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      She’s a doc on a mission. He’s a beast with a heart of gold.

      Dr. Beth Godwin arrives on Parac’Norr with one goal in mind: curing the Blood Rage mutation that plagues the alien warriors. But she didn’t expect Banic, the most feared feral on the planet, or her reaction to him.

      A caged monster, she knows she should stay away from him. But instead of a beast, she finds a man with soul-deep scars who trusts no one.

      But when the secrets in his DNA unravel and threaten to change everything, she must make a choice. Because loving Banic means risking everything… including her heart.

      He was a monster, until an angel taught him how to love.

      Banic has forgotten anything other than pain and rage. Ruined by Blood Rage, he knows he’s not worthy to kiss the ground the beautiful human doctor walks on. She holds his lige in her delicate hands and he knows when she’s done studying him, he’s taking a one-way trip out into the brutal desert.

      Even though his life is already forfeit, he can’t help wanting her… needing her. He craves her like a drowning man craves water and he can’t stay away.

      When an ancient enemy returns and takes her, he must confront the demon under his skin. One things for sure, he’ll tear apart the galaxy to save her…

      Even if he has to damn himself in the process.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Prologue

      Pain. 

      It filled his consciousness, was his whole world. 

      Flashes of white ceilings. 

      Voices. 

      A light in his eyes. 

      More pain. It consumed every inch, every cell of his body. Dragged him under, chewed him up and spat him out. 

      There was no end to the torment. 

      “Healing’s not working. Something’s fighting me.”

      “He’s too far in Rage. We’re going to have to move him to the lab.”

      He heard the voices from far away, the darkness that swirled in his blood chattering about vengeance and destruction. He ignored it, calming his mind and ignoring the agony that was his existence. 

      Memory eluded him, but that wasn’t unusual. He had a feeling it often did. That knowledge allowed him not to panic. To remain calm and still until he had more information about what was going on.

      Where he was. 

      Who he was. 

      “Will he survive? Shouldn’t he be at the hospital?”

      A new voice, a female voice, brought him back from the darkness. The soft, soothing tones were a balm to his soul, and he focused on them instantly. 

      Latched on to them. 

      Locked on to them. 

      His eyes snapped open, and he reached out, desperate to find and touch her. The source of the voice was the only thing that had brought him peace in years. 

      It was a fight to open his eyes, but then he saw her. She was beautiful, a vision from the lady goddess herself. 

      Strength deserted him as hard hands pulled him away, and his last view was of her beautiful, stricken face as the darkness pulled him under again. 

      He didn’t fight it this time. 

      He didn’t need to. He had something to fight for now. 

      Her.
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      Chapter 1

      They had arrived—her first alien planet.

      Beth stood at the window, gazing down at Parac’Norr spread out below her with eager eyes. The massive Izaean starship had entered orbit five minutes ago, and she couldn’t tear herself away from the view. The planet’s surface was a patchwork of harsh deserts, lush forests, and towering mountains, but… it was beautiful. Utterly beautiful. Its stark and dangerous beauty called to something deep within her.

      As if she’d come home, despite being born halfway across the galaxy.

      She blinked, the realization that she’d traveled halfway across the galaxy hitting her all at once, and she shivered. She’d come halfway across the galaxy on a ship full of aliens with their version of homicidal rage.

      All on her own.

      She wasn’t sure if that was brave or just suicidal.

      Eager to get started on her research, she was more than ready to leave the ship, homicidal aliens notwithstanding. Isan, the ship’s captain, had assured her of her safety on Parac’Norr. As the son of the Izaean leader, and married—sorry mated, she corrected herself—she’d believed his word could be trusted.

      She found it odd that she was confined to a single level, though, only seeing Isan during his visits. But one level of a ship this size was plenty. It was so big she panted when she walked from one end to the other, and the spa facilities were to die for. Between swimming, indulging in the fabulous food that appeared in her dining room, and researching everything she could find about the Izaeans and their genetic Blood Rage mutation, she’d managed to keep herself occupied. She hadn’t even noticed the time passing.

      The comm crackled to life, filling the air with Isan’s rich baritone. “Dr. Godwin, we have arrived at Parac’Norr. Kindly gather your belongings and meet me at the port elevator. We will be taking a shuttle down to the surface.”

