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Chapter One
 
 
From the way she was shifting restlessly on the sofa, Taryn could tell that the little human was uncomfortable. She moved around, unable to settle in one spot. Wriggling from side to side, she picked at some imaginary piece of fluff on her skirt, trying to keep her trembling hands busy. Her eyes scanned her surroundings as though it was the first time she’d ever set foot in the place, but he knew that it wasn’t. The frantic way her eyes were darting about was a tell-tale sign of her nervousness. Brave as she’d been to walk in here, she clearly wasn’t at ease.
He had to concede it was probably strange for her to be there under the circumstances. The house belonged to one of her friends, a young woman who’d recently been taken as a bride by his commanding officer, Andrew Rossingham.
Taryn and a half dozen other Taar-Breckian warriors had moved in to use the house as a base while they were on a mission here in New Cambridge. It would undoubtedly be odd for her to see all these men she didn’t know in otherwise familiar surroundings. He had to admit that a large male like him did look out of place among the feminine trappings of human domesticity.
Taryn could hardly believe that the woman who was the focus of his latest assignment had just walked in here of her own accord and asked to speak to whoever was in charge. She was one of several young women that he and his men had been tasked with finding. They were to be brought to his home planet of Taar-Breck because, although they might not realize it, they were in grave danger. Earth’s corrupt High Council was looking for friends of his commander’s wife to punish them for their activities as part of some illicit women’s group. The members needed to be brought to safety, whether they liked it or not. Lucy was the woman he’d been instructed to take into his protection as his mate. Taryn had been trying to figure out how best to spirit her away without attracting too much attention. Her arrival at the house gave him an unexpected opportunity.
As he watched her on the security monitor, Taryn realized that it must have taken considerable courage for them to come here. She couldn’t possibly have known what she was walking into, whether the reception she got would be friendly. It looked as though whatever doubts she might have were now beginning to play more forcefully on her mind. She got up from her seat and took a couple of steps toward the door. Then she muttered something to herself, words of affirmation, perhaps, and walked to the window instead. She leaned her forehead against the glass and Taryn wondered what she was thinking. Time to go and find out, he guessed.
Taking the stairs two at a time, he hurried from the control room his men had set up in the basement and walked along the hallway. He could scarcely believe how eager he was to speak with her. This sort of nervous anticipation had not assailed him since he was a youngling, engaged in military training for the first time. He wondered why he had made that connection in his mind. Would dealing with this young woman be like going into battle?
As he entered the living room, she turned around. Her eyes scanned over his body, seeming to take in his massive size, the breadth of his shoulders, his long, muscular limbs. Her mouth dropped open. Taryn could sense her interest, but he also smelled her fear. While some men might get off on that, he didn’t like it one bit. Although she didn’t know it yet, this woman was to be his mate. He wanted her warm, willing, and pliant, not terrified out of her wits.
“Take a seat, Miss…” He knew exactly what her name was. After all, he’d been following her every move for weeks now. He wanted, though, to see if she would try to palm him off with false information.
“Bainbridge,” she said in clipped tones. “Miss Lucy Bainbridge.”
Her response was formal, creating a distance between them. Her stiff manner made it hard for him to get any real sense of the type of woman she was. Hopefully she wasn’t always so restrained. It would be hard to get close to someone who held herself in check all the time. Still, at least she hadn’t tried to conceal her true identity from him. He thought that was probably a good sign.
As she walked toward him, Taryn made a careful study of her. He’d seen images of Lucy, of course, had watched her from a distance, but this was the first time he’d been in the same room as her. Up close, she was even prettier than he’d thought. The color of her hair was like nothing he’d ever seen before. It was the warmest shade of golden blonde. Her eyes were wide, blue, and iridescent like precious stones. There was an otherworldly quality about her. She looked a bit like a doll, but he knew she couldn’t be anything like as delicate as her appearance suggested.
Lucy Bainbridge had been a member of a women’s group whose very existence had been considered a crime. Given the harsh penalties the women faced if caught, it took guts to be involved in something like that. The expression on Lucy’s face might be guileless but she surely possessed some ingenuity. This was a young woman who’d repeatedly given her guardian the slip so she could meet her friends, after all. She’d also evaded apprehension by the security forces who were suspicious of any female out on her own. It was no mean feat to avoid detection by trained agents of the state, yet she’d done it for several years, as far as he could tell. No, despite her innocent look, she must have some cunning about her.
As she moved to take a seat on the sofa, the long skirt she wore swished around her ankles. Clasping her hands together as she settled herself, she looked up at him, her brow creasing as though she was trying to decide whether she’d made a terrible mistake in coming here. Aware that he was looming by the doorway in what might be seen as a menacing fashion, Taryn came further into the room. He sat down on one of the armchairs that was too small for his muscular frame and tried to adopt a nonthreatening pose.
“My men offered you refreshments?” Taryn checked.
“Yes, they did.”
Lucy sounded as though their hospitality had surprised her and that irritated him. Humans seemed to think that his race were barbarians when, in fact, the Taar-Breckians could teach them a thing or two about civilized behavior.
“But I declined.” She bit her bottom lip nervously, as though wondering whether refusing the offer of a drink had been some sort of cultural misstep.
“That’s alright,” Taryn assured her as she was obviously on edge. He needed her to feel comfortable so he could find out what had brought her here. “So, what can I do for you, Miss Lucy Bainbridge?”
“I want to get away from here.”
“But you’ve only just arrived.” He knew perfectly well that wasn’t what she’d meant, but something about her wide-eyed, innocent look made him want to tease her.
“I mean away from New Cambridge,” she clarified.
Taryn leaned back in his chair and cast an appraising look over her. This was certainly interesting news.
“And where do you wish to go?” he asked.
“I really want to go to Taar-Breck.” There was definite enthusiasm in her response.
That surprised Taryn, considering Earth’s High Council had been circulating vicious rumors about the supposed barbarity of his homeland for many years. Negative propaganda was one of the ways they tried to discourage people from moving to his planet. Lucy would have heard little about his people apart from terrible tales of how poorly the men treated their females. According to the stories the High Council spread, Taar-Breckians used women as slaves, showing them absolutely no care or consideration. It was all lies, of course. The men of his race might like to take charge and set strict rules for their women, but they also saw to their welfare. Still, the question remained. Why would she choose to go to a place with such a tainted reputation willingly? He knew from his observations of her that she was naturally submissive, but it seemed unlikely that she would harbor a desire to be completely stripped of her free will.
“I see, and what makes you want to visit my home planet?”
Her lips pursed, and he knew that his deliberate misunderstanding of her meaning had annoyed her.
“I don’t want to visit,” she said indignantly. “I want to go and live there. My friend Caroline was taken there already, and I miss her.”
“That’s not much of a reason to leave all you know behind.”
“Oh, uhm, well…” She seemed a little flustered. He wondered if she’d planned out in advance how this conversation was going to go, and he’d dragged her off course. “Well, there’s also my friend, Victoria.”
“What about her?”
“Well,” Lucy said, looking down into her lap, “her betrothal ceremony is scheduled for today and she’s not going to sit around waiting for them to marry her off to some creepy old man. She disappeared before I woke this morning and if she doesn’t come back, I’ll be next in line.”
“Next in line?”
“Yes, my father has been speaking to several potential husbands for me, but there’s a strict order of things. Victoria’s family is more important than mine, so the announcement of her betrothal must take place first,” Lucy explained. “If she’s really run away, they’ll move on to me next.”
Taryn shook his head as he tried to make sense of what she’d just said. He would never understand these humans and their bizarre social rules.
“Won’t they try to bring her back?” he asked. If a woman ran from him, he would track her across the universe and drag her home if necessary.
“They will, but only to punish her. A runaway isn’t afforded the honor of marriage.”
The way she spoke made it sound as though she actually believed there was some privilege in being bartered off to the best prospect for social advancement. But, if that was the case, why would she seek to escape her own betrothal? At the thought of this beautiful, delicate creature being given to some other man, Taryn clenched his fists. He hated the idea of her being made to yield to a man who wasn’t worthy of her submission. Human males were lazy when it came to their women. They didn’t take the time to nurture them properly, to ensure that their needs were being met. It made him so angry to see how human males took for granted the gifts they were given.
Seeing the look of panic that crossed the young woman’s face as the tension radiated from him, he forced himself to relax.
“So, you wish to make your escape and you’d like me to help you?” He wanted to be sure he understood correctly why she’d come to him.
Lucy nodded vigorously, a look of expectation on her face.
“Why would I want to do that?” he asked, his tone a little sharper than he’d intended.
“Well, my friend who was taken to Taar-Breck, her husband is… he’s…”
“He is my commanding officer,” Taryn filled in for her, “and grandson to my king.”
She looked surprised at that, as though she hadn’t realized that Caroline Chatterton’s new husband was part of Taar-Breck’s ruling family, but she quickly recovered herself. The same serene mask that all Earth’s upper-class women seemed to wear in public settled on her face.
“Right, so I thought…” Her voice trailed off and she began to fidget once more. She didn’t seem able to hold her composure for long. Taryn wondered if she was always like this, or if his presence made her particularly uncomfortable.
“You thought that he would want me to risk a diplomatic incident by removing a citizen of Earth from her home without her guardian’s permission.”
He made it sound as though the very idea was shocking but, in fact, it was close to the reality of what he and his men had been asked to do. Their commander had ordered that Lucy and several other young women be brought to Taar-Breck. It was partly because he couldn’t stand back and watch innocent women being hunted down by a corrupt government that he’d decided to act, and partly because he wanted his wife to have her friends close by. It was a risky venture. If the High Council found out they were taking these women to safety, they would be outraged. Relations between Earth’s rulers and the Taar-Breckians were already tense and it would take very little to cause a crisis.
Taryn had no idea why he didn’t just tell Lucy that it was his mission to help her. It would be the kindest thing to do since she was obviously having a hard time asking for his assistance. Something stopped him from letting her off the hook, though. He supposed it was because he was getting a kick out of watching the ever-changing expression on her face. She really was quite adorable.
“I wouldn’t expect you to help me for nothing,” Lucy said, surprising him.
“I hope you’re not about to offer me money. That would be a grave insult to my honor.”
Lucy shook her head. “I have no money.”
“Then what are you offering?” Taryn was intrigued by the way her eyelashes drifted downward and a delicate blush stained her cheeks.
“Well,” she shifted awkwardly on her seat, “I’m a virgin and I know how valuable that is.”
“Not to me,” Taryn responded bluntly.
Lucy’s eyes looked a little teary and Taryn started to feel bad about testing her like this. It was akin to pulling the wings off a tiny insect. He just couldn’t help himself, though. Something about Lucy Bainbridge had piqued his curiosity. She gave the impression of being quite fragile and yet he knew there must be a stronger side to her. Perhaps he was teasing her in the hope of drawing out a different aspect of her personality.
“Well, anyway, I’m offering to become…” She paused and seemed to be trying to steel herself for what she was about to say. “That is, if you’ll help me, I will become your… your pet.”
“My pet?” It was so unexpected he couldn’t help but throw back his head and laugh.
Eyes flaring with defiance, Lucy rose to her feet. Now, that was more like it. He could practically feel the fury burning from her. It was intriguing to see her displaying a little spirit at last.
“I can see I’ve wasted your time,” she said haughtily as she walked toward the door.
“Stay where you are.” Taryn got to his feet and stalked toward her. Although she let out a gasp of surprise as he reached across the distance between them to caress the soft skin of her cheek, she didn’t step back from him. “So, you want me to put my collar around your pretty little neck and make you crawl at my feet?”
She looked as though she might be having second thoughts and then nodded her head.
“Yes,” she said with obviously forced enthusiasm, “that’s what I want.”
“Really?” Taryn queried as he took a step back from her. He doubted she’d really thought this through, but he had to admit he did find the idea intriguing. “In that case, kneel.”
“What, now?” Her voice quivered.
Taryn inclined his head. Lucy looked at him, her eyebrows knitting together in a frown once more and then slowly sank to the floor. Eyes averted, focusing on anything but him, she knelt at his feet. There was something innately graceful about her, but her shoulders were rigid. Tension thrummed on the air around her.
“Very good.” Taryn was impressed that she’d obeyed, even if her reluctance did scream out at him. “Now, crawl.”
Lucy looked up at him in shock and he could practically hear her thoughts churning in her mind as she tried to decide what to do. Expecting her to object to his command, he was surprised when she gave an almost imperceptible nod of acceptance. She got onto all fours and began to move across the floor. Her voluminous skirts seemed to hamper her efforts and, after only a few seconds, she gave up.
“Then take it off,” Taryn said as he reached down to help her to her feet. As she straightened up, she looked at him with eyes narrowed and he repeated the order. “Take off your dress.”
Hands trembling, she reached up to take hold of the laces that held the bodice of her dress together. Her fingers played with the fabric ties for a moment and then she dropped her hands to her sides.
“I can’t,” she wailed.
“Yes, you can.”
“No.” Her tone was firm now. “I can’t.”
Taryn shrugged his shoulders. “You came to me and asked to be my pet, but it seems you’re not ready to commit to that yet.”
The corners of her pretty pink lips turned down as she looked up at him with those big, glistening blue eyes. Her expression of hopelessness was almost enough to penetrate his thick skin and prick at his heart. Almost, but not quite.
“So, you won’t help me?” she asked.
As it happened, he did intend to help her, and not just because he’d been ordered to. He’d wanted her from the moment he saw her and now that she’d come to him with her intriguing offer, he was determined to have her as his pet. He would test her, tease her, punish her, and cherish her as his most precious possession but first he needed her to be sure about what she was asking for.
“I will give you forty-eight hours to think this over,” Taryn said. “Consider whether you really can wear my collar and obey my every command without question. Think about whether you want to serve my needs and allow me to introduce your body to the most intimate pleasures. Come to me only when you are prepared to surrender to me completely.”
He watched her closely as she frowned. Her eyes widened and then her brow crumpled again as her mouth twisted at the side. It was cute the way her face changed as her thoughts played out so vividly. She gave him a polite nod, her ingrained good manners clearly kicking in when he was sure she felt anything but civil toward him. As she moved toward the door, he reached out and placed a hand on her arm to stop her.
“Know this, Lucy Bainbridge, I will leave here in two days’ time and you will come with me in full submission or not at all.”
She nodded once more and walked from the room, her head held regally high. Taryn went to the window and watched her exiting the house. Her steps were light and quick as she walked down the path. As she disappeared from view, he rubbed his forehead wearily, wondering what the hell had gotten into him. His little human had presented him with the ideal opportunity to spirit her away to Taar-Breck and yet he’d let her leave. Still, he knew she would be back before his deadline expired. It was clear that she wanted to be his pet, even if some parts of her mind were still bucking against the idea. When she returned, he would fulfill her deepest desires and make her his in every way.



Chapter Two
 
 
Lucy hurried through the park toward the old post office, her mind racing as she replayed her encounter with that intimidating Taar-Breckian warrior. She couldn’t believe that she’d actually had the courage to make her proposition, or that she’d got down on her knees like that for a man she’d only met minutes before. Worse than that, for a man whose name she didn’t even know. He hadn’t given her the basic courtesy of introducing himself and yet she’d done what he asked without question. What the hell had gotten into her?
Although she’d approached him, offering to become his pet, she hadn’t imagined for one minute that he would begin to issue orders immediately. She’d wanted to refuse, to tell him that they needed to establish a relationship first, but something had compelled her to do as he told her. A thrill had pricked through her as she obeyed his command. Sure, she’d felt some embarrassment at kneeling for him but it had also felt entirely natural, as she’d known it would. For a long time, Lucy had read books about women who submitted to men and she’d been curious to try it. She just hadn’t imagined giving herself over to a man like the Taar-Breckian warrior. With her quiet temperament, she’d thought the type of man she would be attracted to would have a gentler disposition. She’d pictured a man who would ask her to follow his instructions, who would treat her as a cherished partner while fulfilling her deepest fantasy. She realized now that she’d been a little naïve in her expectations.
The Taar-Breckian’s overwhelming dominance had come as a bit of a shock to her. More disturbing still was that she’d thrilled to the dispassionate note of command in his voice. His air of authority did funny things to her insides and made her yearn to be at his mercy. That had to be a testament to the raw, male power that oozed from his every pore. She’d become drunk off it. There really was no other way to explain the fact that she couldn’t stop picturing herself on her knees before him. She was ready to abandon all thoughts of an equal relationship and give herself over to his control. Well, almost. She still had some doubts.
Lucy shook her head to dispel thoughts about yielding to the warrior from her mind. Right now, she had to concentrate on ensuring that she reached her destination unseen. She moved off the main path and in among the thick line of trees that bordered the park. She doubled back a hundred yards or so, just in case she’d been spotted by anyone. A woman on her own tended to attract a lot of attention but the streets were quiet, so hopefully nobody had spotted her. Hitching up her skirts, she clambered over the fence that would take her into the alleyway behind the post office. It was a bit of a struggle and, as she came down on the other side of the barrier, she landed in an inelegant heap on the ground.
Brushing the dirt from her hands, she got to her feet. She hated having to scramble over fences and walk down dark alleys, but she knew there were no surveillance cameras here. Over the years, she and her friends had learned where they were visible to agents of the High Council and where they could come and go as they pleased. There was a surprising number of blind spots to exploit.
Lucy hurried along to the back of the post office. Pressing her shoulder to the heavy door of the derelict building, she gave it a shove. There was a loud scraping of metal on concrete as it opened, just enough for her to squeeze through. She didn’t like being in this place with its odor of abandonment and decay, but it was relatively safe. Thousands of people walked by every day without giving the building a second glance.
She crossed the large, empty space where customers in the old days must have queued up to mail their letters and parcels. Making her way past the serving counters, she headed into the back room where people had once sorted the mail. She walked to the far wall where the entrance to the space she and her friends from the Hyde Ladies’ Circle used from time to time was concealed. Kept from sight by a stack of shelves, the door led into a long corridor, at the end of which was a small room. Each of the women in the group had brought something to decorate the space so it would be comfortable in case any of them had to spend a considerable amount of time there. Lucy was glad of that because she was going to have to stay there for a spell. She wasn’t ready to go back and face that Taar-Breckian warrior again and she certainly couldn’t go home. Her father would demand to know where she’d been this morning, what she knew about Victoria’s disappearance. If she managed to hold her nerve and refused to tell him anything, he would probably put her under lock and key until he could marry her off. Any hope she had of making it to Taar-Breck would be lost.
As she entered the corridor and pulled the door shut behind her, Lucy reflected on how much things had changed in just a few short hours. Last night, she had stayed with her friend, Victoria, to give her some support before the betrothal ceremony that had been scheduled for today. Her being away from home overnight wasn’t something her father would normally approve of, especially since Victoria’s stepbrother was a bachelor. Spending the night under the same roof as an unmarried man without her guardian present was something that would be frowned upon, but Jonathan had persuaded her father to allow it. He’d thought that Lucy’s presence would calm Victoria’s nerves before her betrothal was announced.
Recently, Victoria had been putting on a convincing show of maidenly distress, but Lucy knew that what her friend really felt was anger. She was being married off to a man she hadn’t chosen for herself, after all. It was only natural that she would rail against that. Like most men would, however, Jonathan had read her mood all wrong and assumed she was nervous about the prospect of performing her marital duties for the first time. That was a joke. Victoria had thumbed her nose at the establishment by losing her virginity months ago.
But, when she had woken this morning, Victoria was gone. Lucy and her friend’s maid, Zinnie, had fled the house before Jonathan Walton could discover his stepsister was missing. He had an explosive temper and Lucy hadn’t wanted to find herself on the receiving end of it. Knowing that Victoria’s departure would make her own life here uncomfortable, Lucy had gone straight to the Taar-Breckians for help.
It wasn’t a completely spur of the moment decision. Ever since her friend Caroline had been arrested, Lucy had felt it could only be a matter of time before the secret police knocked on her door. There were few options for escape available to her and going to Taar-Breck where Caroline was now settled with her husband seemed the least ominous of them. Sure, she’d heard rumors that the aliens treated their females badly, but the stories were clearly exaggerated. At least, she thought they were. Now that she’d come face to face with one of their warriors and heard his demands, she wasn’t quite so certain.
As Lucy entered the small room where she intended to spend the night, she jumped back in fright. There was already someone in there.
“Zinnie!” she exclaimed, once she’d recovered her powers of speech and realized who the figure emerging from the shadows was. “What on Earth are you doing here? I thought you’d headed north to look for Elizabeth Chatterton.”
Lucy was not exactly sure why Zinnie thought that Elizabeth was hiding out in that part of the city. Actually, until the maid had mentioned that was where she was going, Lucy hadn’t even realized that Victoria’s maid knew Elizabeth. She chose not to ask too many questions in case the two women were connected through some subversive activity. In the current political climate, she suspected that ignorance might be bliss.
“I still plan to go north,” Zinnie explained, “but there are government agents everywhere. I’ll wait until nighttime when it’s easier to move around unseen.”
Easier, perhaps, but there were dangers other than the secret police lurking on the streets once night had fallen. Lucy knew that only too well. After all, she had crept about in the darkness many times, to go to meet her friends. She’d had to avoid running into unsavory men, and women, each time. She didn’t know exactly what kinds of criminal activity they got up to, but she’d heard enough rumors of violence to realize that the civilized veneer that glossed over the city’s problems faded with the setting sun. Lucy had no intention of lecturing Zinnie about the risk to her safety, though. She was a grown woman, more than capable of making her own choices.
“So, you’ll stay here until nightfall?” Lucy asked.
“If you don’t mind, miss.”
“Of course not.” Lucy didn’t know the other woman particularly well, but Victoria was unusually close to her maid, so she guessed she was okay to be around. Anyway, she would be glad of some company for a little while. Lucy hated being on her own. “I owe you for getting me out of the Waltons’ house before Jonathan found out she was gone. Do you know any more about where Victoria went?”
“No.” Zinnie shook her head. “Like I said this morning, I’m pretty sure she’s gone looking for the rebels.”
“She must be crazy,” Lucy said. Anyone of their social class who thought they could put their trust in members of the rebel forces was crazy. Sure, they had a common interest in seeing the downfall of the High Council, but the rebels hated the more privileged members of society and wanted to see them stripped of their wealth and status. Besides that, they were unpredictable, and they always needed money to keep their fight against the state going. That made them dangerous. There was no guarantee they wouldn’t betray Victoria in exchange for the generous reward her family was bound to put up for her return.
“That’s what I told her,” Zinnie said, “but you know Vicky. Once she’s made up her mind about something, there’s no stopping her. Anyway, what about you, Miss Lucy? Did you manage to speak to someone at Lady Chatterton’s house?”
“I did,” Lucy confirmed as she flopped onto one of the large floor cushions in the center of the room.
“And will they help you?”
“Perhaps,” Lucy replied, thinking about how the Taar-Breckian warrior had taken her proposition and turned the tables on her with demands of his own.
“They had conditions?”
“Sort of.”
“How do you mean?”
“Well,” Lucy said, “I met with one of their leaders and asked him to help me.”
“Go on,” Zinnie prompted when Lucy fell into contemplative silence.
“Well, he wanted to know why he should and I told him that if he did, I would become his pet.”
Zinnie stared at her for a moment, a look of sheer incredulity passing over her face. Then she burst out laughing.
“It isn’t funny,” Lucy said indignantly.
“Oh, Miss Lucy, it is, a bit,” Zinnie said, quickly bringing herself under control. “What on Earth made you offer to be his pet?”
Lucy’s cheeks blushed. “That’s a bit personal, but I thought it would be something he might like, that we’d both like.”
Zinnie gave her a compassionate pat on the hand that told Lucy she understood if she didn’t want to go into detail.
“So, what did he say?” Zinnie asked.
“Uhm, well, he told me that he would expect me to obey his every command.” She didn’t think there was any point in telling the other woman how she’d got down on her knees for the warrior. It was humiliating enough that she’d done it, without sharing the experience with a virtual stranger. “He’s given me some time to think about whether I can submit to him completely but he wants an answer soon.”
“And he won’t help you unless you agree?” Zinnie asked, her expression a little more solemn now.
Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t think so. He didn’t seem the type to compromise.”
In fact, it seemed to Lucy that this was an all-or-nothing kind of man. He would have fixed expectations of her and she doubted there would be any room for the sort of negotiations she’d dreamed up for her ideal relationship.
“So, what will you do?”
“I don’t think I have much choice if I want to get out of here,” Lucy replied. “I’m going to have to agree to his terms.”
“It might not be so bad.”
Zinnie’s words were clearly a response to the look of trepidation on Lucy’s face.
Lucy smiled weakly, realizing now that the platitudes she trotted out so often for her friends were worthless when it came to making a person feel better.
“And,” Zinnie continued, “once you’re in Taar-Breck, you can speak with Lady Caroline. If you’re miserable with this man, she’ll surely help you get out of the arrangement.”
“If she can help me,” Lucy said. She had no idea what her friend’s situation actually was. For all she knew, Caroline might be shut away in some gilded cage. But, if she did have freedom, then perhaps she might be able to persuade her husband to help Lucy get out of the relationship if she was unhappy.
“I’m sure it will be okay,” Zinnie said, patting her arm in a gesture of comfort. “Do everything he asks of you until you get to know him a little better and then you’ll be able to work out ways to get around him. Men are all the same. Please them in bed and they’ll give you whatever you want.”
Lucy nodded, but realized that she hadn’t given enough thought to the more demanding aspects of a relationship with the Taar-Breckian warrior. She knew she could dress up, crawl around, and act the part of a pet easily enough but when it came to physical intimacy, she wasn’t so sure. He was a large, imposing male. Her small, delicate body would never cope, would it? She really had no idea.
 
