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          IRIS

        

      

    

    
      Iris couldn’t take any more.

      Every inch of her skin burned, ached, or stung. The vicious Krezlians had been experimenting on her for hours. A blur of injections, incisions, medical instruments, hideous lizard-like aliens in lab coats… She didn’t want to remember it. She wanted to bury those memories deep, deep within, but she knew it would be no use. It would all just happen again the next day.

      Two guards appeared and roughly grabbed her by the shoulders to take her out of the laboratory. She slumped into their grasp, too afraid and too tired to struggle or even support her own weight.

      The Krezlians dragged her through the metallic hallways of their base, to a familiar corridor lined with cell doors. Behind one of those doors was the tiny, filthy, windowless room they had caged her in for weeks.

      Except they didn’t bring her back to her cell.

      Iris started to perk up when they took her around a corner and into another wing of the cellblock. What was going on? With the Krezlians, the routine had been the same, day after day. Experiment after experiment in the lab, and then a disgusting jug of simulated meal replacement in her cell. Over and over.

      But this was different.

      Did they have some kind of new, horrible experiment in store for her? Her insides turned cold at the thought. She wouldn’t survive it, she was sure.

      They had already taken several vials of blood samples from her earlier, and she hadn’t eaten or drank anything since then. Several injection sites, scrapes, and bruises were still healing. Plus, she has pretty sure she was running a fever, but the burning and lightheadedness could also have been from her slow starvation.

      The guards came to a stop and exchanged words in the raspy Krezlian language. Then, one of them dropped his hold on her and the other moved to restrain her by pulling her arms behind her back, gripping her wrists with his clawed hand. Iris sagged against the guard, her legs faltering.

      Did they really think she was going anywhere in this state?

      The one who had let go of her opened the door to the nearest cell, scanning his identification card. As soon as the door cracked open, the guard behind her shoved her through the gap. She landed roughly on the floor, her muscles protesting the movement.

      Then, the cell door slid shut behind her.

      Iris was in near complete darkness. She kept a hand on the door to both steady herself and as a physical anchor in this unknown space. Blinking, she tried to get her bearings.

      The only light in the cell came from a single strip across the ceiling, but the lighting must have been failing or running out of power somehow, because it was only giving out just enough light for Iris to see that…

      She swallowed, flattening herself against the wall.

      She wasn’t alone.

      When she listened over the sound of her own beating heart, she realized she could hear something breathing. A hulking shadow filled the cell just a few feet from her. As her eyes adjusted to the low light, she made out two monstrous horns rising from the head of crouching figure.

      Whatever was in the cell with her, it was giant and definitely not human. Had the Krezlians decided they were done with her? Was the plan to feed her to one of their twisted genetic experiments?

      The figure stood to face her, and the failing light illuminated more of its face.

      Not it, she realized. Him.

      As soon as she saw the mane of dark hair, the horns, the somewhat humanoid features of his face, and the broad shoulders and muscular body, Iris realized that she hadn’t been thrown in a cell with a monster.

      This was an Ezak-X, a hybrid alien species created by the Krezlians for the sole purpose of being an ultimate soldier to aid them in universal domination. That was, until the Alliance had swooped in, rescued the Ezak-X, and put an end to that plan.

      But now, the Krezlians had some other nefarious scheme, and somehow the plans involved Iris and… and this Ezak-X.

      She felt like she should be afraid – the man looked more or less like a demon out of Earth horror stories. But instead, the sight of an Ezak-X made her breathe a guarded sigh of relief.

      The Ezak-X were on her side. The Alliance had rehabilitated them after their horrendous experiences at the hands of their makers, and they often worked military jobs in the universe.

      Not that she had really interacted with any of the species, at least not since she was captured originally during her time in Trade Negotiations on the planet Agaria. A few Ezak-X soldiers had been involved in her rescue then, but that was the extent of her interaction with them.

      There was no rescue happening now though. That was plain to see. This Ezak-X was just as trapped as she was.

      Even though her heartbeat had slowed and she was slightly more relaxed, Iris was still hesitant to approach the man. The Ezak-X could be under Krezlian control again, somehow, or simply a cruel person. There was the question of how he had even ended up back in Krezlian captivity in the first place. Was he a soldier? He wasn’t wearing the uniform.

