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Chapter 1
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“It’s done, my son.”

His chest hurt, his lips were numb, but Nikol masked his expression as much as possible, hoping his father wouldn’t sense the pain.

“Did you hear me, Niko?” Lothar snapped.

Nikol firmed his stance. He hated when his father called him Niko. It meant dishonor but his mother had chosen his full name and registered it with the Majad before his father was aware. One of the many transgressions his father, Lothar, blamed on Nikol’s mother. Nikol didn’t care. He was Nikol Wulven and that’s the name he stood by. Nikol meant honorable warrior. 

“I heard you, Father.”

Lothar smiled, the cruel twist of his lips matching the evil glint in his eyes. Nikol swallowed back his grief and rage. He was nine. Almost grown. How many times had his mother called him her little warrior? She may have been nothing more than a slave to Lothar but her heart beat with the strength of a warrior.

Had beaten. The lump in his throat thickened.

“Perhaps now you will lose the soft edge your mother fostered in you.”

After another stare, Lothar left Nikol alone. He waited long enough to assure himself Lothar was truly gone then snuck away to the room he’d once shared with his mother. A room Lothar banned him from at the age of five when he realized Seri encouraged the very traits Lothar despised. Honor. Integrity.

Those words were considered insults to Lothar. In his mind, a proven soldier—a Marenian to be respected was one who could lie, cheat, and steal. Marenia may have supported a lifestyle of oppression for their women but the culture Lothar cultivated in their home was built on treachery.

Nikol peered around the corner and down the hall. The corridor toward the kitse remained empty. His father’s harem.

Nikol inched along and knocked on the door. When one of the many women housed in the rooms opened the door, she stared at Nikol. Face blank, she stepped back and let him in. Others watched his approach. He didn’t recognize them. The tutanis and servants his father rotated through the kitse changed often.

Heart pounding, Nikol ignored them and didn’t stop until he reached the last alcove. The dark blue curtain was partially open. He pushed it all the way to the side and red filled his vision.

Streaks ran down the wall. Streams of liquid dripped from the torn sheets.

No not red liquid. Blood.

His mother’s blood. Nikol choked and edged closer. Someone grabbed his arm.

“No. Nikol. She’s gone.”

Gone. His mother. A good woman. A beautiful tutanis. Gone.

Nikol lifted his gaze and recognized Mirim. One of his father’s newest acquisitions in the kitse. A sex slave, too. Her brown eyes gazed down at him in gentleness and with a slight tug she pulled him in close. Her curved horns butted against his own as she murmured words he couldn’t make out.

Nikol stood frozen in her embrace. His father had just killed his mother after learning the reason she hadn’t gotten pregnant again. Seri had taken matters into her own hands and made sure she would never have another child by a monster. Lothar had three daughters by his other tutanis, older than him, but Nikol was his only son and he hoped Seri would provide him with many more.

Now that was no longer possible because he’d killed her.

“Come, Nikol. Your mother wouldn’t want you to see this.”

How would she know what his mother wanted? All of the females in the kitse fought for Lothar’s attention, each one hoping to gain his favor to improve their situation or become First Placement. Nikol glared at them as Mirim led him away. As if being favored by Lothar was an improvement.  

***
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“I have some good news to share with you.”

Nikol leaned against the wall of Mirim’s alcove, one leg bent, his booted foot propped on the wall behind him. It was a studied casualness he’d learned to master. “Good news?”

Mirim ignored the indifference in his voice and crossed the room to hug him tight. Nikol held still for the touch as he did each time she showed him affection. Even after all these years, he struggled with how to process positive emotion.

“Relax,” she whispered, pulling back. “No one is around.”

“My father has spies everywhere. It’s best to remember at all times.” If Lothar discovered how close they’d grown, Nikol and Mirim would both end up paying a steep price.

Mirim grasped his hand, smiling. Nikol eyed her warily, but she only placed his hand on her puffy belly. “I’m breeding.”

Nikol stiffened. “And this is good news, how?”

His pulse kicked up its pace. Mirim was right. This was good news since none of the twenty or so tutanis in Lothar’s kitse had given birth since Seri’s murder. His father’s women had gotten pregnant a few times but something always happened and the child would be lost well before they were due. Those who were superstitious believed Lothar to be cursed for his actions those many years ago.

Nikol knew better. The competitive spirit of their vile natures had taken a dark turn. Mirim’s pregnancy would indeed be good news. For Lothar. And maybe even Mirim since his father would immediately see to her care and protection in hopes of having a living child.

“I’m further along and haven’t told anyone. I’m no fool, my little Nikol.”

He snorted. After he went through his growth spurt during his twelfth year, he was taller than her by a good five inches. At fifteen, he now towered over the diminutive Mirim making nothing about him little.