      She suppressed a shiver at the deep notes of his voice. “Of course, Captain. I’ll be there in a moment.”

      Did all Latharians have such deep, evocative voices, she mused, or was it a trait of the Izaean mutation itself?

      With one final glance out the window, she grabbed her two small bags and headed for the door. Fortunately, she always traveled light, which meant she didn’t have much to carry as she hurried down the central corridor toward the elevators. The doors had been locked during the trip, so she was pleased when they slid open as she approached.

      Isan was waiting inside for her, his heavily muscled arms crossed over his broad chest as he leaned against the back wall. He blinked in surprise at her minimal luggage, his slitted pupils narrowing as he took in the two small bags she carried.

      “Is that all the luggage you brought?”

      She shrugged, the movement making one strap slip. She grabbed it before the bag could hit the floor. “I don’t need much. Just my equipment and a few changes of clothes.”

      Isan’s brow furrowed as his gaze swept over her again.

      “Humans.” He shook his head as he uncrossed his arms. “You are such strange creatures.”

      She studied him with open curiosity as the elevator began its descent, taking them deep into the bowels of the massive warship. The shuttle bay was at the bottom of the vessel, allowing the smaller craft to enter and exit through ports in the vessel’s underbelly. It reminded her of the moon pool setup on the submarine she’d used while studying a subspecies of cuttlefish in the Arvenous colonies.

      Even though she knew he could kill someone with his bare hands, Isan was gorgeous, with a strong jawline and bright blue eyes. Did all aliens look this good? Hell, if they did… she was in trouble. Really in trouble.

      She hadn’t been in a genuine relationship for years—so long she was fairly certain her body had closed up shop down there. The only action she’d gotten recently was with her battery-operated friends.

      As if sensing her thoughts, Isan rumbled, “I’m sure you have many questions, Doctor Godwin. If that’s the case, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      She laughed self-consciously. Shit, had anyone checked if the Izaeans were telepathic? She hoped not, though it would be fascinating if they were—perhaps something linked to their mutation.

      She yanked herself out of her thoughts. “Am I that obvious?”

      He chuckled, and her ovaries threatened to combust. It wasn’t fair that he was mated, really wasn’t.

      “My mate Shannon gets the same look on her face when she wants to know something. So please, ask your questions. At least you won’t attempt to stab me if I don’t provide the answer you want. You won’t, will you? Are you prone to stabbing, Doctor?”

      Blinking, she squeaked, “Me? Stab someone? No!” Heavens, what kind of woman was he married to? “Honestly, I’m not at all the violent type. I promise.”

      He nodded, what looked like disappointment flowing over his face. And he’d called humans strange.

      “Can you tell me about your Blood Rage? I read that you presented late, like your father?” she asked, eager to change the subject from stabbing.

      “Yes,” he said. “That’s how I became a healer. Fortunately, I presented a long time after my training was complete.”

      She nodded along until his words sank in, and she froze. “Wait, what? Are you saying Izaeans are barred from medicine?”

      His expression hardened as he nodded.

      She frowned. “What happens when you fall ill then?”

      “We recover, or we die.”

      Before she could respond, the elevator doors slid open, and a menacing growl greeted them, making her jump.

      “Here we go.” Isan sighed, pushing off from the back wall of the elevator and rolling his eyes. “You wanted to know about Blood Rage, Doctor? Your education starts here.”
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      She staggered backward with a gasp, her shoulder slamming into the wall as Isan burst from the elevator and tackled the snarling Izaean outside.

      The fight was fast and vicious, with the two massive alien men battling fiercely as they traded punches and kicks. She winced as Isan slammed his elbow up into the other Izaean’s jaw and then followed up with a leap and a headbutt that almost brought his opponent to his knees. The air filled with the sound of fists striking flesh.

      Despite her medical background, she couldn’t help the small, involuntary scream that escaped her as the fight rolled toward her, and the grappling men crashed into the wall beside her. The collision was so hard that it left a deep dent in the metal of the wall, yet both men merely shook their heads as if clearing the shock before hurling themselves at each other again.

      Her eyes widened as they swung… right toward her. She backpedaled. Quickly. She was about to get squashed, and she hadn’t even made it down to the planet yet.