      It was wrong for her to trust him blindly, she knew. She needed to be smart to survive – unlike she had been before. If she had been smart, she would have gone straight back to Earth after her capture on Agaria, and she wouldn’t have been abducted again. Not for the second time.

      By now, her vision had adapted to the lack of light as much as it could. She couldn’t see very well, but she could make out the Ezak-X’s features in more detail. Bruises and cuts covered one side of his face and neck. There was a long, bloody slash over his nose and he’d clearly been hit hard in the head. His wrists looked rubbed raw, probably from restraints.

      “Are you okay?” The words left her lips before she had time to think. What an idiotic question, she thought. Clearly, neither of them was okay.

      “Fine,” he said, though the rough edge to his voice told her otherwise. “You don’t look so good yourself.”

      His fluent, natural Alliance Standard caught her off guard, though she realized that was her ignorance showing through. The Ezak-X had been rescued years ago and had plenty of time to acquire the language. Still, the speech seemed incongruous coming from a man with sharp teeth and horns.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked her when she didn’t say anything more. His pitch-black eyes were trained on her, though his gaze looked somewhat glazed over. Had he been drugged? “Where are we?”

      Iris sat on the floor of the cell and he followed suit. There was barely enough room in the cell to leave a space between them. She swore she was close enough to feel his body heat, but that also could have been her fever.

      “Some kind of Krezlian lab or base,” she said. “I don’t know where. I’m sorry.”

      “The bastards,” the Ezak-X hissed. “What are they–? Why do you have all of those wounds?”

      Iris blinked. He must not have been here for long then. The Ezak-X would find out soon enough. “They’re experimenting on us. Me, and there are other women here, I think. I’ve heard them.”

      Heard their screams in the lab, she thought, but didn’t elaborate out loud. Her head swam. She wanted to be able to answer this Ezak-X’s questions, but it was getting harder to stay conscious.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked.

      “I lost count of the days,” she said. “But I don’t think more than a month.”

      “A month,” he repeated, his eyes flashing. “A month…”

      She shut her eyes, resting her head against the wall.

      “I’m Zeon,” the Ezak-X said, breaking the silence.

      “Iris,” she said, not opening her eyes. Talking about her situation just made her feel hopeless and terrified about what the future would bring. Instead, she wanted to let herself sleep. There was no way of telling what time of day it really was, but her body wasn’t going to let her stay awake much longer.

      “Iris,” Zeon repeated. “You… I don’t know how much you know about the Ezak-X, but I can sense just how hot your temperature is. You’re burning up.”

      “I know,” she said. Anyone could have told her that. But it did remind her of other things she had heard about the Ezak-X. They could see in the dark, for one. She wondered just how much of a mess she looked. “I just need to sleep.”

      “There’s a cot back here,” Zeon said urgently. “Take it. I mean, if you want…”

      He was so awkward about his concern, but Iris appreciated it all the same. As an answer, she got to her feet unsteadily. The Ezak-X flattened himself against the wall of the cell so she could get back.

      Sure enough, a small cot was shoved into the far end of the tiny room. She hadn’t been able to see it because of the low light and the hulking Ezak-X in the way.

      Gratefully, she crawled onto the cot and curled up in the fetal position. There wasn’t room to spread out – the thing was about big enough for a ten-year-old child. Still, the thin mattress on a metal frame beat the cell floor.

      The Ezak-X moved so he was sitting on the floor next to her. “I don’t know what the Krezlians are planning, putting us together like this, but I want you to know that I’m getting out of here at my very first chance, and you’re coming with me.”

      Iris almost laughed at that. The idea of escape had lost its appeal long ago, because she knew it was impossible. The compound was heavily guarded, and every Krezlian she had seen was armed. Even the scientists carried plasma guns or other weapons she didn’t recognize.

      She was going to die here. If not soon, then sometime in the near future. At this rate, she wasn’t going to be able to survive the experimentation. The Ezak-X’s talk of escape sounded like a nice dream, but not like something that could or would every really happen.

      Still, it was oddly comforting to hear him talk about getting out of there.