“There is a traitor in the midst, another tutanis in the kitse who wants to make sure no one else gives Lothar what he wants,” she continued.

Nikol believed that. It would explain the many babies dropped before a viable term. Mirim moved away from him and his arm fell to his side. “None of that explains why I should be excited by your news.”

The words ‘I hate him’ were on the tip of his tongue but Nikol bit them back. If his father ever discovered his true thoughts, he’d punish him. No one wanted to endure punishment beneath Lothar’s hands. He knew that from personal experience.

“Because you are going to be a big bruher.” Mirim grinned at the announcement.

Bruher. Brother. His gaze dropped to her belly. He hadn’t thought in those terms concerning the previous news of pregnancies. Mirim, the only woman to ever care for him outside his own mother, was having a baby. His thoughts once more veered to the other tutanis. Some had died not long after they announced their impending births.

Worry for Mirim crept through him. “You need to tell my father immediately and demand he move you from the kitse and assign a guard.”

She caressed his cheek. “I plan on it today now that I can no longer hide my condition. I wanted to share it with you first. Someone I love and trust.”

The breath stalled in his chest. This wasn’t the first time she’d told him she loved him. A surge of fear ripped through him. Mirim was the only good thing in his life. Nikol gripped her wrist below where her fingers touched his face.

“I promise I will take care of you.”

“I know, Nikol.”

***
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“See him. Your bruher.”

Nikol’s heart clenched when he caught his first look at the blanket covered bundle. Mirim pushed the covers back further to bare the baby’s tiny features. Dark hair, small lips and a wide nose.

“He’s very small,” was all he could think to say.

Mirim chuckled and slumped back on the bed. Nikol jerked in fear, but humor danced in her brown eyes. “He’ll grow. Perhaps as big as you.”

Nikol took another peek at the quiet baby she held. Impossible. He’d never been around his sisters much when they were born. Surely they hadn’t been this small either.

“What’s his name?” He shouldn’t care. If Lothar knew how much this baby meant to Nikol, he’d kill him to give Nikol another of what he called life lessons.

Then again, Lothar was out celebrating the birth of his new son. 

At his question, the first frown crinkled Mirim’s brow. “Harat. Lothar learned his lesson well from your mother and had the name filed with the Majad without consulting me.”

Slayer. His brother’s name meant slayer. Mirim had picked another name. One that meant beauty and light. She wouldn’t have selected Harat after an ancient prophet who brought devastation to the land in his efforts to conquer Marenia to become the Majad ruler.

Nikol’s uncle carried the title of Majad now. He’d met him when his father took him for a visit to brag because Majad Renik didn’t have any children yet.

Much to Nikol’s surprise, his uncle took to him right away and often requested Lothar send him for visits. Lothar never refused in hopes the connection would sway his brother in his favor one day. Those times were Nikol’s fondest because he didn’t worry about being attacked in his sleep.

“Promise me something, Nikol.”

Mirim’s eyes burned with a feverish light. Black hair stuck to her face, her curved black horns dull from the birth.

“Anything, Mirim. Anything for you.”

Mirim was his replacement mother. From the day she walked him from his mother’s murder site, she’d become his caregiver. Ignoring Lothar’s disapproval, ignoring the hateful treatment from the other tutanis, Mirim coddled Nikol and cared for him.

“You will take care of your bruher. Between us, he will be honorable and strong.”

Nikol snorted. Mirim knew the things his father made him do. The drug dealing, sex slave auctions and other atrocities. At this point, the days of Nikol being honorable were long out of his reach. He was fifteen and felt as old as a man about to join the great beyond.

“Nikol, promise me.”

He gave in as she knew he would. “I promise. I will do everything I can for my brother to grow strong. He will be an honorable warrior you can be proud of.”

She relaxed. “I trust you. Here, hold him.”

Nikol’s arms suddenly filled with a tiny squirming baby. Light brown eyes met his own. Then the plump lips curved, flashing dimples as he smiled. Nikol inhaled sharply. 

His brother.

***
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“Prove yourself, Niko. She has betrayed us.”

Nikol hated when his father shortened his name but today was not a time for such petty concerns. Standing with his arms clasped behind his back, he controlled the emotions storming through him.

He risked a glance to the side where one of his father’s many guards stood. At the man’s feet, Mirim sat on her knees, chin tipped up, and defiance in her gaze. Gut wrenching fear tore through him. Nikol had received word of her upcoming punishment as soon as he returned to Marenia from one of his father’s trade deals. When the ship touched down, he’d raced toward his father’s office.

“Do it!” Lothar growled, pointing at Mirim. “Punish her!”