      A hard hand wrapped around her upper arm and yanked her out of the way just in time. She looked up to find that her rescuer was another Izaean. He was just as large as Isan with dark hair hanging around his shoulders and a full beard.

      Isan tore himself away from the fray to snarl a warning at her rescuer. “Don’t touch her!”

      The Izaean raised his hands in surrender and backed away quickly. “Not touching, boss. Honest!”

      Several more Izaeans moved, getting between her and the fight and blocking her view. Curiosity won out, and she crept forward, trying to peek between them. The Izaean fighting style was violent and brutal but strangely compelling at the same time. It was easy to see that Isan was going to win.

      “He won’t... actually kill him. Will he?” she asked one of the warriors in front of her, concern filling her voice.

      He glanced over his shoulder, amusement crinkling the skin around his mismatched eyes—one neon green, the other bright blue. “Kill him? Nah. He’ll just rough him up and remind him of his place.”

      “O…kay.” She tried to see past his shoulder again. The noise from the fight was still the same. Vicious growls and roars intermingled with the sickening thud of flesh on flesh.

      Another Izaean, this one with scars all down one side of his face like an elaborate tattoo, caught her looking. He shifted to one side, allowing her to see past him.

      Isan and his opponent were both bloody, scarlet splattered across their skin, the floor, and the walls. She looked up. Yeah, blood was on the ceilings as well.

      They still fought like demons. Isan wound his arm back and landed a punch on the other Izaean’s face, which sent him staggering. He followed up with a kick to the chest that made her wince in sympathy. That had to have broken ribs, but he just straightened up and rolled his shoulders. Perhaps the Blood Rage mutation granted their skeletal structure a higher force tolerance?

      The Izaeans watching made approving noises as Isan moved in, flipped his opponent on his back, and then stomped on his knee. She should be more horrified at the violence happening in front of her, but scientific curiosity won out. She’d never seen anyone let rip with their full strength before. It was a great opportunity to see them in action.

      With a final, resonating roar, Isan grabbed his opponent around the throat and slammed him down onto the metal flooring. The deck plating buckled under the impact. Isan stood over his groaning opponent, his chest heaving from exertion and his scarred skin glistening with sweat and blood.

      The warriors watching cheered and slapped each other on the back as if they’d been the victors. They surged forward, hoisted the defeated Izaean, and swept out of the shuttle bay, leaving her alone with Isan.

      His gaze followed them for a moment before he turned to face her, his pupils still dilated and a dark look in his eyes that sent a shiver down her spine. As she watched, he wrestled his Rage back under control, and the calm, professional captain re-emerged. His gaze softened as he took in her expression.

      “Forgive me,” he rumbled. “You should not have been subjected to that.”

      As she shook her head, he stepped closer.

      “No, it’s fine. Absolutely fine.” She smiled, carefully considering her next words. The last thing she wanted was to anger him, especially after the display she’d just witnessed. “I know violence is a part of Izaean culture. And I came here to study every aspect of your people.”

      His expression was unreadable as he studied her. Finally, he gave a curt nod.

      “As you wish.” He glanced down at his blood-spattered clothing. “We need to get down to the surface. I need to look into a situation there. Follow me.”

      He started to turn away, and she reached out to touch his arm, ignoring the sticky blood coating the leather.

      “Captain, wait. I meant what I said. This is all useful data for me.” She gestured around them. “I’m not afraid when things get a little bloody.”

      The stern set of his features softened slightly. “Very well. But no more observations through combat.” A hint of dry humor entered his voice. “At least until after proper introductions.”

      She smiled up at him. “Deal.”

      She glanced down at the deck plating as they passed it on the way to the shuttle. It was dented where Isan had slammed his opponent into it. Crouching, she reached out to run her fingertip over the crease in the metal and snapped a quick image with her wrist recorder. This was exactly the kind of firsthand research she had been hoping for.

      Then she stood and hurried after the big Izaean.
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      Beth followed Isan onto the shuttle. It was an ugly, big box of a thing with a utilitarian layout that screamed the designer had been more interested in power and function than the thing looking good. The huge engines at the back seemed to have been stuck on in defiance of the laws of physics and gravity. The ship was designed to be used hard, not built for luxury.

