren bellowed.

"Did you just try to kill me?"

"No. If I wanted to kill you, you would be dead."

An absolute charmer, this guy.

"Okay, but why throw a boulder at my head? We have LIDAR. We'd see a meteor coming from a million kilometers away."

Kaedren crossed all four arms. "LIDAR doesn't help when raiders board the ship. Or when equipment fails. Reflexes do."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. He had a point.

"Fine. But maybe warn me before the next attempted murder?"

"Of course not. That would defeat the purpose." He tilted his head, and a slow smile spread across his lips. "But I see you are cleverer than you look."

"Gee, thanks."

"Come. Follow me to the sparring mat, please."

"Sparring mat? Are we talking about fighting?"

"Sparring. You will practice at your full strength. I will practice at a quarter of mine."

"Oh, well, thank goodness for that. You realize you're ten times my size, right?"

"7.83 times, actually. I reviewed your medical scans this morning."

I held up a hand. "You know what? I don't need the exact math."

"But you made an incorrect statement."

"And I'm making another one: let's get on with your lesson, Sasquatch."

He went still—completely still—like his brain had to reboot. After a few moments of silence, he turned and walked toward the back of the gym.

"Where are you going?" I called.

"To the sparring mat, like you asked. Our lesson is about to begin."

I sighed. Way to go, Doctor. You just irritated the slab of beef who's about to teach you self-defense. At least Lyrin probably has something for bruises. And back pain. And whatever happens when a small human pisses off a mountain.

I followed Kaedren and stopped at a large square mat. He was nowhere to be seen.

"Kaedren? You here?"

Silence. No answer. No movement.

"Kaedren, this isn't funny!"

A four-armed shadow slipped out of a doorway behind the mat. His blue skin glowed under the fluorescent lights as he stepped forward wearing nothing but a pair of loose pants.

I watched plenty of movies in the hab, some of them… educational. But I had never seen four biceps as large as the ones lumbering toward me. Each arm was a study in alien anatomy—thick, carved muscle that flexed with every step. I actually cowered—not because I thought he'd hurt me, but because my brain short-circuited trying to calculate what being wrapped in all that warm, blue, rock-hard muscle would feel like.

Not now. Later. Maybe.

FOCUS, idiot.

"Please come onto the mat, Doctor. Also, put this on." He handed me a white gi jacket.

"What do I need this for?"

"Rules. You are either uncovered or covered." He pointed at the jacket. "That is covered." Then he pointed at himself. "This is uncovered."

"I see," I said, definitely not staring at the valleys running down his torso.

This was either going to be amazing or terrible. Probably both.

"We will start in the basic fighting stance."

I mirrored him.

"Excellent. Now, this is a jab." He punched the air. "And this is a front kick." He demonstrated.

I copied each movement. He walked me through a few more basics—then blocks—then light sparring where we knew what the other would do. It was invigorating. My muscles sang. My lungs didn't burn. I hadn't worked out like this in forever, and instead of being out of breath, I felt like I could run a marathon.

"I see Lyrin's formulas are working," Kaedren observed.

"His what now?"

"It was part of the procedures used to save your life. Since we live on a spaceship, we take supplements to protect our bones from microgravity and our organs from radiation. One side effect is increased muscle and respiratory efficiency."

"So I should expect acne and irrational anger? I mean, more irrational anger than normal?"

"No. Those side effects have been removed. Enough talking. Now we spar."

He slipped into a stance and gestured me forward.

So I went. I sprinted straight at him. He grinned—he thought he knew what was coming.

I raised my right arm like I was going to punch. He lunged.

I dropped into a slide, momentum carrying me between his legs. I shot my fist upward—straight into the goods.

I popped up into a guard position. Kaedren stood with his back to me, absolutely still. His upper hands clenched. His lower hands pressed firmly to his groin.

"Hhhhnnnngggg."

"Shit, are you okay?" I ran to him.

He collapsed forward. I hovered, hands out, absolutely no idea what to do. Pat his back? Apologize? Run?

After what felt like an eternity, he pushed himself up—first on one knee, then to his feet. He wobbled. His hand found my shoulder, grip tight enough to make my knees weak.

"You punched me in the groin."

I nodded. "I'm... sorry?"

"That is an incredibly sensitive area for the Zorathi."

I shrugged. "It's a sensitive area for human men too."

"You do not understand. It is not the same." His voice dropped, rough and strained. "It is pain shared among all the tethered."

"The what?"

He shook his head, jaw tight. "I thought you were weak. Fragile. A tiny, lost lamb who would faint at the first sign of danger."

"Okay, I get it."

"I thought you would cry during turbulence."

"First: why is there space turbulence? Second: I'm not crying from turbulence, you ass."

"Yes, you are stronger than I expected. Much smarter, too. Attacking an enemy's weakest point is a fantastic strategy. You are a fighter, Doctor."

Before I could respond, he wrapped all four arms around me and lifted me off the ground.

I yelped. Two arms would have been startling. Four was overwhelming. Warm blue skin surrounded me—chest pressed to chest, his heart thundering against mine, the scent of him alien and weirdly appealing, like ozone and something spicy. Every point of contact burned.

My brain flatlined.

When he set me down, I swayed. My skin felt cold where he'd been touching me.

Oh no.

"Today has been a good day," he said, one hand lingering on my shoulder before falling away. "Go clean up and relax. We have the Captain's dinner tonight, and you are the guest of honor."

He clapped me on the shoulder with his lower right hand—casual, friendly, completely unaware he'd just scrambled my neurons—and strode out of the gym.

I stood there, heart pounding, face hot.

Okay. Sparring an alien—checked off the bucket list.

Getting absolutely wrecked by a four-armed hug? Also checked.

Now I just had to survive dinner. And not think about those arms. Or that chest. Or the fact that the tethered sounded ominous as hell.


Chapter 6

A knock at the door woke me from my nap. The sparring match had drained me completely. I’d barely fallen into a dreamless sleep before someone I didn’t know—but already disliked—interrupted it.

I shuffled over and opened it.

Lyrin stood in the hallway.

My eyes went wide. "Oh. Hello. How might I assist you this fine evening?"

What was actually wrong with me?

A half-smile curved his lips as he held up a garment bag.

"The captain requests that you wear this tonight."

"What's tonight?" I asked, taking the bag.

"The Captain's Dinner. More specifically, the Tethered Table."

"Is somebody going to tell me what the Tethered is? Kaedren mentioned it earlier."

Lyrin winced. "Yes, your sparring match. That was an unexpected move."

I glanced down, then quickly back up. "Right, sorry. But the Tethered?"

"It isn't my place to say. You'll need to ask the captain." He bowed his head. "Dinner is in two hours. Kaedren will escort you."

He paused in the doorway. "Doctor Vale? The captain may seem severe tonight. He protects what he values."

"Should I be reassured or terrified?"

His half-smile returned. "Both may be appropriate."

He left before I could ask anything else.

Somehow, they had everything I needed to get ready. I wondered how many damsels in distress had lived in this same room—something to add to my list of questions for tonight.

The dress inside the bag was beautiful: a single-shoulder gown that bared my left arm, the fabric shimmering like liquid starlight. Galaxies drifted across the material—alive within the weave. When I brushed the fabric, constellations scattered and slowly reformed.

I slipped it on. The fabric molded to my body as if tailored specifically for me. The galaxies settled into a slow rotation across my hips and shoulders. Now I needed to know what this was made of, how I could get another, or three, dresses like this.

Another knock. I opened the door.

Kaedren stood there in a full military dress uniform—crisp white pants. A four-armed tuxedo jacket was spread tight across his massive upper shoulders. Gold buttons. Silver chains. My brain short-circuited.

"I am here to escort you to dinner, Doctor," he said, offering his lower-right arm. His eyes tracked the galaxies swirling across my dress, then lifted to my face. "You look... radiant."

I blushed and took his arm, hyperaware of the warmth of his skin through his jacket. I hadn't had this much attention from anyone in so long that I wasn't entirely sure whether to preen or panic.

Torvyn, Lyrin, and Vaelix all stood when I entered the dining room, the synchronized movement so fluid it looked choreographed.

It wasn't what I expected.

I'd braced for cold military efficiency—metallic surfaces and harsh lighting. Instead, yellow chandeliers cast honeyed light over mirror-polished metal walls. The long table was set with more silverware than I knew how to use, each piece reflecting the light like scattered stars.

Kaedren pulled out my chair, metal scraping metal, and I murmured thanks before sitting. As the others took their seats, I couldn't help noticing they'd all dressed in full military regalia—uniforms identical except for the blood-red sash across Torvyn's chest and the subtle differences in rank insignia.

For a kidnapping, this was incredibly formal.

A small army of servers swept in, placing a rainbow of food and drink before us, then vanished.

Torvyn raised a glass. "To the Tethered Table."

"The Tethered Table," the others echoed.

I raised my glass too, but kept quiet. They sipped, so I did. A burst of tart flavor bloomed across my tongue—like cranberries and starfruit had a baby—my new favorite drink ever.

I lifted the glass for a decidedly un-classy second sip when Torvyn cleared his throat.

His disapproving look said everything. I set the glass down.

Vaelix's lips twitched. Was he... laughing at me?

"On behalf of the senior crew of the Starbreaker, I would like to welcome you formally," Torvyn said.

"I should be thanking you," I replied. "You saved me. Without you, I'd probably still be waiting for a corporate rescue."

Torvyn inclined his head. "We have done our best to replicate human cuisine. Our chef has not had many opportunities to prepare your delicacies. He offers a pre-emptive apology for anything he did not get right."

I looked at my plate. It resembled spaghetti… if spaghetti had blue meat sauce and pink noodles. I took a bite.

My mind exploded. Whatever this was, it tasted like comfort food and adventure had somehow merged—familiar enough to be nostalgic, alien enough to be thrilling.

"Compliments to the chef," I said. "The color palette is… creative, but the food is excellent."

They visibly relaxed. We ate in silence for a few moments. I was starting to think maybe this really was just a welcome dinner when Torvyn set down his fork.

"Tell me, Doctor. What were you researching?"

Here we go, I thought, sighing internally. I took another sip of the maybe-wine. "I was studying the archaeological ruins on the planet you found me on."

"For what purpose?"

I shrugged. "Ancient alien life fascinates me. Especially civilizations more advanced than humanity. That's why the corporation sent me."

"And what did they think you would find?" Torvyn's voice remained casual, but his eyes had sharpened.

"They hoped I would find something they could use." I took another bite of the not-spaghetti. "Corporate loves anything that might be monetizable."

"But you were searching for something else."

It wasn't a question.

I met his gaze. "I was searching for answers about who built the ruins. What they were like. Why they vanished."

"Noble pursuits." His tone suggested he didn't believe me.

Torvyn's eyes narrowed. "What did you find?"

"Honestly? Nothing too exciting. Probably why my director wasn't in a hurry to fix my habitat or send help."

"Is that the answer your company instructed you to give, if asked?" His voice darkened.

"No. Nobody tells me what to say." Heat rose up my neck. "And I don't appreciate the implication that I'm some corporate puppet reading from a script."

"Your reports suggest you found an alien artifact. An energy matrix of some kind. Is that correct?"

"I found several artifacts. That's what happens at archaeological sites."

"Don't be coy, Doctor Vale. You know which one I mean."

"You intercepted my private logs?" My voice sharpened. "Seriously?"

"I will go to any length necessary to protect this ship and crew." He leaned forward, the candlelight casting shadows across his angular features. "From what I have seen, you are brilliant, strong, and cunning. I think you found something important—something my people have sought for a very long time."

"I didn't know that. I'd never even heard of the Zorathi until I met you."

"So you say," he shot back.

"I believe her," Vaelix said quietly—but his voice carried through the room.

Torvyn glared at him. Kaedren and Lyrin suddenly found their plates extremely interesting.

I could have cut the tension with a butterknife.