Keeping his breathing smooth and easy, Nikol asked, “What has she done specifically?”

If he could talk his father down, perhaps whatever he planned for Mirim could be delayed and Nikol could get her away. 

Lothar’s face lost its patient demeanor. Rage and disbelief clouded his black eyes. “She attempted to take my son from me. Off-world.”

Nikol dug his nails into the flesh of his palms and gritted his teeth to hold back the animal cry wanting to break free. If only Mirim had given him more time. He knew she’d planned to run with his bruher and had every intention of helping her when he found a planet safe enough to send them.

“Show her what we do to our enemies, Niko. Kill her.”

Kill? Nikol’s bowels shifted. It was a punishment reserved for the harshest criminal. 

“Leave him be! He’s a boy!” Mirim screamed, speaking for the first time.

“Do it, Niko, or I’ll kill that brat she birthed me right now.”

Feet frozen to the spot, Nikol stared at this man whose blood ran through his veins. “You would harm, Harat? You’ve spent years trying for another son and Mirim gave you that.”

“Do you doubt me, Niko?” Lothar shoved the hair back from his horns. He signaled one of his men. “Bring the child, Calix. Let me show my son how easy it is for me to wipe one of my own from this world.”

Panic broke the spell. “No. I...I’ll do it.”

Nikol strode toward Mirim and shoved the guard, Calix, aside. Going to his knees beside her, he withdrew the knife he always carried. Mirim didn’t run. Didn’t cry. She leaned toward Nikol and whispered, “Do it.”

He lowered his head beside hers, their horns brushing in affection. “Don’t ask me that.”

If only Nikol had time. A few minutes to think of how to get her out of this, contact the Majad who would never let Lothar kill Harat.

“What are you waiting for, son? Kill the suare!” Lothar roared.

Seed sucker. Even now, his father demeaned her. It was Mirim who taught him the true beauty of the meaning for tutanis. It wasn’t sex slave as his father insisted. It was pleasure giver. But Lothar couldn’t understand something as gentle as pleasure.

Nikol’s hand shook as he lifted the knife. Making his decision, he tipped the blade toward his own chest. There was always another way.

“No!” Mirim hissed and snagged his wrist holding the knife.

She didn’t understand. “This will be a welcomed out.”

Mirim dragged his hand toward her. “Someone has to watch over Harat.”

Then she rammed the blade home. Nikol caught her as she started to fall, frantically trying to pull his hand back but she only pushed harder, driving the knife deeper into her chest.

“W-why,” he cried, blinking back tears, his throat burning.

Blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth. “Remember your promise, Nikol.”

He hunched over her, blocking Lothar’s view of them but there was no blocking the river of blood flowing to the floor. Lothar’s low, rich laugh rang forth.

“My son indeed. You see, Calix? I knew he’d do it.”

“Promise.” Mirim squeezed Nikol’s wrist tighter. Blood bubbles from her lips. “Remember.”

He nodded, swallowing his pain.

She smiled. “Good boy. Honorable.”

Her eyes shifted toward the ceiling, where they remained as their light faded.

Nikol rose to his feet. Lothar came over and clapped him on the back. Only his promise kept Nikol from tearing into his father. “When I return from delivering this newest group of slaves, we will kill the son she birthed to end her traitorous line.”

Lothar turned on his heels without a backward glance at the woman who’d slept in his bed for over a year and birthed his longed for son. Nikol remained in place, fists clenched at his side as everyone left the room. They’d left Mirim’s body where she’d fallen.

Rage cascaded through his veins. The last of the lessons which would see him through life solidified at that moment. He vowed to keep his promise to Mirim. Lothar would never be allowed to use Harat for his selfish purposes.

And never, never would Nikol risk Lothar touching another woman who held his heart in her care.

***
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“When will you be back?”

Nikol folded his arms over his chest and assumed his most stern face. “I’ll be back when I’m back. Do you think to question me?”

“No,” the man stepped away, a trace of fear in his gaze.

Nikol hated the look. It was the one his father garnered from all those around him. And now others began to gaze at Nikol in the same way. Word had spread quickly that he’d killed Mirim, a woman who’d practically raised him.

As a result, his reputation had grown in a way not even running drugs and slaves for Lothar could have foreseen. The things he’d done, the blood he’d shed. He watched as women were bought and sold for his father, turned a blind eye to their pleas for help and accepted the accolades. He oversaw the transfer of stolen goods without flinching and threatened those who thought to fight back. In essence, he was turning into everything Lothar wanted him to be.

How Mirim held such faith in any goodness remaining in Nikol when she was alive, he didn’t know.

Perhaps this was to be his fate for failing his mother and now failing Mirim.

There was one task Nikol would not fail.