      Even though her new cellmate was a monstrous-looking Ezak-X, just the fact that she wasn’t alone anymore gave her just the tiniest trickle of hope. She started to half drift off, listening to him growl about the Krezlians. Weren’t Ezak-X usually supposed to be the strong, silent type? She thought she had heard that somewhere.

      She turned over on the cot onto her back, bending her knees so she could fit. Her eyes were open toward the darkness of the ceiling. She needed to sleep, but her feverish mind was racing. What if Zeon’s talk about escape wasn’t just a far-fetched dream?

      Maybe this turn of events was the start of her luck changing.

      Maybe, just maybe, this nightmare was nearing its end.
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      The sound of boots and a heavy, slithering tail woke Iris from a fitful sleep. She gasped, her heart already pounding and her mind racing. Not more experiments. Her wrists were still bruised from the restraints from the last time the Krezlians had taken her from her cell to their nightmarish lab.

      “The guard’s already gone,” a deep, comforting voice assured her. “Just patrolling the cellblock.”

      Iris blinked the sleep from her eyes and turned toward the voice. Her cellmate, Zeon. The Ezak-X male sat on the cot facing her, resting his head and huge, curved horns against the cell wall. His black eyes lingered on her with concern.

      “Even if he’s gone now…” Iris said, quietly stating what they both knew. “They’ll come again. The experiments won’t stop until they find whatever it is that they’re looking for. And even then, what happens when they won’t need us anymore? Who knows how they’ll get rid of us…”

      Iris fell silent when Zeon stood from the cot, straightening to his impressive height. He sat down next to her on her own bed – a cot that had been placed in the cell while they’d both been gone for experiments one day. The metal frame creaked beneath his weight. With a hand, he motioned for her to come closer.

      She did, and he wrapped his arms around her. Sighing, she relaxed into his strong embrace, resting her cheek on his shoulder and shutting her eyes. The knot of fear that gripped her chest loosened just a little.

      “It’s not going to come to that,” Zeon muttered, and she almost believed him. He sounded so sure of himself. “We’re going to be free. Together. Meeting you here was a stroke of fate, and I’m not going to let go of you that easily.”

      The words were sweet, but Iris couldn’t believe them, not entirely. No matter how much Zeon wanted to rescue her… it might not matter. There were reinforced walls and security checkpoints and countless armed guards between them and freedom. Not to mention how weak they both were from the experiments.

      It had been days since she had been thrown into this new cell with Zeon. She didn’t know exactly how many days, but she did know that not much had changed. Having someone to talk to – someone to be with – certainly inspired hope, but the experiments had continued and the weakness in her muscles had only increased.

      It was hard to imagine an alien species like the Ezak-X as weak. They had been built as superior soldiers. Iris could feel the strength in Zeon’s body every time they touched. But every time he was thrown back in the cell, he had more bruises and wounds and his gray skin looked even paler.

      The lack of food and fresh water didn’t help. Neither of them was in any shape to be planning some miraculous escape.

      But it felt nice to hear him talk that way.

      “Tell me more,” she whispered.

      Zeon brushed a lock of hair from her face. “We will get out,” he continued, his voice so calm and steady that she found herself truly relaxing. In the quiet cell, it felt like they were the only two alive in the whole world.

      “We will get out, and we will make real lives for ourselves, somewhere in the universe,” he said. “You’ve changed me, Iris. You’ve made me realize where I’ve gone wrong in my life. I ran away from the war in Agaria, out of pride, really, and look how that worked out. I can’t afford to make mistakes anymore.”

      She pulled back from his embrace, just enough to look him in the eyes. “You know I understand why you deserted,” she said, knowing that he didn’t like that word.

      Still, it was true – he had left his post as an Alliance soldier on Agaria, at the same time as she had been there with the Trade Negotiation Team. After the battle with the Krezlians, he had disappeared. But Iris couldn’t blame him.

      “The Alliance freed you. You shouldn’t have to fight if you don’t want to.”

      “I didn’t want to live as a second-class citizen anymore,” he spat. “Or follow anyone else’s rules. And now here I am – trapped in a cell by the Krezlians. Just where I started.”

      Iris could hear the self-loathing in his voice. She was ready to comfort him, to tell him it wasn’t so. But then, his expression brightened ever so slightly as he looked at her.