Torvyn leaned toward Vaelix, locking eyes. "This is a serious breach of protocol."

" I mean no disrespect, Captain. But her research goes beyond the artifact. When I ran one of her experiments in the astrolab, she spotted a flaw instantly. When she corrected it… something happened."

Torvyn's voice sharpened. "What happened?"

"It began." Vaelix's grey eyes found mine across the table. "I felt the resonance. Saw the pathways forming."

Torvyn went absolutely still. "How do you know?"

"I saw her mind. I felt the pull."

A chill ran down my spine. "You saw my what?"

But Torvyn ignored me, his full attention on Vaelix. "Did you…?"

"Almost. But no. I broke contact before the threshold."

Kaedren stood abruptly, his chair scraping back. He stood behind me, his hand resting on my chair—close enough that I felt his heat.

"She is not to be left unguarded."

It wasn't a threat. It was a promise—warm, protective, fierce.

Something sparked in my chest, an ember catching flame. Warmth rippled outward, and suddenly I could feel them—not physically, but something deeper.

I looked up at Kaedren and smiled despite myself. He smiled back, and the ember blazed hotter.

The room shifted.

Lyrin gasped softly. Vaelix's hands tightened on the table's edge. Even Torvyn's expression changed, pupils dilating as if he'd just stepped from bright light into darkness.

The galaxies on my dress began to spin faster.

I exhaled sharply, and the strange warmth receded—not gone, just... banked like coals waiting to be stirred.

"I don't know what's happening right now, but it feels like an interrogation dressed up as a fancy dinner. Let's remember why I'm here. You kidnapped me. You won't tell me what you want. You are pirates. Let's not pretend this is some noble endeavor."

The table froze.

Torvyn set his knife and fork down with deliberate precision. The chandeliers flickered—or maybe it was my imagination.

Kaedren stepped back, but his hand lingered near my shoulder for one more second.

Vaelix and Lyrin bowed their heads as if in prayer.

A different energy filled the room—ancient, heavy, electric. The air itself seemed to thicken. I felt pressure building in my ears, like descending too fast into the atmosphere in a shuttle.

Torvyn rose and walked toward me, and with each step, he seemed to grow larger. Not physically—but presence-wise. Like reality bent slightly around him, acknowledging something I couldn't quite see.

"We are not pirates, Doctor Vale. We are the Tethered. The Knights of Zorathi. Protectors of the Reach."

He stopped beside my chair and looked down at me. I met his gaze—and saw.

Not with my eyes. With something else.

For a heartbeat, I glimpsed armor blazing like dying stars, battlefields stretching across dimensions, and four figures standing against a darkness with teeth and hunger—a golden thread binding them.

Then it was gone, and I was just staring at a tall alien in a military uniform.

But my hands were shaking.

"Why should I believe you?" I whispered.

"You shouldn't. You do not yet understand what I have just told you. But you will learn—and your education begins now."

He reached out as if to touch my shoulder, then thought better of it. His hand fell to his side.

He turned and strode toward the door.

I glanced at Kaedren. "Did I just insult all of you?"

"Yes," he said gently, motioning for me to stand. "But you're not the first to mistake us for something we're not." His lower-left hand brushed my elbow—steadying, gentle. "And you won't be the last."

I sighed. Here I was—locked on a spaceship with four impossibly attractive aliens who saved me, fed me, and gave me a dress made of actual galaxies…and I’d repaid them by calling them pirates.

Great job, Kira.

You are absolutely crushing this.

The galaxies on my dress had stopped spinning and hung motionless against the fabric, like stars holding their breath.


Chapter 7

Torvyn waited in the hallway, arms crossed, patient as a statue. Once I reached him, he turned on his heel and strode down the corridor at a brisk pace. I glanced at Kaedren. He nodded once, silently telling me to follow.

I did—until I realized I wasn't going to get very far on the carpeted floor in heels. With a sigh, I kicked them off and slung them over my shoulder.

"Where are you taking me?" I asked.

"On an official tour of the Starbreaker," Torvyn replied. "You have been aboard for several days now, and all you have seen are the bridge, the astrolabe, and the gym." His eye twitched at the last word. "It is time you see what this ship was truly built for."

"Why do I feel like I'm getting a one-way ticket to an airlock?"

Torvyn tutted. He actually tutted. "That is ridiculous."

"Isn't that, like, walking the plank? Or whatever pirates do to prisoners they don't like?"

"We are not pirates. And no—opening an airlock in deep space would cost us precious atmosphere. We would dump you in the recycler."

"Wow. You really know how to make a girl feel special."

Torvyn turned, his expression hard—then it softened, and he winked.

"No harm will come to you, Doctor. In fact, I believe you will be pleasantly surprised by what you learn."

I exhaled and stepped toward him. "Okay. I'm listening."

"The Starbreaker is the flagship of the Zorathi Reach," he said as we continued. "I doubt you have heard of our organization. We prefer to operate clandestinely."

"Why?" I asked. "Clearly, you have money and resources. Building and operating a ship like this must cost a small fortune."

He stopped at a bulkhead door. "The people we help—and the things we do—are frowned upon by the corporations that exert extreme influence over the galaxy."

"Like the one I worked for."

He nodded.

"And that's why you are suspicious of me."

"That is why I was suspicious of you. The information Vaelix provided at dinner has… shifted certain assumptions."

"Shifted how?"

He studied me for a long moment. "It is not the right time to discuss that. He is convinced. I am not—at least, not yet."

He lifted a hand as if to brush a stray strand of hair from my face, then stopped himself at the last second. Our eyes met, his gold gaze intense enough to steal my breath.

Warmth bloomed in my chest—not my chest, deeper than that. Somewhere behind my sternum, where emotion and instinct tangled together. It spread through me like I'd just finished a second glass of wine in front of a roaring fire. Cozy. Content. Happy.

Then he blinked and looked away. The feeling vanished as quickly as it came, leaving me cold and confused. I opened my mouth to ask what the hell that was, but Torvyn had already turned to the door.

"This next part will not be easy to see," he said quietly. "But you are strong. And it must be done."

I nodded.

He opened the door.

A sharp antiseptic smell punched me in the nose. The sound hit me next—the rhythmic beep of monitors, the hiss of respirators, hushed voices speaking in a dozen languages I didn't understand. At least fifty beds stretched from one end of the room to the other. Bodies lay beneath bandages and glowing medical wraps, tended by men and women in scrubs. The diversity of alien life was staggering—and among them, I spotted humans.

A human girl—maybe ten—lay in the third bed, her small body dwarfed by alien medical equipment. Burn scars traced her arms in patterns I recognized: shrapnel from a mining explosion. Her eyes were closed, but her fingers twitched, reaching for something that wasn't there.

My throat tightened. I'd seen these injuries before in corporate medical bays. They would stabilize the victims and then void their contracts, which cancelled their insurance. Then they had to pay the corporations back everything spent on their care. My fists balled.

"These," Torvyn said softly, "are the lives the galaxy has forgotten. Those discarded by society. Too weak to contribute. Too poor to afford care. Without our medical teams, these stories would have ended a long time ago."

We walked between the beds, my eyes stinging. I stopped at one bed, my hand hovering over a Xythrian male whose breathing came in wet, labored gasps. Radiation burns. Stage three, maybe four. I didn't know their physiology well enough to help, and the helplessness burned in my chest.

"Where do you find them?" The question came out rougher than I intended.

"Our intelligence network tracks corporate expansion. Wherever new resource harvesting begins, suffering soon follows. If we arrive before the corporate fleets, we evacuate whom we can."

"And if you arrive after?"

Torvyn gestured around us.

A technician approached and handed him a tablet. Torvyn scanned it, signed, and handed it back before turning to me with a faint smile.

"My apologies. Even pirate captains must contend with bureaucracy. Please—come with me."

We left the medical bay and moved through the winding corridors of the Starbreaker. Crew members passed us with purpose in their stride. The ship felt like a beehive—alive, organized, driven.

I was also acutely aware that I was barefoot, padding along beside Torvyn's polished boots like some kind of rescued stray.

"You mentioned you are Knights," I said.

He nodded. "We have sworn an oath to protect those who cannot protect themselves. Corporations make promises they never intend to keep. Governments refuse to hold accountable those who break their laws. Distress calls go unanswered."

"Like my beacon."

"Exactly. The Reach believes the only right choice is the moral one. If someone needs help, it is the duty of the Zorathi Knights to assist."

"That's kind of like the knights on ancient Earth," I said. "Only they had horses and swords."

Torvyn chuckled. "We lack horses. We do not lack swords."

My gaze drifted down past his chest, past his belt. I shook my head hard.

Snap out of it, you hornball. This is important.

"So how does someone become a Knight?" I asked.

"You do not become one," he said. "You are chosen at birth. Our clerics perform a ritual on every newborn. Either you are a Knight—or you are not. Those chosen spend their childhood training."

"That sounds… intense."

"It is," he said, opening another door. "And it is the greatest honor our people can earn. Not all survive the training. Those who do face one final test."

The room beyond was a residential bay—modest living spaces arranged around a communal area. In the center, a teacher read to a group of children, the words of the story glowing in the air as each page turned. A small boy laughed at something, his brown eyes bright with wonder.

"What's the final test?" I asked.

"It measures compatibility with the tether."

"The tether,” I said.

He nodded. "The tether is a sacred bond all Zorathi Knights must join. It connects us to our lifemates. Strengthens us. Completes us."

Something clicked.

Torvyn—the morality.

Vaelix—the mind.

Kaedren—the shield.

Lyrin—the heart.

"That's why the four of you react together," I said slowly. "Your bond is mental and physical."

"Yes. The four of us were bonded when we passed the test. But no tether is complete at four. We require a fifth—someone who brings the whole together."

My chest tightened. "Is that why you saved me?"

"I saved you because you needed saving."

So much for feeling special.

"But," he added, "the Zorathi have an old saying: That which you seek will always find you."

I snorted. "I wasn't looking for you. I was looking for my next paycheck."

"Perhaps," he said. "Or perhaps you were looking for us without knowing it."

"What would that even look like?" I asked. "What is tethering?"

Torvyn stopped and faced me fully.

"The tether is everything," he said. "When Vaelix is injured, I feel his pain. When Kaedren stands guard, his vigilance becomes mine. When Lyrin laughs—" His expression softened. "I feel joy even when I have no reason for it." He met my eyes. "Beginning and end. Life and death. The transformation from one to many—for all eternity."

"That's a lot to dump on someone you haven't even taken on a real first date," I said. "What if I like my oneness? I've spent my entire adult life focused on research. Emotional attachment was a liability. Either your theories are right, or they are wrong, and you definitely don't let anyone close enough to steal from you. To hurt you." I forced a smile. "Give me a book and a cat, and I'm happy. I definitely don't need four alien knights tied to my hip."

"No invitation has been extended."

"Good. Because I'm perfectly fine on my own."

He smiled. "I did not realize how funny you are, Kira. May I call you Kira?"

"I'm not funny. You're funny. And yes—you may."

"Do you now understand why we are not pirates?"

"Fine," I muttered. "You're not pirates."

"I must return to the bridge," he said—and then stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me.

His embrace was warm and solid, like being wrapped in a heavy, muscular blanket that smelled incredibly good. I closed my eyes and leaned into him.

"You are special, Kira," he murmured. "Vaelix believes you may one day complete our tether. You may—but not yet."

I looked up. "Why not?"

"You still have questions," he said softly. "About us. About the tether. About whether you can trust any of this." His thumb brushed my shoulder. "And doubts I cannot erase. You must answer them yourself."

I buried my face against his chest. He was right.

He released me but kept his hands on my shoulders. "Get some rest. I've asked the crew to place a bottle of Solaris Nectar in your quarters."

My eyes widened. "The same one from dinner?"

He nodded.

"Are you sure you can't read my mind?"

He smiled. "Perhaps I can—just not in the way you think."

Torvyn turned and walked away.