As soon as the guard moved, Nikol jumped into the seat of the shuttle and programmed the flight. A tiny foot thumped his chest.

Nikol glanced around. The dark shields on the view screens were down and the shuttles engine vibrated the vessel with a low rumble. With care, he opened his hooded cloak. Harat’s brown eyes glowed, chubby fists and feet flailing.

“You must be quiet.”

The baby gurgled anyway. Nikol finished his launch sequence, already knowing the course he had set. Once he had everything in place, he leaned back and held his brother close to his chest while the shuttle took off, leaving Marenia far behind.

***
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“Stop, Marlin. I give in.” Laughter mingled with the squeal as a man picked up the running woman, stopping her in her tracks. Then he lifted her high above his head.

Their blond heads tipped together as he lowered her down his body slowly. Nikol grimaced when they engaged in a long intimate kiss. Two days he’d watched them. Marlin and Shaya Alonson. Marlin worked for the Jutaks governing council and his wife worked in an administrative capacity for the government as well.

They lived in a house surrounded by land and farming animals. Perfect for what he planned. A cry pulled Nikol’s attention away from the couple as they re-entered their house, arms entwined.

“A promise is a promise, Harat.” Nikol picked up the crying infant and soothed him as he headed for the spot he’d scouted earlier.

Timing was everything. He needed to return to Marenia before his father. Already Nikol pushed the limit by staying this long but he wanted to be sure. Had to be sure. He owed Mirim and he’d not break his promise.

Nikol hurried along the path he’d discovered but when the time came to do what he needed, he couldn’t. The tightening sensation in his chest spread. Harat rested in his hold, waving his arms and unaware of how his life was about to change.

Enotia. A planet of peace. A planet filled with gentle people who weren’t afraid to express their love and kindness. Also the home of the military Jutak Units. Nothing in Lothar’s business would bring him anywhere near Enotia. Here, his brother would be safe and thrive.

Once more, Nikol lowered his bruher to the ground. He tucked the blanket Mirim had lovingly made close to keep Harat warm until the couple in the house ventured out and found him. 

“I love you,” he whispered, saying the words for the first time in his entire life. “You will never know how much but one day you’re going to be strong and honorable. Everything your mother hoped for.”

Everything Nikol’s own mother had wanted for him. His brother would have that chance. A chance to grow up out from under the shadow of Lothar’s ruthless control. It was a silent vow Nikol made on his life.

Harat’s arms waved and he grinned, revealing the two slashes in his cheeks that Mirim had often rubbed while making funny faces to cause laughter. Nikol caressed a finger over one of the slashes and Harat giggled.

The sudden pain encompassing him was more than Nikol expected. He straightened and stepped back, ignoring the way his nose burned.

Several deep breaths canceled the emotions and with resolute determination, he left behind the only thing he loved in the Universe.

Death to any who sought to destroy that tiny life.
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Chapter 2
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6 years later

“This is a big moment for you.” Lothar clamped a hand to Nikol’s forearm, stopping him from leaving his office after giving his report on his latest sale from a shipment of Bliss. The erotic deadly drug was highly profitable because it was cheap to make and highly addictive.

“It is a day like any other.” Nikol shrugged off his father’s arm and tried once more to leave. 

“I’ve set you up with your own kitse.” Lothar’s words halted him as nothing else could.

Nikol kept his back to this man he hated more than he hated any other being. He should have known this moment was coming. Should have expected with the onset of his twenty-first year of birth that Lothar would force his hand.

His own kitse. Nikol grimaced. A harem full of unwilling tutanis, his to breed. His stomach rolled. As if. “I prefer to select my own tutanis. Whores have sufficed for now.”

Whores. He had to speak in a manner his father would understand. Nikol turned slowly, allowing a smirk to curl his lips. “Would you have me take one permanently for fucking without knowing if she’ll last?”

Every girl child on Marenia was groomed to know her place and future. Slavery was a way of life for them and never questioned. Some ended as household help. Their parents expended great effort to make sure the females of their line ended with someone who would care for them and treat them well.

Householders got sneered upon, though, considered beneath the low and subject to the slightest punishment if perceived infractions occurred.

Others aspired to place a girl as a tutanis. A pleasure giver. It was an honor when the position was treated appropriately. The greatest honor remained in securing a spot as a tutanis in a kitse. Those of great wealth possessed kitses and lavished attention on the females they bought and used.

Not all were as kind, though. Some died from the abuse if their master was anything like his father.

Lothar sat on the edge of his desk and laughed, dark eyes lit with amusement. “Word spreads that you don’t give any your seed. You have no hidden children. No First Placement.”