      Her bags sat in the middle of the floor, waiting for her. In all the commotion from the fight, she’d lost track of where they’d ended up. Someone must have brought them aboard for her.

      Then she blinked in surprise as she looked around the utilitarian passenger area.

      “This looks the same as the one I took from Earth up to the station,” she commented. She hadn’t actually seen the outside. They’d boarded from the same kind of terminal she was used to for surface-to-space flights.

      Spinning on her heel, she looked around. It was the same. Well… almost. The bulkhead between the cockpit and the passenger section had been removed, but other than that, the layout was the same, right down to the bench seating for giants along the walls. She remembered her feet not touching the floor and feeling like a kid once she’d been all strapped in.

      Isan looked over his shoulder from where he was flipping switches on the pilot’s console. At his movements, the engines roared to life, a deep rumble reverberating through the deck beneath her feet. “Probably. This model of drop shuttle is in service across the empire.”

      He inclined his head toward the copilot’s seat next to him, and she sank down into it, grateful he didn’t expect her to do anything. She hadn’t the first clue about how to pilot a human shuttle, never mind an alien one.

      After a pause, curiosity got the better of her. “So, the Izaean don’t have a technological footprint of their own then?”

      Amusement filled his expression, and he snorted, his lips quirking at the corners.

      “No. We aren’t typically educated after the mutation is identified. Then we’re immediately shipped off to Parac’Norr.” His smile faded. “The first few Rages are the worst. If an Izaean survives them, the command here does their best to provide some form of education. It’s mostly the automated schooling that we can access through the empire’s mainframe.”

      His expression turned grim. “But we aren’t accepted at any of the guild halls for higher education. The few of us who were educated before the Blood Rage presented had our names struck from the hall records as soon as the mutation appeared.”

      He leaned toward her slightly, his voice dropping. “In the empire’s eyes, I’m not considered a healer anymore. No one would say that outright, of course. Not with my standing… but I’m not.”

      Outrage flowed through her veins in a hot flood. “That’s bloody ridiculous! Just because you have some quirk in your genes doesn’t magically negate all your knowledge and training. You should be judged on your abilities, not random chance.”

      Realizing that she was almost shouting, she stopped and took a breath. “I’m sorry. I just get so angry at injustice like that. It’s like you’re being punished for something completely out of your control.”

      A new appraisal appeared in his eyes as he looked at her. “Most don’t defend us quite so vehemently. We’re seen as a lost cause.”

      “Well, that’s utter bullshit.” She lifted her chin in challenge. “No one’s a lost cause. And discrimination for uncontrollable biological factors is unethical. I’ll shout it from the rooftops if I have to.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up again. “I appreciate the sentiment. But for now, discretion may be wisest.” His expression turned solemn. “The empire looks harshly on the Izaean. They fear losing control, and what they can’t control, they have a habit of destroying. Like the Vorrtan.”

      “The Vorrtan?” She blinked. “What is that?”

      Keeping his eyes on the screen in front of them, he lifted the shuttle off the deck, and they edged over to the open bay doors. One moment the dented metal floor was beneath them, and then it was empty space, Parac’Norr laid out beneath them like a dangerous jewel in the inky velvet of space.

      “This is Parac’Norr ground control to the dropship entering the upper atmosphere,” a voice butted into their conversation. 

      “Not what. Who,” he replied, his eyes narrowed as he spoke quickly over the comm. “This is Isan, transmitting ID code now.”

      “Received and verified, sir. Glad to have you back home.”

      “Good to be back. Isan out.” He turned back to her. “How much do you know about the Lathar as a whole? Their history?”

      Sitting back in her chair, she watched him carefully. It was interesting how he referred to the Lathar as them, even though she knew the Izaean were all Lathar originally.

      “Not much,” she admitted. “I know humanity descended from a lost Lathar expedition, and we retain some genetic code the Lathar lost over the years as they edited their DNA.”

      Isan nodded, his attention still on the view screen in front of them as the shuttle dropped through the clouds. Even though she knew they were going at a tremendous speed, it didn’t feel like it. She couldn’t even guess at the level of technology responsible.