Kaedren stepped forward, silent as ever, and offered me his arm. When I took it, he covered my hand with his—just for a moment—before releasing it.

I smiled at him. He smiled back.

And for the first time since I'd woken on this ship, I didn't feel like cargo.


Chapter 8

Seven days since Torvyn's tour of the ship. Seven days since he'd explained the Knight bond—though "explained" was generous. I still didn't fully understand it, but the Knights didn't seem to care. In fact, all of them were being very, very nice. Too nice. They were treating me with kid gloves.

Even Vaelix, whom I was still mad at.

He'd left a few notifications for me, inviting me back to the astrolabe, but it would take more than an apology and some nice words to get back in my good graces. I wasn't a "flowers" type of girl, but the effort would be appreciated and wasn't really too much to ask for, right?

I couldn't spend another day pacing my quarters or wandering the Starbreaker's corridors like a ghost. The medical bay at least gave me purpose. My doctorate might have been in xenobiology rather than medicine, but I'd completed clinical rotations on Luna Prime. How hard could basic patient care be?

"How is our patient doing today?" Lyrin asked, leaning over the small child I was tending to.

I was checking the regeneration progress on Alicia's burn when Lyrin appeared at my shoulder, his expression carefully neutral as he adjusted my bandage work.

"Close," he said diplomatically.

The seven-year-old giggled.

"I study alien cellular structures, not pediatric wound care," I muttered.

"You are running a little warm," Lyrin said, looking at the digital readout next to her bed. His hand brushed mine as he reached for the scanner, and I pretended not to notice the way my pulse jumped. "Don't worry, I'll get one of the nurses to take care of that."

I stepped back to give him space, trying to focus on anything other than the way his tunic stretched across his shoulders as he worked. Seven days of him being attentive and careful with me, and I still couldn't decide if the flutter in my stomach was irritation or something far more dangerous.

Lyrin stood bolt upright, his pupils going wide. A soft tremor vibrated through the deck. Almost imperceptible. One of the monitors attached to Alicia's bed flickered once, twice, then broke into static.

Lyrin grabbed my hand. "We need to leave, now."

"Why, what's happening?" I asked.

He pulled my hand, but I didn't budge. I'm not a big fan of being told what to do and where to go without knowing why. I glared at him, dropped his hand, and crossed my arms.

"I'm helping people here. What could be more important than that?"

Suddenly, the deck lurched. I fell to the ground, tumbling away from Lyrin. The overhead lights shut off, plunging the bay into darkness. Screams and moans filled my ears as the sick and injured fell out of their beds—the acrid smell of burned wiring cut through the antiseptic air. The bay's emergency lighting came on, casting everything in an eerie red glow.

"Kira!" Lyrin screamed.

"I'm here," I said. "To your left."

He ran over and helped me up off the deck, his hands firm on my waist, steadying me against him for a moment longer than necessary.

"We need to get everybody back in their beds," I said.

"No time, please, come with me."

The bay's far door opened, and a four-armed silhouette stood there, backlit by the red emergency lighting. Kaedren had been standing outside the medical bay while I was helping out, or at least trying to. He hadn't left my side since dinner a week ago. Lyrin waved at him, and Kaedren sprinted to us, crossing the distance in seconds with that predatory grace that shouldn't be possible for someone his size. He scooped me up with his two lower arms, and the three of us ran out of the medical bay.

"Put me down!" I said, pushing against Kaedren's muscular chest. God, it was like pushing against a bulkhead. A very warm, very solid bulkhead that smelled like leather and something darker, more primal.

"I will, once we get to safety," he replied, tightening his grip. His upper arms were free, holding a blaster rifle at the ready, but his lower arms held me against him like I weighed nothing.

I mean, it wasn't a terrible feeling, but I am pretty damn autonomous, and I really wasn't having any of this.

"Put me down now, or I swear to you, I will give you another Kira special, right to your groin."

He glanced down at me, those four eyes studying my face, and something heated flickered in them before he dropped me. I fell to the deck as he stood over me.

"I didn't mean like that."

"Kira, please, we do not have time for this," Lyrin said, exasperation and fear warring in his voice.

"Time for what? Time for you to tell me what is happening?"

"Pirates are boarding us," Kaedren said, his voice a low growl that I felt in my chest.

"Real pirates, or people like you?" I said, waving at them.

"Real pirates. They are looking for things they can sell on the black market. Things that will command very high prices," Lyrin said, staring right at me.

"Oh, you mean me."

"That is correct," Kaedren said.

"Knights to your battle stations," Torvyn said, his voice booming from the ship's communications system. Even through the speakers, his commanding presence was undeniable. "The Starbreaker's hull has been breached. Prepare to repel boarders and—"

I threw my hands over my ears as static blasted from the ship's speakers. Then, a different voice started speaking.

"We are here for the human woman this ship rescued a week and a half ago from Corporation space. Hand her over, and nobody will be hurt."

"They only want me?" I asked.

Vaelix appeared in front of us, materialized from a corridor intersection like smoke. "Finally, I've been looking for you since the ship was first attacked. We need to get her to the lockdown location."

His silver eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that stole my breath. Seven days of careful distance, of me avoiding the astrolabe, of unspoken apologies hanging between us, and now here he was, looking at me like I was the only thing that mattered in the universe. My traitorous body responded with a rush of heat that had nothing to do with the sparking electrical systems around us.

"She is being stubborn," Kaedren said.

"I was not. I just wanted to know what was happening," I protested.

"Kira," Lyrin said as he moved close and took both of my hands. His touch was gentle, so different from Kaedren's raw strength or Vaelix's electric intensity. The healer's hands, long-fingered and careful, and the way he looked at me made me forget how to breathe properly. "May we get you to safety?"

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

Kaedren and Vaelix stepped in front of me as Lyrin moved behind me. We took off at a brisk jog, moving through the corridors silently. Sporadic blaster fire echoed off the walls, and with it came the sharp scent of ozone and something burning. Every time we heard it, we would stop and take cover.

We reached a four-way intersection and pushed up against the wall. I was sandwiched between Kaedren's broad back and Lyrin's chest, acutely aware of both of them breathing, the heat radiating from their bodies. Kaedren opened a hidden panel and pulled out three blast rifles, giving one to Vaelix and Lyrin while keeping one for himself.

"No gun for me?" I asked.

"Do you know how to use a gun?" Kaedren asked, looking back at me over his shoulder.

"I get the general idea. Pointy end toward the bad guy."

Lyrin's chest vibrated against my back as he chuckled softly, his breath warm against my ear. "With all respect, if your shooting is as good as your bandage wrapping, it might be better if we handle this."

That was very hurtful. But also true.

"Fine, guess I'll just sit here and try not to get kidnapped."

Kaedren held up three fingers and slowly counted down. His muscles tensed, coiled, and ready. I could feel the anticipation rolling off all three of them—warriors preparing for violence with the casual ease of long practice. As he hit one, a large man flew around the corner and smashed into Kaedren. The man stumbled and looked up. It was Torvyn.

"We really need better internal tracking devices," he said.

Even in crisis, even with his dark hair disheveled and a cut above one eye bleeding blue, Torvyn looked every inch the captain. Commanding. Dangerous. The kind of man who made you want to either fight him or—

I shut that thought down immediately.

"Where are the pirates?" Kaedren asked.

Blaster fire smashed into the wall in front of us as we all dove back. Lyrin wrapped himself around me, shielding my body with his as debris rained down. His heart hammered against my shoulder blade, and his arms caged me against him.

"Behind me," Torvyn said.

He got to his feet and jumped back into the hallway, screaming, and firing his blaster at the same time. Kaedren and Vaelix followed him and returned fire. They disappeared behind the wall as they moved forward, and I watched them fight with a sick fascination. Kaedren was all brutal efficiency, using his four arms to fire and reload in a devastating rhythm. Vaelix moved like water, fluid and precise, every shot calculated. Torvyn was the storm, pressing forward with relentless aggression.

I started to follow, but Lyrin put a hand on my arm.

"Let's give them a moment to take care of the threat."

That was a reasonable request, even if watching Lyrin's fingers wrap around my wrist made reasonable thought difficult.

A few moments later, Lyrin stepped out from behind the wall, then gestured for me to follow. Only Vaelix was there now, and dead pirates surrounded him—three bodies in dark armor, species I didn't recognize. He was leaning over one, going through its jacket. He pulled out a data tablet and read it, his expression darkening.

"Somebody has put a bounty on you, Kira," he said, looking up at me. "A substantial one."

"It must be massive to attack a Zorathi Reach vessel head-on," Lyrin said.

Torvyn and Kaedren called out as they walked down the hallway toward us. Both were splattered with blue blood—not their own, I hoped. Something primal and utterly inappropriate heated my blood at the sight of them, battle-worn and victorious.

"The pirates have been escorted off the ship," Torvyn said, his voice rough.

"They are cowards and easy to defeat," Kaedren said, rolling his four shoulders with casual pride.

"How did they find us?" Vaelix asked.

"They tracked us from the habitat. They had cloaking technology, which is why we never saw them," Torvyn said.

"That technology is very advanced. Not many ships have it," Vaelix said.

"It's also expensive," Lyrin added.

"You are very important to somebody, Kira," Torvyn said, his gaze holding mine.

"Director Voss," I said, the name bitter on my tongue. "I was the lead researcher on humanity's first successful xenobiological integration project. Do you know what that's worth to the Corporation? What I'm worth?" I looked at the dead pirates. "Apparently, enough to buy cloaking tech and throwaway lives. Voss isn't trying to save his job—he needs me for Phase Two. Whatever that is, I'm the only one who knows how to make it work."

Lyrin cleared his throat, his voice tight. "Captain." He held up a small scanner, its display pulsing with light I couldn't interpret. "The tether. It's forming."

Torvyn took the scanner, his eyes widening. The other Knights crowded close, and something passed between them—a look I couldn't name but felt in my chest, warm and pulling, like invisible threads drawing tight.

"What does that mean?" I asked.

Torvyn's smile was slow, almost reverent. "It means you're bonding to us. All of us."

I looked at these four men—these warriors who had just fought for me, bled for me. Seven days of careful distance, of polite interactions and unspoken tension, and my body had apparently been making decisions without consulting my brain. The tether. A bond I didn't understand but could suddenly feel, thrumming beneath my skin like a second heartbeat.

"I don't... I don't understand," I whispered.

"You will," Vaelix said softly, and the promise in his voice made my knees weak.

I looked at these four men that I had just met. They had risked everything for me: their lives, their ship, their mission. All I had done was bring destruction and misery to them. Tears welled in my eyes.

"I am so sorry this happened. It's all my fault."

They all looked at me.

"No," Torvyn said, his voice firm. "This is the Corporation's fault. They are trying to take you prisoner. You are a free person who can make your own choices. They do not control you, even if they think they need you."

I nodded, but couldn't stop crying. All I could think about was the sick and injured who might have been hurt even more because of the pirates. Because of me. Lyrin stepped forward first and wrapped his arms around me, his touch gentle, comforting. Then Kaedren moved in, his four arms creating a fortress around us both. Then Vaelix, pressing against my side, one hand sliding to the small of my back. And finally, Torvyn, completing the circle, his presence solid and unmovable at my back.

It was warm. There was no pity, only acceptance.

I had never felt pure love in my life, but I hoped this was what it felt like. I felt my body relax, and as if a signal had been given, they all pulled me closer. There was no competition, no fighting for attention—just an embrace.

But it wasn't just comfort anymore.

Warmth bloomed in my chest—not the clinical heat of adrenaline, but something deeper. It spread downward, settled low in my belly, sparked in places that had been cold for longer than I wanted to admit. I was pressed between them, surrounded by solid muscle and body heat, and I could smell each of them distinctly: Lyrin's clean, herbal scent; Kaedren's leather and musk; Vaelix's sharp, electric ozone; Torvyn's warm spice.