* * *
 
Once Zinnie had left her alone for the night, Lucy tried to block out her fears by making her surroundings as homey as possible. She reckoned that if she made her environment comfortable, her mind would soon settle. Maybe then, she would stop imagining all the horrible things that could happen to her if the wrong person found her here.
There was a camp bed stored in the large cupboard at the back of the room, so she set it up for herself. A metal contraption with a canvas cover, it didn’t look very cozy, but it was probably better than sleeping on the floor. There was a small table lamp in the corner of the room, so she took it and placed it next to the bed. When she switched it on and doused the main light, it cast a warm glow over everything, softening the harsh gray of the walls and making the atmosphere less hostile. She took a quilt from the large box where she and the other women had stored some essentials in case any of them was ever forced to spend the night here. When the women had gathered the bits and pieces together, the thought of sleeping in this hidden room had seemed like it would be an adventure. Now that it was a reality for Lucy, she really wasn’t looking forward to it.
When the bed was made and there was nothing else to distract herself with, Lucy stripped down to her thin cotton chemise. She folded her clothes neatly and placed them on top of the wooden box she’d fetched the quilt from. Then she clambered up into the narrow bed and tried to make herself comfortable. Beneath her, the metal frame creaked loudly with every move she made, and Lucy suspected that, for the second night in a row, she wouldn’t get much sleep. Last night, she’d been kept awake by Victoria tossing and turning as she suffered through the recurring nightmare she’d been having ever since she found out her betrothal was imminent. Lucy couldn’t blame her for feeling unsettled. Both women were painfully aware of what would happen to them.
Before they were handed over to their future husbands, they would be taken to a medical room. They would be strapped to a chair, their legs spread apart, and examined in the most intimate way possible while the dozen creepy old men of the High Council looked on. It was supposed to be about verifying their purity, but Lucy doubted that was the real reason behind the humiliating inspection. She suspected it was to remind young women that their lives, their bodies, were not their own.
As she was about to turn off the light, Lucy heard a sound in the corridor outside. It might be Zinnie coming back, but she didn’t think that was likely. She leapt out of bed and looked around frantically for something she could use to defend herself. There seemed to be nothing useful. Throwing a fluffy pillow was unlikely to have much impact on an intruder. She took a deep breath to calm herself. Then she remembered the revolver her friend Caroline had acquired on the black market. She wouldn’t want to use a weapon that could be deadly, but it might be enough of a deterrent to force an assailant to back off.
Lucy ran to get the gun. She slipped her hand behind the wooden bookcase and found it, taped to the back panel. She pulled it free just as the door swung open. As the lights came on, she was blinded for a second. When her eyesight recovered, she saw the figure of a large male in the doorway. Her heart pounded as she raised the gun. She had no idea whether it was actually loaded or if it would still fire.
“Put that thing down,” the deep voice of the Taar-Breckian warrior she’d met this morning commanded. “Lucy, put that thing down.”
Lucy shook her head as he stepped into the room, seeming to fill the space with his angry presence. The fury vibrating from him scared her. As he moved a little closer, her hand trembled.
“Lucy, I won’t tell you again.”
She shook from head to foot. Her fingers moved, almost of their own accord, pulling back on the trigger. A deafening crack split the air and when she came to her senses, she was horrified to see blood blooming on the white sleeve of the warrior’s tunic. As her eyes met with his, she could see the cold rage in them and her heart seemed to stop. What the hell had she done?



Chapter Three
 
 
It was not a reaction to pain that caused the intense anger to zip through Taryn’s veins. Although the bullet had drawn blood as it grazed his flesh, it had done him no real damage. What he was incensed by was her waving a potentially lethal weapon around when she obviously had no clue how to use it properly. The gun belonged in a museum, not in the hands of a frightened young woman. If it had been a human who walked in here instead of him—one of her friends, perhaps—she might have killed them. If the gun had misfired, she might have killed herself.
“Sir, is everything alright?” One of his subordinates ran along the corridor toward him, his weapon drawn in anticipation of trouble.
“Yes, Jaxon, all is well.” Taryn’s tone was tinged with impatience as the other man appraised the situation. “Return to the vehicle and wait for me there. I have something to take care of.”
Having dismissed Jaxon, Taryn turned back to the quaking female who stood before him. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open in an almost comical illustration of the shock she must feel. There was no need to disarm her. She’d dropped the gun the instant it went off. As he stepped toward Lucy, intent on shaking some sense into her, she held her hands up as though begging him to stay back. He paused for a moment, considering how best to deal with such a skittish creature. She looked terrified, and well she might. Her actions had been extremely careless and warranted a punishment.
“I d-didn’t mean to do that,” the petite blonde stammered. “I’m s-s-sorry.”
“Oh, you’re going to be,” Taryn told her, his tone matter of fact rather than threatening.
As her eyes scanned the room, apparently searching for an escape route, Taryn moved swiftly, grabbing her around the waist and swinging her up into the air. He pulled her back down over his lap as he took a seat on the camp bed, his movements seamless. Before she could utter a single word of protest, he had her positioned perfectly over his knee. Her legs dangled down behind her and her head hung toward the floor, her golden hair creating a thick veil that hid her face completely.
He drew her thin cotton slip up and her white frilled panties down to expose the lush, peachy skin of her bottom. There was no time to appreciate her sensual curves. He had a punishment to administer.
“What are you… ow!” she cried indignantly as his palm connected with her perfectly rounded butt cheek. She kicked her legs out and Taryn placed a firm hand on the back of her thighs as a warning to her to stop. She seemed to understand the instruction but protested anyway. “You can’t do this. Let me up.”
The demanding tone in her voice was actually quite cute, considering the helpless position she was in.
“Not until you’ve learned your lesson,” Taryn said. “Now, hold still or I’ll keep you here all night.”
It was no empty threat. They would stay here, just like this, for as long as it took for her to realize the error of her ways. As she finally ceased her wriggling, Taryn resumed the spanking, raining carefully placed blows down on her upturned bottom.
It was gratifying to see the redness bloom on her skin. From the way she lay there quietly, in apparent acceptance of what was happening, he deduced that she was no stranger to spanking. Her initial reluctance, then, was probably due to embarrassment over who was disciplining her and not how he was doing it. As the spanking continued, she offered very little reaction, even though she must surely feel some pain. Perhaps he would have to be more forceful in his chastisement of her if he was going to get his message across.
“Why are you being punished?” he asked.
“Because I shot at you.”
Even though he couldn’t see her face, he knew that she’d responded through gritted teeth, that she was angry to find herself in this position.
“And?”
“And what?” She sounded genuinely puzzled. Did she really not understand that he was angry that she had taken an enormous risk with her safety?
“And you put yourself in harm’s way by attempting to sleep in this place,” Taryn informed her.
“I was perfectly alright until you got here.” Defiance screamed from her.
Taryn shook his head. It amazed him that she still didn’t want to acknowledge she’d been in danger. He needed her to understand how serious her actions had been. When he’d received the news from his men that she still hadn’t returned home by the time the sun had set, he’d known immediately that he would find her here. This building was less of a secret than she probably imagined it to be. Several of her friends had already been apprehended by his men as they came and went and he was quite certain that agents of the High Council knew about this place as well. He couldn’t believe that Lucy was so reckless as to try to spend the night in this ramshackle old building by herself. That alone would be cause enough to punish her, but when he added her use of the gun to his reckoning, she would be lucky if he ever let her off the hook.
“Stand up.” His tone was stern, but his touch was gentle as he helped Lucy to her feet.
She stood in front of him in sullen silence. Her downturned lips wobbled as though she might be about to cry, but the look in her eyes was one of defiance. It disappointed him that she seemed not to be learning a lesson.
“Bend over, hands on the bed.” he instructed.
“What?” Lucy seemed startled by his command.
“You heard me.”
“But…” She reached back and rubbed her bottom as though to suggest that she’d already been punished enough. Her eyes widened as Taryn stood and unbuckled his belt, slowly drawing it through the loops in his pants, giving her time to fully comprehend what was about to happen.
“You didn’t think the punishment was over, did you?” Taryn asked as he weighed the leather strap in his hand. It should make more of an impact than his palm but would do no permanent damage to her delicate flesh. “That was just a warmup. You will now receive six strokes of the belt. Now, do as I say and bend over the bed.”
When she didn’t move, he took hold of the back of her neck and pushed her downward, taking care to exert his will without actually hurting her. As he bent her forward, her hands shot out to brace herself on the bed. When she was in position, he lifted her slip over her waist to reveal her pretty pink bottom. There was a tell-tale glistening of moisture on her inner thigh that told him she had been aroused. That was certainly interesting. He wondered whether she had been turned on by being placed over his knee or by the spanking itself.
“That’s a good girl,” he praised as he took a step back and she remained in position. “Now, stay like that and the punishment will soon be over.”
 
* * *
 
Lucy closed her eyes and took a deep breath as she waited for the belt to fall. She pushed her bottom out a little, hoping that her compliance would please the alien warrior. His grunt of what she took to be satisfaction told her it had worked. She thought it best to try to get on his good side and get this over with as quickly as possible. She had endured spankings before, but only with a paddle wielded without much force by her elderly father, and always with her underwear firmly in place. Standing there with her naked flesh on display and her panties around her ankles was a new and humiliating experience, especially as she suspected the evidence of her arousal was visible. She had no idea why she’d felt such a surge of desire as his palm connected with her bottom and it had taken everything she could muster not to cry out in ecstasy. It was deeply troubling, and she hoped she wouldn’t embarrass herself any further.
The leather belt the alien grasped in his hand looked thick and heavy and she imagined it would deliver a powerful blow. She braced herself for the pain. A swoosh of air was the only warning she got before the belt landed with a crack across the left side of her bottom. Her eyes sprang open, all hopes of maintaining a serene pose flying out of the window as her mind registered the force of the impact. That had hurt. It had really hurt. Lucy let out an anguished whine and jiggled from side to side, not knowing quite how to alleviate the stinging sensation.
“Hold still, pet.”
The warrior’s tone was not unkind, but Lucy grimaced at his use of that particular endearment. It seemed to signal that he was staking his claim on her. She understood now that the moment he took her over his knee, something had changed. Her life had ceased to be her own. Whatever choice he had given her about the future was now gone. She was going to be his and she would just have to make the best of it.
As the belt landed again, striking her right butt cheek, she tumbled forward onto the bed. The blow had not been delivered with any greater force than the first one, but she hadn’t readied herself for it and had been thrown off balance. A savage burn in her flesh made it hard not to reach back and try to rub away the discomfort. Her mind told her not to, but her hand drifted behind her to soothe her inflamed buttocks nonetheless.
“No,” the alien said sternly, “none of that. Put your hands back on the bed.”
Lucy pushed herself up and resumed her original position. The alien tapped the insides of her ankles with his foot and she understood that he wanted her to spread her legs wider. She shuffled her feet as far apart as she could with her panties limiting her range of movement. It was so humiliating. No man had ever seen the most intimate parts of her body before. She could feel the power of his gaze and the flesh in her bottom seemed to throb even more intensely. Her face flushed, and she wondered if it was possible to die from sheer mortification.
“That’s good,” he praised, his deep, soothing tones acting as a balm for her injured pride.
The next two lashes of the belt fell in quick succession and Lucy cried out. Tears rolled down her cheeks and the thought that she should beg him to stop passed fleetingly through her mind. She took a deep breath and managed to get a hold of herself. There were only two more to go. She would bear that.
As soon as the leather smacked across the full width of her bottom, all thoughts of being stoic deserted her.
“Ow!” she shrieked as lightning zapped her flesh. “Please, don’t. It hurts.”
“It’s supposed to hurt.” Was it her imagination, or did he actually sound amused? “That is the point of a punishment.”
The final stroke of the belt across the back of her thighs made Lucy cry out once more. Sobbing in earnest now, she collapsed in a blubbering heap on the bed. That had been an intense experience in more ways than one. It had hurt, there was no denying that, but it had also awakened something in her. She’d felt her body come alive in a way it had never before.
As she wailed pitifully, strong arms lifted her, and she found herself being held tight against the reassuringly solid wall of the alien’s chest. He said nothing but let her cry until all her tears were spent.
As she gave a pathetic sniff, she looked up into eyes that were filled with concern. The stern warrior gave her a slight smile and a strange but pleasant sensation tickled her insides.
“All will be well now, pet,” he assured her. “Now, let’s get you home.”
“Home?” Lucy asked, a note of hope in her voice.
“That’s right, pet, you’re coming home with me,” Taryn said. “You’re mine now.”



Chapter Four
 
 
Lucy had forgotten just how luxurious her friend Caroline’s private bathroom was. She’d only been in here once before and she’d been impressed by the grandeur. As the alien warrior who’d held her in his arms the whole way back to the house finally set her down on her feet, she took a moment to appreciate the opulence of her surroundings. As water was such an expensive commodity, most people only had a basic shower in their homes, but the Chattertons were an extremely wealthy family and could afford a deep, decadent tub to bathe in.
“You may take a bath,” the alien warrior told her as he began to fill the porcelain tub with water.
The prospect of soaking her aching muscles was enough to make Lucy giddy. She was more excited than a person should be about the simple act of bathing, but she couldn’t help herself. Not only was her bottom sore from the spanking she’d endured, but she was also bruised from clambering over the fence at the park and falling to the ground. A bath was just what she needed. She stood back and watched as the alien added a generous splash of oil to the water. Its beautiful fragrance immediately enlivened her senses. She was impressed. How could he know that this would be soothing for her? Human males were useless when it came to this sort of thing.
He leaned down and swirled his hand in the water, testing the temperature. Clearly satisfied, he shut off the faucets.
“The bath is ready. Remove your clothes,” he instructed.
Lucy’s cheeks reddened. At some point back at that secret room in the post office, she’d mislaid her panties. She had a feeling they’d fallen from around her ankles when the alien scooped her up into his arms, although she hadn’t noticed anything amiss at the time. Knowing that she was completely naked beneath her cotton slip made her blush. She understood that she would have to reveal her body to him sooner or later but, as she had nothing on beneath her shift, there would be no gradual unveiling. Once she took off this garment, she would be utterly exposed to him and the thought of that scared her. If she had her way, she would take things more slowly, especially since she knew nothing about this intimidating warrior.
“Why do you hesitate?” He sounded curious rather than angry.
“Well,” Lucy replied, “I know it’s silly, but this is the second time today you’ve asked me to take off my clothes.”
“Uh-huh?”
“And you haven’t even told me your name,” Lucy said, a little pout forming on her lips.
Unexpectedly, the alien threw back his head and laughed. Lucy was taken aback to see his stern serious façade crumbling when she really couldn’t see what he found so amusing.
“I must apologize,” he said as he recovered himself. “My manners have been lacking. I am Lieutenant Taryn Duff of the Taar-Breckian Interplanetary Forces.”
“Taryn.” Lucy tried out the name and decided that she liked it.
“Does knowing my name make you feel better?”
Lucy nodded. Bizarrely, she did feel slightly more comfortable now. It had been strange thinking of him simply as the alien warrior. Now that she knew his name, it felt as though she had taken the first small step on a path to where some level of intimacy with him might be possible. Allowing this man to take care of her would not be the worst thing, surely? Even if his demands went beyond what she’d thought being a man’s pet would entail, he seemed the honorable type. After all, he had not taken advantage of her obvious arousal when he spanked her. Perhaps she was just trying to cast him in a better light to justify her own undeniable attraction to him.
Before she could lose her nerve, Lucy pulled the straps of her slip down over her shoulders and let it slide to the floor. Taryn walked slowly around her, pausing to stroke the tender flesh of her bottom. Her skin prickled, but she wasn’t afraid. She had no idea why, but she trusted that Taryn was not about to force himself on her.
“Bathing will ease your discomfort,” he said as he picked her up gently and deposited her in the water. She sank back until she was submerged up to her neck. “The oil has a calming effect. It will help when I claim your body for the first time.”
Lucy’s eyes widened at that statement. Although she understood that it was an inevitable part of the as-yet-unresolved relationship between them, she hadn’t realized that he would want to progress things so soon. Even in New Cambridge, there was something of a courtship ritual to follow, albeit a twisted one. As horrifying as the medical inspection of the bride-to-be was, there was still some element of ceremony about it. There were formalities to be undertaken, oaths to declare, before a couple joined their bodies intimately.
Things were moving incredibly quickly with Taryn. Still, she just couldn’t bring herself to get worked up over it. As she lay in the water, she was far too relaxed to worry about Taryn’s plans for her. She had no words to describe how blissful the warm, scented water felt as it lapped over her skin. Inhaling deeply, Lucy closed her eyes.
“You will be safe on your own?” Taryn checked. “You will not fall asleep in the water?”
“No, I won’t fall asleep in the water,” Lucy assured him as she opened one eye to look up at him. “I promise.”
“Very well, then, I will leave you. When you are finished, you will wait for me in the bedroom. I expect to find you kneeling by the bed.”
Enjoying the warmth of the water caressing her skin, Lucy could not summon the energy to protest. Even if she could, she wasn’t sure she really wanted to, so she simply nodded her head in agreement as he turned and left the room. She wanted to make the most out of this tranquility because something told her it was not going to last.
She lay in the calming water until it gradually began to grow cold. Then, with reluctance, she hauled herself up out of the tub and reached for a towel. Given half a chance, she would have soaked in the bath all night. She hadn’t realized it until now, but it was weeks since she’d last felt at peace. The knowledge that the High Council was looking for members of the Hyde Ladies’ Circle, the women’s group she’d belonged to, had dominated her thoughts. Having seen how close her friend Caroline Chatterton had come to disaster, Lucy was afraid of what might happen if she was arrested. There was no way she would be able to stand up for herself against the notoriously ruthless agents of the state as Caroline had done. Lucy knew that she would crack under the pressure of interrogation, that she would die if she was made to stand trial. Hopefully now that Taryn had taken her into his protection, that would never happen.
She stood in front of the full-length mirror in Caroline’s bedroom as she dried herself off and wondered whether her body would be pleasing to Taryn. She thought that she’d seen approval in his eyes as he studied her before, but she couldn’t be sure. Personally, she had never been entirely happy with the way she looked. Her shape was fuller than her friend Victoria’s perfect figure and she was a good deal shorter as well. Her skin was pale in comparison with her friend Elizabeth’s healthy glow. Lucy sometimes worried that she looked a little sickly because of her natural pallor. Her eyes were a nice color, though, and her hair was long and golden. She’d always been led to believe that those were desirable attributes.
As she did her best to dry her hair with the now damp towel, Lucy tried to work out what to expect when Taryn claimed her body. She did, of course, have a basic understanding of the mechanics of the act. It was more the manner he would adopt as he took her for the first time that made her uncertain. In the books she’d read, there were so many different ways a man might behave and not knowing exactly what would happen scared her. If he was rough with her when he took her virginity, she was not sure that she would ever feel at ease with him again. She hoped that he would be gentle. He had already shown some tenderness so, perhaps, it would be alright.
Deciding that her hair was as dry as it was going to get, Lucy returned the towel to the bathroom, folding it neatly and draping it over the side of the bath. Then she went to kneel where Taryn had instructed her to wait. As she got into position, she let out a yawn that seemed to take hold of her entire body. It had been an eventful day and she was exhausted. Sure that she would hear if Taryn returned and be able to move back into position in time, she decided that it would be fine to rest, just for a minute. Laying her head on the bed, she closed her eyes. Now she just had to make sure she didn’t fall asleep.
 