Word didn’t spread. His father’s spies watched Nikol. As he grew older, so did Lothar’s obsessive attention about having a son as evil as he. It was a fine game they both played but Nikol didn’t give himself away. He was careful. Careful in who he trusted to guard his back, careful in who he fucked and never the same woman.

Since all of the women on Marenia were without rights and could be bought to tell his secrets, Nikol sought women elsewhere. As Lothar’s son and blooded kin to the Majad himself, many would drop to their knees and suck his seed out in front of an audience if demanded. He wanted no part in that.

“I am too young for a First Placement.” Nikol addressed one point in Lothar’s statement while ignoring the others, and it worked as a distraction.

Still smiling, Lothar leaned forward, his black hair falling about his horns and face. It never ceased to amaze Nikol that a male as attractive as his father could be so ugly on the inside. That physical appeal was what failed to warn others to take note of the evil lurking within.

“You can have many First Placements. When they displease you, dispose of them.”

As Lothar did with all the women he claimed to favor. Nikol’s mother had been First Placement. Mirim too. It was a coveted role in the kitse as the woman who held the title held prominent favor. While any Marenian male could express interest in fucking a tutanis from another’s kitse, it was an insult to request such from one identified as First Placement.

“As I said before, I will form my own kitse, Father.” The title flowed smoothly from his tongue though it choked him each time he used it.

Lothar stood with a sigh. “It is your right. As a youth, I enjoyed the selection process and can not be angered you wish to do the same. I will put the women down. I thought to give you a gift for your day of birth as I know you have always had a fondness for the tutanis in my kitse.”

It was a subtle insult, the reference to his feelings for Mirim when he had been young.

Nikol swallowed, the skin around his neck heating. What did Lothar intend? “You...you are getting rid of your kitse?”

Nikol couldn’t begin to imagine what Lothar would do if he couldn’t ravish and attack the women he’d spent considerable time gathering. They were the finest beauties on the planet with lush curves and trained in the art of pleasure and seduction. 

“Only the older females from your mother’s time. I have no use for their aged bodies. I am keeping my recent purchases, of course.”

“Of course,” Nikol agreed while his mind raced. There was always the possibility that if he changed his mind and accepted, Lothar would put the women to death for spite. There were four women in total who remained from when Nikol used to spend time in the kitse.

Lothar picked up his data pad, preparing to return to his work and already putting Nikol from his thoughts. “Was there anything else?”

Controlling his breathing, Nikol forced down his emotions. It came with ease after years of practice. “Perhaps I will take the older ones only. I can enjoy the expert training you gave them while I search for women more to my desire and needs.”

Lothar didn’t even glance up as he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Fine. They are in the suite next to your wing. I had them moved this morning as a surprise.”

The section of the house designed for Nikol’s personal use contained several rooms as his private residence. A connecting door opened into a large area broken into smaller alcoves for a kitse.

“Is the space prepared?” When Nikol had left to deliver the bliss, it was an empty space as he preferred since he never intended to gather a harem.

“Furnished with the things they need, including a fully stocked cleanser room for each.” Lothar grunted and lifted his head from the screen. “Why are you still here?”

Nikol gritted his teeth and bowed as he left. His steps once outside his father’s office gained speed as he hurried. He burst through the door of his residence straight to the entrance of the connecting suite. Then froze as he crossed the threshold of the newly decorated kitse.

Lavish and strategically placed furniture separated his suite from the comfortable area reserved for the kitse. Deep cushions in blue were scattered across several plump pallets on the floor suitable for lazing about. The usually empty fountain at the center of the space bubbled with water tinted purple and light music piped in from overhead.

Billowing lengths of white fabric swayed from the ceiling, hinting at privacy though the sheerness did nothing to hide the four nude women standing in a circle together. They immediately lowered their heads and dropped to their knees before him. “We wish only to serve.”

They spoke in unison, their posture correct, spines straight, breasts thrust forward. Nikol expected no less from what they probably endured under his father’s hand for training purposes.

Gray streaked their dark hair left loose and flowing to mid-back. Smaller than a male’s, their horns curved tighter at the sides of their heads. Lines of experience marred the corners of their eyes and mouths. It was a gentle fading, time being kind to all of their appearances.

Bodies ranged from lush to thickly curved, breasts overly round and full. Their mounds remained shaved bare as his father preferred, the shape of thighs less firm than years past but no less attractive. Nothing could detract from their beauty.

Nikol expected no less. His father wanted only the most beautiful and rare in his possession in order to boast among his countrymen. No matter how cruel he treated the women in his care, families still fought to present him with their young nubile girls to add to his collection. These women were a reflection of that.

Taking time to slow his breathing, Nikol crossed his hands behind his back and braced his legs apart. “Face me.”