      “But at least this time, I’m here with you.”

      He pulled her deeper into his embrace. It was clear he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Even though he was no doubt the most talkative Ezak-X she had ever encountered, this was the first time he had opened up about his feelings to her at all, and even now she could sense he wanted to drop the subject.

      “I could never complain about being stuck here with your beautiful face.”

      She smiled, just a little. “Don’t say that,” she muttered, trying not to laugh at his cheesiness. She didn’t want to encourage him.

      It was hard to believe she had been worried out of her mind about the experiments just moments ago. Zeon always seemed to know just how to distract her from their situation. He had done that ever since she had been thrown in the cell with him and they had been forced to sleep together by their captors.

      The thought of it made her blush. She had been terrified at first – terrified of the Krezlians’ orders and terrified of being forced into such an act. But after spending time with Zeon and seeing how gentle and funny the Ezak-X could truly be, it had only seemed natural when they had finally succumbed to the Krezlians’ demand.

      What kind of twisted luck she had to be captured by the Krezlians twice… and then meet a guy like Zeon. She brushed her fingers against his forearm, tracing her fingertips across the soft peachy fuzz of his skin.

      Suddenly, she felt his whole body tense against her. She looked up and saw his brows knit and his expression go dark.

      “What?”

      “They’re here.”

      Moments later, Iris heard it too. The sound of boots and the unmistakable scraping of a Krezlian guard’s lizard tail – but not just one. There were two or three pairs of footsteps approaching. She couldn’t quite tell, but it didn’t matter. Multiple guards could only mean one thing.

      Someone in the cell block was going to be taken for experiments.

      Iris’s heart started to beat so fast her chest hurt. Of course, a moment of peace like this couldn’t last long. Not as long as they were in captivity.

      Where was the Alliance? She just had to hold onto hope that they would come. She had been rescued once before. They would come for her – and then she and Zeon could be together, like a real couple, far away from all of this.

      That was, if they even made it out of here.

      The door slid open and two Krezlians strode in. A third one stood by the door, holding a pair of thick handcuffs that glinted in the painfully bright light of the hallway.

      Zeon stood and walked toward the door to block the guards’ access to her.

      “She’s not going with you,” he spat.

      What? Iris’s eyes widened. Why did he think he would get anywhere by threatening them? They were at the Krezlians’ mercy. What was he going to do if they said no?

      The nearest guard shrugged and wrapped a scaly, clawed hand around Zeon’s arm. “We take you,” the Krezlian said, his Alliance standard accented with the hissing sounds of the Krezlian language. It gave Iris chills.

      Zeon shrugged him off, backing away. He only had a few feet to go until he bumped into Iris’s bedframe. The guard tilted his head toward his companions, and the other Krezlians joined them in the cell, essentially surrounding Zeon. Iris scrambled back on the bed until she was pressed into the corner of the tiny room.

      Don’t fight, she wanted to scream. Just go with them. Don’t do this for me.

      But the words froze in throat. She couldn’t move, let alone speak, as she watched one of the guards pull out a plasma gun and train it on Zeon.

      “You wouldn’t,” he said. “You need me. For whatever the hell it is that you’re doing. You need me.”

      The Krezlian smiled, a horrible sight as his jaws parted and he bared the sharp, short teeth of his lipless mouth. “Not all of you,” he said.

      Zeon growled and drew back a fist. But before he could land a punch, the guard fired.

      “No!” she cried, finally finding her voice as she panicked.

      The shot flashed by, grazing the tip of Zeon’s ear and leaving an ashy residue on the cell wall behind him. While he was distracted, the last guard grabbed his wrists and snapped the handcuffs shut.

      “Zeon!” Iris cried as the three guards struggled to drag him from the cell. Blood dripped from his ear, down his neck and onto his ripped shirt. Too much blood for such a small wound. “No, no, no,” she sobbed as the cell door slid shut behind them.

      She ran to the door and hit it with her fists. “Take me!” she yelled. “Please...” Her words devolved into sobs. “Please, take me…”

      This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t take Zeon again. They couldn’t. He was so weak already. Would he survive the experiments? Was that why he had resisted? Because he knew this was their last chance? Because he knew he wouldn’t make it?