* * *
 
As he walked into the basement where he and his men had their control room, Taryn stripped off his shirt and threw it onto a chair. The wound on his arm had stopped bleeding some time ago, but it still needed to be cleaned. The bullet in the gun Lucy used had to be at least three centuries old and he had no idea what germs it might carry. Although his race was generally immune to the sorts of bacteria that made humans ill, he didn’t want to take any chances. Fetching the medical kit, he took a seat next to his colleagues, Jaxon and Bryn as they monitored what was happening in the dark city streets on their bank of security screens.
“I heard she shot you,” Bryn said with an infuriatingly amused grin as he turned toward Taryn.
“It’s nothing,” Taryn growled as Jaxon, who’d obviously told the tale of what had happened, seemed to shrink in his seat. “A mere scratch. I frightened her, and the gun went off, that’s all.”
He wasn’t willing to admit the possibility that she’d intended to hurt him and had missed her target. It seemed unlikely that it had been anything more than an accident. Nothing he had learned about her these past few months suggested she possessed a capacity for violence.
“Where did she get such an ancient weapon in the first place?” Bryn asked.
“Black market, I suppose. You know the commander’s wife had dealings with illegal traders, so she might have got it from her,” Taryn said as he injected some antiseptic serum into the wound on his upper arm. It stung, and he gritted his teeth. “She’s lucky the damned thing didn’t blow up in her face.”
“Perhaps she will not be as easy to control as you imagined,” Jaxon commented. “It seems we may have underestimated these human women. They are less docile than they first appear.”
Taryn scowled at the young man who had clearly forgotten his place. It was not for a subordinate to speak up on such matters. He, and the other men who’d been tasked with taking the human females as their mates, knew quite well that they were not completely passive, that they might present some challenges. Jaxon obviously realized his error in remarking on something that was none of his business as he quickly apologized and scurried from the room.
“That one is too impertinent,” Taryn snarled as though it was somehow Bryn’s fault.
“Relax, my friend,” Bryn said in a placatory tone. “He was simply expressing an opinion.”
“He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. The female will soon yield to my command.”
Taryn had not yet encountered a woman he could not master. This little human would not be the exception.
“I imagine she will,” Bryn said. “But Jaxon may have a point. These women are not so easy to control. You’ve seen how Rossingham’s bride works her magic on him to get her way and Allik is already finding his new mate difficult to control.”
“Oh?” Taryn could not imagine any woman daring to defy his friend. Even other warriors quaked in Allik’s presence, so foreboding was the man since he’d returned from captivity in an enemy camp.
“She is running amok on the transport ship. Within minutes of docking, he had to spank her in front of half of the crew. Even after that, she went berserk and smashed up a medical lab. Poor Kyree was knocked to the ground. Allik has no idea what to do with her.”
“What he needs to do is take a firm hand,” Taryn said disapprovingly. He couldn’t understand why Allik was allowing such behavior. It seemed so unlike the man he knew to allow some little female to run rings around him.
“And will you do the same?”
“I will,” Taryn replied resolutely. “Lucy will learn her place and she will learn it quickly. Allik can pussyfoot around his mate as much as he likes. Mine will understand who is master from the start.”
It was his belief that if Lucy was to adjust well to her new life on Taar-Breck, he would have to set strict rules for her and enforce them rigidly. From what he could tell, these human females needed to be treated with firm but loving discipline. Ultimately, she would be happier for it.
“Well,” Bryn said, rising to his feet and crossing the room toward him, “you’re off to a good start, considering she tried to put a bullet between your eyes.”
Taryn bristled as his oldest friend laughed and then smacked him on the shoulder before leaving the room. He knew at that moment that he could not allow others to doubt his ability to take his mate in hand. He was going to show Lucy who was in charge in their relationship and demonstrate to everyone around them that she was completely obedient to him. She needed to learn to do whatever he commanded without question or complaint. Soon, he would embark on a series of diplomatic missions with her by his side and he could not allow her to become a point of weakness that others might try to exploit. Although he had already felt some affection for the young woman, he would have to suppress his urge to coddle her. There might come a time when both their lives depended on it.
Snapping the lid shut, he placed the box containing the medical kit down on his chair as he got to his feet. He had given Lucy plenty of time to prepare herself and now he would claim her, an act that would begin the process of bonding her to him. As he climbed the stairs, he pictured her on her knees waiting for him, her beautiful blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders. His cock ached with the need to take her.
As he walked through the bedroom door, he found a different picture from the one he was expecting to see. Yes, she was in the correct position, on her knees as instructed, but her head was resting on the bed. Her hair fell across her face in a damp mess of tangles. Taryn took a step closer and her gentle snoring confirmed to him that she was asleep. He scrubbed a hand over his face. There was such an air of vulnerability about her that he could not bear to wake her just to take what he wanted from her.
Sighing heavily, he did the only thing that felt right in that moment. With great care so he wouldn’t wake her, he picked Lucy up and put her on the bed. Pulling a warm blanket over her, he smiled to himself as she rolled onto her side, letting out a sigh of contentment. Switching off the light, he turned and left the room. It seemed his plan to claim her would have to wait until morning.



Chapter Five
 
 
Confusion was the first thing that struck Lucy when she woke in the morning. She stretched, yawned, and looked around. It took her a minute to recognize the room she was in and another few moments after that to realize that this bed was not where she’d fallen asleep last night. She’d been kneeling on the floor as Taryn had told her to, while she awaited his return. Tiredness must have overcome her. She supposed that Taryn must have found her sleeping and put her into the bed. That was surely an act of kindness that revealed something about the type of man he was.
Hoping that he would not be too disappointed that she’d ruined his plans for her last night, Lucy got up from the bed. In need of something to wear, she went to the wardrobe and rummaged through its contents. There were several dresses that Caroline had left behind, all in such pretty fabrics, she found it hard to select one.
Eventually, she decided to go with a pink floral dress that would suit her pale coloring. She was shorter than her friend, though, and when she slipped the dress on over her head, she discovered that it was far too long for her. Unless she held the skirts up as she walked, which was kind of a pain, she would end up tripping over the hem.
Taking the dress off and placing it back on its hanger, she looked for something else she could borrow. There was a pair of jeans folded neatly on the floor at the back of the wardrobe. She picked them up and studied them closely. Could she really bring herself to wear something that was forbidden? The High Council enforced a strict dress code for the citizens of New Cambridge and denim was most definitely not on the approved list. Women weren’t allowed to wear trousers, but Lucy knew that they had worn them at one time. Still, she wasn’t sure she could bring herself to put them on. It just seemed too scandalous. Unfortunately, the only other option was to wear one of Caroline’s shifts, which would be even less suitable.
Taking a deep breath, she slipped first one leg and then the other into the jeans and pulled them up over the curve of her bottom. As she fastened the zipper, the tight fabric seemed to mold to her body. The legs were bunched at the ankles as they were a bit too long, but otherwise they were a pretty good fit. Lucy was surprised by how alluring they made her feel. She popped a tight black t-shirt on over her head. It was a bit faded and it had a grotesque skull motif emblazoned on the front, but it was all she could find. Besides, she actually quite liked it.
She knew that Caroline had procured these garments from a dealer in twenty-first century merchandise. Her friend loved antique clothing and now Lucy understood why. The outfit flattered her curves but also kept her covered up, which she preferred to the idea of having her flesh exposed. As she looked in the mirror, Lucy barely recognized herself. She looked young, free, and sexy, as a woman of her age should.
Deciding to leave her hair untamed to complement the rebellious look, she headed down to the kitchen, wondering whether Taryn would approve of her appearance. As she made her way along the corridor, her toes sank into the deep pile of the carpet and she felt as though she was indulging in some forbidden pleasure. She couldn’t believe how powerful an effect the clothes were having on her. The dresses they were made to wear nowadays did not just restrict the body; they imprisoned the mind as well. These jeans gave her a sense of freedom she hadn’t anticipated.
As she walked down the stairs and along the corridor on the ground floor, she could smell something cooking. Following the tantalizing aroma, she came into the kitchen and stopped dead. There were two incredibly large males sitting at the table eating breakfast and neither of them was Taryn. Suddenly the increased confidence she’d felt deserted her and she thought about backing out of the room. It was too late, though. They’d seen her. Nerves fluttering in her stomach, she felt the breath catch at the back of her throat as they both rose from their seats. Like every other Taar-Breckian male she’d ever seen, they were impossibly tall and well-muscled. Lucy was not sure whether she should be afraid.
“Come and join us,” the older of the two men said, his tone welcoming. “There is plenty of food.”
Lucy hesitated. The rules of New Cambridge society were that a woman should not be alone with a man who was not her guardian. She’d already defied that dictate, of course, by being on her own with Taryn yesterday. However, she had no idea what he expected of her now that she was his. She had no clue what was acceptable on Taar-Breck. Would joining these two men at the table violate some moral code? If she sat with them when Taryn was not present, would she incur a punishment?
“There is nothing to fear.” The younger of the two men seemed to understand the source of her reluctance to join them. “Come, help yourself.”
Lucy still wasn’t sure. She sniffed the air and realized that what she’d been smelling was Taar-Breckian bacon. It was considered something of a delicacy and it smelled divine. The synthesized food they had here on Earth had absolutely no scent and no flavor. Her stomach rumbled, urging her to accept the invitation to eat with the men and her mind was made up. Whether Taryn would frown upon it or not, she went and joined them, taking a seat next to the older of the two men.
“I’m Lucy,” she said as she sat down and began to fill her plate with an unseemly amount of food.
“We know.” The warrior beside her grinned. “I’m Bryn and that is Malken. We are pleased to meet Taryn’s mate.”
“I’m pleased to meet you too.” Lucy’s polite response came automatically, even though she was surprised that he had referred to her in that manner. She had not realized that others would know that the warrior intended to claim her for himself. She took a deep breath and relaxed her shoulders, feeling a little more at ease now that pleasantries had been exchanged. So far, Taar-Breckians were proving to be more courteous than she’d imagined they would be. It made her feel better about what lay ahead. “Have you seen Taryn this morning?”
“He had business at our embassy,” Malken told her. “Fear not, he will return soon.”
Lucy nodded and looked down at her plate as Bryn placed a large chunk of meat that looked like sausage on it.
“Taar-Breck produces the finest meat in the galaxy,” he told her. “This comes from Commander Rossingham’s land.”
“You know the commander well?” Lucy asked as she took a mouthful of the most succulent meat she’d ever tasted.
“Of course,” Bryn replied.
“What sort of man is he?” Lucy asked.
“He is honorable, a strong leader.”
“And?” Lucy prompted.
“He is fearless in battle, a good tactician.”
Lucy scrunched up her nose at the description, which told her nothing about the man beyond what she’d already gleaned from the evening newscasts.
“I suspect what she really wants to know,” Malken interjected, “is if he treats her friend well.”
Surprised that the alien had understood what it was she was really interested in, Lucy nodded. She was anxious to know whether Caroline was happy in her new life. If she was, then it meant there was some hope that she might live in contentment on Taar-Breck as well.
“He is kind to her,” Malken said. “She appears to be happy with her life.”
“As you will be happy with your new life on Taar-Breck,” Bryn said, almost as though he was issuing a decree. “Taryn is a good man. You should do your best to please him.”
“Of course.” Lucy inclined her head in a slight nod. If Taryn was the one who got her away from New Cambridge and the possible dangers that lay in store for her here, she would do all she could to make sure he had no cause to regret helping her.
“It will not be easy for you,” Malken said, not unkindly. “The lieutenant has high standards and he will expect you to live up to them.”
“I understand that,” Lucy replied. She’d already got a sense from the way he carried himself, that Taryn was a man who would demand a great deal from her.
“Good,” Bryn said pleasantly, as he piled yet more bacon onto her plate. “Then you will make the transition into your new life just fine.”
Lucy smiled in acknowledgement of his reassurance, but she remained nervous. Things had to work out for her on Taar-Breck because she’d been away from home for more than twenty-four hours now and in the company of alien males. There could be no going back now and the prospect of having such limited options was terrifying.
 
* * *
 
The sound of laughter that greeted Taryn as he returned to the Chatterton residence surprised him. Taar-Breckians were not known for their levity, but he immediately recognized the deep, throaty sounds of amusement coming from his colleagues. He also detected a lighter giggle that could only be coming from Lucy. He followed the laughter into the kitchen and found his little human sitting at the table with Bryn and Malken. It was a bizarrely domestic setting. The remnants of what looked to be a small feast lay on the table in front of them, suggesting that the three of them had been sitting there together for some time. Lucy was clearly more at ease with his colleagues than she was with him. Brushing aside a twinge of jealousy, he cleared his throat to alert the others to his presence.
Immediately, Malken got to his feet. Bryn, who was Taryn’s equal in rank and senior in age, simply rocked back in his chair and smirked at him.
“My colleagues have been entertaining you?” Taryn asked Lucy, hoping that the irritation was not too evident in his voice. He had no desire to come across to her as a jealous fool whose passions she could manipulate.
“Yes, they’ve been very friendly.” Lucy rose to her feet to greet him.
As she stepped away from the table, Taryn’s breath hitched. Wearing clothes of a type he had never seen on a woman before, she looked incredible. Tight fabric hugged her curves, putting her tiny waist, her gloriously full hips, on display. Her hair was tousled as though she’d just tumbled out of bed. He knew straight away that she was going to look amazing in the costumes he’d procured for her. As his eyes raked over her, he felt a sudden surge of possessiveness. He needed to get her away from the other men.
“Lucy, come with me.” He held his hand out to her.
A little frown formed on her face, telling him that she was puzzled by his brusqueness, but she quickly crossed the room to take his hand. Without saying a word, he led her through the house, up the stairs, and into the bedroom where he had left her the night before to sleep off her exhaustion.
“What exactly are you wearing?” he asked as he let go of her hand and ran an appraising eye over her.
“They’re Caroline’s,” Lucy explained. “I tried one of her dresses, but it was too long.”
“You have no need to borrow clothing,” Taryn said. “I will provide you with what you need.”
“Oh, okay.” Lucy looked as though she was trying to work out if she had done something wrong. “But I needed something to wear to go downstairs.”
“Yes, but I didn’t give you permission to leave the room,” Taryn replied.
“I’m sorry.” Lucy looked crestfallen.
“You didn’t know,” Taryn conceded, “so I will let it slide this time. In the future, I expect you to wait for instruction from me before you act, or you will face punishment.”
He knew he was being unreasonable as he hadn’t told her that last night and he wasn’t there when she woke this morning. Lucy could hardly be expected to know what his rules were unless he told her. Somehow, he couldn’t prevent himself from scolding her, though. Something about her brought out a pettiness in him that he hadn’t known he was capable of. He was at a loss to explain it.
“Are you angry that I was with your friends?” Lucy asked nervously.
“No.” Taryn trusted all the men he fought alongside and knew that, even though he and Lucy were not yet mated, none of them would attempt to lay claim to her before he did. They all knew that she had been chosen for him and that he was more than willing to take her. “But you need to exercise caution. Other men might not be so honorable.”
“What do you mean?” Her brow furrowed in apparent confusion.
“There are those who would take advantage of you,” he replied. “Until I make you mine, you are vulnerable to the attentions of other men.”
“You mean, until we are married,” Lucy said.
Now it was Taryn’s turn to look puzzled as marriage was not a concept he was particularly familiar with. Although he had recently attended the wedding ceremony for his commander and Lady Caroline, he assumed that the other men had gone through the process because he, himself, was half-human. Such exchanges of vows were not generally made between Taar-Breckian couples. They had no need of such displays. Still, he could see that in Lucy’s mind, the ritual of a wedding might equate with sealing a commitment to one another.
“You wish to marry?” he asked.
“Of course.” Lucy’s tone suggested it had been a ridiculous question. “It’s an important tradition.”
“Not where I come from.”
Lucy’s face fell. “It’s important to me. I would like to get married eventually.”
Now he thought he could see what she was up to. Bringing up marriage seemed to be a delaying tactic, but it was not one that would work with him. He did consider the idea, however. He’d already taken steps to accommodate her suggestion that she become his pet and there seemed to be no harm in agreeing to marry her. If it was something that really mattered to her, then adhering to the customs of her people could only be a good thing. It would help her to settle into her new life.
“Very well,” he said. “But I still intend to claim your body without delay.”
“Oh, okay.” Lucy’s tone was cautious.
“Good, we understand each other,” Taryn told her. “Now, remove your clothing.”
Lucy looked startled, but then a smile passed across her lips. There was a heady glint of desire in her eyes that told Taryn she was attracted to him. That was good. He wanted her to be a willing participant in what was about to happen. He had no stomach for using force against such a small, fragile female and no time to coax her with honeyed sentiments. It was essential that he made her his before they got on the transport ship to Taar-Breck, which would be full of unmated males.
Eyes narrowing, he watched as she reached for the hem of her shirt and pulled it slowly up over her head before discarding it on the floor. Her rosy nipples had already formed taut little peaks and he could see a pulse beating at her throat. Looking him directly in the eye, she unfastened her trousers, taking her time to draw the zipper down. There was a seductive quality to her, yet she exuded an air of innocence and uncertainty. As she shimmied out of the jeans, he realized that she had no panties on.
“You really are beautiful,” he complimented her as his eyes followed her curves down the length of her body.
Lucy’s cheeks turned an adorable shade of pink and she looked shyly at the floor. Taryn put his hand beneath her chin and lifted it until she met his gaze.
“I mean it,” he told her. “You are a real beauty.”
The gleam in her eyes told him that she had appreciated the compliment and also that she was not accustomed to receiving such praise. It defied belief. How could the men on this miserable planet not see what a jewel they had in their midst? He knew it was Allik’s intended mate, Victoria, who received all the adulation and he couldn’t understand why. When it came to grace and beauty, his little pet outshone all other women.
Looking at her now, knowing that the time had come to claim her, he felt something close to pain in his chest. There was an uncomfortable tightening around his heart as intense arousal flooded him, seeming to grip every part of his body. There was something else, though. Undercutting his desire was a fear that he might hurt her. Lucy was so small, so delicate and, of course, she was a virgin. He had to put such thoughts aside.
“Get on the bed,” he instructed in a firm tone. “By the edge, on all fours.”
He watched as she clambered up onto the bed and positioned herself on her hands and knees. She looked back over her shoulder at him and he almost exploded with desire as she tentatively ran her tongue across her top lip. Did she know how incredibly seductive the expression on her face was? He doubted it. Fearing he would be overcome with the need to claim her before she was fully prepared to take a man of his size, he swallowed hard and turned away.
“I will be back in a moment,” he said as he walked toward the door. “Do not move from that spot.”
 