He made his voice deliberately harsh but not by a twitch did they betray their fear. Dark heads lifted, their gazes dull and resigned. They expected him to kill them. Or worst, cast them out to service others on the streets to survive. It was an insult to the years they’d given but not an uncommon practice to former tutanis who no longer held esteem in a kitse.

“Listen carefully. I won’t remove you from my kitse.” Lashes fluttered and bellies quivered. Not so well trained they couldn’t hide their relief. He gave them the truth. “I have no need of you in my bed. I don’t want what belonged to Lothar and you’re beyond the age of breeding.”

Questions formed in their brown eyes. It was Cecilee, once friend to Mirim, who risked speaking. “What will you have us do, if you wish to answer?”

If he wished. This discussion pertained to their life, their very existence. Nikol growled, causing them to flinch and duck their heads. Were it not for Lothar’s manipulative action, he wouldn’t have to make excuses and deal with this. He inhaled deeply and forced himself to calm.

“Face me.” Nikol waited until he had their attention again. “At some point, I’ll add women more to my taste. I’ll fuck them and only them. When I decide on a First Placement, she isn’t to be harmed. You will watch over her. I won’t tolerate disobedience in this one dictate.”

Confusion flashed across their faces then disappeared. These were not the women who’d played vicious games, poisoning competition and fighting for Lothar’s favor. Those women were either dead or traded as Lothar only suffered their machinations for as long as it amused him. This was the remainder of the small few who dared to stay true to themselves with kindness in their hearts. Only fortune and their looks kept them from a far worst fate than being pawned on Nikol.

“Obey me in this and I will keep you in my kitse until you go to rest in the beyond.”

They exchanged glances, the gratitude in their eyes bright enough to lodge a knot in Nikol’s throat. They shouldn’t have to be grateful for their lives being spared.

“It will be as you command,” Cecilee said and the other three nodded.  

***
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4 years later

“You don’t visit me enough.”

Nikol leaned back against the colored pillows piled on the floor and laughed at the familiar complaint from the Majad. His father’s brother would have him live at the palace if he had his way. “I visit as much as I can. Lothar’s empire has grown and keeps me busy.”

Majad Renik paused, his lips curling in a sneer. The physical similarities between the brothers were uncanny, but that’s where the likeness ended. “Lothar sends you into danger at much risk to our line.”

Because Nikol was the only son in their family. The Majad and his First Placement of thirty years had no children despite their attempts and medical technology on their world. It made Renik even more protective of Nikol.

Instead of getting into the old argument, Nikol tossed pieces of roasted vegetable and meat into his mouth, grinning at the burst of flavor and juices exploding on his tongue. Food at the palace far outweighed what the householders prepared at Lothar’s. Probably because those here were happy to work and service an appreciative audience.

“I bring wealth to Marenia.”

Majad shifted on the over large pillows and glared. “I have no need of more wealth. My brother brings unwanted attention to our home with his actions.”

It always amazed Nikol how adamantly opposed Renik was to the crimes Lothar committed yet felt no wrongdoing in the enforced slavery of their women. “I agree. You’ve spoken to him about this many times without change. My words won’t do anything.”

In fact, if Lothar wasn’t so concerned about staying in his brother’s good grace, he’d completely ignore Renik’s warnings to back off from some of his more illegal pursuits. The Majad offered more leeway than he should and refused to enforce an edict that would stop Lothar.

Renik sighed and finished off the food on his plate. Massi, his First Placement, came forward and removed the dish, then wiped his fingers clean with a cloth and kissed his wrist.

In return, Renik drew her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. They stared into one another’s eyes, love clear to see. When they broke apart, Massi smiled at Nikol and backed away to return to her kneeling spot in the corner of the room. A pang of envy pierced Nikol’s chest.

Renik had seventeen women in his kitse. None had managed to birth him a child successfully. He no longer added to his kitse with younger, fresher faces in an effort to breed a child. It had become a painful endeavor in his household.

Now he preferred the comfort of the familiar he’d once told Nikol. Many of these women had been with him for almost thirty years and suffered the same heartbreak at not having little ones around to spoil and watch grow.

“Speaking to your father is a waste.”

Nikol scanned the room, taking note of the guards strategically placed around. He never spoke freely at the palace and never about his father.

Renik noticed his action and snorted as he pointed to the three guards in the room one by one. “Everyone in my household is loyal to me. I took Gaerod in when his family left him on the street. Him, I found half-dead on my way back to the palace and offered him food and shelter. Laskon’s mother was First Placement in a kitse but was thrown out when no longer seen to have value. Her master tossed their young son out with her for having a misshapen horn. I welcomed her into my kitse and assigned her son to my guard unit.”