      She dropped to the floor of the cell, covering her face with her hands, and...
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      Iris woke up with a start. Her whole body was damp with sweat and her heart pounded in her chest. She sat up, gripping at the soft sheets beneath her.

      Where was she?

      Her eyes adjusted to the dark and she made out the simple furnishings of her small hotel room. The first hint of a sunrise brushed the skyscraper-studded horizon of Riala’s capital city that she could see outside the room’s small window.

      It had just been a nightmare. Iris sank back into her pillows.

      A nightmare, but a nightmare she had lived through. Those were her last memories of Zeon, and she had been dreaming it over and over again since she had been rescued. Every detail was seared into her mind: the feel of his skin, the sincerity of his words to her, the rawness of her throat as she had screamed and cried after the Krezlians took him.

      And now she would never see him again.

      The Alliance had come to save them – just as she had hoped. They had saved her, along with the rest of the human women who had been captured, and most of the Ezak-X. But Zeon hadn’t been among them.

      In the end, the Krezlian lab had exploded, and the Alliance had searched through every piece of rubble afterward. There had been no trace of him. The Alliance investigators hadn’t said it exactly, but Iris knew he had to be dead. Obliterated into dust.

      All because of her.

      She swallowed the tears she could feel coming on. After days of crying, it was about time that she accepted what had happened and her own part in it.

      The other Ezak-X had told her that Zeon had been struggling with the Krezlians in the cellblock before the Alliance had executed the rescue mission. They had said they could hear him fighting, but it didn’t sound like he was on the winning side.

      He’d felt like he had to get them both out of there. He wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t. She knew it. He wouldn’t have done it if he felt like there was any other choice.

      Iris blinked, a single tear falling down her cheek. If only they had never been paired up by the Krezlians. Maybe he would have made it out of the lab, somehow, and they could have met in freedom. Or maybe not – how else would they have ever found each other? An Ezak-X Alliance military deserter and a human trade negotiator didn’t have much in common.

      Though, she thought, if it meant Zeon would have survived, she would have given up their few days together a thousand times. Anything to have him be okay.

      Taking a deep breath, Iris pushed the covers off and got out of bed. Maybe a cup of coffee and something to eat would help her stop thinking about this. She grabbed something comfortable from the closet to wear to get breakfast.

      The Alliance had put her and the other rescued human women in a temporary shelter while they coordinated the return trip to Earth from Riala and any services the women needed to get back on their feet. It was a small shelter, but they had a well-stocked canteen that was open in the early hours of the morning, which was perfect for Iris’s recent sleeping patterns.

      Once she was presentable enough, she left her room and made the short walk to the canteen. A few of the women were already there, huddled at a table and talking in quiet voices. They nodded to her as she walked in and she gave them a smile in return.

      “But I just want to go home,” one of them said, continuing their conversation. “And move on.”

      They all nodded. Iris poured herself some coffee and took a piece of some kind of unfamiliar round, pink fruit from a bowl. She sat down with the other women and began to eat, silently listening.

      “I can’t sleep anymore,” another woman sighed. “I just want to forget all of it. Go home and do anything else except think about... about all of it.”

      The women made noises of agreement. Iris nodded, but couldn’t help but think about how her experience had been different from the other women. There were the experiments that she wanted to forget – and couldn’t think about without feeling nauseous – but there was also Zeon.

      He had been there for her from the moment they met, always checking that she was okay – or as “okay” as she could be. He went through the same horrible experiences she had, and was by her side through it all. She would never meet another man who would understand what she had been through in the way he did.

      Had, she reminded herself. Past tense.

      Why had she ever boarded the ship for Riala in the first place? After what happened on Agaria, she should have just stayed put and never got on a spaceship again. The thought of boarding the Alliance shuttle back to Earth even scared her. She’d had enough of space travel, let alone working a job that required nearly constant trips from planet to planet.

      She’d thought just getting away from Agaria would’ve been enough. That getting a job on one of the main planets of the Alliance would provide her enough of security after her experiences on Agaria. But she hadn’t even made it to any of the main planets before the Krezlians got her again.

      Cursed. She was cursed.