      “That’s correct. The bridging code was lost, and somewhere along the way, the Izaean mutation occurred, but we don’t know when.”

      “So are the Vorrtan another mutation?” she asked, itching to make notes.

      He shook his head. “No. The Vorrtan were intentional. The first emperor, Kayan Vorr, created them to fight the Tanel and stop them from wiping out all life in the system. For over a hundred years the Vorrtan protected the empire, but then the war was over, and the other clans decided the Vorrtan were too powerful. They⁠—”

      “Wiped them out. Yeah.” She nodded. “Humans are like that. Control what you don’t understand, or what’s different. Destroy it if you can’t.”

      He inclined his head. “So the Izaean keep our heads down, play the role the empire has decided we will, and keep to ourselves.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      She watched as Parac’Norr rushed toward them, feeling Isan’s eyes on her for a moment longer before he returned his attention to the controls.

      Then she let out a slow breath, her mind spinning. This job was going to be a lot more interesting than she’d thought. And she had a feeling it would keep on surprising her. Despite the dangers, she was looking forward to it…
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      Chapter 2

      Parac’Norr was dry, dusty, and hot as hell.

      The wind whipped the sand around her as they stepped off the shuttle. The landing pad was the only thing in sight, the desert stretching out endlessly around them, flat and barren. All the hairs went up on the back of her neck.

      This wasn’t a paradise planet with golden sands and oases. This was a world of wind and heat, where the sun blazed down from a sky so pale it was almost white. Sand, as far as the eye could see, was only interrupted by the odd rock formation that had been shaped by the wind.

      This kind of desert didn’t allow for second chances but was more a place where people came to disappear, to give in to the desert and let it take them when they had nothing left to lose. When life had taken everything, they were left with nothing but the rags of hope.

      They spun around at a shout to see a group of large men charging toward them. The set of their shoulders and their expressions told her something had gone wrong somewhere, badly wrong, and they expected Isan to make it right.

      The first of them to arrive was an Izaean, even bigger than Isan, with pale hair shaved close to his head and strange black marks spiraling down his arms. His bright yellow eyes were intense as they fixed on Isan.

      “Prince Isan, your father hasn’t reported in,” he said, his voice a deep rumble.

      Isan returned his look calmly. “And this is a problem how? My father goes off grid occasionally.”

      The Izaean shook his head, his expression grim. “We’ve received a distress call, sir. A human ship crash landed on the northern continent. He went to rescue the female pilot.”

      Isan gave out an explosive curse that made her jump. “Draanth, okay, I’m going to need to get up there.”

      He half turned, stopping suddenly as he saw her. From his expression, he’d forgotten all about her for a second. His handsome face was creased with concern as he said, “I apologize, Dr. Godwin, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to leave you here to settle in.”

      “Of course.” She nodded. “Your father needs you. I’ll be fine on my own for a while.”

      He gave her a small, grateful smile.

      “Thank you. I appreciate your understanding.”

      Turning back to the waiting Izaean, he ordered, “Ready a flyer. I’ll leave immediately.”

      The Izaean sprang into action at his command, moving across the landing area to get a sleek flyer ready for launch. Beth watched them, admiring the view. They were all as big and muscular as Isan but moved with the grace of dancers—deadly but beautiful.

      “I hope everything turns out all right,” she said.

      He gave her a tense smile. “As do I. We’ve had...issues with the northern continent before. Hopefully this is nothing too critical.”

      She nodded, not sure what to say to help. She couldn’t, of course, not when she didn’t know anything about the planet itself. In her research, actual details on Parac’Norr had been somewhat thin on the ground.

      Isan glanced over as the flyer’s engines began powering up with a rising whine. She cast a glance back toward the ship they’d arrived in. Why wasn’t he using that one? It was fueled and ready to go. But before she could ask, he spoke again. “I will return as soon as I am able, Doctor. Until then, Zeke will look after you.”

      “Make sure she stays safe,” the big prince said, staring at the Izaean with yellow eyes in warning.

      Zeke inclined his head. “Of course, sir.”

      Isan nodded to both of them and then turned and strode toward the waiting shuttle. He disappeared inside, the hatch sealing shut behind him, and moments later, the shuttle lifted smoothly from the landing area to shoot away over the desert.