Knowing the background on the men allowed Nikol to breathe easier, but he still trusted only those he personally knew.

“Things are different here at the palace.” After making the announcement, Renik shoved up to his feet and brushed his hands on the startling white pants and shirt he wore. Massi came over holding up an ankle-length sleeveless blue robe that Renik slipped his arms into. She caressed Renik’s horns and went to her knees before him.

That action alone proved the two households were different. Lothar’s First Placement, all six of them through the years, had never shown him such affection. His cruelty negated the desire to even consider attempting it.

Renik brushed a hand over Massi’s hair then tipped his head at Nikol. “Come, we will walk and you’ll tell me of your sisters and how they fare.”

Nikol had seven sisters. Well, seven who survived to adulthood in the deadly kitse his father owned but it was the younger three that Renik referenced. They were the ones Nikol personally knew since they were a dozen years separating him from his older siblings. Lothar continually tried to place the younger girls in a kitse to the highest bidder. The Majad blocked each contract citing his fondness for them and how an owner would keep them from family.

The lie was obvious and preposterous because anyone would love to have the connection to the Majad, who ruled all of Marenia with ruthless control and a lack of mercy to those who dared cross him. Each time though, Lothar merely agreed and denied the requests.

His older sisters had grown into beautiful women. Selfish, beautiful women Nikol wouldn’t trust with his eyes closed. They were groomed early to serve and trained to betray. They had all been settled in advantageous kitse for Lothar. Nikol hoped for better for the younger ones.

As they strolled through the jeweled halls with its abundance of rich artifacts, Renik talked and they caught up on everything going on with Nikol, for the most part. Some things were best not shared.

At the end of his visit, Renik gripped Nikol’s shoulders and pulled him in close. Their horns rubbed and the physical gesture pierced Nikol’s heart as it always did, for it reminded him of his mother and Mirim, the only ones before to touch his horns in the intimate sign of affection.

“What of a family? You’ve had a kitse for some time now but no First Placement or child.”

Nikol leaned back from the embrace and forced himself to mouth the same lies he told Lothar. “I have not found one I wish to own. Children will come when they come.”

He still had the four women gifted to him from Lothar though he didn’t touch them in that way. Nikol fucked far away from Marenia with unknown females from other worlds. Even then he had to keep his face covered to keep his identity a secret.

To open himself to a woman would put her in Lothar’s sights and her life at risk.

Renik’s eyes grew sympathetic and Nikol wished he hadn’t needed to keep up the pretense. He really did care for the Majad.

“I hope you will have many to call your own from your line and if not, may you gift your heart to a woman who will share openly of her love and fill your life cup until it runs over as all of mine have done.”
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Chapter 3
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Present Day

The translator they’d implanted in Darcy’s ear allowed her to understand every vile word they spoke. They being the aliens who’d kidnapped her from a ship that was supposed to take her to meet a potential husband.

“Go. Don’t stop.”

Darcy shuffled forward with the others captured with her. Two women and a man. The man was a security guard she recognized. Like Darcy, the women had been traveling to another planet to meet men as well. All of them were involved in Earth’s Singles Program. SP, as it was referred to, was to help women find husbands off world due to the shortage of available men and dwindling resources on Earth.

The process wasn’t supposed to see their ship hijacked and the survivors kidnapped by what she assumed were space pirates of some sort.

“Wait!”

Their four-person group jerked to a halt in front of a doorway covered by a dark curtain. Beyond it, the low sound of various voices filtered through. She caught phrases, an odd alien word or two, then muffled laughter. Darcy straightened her shoulders and braced for whatever lay on the other side.

“One at a time,” the lizard faced man creature said. Then pointed at Darcy. “You, go through.”

Shivering, Darcy couldn’t have moved if she wanted to. Her feet remained frozen to the spot even as the lizard got in her face and yelled, his tongue flickering with each word.

“Gooo!”

“Let her be! Can’t you see she’s scared?!” The security guard from the ship shoved his way to her side.

Darcy watched in stunned horror as he was hit over and over with a club until he finally dropped to his knees, trickles of bright red blood dripping down his face.

Lizard man glared at her.

“Oh, God! Oh, God,” Darcy whispered, wrapping her arms around her naked torso.

“Go!” The menace in his slitted stare when he snapped sent Darcy forward with a jerky fast momentum.

The curtain parted and Darcy found herself standing on a four-by-four stage. An overhead light shined directly on her head and the crowd cheered and roared. The stage was built on a platform and gave her a slight height advantage.

Or disadvantage because Darcy had no way to look away from the leering crowd. Garbled words came at her from every direction. She twitched and turned, but at the curtain, the lizard man narrowed his gaze, his snout lifting to reveal sharp teeth. Darcy faced forward again.