I should have pulled away. Should have maintained distance, professionalism, autonomy.

Instead, I sank deeper into them.

Kaedren's lower arms tightened around my waist, and I felt his breath against my hair. Lyrin's hand moved to the nape of my neck, his fingers threading through my hair with devastating gentleness. Vaelix's hand on my back slid lower, resting just above the curve of my hip, his thumb tracing small circles that sent electricity up my spine. And Torvyn—Torvyn's chest was pressed against my back, and I could feel every breath he took, feel the controlled strength in him.

"Kira," Lyrin murmured against my temple, and the way he said my name made my breath catch.

I tilted my head back slightly and found myself looking up at Kaedren. His four eyes were dark with something that definitely wasn't just concern. One of his hands came up to cup my face, his palm rough and warm, his thumb brushing across my cheekbone.

"You are safe with us," he rumbled, and the possessiveness in his voice shouldn't have sent a thrill through me, but it did.

"Always," Vaelix added, his lips close to my ear, and I shivered.

I turned my head slightly and met Torvyn's gaze. His expression was intense, hungry in a way that made my stomach flip. His hand came up to rest on my hip, mirroring Vaelix on the other side, and suddenly I was acutely aware that I was being held by four very large, very strong men who were looking at me like I was something precious and entirely edible.

"The Corporation spent a fortune trying to take me," I breathed, my voice shakier than I wanted. "They should have just asked nicely."

Torvyn's smile was dark and full of promise. "They will not get another chance."

The words hung between us, charged with more than just protection. This was a claim. A declaration. And my body was responding with an enthusiasm that should probably concern me, but didn't.

I was bonding to them. All of them.

And God help me, I wanted to.

"Director Voss just made this personal," I whispered. "Bad move, Director."

Kaedren's grip tightened, and I felt the rumble of approval in his chest. Lyrin's hand flexed against my neck, and Vaelix's thumb continued those maddening circles on my hip. Torvyn leaned in closer, his breath warm against my ear.

"We should get you to your quarters," he said, his voice low and rough. "You need rest."

Rest was the last thing my body was interested in right now, pressed against four warriors who'd just fought for me, who smelled like violence and looked at me like I was the only thing worth fighting for.

But I nodded anyway, because I wasn't quite ready to examine what this heat between us meant, what the tether meant. What I wanted it to mean.

They slowly released me, but not completely. Hands lingered. Touches trailed. As we began walking toward my quarters, they surrounded me—Kaedren and Torvyn in front, Vaelix and Lyrin flanking me on either side. Close enough that I could feel their presence like a physical thing, like invisible threads binding us together.

The tether was forming.

And I was absolutely, terrifyingly, thrillingly ready for it.


Chapter 9

A full night's sleep and an hour in the refresher should have cleared my head. Should have. Instead, I stood at the sink, face dripping, heart racing like I'd run a damn marathon. The pirates? The gunfire? That I could handle. But that embrace—all four of them wrapped around me like I was the center of their universe—that had me spiraling.

Heat flooded my cheeks. A giggle bubbled up, and I clamped my hand over my mouth. What was I, fifteen?

I splashed more cold water on my face. Enough. If I kept replaying that moment—four sets of hands, four racing heartbeats pressed against mine—I'd spend the entire day in this room doing absolutely nothing productive.

Actually, that was a lie. I'd be plenty productive. Just... not in any way that moved my life forward.

I needed to leave. Now.

The medical bay doors slid open to reveal all four Knights clustered around Torvyn's datapad, their voices low and urgent. Whatever they were discussing, it stopped the moment Kaedren spotted me.

He waved enthusiastically, gesturing for me to join them. The other three looked up. They all smiled at the same time.

Not creepy at all. Okay, maybe a little creepy. But they had been nothing but genuine to me, and perhaps it was because of the tether, so I was willing to give them a little leeway. They all stood there, waiting for me to come to them. I stood where I was, not sure what to do next. After a few moments of awkward silence and medical staff racing around us to help people, I took a deep breath and walked to them.

"Hello, friends," I said.

I mentally added "learn to greet people normally" to my growing list of post-corporate-life skills.

"Hello, Kira," Torvyn said. "We were actually just about to come and find you."

"We have to make repairs to the Starbreaker," Vaelix said.

"It requires docking at a space station under the protection of the Zorathi Reach," Lyrin added.

"Would you like to come with us?" Kaedren asked. He was so excited he was almost bouncing in place.

"Is it safe?" I asked.

Torvyn chuckled. "Everyone on that station hates the Corporations more than we do."

I shrugged. "A lot of people think they hate things, until a life-changing amount of money gets offered to them."

Lyrin gently placed a hand on my shoulder and offered a soft smile. "I understand your concern, especially after yesterday's attack. I also know trust is hard, with everything you have been through. If you feel more comfortable staying on the ship, we all understand."

The other three men nodded and offered assorted agreements.

"But we would be honored to show you some of our culture and introduce you to people we have sworn to protect," he said, then leaned closer. "And if you are considering staying with us, permanently, this will offer you valuable knowledge on what your life would be."

I pulled my arm back. "I never said anything about staying permanently."

Lyrin nodded. "Of course, my apologies. I didn't mean to assume anything."

"You've been on this ship for almost a week and a half now. Stretching your legs would be beneficial for you," Kaedren said, his tone direct.

He was right about that. Lyrin was right, too, and I had considered the possibility of this place being my new home. But I didn't want any of them to know that, at least not yet. The tether, four men loving me, a life of fighting the corporations…It was a lot to take in, and I didn't know nearly enough about any of it to make a rational decision.

"Okay, let's see what your world looks like."

We made our way to the airlock, and as we entered, Kaedran moved to the front of me, Torvyn to my left, Vaelix to my right, and Lyrin stood behind me. I felt like I had my own personal police escort. I looked at each of them. They all stood ready and attentive.

"I don't know what this is, but it definitely doesn't make me feel safe."

"It's protocol," Kaedren said. "You are important to us, and we cannot allow anything to happen to you."

"I thought you said this station was safe," I said.

"It is. But please understand that part of what creates that safety is how we present ourselves. You are not tethered to us now, but a Knight Phalanx of the Zorathi reach commands power and respect when it is fully formed," Torvyn said.

"Knight Phalanx?" I asked.

"That is what the Zorathi call a fully tethered group of Knights," Torvyn said.

"Which you aren't."

"That is true. But the people on the station don't know that."

I opened my mouth to respond, but realized he had a good point.

"Fine, but can we at least walk normally after we get onto the station?"

The Knights looked at each other, then nodded together.

That was going to take some getting used to.

The airlock opened, and the station hit me like a physical force. Fuel fumes mixed with frying meat and spices I couldn't name. A dozen languages competed with mechanical clangs and merchant calls. Every surface was scuffed, patched, repaired—nothing matched, and somehow that made it feel more real than any pristine corporate hub I'd ever transited through.

We filed out of the airlock and made our way into the station. We were surrounded by the bustle of merchants hawking their wares, spacers digging through spare parts, and a variety of life forms eating food. There was so much food. Living food, cooked food, smelly food, amazing-looking food. I had eaten well on the Starbreaker, but some of these smells were making my mouth water.

The crowd parted around us as Kaedren led the way. He was easily the biggest being in the station. Vaelix's hand on my arm was feather-light as he guided me around a cluster of children. When I glanced up to thank him, he was already looking away—but his fingers stayed a beat longer than necessary.

As we moved deeper into the station, Torvyn's shoulder brushed mine as the crowd pressed closer. "Sorry," he murmured, but didn't move away. When I looked up, his face had gone purple.

"Are you okay? Your heart rate is elevated." Lyrin's hand settled on the small of my back, steadying me. I stiffened—not from fear, but from the sudden heat that spread from that single point of contact. His hand stayed. I focused very hard on breathing normally.

"I'm good," I coughed. "It's just a lot to take in. Can we get something to eat? Is any of this safe for me to eat?"

"Of course," Kaedren said. "They can replicate almost anything you want and ensure it is compatible with your biology."

"That sounds appetizing. Does anybody know anywhere good?"

"I know just the place," Torvyn said with a wink.

We sat down at a small round table, all of us crowding together. Above us, large aquatic animals swam in tanks with glass bottoms, the only things between us and the stars. Watching their dark shapes glide atop us was mesmerizing. I glanced to my right and saw an elderly waiter approaching, three of their four arms loaded with menus, the fourth hanging limp and scarred.

"I know you," they said, pointing at me with the good arm. "Your face has been plastered all over the news blasts."

"Is that so?" Torvyn asked, his hand disappearing beneath the table.

"Yes, sir. They are offering a lot of credits for you," they said, still pointing at me. "And you know what I have to say about that?"

I blinked, not sure how to respond.

The waiter leaned forward as the Knights tensed. "Those corpo's can go blast themselves into the sun! You are a hero here, lady. All of you. Your meals on the house, as long as you make me one promise."

"What's that?" I asked.

"You keep kicking those rich bastards' asses up and down the galaxy."

Kaedren barked out a loud laugh. "We are going to do more than that. They won't know what's coming!"

The waiter gave him a high-five, or high-ten I guess. They used both working hands while Kaedren used his bottom two.

"I'm going to bring you guys the special. Zorathi and human, right?"

We all nodded.

"Back in a jiffy."

The waiter hustled off and the table broke out in laughter.

"You see?" Lyrin asked. "People here hate the corporations."

"It is nice," I said.

"Which leads into something we should discuss," Torvyn said, setting down his glass.

"About me?" I asked.

"About you, yes. About us. About our future."

"Okay, lay it on me."

The table was silent for a beat. Torvyn looked at me, his yellow eyes glowing with something that looked like fear. "We've arranged safe passage for you back to Corporate space. If you want it."

The words hit harder than the pirate attack. I stared at him.

"New identity," Vaelix added quietly. "Enough credits to go anywhere, do anything."

Lyrin leaned forward. "Free will is sacred to the Zorathi. You'd be free from the corporations. From us. From all of it."

"No tether," Kaedren said, his voice rough. "No bond. No obligation."

The station noise faded. I couldn't hear anything except my own heartbeat.

They meant it.

Every man I'd ever known had wanted something from me—my credentials, my connections, my body, my compliance. Every corporation I'd worked for had owned a piece of me, whether I'd signed the contract or not.

These men were offering me freedom. Real freedom. The kind where I could walk away.

Which meant, for the first time in my life, I could also choose to stay.

"What if I don't want safe passage? What if I want to stay with you?"

Relief washed across all of their faces. It was so powerful that I swore I could feel it in my heart.

"Then we want to make sure you understand what you are choosing, because you aren't just choosing this life. You aren't just choosing one of us. You are choosing all of us," Torvyn said.

"Then I should be honest with all of you." My throat tightened. "I'm terrible at relationships. I've never let anyone in. Not really. I use my work as a foundation because it's the only thing I trust not to leave."

Lyrin took one of my hands. Vaelix took the other. They caressed my fingers and encouraged me to tell them my truth.

Tears spilled over. I didn't wipe them away.

"I'm good at temporary. I'm really good at temporary. But forever?" I shook my head. "I don't know how to do forever. What if the tether doesn't like me? What if I'm broken in some way I don't even understand yet? I mean, I'm so bad at forever that even my cat won't cuddle with me."

They all chuckled softly.

"The good news is, you don't need a cat anymore. We don't care how bad you are at relationships," Torvyn said.

My voice cracked. "The tether scares me because it sounds like it is forever. I have never been good at forever."

"The tether is a bridge," Torvyn said. "You choose how far you walk across it. And you can always walk back."

Vaelix squeezed my hand. "It connects you to us, to the Reach. But it doesn't trap you."

"It's biological. It doesn't need your acceptance. It forms when you and it are ready," Lyrin added gently.

"It isn't a cage, either. A bond, yes, but you are still free to love whomever you want. Zorathi culture does not have emotions like jealousy. Our love for each other is unconditional," Kaedren said.