      And now, with Zeon gone – because of her – and her future so uncertain, Iris couldn’t think of much that was positive in her life right now. The thought of going back to Earth didn’t give her a rush of hope like it seemed to for the rest of the women.

      No matter where she went, the facts would remain the same. Zeon was gone and she was nearly too afraid of traveling to even return to Earth.

      “Iris?”

      She looked up from her coffee. “Hm?” Had someone asked her a question? She had been so wrapped up in feeling sorry for herself she had tuned out of the conversation.

      “I don’t think you heard me. Do you have family on Earth?” one of the women asked, looking a little concerned that Iris was so out of it she hadn’t heard her earlier question.

      Iris nodded. Her father had passed when she was young, but her mother still lived on Earth. Her health wasn’t great, and Iris didn’t want to bother her by suddenly moving in. There were also her older brothers, but they were very protective of her and Iris could just imagine how closely they would watch her if she moved in with either of them.

      Of course, they already knew what had happened to her – though Iris had still yet to call them personally. They would no doubt be watching her closely either way, but Iris didn’t want the additional fussing that would come if she stayed with them.

      “I do,” she said. “But I’m not sure where I’m going to stay yet.”

      “I don’t think I’m even going to go back to Earth,” another woman said. “I want to go straight back to work.”

      “Not me,” said the woman who had asked Iris the question. “I’m going to spend some time with family. Treat my time off like it was a real vacation instead... instead of thinking about what happened.”

      The women kept chatting, and one by one they finished their food or coffee and left to video chat with family or organize their lives now that they were free. Eventually, Iris was the last one in the canteen.

      She robotically took another sip of coffee and made a face at the taste. It had gone cold.

      Still, Iris couldn’t bring herself to get up and continue her day. The idea of putting on a brave, nothing-can-phase-me, face for the string of Alliance officials, doctors, social workers, and psychiatrists that visited them in the shelter just made her want to go straight back to bed.

      Maybe that would be best – going back to sleep for a little while. The nightmare had woken her so early. Maybe this time she wouldn’t dream of Zeon again. Maybe she would be able to forget what she had lost, just for a little while.
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      Zeon’s body ached like never before. Every muscle was painfully sore and bruised, and he could hardly keep his thoughts together.

      The Ezak-X didn’t need much sleep, but even Zeon was starting to feel the effects of sleep deprivation after days awake. There was no way he was going to succumb to sleep and let his guard down though. If he did, even for a moment, he might miss a chance to escape.

      He’d already missed it once…

      The day the Alliance had come, he had tried to fight the Krezlian guards off. But after strangling one lizard bastard with the chain between his handcuffs, another guard had managed to call for backup and he had been taken down by a group of Krezlians and their hired pirates.

      The fucking Mehelians. They were the reason he was here in the first place. They had been the ones behind his capture.

      A Krezlian scientist had injected him with something and Zeon had been paralyzed but still painfully conscious during the whole damned Alliance rescue operation. Aware, yet unable to move as a team of Krezlians had dragged him through the corridors of their lab, rushing to get him out before the Alliance found them.

      He had heard the sound of fighting just hallways away as he was being hauled to a small transport ship and the Krezlians had taken off. The column of flames engulfing the lab in an explosion had lit up the cabin of the ship a brilliant yellow as they flew away.

      Away from rescue. Away from Iris.

      Zeon fisted his hands in frustration. Now, he was in some other hidden Krezlian stronghold on Riala – they had never left the atmosphere, he was sure of that. They had flown for a long time, but not long enough to have left the planet.

      Even though he was paralyzed, they had handcuffed him again and even blindfolded him before throwing him into another cell. After the Alliance had ruined their last round of experiments – again – Zeon guessed that the bastards weren’t going to take any chances.

      At least they had finally removed his cuffs the day before so he could eat. Not that there was anything enjoyable about the mush that they offered.

      Zeon knew that the Krezlians were regrouping. Besides the one meal he’d been given, they hadn’t come to his cell even once. They were clearly busy with other things and he suspected that wherever he was, they might not even have the experiments set up yet.

      Small miracles…

      Zeon scoffed, not amused. He sat with his back against the cool, metallic wall of the cell, listening for anything that might be going on outside, but he heard nothing. It had been quiet in the corridor outside his cell for hours now. Maybe he could just shut his eyes for a moment...