* * *
 
Lucy waited silently on the bed for Taryn to come back. She had no idea where he’d gone, but she hoped he wouldn’t leave her here like this for too long. Her heart was racing, her palms sweating, and it was only getting worse as the anticipation built. It was strange that she felt this way. Only a moment ago, she’d tried to stall him by bringing up the subject of marriage, but now she was eager for him to fuck her. Warring emotions rumbled around in her mind as she moved from fear to excitement and back again within the blink of an eye. It was hard to get her head on straight when she was on the verge of something momentous. Life was about to change forever, and the thought was strangely exhilarating.
Positioned there on the bed, completely naked and on all fours made her feel a little vulnerable but there was also power in knowing that Taryn was attracted to her. She’d seen how he looked at her before he hurried from the room. It was not revulsion that had made him turn away. She’d sensed his need to prevent himself from losing control and that was why he’d left the room.
As she waited, she was more conscious of her body than she had ever been before. She enjoyed the way her breasts hung down beneath her, swaying seductively if she moved her hips. She liked how the slight draft wafted over her skin to bring every nerve to life. With her legs parted, she felt open and exposed and she found that exciting. There was an urge within her to slip her hand between her legs, so she could tease her clitoris, the way she so often did when she was alone in bed at night. Such self-abuse was shameful in the eyes of her society, but that was not what held her back from pleasuring herself now. Somehow, she knew that it would only stoke the flames building inside her and that she would not find release. She needed Taryn to take her to that peak of ecstasy and she doubted he would be pleased if she took matters into her own hands.
As she felt moisture pooling in her feminine cleft, she wriggled her hips, trying to cope with the growing heat. Just thinking about what was going to happen was driving her mad with need. This might not be how she had imagined losing her virginity, but there was no denying that Taryn was a much more attractive prospect for her first lover than any of the men her father was likely to have matched her with.
When he returned to the room, she looked back at him and her breath hitched. He was now totally, magnificently naked. She tried to avert her gaze, but her eyes drifted downward with a will of their own, to study his manhood. It jutted out from his body, proud and erect. As she might have guessed from his impressive physique, he was incredibly well-endowed. A frisson of fear ran through her. She was so small next to him. How the hell was this going to work?
“Don’t worry,” Taryn said with a cocky grin. “It will fit.”
Lucy blushed and turned away, embarrassed that he had known exactly what she was thinking. She felt his presence as he moved closer behind her and, suddenly, his hand was on her back. His fingers trailed along her spine as they moved to caress her bottom. The barely perceptible brush of his fingertips against her skin sent a shiver through her and Lucy sighed with pleasure. The merest whisper of his touch made her desperate for more.
Suddenly, he removed his hand and Lucy groaned in disappointment. She looked back over her shoulder to see what he was doing. In his hand was a small vial containing a clear liquid. She had no idea what it was, but the moment he opened the bottle, a strong floral scent struck her. The aroma was pleasant and brought a new sensation to her that she couldn’t describe. A peace settled over her and she felt more than ready for what was about to happen.
“Face forward,” Taryn instructed.
Straight away, Lucy did as she was told. A moment later, she felt something cold and wet on her throbbing pussy as his fingers skimmed over her heated flesh.
“This oil will help prepare you to take me,” Taryn told her as he rubbed the fragrant oil over her already sensitized clit.
Lucy gasped as the engorged bud became even more swollen. She whimpered with need as first one and then two of his long, thick fingers slipped inside her, coating her virgin channel with the oil. It made her flesh tingle, but there was no discomfort. He slid his fingers in and out of her in a slow, rhythmic movement. Before she could catch hold of the scintillating sensations that were beginning to blossom as he penetrated her there, he withdrew, leaving her desperate for his touch. As she rocked her hips and whimpered, she felt something strange happening. It was as though her body was opening up to him.
“You are ready for me.” Taryn sounded pleased.
Lucy barely had time to register his words before he pushed inside her. His hands grasped her shoulders as his massive cock glided effortlessly into her slick channel. He held her so close, she could feel the warmth of his breath on her neck. She wasn’t entirely sure what she’d expected, but it wasn’t this. The pain she had anticipated did not come. Instead, there was a feeling of fullness, a stretching that was surprisingly pleasurable.
“Still so tight,” Taryn said, his voice strained.
As he slowly withdrew and then slammed back into her, a pulse began to throb in her pussy. She whimpered as the beat became stronger. Seeming to sense her growing arousal, Taryn’s movements became rougher. His hands seized her hips, his fingers digging almost painfully into her flesh as he thrust into her untried body at an increasingly furious pace. As he fucked her relentlessly, Lucy felt the pressure inside her growing. Her womb clenched almost unbearably tightly, and a wave of heat scorched her pussy. As new and powerful sensations began to take hold, she panicked and tried to scramble forward.
“Uh-uh,” Taryn admonished as he dragged her back toward him, impaling her fully on his enormous shaft once more.
He grunted as his cock pummeled her mercilessly. Panting wildly, Lucy clutched at the sheets, trying to find some way to anchor herself as her mind threatened to float away on a mist of euphoria. As she whined with need for something she couldn’t articulate, expert fingers reached between her legs to tease her engorged clitoris. The sparks of ecstasy it caused were more than she’d ever imagined and yet it wasn’t quite enough.
“Come for me,” Taryn commanded.
As much as she wanted to obey, Lucy wasn’t quite there yet. She answered his demand with an incoherent moan. Seeming to understand there was something else she needed, some other stimulus to push her over the edge, he struck her hard across the bottom. With a cry of agonized pleasure, Lucy came violently, her entire body shaking with the force of her release. A mere moment later, Taryn spilled his seed inside her. As he pulled out of her, Lucy slumped forward, onto the bed, her whole body trembling.
There was barely time to get her breath back before someone knocked at the bedroom door. Lucy sat up, startled, and looked for something to cover herself with.
“Stay exactly as you are,” Taryn said as he turned to answer the door.
Lucy was a little shocked by his command. As he let a man she had not seen before into the room, she had to resist the urge to dive under the bedcovers.
“Place the box on the bed,” Taryn instructed the other man.
Lucy’s stomach lurched as the unknown male came into the room. Although he was clearly making an effort not to stare at her, she was acutely aware of his interest as she lay naked on the bed, utterly exposed, before him. It surprised her that Taryn would allow another man to see her like this, especially when she was sure she had detected some jealousy when he found her speaking to his friends. Confused, she frowned as the man placed a large white box on the bed before quickly withdrawing from the room.
“You do not look happy,” Taryn observed as the door clicked shut.
“I’m not,” Lucy confirmed. “Why did you let him see me like this?”
“You are mine now and if I wish to show you off, I will do so.” The firm tone with which he spoke seemed at odds with the tenderness of his touch as he reached out and stroked her hair back from her face. “Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Lucy replied sullenly.
“Yes, what?”
Her brow crumpled as she tried to think of the correct response.
“Yes, Taryn.”
He shook his head. “Try again.”
Her frown deepened as she tried to work out exactly what he wanted from her. Did he expect her to show some deference to his rank?
“Yes, Lieutenant.”
Taryn barked out a laugh.
“No, pet, you are not one of my men.” His eyes raked over her naked form, searing her flesh with the intensity of the desire they held. “No, definitely not one of my men.”
“Yes, sir?” Lucy tried.
“That is a little more like it, but no,” Taryn replied. “Pets have masters, Lucy. From now on, I wish for you to address me as Master.”
A wave of shock went through Lucy. That was the last thing she’d expected. She studied Taryn carefully and realized that she’d been deluding herself if she thought he might see her as anything more than an inferior being. Perhaps giving a man like this the opening she had when she offered to become his pet was not the best idea after all.
As much as she hated the idea of calling him Master, she chose not to argue. If that was what it took to demonstrate that she was truly grateful to him for helping her get away from here, then she was prepared to play along. Hopefully, once they had the chance to get to know one another better, she would find a way to persuade him to relax that rule because she was quite sure she wouldn’t get used to addressing him in that manner.
“Yes, Master,” she responded, really not liking the way the word felt on her lips.
“Good girl.” Taryn bestowed a smile on her that warmed her with the knowledge that she’d pleased him. “Now, let’s get you dressed. We have a shuttle to catch.”



Chapter Six
 
 
With considerable effort, Lucy managed to wriggle her way into the skintight bodysuit Taryn had organized for her to wear. She had to suck in her stomach and tense the muscles in her bottom but, once she’d succeeded in getting it on, the garment felt surprisingly comfortable. She looked at herself in the mirror and was pleasantly surprised by what she saw. It actually suited her. The bodysuit was made of an unusual, tightly woven mesh that clung to every curve, enhancing the sensual curve of her breasts. When she slipped her feet into the impossibly high-heeled shoes Taryn had supplied, her legs looked longer and leaner. Despite being covered from neck to ankle, there was not much of her that was not on display. Her taut nipples, that V at the apex of her thighs, could be seen in as much detail as if she was naked.
“You look just as I imagined,” Taryn said as he came up behind her and put his arms around her.
He pulled her close and began to fondle her breast. Lucy’s eyes met the reflection of his in her mirror and the raw need she saw in them made her feel incredibly powerful. As he ran his hand over her breasts and down over her belly to cup her feminine mound, he looked as though he was drunk on his desire. His finger ran along the seam between her legs and, to Lucy’s surprise, an opening appeared in the garment that allowed him to slip his hand inside. She gasped as he began to tease her clitoris with slow, purposeful strokes. She shifted from one foot to the other as the tiny bud began to tingle with arousal. Then, suddenly, Taryn took his hand away. He ran his hand between her legs and the fabric seemed to come together, closing the hole that had allowed him access to her pussy.
“Wh-what?” Lucy asked in a daze of confusion and disappointment.
“Your new clothes are made from a very special fabric,” Taryn said. “It allows me access to certain parts of your beautiful body whenever I want.”
He demonstrated by running his finger over her covered pussy once more and then rubbing his hand back over her to close it again. When Lucy tried to copy what he’d done, nothing happened. Perplexed, she looked up at him in question.
“It’s programmed to respond to my unique body signature, so it only works for me,” Taryn said. “As I told you, it’s a very special fabric.”
“But I can’t open it,” Lucy complained. She would have to struggle out of the bodysuit every time she had to go to the bathroom.
“You won’t need to open it. All you’ll have to do is ask me to do it.”
Lucy could feel her cheeks burning. Ask him to open a hole in the bodysuit every time she needed to perform some bodily function? She’d rather burst her bladder.
“But,” Taryn said, “we don’t have to think about it right now. We have a shuttle to catch.”
Wobbling slightly on the heels she was unaccustomed to wearing so high, Lucy followed Taryn from the room. While she had felt powerful and alluring within the confines of the bedroom when it was just the two of them, she now experienced a twinge of anxiety that someone else might see her. She didn’t want to go out in public in such a revealing outfit. She wasn’t used to flaunting her figure. Even if it hadn’t been for the draconian rules her society imposed on women, she wouldn’t feel right about displaying her ample curves in this way. As they reached the door, she stopped.
“What is the matter, pet?”
“I…” Lucy hesitated, unsure of whether he would be angry with her for asking. “I’d like a coat, please.”
“I’m sorry?” Taryn queried and she immediately understood that he’d heard her request but felt it had lacked the proper respect.
“I’d like a coat, please, Master,” she amended.
“Of course.” Taryn, to her surprise, acceded without any argument. He turned one way and then the other, as though looking for something.
“There will be a coat in Caroline’s room,” Lucy suggested.
With a brisk nod, Taryn strode off to fetch a coat for her. He returned moments later, carrying a heavy gray overcoat that Lucy had seen Caroline wearing in the colder months. He helped her into the coat and she found herself swamped by a thick woolen fabric that would not be particularly comfortable in this warm weather. She made no complaint, though, in case he took the coat from her. It was better than the alternative, after all.
Taryn led Lucy out and ushered her into the back of a large vehicle. It was unlike anything she’d seen before, so she assumed it had been brought here from Taar-Breck. Rather than sitting next to her, Taryn chose to travel up front with his colleague. She’d have preferred him to sit with her but was sure that no slight was intended. In fact, it seemed the two men had a few things to discuss. As they chatted in a language Lucy did not understand, she looked out of the window and watched the streets of New Cambridge passing by. The vehicle drove smoothly, making only a quiet humming sound and Lucy might easily have been lulled to sleep by it.
Within minutes, they arrived at their destination. Taryn got out of the vehicle and opened the door to help Lucy out. As they walked into a large, glass-fronted building, Lucy looked around, taking everything in. She had never been to the Taar-Breckian spaceport before and was surprised to find that it was such a busy place. There seemed to be hundreds of people around, some waiting to travel, while others obviously worked there. Seeing the scale of the operation here and the number of humans who were employed there, she realized how little she knew about the world outside her own small neighborhood.
While some travelers formed a queue, apparently to have their paperwork checked, Taryn was able to march straight past the security guards and out onto the launching station. All the Taar-Breckian males they passed bowed their heads deferentially and Lucy began to see that her new mate was a man of some importance. Actually, she supposed she’d known that all along. After all, when she’d shown up at Caroline’s house and asked to speak to whoever was in charge, it was Taryn they had summoned.
As she followed him up the steps of the shuttle, she glanced back nervously. This was it. Once she was on board, there was no going back. She would have to start a new life on Taar-Breck with this alien warrior. Oh, who was she trying to kid? She’d reached the point of no return the moment she met Taryn.
“We will be using a private cabin,” he informed her as they entered a large, open seating area. Lucy felt a wave of relief. She was dying to take this coat off. “It will be several hours before we reach the transport ship that will take us on to my home planet so we might as well travel in comfort.”
Lucy nodded, wondering whether comfort had been the only thing on his mind when he secured them their privacy. After all, the main cabin looked as though it was a relaxing place to be, with the wide aisles and enormous cushioned seats. It was the most luxurious form of transport she’d ever seen.
As she wandered along behind Taryn, heading toward the rear of the spacecraft, she spotted a couple who seemed out of place. While the majority of the passengers on board were marked out as Taar-Breckian by their height, if not by their vivid indigo eyes and ultra-blonde hair, this pair was clearly human. They were huddled close together as though trying not to be seen. Lucy couldn’t help but stare at them and, as she drew nearer, she recognized the female as Lucinda Barron. Although she didn’t know her well, Lucy had exchanged pleasantries with the other woman at the official gatherings they were required to attend from time to time as members of the higher classes. Lucy got the impression she was a nice person, quiet-spoken, and perhaps a little shy. Then again, that was how most women in New Cambridge tended to come across in public. What they were like behind closed doors was a different matter.
Next to Lucinda sat her husband, Gerald. Like his wife, he looked extremely nervous. The way he shifted in his seat and looked around suggested a guilty conscience. Something about their manner gave Lucy the distinct impression they were not supposed to be there. It was a little odd that they were on board a shuttle whose passengers were ultimately bound for Taar-Breck. Citizens of Earth were rarely permitted to travel off planet and it was unheard of for women to be allowed to leave New Cambridge. Lucy imagined their presence on board was something to do with Gerald’s brother, William. He’d recently been appointed as ambassador to Taar-Breck, so perhaps they were on their way to visit him. It was a logical conclusion, but it didn’t explain their twitchiness. There was fear emanating from the couple that went beyond the mere jitters about space travel that might be expected.
As she walked past him, Lucy glanced down at Lucinda and spotted something unexpected. Nestled beneath her shawl was a baby. From what she could tell, it was a girl, just a few months old. She searched her memory but could not recall news of a child being born into the Barron family recently. It was strange. Something like that would certainly have made the evening newscast. The birth of a child into one of the most prominent families in New Cambridge always warranted celebration. Lucy’s eyes met with Lucinda’s and, for a moment, the connection held. The question evident in Lucy’s gaze was met by a silent plea from the other woman to say nothing. Although curious, Lucy nodded to confirm the unspoken pledge she was making to keep quiet and moved on.
She trailed behind Taryn, her feet already wearying from walking in the heels. He passed along a wide corridor between different sections of seating and opened a door at the side of the main cabin. He gestured for Lucy to precede him into the smaller, more luxurious space and closed the door behind him. Although there was nobody else in the cabin, there were six seats, positioned in a wide semicircle as though to promote conversation between passengers. Lucy wondered whether someone else was expected to join them. Brow furrowing, Lucy looked up at Taryn.
“We have exclusive use of the cabin,” he confirmed in response to the query she had no need to voice.
“That’s good to know,” Lucy said, before quickly adding, “Master.”
She watched as Taryn took a seat by the large window. A smile passed across his lips as she remained where she was, waiting for instructions. She thought, after their conversation earlier, that it would please him if she sought guidance before taking any action and it seemed, from the look of approval on his face, that she was right.
“Remove your coat, pet,” he told her. “You may place it over the back of one of the seats.”
Lucy immediately did as she was told, shrugging out of the thick, heavy coat and draping it neatly over the back of the seat closest to her. She clasped her hands in front of her and looked to Taryn. While part of her wanted to demonstrate her ability to comply, something in her also wanted to make him realize his dictate that she was never to act without his say-so was a little ridiculous. She hoped she could make him see that he could not command her every movement.
“Now, come here and sit on my lap,” Taryn said.
Lucy took a step and he held his hand up to halt her.
“Uh-uh,” he scolded, although his tone was not too severe. “Does a kitten walk upright?”
She was tempted to tell him that, since she’d never seen one, she couldn’t be sure. Cats had become extinct more than a century ago, along with the other creatures the humans had once taken into their homes. She had seen pictures of kittens, however, so she held her tongue.
Getting down on all fours, Lucy began to make her way slowly across the cabin toward Taryn. It was much easier to move in this bodysuit than it had been when she tried to crawl in her dress. Empowered by the seductive sway of her hips, she felt free. She loved the way her breasts felt as they hung beneath her. With each passing moment, she felt herself becoming more aroused.
Although she was looking down, her head bowed subserviently, she could feel Taryn’s eyes on her. When she reached him, she glanced up and saw the naked desire on his face. He wanted her and badly. She squeaked in surprise as he took hold of her upper arms and pulled her up onto his knee. It felt a little strange, at first, to be perched on his lap but, once he had enfolded her in a tight embrace, it seemed more natural. This was where she belonged. As she settled on his knee, the unfamiliar sound of the engines whirred to life, making her jump.
“Shh,” Taryn soothed her as the shuttle began to lift off.
He stroked her cheek, distracting her from the slight lurching of the spacecraft as they took off. Her stomach lurched as the shuttle shuddered, but it was excitement rather than fear that came to the fore. This was it. She was really leaving Earth once and for all. The engines roared and then there was a strange sensation of being catapulted upward before, suddenly, everything became calm once more.
“Now that we’re clear of Earth’s atmosphere, the journey will be smoother,” Taryn told Lucy as he set her down on her feet. “In fact, you’ll barely notice we’re moving at all.”
Lucy smiled in acknowledgement but in truth, it didn’t bother her that the shuttle had been shaking around a little. She found it quite exhilarating. She moved past Taryn and went to look out of the window. Fast receding into the distance was the vast blue planet where she’d had the only home she’d ever known.
“I had no idea Earth was so big,” she gasped. “New Cambridge must be enormous if it takes up half of that.”
“It doesn’t,” Taryn told her. “The city covers only a tiny fraction of the Earth’s surface. Much of the rest is uninhabitable, thanks to the human capacity for self-destruction.”
“Oh.” Lucy’s face fell. She must have misunderstood when her father told her that their city covered half of the planet while the rest was made up of wilderness. “You must think I’m a complete idiot.”
“No, I don’t,” Taryn said in a tone that left Lucy unconvinced. “You have been denied an education but, do not worry, I will see to it that you learn what you need to know from now on.” He pressed a button on the arm of his chair and then looked up at her with a glint in his eye that she found unsettling. “In fact, we have time for a lesson now.”
Before Lucy could ask what he meant by that, the sound of the door sliding open behind her, made her turn around. A tall, elegant Taar-Breckian woman wearing a long, flowing dress in shimmering silver, entered the cabin. Her beauty was breathtaking. Her eyes were a deep violet and her long, impossibly straight hair was a platinum color, just a few shades warmer than her dress. With her, she carried a long, thin box.
“This is Delina,” Taryn told Lucy. “She’s brought you a little present.”
Lucy bit her bottom lip as the other woman approached, stopping right in front of her. With slow, deliberate movements no doubt designed to heighten the tension of the moment, Delina removed the lid from the box. Lucy turned to Taryn as she experienced a sudden wave of anxiety that she couldn’t explain.
“It’s alright, pet.” Taryn had clearly seen the startled expression on her face. “It won’t bite you. Take it out. Get a feel for it.”
Lucy reached into the box and took out the object. It took her a moment to get her head around exactly what it was and, when she did, her heart lurched. It was a tail. A long, sleek black tail of the softest fibers. At its end was a thick plug made of a hard, rubberized material unlike anything she’d ever seen before. It seemed to be coated with a slippery substance that left no residue on her fingers when she touched it. There were no prizes for guessing where that was meant to go. Immediately, Lucy understood that this thing was going to be shoved in her bottom. Taryn really was going to take her request to become his pet all the way. As she thought about having that inside her bottom, her face became flushed.
“Now, hand it over to Delina and come here,” Taryn instructed. “She’s going to do a quick examination and then she’s going to put your tail in for you.”
Lucy gulped and then looked at the other woman, scarcely able to believe that this was happening. It was beyond humiliating. She was being asked to let this other woman, a complete stranger, examine her. More than that, Lucy was expected to allow her to put an object into her forbidden channel, so she more closely resembled a cat. Never in her wildest imaginings had she thought she would be asked to do something like this. It was mortifying. So why on Earth was her skin prickling with desire? She even felt her growing wet at that place between her legs. There had to be something wrong with her. She couldn’t possibly be excited by this. Could she?