"We are warriors, and we have survived much worse than uncertainty," Torvyn said. "You do not hurt or offend us by being afraid. Your fear does not make you weak. The only way to damage the tether and hurt us is by lying about how you truly feel."

They were offering me something I had never had—love, trust, partnership, freedom.

"I appreciate your honesty," I said, my hands shaking in theirs. "I'm not ready to join the tether. Not yet. I don't even know what that really means yet. But I do know this."

I locked eyes with each man. Torvyn's yellow eyes still held that hint of fear. Lyrin's hazel eyes were soft with understanding. Vaelix's grey eyes radiated hope. Kaedren's green eyes held nothing but pure, unconditional love.

"I'm staying with you." The words felt like stepping off a cliff. Everything I'd built—my reputation, my career, the perfectly controlled life I'd spent years constructing—gone. The corporations would never stop looking for me. Director Voss would never stop looking for me.

And somehow, I was okay with that.

"I am not taking safe passage anywhere. I am not running from these feelings. I want to figure out what this bond is. I need time to understand this and learn how to…how to love four people at the same time."

I took a deep breath and collected myself, wiping my eyes.

"I need all of you to be patient with me while I figure this out. Can you do that? Can you accept me choosing you, even if I'm not ready to fully accept the bond that comes with it? Is that enough for now?"

All four men visibly relaxed, their hands unclenching and breaths exhaling. All four of Kaedren's shoulders dropped. Broad smiles spread across all of their faces.

"It is enough. More than enough. You are enough," Torvyn said.

It was my turn to exhale.

"Where do we go from here?" I asked.

"First, we eat lunch," Lyrin said with a smile. "Then we go back to the ship and run a scan."

"A scan for what?" I asked.

"To see if the bond is forming," Lyrin said carefully. "And how strong it might become."

Before I could ask what that meant—what any of this really meant—our waiter arrived with enough food to feed a small army. The smells alone made my mouth water.

I looked around the table. Four pairs of eyes watched me with something I'd never let myself hope for.

Maybe I could learn to do forever after all.


Chapter 10

The Starbreaker's sick bay mirrored the storage bay where I'd treated patients earlier—only smaller, more intimate. And this time, I was the one lying in bed, being tended to. After we returned from the station, Lyrin had asked me to come for the scan. I'd wanted to back out—my stomach had twisted at the door to sick bay—but I couldn't. Not after they told me their truth. Not after how they'd made me feel. I held tight to those feelings, not wanting them to slip away.

"Almost finished." Lyrin's voice remained steady, soothing. "You're doing great, Kira."

A machine beeped. A light flashed green. Then silence.

"Okay, that's it. You can sit up now," Lyrin said.

I sat up, swung my legs off the table, and crossed to him in three strides.

"So, what does it say? Am I a suitable match?"

He smiled. "That's not how this works. The scan only shows if a physiological bond is forming between you and us."

"That doesn't sound very romantic."

"It isn't. It's biological." He gestured at the screen. "Every Zorathi cell carries a synergen—think of it like a musical composition. Each of us has a distinct harmonic, but with only four harmonies, the chord remains incomplete. We need a fifth to turn our sound into music."

"So it's like we are competing on Galactic Idol, except I'm the lead singer and we can't win without me?"

Lyrin blinked. "I suppose that analogy works."

"Am I compatible?" I asked.

Lyrin leaned closer to the screen. His fingers danced across the keyboard.

"There is a bond, but it is just beginning to form. It is unstable, but appears to be growing stronger."

"What does that mean?" I asked.

"It means the bond could be complete sooner than we anticipated—days instead of weeks. But many variables must be taken into consideration. Primarily, your feelings and emotions, our reactions, outside influences, and anything else we haven't considered. Distance can affect newly forming bonds unpredictably."

"But there is a bond?" I asked.

"A weak bond, yes. It requires stabilization."

"How do we do that?" I asked, part of me hoping it meant more group hugs.

Lyrin glanced at me, then a sheepish grin covered his face.

"For starters, conversations like this. I am beginning to feel your emotions and to address your... thoughts... It does not require physical contact, sex, or any similar types of rituals." He paused. "I'm sorry that is disappointing to you, but what you need to understand is that stabilization simply requires acceptance. A conscious choice, or series of choices, that signals to all of us that we are coming into balance."

"I'm not sure how to feel about you being able to read my mind."

He shook his head. "I can't read your mind. I can feel your emotions, faintly. Think of it like standing in the shallow part of an ocean. You can feel the water swirl, push, and pull, but you can't feel the full force of the current. It's like your emotions are lapping at the edge of my consciousness."

"Why can't I feel your emotions?"

"Because this is new for you. Remember, the four of us have been doing this our entire adult lives. You will be able to do it soon, as the bond grows stronger."

I looked at my hands, unsure of how to feel. Lyrin stood and walked to me.

"Come here, my sweet Doctor," he said, offering me a safe harbor.

I melted into him. His arms wrapped around me, pulling me against his chest until I couldn't tell where I ended and he began. The steady thrum of his heart beat against the side of my head, and my own pulse slowed, synchronized. I breathed deep. Cedar flooded my senses. A warmth bloomed in my chest, then higher, a tickle of happiness and belonging brushing the edge of my mind.

"Are you feeling happy right now?" I asked.

"Very happy," he murmured.

"I think I feel it," I said.

Then I felt something else—something hard pressed against my hip. He pulled away sharply, clearing his throat.

"We should go to the bridge and share the news with the Captain and the others."

"Do we have to?" I purred, closing the distance he'd created.

He retreated another step, his cheeks flushing dark purple. "Kira, please." His voice roughened. "I can feel what you want. Gods, I feel it. But I cannot. This has nothing to do with desire—I must respect our culture and heritage. I'm asking you to do the same."

My eyes narrowed. "Vaelix said the same thing to me right after I arrived. I thought he wasn't interested. Are you telling me that you can't have—"

"No! We cannot. At least not until the bond is complete and the Tether is in place. It is forbidden," he said, his chest heaving. "The best thing we can do right now is go to the bridge and share this news."

"Fine. Take me to the bridge," I pouted.

"Thank you. One more request..."

"What?"

"Can you please think of anything else right now? Prime numbers? Research papers?" A muscle ticked in his jaw. "I'm afraid that if your emotions stay at these levels, they'll have an unexpected impact on the other Knights."

"We wouldn't want that, would we?" I teased.

He locked eyes with me. "No, we wouldn't."

I sighed. "Fine. Today, class, we are going to talk about xenomorphology and its impact on the pre-diaspora generations in the Sirius Prime galaxy..."

I droned on about the most boring topics I could think of during our entire walk to the bridge—paradigm shifts, demographic models, statistical variance in Sirius Prime atmospheric readings. "...and if we examine the morphological drift patterns in pre-diaspora Sirius populations, we see a statistically significant correlation between—are you still listening?"

"Unfortunately, yes," Lyrin muttered.

"Good. Now, where was I? Ah yes, the phi coefficient variance in subgroup metallicity ratios..."

By the time we arrived, I'd nearly bored myself into a coma. The last thing I wanted was anyone touching me.

The other Knights had already assembled on the bridge, just as Lyrin promised. Torvyn was in his captain's chair, Kaedren was at the security station, and Vaelix was monitoring the ship’s systems.

"I sense good news." Torvyn shot me a sly smile.

"A bond has been detected," Lyrin said.

All three snapped their heads toward me. The concern crashed over me like a wave—warm, overwhelming, suffocating.

"How are you feeling?" Torvyn asked.

"Do you need anything?" Vaelix added.

"Can I take you back to your quarters for rest?" Kaedren offered.

I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. "I was doing fine until this," I said, motioning at the three of them with both hands. "There is a bond, and yes, I am starting to feel things that all of you are feeling, but do you remember our conversation over lunch?"

All four of them nodded their heads.

"Good. Remember how I said I was really bad at this?"

They nodded again.

"Great. You listen and remember. You are already light-years ahead of every potential suitor I've ever had."

Their smiles grew larger.

I held up a finger. "But if you smother me with affection right now, I will snap this bond in half myself. Are we clear?" I pushed the warning through whatever connection we shared, willing them to feel it.

All four men flinched, then mumbled agreements.

"Okay, so what's next?" I asked.

Torvyn glanced at Vaelix. "Have we received any distress calls?"

"No, Captain. Nothing in the last few days."

"Well, Kira, it looks like we have some free time. Is there anywhere you would like to go? Maybe a planet full of alien ruins?" Torvyn said.

Excitement coursed through me. I could do research again—not research somebody else wanted me to do, but research I cared about. I took a deep breath. This was a little overwhelming. There were so many planets on my bucket list; where to start?

"Captain, we are receiving a priority transmission," Vaelix said.

"On screen."

A familiar face flickered to life on the viewscreen. Ice crystallized in my gut.

"Doctor Vale, it is so good to see you again."

I glared at the screen—at that perfectly combed hair, those gleaming veneers.

"What do you want, Voss?" I asked.

He shook his head and tsked at me. "Now, now, is that any way to address your director?"

"Considering I don't work for you anymore, I don't really care what you think about how I address you. Maybe I can call you by your company nickname? Would you like that, Director Hover?"

"Director Hover?" Voss asked, eyes blank.

"That's right. Because all you do is hover over everyone until they are so uncomfortable they want to quit—you walking, talking HR violation!" I said, my fists balled and chest heaving.

"You ungrateful pile of—"

"Watch your tongue, human." Torvyn's voice could have cut steel. "You do not address emissaries of the Zorathi Reach with that tone."

Voss looked at the Captain, then laughed. "First, Doctor Vale still works for me. You really should read her contract. Hold on, I will send it to you. Second, I will speak to you however I please. Have you checked your sensors yet, Zorathi scum? You are outmanned, outgunned, and out of time."

Torvyn signaled for the transmission to be muted, then looked at Vaelix.

"Five corporate frigates have decloaked, Captain. We are indeed surrounded."

Torvyn's anger didn't just radiate—it crashed into me like a tsunami, dragging me under. For a moment, I couldn't separate his rage from mine, couldn't remember why I hated Voss or if I'd always wanted to tear him apart. The bond amplified everything, turned emotion into wildfire.

Then, beneath the fury: Lyrin's cold calculation. Vaelix's rapid tactical analysis. Kaedren's barely leashed violence.

They weren't just angry. They were dangerous.

Torvyn unmuted the transmission. "What do you want, Voss? We have injured and wounded on board. If you attack us, you will kill hundreds of innocents."

Voss waved that away. "Nobody cares about them except you. I want something else—something special." His gaze oozed over me like oil. "I want her. Back where she belongs."

"I don't belong to you," I spat.

"Your contract says otherwise, Doctor. And unlike these aliens, I know exactly how to handle you."

"You will never have her," Kaedren thundered, all four fists clenched.

"Try to take her." Lyrin's voice went cold, clinical—the warrior beneath the healer. "See what happens."

Vaelix's hands flew across his console. "Captain, all five frigates have activated their weapon systems."

"Then let them fire." Torvyn's words carried absolute certainty. "We've faced worse odds."

“Do I have a say in this?” I asked.

Torvyn swiped the transmission away, and the screen went black.

"Kira, you are free to do whatever you wish. You know this. But I implore you not to make any rash decisions. You are vitally important to this ship, this crew—to us. We need you."

My hands trembled. Four pairs of eyes watched me—four men who'd fought for me, sheltered me, made me feel seen for the first time in years. And I was about to walk away from all of it.

But what choice did I have? Let them die defending someone they barely knew?

My throat tightened. Tears burned behind my eyes. "I need you too. But I also need you safe, and right now, I'm endangering everyone here."

"We are strong. We can destroy five corporate frigates with ease," Kaedren said, smashing all four of his fists onto the banister in front of his station.

"Is that true, Torvyn? It was a corporate frigate that dropped me off on the planet you found me on. I toured that ship and know its weaponry. I know how strong its shields are. Be honest with me. Can you really defeat all of them and survive?"