      As he drifted off against his best efforts, a sweet scent engulfed him and he felt the pressure of a fragile human female body in his arms.

      Iris...

      If sleeping meant he would dream of her, then maybe it would be worth it. He relaxed against the wall and thought of her, basking in a mix of memories of her smell and the feel of her skin against his. She was so sweet to him, so unassumingly kind and gentle.

      Pure.

      Being with her had made him feel like he never had before. Had made him feel like none of the mistakes he’d made in his life mattered, that he could just be himself, without shame. It made his blood boil that the Krezlians would take someone like that and torture her like they had.

      But she had been rescued, he reminded himself. Iris and the other Ezak-X and human females. He had heard it all happening around him and he had been unable to react to any of it. She had been rescued. And here he still was.

      His heart ached as he imagined never seeing her again.

      Why had he tried to fight?

      If he had just done what the Krezlians had asked – waited only moments longer before trying to escape – then he would have been in the cell with Iris when the Alliance came.

      No.

      He couldn’t sleep. If there was any chance to escape, he had to be vigilant. Otherwise he could end up being in the hands of the Krezlians forever. Never able to breathe in Iris’s soft, floral scent again. Never able to live as a free being.

      That had always been his goal. To live truly free. And where had that ended him?

      Zeon shook his head. It was difficult, but he opened his eyes and stood. Pacing the small square of his cell could keep him awake. It would make him…

      He paused as he picked up the sound of multiple Krezlians approaching in the corridor outside his cell. Were they going to come for him? Could this be his chance? He stood in front of the door, fists clenched, every muscle tensed and ready to attack.

      The door slid open and Zeon froze, taken by surprise. The Krezlians had a human woman with them. Her scent had been masked by the foul, sour scent of the lizard race, and he’d been too focused on listening to the heavy footsteps of the lizards to notice her gentle footfalls.

      In his moment of surprise, the guards threw the female into the cell with him.

      “Do it now,” the nearest Krezlian hissed. “Don’t waste time.”

      Zeon leaped for the guards, but it was too late. The door of the cell slid shut before he could even make it around the female.

      Fuck. He looked at the female. There was no question what the Krezlian meant when they told them to “do it.” It was the same order as always. An order he’d been made to execute with Iris. If they weren’t in the lab being experimented on, they were being forced to have sex for whatever twisted reason.

      Zeon closed his eyes at the memory. He couldn’t do this. Not with another female. He hadn’t intended to do it with Iris either, but eventually, it had led to that naturally. She had been so sweet as she had given herself to him. He would not tarnish that memory with another female.

      The woman looked around the cell, a strangely calm expression on her face.

      “No bed,” she commented casually.

      Zeon opened his eyes and looked at her, properly this time. The female had long, dark brown hair that clearly hadn’t been brushed in a long time. The Krezlians had put her in some kind of skimpy, shapeless dress and she was barefoot. Bruises from injection sites covered her arms and the skin around her wrists and ankles was raw. She had clearly been tortured just as much as any of them.

      “Yeah, I guess they thought I didn’t need one,” he said finally.

      “Well,” she said, grabbing the hem of her dress and starting to pull it over her hips. “We can just do it standing up.”

      Zeon backed away. “No, no!” he said. “You don’t have to do that.”

      She looked at him strangely, letting the dress fall back down. “What do you mean? You know that’s what they want. I’ve already been forced to do this with other Ezak-X like you. Unless you know something I don’t, I’m pretty sure I do have to.”

      Her sarcastic tone paired with her oddly calm demeanor confused Zeon. Maybe she was truly a relaxed, confident person, even in the face of their current circumstances. Or maybe it was an act – a way to cope with the horror she had experienced. He really couldn’t tell.

      “I don’t think there are any cameras in here,” Zeon said. “The Krezlians had to set up this cell in a rush after what happened at the other base. We can just pretend we did when they come back.”

      A barely perceptible tension in the woman’s shoulders seemed to loosen. She shrugged.

      “Okay,” she agreed. “We can try. But are you sure? If they find out...”