      She watched until it vanished against the cloudless blue sky. Then she turned to find Zeke waiting patiently nearby. He gestured politely for her to precede him.

      “This way, Doctor,” he rumbled in heavily accented Terran. “I will show you to your quarters.”

      “Thank you.” She gave him a small smile, even though he made her nervous. Like with some of the others, something about his musculature looked… odd. Like he had extra muscles in there or something.

      Hello, uncanny valley, she mused as she followed him. If she didn’t miss her guess, she was going to be getting that eerie feeling a lot with the Izaean, so close to humanity yet not close at all.

      Looking up one last time in the direction Isan’s shuttle had flown, she picked up her bags and followed Zeke to the entrance of the fortress.

      Her arrival on Parac’Norr hadn’t gone exactly as planned, but hopefully Isan would be back soon. In the meantime, she’d get her stuff sorted, find her accommodation and lab, and start on her notes. She hoped they would eventually be the basis of a paper on Izaean genetics that would blow the scientific world apart and make her name.
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      The stairs from the planet’s surface down into the underground fortress were narrow and dimly lit. Beth had to watch her step as Zeke led her down the steep incline, one hand trailing along the rock wall to keep her balance. The air grew cooler and more still the deeper they went until finally leveling out into a long corridor carved from the bedrock.

      “How old is this place?” Beth asked as she followed Zeke down the dim corridor.

      “Old. Real old,” Zeke replied over his shoulder. “Raalt started diggin’ it out when he first landed here with his boy. Must be at least… what? Sixty or seventy years now.”

      Beth’s eyes widened in surprise. She hadn’t realized Isan had grown up on this planet. What must it have been like, growing up in this underground fortress surrounded by Izaean with their Blood Rage? She tried to imagine him as a child running through these shadowy tunnels, but the image refused to form.

      They encountered a few Izaeans on the way, and she felt them staring as she passed. This wasn’t outside the norm for her. Being tall meant people stared at her a lot back on Earth. But here it was different. Not only was she smaller than them, but she felt like an animal in a zoo, a strange alien creature to be gawked at. Zeke must have felt her unease because he growled at those who looked too long. They quickly decided to be someplace else and hurried away.

      “Your quarters are just up here, Doctor,” he rumbled in a deep, gravelly voice. Leading her to a door halfway along the passage, he punched in a code on the pad quickly.

      Inside was a spartan living area with a bed, table and chairs, and some cupboards and shelves. The bed was narrow, by Lathar standards, with no frills… to her, it was king size with a thick mattress and a pillow that was more of a mountain. It was basic but looked clean and comfortable.

      The table and chairs were basic, molded plastic. They were solid, but not exactly luxury. A food prep area was tucked into one corner with a hot plate and a water dispenser—also basic, but it would do the job. The shelves along one wall were empty except for a couple of spare blankets.

      It wasn’t big or fancy, but it would do. Being honest, accommodations had never bothered her. She didn’t care how big or fancy they were. As long as she had somewhere dry and comfortable to sleep as well as somewhere to work, that was all she needed. Placing her bag on the bed, she nodded, satisfied.

      Zeke rumbled behind her. “I will return shortly to escort you to the mess hall for your evening meal.”

      Before she could reply, he had already turned and disappeared down the corridor.

      Alone in the room, Beth let out a breath. Wandering through to the small en-suite bathroom, she quickly washed off the grit and sweat from her travel. The cool water was a relief on her overheated skin. The air was cooler down here than on the surface but still a little warmer than she preferred. Must save them a fortune on the heating bills for this place, though.

      Looking in the mirror, she tsked at herself and finger-combed her dark curls into some kind of order. Seriously, just a few minutes in the wind upstairs and she looked like she’d been pulled through a damn hedge backward. Conceding defeat, she took the time to freshen up and change into a wrinkle-free shirt as well.

      Despite Zeke’s promise, she couldn’t help herself. It was her first time on an alien world, and she wanted to look around. So she slipped out of her quarters, her soft-soled shoes making no sound on the stone floors as she headed out to explore.