Chapter Seven
 
 
Taryn wished that he could have captured the moment Lucy realized what was in the box, so he could enjoy the look of wide-eyed bemusement on her face over and over again. Her whole body had stiffened, just for a second, as she ran her finger along the soft, silky tail. Then she’d seemed to relax, her posture loosening just a touch. It was as she let out the merest hint of a sigh that he’d known she was turned on by the prospect of having her bottom filled. When he’d told her that she was to be examined and that Delina would be the one to insert the tail, there had been a definite spark of interest in her eyes. That was good. He wanted her compliant for this so there was less chance of her hurting herself.
“Come over here,” he said as Lucy stood, transfixed by uncertainty about what to do next. “I want you to sit on the seat next to me.”
He saw her chest rise and fall as she seemed to make up her mind to do as she was told. There was a natural feline grace in her movements as she came forward and turned to lower herself into the chair. She shuddered visibly as Taryn got up from his seat and came to tower over her. Lucy gasped as he pressed a button and the chair began to move, rising to a height that would make an intimate examination easier to perform, while the back reclined into a horizontal position. When it finally came to a stop, Lucy was left lying on her back with her legs dangling over the end of the chair.
“Now, raise your hands over your head,” Taryn instructed.
Again, Lucy complied relatively quickly. That told him one of two things. Either she was a quick learner who understood that failure to do as she was asked would lead to punishment, or she was excited by what she was being commanded to do. Perhaps it was a combination of both.
“Good girl,” he praised. “Now, spread your legs wide.”
Lucy immediately parted her thighs. Taryn ran his finger along the space between her legs and opened up the fabric of the bodysuit so her bottom and pussy were completely exposed. Then he created a gap in the top of the garment that was wide enough to allow her beautiful breasts to spill out. Apparently embarrassed by her sudden nakedness, she lowered her hands as though to cover herself.
“No,” Taryn said sternly, “leave your hands where they are.”
She hesitated for just long enough before raising them again to make him question whether she would be able to keep them out of the way during the examination if she was not tied down.
“Fetch the medical kit and a set of restraints,” he instructed Delina, before turning back to Lucy.
“You’re planning to tie me down?” Lucy’s eyes were wide, and her bottom lip trembled. Whether her reaction was one of excitement or fear, Taryn wasn’t sure.
“Since you seem unable to do as you’re told, yes.”
The look of contrition on Lucy’s face was adorable, but he didn’t have time to enjoy it as Delina returned, with a small tray carrying several medical implements. Setting it down on a nearby chair, she handed Taryn a set of leather cuffs, which he wrapped around Lucy’s wrists. There was a small magnetized disk on each of the rigid shackles. Taryn took her arms, drawing them up over her head and out to the sides. Then he activated the magnets and the shackles fixed onto matching metal disks embedded in the chair. As well as holding her fast, Lucy was stretched to her limit, which had the added benefit of pulling her pert little breasts taut.
With a broad smile on her face, Delina stepped forward and slipped her hand between Lucy’s legs. His pet shuddered with obvious need as the other woman explored her feminine cleft. Taryn nodded approvingly as Delina held up her fingers, glistening with the indisputable evidence of her arousal. He watched with interest as the Taar-Breckian woman lifted Lucy’s legs up over her head and placed her finger at the entrance to her untried channel. Gasping in shock, his little human began to struggle.
“Settle down,” he said firmly, accompanying his words with a warning swat across her thigh.
As Lucy obediently stopped moving, Taryn gave Delina a nod to let her know she could continue. With obvious care, she pushed her finger, lubricated with Lucy’s own feminine juices, into her bottom. Lucy whimpered in distress as the tight ring was breached for the first time. As Delina added a second finger, Lucy let out a low moan that held equal amounts of agony and desperation for something more. He felt an uncomfortable tightening in his groin as he watched Delina fucking Lucy’s ass with her fingers, seeming to take her time sliding them out and then back in again. His little pet began to pant and raise her hips in a way that told him she was becoming unbearably aroused. At Taryn’s signal, Delina removed her fingers and allowed Lucy to lower her legs. The groan of disappointment that escaped Lucy’s throat was an encouraging sign that she’d been incredibly turned on by having her bottom penetrated.
“Initial signs are good,” Delina confirmed to Taryn as she used a spray to cleanse her hands. “Her skin is flushed, and her pupils dilate as they should, but we need to do a more thorough examination to test her responses and ensure she is properly prepared for the tail.”
“Very well,” Taryn said with a grin at the thought of what was in store for his pet, “you may proceed.”
 
* * *
 
Lucy felt her cheeks reddening as Taryn and Delina spoke about her as though she wasn’t even there. She had no idea what preparation was required in order for her to wear the tail or what responses they wanted to test, but she was sure she was about to find out. She could see Delina moving around but wasn’t able to lift her head enough to get a good look at what she was doing.
“I’m going to attach these sensors to her, so we can monitor her physiological responses,” Delina told Taryn.
Lucy felt something cool and metallic being stuck onto her neck to measure her pulse. Another sensor was placed on her chest and a third was fixed in place just above her clitoris. After entering some information onto a tablet, Delina turned back to her. She was holding up a little silver object with a long chain trailing from it for her to see. Lucy had no idea what its purpose was, but she found out a moment later when Delina attached it to her right nipple. A sharp hiss escaped her, and she grimaced as she adjusted to the uncomfortable sensation of having her nipple squeezed tight. Just as the initial shock was dissipating, Delina tugged hard on the chain and pain shot through her breast. Lucy cried out and clenched her fists as a ripple of bittersweet ecstasy made its way to her feminine core.
“The data looks interesting,” Delina told Taryn in a dispassionate tone as she consulted the tablet.
Lucy had no idea what was interesting and she really didn’t want to ask. She just wanted for this humiliation to be over as quickly as possible. As Delina released the clamp from her nipple, she squeezed her eyes shut to cope with the discomfort as the blood rushed back to the stiff peak.
“Now, I’m going to inspect her pussy,” the Taar-Breckian woman said, clearly addressing Taryn and not her. She looked down at the apex of Lucy’s thighs and smiled. “No need for any lubrication, I see.”
Lucy felt as though she would spontaneously combust, the heat in her cheeks was so intense as they burned bright red. Expecting the other woman to now slip her hand between her legs, Lucy was surprised when Delina turned to the medical tray and picked up an instrument. There was no time to fear what would happen as, a moment later, something cold and hard was slowly inserted into her vagina. Lucy squealed as it was pushed deep inside her, as far as it would go. She moaned as Delina began to open up the instrument, stretching her feminine channel. Lucy tried not to squirm as Delina inserted some sort of thick silicone probe inside her. Stuffed impossibly full, she bit her lip and fought against being overcome with humiliation as Taryn and Delina examined the tablet as though they’d forgotten she was even there. They nodded as though extremely pleased with what they were seeing.
Despite feeling vulnerable, Lucy felt her clitoris begin to throb and her pussy contracted around the instrument that was stuck inside her.
“Everything is as it should be,” Delina commented. “She’s very fertile. When the time comes, she will have no problem bearing younglings.”
“That is good,” Taryn commented.
“Do you wish me to implant the hormonal serum now?”
“What?” Lucy couldn’t prevent the outburst. “What are you talking about?”
“A hormone to allow you to become pregnant,” Delina explained. “Your body will need to change to accommodate the lieutenant’s seed.”
Lucy’s eyes widened. Were they really discussing the idea of her having children?
“Don’t look so worried, pet.” Taryn gave her a reassuring smile. “We will not be having children any time soon.”
Relief that she was not expected to become an incubator for Taryn’s offspring was spiked with anger that such decisions were being made without any thought to what she wanted. Of course, she wasn’t thinking about having his children, but it would be nice to be consulted. She knew that speaking her mind would do no good, so she simply pursed her lips to convey her irritation. Delina removed the instrument from inside of her and set it down on the tray. Then, she turned back to Lucy and gave her a smile that was far from reassuring.
“Time to check that little bottom of yours now,” Delina told her. “I need you to lift your legs up and hold your knees to your chest.”
With reluctance, Lucy did as she was instructed. Her hands were still secured above her head, so she had to work the muscles in her lower body hard to remain in position. As she held herself as still as possible, she felt something cold being smeared around her bottom hole. A moment later, a long, thin object was slowly pushed inside her. Almost immediately, it began to expand, placing enormous pressure on her virgin channel. She squealed as she was assailed by feelings of intense discomfort, embarrassment, and something else that she didn’t want to admit to, a stirring of arousal.
Smiling as though she knew exactly what Lucy was feeling as the object stretched her back passage and pressed against her pussy, Delina began to stroke her clitoris. Lucy whimpered and moaned as the engorged bud pulsed a frantic beat and her pussy clenched. She wiggled restlessly and emitted agonized sounds that spoke of her need for relief from this sensual assault. Coming to Lucy’s aid, Taryn slid his hand under Delina’s and pushed two long, thick fingers inside her. He hooked them upward to caress that special spot inside her. Impossibly full, experiencing deeper pleasure than she had ever felt before, Lucy was helpless to resist the waves of ecstasy that came crashing over her. As she reached the pinnacle, Delina suddenly pulled the instrument out of Lucy’s bottom. The harshness of its sudden withdrawal tipped her over the edge. With a scream, Lucy came hard, convulsing furiously as a jet of fluid squirted from her body.
As she slowly regained her senses, Taryn released her from the cuffs and helped her to sit up. He removed the sensors from her body and handed them to Delina who placed them back on the tray. Lucy allowed Taryn to fix the top of her bodysuit so her breasts were concealed once more, and to seal up the lower part of the garment just enough so her pussy was no longer on display. He left enough room for her bottom hole to be accessed, however, and Lucy understood that was because it was time for the tail to be put in place.
“The readings all look good,” Delina told Lucy and Taryn with a smile. “Everything is as it should be. You will be able to tolerate having the tail inserted for extended periods of time and when you are ready, you will be able to carry younglings without any trouble.”
Exhausted after that powerful climax and unsure what to say in response to Delina’s assessment of her intimate health, Lucy said nothing. She bowed her head and waited to be told what to do next.
 
* * *
 
Taryn was pleased with how obedient Lucy had been throughout the examination. It couldn’t have been easy for her to lie there so exposed and vulnerable, but she hadn’t complained or tried to prevent Delina from carrying out the intimate inspection. It would have been futile to resist, of course, but still, her forbearance was impressive. Taryn helped Lucy down off the table and pushed the button to convert it back into a chair. His pet looked a little shell-shocked but he was sure she would cope with what was still to come. Taking a seat, he pulled her down over his knee.
Responding to his silent nod of command, Delina fetched the tail and pressed the rounded tip of the plug against Lucy’s bottom hole. At first, there was no resistance but then, when she tried to push in the wider part of the plug, Lucy seemed to tense up. She squealed and tried to get up off Taryn’s lap.
His response was swift. Unable to allow any disobedience, he delivered a series of hard swats to her bottom and upper thighs, one after the other, in quick succession. As his palm spelled out his displeasure in no uncertain terms, Lucy bounced on her toes and let out a sob. Taryn knew that beneath the catsuit, her flesh would be turning a glorious pink color.
“Now, stay still,” he ordered.
“I can’t,” Lucy complained. “It’s too much. I can’t take it.”
“It is for me to decide what you can take,” Taryn growled, and Lucy’s shoulders tensed. “This is just the beginning. I will expect you to cope with having something a lot bigger shoved up your ass before I’m finished with you.”
Delina shot him a glare that suggested she thought his tone was too harsh. He glowered back at her, warning her to keep her opinions to herself. It was not for a subordinate to make judgements about his behavior.
“Breathe through it,” Delina advised Lucy. “It will feel better in a moment.”
Lucy gave a little nod and the tension seemed to drain right out of her. Apparently Delina’s soothing words had worked because Lucy now lay quietly across his lap. She took long, slow breaths in through her nose and blew them out through her mouth as Delina pushed the plug forward until it was fully seated inside her.
“There now,” Delina said. “It’s all done, and you look so pretty. Wouldn’t you agree, Lieutenant?”
“Yes,” he replied as he admired the sleek tail that hung down between Lucy’s legs.
Although the initial suggestion that she should become his pet had come from Lucy, Taryn had to admit that with each passing moment he was growing more and more enthusiastic about the idea. He couldn’t wait to get her on board the transport ship, where they would have two weeks alone, time in which he could train her to respond to him just the way he wanted.
He lifted Lucy from his lap and placed her down on her feet. He couldn’t help but notice that she winced as she straightened, no doubt as the plug shifted inside her. It was obviously uncomfortable but that was something she was just going to have to get used to because he enjoyed seeing her pretty little bottom filled.
“Now, pet, I want you to thank Delina for examining you and putting your tail in,” he said.
Lucy’s cheeks reddened slightly, but she immediately turned to the Taar-Breckian woman.
“Thank you for examining me and putting my tail in for me, Delina.”
She spoke so sweetly, it made Taryn wonder if she was genuinely grateful to the other woman.
“You are very welcome.” Delina gave Lucy a radiant smile, before turning to him with a scowl on her face. He wasn’t sure what her issue was, but it was not Delina’s place to disapprove of his actions. “Now, was there anything else you needed from me, Lieutenant?”
“No, Delina, you may leave us now,” Taryn told her, “and please make sure we are not disturbed for the duration of the trip.”
Delina nodded and turned to leave the room. Once she was gone, he looked up at Lucy, who was standing in front of him, her hands clasped together, as though waiting for instruction.
“So, pet, how do you like your new tail?”
“It’s very nice,” Lucy said quietly. “Thank you, Master.”
Taryn smiled. She seemed to be a quick learner. That was good, because he was about to give her another lesson and he hoped she would prove herself capable.
“I’m glad you like your tail, pet, but I think it’s time you learned to demonstrate your gratitude properly.”
“I… eh… what?” Lucy stammered, and Taryn suspected that her nervousness was because she had some idea what he was about to instruct her to do.
“I said, it’s time you learned to demonstrate your gratitude,” Taryn said carefully. “So, get down on your knees and show me just how thankful you really are.”
 
* * *
 
Lucy knew exactly what Taryn wanted her to do. She’d read a lot of books and she wasn’t stupid, but she’d never done anything like this before. The prospect of doing something wrong made her nervous. She really wasn’t sure she would be able to please him.
“Did you hear what I said?” Taryn asked, a slight edge to his voice that made her wary.
“Yes, sorry, Master,” Lucy replied as she sank to her knees.
As she got down onto the floor, she was acutely aware of the enormous plug shifting inside her bottom. She wouldn’t describe its movement within her body as painful. Well, not exactly. It was quite uncomfortable. With that discomfort, however, came a strange feeling of arousal as the plug pushed forward putting pressure on her pussy.
“Now, unfasten my pants and take out my cock,” Taryn said.
The bluntness of his directions sent an unexpected thrill racing through Lucy’s veins. She shuffled forward on her knees and reached for the metal fastenings that held his pants together. She unhooked them carefully and freed his enormous, erect penis. Her eyes widened, and she wondered if she would ever get used to seeing the long, wide shaft with its glistening purple head. It was a thing of beauty, but terrifying at the same time.
“Start slowly,” Taryn told her. “Lick around the head.”
Grateful that he was giving her some instruction, Lucy moved forward and began to explore the head of his cock with her tongue. It was soft flesh, like the ripest fruit, yet there was a hint of steel beneath the surface. The tip of her tongue dipped into the little slit and she lapped up the salty droplets of liquid that had collected there. Strange. It was like nothing she’d ever tasted before. She couldn’t really say she liked it, but it was not totally unpleasant.
“Good girl,” he praised, and Lucy couldn’t help but smile in response. “Now, open your mouth for me, nice and wide.”
Looking up at him with wary eyes, she let her mouth drop open. She wasn’t entirely comfortable, so she imagined herself at the doctor’s saying “aah.” Her eyes widened as Taryn shifted his hips and guided his hardened rod into her mouth, pushing forward until she feared she might choke. Her hands shot out and grasped his thighs, needing something to hold onto.
“Keep breathing,” Taryn instructed, “relax your jaw and try not to panic. You’ll soon adjust.”
Lucy tried to do as he said, but she couldn’t escape the feeling she was going to be suffocated. Her mouth was incredibly full. But, just as she started to grow anxious, Taryn slid his shaft back past her lips, just enough for her to be able to breathe once more.
“Okay,” he said patiently, “let’s try that again.”
Before Lucy could respond, he pushed his cock deep into her mouth once more. It was still unpleasant, and she struggled against him a little but, this time, she felt less like she was choking. Again and again, Taryn slid his velvety length back and forth over her tongue. Gradually, Lucy got used to the strange sensation of having her mouth packed solid. She began to explore the underside of his penis with her tongue.
“That’s better.” Taryn’s words signaled praise, but his voice was strained, almost anguished.
With increasingly insistent thrusts, he fucked her mouth, making grunting sounds that revealed his growing pleasure. Lucy moaned around his cock as her own arousal began to build. She could hardly believe it, but she was actually enjoying this. Moisture was gathering at that place between her legs and her heart was beating furiously. As Taryn thrust into her mouth over and over, his hand curved around the back of her neck to hold her in place. The firmness of his touch made her gasp and her pussy clenched, desperately trying to clamp down on thin air.
“Touch yourself,” Taryn instructed her as he seemed to sense her need.
She didn’t have to be told twice. Lucy slipped her hand between her legs and found the sensitive nub that was just crying out for attention. She rubbed it hard and, of their own volition, her hips began to roll in a tight figure eight. As her arousal grew, her movements became more and more frenzied. Within seconds, she came violently, just as Taryn’s cock swelled within her mouth and his seed began to spill down her throat. Taken by surprise, she tried to swallow it all, but a dribble escaped and ran down her chin. With the back of her hand, she quickly wiped the residue away as Taryn withdrew his cock from her mouth.
“Next time, you will swallow it all.”
There was a note of disapproval in his voice that saddened Lucy.
“Yes, Master,” she replied quietly.
She knelt on the floor in front of him as he adjusted his clothing and sat down once more. There was an unreadable expression on his face as he looked at her. She wished that she had more experience with men, that she understood more fully how their bodies worked, how they responded. If she knew more, she was sure she could please him better. Not that she was sure he actually was unhappy with her right now. He was so hard to read.
“You look tired, pet,” Taryn observed.
“I could use a rest,” she admitted before tacking on, “Master.”
Lucy glanced at the large, comfortable seat next to Taryn but, as though reading her thoughts, he shook his head slowly.
“No, pet, you will sleep here.”
Lucy’s mouth fell open in shock as he pulled the cushion from the seat next to him and dropped it at his feet. Did he really expect her to sleep at his feet? The hard set of his jaw as he stared at her told her that he did.
“Is there some problem?” he asked, his voice clipped in a sign of his irritation.
Lucy shook her head and crawled onto the cushion. She lay down and found that, with her body curled, it was large enough for her to be quite comfortable on, in a physical sense, at least. What she was not quite so at ease with was the clear imbalance between them as she rested at his feet. The power he held over her was intensely obvious in that moment and it both excited and terrified her. As she closed her eyes and thought about how she’d approached him with the offer to become his pet, a piece of homespun wisdom ran through her mind—be careful what you wish for. It seemed she was well and truly getting what she’d asked for. She just wasn’t so sure it was what she wanted any more.



Chapter Eight
 
 
The piercing wail of a siren pulled Lucy violently from her slumber. Before she could even process what was happening, she found herself being picked up and tossed onto a chair. She tried to sit up but was pressed back by the weight of Taryn’s body as he placed himself protectively over her. Outside of their cabin, a woman let out a blood-curdling shriek and was suddenly drowned out by a thunderous boom. The entire ship rocked and Lucy felt the seat juddering beneath her.
After what seemed a lifetime, the intense shaking settled. Everything became still, but Lucy could hear nothing, except for a ringing in her ears. Her heart galloped furiously as the realization struck her that there had been an explosion. She clung desperately to Taryn’s shirt, afraid that he might leave her there. In turn, he wrapped his arms around her and held onto her tightly, as though to reassure her that he was going nowhere.
“Are you alright?” Taryn asked as an eerie calm descended.
Unable to find her voice, Lucy nodded. The ringing in her ears had finally stopped and she felt fine, albeit a little detached from everything. Taryn helped her to her feet and held her out at arm’s length, scanning up and down her body as though checking for any signs of injury. She was unhurt and, from the look of it, Taryn was also completely unscathed. Whatever had happened, it had not had much impact on their private cabin either, as everything appeared to be intact. Perhaps it had not been anything serious. Lucy was still trying to convince herself that was the case when a different alarm began to sound.
“What now?” she cried out as she started to shake from head to foot. She really couldn’t take much more.
“It’s the evacuation signal,” Taryn told her. “We need to get off the shuttle.”
“Get off the shuttle?” Lucy parroted back at him. “We’re in the middle of space.”
Taryn gave her an indulgent smile that made her feel as though she’d just said something incredibly stupid.
“There are escape pods. We need to go through the main cabin to get to them.”
Lucy was astounded by his calm demeanor. If he felt even a quarter of the apprehension she did about what might lie beyond the safety of the cabin, he showed no outward sign of it. Seeming to sense her reluctance to move, he took her by the shoulders and bent down to look her in the eye.
“I will not allow any harm to come to you, Lucy,” he vowed. “I know you are afraid, but the life support systems on the shuttle may be under stress and we have to obey the signal to leave.”
Giving her no time to respond, he put his arm around Lucy and guided her toward the door. It was good that he was doing what came naturally and taking charge, because she felt at a complete loss about what to do. She had never been in a situation like this and if it was not for Taryn’s comforting presence, she might freeze completely.
As the door into the main cabin slid open and they were greeted by utter carnage, Taryn pulled her tight against his side.
“You might want to close your eyes, pet.” he said gently.
Lucy wished that she could but, the moment the door opened, she was greeted by a scene she could not possibly turn away from. There was such devastation, she could barely make sense of what she was seeing. Debris lay scattered about the place, twisted metal and charred seats. Personal belongings of the passengers were strewn everywhere. Some people appeared to have been injured, with nasty open wounds and blood-soaked clothing. Others were clearly dead, their limbs mangled and faces burned beyond recognition. Lucy would never be able to erase the horrific sight from her mind, but it was not that alone that made her shiver. Despite the pockets of fire that some of the Taar-Breckian men were busy putting out, the cabin was cold, freezing, in fact. The air felt dense and with acrid smoke drifting through the cabin, Lucy found herself struggling to breathe.
“Here, she will need this,” a female voice said.
Suddenly, Delina was in front of them, holding out an oxygen mask. Taryn took it and placed it over Lucy’s mouth, securing it in place. Fresh air instantly flowed to her lungs and she took several deep breaths that made her feel lightheaded, before steadying herself.
“You are unhurt?” Taryn asked the other woman.
“Yes, thank you, Lieutenant,” Delina confirmed. “All of our people are alive, though some are badly injured. Sadly, the humans who were on board have not fared so well.”
“Do you know what happened?”
“Only that we were fired upon,” Delina told Taryn and Lucy’s eyes widened. She had no idea who would dare to attack a Taar-Breckian shuttle. “A team is already on their way from the transport ship to assess the situation.”
“Good,” Taryn replied. Lucy had to admire the authority in his tone as he sought information about what had happened. “And the evacuation?”
“We are sending the injured in the escape pods and the rest will be picked up by rescue ships,” Delina said. She looked over at Lucy, concern etched on her face. “I think you should leave in the next pod. Your mate looks pale and I fear she will not last long in this environment.”
The words were blunt and made Lucy’s heart lurch, but she knew there was truth in what Delina had said. As the cold seemed to seep into her bones, she felt decidedly unsteady on her feet. She was struggling to cope with the shock of the devastation that lay around her. As Taryn began to guide her through the wreckage, toward the escape hatch, she felt her eyes roll back in her head. Intense fear spiked her blood. She gasped as her knees buckled and sudden darkness took her.
 