Torvyn held my gaze for one heartbeat, then two. Then he looked away.

Shit.

We both knew Voss had outflanked them, and there was only one way to save everyone.

"Open the transmission, please, Vaelix," I said.

He stood stone-still, then looked at Torvyn. The captain nodded, just barely. Voss reappeared on screen. He opened his mouth to speak.

"Shut up and listen," I said. "If I willingly give myself up, will you let the Starbreaker go?"

Voss flashed me a toothy grin. "Of course, Doctor Vale. They will be free to go as soon as you are on board my ship."

"No harm will come to them?" I asked.

"I will not harm them," Voss said.

I nodded. "Okay. I will be there soon."

"You have an hour. If I don't see a shuttle on its way, I will destroy your filthy little ship and your disgusting little friends."

Torvyn cut the transmission and turned to face me. "You know he is lying, right?"

"I know, but this is the only way to save the ship and everyone on it. I have to sacrifice what I want—for now. When my contract is over, you'll find me. That will work, right?"

"Maybe. The bond will either grow stronger with time and connection, or it will snap. We do not know," Lyrin said.

"What happens if it snaps?" I asked.

"The Tether will react as if you have rejected it. You will never see or hear from us again," Torvyn said.

Vaelix cleared his throat. "Captain, Kira, I think I have an idea that will defeat the frigates, save the ship, and strengthen the bond."

"Let's hear it," Torvyn said.

Vaelix laid out his plan. It was bold, it was dangerous, and it just might work.

"Are we in agreement?" I asked.

The crew nodded.

"Then let's do this." I met each of their eyes in turn. "But if this goes sideways, if Voss doesn't keep his word—"

"He won't," Torvyn said quietly.

"I know." I straightened my shoulders. "So let's make sure he doesn't get the chance."

Kaedren moved first, gesturing toward the corridor. "The shuttle bay is this way, Doctor Vale."

I followed each step, feeling as if I were walking toward the edge of a cliff. Behind me, through the bond, I felt them: steady, certain, ready.

Voss had no idea what was coming.


Chapter 11

The shuttle docked with one of the corporate frigates, metal groaning as the airlock pressurized. Director Voss stood in the antechamber, dressed in an off-the-rack navy-blue suit, that same smug smile plastered across his face like a mask he'd never learned to remove. It took every bit of self-control I had not to punch him right in those perfect veneers.

Focus.

I needed to play my role, or this whole plan would fall apart.

"Hello, Director," I said, voice dripping false cheer. "I guess you really wanted that dinner date with me. What happened? Did all of the other women in the company send your requests straight to their spam folders?"

His eye twitched. "Right. I had forgotten about that." He waved a hand. "No, that isn't why I'm here. Honestly, I don't care about you. I care about your analysis. You re-read your contract, I assume?"

"I did."

"Excellent. Then you know paragraph forty-two, Section C, subparagraph seventeen, subsection YY, states that you are contractually obligated to complete any analysis on artifacts you—or the corporation—discover through your research."

"What did you find?"

"Exactly what we've been searching for," he said, eyes gleaming with the kind of greed that made my stomach turn. "A power source that will change everything. No one will be able to stand against us—not in space or in the boardroom."

"That sounds…terrible."

"What you think is irrelevant. How do you not realize that by now?"

I glared. "So what now? You lock me in a cell until we reach whatever backwater hellhole you're dropping me at next?"

He threw his head back and laughed. "You have a lot of time to make up for, Doctor Vale. And while some might consider where you're going a cell, I certainly do. But no—no brig. You're going straight to the lab. We have so much data for you to work through. Off we go."

I shook my head, radiating anger—at least externally. Internally, everything was unfolding exactly as planned. I needed to keep Voss thinking I would do whatever he wanted.

A guard shoved me lightly between the shoulder blades, and we started down the corridor.

"You must feel lucky we saved you from those pirates," Voss said without looking at me. "You've seen the broadcasts. They terrorize corporate space. Plenty of people would prefer we eliminate them once and for all."

"Cut the crap, Voss. We both know the real reason the corporations want them gone. They provide hope. They provide belonging. They help people. They show them there's something else out there—something that won't eat them alive from the inside. Something you don't have to buy with a monthly subscription."

"Call them whatever you like." He stopped beside a door. "The corporations control the media. The media control the people." He turned, eyes cold. "And I control you. In you go."

The door slid open.

The lab was filled with familiar equipment—everything from my old habitat, the scent of recycled air and sterilized metal hitting me like a punch of nostalgia, plus a few additional devices I hadn't seen before.

"Well," I said softly, eyes misting, "I guess I'll get started."

"Don't cry. Or do. I don't care," Voss said as he turned away. "I expect your first report by this evening."

The door sealed behind him.

I let out a long breath. Finally, the blowhard was gone.

I logged into the ship's computer and entered the commands exactly as Vaelix had instructed, my fingers flying across the keys with the muscle memory of a thousand similar logins. The hack was a Corporate backdoor the Knights had purchased months earlier—untraceable, elegant, and devastatingly simple. The only limitation was that it had to be executed from a terminal aboard the target ship.

God, I hope this works.

I slipped on a headset and pulled up the communications network, the sensor array, and several preselected security feeds. Live images of key areas across the frigate filled my display. Finally, I accessed the lockdown system.

Now I controlled who went where.

Director Voss's voice crackled through my headset. "Zorathi pirate vessel, you have breached Corporate space. Per Unified Galactic Ordinance Five-Zeta-Eight-Six, you are classified as enemy combatants. All corporate frigates, engage immediately!"

I grinned. Predictable.

I closed my eyes and thought of my four knights. A soft smile curved my lips.

Now.

I pushed the thought outward, layering it with urgency. A faint tug brushed the edge of my consciousness.

Message received.

Warmth bloomed in my chest—brief but unmistakable.

I pulled up the frigate's sensor array and recalibrated it to the false harmonics Lyrin had suggested—Reach signatures layered over empty space.

"Director Voss!" a voice shouted. "Sensors are detecting multiple contacts—fighters to—no, that can't be right. Zorathi mothership! Correction—two motherships!"

"That's impossible," Voss snapped, and I could hear the first hairline crack in his confidence. "They never leave Reach space. Verify your readings."

A pause. "Sir, readings confirmed across all frigates. Thousands of Reach ships are converging on our position."

"The Reach doesn't move like this," Voss said, his voice brittle. "They've never come this close to Corporate space."

"They have once," another officer said quietly.

"The Starfall Conflict," Voss whispered.

A warm closeness rippled through me. The Knights were coming. I had minutes—maybe less.

I closed my eyes again and focused on my location.

This time, Torvyn answered.

I felt him in me—sudden and intimate, like a hand sliding up the inside of my thigh. A shiver of pleasure dragged goosepimples across my skin. My breath hitched, heat flooding my face.

That was new. And dangerous.

I shoved the sensation aside and opened another terminal. The Corporation had found the artifact they'd been searching for—and had stored it right here for my analysis.

That man's arrogance had finally caught up with him.

I sprinted to the indicated storage bin and yanked it open. A glowing, egg-shaped object rested in a cradle, pulsing faintly like a heartbeat. I pulled the small backpack from beneath my jacket and slipped the device inside. It was about the size of a wine bottle—and heavier than it looked, the weight settling against my spine, warm and faintly vibrating, like it was alive.

We are here.

Torvyn's voice filled my head. Pleasure surged again, threatening to root me in place.

Not now.

I ran back to the console and triggered the frigate's lockdown protocol. On the security feeds, bulkhead doors slammed shut, sealing marines inside their ready rooms.

Coast is clear.

I sent the thought outward and switched to the airlock feed just as it opened.

Kaedren burst through, blast rifles raised in each of his upper hands, all teeth and violence and joy. He sprinted down the corridor, Lyrin close behind, then Vaelix, and finally Torvyn—commanding even at a run, his presence filling the space like gravity.

On another feed, a lone marine turned too late. Kaedren's fists slammed into the man's face, sending him flying into the wall before he crumpled to the floor.

Kaedren grinned.

A knock echoed at my door.

"I'm ready," I called.

"Stand back," Kaedren said.

I ducked behind a table just as the door exploded inward. When I popped up, Kaedren was framed in the smoke.

I ran to him and threw my arms around his torso so hard he actually took a step back. Warmth surged between us as he wrapped his arms around me. I melted into his chest, my control slipping, a soft moan escaping before I could stop it. He smelled like cedar and leather and home.

"We must go now, my tiny human," he said.

"Just one more second," I murmured into muscle.

Reluctantly, I pulled back and turned toward Vaelix. "Your plan worked like a charm. They never expected their own research to be turned against them." He took my hand, his touch precise and warm. " I had very little to do with it. Without you fixing the algorithm in the astrolabe, none of this works. Every fake signature, every phantom ship—that was your brilliance turned into a weapon."

A hand settled on my back. "The bond is unstable," Torvyn said gently. "We need to return to the Starbreaker before it fractures."

I pulled away reluctantly. "Fine. Let's go so we can settle this bond—and then really get to know each other."

Desire crashed into me from Lyrin and Vaelix like a wave of molten heat that made my knees weak and my breath catch. The want wasn't just mine anymore—it was ours, layered and hungry and overwhelming. My skin flushed hot, and I had to brace myself against Kaedren's arm to stay upright. I blushed furiously, torn between embarrassment and the urge to drag them all back to the ship right now and lock the door.

"We can absolutely do that, boys," I managed, voice rougher than I intended.

Lyrin's relief washed over me like cool water. Vaelix's focus sharpened my senses, making every sound, every movement crystal clear.

Torvyn took my hand and led us forward. I didn't resist. I wanted him to lead me. I wanted him to make me feel safe—and he did.

We raced through empty corridors toward the airlock.

Kaedren reached the door first—then stopped.

Pain detonated in my chest. White-hot. I staggered, barely catching myself against the wall.

Kaedren grunted and collapsed.

Smoke curled through the airlock.

Director Voss stood there, blaster rifle in hand, staring down at Kaedren with open fascination.

I screamed.

Enough.

I charged.

Voss grinned and dropped the rifle. "I'm going to enjoy this."

I took three steps, dropped low, and slid between his legs like I was stealing second base. I drove my fist upward with everything I had.

Voss slammed into the back wall, frozen, hands clamped to his groin, gasping.

I walked up calmly, placed a hand on his shoulder, lifted his chin.

"Director Voss. Per paragraph thirty-eight, section one-eighty-four, subparagraph six-zero-eight, subsection ZZZ, the Corporation's failure to deploy a rescue vessel within three hours of an emergency beacon voids my contract and awards damages up to five times my annual salary."

His mouth worked soundlessly.

"You have my banking information. If the funds are not transferred within thirty days, you will deal with the Pirates of the Starbreaker. Understood?"

He nodded frantically.

"Oh. One last thing," I said. "Per my contract, I'm required to provide feedback on my supervisor's performance."

He nodded again.

"Your performance was unsatisfactory."

For every ignored email. Every dismissive comment. Every time he'd treated me like property instead of a person.

I drove my knee up with surgical precision.

He made a small, pathetic meep and collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

I rushed back to Kaedren. "Are you okay?"

"I am," he said, pushing himself up. "Stun setting. Shoulder hit. The fear was real, though."

Relief nearly took my legs out from under me.

I grinned at all four of them, backpack heavy on my shoulders, bond warm in my chest. "Good. Then let's go home." I squeezed Torvyn's hand. "Our home."


Chapter 12

I peeled away from the others as Lyrin hauled Kaedren toward the medical bay despite his protests—"I'm fine, dammit"—while Torvyn's voice echoed down the corridor, already barking orders before he reached the bridge. Vaelix disappeared in the opposite direction, muttering about system diagnostics and corporate retribution.

No one stopped me. No one asked where I was going.

They didn't need to.

My hands were steady. My pulse was calm.