Tension crawled up her spine. The things in the audience raised fists and shook them in the air. Some were human-ish. Others appeared to be straight from a sci-fi vid and bore no resemblance to a being she’d ever crossed.

Not that she’d crossed many. This SP trip was supposed to be Darcy’s first time meeting alien life forms. She’d been prepared based on the information in her packet to find a husband or partner that at least resembled someone from Earth. She’d narrowed her search to Enotia and Garulax. Enotia had insanely hot men and Garulax followed a two husband culture.

The audience in front of her was beyond what her brochure covered. There were some who looked liked lizard man with green scaly skin, snouts with nostril holes and funny eyes. She caught a range of skin colors and numerous appendages beyond the standard two arms and two legs. 

“Do a complete turn, please.” 

Darcy jumped at the voice coming from behind her. She swallowed and glanced over her shoulder. A bald-looking humanoid man joined her on the stage, a smile on his narrow lips. He twirled his three-fingered hand. “Turn so everyone can view the merchandise.”

Merchandise? “W-what?!”

“Buyers want to see merchandise before purchase is confirmed.” He continued to smile as if this was a perfectly normal conversation and nudged her forward.

“I’m being sold?” she whispered in disbelief.

When she didn’t move immediately, the man gripped her shoulders and pushed her again. Her feet stumbled clumsily. Her mine whirled, not wanting to grasp the reality of her situation. The voices from the crowd reached a feverish pitch.

This was some sort of alien sex slave ring. The gathered crowd shouting took on new meaning. They...they were here to buy her.

After turning her in a full circle, the man stepped away and started yelling numbers. Trembles started at her knees, working their way up to her shoulders. Sold. She was being sold at an auction.

Nausea swirled and her stomach lurched. All of the faces below the stage blurred. Darcy pressed a hand to her midsection. She wanted to scream, but her throat locked. Heat rose in her face then cooled and a dry sweat broke out on her skin.

I’m going to be an alien’s sex slave.

Darcy swayed, then caught herself. Now wasn’t the time to faint. She needed to be awake to see what her future held. Her lips firmed. She didn’t plan for things to go like this but she damn well wouldn’t be passed out on the floor while her future was being decided.

“Fifty thousand open credits. Paid in full. Today.”

Silence swept through the audience, followed by groans. The man on stage with her paled, the bulge in his throat popped and there was no missing the sweat dabbing his bald head. “Fifty thousand?”

Darcy stretched her neck and tried to see beyond the blinding spotlight to the voice but the alien who’d called out was too far away.

“Yes.”

Boots thumped down the center aisle. The previously bold aliens all jumped out of the way of the newcomer. Darcy waited, her world suspended for this moment in time. Her buyer had a darkly tanned face with a hint of red on the skin, thick thighs and a muscled body capable of crushing any of them present. His appearance was the epitome of threatening but what held Darcy memorized were the twin horns at the sides of his head.

Horns!

“Done.”

The man on stage gripped Darcy’s hand and led her to a set of stairs at the side of the platform. Voice low, he murmured, “I will send blessings that you die a quick death.”

The words were the last blow and Darcy shuddered at what was to be her fate.

***
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Nikol burst through the door open to Lothar’s office. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Seated behind his large desk, Lothar lifted his head and his mouth twisted in a cruel snarl. “Watch how you speak with me.”

His anger too great to heed the warning, Nikol marched toward the desk, pounded both fists on the surface and gritted out between clenched teeth, “I said: What. Do. You. Think. You. Are. Doing?”

The only response was the narrowing of the black eyes staring back at him. Aggression vibrated on the air between them. Nikol refused to stand down. Lothar did things to enrage him all the time but he’d gone too far this time.

Lothar sighed and tapped a finger on the top of the desk then without a semblance of guilt on his face, he rocked back in his seat. “Someone told you about the shipment of bliss, I gather.”

A sustained usage of bliss resulted in its users going crazy and committing murder while under the influence. Those who retained their sanity often died a painful and immediate death from the attack on their nervous system. After complaints had reached the Majad, Lothar had been ordered to withdraw from manufacturing or selling the drug.

“I gave the Majad my word we would stop selling it. If he finds out about this, I’ll look like a liar,” Nikol spat.

Lothar had directed him to pick up and deliver an extremely large shipment, claiming it was high-level trade merch. One of the crates had dropped and broken open to reveal the thick packs of bliss inside. Otherwise, he’d never have known.

Nikol hated that he’d had any part in putting more of the dangerous product out. Year by year, his very sanity was challenged by the things he did on behalf of Lothar. This latest was shoving him closer to an edge he wasn’t sure wouldn’t break him.
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