* * *
 
Taryn watched Lucy closely as she started to come around. Her pale skin looked a touch warmer now and the blue tinge that had colored her lips was gone. He felt a wave of relief wash over him. He had just been wondering whether he needed take her to the medical bay where he knew the staff were already overwhelmed dealing with the wounded from the shuttle. She had remained unconscious throughout the brief flight from the shuttle to the transport ship, but her breathing had been steady, so he’d just brought her to his chambers and laid her on the bed. As he received an update from the shuttle, she’d jerked a little as though she’d heard some of what was being said and had been disturbed by it.
As she slowly opened her eyes, Taryn took a seat on the bed, ready to give her whatever assurances she might need to convince her that she was safe now.
“Where am I?” she asked as she looked up at him, her beautiful blue eyes filled with trepidation.
“In my quarters,” Taryn told her. “We are on the military transport ship now.”
Lucy raised her eyebrows and her mouth formed a surprised ‘O.’
“Do you remember what happened on the shuttle?” Taryn asked.
He could see her struggle to remember etched into the deep lines that furrowed her brow. It took a moment before she nodded.
“Yes. There was an explosion.”
“That’s right.” It was a positive sign, Taryn thought, that she seemed quite clear about what had happened.
“People were hurt,” Lucy said, her mouth twisting in horror as she no doubt recalled what she’d seen. Although Taryn was used to such carnage, he realized it was not something Lucy would ever have experienced before. “Are many dead?”
“I am afraid there were some casualties,” Taryn replied. “Some of my people were injured, but none of the humans survived.”
Lucy’s face crumpled, and she started to cry. Taryn put his arm around her and held her close to his chest as she collapsed into great heaving sobs that seemed to shake her entire body. He had never had to deal with such an emotional outburst before. Unsure how to help, he simply ran his hand up and down Lucy’s back, making soothing noises that seemed to comfort her. Eventually, she managed to bring herself under control.
“What about the baby?” Lucy asked as she sat up straight.
The question took Taryn by surprise. Generally, small children did not travel between planets and he knew of no special arrangements that had been made for a baby to be allowed onto the transport ship. Although he was not commander of this vessel, his high status meant that he would normally be privy to information about unusual passengers. He had heard nothing to suggest an infant would be traveling with them. Perhaps Lucy was confused.
“There were no children on board,” he said.
“There was a baby,” Lucy insisted. “I saw Gerald and Lucinda Barron on the shuttle. They had a baby with them. I think they were trying to hide it.”
That made little sense to Taryn. He knew that the Barrons were a prominent New Cambridge family, which meant they could have obtained permission to travel with a child if they had wished to do so.
“You are sure of this?” he asked Lucy in a careful tone. He didn’t want to upset her by making her think he doubted her word.
“Of course I am.” Lucy’s voice rose to a higher pitch, signaling her growing agitation. “There was definitely a baby with them, a little girl.”
Taryn got to his feet. If Lucy was correct, then he needed to ensure that the rescue team was alerted to the presence of an infant. It seemed unlikely that the child would have survived the blast, but there was always a chance, he supposed.
“I will go and alert the search team,” he told her, “but do not get your hopes up.”
“I won’t,” Lucy promised, but Taryn could tell by the animated expression on her face that it was already too late. She was excited by the prospect of the child being found.
With a heavy sigh, he turned and left the room, wondering just how he was going to deal with Lucy’s emotions if there was not good news.
 
* * *
 
Lucy sat on the bed, fidgeting with the tail that was still inserted into her bottom as she waited for Taryn to return. He had not given her permission to move and she was starting to feel restless. She had no idea how long he had been gone for, but it had to be at least ten minutes so far. She glanced around the room and was disheartened by how starkly functional it was. The journey to Taar-Breck would take around two weeks and this room was not exactly designed for comfort. The bed beneath her was clearly intended for short naps only. She couldn’t imagine anyone passing a peaceful night on it. She could only hope that Taryn’s home on Taar-Breck would be a little less forbidding. Somehow, she doubted it would be. Her new mate did not seem the type to fuss over rugs and throw pillows. Come to think of it, did they have such things on his planet?
“Have you heard anything?” Lucy asked, her line of thought broken as Taryn came back into the room.
“Not yet,” he replied as he crossed over to the bed and sat down next to her. “I have asked to be kept informed.”
Lucy nodded. She shifted on the bed and winced as the firm mattress jolted the plug inside her bottom.
“You are uncomfortable?” Taryn guessed.
“Yes,” Lucy replied, deciding that there was no point in lying. Although it was the anal plug that had made her grimace, she really didn’t feel at home in these surroundings. “The room is a little, well, it’s really very masculine.”
“Is it?” Taryn looked around as though unsure whether to take that as some sort of insult. He turned back to her. “It suits me well enough.”
Yes, Lucy imagined it would. The room had the same forbidding air about it as Taryn seemed to carry much of the time. She had seen glimpses of a softer side of him, though, and hoped that might be reflected in his home on Taar-Breck.
“What’s it like where you live?” Lucy asked.
“It is comfortable,” Taryn said. “I do not spend much time there but now that I have you that may change. I have had a room prepared for you that will look much like your old bedroom.”
Skipping over the part where it sounded as though he’d had a separate room made ready for her, Lucy zeroed in on where he’d referred to her old bedroom.
“How do you know what my old bedroom looks like?”
“I have studied you for some weeks,” Taryn admitted without a trace of regret. “It was always intended that you would be mine.”
“What?” Lucy asked.
“You were allocated to me by your friend Caroline.”
Lucy’s brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of what he’d just said. If she’d understood his totally dispassionate words correctly, then she’d been given to him by one of her closest friends.
“Caroline Chatterton gave me to you?”
“Rossingham,” Taryn corrected as if that was important. “She is the bride of my commander, if you recall.”
Yes, Lucy remembered that perfectly well, but stating simple facts was not helpful.
“What exactly do you mean she allocated me to you? What has Caroline to do with anything?”
“Mrs. Rossingham was aware that the High Council posed a threat to her friends and asked that we rescue you. Several of the commander’s most trusted men have been tasked with taking the ladies as their mates. Mrs. Rossingham was very definite about who should mate with who.”
Lucy could hardly believe what she was hearing. It sounded as though Caroline had decided that Taryn was her ideal match. She wondered what that revealed about her friend’s opinion of her. Did she think Lucy was some sort of doormat, best suited to a man who would take control of every aspect of her life?
“So, when I came to ask for your help, you already knew that Caroline wanted you to look after me?” Lucy said accusingly.
“That’s right.”
There was not the merest hint of contrition in Taryn’s voice. As much as that annoyed her, she did not have the energy to challenge him any further.
“You mentioned Caroline’s friends,” Lucy said. “Who are the others? What’s happened to them?”
“Well, your friend Victoria has been taken by her mate and is safe and well.”
Lucy blew out a breath. There was no way her friend would be happy with an arrangement where her mate was selected for her. She’d been so angry about her stepbrother trying to organize a marriage for her. Having her friend interfering in her love life would make her totally livid.
“Several others are on a ship a few days ahead of us, on their way to Taar-Breck. They will be settled with their mates by the time they get there. We are having trouble locating your friend Charlotte Calder, who has been given to my comrade, Bryn.”
Lucy snorted. Locating her would be the least of Bryn’s problems. If he found her that was where his challenges would really begin. If Victoria was spirited, then Lottie was downright militant. She was the only member of the Hyde Ladies’ Circle whose views were so extreme, Lucy suspected she was also with the rebels.
“Who else?”
“We are looking for Elizabeth Chatterton, of course,” Taryn said. “I have not yet asked you if you know anything of her whereabouts.”
Lucy shook her head and then remembered what Zinnie had told her.
“I haven’t seen Lizzie since Caroline was arrested, but I heard she may have gone to the north of the city.”
“The north?” Taryn asked. “Might she have gone to the rebels?”
Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t even know that she was headed in that direction. It was just a rumor.”
“Still, it is better than nothing,” Taryn said. “I will pass the information to my commander and he can choose whether to follow it up.”
Just as he rose to his feet, a buzzer sounded in the other room. Taryn gestured to Lucy to stay put and went to respond to the incoming message. Lucy did not move. As much as she hated to be ordered around with nothing more than a casual hand signal, she really didn’t want to earn a spanking right now.
She sat impatiently drumming her fingers on her knee until Taryn returned just a few moments later.
“The child has been found,” he told her.
“Is she okay?”
“I have no details, other than that my colleague, Allik Loarn has retrieved the infant,” Taryn replied.
Lucy sighed. Why had he not asked for more information? Clearly, he didn’t understand how important it was to her to know that the child was alive and well. She watched as he walked over to the large cupboard on the far side of the room.
“We need to make you presentable,” Taryn said.
Lucy looked down at her clothing and realized she was grubby. She could probably use a quick wash as well. As Taryn returned to her with a white bodysuit and matching white tail, she sighed to herself. When he instructed her to undress, she made no complaint. Until she had the chance to work Taryn out and find a way to get him to change his mind, this would be her life. The best thing she could do was try to get used to it.



Chapter Nine
 
 
Dressed in the new, pristine white bodysuit and matching tail she had been given to wear, Lucy knelt at Taryn’s feet and stared in awe at the Taar-Breckian warrior who’d just entered the room. His height and breadth alone were intimidating, but it was the intense annoyance on his face that really scared Lucy. He looked as though he was ready to tear someone apart with his bare hands. He might have been handsome once, but now his face was a ruin, marked with hideous scars that amplified the severity of his appearance. The man was a stark reminder that Taar-Breckian warriors led an existence that could be brutal at times.
“It is good to see you, Allik,” Taryn greeted the other man warmly.
Allik. So, this was the man who’d rescued the baby from the shuttle. Lucy found it hard to imagine such a tiny infant in the hands of this enormous brute. The poor child must have been terrified. Lucy was certainly unnerved to be in the same room as him. Her fear of this man was made even worse by the fact he seemed to be studying her quite carefully.
“I see you’ve noticed my pet.” Even though Taryn’s words held obvious pride, Lucy bristled when he referred to her that way. “Her name is Lucy. She makes a very pretty kitten, don’t you think?”
The redness in Lucy’s cheeks deepened. In the moments when she and Taryn were alone, she could cope with being his pet. Although it was not exactly how she’d imagined it would be, she could handle submitting to him when it was just the two of them. But, being put on show like this before another man was different. Knowing that the tight outfit she wore put her entire body on display, she shifted restlessly. As she moved, she was given an uncomfortable reminder that there was a huge plug lodged in her ass to attach the lush white tail to her body.
Biting her bottom lip, she bowed her head. She had no idea how she was supposed to behave in this situation. Needing reassurance, she rubbed her face against Taryn’s leg and he smiled down at her. As he returned his attention to his friend, she took a deep breath and resolved to maintain her poise.
“Tell me about your mate,” Taryn said to Allik. “Are you pleased with her?”
“She is interesting,” the other man replied, the ghost of a smile playing on his lips. “I like her.”
Lucy felt Taryn’s hand on her head as he gently ran his fingers through her hair and she hoped it was his way of silently assuring her that he was also pleased with his match. She knew that he enjoyed her body and that he was protective of her but, if he had feelings beyond that, he kept them to himself. She found it frustrating. It was too soon for declarations of love, she knew that, but it would be nice if he found her appealing as a person and not just as a plaything.
“Allik is the man I told you about, pet,” Taryn said, breaking into her thoughts, “the one who is going to look after your friend Victoria.”
Lucy’s eyes immediately widened, and she studied the man in front of her again. He was so dark, so utterly forbidding, she couldn’t picture him with any woman, let alone her spirited friend. Victoria would never submit to a man like this and she had a feeling he would not stand for a woman challenging him. She flinched as he returned her stare and shifted her focus to look at the floor instead. It was as though he’d heard what she was thinking. Had the word monster actually screamed from her mind? She hoped not.
“You will be able to see Victoria when you are settled on Taar-Breck,” Taryn said, bringing her attention back to him. “Would you like that?”
“Yes.” Lucy spoke quietly, hoping that if she kept her voice low, her nervousness would not be so apparent. Suddenly, Taryn’s hand fisted in her hair. His grip was tight, almost painful, and she let out a little whine. He pulled her head back, forcing her to look up at him. Lucy squealed, surprised that she was being treated so roughly. It was humiliating to be handled this way in front of another man, but she saw the disappointment on Taryn’s face and knew that she’d upset him. In dismay, she rocked from side to side, her cheeks reddening as tears welled in her eyes. She knew what it was that he wanted, and she needed to give it to him. “Yes, Master, I would like that.”
“Good girl.” Taryn patted her head affectionately.
Lucy could not prevent a pathetic mewling noise from escaping her. Embarrassed, she nuzzled her cheek against his leg once more, craving the sense of security that came from being so close to him.
“You wanted to see me,” Allik said, seeming keen to get down to business as quickly as possible.
“Yes, take a seat.”
Lucy had to stifle a groan. The last thing she wanted was for this man to make himself comfortable. The sooner he was out of here, the better, as far as she was concerned. With a sinking heart, she watched as first Allik and then Taryn settled themselves down on the chairs, built extra-large to accommodate the imposing physiques of the Taar-Breckian male. She fought against outwardly cringing as Taryn pointed wordlessly to the space between his feet. Something was going on here that she couldn’t quite understand. From her limited experience of him, she realized Taryn was not the easiest of men but, right now, it felt as though he was being particularly hard on her.
Not wanting to show any disrespect in front of his colleague, she crawled across the floor and took up her position, kneeling between his legs. She shot a glance at Allik, who seemed to be lost in his thoughts and not paying attention. That was a relief. Submitting to Taryn privately was something she was already coming to terms with. She hadn’t minded doing as he commanded in front of Delina either. Acting in this subservient manner in the presence of another man, however, was about a mile outside of her comfort zone.
“I hear you found the infant,” Taryn said, and Lucy sat up a little straighter, eager for news of the child.
“Yes, but I do not know if it can be saved.”
Lucy felt a wave of anxiety washing over her. She wanted to ask questions, to find out who was caring for the child, what they thought their chances of survival were. She suspected, though, that she was supposed to remain silent unless specifically asked to speak.
“You did all that you could. You found her and brought her back. It is in the hands of the medics,” Taryn said dispassionately before changing the subject. “So, tell me your preliminary findings.”
That was it? Lucy glared at one man and then the other, amazed that they could dismiss the topic of the child’s wellbeing so easily. She couldn’t understand how they could speak about such a tiny, helpless child with such a lack of emotion. She wanted to stand up and yell at them but, of course, she didn’t for fear of incurring a punishment. Instead, she sat there and tried to silently project her intense displeasure. Fortunately, as they were now getting down to business, neither man noticed she was fuming. Taryn would no doubt redden her bottom just for casting dark looks at him and his friend.
As the two men talked about fighter ships and laser cannons, Lucy tried to let the sound of their words just wash over her. She didn’t want to hear about such things. More than anything, she wanted to block out the memory of what she’d seen on that shuttle. Unfortunately, it wasn’t easy to shut it all out. She couldn’t help but release a little sob. Seeming to understand her distress, Taryn stroked behind her ear. Instinctively, she leaned in toward him, resting her head against his leg for comfort.
As Commander Rossingham joined their conversation by audio link, she found herself more and more interested in their conversation. The men speculated about whether their enemies, some alien race she had never even heard of, had set up a base on Earth. They implied that there was some sort of collusion between their enemy and her people. Frankly, it wouldn’t surprise her if the High Council was involved in some plot against their allies from Taar-Breck.
“That is what I suspected,” Lucy heard Rossingham say. She thought he sounded saddened rather than angered by Allik’s report on the shuttle attack. “Well, thank you for the information, Allik. I will send a team to look into it. Now, on another matter, has Miss Walton told you anything about my mate’s sister?”
Lucy looked at Allik, as desperate to hear the answer as Commander Rossingham seemed to be. She didn’t know whether Victoria had some knowledge of Elizabeth’s whereabouts that she hadn’t shared with her.
“Not yet, sir,” Allik replied.
“Well, if she does tell you anything useful, contact me immediately. My mate is anxious for news.”
Lucy felt the weight of sadness pressing down on her. Nobody had heard anything from Elizabeth Chatterton since the night of her sister’s arrest several weeks ago, and the chances that something awful had happened to her seemed to increase with each passing day. Lucy was so caught up in her thoughts about her friend, she barely noticed Allik leaving the room. When he was gone, Taryn pulled her up to sit on his lap.
“Allik made you uncomfortable?” he asked her.
Lucy could not fault his perceptiveness.
“A little.”
“He might look frightening, but he is a good man,” Taryn said. “His scars were honorably won.”
“I’m sure they were.” Lucy’s lips set in a firm line as she thought about the other man and the way she had behaved in front of him.
“It is not his scars that bother you?”
If she was honest, Lucy would have to admit that she found Allik’s appearance off-putting, but that was not the main thing that was upsetting her.
“No,” she replied, pouting a little because Taryn clearly didn’t understand what she was unhappy about. “I didn’t like meeting him while I’m dressed like this.”
Taryn nodded as though he understood.
“I knew you would be uncomfortable,” he admitted, “but, believe me, it is important that you learn to demonstrate your submission in front of others. Soon, you will be called upon to submit to me under far more difficult circumstances and I will expect complete obedience.”
Lucy really didn’t understand. If a situation arose where he needed her to obey him absolutely, all he had to do was explain it to her in advance and she would do all that she could to comply with his demands. Surely, there was no need to demonstrate his mastery over her in front of his friends?
“But…” she began.
“But, nothing,” Taryn said as he lifted her by the waist and set her down on the floor. “It is not for you to question me.”
Lucy let out an indignant snort and folded her arms in front of her, adopting a defiant pose.
“Asshole,” she mumbled under her breath.
Evidently, she wasn’t quiet enough if the dark disapproval that passed across Taryn’s face was anything to go by.
“I can see that a lesson is required,” Taryn said. “Go and wait for me in the bedroom.”
Thoughts of protest crossed her mind briefly but, actually, Lucy wanted him to punish her. She had no idea why, but she thought it might help her. From the moment she’d woken up in Taryn’s bed, she’d felt on edge. Perhaps a thorough spanking was just what she needed to settle her. Nodding to signal her compliance, she padded off to the bedroom.
 
* * *
 
Taryn stood at the bedroom door and watched Lucy as she shifted restlessly from side to side. He’d deliberately chosen not to give her instructions on how to present herself and he was pleasantly surprised to find her kneeling on the floor waiting for him, her head bowed. There was such beauty and grace in her posture, it seemed as though it came naturally to her.
“Stand up and remove your clothing,” he instructed. “You are to be bared for this punishment.”
Immediately, Lucy got to her feet. In her haste to obey, she almost overbalanced, but she quickly righted herself and began to take off her clothing. Because the bodysuit was molded so closely to her skin, she had to wiggle her way out of it. The result was a little dance that was no doubt unintentionally sexy as she swayed her hips to coax the fabric down over her luscious curves. For a moment, she lost her composure and cursed as she struggled to remove her clothes but, eventually, she won the battle.
As she picked up the bodysuit from the floor and put it neatly over a stool, Taryn opened the large trunk that sat at the end of the bed. He took out two sets of restraints and a wooden paddle that would remind her who was in charge without causing her any lasting harm. He knew just how to wield the implement to best effect. Carefully placing the cuffs that would bind his little pet’s limbs, he attached the restraints to the posts at the four corners of the bed. As he arranged things, he was aware of Lucy’s intense scrutiny. He turned to be met by her wide-eyed stare.
“Lie on the bed.” There was a clear note of command in his voice. In case she was in any doubt, he added, “Face down.”
Despite the tremulous quiver of her lips, he could tell she was excited by the prospect of being bound and spanked. Her eyes were wide and the little pulse at the base of her neck was throbbing. The rosy peaks of her nipples had stiffened and the color in her lips had deepened, just enough to betray her state of arousal.
Lucy turned and climbed up onto the bed. She lay, as instructed, on her stomach in the center and wriggled impatiently. Taryn stifled a chuckle. She was incredibly eager. He took two of the pillows and lifted her hips to place them beneath her so her bottom, still adorned with the fluffy white tail, presented an irresistible target. Then he pulled each of her legs out to the side and secured her ankles in the supple leather cuffs before moving on to bind her wrists. Satisfied that Lucy was going nowhere, he stepped back. Hearing her let out a breathy sigh, he couldn’t resist slipping his hand between her legs. Running his fingers along her feminine slit, he gathered some of the moisture that had pooled there. She was soaking wet. He held his glistening fingers out for her to see.
“It seems my little pet is looking forward to her punishment,” he said. “Perhaps she likes being bound and at my mercy. Is that so?”
“Yes.” There was a reluctance in Lucy’s voice as she admitted it.
Irritated by her continuing lack of deference, Taryn took hold of her tail and yanked it upward, causing her to yelp in shock.
“Yes, Master,” she quickly corrected herself.
“That’s more like it.” Taryn allowed himself a smile. She really did learn quickly. “Now, tell me why you think you’re being punished.”
She made cute little noises as she seemed to consider her response.
“Because I didn’t show you the proper respect,” she said. “I questioned you and called you something I shouldn’t have.”
“That’s right.” Taryn was pleased that she understood what she’d done wrong. He wanted her to reflect on her behavior and see that, at times, punishment was justified. “Now, how many strokes of the paddle do you think you deserve?”
“Er, five?”
Although she’d turned her face from him, Taryn was able to picture the grimace that must have accompanied that suggestion. She was definitely aiming low with that number.
“Let’s try ten and see if that teaches you some manners,” he said. “Now, I expect you to count each one.”
“Yes, Master,” Lucy agreed.
Taryn reached for the paddle and gave it an experimental swish through the air, getting a feel for the implement’s weight and judging how hard he would need to wield it to get his message across without causing any damage. He laid a hand on her back and she rocked her hips from side to side.
“Hold still, pet,” he warned her. “This may hurt.”
 