      The lab wasn’t hard to find. It was just down the corridor, the glass doors giving her a tantalizing glimpse inside. A guard was stationed on either side of the entrance. Biting her lip, she approached warily. They were both taller and bulkier than Zeke, or even Isan, their heads shaven closely at the sides with the hair on top braided neatly close to the scalp. Their eyes narrowed as they watched her approach, and she noticed that the one on the left had odd-colored eyes. Interesting, perhaps heterochromia was a side effect of the Blood Rage mutation?

      As scary as they looked, they didn’t stop her, and she slipped past them with a sigh of relief. She cast them a glance over her shoulder, getting the oddest feeling that they weren’t there to stop her from getting in but to make sure no one else did… to protect her once she was inside. She had to admit it was effective. Most people wouldn’t try to get past them, not unless they had a death wish at any rate.

      Her thoughts of the guards vanished as she turned and surveyed the room. Her mouth fell open as she took in the metallic benches and cupboards. Shiny gadgets and gizmos lined them along with odd glass containers filled with colored liquids. Her gaze flicked over the screens with data streaming across them, the metal arms of machines, and the shelves of scientific samples and specimens.

      “Oh my…”

      “Dr. Godwin?”

      Beth turned to see Zeke unfolding his large frame from where he had been hunched over a workstation. He wore a teal lab coat made from some sort of sheer, gauzy material that did little to conceal the muscular bulk of his shoulders and chest.

      “My apologies,” he rumbled. “I thought you might want to rest after your journey here.”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Please, don’t apologize. It’s just… I’ve had three weeks of nothing but rest on the transport ship,” she admitted with a grin. “I’m eager to dive in. And… wow, this lab!”

      Zeke nodded but didn’t move from where he stood, his posture somewhat like a soldier standing at ease with his feet shoulder width apart and his hands clasped loosely behind his back.

      Beth laughed a little nervously in the silence. “So where should I start?”

      Zeke blinked his yellow eyes. “Where would you like to start? Isan has assigned me to be your lab assistant during your stay.”

      “Oh!” That was a surprise. Before seeing him here, she wouldn’t have guessed that Zeke was scientific staff. He was far too… muscular. “Well in that case, would you mind giving me a quick tour? I’d love to get the lay of the land.”

      “Of course.” Zeke inclined his head and motioned for her to follow him.

      Her eyes lit up as she looked around the lab. There was so much equipment, some of it she couldn’t even identify. The big Izaean led her around the room, explaining each piece in his deep, gravelly voice.

      “This is the sequencer,” he rumbled, patting a large machine covered in blinking lights. “We can use it to analyze blood samples and map genomes.”

      She nodded. “We have something similar, but it definitely doesn’t look like that.” This one looked new and state of the art.

      “And over here is the centrifuge, for separating out components.”

      She nodded as she followed him like a little chick, putting names to equipment she didn’t recognize. Far more was in here than she was used to seeing. Usually this level of tech was shared between several labs, and she’d have to schedule times to run her testing. Here, she wouldn’t even have to wait. It was like a dream come true, her mind already racing ahead to the tests she could run.

      “And this,” Zeke continued, stopping before a complex tangle of robotic arms and needles, “is for direct genetic manipulation. We have used it to attempt to remove the mutated genes responsible for the Blood Rage.”

      “With any success?”

      “Sadly, no.” He shook his head. “Fortunately, most of the equipment here, apart from the theater at the back, is rated for technicians rather than healers, so we didn’t have to rush to get it altered before you arrived.”

      She smiled at him, waiting for the rest of the explanation, but she piped up when he started to turn away.

      “Sorry, you’re going to have to explain that for the humans in the room. Why does being a technician matter?”

      Confusion flared in his yellow eyes as he turned back to look at her. “Humanity doesn’t use neural-link then?”

      She shook her head. “Never heard of it, so I’m going to go with no on that. What is it?”

      “Huh,” he said with a grunt. “It’s Imperial tech. Healers connect with their patients and directly manipulate their bodies at the cellular level to facilitate healing. Isan is the only one of us trained to use it. This stuff…” He waved a hand to indicate the lab. “Is medtech level, but healers also take the pain load of their patients, which takes a lot more skill and experience.”

      Realization filtered through her as she put the edges of two thoughts together.

      “So his…” She waved in the general direction of her face and body to indicate the scars she’d seen on Isan’s skin.