Something had shifted.

I walked faster, my boots echoing in the empty corridor. The fear that usually crept in after adrenaline faded—the second-guessing, the spiraling—didn't come.

Instead, clarity.

I'd been here before. Different ships, different men, same pattern. I'd blamed the timing, the circumstances, the men themselves. But it was never them.

It was me.

I'd never trusted myself enough to let anyone all the way in. Never believed I was accomplished enough, steady enough, worthy enough to be loved without conditions.

But today I'd beaten Voss. Reclaimed what he stole. Planned the infiltration, executed it, turned my own research into the weapon that saved us.

The Knights hadn't saved me.

I'd saved myself. And them.

I'd thought loving four men would be impossible—like being pulled in four directions at once.

But I'd had it backwards.

This wasn't four separate bonds. It was one gravity well, and I was the center. They orbited me. I orbited them. We held each other in place.

I stopped outside my quarters, one hand on the door panel.

For the first time, I saw what they'd been seeing all along.

Not a liability. Not someone who needed saving.

An equal.

I smiled—slow, surprised by the warmth spreading through my chest.

I wasn't running toward something out of fear or desperation.

I was choosing it. Them.

Acceptance. Belonging. Love.

The tether hummed beneath my skin, a low steady pull that had been there since the desert. Since the kiss in the corridor. Since Vaelix's mouth on mine in the lab.

It wasn't asking anymore.

It was waiting.

I exhaled, and something unknotted in my chest—tension I'd carried so long I'd stopped noticing it. The need to prove myself. The fear of failing. The certainty that I'd never be enough.

Gone.

Torvyn, whose iron control shattered the moment he kissed me.

Kaedren, who'd bled for me without hesitation.

Lyrin, who saw through every wall I built and refused to let me hide.

Vaelix, who matched my mind and made me feel like I was finally, finally understood.

They made me braver. Sharper. More whole.

And I made them the same.

Together, we were something Voss could never predict. Never control.

Inevitable.

I stepped into my quarters and let the door hiss shut behind me.

My clothes hit the floor. The refresher's heat enveloped me, steam rising, water sluicing over my skin. I closed my eyes and let myself feel it—not just the warmth, but the anticipation thrumming beneath it.

The tether wasn't a leash.

It was a promise.

I knew exactly what I needed to do next. Not because I was desperate or afraid. Not because I owed them anything.

Because I wanted it.

For the first time in my life, I wasn't second-guessing myself.

I was ready to let them in.

All of them.

I stood in front of my closet, water still beading on my skin, and pulled out the dress.

The single-shoulder gown shimmered like liquid starlight in my hands, galaxies drifting across the fabric—alive within the weave. When I brushed it, constellations scattered and slowly reformed, as if the universe itself had been woven into the material.

I slipped it on, the fabric cool against my heated skin. It bared my left arm and shoulder completely, clinging to every curve before falling in soft waves to the floor. I twisted my hair into something deliberately undone—a few loose strands framing my face. A touch of color on my lips. Enough kohl to make my eyes dangerous.

I checked the mirror and barely recognized myself.

Not the scientist. Not the captive. Not the woman who'd spent years second-guessing every decision.

This version of me was something else entirely.

Confident. Powerful. Hungry.

I smiled, slow and sharp.

Perfect.

I closed my eyes and reached for the bond—not tentatively this time, but deliberately. I pulled the image of myself from the mirror and sent it down the tether like a flare.

Look at me. See what I'm offering you.

I wrapped it in pure desire—no hesitation, no fear. Just want.

The response hit me like a shockwave.

Four distinct pulses of raw need crashed through the bond, each one different but equally overwhelming. Torvyn's was controlled fire—banked heat threatening to consume everything. Kaedren's was feral, possessive, almost violent in its intensity. Lyrin's rolled through me like a storm surge, all-encompassing and impossibly tender. Vaelix's was sharp, focused, hungry in a way that made my breath catch.

My knees buckled. I grabbed the edge of the vanity, gasping, as pleasure I hadn't earned yet flooded my nervous system.

This time, I didn't fight it.

I let it pour into me—their want, their need, their desperate hope that I meant this. That I was really coming to them.

I steadied myself, breathing hard, and felt my own desire echo back through the bond, amplified fourfold.

They knew.

"I'm ready," I whispered.

The bond answered immediately, thrumming beneath my skin.

Come to us.

The words weren't spoken aloud, but I felt them in my bones. A command and an invitation all at once.

I knew exactly where they were—the tether pulled me like a compass needle toward magnetic north. A room I'd never been in before, buried deep in the ship's heart where the crew rarely ventured.

Their sanctuary.

I walked through the corridors, the fabric of my dress whispering against my thighs with every step. Constellations drifted across the material with each movement, galaxies swirling and reforming. Crewmembers froze as I passed, eyes widening, mouths falling open. Some looked away quickly. Others stared.

Let them look.

They could want all they wanted. But I belonged to four men now, and no one else would ever touch me.

I stopped in front of a door I'd never noticed before—dark metal etched with flowing script I couldn't read, glowing faintly red in the dim corridor. My hand hovered over the panel.

The door slid open before I could touch it.

Heat rolled out of the room beyond—not temperature, but something deeper. Presence. Power. Anticipation.

I stepped inside.

The sanctuary was nothing like the rest of the ship. Low light emanated from bioluminescent strips along the walls, casting everything in shades of amber and crimson. The air smelled like incense and something earthy I couldn't name—woodsmoke and spice and salt. Furs and soft fabrics covered the floor in layers, creating a space that felt ancient, sacred, utterly removed from the cold functionality of the Starbreaker.

And in the center of it all, they waited.

All four of them. Shirtless. Watching me.

Torvyn stood at the front, his golden eyes molten in the dim light, every muscle in his broad chest and shoulders carved like a weapon. Dark ink traced patterns across his ribs—Zorathi script I couldn't read but somehow understood meant loyalty, honor, bond. Kaedren loomed beside him, arms crossed, his scars stark against dark skin, his expression fierce and hungry. The jagged line that cut across his chest told a story of survival, of violence endured and overcome. Lyrin's hazel gaze tracked my every movement, his lean frame deceptively relaxed, his empathy already reaching for me through the bond. Silver tattoos spiraled down his arms like vines. Vaelix hung back slightly, his sharp features shadowed, but I could feel his brilliant mind cataloging every detail—the flush on my skin, the rise and fall of my chest, the way I trembled. Geometric patterns marked his collarbone, mathematical precision made art.

They looked at me like I was the only thing in the universe that mattered.

My breath caught.

Torvyn stepped forward, and the movement was deliberate, reverent. His golden eyes burned—not just with want, though I could feel that hunger rolling off him in waves—but with something deeper.

Hope.

"Doctor Kira Vale." His voice was formal, but it shook at the edges. "Welcome to our sanctuary. This room is sacred. Only those who surrender themselves to the Zorathi tether may enter."

My heart hammered. This wasn't just sex. This was ritual. Commitment. Forever.

Lyrin moved to Torvyn's side, his hazel eyes soft but serious. "We don't tell you this to coerce you." His empathy wrapped around me, gentle and grounding. "We tell you this so you understand the choice before you. The tether is more than physical. It's emotional. Mental. Physiological."

I nodded, my throat tight. I knew. I'd felt it already—the edges of what they were offering.

The bond hummed beneath my skin, pulling tighter with every word they spoke. My pulse quickened.

Vaelix stepped forward, his brilliant gaze locked on mine. "We share everything as one, yet we remain individuals. The tether binds us, making us stronger—together and apart." He paused, and I felt his mind brush against mine through the bond, a whisper of complex equations and fierce devotion intertwined. "But know this: if you join us, you will never be alone again. No matter where you go, we will be with you."

A promise. A warning.

Both.

My hands trembled. The weight of his words settled into my chest, heavy and right.

Kaedren was the last to speak, his deep voice rumbling through the room. "You will become part of us, and we will become part of you." His fierce gaze softened, just barely. "You'll feel our pain. We'll feel yours. You'll feel our love, and we'll feel yours. Your joining won't just balance us, Kira."

He stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his skin, see the way his chest rose and fell with controlled breathing.

"It will balance you, too."

I believed him.

The tether sang between us, desperate, yearning, so close to completion I could taste it.

Torvyn held out his hand, palm up. An offering.

"Will you join our tether, Kira?" His voice was steady, but I could feel the vulnerability beneath it—theirs and mine, tangled together. "Without reservation. Without hesitation. With full acceptance, trust, and love?"

The silence stretched.

Four pairs of eyes watched me. Waiting. Hoping. Terrified I'd say no.

The bond pulled at me, a living thing now, coiled and ready to strike, to bind, to claim.

Tears spilled down my cheeks before I could stop them—not from sadness, but from the sheer weight of everything I was feeling.

Joy. Relief. Certainty.

Love.

I stepped forward and placed my hand in Torvyn's.

"Yes." My voice cracked, but I didn't care. "Yes. I choose this. I choose you. All of you."

I smiled through the tears, trembling.

"Forever."

They moved as one.

Torvyn pulled me against his chest, his arms iron-strong and impossibly gentle. Kaedren's hand slid into my hair, tilting my face up. Lyrin pressed against my back, his warmth seeping into me. Vaelix's fingers traced the bare skin of my arm, sending shivers racing up my spine.

And then the bond opened.

Not gradually. Not gently.

All at once.

I gasped as four consciousnesses slammed into mine—distinct but unified, overwhelming but right. I felt Torvyn's fierce protectiveness, the way he'd carried the weight of command alone for so long and was finally, finally allowed to share it. I felt Kaedren's feral need, the violence he kept leashed except when protecting what was his. I felt Lyrin's oceanic empathy, vast and deep and utterly unafraid of drowning in what he felt. I felt Vaelix's sharp, hungry intellect, the way his mind had been starving for an equal and had found one in me.

I felt their love, their relief, their desperation, their joy.

And beneath it all, I felt the tether itself—ancient, powerful, alive—wrapping around us like gravity, like fate, like coming home.

The room spun. Or maybe I was spinning. I couldn't tell where I ended and they began.

We were no longer five.

We were one.

The bond wasn't just open now—it was alive, pulsing between us like a shared heartbeat. I could feel them everywhere: Torvyn's steady strength at my front, Kaedren's fierce heat at my side, Lyrin's gentle presence at my back, Vaelix's sharp focus threading through it all.

But I could feel myself, too. Still distinct. Still whole.

Just... more.

"Easy," Torvyn murmured against my temple, his voice low and grounding. "We have you."

I tilted my head back, meeting his golden eyes. They burned with controlled intensity, but beneath it—vulnerability. Hope. The same fear I'd carried: What if I'm not enough?

I reached up and cupped his face, feeling the scratch of stubble against my palm.

"I know," I whispered. "And I have you, too."

Something in his expression cracked open. Relief. Joy. Love so fierce it stole my breath.

I turned to Kaedren next, his hand still tangled in my hair. His scarred face was inches from mine, his breathing harsh. Through the bond, I felt what he couldn't say—the terror that I'd see the violence in him and flinch. That I'd realize what he was and run.

I pressed my forehead to his.

"I'm not afraid of you," I said quietly. "I never was."

His exhale shuddered through both of us. His free hand found my waist, gripping tight enough to leave marks.

"You should be," he rasped.

"Too late."

I felt Lyrin's laugh before I heard it—warm and full of relief, vibrating against my spine. I turned in their arms, and he was right there, hazel eyes soft and knowing.

"You're so brave," he said, his empathy wrapping around me like a blanket. "Do you know that? You're terrified and you're doing it anyway."

Tears pricked my eyes again. "I'm not—"

"You are." His thumb brushed my cheek, catching a tear before it fell. "And it's beautiful."

I kissed him. Not because I had to, but because I wanted to—because he saw me, all of me, and didn't look away.

The bond flared, pleasure sparking along my nerves. I gasped against his mouth, and felt his smile.