* * *
 
This may hurt? Who was he trying to kid? When the paddle struck her for the first time, Lucy felt as though her backside had burst into flames. The wooden board hit the left side of her bottom with a dull thud, but the pain that fanned out across her flesh was sharp. She emitted a yowl that, to her own ears, sounded inhuman. Her thoughts scrambled as she tried to get some sense of what she was actually feeling as the initial burn slowly faded to a delicious warmth.
Behind her, Taryn cleared his throat and reminded her that she was supposed to count out the strokes.
“One,” she hissed through gritted teeth.
“Would you like another?” Taryn asked, and she could just imagine the amused smirk on his face.
The word no popped into her mind but she knew better than to let it leave her lips. As soon as the pain had dissipated, she found herself growing impatient for the next blow to fall.
“Yes,” she said and then gasped as fingers pinched the fleshiest part of her bottom as a warning.
“Master,” she added quickly.
A second blow fell and then the third, fourth, and fifth in rapid succession. Lucy shouted out each number and tried to keep her breathing steady. She did her best to relax her bottom, knowing that if she tensed it would be worse for her. With the sixth stroke of the paddle, she let out a low moan. Heat danced across her bottom and a pulse began to throb insistently between her widely parted legs.
“Six,” she groaned, burying her face in the mattress.
With her arms and legs bound, her limbs outstretched, she felt incredibly vulnerable. There was nowhere to hide from her response to the paddling she was receiving. Her arousal was fully on display and she had no way to escape from either the pain or the pleasure she was experiencing. She tried pushing her hips forward to press her pussy against the pillows but was unable to move enough to gain any relief from her frustration. She heard a sound from Taryn that she thought might be a chuckle and knew that her efforts to cope with her rampant desire were amusing him.
“Now, now, pet,” he said, his tone light, “no more squirming. If you’re a good girl, you’ll get a reward once the punishment is over.”
Making a supreme effort to hold still, Lucy waited for the paddle to fall once more. If there was any chance that Taryn would choose to alleviate her sensual suffering, then she would do whatever it took to please him.
“Seven,” she gasped as the next blow took her by surprise and then almost immediately afterward, “eight.”
“Just two more to go,” he confirmed. “You’re doing well, and your bottom is a very pretty shade of pink.”
Lucy would have thought it would be glowing crimson by now. It certainly felt as though there was a great deal of heat radiating from her derriere.
The next time the paddle fell, it struck across the full width of her bottom, making her shriek like a banshee. She wriggled her hips a little and tensed then unclenched her muscles to try to cope with the increasing discomfort. Each stroke felt just that bit more intense, adding another layer to the heady cocktail of pain and arousal she was experiencing.
“Nine,” she recited after a brief pause.
She blew out a breath just as the paddle landed for the final time. She yelped, and her fingers clawed at the bed, but she could not gain purchase on anything as she was bound so tightly.
“Ten,” Taryn said for her.
Lucy felt the bed dipping as Taryn climbed onto the mattress behind her. There was an unpleasant tugging sensation as he removed the tail from her bottom. She felt strangely bereft without the anal plug, but her forbidden channel was quickly filled once more as Taryn thrust his cock into her. Lucy shrieked, partly in surprise but also in discomfort as he seated himself fully inside her. The plug had been large, but it had not prepared her to be taken like this.
“Oh, my God!” she wailed. “It’s so big. It won’t fit.”
“It will,” Taryn assured her.
The sensation was so strange, so overwhelming, Lucy could not prevent herself from sobbing. As tears began to roll down her cheeks, it occurred to her that she hadn’t cried until now. The spanking had been painful, but she’d embraced that humiliation. Something about this was so much more humiliating. The tail was bad enough, but she’d started to get used to it. Having a man put his… his… penis inside her bottom was different. It was almost beyond endurance.
She winced as Taryn slid his cock out of her and back in for the first time. It hurt more than the plug did. As he began to fuck her bottom, she moaned and clutched at the air, trying to find something to grab onto.
Taryn’s hand slipped underneath her, and he took hold of her breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers. It distracted her from the discomfort she was experiencing, and she started to feel a familiar warmth at her feminine core. As his fingers trailed down to find that special spot between her legs, moisture began to seep from her pussy. She groaned as Taryn rubbed the pad of his fingertip over her clitoris, making teasing little circles. Suddenly all thoughts of discomfort dissolved as intense pleasure took hold of her. Bound and helpless, she gave herself over to sensation.
Behind her, Taryn’s breath hitched as his cock began to pulse inside of her. A moment later, he pulled out of her, a jet of warm semen spurting across her back. Her own need growing, she almost screamed in frustration as Taryn’s hands left her. Quickly untying her, he flipped her over onto her back. Before she knew what was happening, he dragged her forward and lifted her legs up over his shoulders. His mouth descended on her pussy and she tensed as his tongue slid inside her.
This was like nothing she’d ever known. It was too much yet she wanted more. Taryn held her fast as she struggled a little, trying to get away, or get closer—she wasn’t sure. He gorged on her pussy as though it was his last meal. His tongue curled up inside her, hitting a sensitive spot and making her scream in ecstasy. Her thighs tightened around his neck as her back arched up off the bed. With a wail she came again and again until he finally let her go. Collapsing in a boneless mass, she flung an arm over her face as though she could hide from the dawning realization that she would never get enough of this man.
Her heart pounding, body quivering, she welcomed Taryn’s embrace as he pulled her into his arms. Something had clicked into place for her. She had no idea why, but suddenly being here like this felt right. It was where she belonged.



Chapter Ten
 
 
The rest of the journey to Taar-Breck passed largely in a haze of ecstasy as Taryn and Lucy spent the time, shut away together in his quarters. Over the two weeks, Taryn taught Lucy things about her body she hadn’t realized were possible. In turn, she did her best to please him by showing her willingness to obey his every command. For the most part she’d found it easy to settle into the relationship because there was something about Taryn she genuinely liked, and he seemed to feel the same way about her. Yet, there were still some doubts niggling at the back of her mind.
Lucy enjoyed the physical closeness they shared, the fact that their bodies seemed to be in synch, but she hated the emotional distance that remained between them. There was a gap that she doubted would ever be filled. Where she was openly affectionate, Taryn was more reserved. She knew that the Taar-Breckians were not a demonstrative race, but sometimes she wondered whether they experienced feelings at all. If Taryn did, then he certainly never let her know what they were. The fact that he expected her to address him as ‘Master’ didn’t help matters either. She must have called him that a thousand times by now, but it just didn’t sit right with her.
As they waited to disembark from the shuttle that had carried them down to the surface from the transport ship, Lucy blushed self-consciously. She could feel the eyes of the other passengers on her. She wasn’t sure whether it was because she was human that they were staring, or if it was the tight bodysuit and tail that captured their interest. Either way, the scrutiny made her uncomfortable and she wondered whether it would always be like this for her on Taar-Breck. Would she ever be seen as anything other than an oddity among the tall, slender females who inhabited this planet?
When the doors to the shuttle opened and Taryn led her down the walkway to where a large vehicle sat waiting, Lucy was struck immediately by how vibrant the colors around her were. The sky was clear, an almost purple blue color, and the buildings were a pristine white that seemed to shimmer in the intense brightness. Everything was clean and the people around her moved with an air of efficiency. This was a busy, well-ordered place and she decided instantly that she liked it.
Enjoying the feeling of the sun on her face, she followed Taryn to the vehicle where his driver was just getting out. As the driver opened the door for them, she stepped past Taryn and tried to get in first. Taryn put a hand on her arm to stop her.
“You’re forgetting yourself, kitten.”
Lucy’s brows furrowed in confusion as she looked up at him. He moved past her and slid into the back seat. Her heart sank as he pointed to the space between his feet. With a sigh, she climbed into the vehicle and knelt on the floor, her cheeks reddening with humiliation as the driver closed the door and moved around to the front.
The cruiser took off so smoothly, she wouldn’t have noticed they weren’t moving if it wasn’t for the changing scenery outside the window. Taryn leaned back in his seat and she became acutely aware of the power imbalance between them. He was so confident, secure in his own position, while she was kneeling awkwardly before him.
“That was a long journey, pet,” he told her. “I need something to help me unwind.”
Lucy blinked her eyes in confusion, but his meaning became clearer as he unfastened his pants, freeing his hardened cock. Lucy looked over her shoulder to where the driver sat. There was no way she could do what Taryn wanted in front of another man, even if he did have his back to them. Looking Taryn in the eye, she shook her head slowly.
“Are you refusing me?” He sat forward and put his hand under her chin, tilting it upward so she couldn’t avoid his eyes. “You understand what the consequences for disobedience will be?”
Lucy knew that her refusal to do as he wished, especially when there was another man present, would not go unpunished, but she couldn’t bring herself to lean forward and take his cock into her mouth. Eyes filling with tears, she shook her head once more.
“I can’t,” she whispered.
“Very well, then.”
Taryn’s response was immediate. He pulled her up from the floor and tossed her onto the seat next to him. Opening her bodysuit so wide her pussy and anus were exposed, he grasped the end of the plug that was holding her tail in place and pulled it from her bottom. She yelped, more in surprise than pain.
“Lift your knees to your chest and hold your legs apart,” he instructed her tersely.
Watching him with wary eyes, Lucy did as he commanded. Although this was deeply humiliating, she knew the consequences of disobeying him again would be severe. Her eyes widened as she saw him doubling over the tail and striking his palm with it, testing its effectiveness. This particular tail was soft and silky on the outside, but it was stiffened with a thin wire of some sort, so it could be curled upward. Realizing that he intended to use it to punish her, a shiver of dread slid down her spine. On her bottom, it wouldn’t have much impact but where he clearly planned to use it, well, that was another matter.
Her fears were brought to life as the first blow fell on her exposed pussy. It stung, but there was also intense pleasure as the fluffy fibers of the tail dragged along her sensitive slit. She gasped for air and only then did she realize she’d been holding her breath in anticipation of what was to come. With the second strike, she felt her clitoris began to pulse. This was sensual torture of the most exquisite kind. Pleasure followed pain, confusing her senses.
Lucy’s cheeks reddened as her heart pounded furiously. Her hardened nipples strained against the fabric of the bodysuit, the pressure only increasing her arousal. She did everything she could to remain still and quiet, embarrassed by the presence of the driver. The thought occurred to her that Taryn seemed to be harder on her when there were others around, but she had no time to consider why that might be as he struck her once more. She tried to hold back but could not prevent moans and whimpers from escaping her lips. Maintaining her position as best she could, she writhed beneath the lash of the silken whip as Taryn struck her again and again.
Her head thrashed from side to side as her need for release became almost unbearable. As the little noises she was making became more desperate, Taryn threw aside the implement of her erotic torment and ran a finger along her hot, wet flesh, sending a shudder right to her core. He plunged two fingers inside her and fucked her with them, taking his time, drawing out every ounce of arousal her body could produce. Lucy raised her hips, trying to take control, to pull him deeper into her quivering body. He pressed her down with a palm on her belly.
“You enjoyed getting your pussy spanked,” Taryn observed.
There was no point denying it. Lucy offered a long, low moan of desire in response. Just as the first spasms of pleasure gripped her womb, Taryn abruptly withdrew his hand. He quickly closed the bodysuit, picked her up, and deposited her on the floor to kneel at his feet once more. She couldn’t smother a groan of disappointment.
“Bad little kitties don’t get to come,” he told her. “Remember that in the future.”
Sliding back from the brink of ecstasy, Lucy nodded and bowed her head. She hated coming so close to achieving a climax and being denied. As she shifted from side to side to try to alleviate her suffering, she knew that this was one lesson she would definitely heed. Being left unfulfilled was as bad as any spanking. She never wanted to be brought to the peak of pleasure, only to be hurled into a pit of despair again. From now on, she would do as she was told, no matter how unpalatable she found it.
 
* * *
 
Taryn could see the expression of awe on Lucy’s face as he helped her out of the vehicle and she saw the building where he lived for the first time. He supposed, to her eyes, it was pretty impressive. The apartment block, like so many of the buildings on the street was hewn from the rock face of an enormous mountain range. There was only one major settlement on the planet and the city stood out, a shimmering beacon of white, as a testament to how far their civilization had advanced.
He took her by the hand and led her into the building that would now be her home. With every step they took, her gasps of delight seemed to grow louder.
“Something pleases you, pet?” he asked.
“It’s so beautiful,” Lucy gushed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Taryn thought about the drab, cobbled streets of New Cambridge and nodded his head. It was not just the architecture she would find different here. The values of his society were not the same as those of the humans. Yes, Taar-Breckian women submitted to their men, but they were not kept under harsh restrictions. They were free to educate themselves, to associate with each other whenever and wherever they chose, without fear of arrest. They weren’t subject to the control of a male guardian and could pick their own mate. If a woman on Taar-Breck wanted to leave her mate, she could petition the ruling family for permission to sever the bond. In cases of cruelty or neglect, the requests were usually granted.
Suddenly Taryn felt a stab of anxiety, a feeling he was wholly unfamiliar with. He looked down at Lucy and wondered how he could live without her by his side. Before he’d even met her, he felt a strong draw toward her and, over the past two weeks, a strong attachment had formed. He just wasn’t sure whether she felt the same way. If she thought his treatment of her was too harsh, would she seek permission to leave him? He knew that every punishment he’d dished out had been for her own good, but did she see it that way? He couldn’t be sure, and that uncertainty scared him more than he would ever care to admit. There had to be something he could do to reassure himself.
“Now that we are here, you may begin to plan a marriage ceremony,” he told Lucy as they took the elevator up to his apartment.
“Really?” Lucy’s face lit up in a way that he was sure was a sign she wanted to be with him.
“Yes, I’m afraid I know nothing of such things, so I will leave it to you,” he said. “Perhaps one of your friends will help you.”
“Oh, yes, I can ask Victoria.” A frown formed on Lucy’s face.
“What is it, pet?”
“Victoria hasn’t seen me like this.”
“Don’t worry,” Taryn said, “she will soon. Allik has a home in this building. It will not be long before we can arrange a visit.”
He studied Lucy’s face for a reaction but could not determine if she was happy about the prospect of seeing her friend or not. Perhaps she was worried about what Victoria might say about her taking on the role of his pet. By all accounts, Allik’s mate was a feisty one, with strong opinions and that caused him some concern. Lucy was clearly unsettled, and he didn’t want her friend stoking the fires of discontentment. He was going to have to keep a very close watch on his little pet and deal with any hints of rebellion as they arose.
 
* * *
 
As she walked around the spacious living area in Taryn’s apartment, Lucy couldn’t help but feel a jolt of disappointment. Sure, it was beautifully furnished and the views out over the city were spectacular, but it was all kind of familiar. She’d expected to arrive at his home to find a new and exciting world, something completely unlike the one she’d left behind. Sadly, this was just the same as some of the more modern homes in New Cambridge, the sort of place a member of the High Council might live in. There were a few minor differences, of course. The dining table was low as the Taar-Breckian custom was to sit on the floor to eat. There were also food delivery hatches where their meals would arrive via chutes concealed within the building’s walls. The furniture was bigger than Lucy was used to, the chairs clearly built to accommodate the larger size of the Taar-Breckian people. Everything else was the same as you would find on Earth.
“You look displeased,” Taryn commented.
“Not displeased,” Lucy said carefully, in case he took offense, “just surprised. I can’t believe it’s so much like home.”
Taryn raised an eyebrow as though he thought it was strange that she imagined they would live differently.
“Our basic needs are the same,” he said. “We must sit, eat, sleep, wash, just as you do.”
“I suppose,” Lucy conceded. “It’s just that I didn’t think the style would be so similar.”
“We have been in direct contact with humankind for more than two centuries now and we observed your species for hundreds of years before that. Over time, we adopted many of your more practical solutions for living, just as we introduced you to some of our technologies. We also preserved many of the books and works of art your people did not care to save, and we have brought animals here to thrive while you humans allowed them to die out.”
Was that a rebuke? If it was, it certainly wasn’t fair to level it at her. Even if Lucy had been in a position to do anything about those issues, they’d occurred long before she was born. She wanted to respond but knew, by now, that holding her tongue was a far safer option.
“May I see my room now?” Lucy asked.
Taryn had told her that she would have her own space to sleep in and that the room would be modeled on her bedroom back in New Cambridge. It seemed odd to her that he didn’t intend to share a space with her. After all, they’d been cooped up together in his quarters on the transport ship for two weeks and there had been little friction between them. In fact, they had got on very well together.
“You may,” Taryn said and gestured for her to follow him down a long corridor that led off from the living room.
When they got to the far end of the hallway, Taryn pushed open a door and gestured for Lucy to go inside. She gasped as she stepped into the room. It wasn’t exactly like her old bedroom, but it was close. The walls were painted pink and there was a matching carpet on the floor. There was a large wooden bed dominating the space. A wardrobe sat off to one side and there was a very comfortable-looking sofa with floral throw pillows. At the foot of the bed was a trunk, much like the one she’d had at home. As her eyes scanned the room, they landed on one item she definitely hadn’t possessed. The hairs at the back of her neck stood on end. In the corner of this prettily decorated, very girly room was a small metal cage with thick bars. It shook in sharp contrast to the femininity of the décor. Mouth falling open in shock, she looked to Taryn.
“Well, pet?” he asked, his eyes gleaming with amusement, presumably at the expression on her face. “What do you think of your new home?”
With words eluding her, Lucy simply shrugged. What was there to say? She’d asked to be his pet, but she’d never entertained the prospect of being put in a cage. Afraid to ask what its purpose was, she smiled broadly to cover her growing sense of anxiety. Raising herself onto her tiptoes, she placed a kiss on Taryn’s cheek.
“I love it. Thank you, Master.”
“Good girl.” Taryn looked surprised. “Well, I have work to attend to, so I’ll leave you to settle in.”
As he left the room, Lucy went and sat on the bed. This was it. Home sweet home. Her eyes dragged back over to the little metal cage in the corner. The question was, what sort of home was it going to be?