      Zeke nodded.

      “The healer trials test how much pain a healer can handle while still being effective at their job. It leaves a physical impression. Isan has one of the highest scores ever recorded during healing trials,” he said, pride ringing in his voice.

      “He has? Then they’re idiots for letting him go,” she said firmly. “But their loss is our gain.”

      Zeke’s big shoulders relaxed, his face breaking into a broad grin. It was the first time she’d seen a true smile from him, not the polite half-smile he’d treated her with since she’d arrived. Her staunch defense of his boss had obviously struck a chord.

      “You’re right, of course,” he said, nodding. “Isan is one of the finest healers among our people. The healer’s hall were fools to strike him off. His skills are needed, especially with the troubles lately.”

      His smile faded, his full lips pressing thin. “But you’re right. It does work in our favor. We’ve had more warriors falling to Blood Rage early. Isan’s knowledge of genetics could help track the cause.” He sighed and shook his head. “But it gladdens me to hear you speak so highly of him. He deserves that loyalty.”

      Zeke’s voice held a note of pride. She wondered if Isan had been a mentor to him. It would certainly fit with his passionate defense of his superior.

      Since he’d relaxed a little, she worked up the courage to ask, “Zeke, could I ask you some questions about your mutation? I don’t want to pry, but it would help me a lot in getting to grips with what we’re dealing with here.”

      The big Izaean turned his yellow eyes on her. For a moment she thought she may have offended him. But then he gave her a wide grin.

      “Of course. Any and all Izaean are at your disposal for study, as ordered by Raalt. Your problem is more likely going to be getting them to shut up.”

      Okay… that hadn’t been what she’d expected. Most of the time she had to argue to get subjects to talk to her. Such ready acceptance was a welcome change.

      “Oh! Well, alright then.” She pursed her lips as she considered where to start. “What was your first sign that you carried the mutation?”

      “Rage,” he answered simply, his voice dropping slightly. “Uncontrollable fury that exploded out of nowhere. I attacked a playmate. Nearly killed him.”

      Her eyes widened. “How old were you?”

      “Eight.” She made sure to keep her expression neutral despite her shock. Eight. That was so young to have that happen. “And when did you come here, to Parac’Norr?”

      “Right after the incident,” he said, clasping his hand behind his back. “Once the mutation is identified, we are brought here immediately.”

      She frowned, not liking the idea that children so young were ripped away from home and family just because of a small genetic mutation. But she stayed focused on the science.

      “Do you have any outward signs of your mutation?” she asked. “Anything visible?”

      He tilted his head. “My eyes changed from green to yellow. And my hearing and sense of smell grew much stronger.”

      “So that’s not your original eye color? I did wonder whether heterochromia was indicative of the mutation.” Her mind raced as she catalogued the new information.

      He nodded. “Split soul, we call it. Those who have it often hear voices.”

      “Interesting, I need to remember to look into that.”

      “I will remind you.” Zeke grinned. “I’m glad you’re here, Heale… Doctor. We have been trying to solve the riddle of this mutation for generations. Perhaps your fresh eyes will finally crack it.”

      “I hope so.” She nodded. “Do you have records of all the research done to date?”

      Nodding, he motioned for her to follow him to a console on one of the work surfaces.

      “Prince Isan has been researching Blood Rage for years,” he explained as he logged in to the computer console by flashing the pendant he wore around his neck at the screen. “He has made all his research available to the facility here, including detailed notes on both his own and his father’s Blood Rage expression.”

      “That is…” She frowned at the sheer number of files scrolling past on the screen. “That’s a lot of data. That’s going to take me a while to get through.”

      He inclined his head. “I’ll leave you to get started. Let me know if you need anything to eat or drink, and I’ll take you down to the mess hall. It would be advisable not to wander alone, please, Doctor. Many here have not seen a female since they arrived. I would not want to put your safety at risk.”

      She hopped onto the stool and gave him a smile. “Of course not, I’m not here to cause you any problems. I’ll make sure to call you if I need to go anywhere.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Okay,” she said, looking back at the screen and rubbing her hands together. It was much colder here in the lab. “Let me review all this and then I can start putting together a research plan.”
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