      “I’m sure,” he said. “There’s no way I’m going to have sex with you.”

      She raised an eyebrow, almost as if she took a little offense to the comment. “I haven’t heard that before,” she said, dark humor in her tone.

      “It’s... It’s not you,” he said.

      It was true. The female was objectively attractive, at least by human standards. She had long legs, wide hips, and breasts that he could tell were large and round even under the loose tunic she was dressed in. But her body did nothing for him. Even her scent didn’t entice him, though it was faintly sweet.

      Just looking at this human female instantly made him think of Iris’s tall, slender frame. And once he started to think of Iris, it was like the floodgates of memory opened and he couldn’t stop imagining her in his arms. The moment they had been put into a cell together and he had looked into her wide blue eyes, all he had wanted was to protect her from what the Krezlians had in store for her.

      “You look like you’re a million miles away right now. Are you thinking about another woman?” the female asked, her eyebrow cocked. She sat down on the floor of the cell with her legs crossed.

      Zeon sat down across from her, and nodded. “Another human female. But she was rescued.”

      “Rescued?” The woman’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Alliance operation,” Zeon said. “They rescued all the Ezak-X and human females – at least the ones in the main cellblock. I was being taken for experiments – or whatever the Krezlians had planned for me – so the lizard bastards were able to take me away. I thought I was the only one.”

      “That was a rescue operation?” she asked in disbelief. “I thought something went wrong with an experiment or something and the lab exploded, or that maybe some of the pirates they hired started a fight, or...” She shook her head. “Shit. I had no idea. I was in one of the lab holding rooms when it happened. I started to hear explosions and then they took me to a ship and we flew away.”

      Her expression darkened and Zeon caught a glimpse of the anger this female was holding back.

      “I can’t believe it,” she said after regaining her composure. “I can’t believe we could have been rescued. We were that close. Just my fucking luck. Next time then.”

      Zeon just stared at her, unsure of how to respond. He was still working on grasping human conversational norms, and sarcasm always was tricky for him. Did she really think they would get another chance to be rescued?

      If the Alliance had any clue where this new base was, they would have been here already. There was really almost zero chance of a second Alliance rescue mission at this point. But he had a feeling she understood that completely and didn’t need him to explain anything to her.

      “So, the woman you mentioned... She got out?” the female asked.

      “Yes,” he answered. Of course, he didn’t know it for sure, but he had to hang onto that hope, because he couldn’t even think of the alternative. That something had gone wrong with the rescue…

      “What was her name?”

      “Iris,” he said. Just saying her name aloud made his heart ache.

      “I was never held with any of the other women,” she said. “I never met her. I’m Gianna, by the way. You can call me Gia.”

      “Zeon.”

      When she seemed to realize he wasn’t going to say anything else, she spoke up again. “Want to tell me about her? Iris? We still have time to kill and we might as well talk about something that gives at least one of us hope.”

      Hope.

      Zeon nodded. He had to hold onto his memories of Iris, and never give up on escaping and returning to her. There was no way he could ever let her go, not when there wasn’t another creature alive that made him feel like being with her did. Like the freedom he’d always been missing in his life.

      “She’s kind,” he started, wondering where to start. “She wasn’t afraid of me when we first met. Her first words to me were asking if I was okay.”

      “Go on,” Gia said, smiling a little for the first time since he had met her. “She sounds really nice. I hope I get to meet her sometime too. When we’re both out of here.”

      “She worked for the Earth Agency of Intergalactic Affairs,” he continued. “She had been working on trade agreements with Agaria, when she was captured by Krezlians on the planet. The Alliance got her out, and she put in for a transfer to a quiet, pacifist planet… And that’s when she was taken again, during the flight.”

      “Damn. She was captured twice?” the dark-haired female asked. “That’s horrible.”

      Zeon nodded. “She’s beautiful,” he said, unable to stop talking about Iris now that he had started. “And she smells so sweet...”

      He continued to talk, barely hearing his own voice as he envisioned Iris as if she was in the cell with them again.

      Thinking of her only made his resolve stronger. Nothing was going to stop him from seeing her again. She had to be safe somewhere. Alive. With the Alliance. And the very first chance he had he was going to run straight to her. He would find her.

      One way or another.
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