"That's new," Vaelix murmured from behind me, his voice rough with something darker than curiosity.

I pulled back from Lyrin and found Vaelix watching me with those sharp, calculating eyes. But beneath the analysis, I felt what he was really thinking: She chose us. She actually chose us.

"Come here," I said.

He moved closer, deliberate and predatory, until we were chest to chest. I could feel his heartbeat against mine—rapid, unsteady, betraying the calm expression on his face.

"You don't have to pretend with me," I said softly. "Not anymore."

His mask slipped. Just for a moment. Just long enough for me to see the brilliant, desperate man beneath—the one who'd been alone in his own mind for so long he'd forgotten what it felt like to be understood.

"I know," he said, and kissed me like I was the answer to every question he'd ever asked.

The tether surged.

Not painful. Not overwhelming.

Right.

I felt the walls I'd built around myself—the ones that kept people at arm's length, that protected me from being hurt, from being seen as weak, crumble. Not violently. Not catastrophically.

Willingly.

I let them fall.

And in their place, the bond rushed in, filling every empty space, every hollow I'd carved out to keep myself safe. It didn't erase me. It didn't drown me.

It expanded me.

I was still Kira. Still a scientist. Still stubborn and driven and occasionally too clever for my own good.

But now I was also theirs. And they were mine.

The tether aligned fully, clicking into place like a lock finding its key. I felt it settle deep in my chest. It wasn’t a leash or a cage, but a foundation.

Home.

"There," Torvyn breathed, wonder in his voice. "There you are."

I turned back to him, and the look on his face nearly undid me. Like I was something precious. Something worth protecting. Worth choosing.

"I'm here," I said. "I'm not going anywhere."

His control was finally shattered.

He kissed me—deep and hungry and reverent all at once—and I melted into him. His hands found my waist, pulling me flush against him, and I felt the exact moment the bond shifted from emotional to physical. Heat flooded through me, pooling low in my belly, and I gasped against his mouth.

Through the tether, I felt their response—four distinct flavors of need crashing into me at once.

Kaedren's hands found my hips from behind, steadying me, grounding me. Lyrin's fingers traced up my bare arm, light as a whisper. Vaelix pressed against my side, his breath hot against my neck.

"Kira." Torvyn's voice was rough, barely controlled. "If you need us to stop—"

"Don't you dare," I said.

I felt his smile against my lips. "As you wish."

They moved together, practiced and unhurried, lowering me onto the furs and soft fabrics that covered the floor. The galaxy dress shimmered beneath me, constellations scattering and reforming with every shift of my body.

Torvyn's fingers found the hidden fastening at my shoulder. The dress loosened, and cool air kissed my heated skin as the fabric slipped away. I didn't feel exposed. I felt powerful.

Four pairs of eyes tracked the movement, full of want.

"Beautiful," Kaedren breathed.

Torvyn knelt beside me, his golden eyes searching mine. "Are you sure?"

I reached up and pulled him down to me. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life."

The tether sang between us—anticipation and trust and love and want all tangled together until I couldn't tell where one feeling ended and another began.

Kaedren's hand found mine, lacing our fingers together. Lyrin's palm pressed against my heart, feeling it race. Vaelix's lips brushed my temple, my jaw, then lingered at the pulse in my throat. His teeth grazed the sensitive skin there, and I gasped. Through the bond, I felt his satisfaction at the sound.

And Torvyn—steady, controlled Torvyn—finally let himself break.

"You're ours now," he murmured against my mouth.

"And you're mine," I answered.

The bond flared white-hot, and I surrendered to it completely.

Their touch was reverent. Intentional. Every brush of skin, deliberate and meaningful, a promise being kept.

I felt Kaedren's calloused hands slide up my thigh, rough against smooth skin, gentle despite their strength. His thumb traced circles on my hip bone, and I arched into the touch. Lyrin's empathy wrapped around me, amplifying every sensation until I could barely breathe. Vaelix's sharp mind cataloged every response, learning me, memorizing what made me gasp. Torvyn's control fraying at the edges as he held himself back, giving me time to adjust, to accept, to want.

His lips traced down my neck, across my collarbone, lower. I threaded my fingers through his hair, holding him to me as sensation overwhelmed thought.

The tether deepened with every touch, every kiss, every shared breath. It wasn't just physical—it was more. Emotional. Mental. Spiritual.

I felt their love pouring into me, and I poured mine back—four times over, amplified and returned until I couldn't tell where I ended and they began.

"I have you," Torvyn whispered against my ear.

"We have you," Kaedren corrected, his voice rough with emotion.

"Always," Lyrin promised, his fingers laced with mine.

"Forever," Vaelix finished, his brilliant mind finally quiet, finally at peace.

I closed my eyes and let myself fall.

Not into darkness.

Into them.

Time lost meaning.

There was only touch. Warmth. Connection.

The tether wrapped around us like silk, binding us together—not as individuals, but as something greater. Something whole.

I heard myself laugh—breathless and surprised—and felt their joy echo back through the bond. Felt Kaedren's fierce pride. Lyrin's overwhelming tenderness. Vaelix's awe that this was real, that I was real. Torvyn's bone-deep relief that he wasn't alone anymore.

None of us were.

The bond crested, pleasure rolling through all of us in waves—building, intensifying, until I couldn't hold it anymore. Heat spiraled tight and desperate, winding tighter and tighter until—

I shattered.

The orgasm tore through me, magnified fivefold through the tether. I felt their pleasure crashing into mine—Torvyn's control finally breaking, Kaedren's feral triumph, Lyrin's overwhelming tenderness, Vaelix's sharp-edged bliss—until I couldn't tell where my release ended and theirs began.

I cried out, and they answered—four voices in perfect harmony.

The world faded into darkness.

When I opened my eyes, the sanctuary was quiet except for our breathing—five sets of lungs finding a shared rhythm.

I lay tangled in their arms, the furs soft beneath me, constellations still drifting lazily across my dress where it pooled on the floor not far from us. Torvyn's chest rose and fell beneath my cheek. Kaedren's hand rested possessively on my hip. Lyrin's fingers traced absent patterns on my stomach. I could still feel the ghost of their hands on my skin—everywhere they'd touched me now hummed with warmth. My body felt claimed in the best possible way.

The tether had settled.

No spikes. No instability. No overwhelming surges of emotion threatening to drown me.

Just... warmth. Safety. Love.

I could feel them clearly now—four distinct presences in the back of my mind, always there, always accessible. Not intrusive. Not demanding.

Just present.

Like a hand to hold in the dark. Like knowing you're not alone, even when no one's speaking.

"How do you feel?" Lyrin asked softly, his words gentle and careful.

I considered the question. Really considered it.

"Whole," I said finally. "For the first time in my life... whole."

Through the bond, I felt their relief. Their joy. Their love.

Torvyn pressed a kiss to my hair. "The tether is complete."

"We're balanced," Vaelix added, happiness in his voice. "All five of us."

Kaedren's grip tightened slightly. "You're ours now. Officially."

"And you're mine," I said, snuggling against Torvyn's chest. "Don't forget that part."

I felt their amusement ripple through the bond—warm, genuine, and right.

"Never," they said in unison.

I closed my eyes, letting the tether hum through me—steady and sure and unbreakable.

Not control.

A mutual promise.

Five heartbeats aligned.

One shared bond.

I was anchored—not trapped, not claimed, but chosen.

And I had chosen them right back.

For the first time in my life, I wasn't afraid of what came next.

Because whatever it was, we'd face it together.


Chapter 13

The days that followed settled into a rhythm I'd never imagined possible.

Mornings in the lab with Vaelix, our minds moving in perfect synchronization as we worked through equations that would have taken me weeks to solve alone. He challenged me, pushed me, and never let me settle for good enough when brilliance was within reach. And through the bond, I felt his pride every time I proved him right about my capabilities.

Afternoons with Lyrin in the medical bay, analyzing the data and artefact we'd reclaimed from Voss. My research—the work I'd thought lost forever—was being used for good now. To heal, not harm. To protect, not exploit. Lyrin's empathy helped me see connections I'd missed, patterns in the data that spoke to deeper truths about how the tether worked. We were building something together. Something that mattered.

Evenings with Kaedren in the training rooms, learning to defend myself. Not because I was weak, but because I refused to be helpless ever again. He was patient and fierce, celebrating every small victory as if it were a triumph. Through the bond, I felt his satisfaction—not that he was teaching me, but that I was learning. That I wanted to be strong.

Nights on the bridge with Torvyn, discussing strategy and logistics. The Corporation still existed—Voss was still out there, no doubt plotting his next move. But I wasn't afraid anymore. We had a plan. Multiple plans, actually. Contingencies, fallbacks, and brilliant tactical maneuvers that would make any corporate executive weep.

I belonged here, not as a captive, not as a scientist they were protecting.

As an equal.

Three weeks after the tethering, I stood in the lab, staring at a breakthrough that would have seemed impossible a month ago.

The artifact hummed softly in its containment field, its metallic structure pulsing with barely-contained energy. Unlimited power, Voss had called it—a weapon to control the galaxy.

But I'd seen something else entirely.

"Vaelix," I said quietly. "Look at this."

He moved to my side, his sharp eyes scanning the data streaming across my screen. Through the bond, I felt the exact moment he understood what I was seeing.

"You've cracked the resonance pattern," he breathed. "Kira, this is—"

"A way to distribute the power safely," I finished, barely able to contain my excitement. " If we can create resonance nodes—small relay stations—we could provide clean, limitless energy to those who the corporations have exploited. Stations. Outposts. Settlements that can barely afford life support. The entire Reach."

His hand found mine and squeezed gently. Through the bond, I felt his fierce pride, his love, his absolute certainty that I was exactly where I was meant to be.

"Voss wanted to use this to control people," I said, looking up at him. "We're going to use it to free them."

Vaelix's smile was sharp and beautiful. "Our research," he said. "Together."

"Together," I agreed.

That evening, I found all four of them on the bridge.

Torvyn turned from the viewport as I entered, his golden eyes warm. "We've received word from one of our contacts. Voss has been removed from his position. The data we leaked has triggered multiple investigations."

"He's not done," Kaedren added, arms crossed. "Men like him never are."

"But he's weakened," Lyrin said, his hazel eyes soft. "And we're stronger."

Vaelix smirked. "Significantly stronger, given Kira's latest breakthrough."

I felt their curiosity ripple through the bond before I'd even opened my mouth.

"I found a way to help people," I said. "It's not perfect yet, but it's a start. If we can refine it, distribute it—"

"No one else will suffer what you did," Torvyn finished, understanding immediately.

Through the bond, I felt their collective pride. Their love. Their absolute certainty that this—all of this—was exactly right.

"The Corporation will come for us eventually," I said, looking at each of them in turn. "For me. For the research. For what we represent."

Kaedren's grin was all teeth. "Let them try."

"We'll be ready," Torvyn said firmly.

"We'll face it together," Lyrin added.

"All of us," Vaelix finished.

I moved to stand between them, looking out at the stars beyond the viewport. Infinite. Endless. Full of possibility.

A month ago, I'd been alone. Captive. Convinced I'd never be anything more than Director Voss's prize possession.

Now I stood on the bridge of the Starbreaker with four men who saw me not as something to control, but as someone to stand beside.

The tether hummed between us, steady and sure.

Torvyn's hand found mine. Kaedren moved to my right. Lyrin stepped to my left. Vaelix stood close behind, his presence a constant comfort.

"Where to next?" I asked.

"Wherever we're needed," Torvyn said. "Together."

Through the bond, I felt their agreement. Their certainty. Their love.

I smiled, looking out at the infinite stars.

The Corporation still existed. Voss was still a threat. The galaxy was still dangerous and unpredictable.

But I was no longer afraid.

I had a place. A purpose. A future.

I had them.

And they had me.

Five figures on the bridge of the Starbreaker, facing the universe—tethered by choice, not chains.
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