Chapter Eleven
 
 
Determined not to let her unease at the situation show, Lucy crawled behind Taryn into the living room. When he’d told her Victoria was coming to visit with her, she’d been excited at first. She’d hoped that Taryn would let her wear one of the pretty floral dresses she’d found hanging in her wardrobe but, once again, he’d insisted she put on one of these figure-hugging bodysuits. This one was made from a black, velvety material that just begged to be stroked. The look was completed by a long tail and little pointed ears attached to a hairband that kept her blonde tresses back from her face. It was humiliating to be put on display like this. She had no idea how Victoria was going to react, but that was not the only thing putting her on edge. She didn’t want to make a wrong move in case she was punished on the spot. The last thing she wanted was to end up being spanked in front of Victoria.
With her head bowed low, she moved to kneel at Taryn’s feet. As she sat up, she schooled her features into an expression of total serenity. She felt anything but calm, but she was sure she was doing a good job of appearing to be at peace with the situation. Her heart pounded as she glanced over at Victoria to meet the disapproval radiating from her head on. There was something about the combination of disgust and pity in her best friend’s eyes that first saddened her and then made her incredibly angry. All her life, Lucy had felt like the weakest person in the room. Among her circle of friends, she was the one who was treated as though she was delicate. Just because she hadn’t liked talking about her fantasies, they’d all assumed she was too prudish to discuss such things. Well, she’d had enough. She was not going to allow Victoria to leave here with the impression that she was a victim of Taryn’s need to dominate.
Lucy wanted her friend to see her as a woman who was capable of expressing her sexual desires in her own way. The life she was leading with Taryn might not be to everyone’s tastes, but she had nothing to be ashamed of in trying to forge a relationship that suited her. She met Victoria’s eye and the two women stared at each other for what felt like an incredibly long time before Taryn finally broke the silence that had fallen.
“Perhaps you would like to show Victoria your room, kitten,” Taryn suggested. “You should spend a little time together before we leave.”
Lucy’s eyebrows knitted together in a frown. She had no idea what he was talking about. He hadn’t mentioned any plans to go on a trip. They hadn’t even had a chance to settle here yet.
“Leave?” Victoria gave voice to the question that was going through Lucy’s head.
“I am being sent on a diplomatic mission and my pet will be accompanying me.”
Lucy was startled by the news, but she didn’t have much of a chance to think about it as she saw a dangerous look cross her friend’s face.
“Your pet?” Victoria spat out. “Lucy is not a pet.”
“Victoria,” Allik, whose presence Lucy had barely registered until now, cautioned.
Lucy knew her friend would ignore his warning. Once Victoria got worked up about something, there was no holding her back. It was amazing that she’d been able to fool everyone in New Cambridge into seeing her as the very model of feminine virtue and grace. In reality, she was a spitfire.
“No, Allik,” Victoria protested, “this isn’t right. Can’t you see that? She’s a human being, not an animal.”
“There’s a difference?” Taryn asked in a pleasant tone that was surely designed to provoke.
Even if he was just trying to spark a reaction from Victoria, Lucy couldn’t believe he had made such an insensitive comment. Did he really have such little respect for her? Sadly, she was starting to think that might be the case.
“Yes, there is,” Victoria raged. She tried to rise from her seat, but Allik pushed her back down. Again, she did not heed the obvious warning and Lucy feared her friend was getting herself into seriously hot water. There was no knowing what a man like Allik might do if angered, but Victoria seemed not to care. “She is not your fucking pet!”
The strength of Victoria’s reaction caught Lucy by surprise. She knew her friend was protective of her, but this was too much for Lucy to deal with. She hated conflict and the tension in the room was becoming unbearable. In response to the hostile atmosphere and the venom in Victoria’s voice, she couldn’t help but let out a little whimper.
“You are distressing your friend,” Allik scolded Victoria. “Now, stop this and go spend some time with your friend. You and I will discuss your behavior later.”
To Lucy’s ears that sounded ominous, but Victoria was clearly not in the least bit fazed by the threatening tone of his voice.
“Yes, sir,” she snarled impatiently.
Lucy could not believe that her friend was getting away with speaking to Allik like that. It seemed incredible that he didn’t pull her over his lap to spank her. That’s what would surely happen to her if she showed such disrespect to Taryn, especially in front of an audience. She looked up at him and he seemed to be watching the exchange between the couple with great interest. He appeared to be as intrigued by the fact that Victoria was being given such leeway as she was. Seeing how Allik and Victoria behaved toward one another made Lucy even more conscious of her own subservient position.
“May I please get up, Master?” she asked the question quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear. Victoria was already enraged, and Lucy doubted she would approve of her addressing Taryn in that way.
She looked hopefully at Taryn. If he refused her request, she wasn’t sure how she would bear it. Luckily, he inclined his head in agreement and she quickly rose to her feet. Offering her friend a shy smile that she hoped would calm her temper, Lucy held out her hand. Victoria rushed across the room to take it.
Despite Victoria clasping her hand warmly, Lucy still felt ill at ease as she led the other woman along the corridor and into the bedroom. She said nothing as Victoria looked around at the pink walls, the floral cushions, and the huge bed. No doubt she was thinking that it was similar to Lucy’s old bedroom, back in New Cambridge.
Lucy held her breath as Victoria’s eyes fell upon the cage in the corner of the room. That was going to be hard to explain, but Lucy intended to make no apologies for the way she was living her life, even if she had some reservations about that cage herself. She could sense the disgust coming from Victoria and it irritated her to think that her friend was making judgements about her. She could practically see Victoria biting her tongue as she took a seat on the sofa and cleared her throat.
“I’m sorry I left you the way I did,” Victoria said, clearly referring to the way she’d slipped out of her home and run off as Lucy slept in her bed. “I should have left a note.”
“It’s alright,” Lucy said, characteristically letting her friend off the hook for her thoughtlessness. “Zinnie let me know you’d gone.”
Victoria nodded as though that satisfied her.
“How did Jonathan react?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Lucy replied as she flung open the door of the wardrobe and beckoned for Victoria to come and look at the clothes it held. She hoped that by showing her some of the beautiful outfits Taryn had supplied her with, Victoria might see that he was a generous man and tone her criticisms down a bit. “Zinnie and I got out of there before he knew you’d left.”
“Where did Zinnie go?” Victoria got up from the sofa and joined Lucy beside the large wooden closet.
“She went to look for Lizzie Chatterton. She said she knew of a few places she might have gone.”
“Really?” Victoria sounded as surprised by that as Lucy had been. Clearly, she didn’t think that Zinnie knew Elizabeth either. “And what about you? How did you come to be with Taryn?”
“Well, I knew that some of Commander Rossingham’s men had stayed behind at Caroline’s house, so I went there,” Lucy said. She decided to gloss over the details of her early interactions with Taryn. Victoria did not need to hear how she had offered to become his pet and he’d intimated that he would help her only if she agreed to his demands. “As it turns out, Caroline had asked Taryn to protect me.”
“Is he looking after you?” Victoria asked with a note of skepticism that really irritated Lucy.
“Oh, yes,” Lucy replied as enthusiastically as possible in order to counteract her friend’s negative tone. “I know you don’t approve, but I am really happy. I promise you I am.”
“If you say so.” Victoria’s lips pursed, and it was obvious she remained unconvinced.
It was becoming painfully clear to Lucy that her friend didn’t think she knew her own mind. Lucy might not be entirely happy about how things were with Taryn, but she did genuinely feel something for him. At the moment it might be driven mainly by a primal attraction, but she was sure, given time, that she could grow to love him. Even if that didn’t happen, nobody else had the right to comment, not even her closest friend.
“I do,” Lucy said firmly. She reached out and laid a hand on Victoria’s arm. Deciding to push back against her friend’s reproving attitude, she fixed her with a sympathetic stare. “But what about you? It can’t be easy being stuck with that beast.”
“Allik is not a beast,” Victoria snapped, and Lucy knew she’d successfully landed a blow. “He has a few scars but that hardly reflects the type of man he is. At least he treats me well.”
Lucy narrowed her eyes at the implication that Taryn was not looking out for her welfare.
“Taryn treats me like a princess,” she retorted. “He’s been very good to me.”
It was largely the truth, but her response seemed to displease Victoria, who waved her hand toward the cage in the corner of the room.
“Does he put you in there?”
As it happened, he hadn’t yet, and they hadn’t discussed the reasons for it being there. Lucy imagined that the cage was there to remind her of her place. If she stepped too far out of line, she would probably spend time in there. Bizarrely, the thought of it did not horrify her as much as it had when she first saw it. In fact, she could picture herself in there, feeling quite safe and secure in the knowledge that Taryn cared enough to punish her harshly when required. Something about the look of disgust on Victoria’s face made Lucy want to provoke her.
“Sometimes,” she said, trying for a wistful tone, “but only when I’ve been very naughty.”
“You sound as though you like it,” Victoria challenged.
“I do.” Lucy hoped she sounded convincing. “I enjoy being his pet.”
Victoria shook her head, her lips pursing. Lucy wondered whether her friend saw her as some pathetic little girl, incapable of having sexual fantasies, let alone indulging them. Perhaps Victoria didn’t realize that she had needs and desires. That was probably her own fault for never feeling comfortable enough to share them with her friends.
“And I’ll like being his wife even better,” Lucy added smugly.
“Wife?” Victoria repeated. “You’re going to get married?”
Lucy nodded and smiled broadly.
“Married?” The viciousness that tinged Victoria’s tone made Lucy step back in shock. “I didn’t realize a fucking cat could get married.”
Lucy’s mouth fell open. She was startled when the other woman shoved her aside and stormed from the room. Realizing she’d pushed Victoria too far, she quickly recovered herself and followed her down the corridor.
“Vicky, please wait,” she pleaded.
“No,” her friend yelled back at her. Now that Victoria’s hackles had been raised, Lucy knew she would not get through to her. “I don’t want to hear any more of this shit.”
Lucy sobbed and ran to Taryn, seeking comfort from the one person she was absolutely sure would look out for her. He held her close as she cried, her tears staining his pristine white tunic. Across the room, Allik flung Victoria over his shoulder. Afraid for her friend, Lucy sniffed back her tears and started to go after them. She wanted to urge Allik not to punish Victoria on her account, but Taryn pulled her back.
“Leave it, kitten,” Taryn said firmly. “That one needs to learn how to behave herself.”
Lucy nodded. She supposed he was right. Victoria had been the very model of decorum back in New Cambridge, but she had always had a rebellious streak and she was clearly no longer trying to rein it in. Obviously, Victoria had no fear about confronting Allik. Lucy wished she had her friend’s courage. There were things she wanted to change in her relationship with Taryn, but she had no clue how to address her issues with him.
Feeling weary all of a sudden, she looked up at Taryn.
“May I go to bed, please?” Her voice was small and Taryn narrowed his eyes as he studied her face, looking for answers to whatever question it was he had in his head.
“Yes, pet, you may.”
“Thank you,” Lucy said.
As she padded off to her room, she could feel Taryn’s eyes on her retreating back. She was sure that he was not entirely happy with how things were going between them either, but he hadn’t said anything. He seemed as unwilling as she was to openly discuss their feelings. How was anything to be resolved between them if they couldn’t even talk to one another? Alone in her bedroom once more, Lucy curled up on the bed and cried herself to sleep.



Chapter Twelve
 
 
As soon as Taryn woke from a restless night’s sleep, he made his way through to Lucy’s bedroom. She’d gone to bed ridiculously early and he’d heard her crying more than once in the night. Knowing he had no words of comfort to offer her, he’d left her alone. It seemed to him that from the moment they arrived on Taar-Breck, she’d been dissatisfied, and things had only become worse after her visit with Victoria. Perhaps he’d made a mistake in allowing her to see her friend so soon after their arrival.
Scrubbing a hand over his face, he moved quietly across the room, so he wouldn’t disturb Lucy. He went to the wardrobe and picked out something for her to wear, a pretty floral dress. She’d worn those cute little cat costumes for weeks now and he suspected that she was ready for a change. Laying the dress across the end of the bed so she would see it when she got up, he went to get himself ready for the day ahead. Although he wanted to give his full attention to Lucy, he couldn’t right now. There was a diplomatic mission to prepare for and he had to know exactly what he was dealing with when he met the Bylanthian delegation who claimed to want to broker peace between their people and his.
He dressed quickly and made himself a cup of coffee. As the aroma hit his nostrils, he considered once again whether the drink was the best thing they’d ever imported from Earth. When he took the first sip of the Colombian blend, he decided it probably was. It was crazy that Taar-Breck was now exporting this stuff back to the humans and that only the elite could afford to drink it. There was a lot about Earth he couldn’t quite get his head around. Why they didn’t simply overthrow the corrupt High Council was one of the things he found hardest to grasp.
As he took a seat, he activated a data point and his messages were projected onto the countertop in front of him. He began to scroll through the latest data he’d been sent. It seemed that the investigation team had concluded that the attack on the shuttle he’d been traveling on with Lucy was carried out by a single Bylanthian fighter. Just as Allik had suspected, it was likely to have been launched from a covert base somewhere on Earth’s largely abandoned southern hemisphere. What had once been Australia seemed the likeliest place and that was where investigators were focusing. The reasons behind the attack were still unclear. Taryn would have to raise the issue with the Bylanthians when he met with them.
As he thought about how the issue of the attack might complicate peace talks, the buzzer for the front door sounded. Switching the data point to relay the feed from his security camera, he couldn’t help sighing. Victoria Walton was waiting in the hallway. She looked agitated and he hoped that she wasn’t here to make trouble. If she made amends with Lucy, it might go some way toward helping his little pet to settle. Whatever had passed between the friends had clearly shaken Lucy deeply and had, no doubt, added to the sense of disenchantment she already felt.
He moved to the center of the room and gave the command for the door to open. Victoria walked in and headed straight for him.
“I assume you’re here to apologize to Lucy,” he said. There was a look of contrition in her eyes, but she still held herself with that defiant attitude that had got her into trouble yesterday.
“Well, yes, I do want to apologize to her.” She didn’t appear to be addressing that comment to him. In fact, she was staring right past him. Taryn glanced over his shoulder and saw that Lucy had come into the room, looking fresh and beautiful in the dress he’d picked out for her. Skimming her ankles, the fabric billowed with every step she took. He’d deliberately chosen a dress that she would be comfortable in. There were no corsets or petticoats and he knew that her body was naked beneath the silky fabric. He watched as a hesitant look passed across Lucy’s face and she came to a halt just a few feet into the room. He turned back to Victoria.
“But I also need your help,” she continued.
That caught Taryn by surprise. “Oh?” He looked past her toward the door. “Where’s Allik?”
It was strange that she should have come to a man who was not her mate for assistance especially when Allik was so capable. It was stranger still that she had come to him. He might not be the best at reading what humans were thinking but he knew Victoria disliked him.
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m here.” She looked worried and Taryn had to resist the urge to reach out and put his hand on her shoulder to comfort her. It would not be right to touch his friend’s mate in an affectionate manner. “Some men came and took him away.”
“What men?”
“Soldiers, I think. They wore gray uniforms.”
Taryn’s brow crumpled into a frown.
“You’re sure?”
“Yes, I’m sure.” Victoria’s tone was impatient. If she was his, he would definitely want to spank some of that attitude out of her. “Allik said they were taking him to see Commander Rossingham.”
Taryn wasn’t sure what was going on, but something didn’t feel right. Masking his unease to avoid causing Victoria alarm, he nodded slowly.
“That would make sense,” he told her. “Gray is the uniform of the military police.”
“Police?” Victoria’s face blanched as she no doubt considered the oppressive tactics of the police back on her home planet. The security forces here were not to be scoffed at either, but at least they followed a strict set of rules designed to ensure fairness. “No wonder he seemed so worried. He spoke as if he didn’t expect to return.”
Taryn frowned at that. Allik was no fool and if he was anxious about something, there was probably good cause.
“What exactly did he say to you?”
“That he had to go and see Commander Rossingham,” Victoria replied, “and that I was to stay put and behave myself.”
Taryn cast a disapproving look at her. Clearly, this woman did not know how to follow a simple instruction. Of course, he couldn’t really fault her for that because, if she hadn’t disobeyed Allik, he wouldn’t know anything was amiss.
“He told me it might be some time before he could contact me,” she continued, “and to never forget that he loves me.”
As a sob escaped the young woman, Taryn had no idea what to do. Luckily, Lucy hurried across the room and put an arm around her shoulder.
“It will be alright,” Lucy assured her as Victoria cried more forcefully.
Taryn stood back and watched in dismay as Victoria appeared to become unraveled. He wondered, for a moment, if she was becoming hysterical over nothing. He didn’t think so. From what he’d seen of her so far, she didn’t seem the type to fall apart unless she was genuinely afraid. It compounded his own anxieties about what was going on with Allik.
“Do you think he’s been sent on some mission?” Victoria asked, seeming to have pulled herself together.
Taryn shook his head. These things were handled according to a strict protocol.
“The command would usually come through me. If the military police are involved, it is something else.”
“But what?” Victoria asked, her distress seeming to flare up once more.
Taryn had no idea what to tell her. The military police tended to focus solely on criminal activity but as far as he was aware, Allik wasn’t in any trouble. In fact, he was still being lauded as a hero for his bravery when captured by the Bylanthians. There was no reason for anything to have happened to him and yet Taryn’s gut was telling him that it had. He looked at the young woman whose eyes were pleading with him to help.
“Can you find out for me?” Victoria asked. “Please?”
The level of desperation in her voice intrigued Taryn as it suggested a deep bond had formed between this young woman and her mate.
“You really care for him?” He couldn’t keep the note of surprise from his voice. She was such a spirited young woman, yet she seemed to have settled into the role of Allik’s mate remarkably quickly. That made it all the more difficult for him to understand why the more docile Lucy was having difficulty reconciling herself to her new life. He looked at Victoria, studying her closely. Realizing just how much it must have pained such an independent woman to come to him for help, he could not ignore her pleas. “Very well, I will make some calls. Wait here with Lucy.”
Turning on his heel, he quickly strode from the room. He wanted to get some answers because, in truth, he was as worried about his friend as Victoria was.
 
* * *
 
Lucy watched as Taryn left the room. She’d been surprised when she woke to find a dress lying waiting for her and wondered what had prompted his decision to let her wear something normal for a change. She didn’t want to question it. For the first time in weeks, she felt like herself and there was no way she was going to turn her clothing into an issue. If she did, he might clamp down and make her dress in nothing but the cat costumes forever. As much as she enjoyed playing dress-up once in a while, she hadn’t enjoyed the thought of it being permanent.
“That was easier than I thought it would be,” Victoria said, turning toward her.
“You imagined he would make you jump through hoops?” Lucy asked as she steered Victoria over to one of the comfortable seats and sat down alongside her.
“No, not really,” Victoria said, “but after yesterday, he’d be entitled to give me a hard time.”
“Not when you need his help. He’s too good a man to do that.”
Lucy’s lips pursed tightly as she thought about the truth of what she’d just said. Taryn was a good man. In many ways, he was exactly the type of man she could grow to truly love, so why was there doubt screaming through her mind about her future with him?
“I am sorry about the way I spoke to you yesterday,” Victoria said, pulling Lucy from her thoughts.
“It’s okay. I imagine it was a shock for you to see me like that.”
Victoria shrugged her shoulders in an unconvincing show of nonchalance. “I was worried about you, that’s all. I didn’t think you’d be happy as a pet. You never seemed interested in anything like that.”
“And you told me all your sexual fantasies?” Lucy asked.
“No, but if you really want to know, I do enjoy being tied up,” Victoria replied, leaning closer to her and lowering her voice to a whisper. “The occasional spanking can be fun, and I can’t say I’m totally averse to a butt plug every now and then.”
Lucy couldn’t help smiling at her friend’s candor. The last thing she’d imagined was that Victoria would have submissive tendencies. It made her feel a bit better about the fact that she enjoyed being subject to the demands of a dominant male herself.
“So, we’re not so different after all,” Lucy mused, “but tell me, do you ever want to take a plug and just shove it up Allik’s ass?”
For a moment, Victoria looked shocked and Lucy wondered whether she’d been too candid. Then her friend threw her head back and laughed.
“All the time,” Victoria said. “Especially when he gives me that disapproving look. You know, the one where the lips curl and the eyebrows go up.”
“Oh, yes, I’ve seen that look,” Lucy said with a grin. That particular expression seemed to be permanently fixed to Taryn’s face. “You know, sometimes I wonder what Taryn would look like crawling around with a tail dangling from his backside.”
It wasn’t something that would ever happen, but Lucy couldn’t help wishing she could show him how it felt once in a while.
“Like a grumpy lion,” Victoria responded, forming her face into a grimace that was supposed to emulate Taryn. Both women succumbed to a fit of giggles and, for a moment, it felt like old times. They were just two friends, enjoying each other’s company and none of the stuff that had happened to them both in the last few weeks mattered. The mood instantly turned serious as Taryn came back into the room.
Immediately, Victoria got to her feet. The look on Taryn’s face was grim and Lucy felt her stomach lurch with fear. She sensed straight away that whatever news he bore, it wasn’t good.
“What’s happened?” Victoria asked.
“Allik has been arrested.” Taryn’s tone was grave. “He has been charged with murder, kidnap, and theft.”
“What?” Victoria shrieked, her shock apparent. “When? When do they say he did those things?”
Lucy watched as expressions of shock, horror, and then disbelief formed on Victoria’s face before her eyes filled with tears and she began to cry. She looked to Taryn for guidance, but he was staring so intently at Victoria, he didn’t notice her trying to make eye contact.
The stunned silence that had fallen was broken suddenly by a bleeping sound from another room, a signal that there was a transmission coming in. Taryn went to answer it and Lucy pulled Victoria back down onto the seat next to her. She held her friend close and let her sob. After a few minutes, Victoria sat up straight and wiped the tears from her eyes, clear resolve to hold herself together shining through.
“I’ve hardly ever seen you cry,” Lucy remarked.
In fact, she could not recall a single occasion when Victoria had allowed sadness to get the better of her. She’d shown anger often enough when they were out of sight of their guardians, but never sorrow. Allowing herself to show weakness was an indication, Lucy supposed, of just how much Victoria loved Allik. Wondering whether she could ever feel that way about Taryn, Lucy reached up and tenderly brushed back a few stray hairs from Victoria’s face.
“I try not to make a habit of it.” Victoria got to her feet and began to pace. “What the hell am I going to do?”
Lucy had no idea how to answer that but, fortunately, she didn’t have to.
“You are going to stay right here,” Taryn said as he came back into the room. “I have received word from Allik. I am to protect you until more permanent arrangements can be made.”
“More permanent arrangements?” Victoria parroted back at him. “What are you talking about?”
Lucy saw a brief flicker of anxiety on Taryn’s face before he brought that irritating neutral expression he generally wore back down. She had never seen him looking anything other than one hundred percent composed, so she knew that something awful was going on.
“Allik has pled guilty on all charges. They are deliberating punishment as we speak.”
A shocked gasp escaped Lucy. She’d had her doubts about Allik, but she couldn’t believe he was a murderer. She looked at Victoria who was shaking her head from side to side.
“No, no, no, this is not happening,” her friend protested as she marched over to Taryn. In a show of defiant anger that Lucy would never have the guts to replicate, Victoria raised her chin and looked him straight in the eye. “I need to see him. Where are they holding him?”
“At the Citadel,” Taryn replied, “but you are going nowhere. I am your protector now and I will not let you leave.”
“I am going whether you like it or not,” Victoria said as Lucy looked on with great interest to see how Taryn would respond to the clear challenge to his authority. “I am the one who’s guilty, not him, and I will not allow him to throw himself on his sword for me.”
Victoria’s impassioned argument startled Lucy. She had no idea what she meant when she proclaimed herself to be the guilty one but surely she wasn’t admitting to murder? Lucy looked at Taryn to see what his reaction was. First his brow furrowed and then his expression softened. The compassionate way he looked at Victoria made Lucy feel unaccountably jealous.
“He wants to protect you,” Taryn said. “He must fear what will happen if the High Council demands your return.”
That startled Lucy. Would the Taar-Breckians send Victoria back to Earth if their corrupt government insisted upon it? Would she be in danger of being sent back? Although she was having some problems adjusting to her new life, that was the last thing she wanted. The High Council would treat any woman returning after being with a Taar-Breckian warrior very harshly. If she was lucky, she would be sent to a brothel or breeding facility. If not, well, that didn’t bear thinking about. Lucy looked to Victoria to see if she, too, was afraid. Her friend showed no sign of fear, only determination to help her mate.
“I am going to him, Taryn,” Victoria insisted. “You have to let me go.”
“He will not like it,” Taryn replied. “I sent word to let him know that you were here and that I would protect you.”
Victoria looked displeased at that. “So, tell him I overpowered you.”
Taryn raised an amused brow and, if the situation had not been so serious, Lucy might have laughed out loud. The very idea that Victoria, feisty as she was, could overcome such a large Taar-Breckian male was totally absurd. Yet, Victoria stood her ground.
“Okay, so tell him…” Her tone softened. “I don’t know… Look, Taryn, I have to try to help him. He’s your friend too.”
The desperation in Victoria’s voice pulled at her heartstrings but Taryn still didn’t look as though he was about to relent. Lucy walked to Victoria’s side and patted her arm reassuringly. She knew exactly what she needed to do to win Taryn over. Taking a deep breath, she dropped to her knees. She looked up at Taryn and he smiled down approvingly at her as though he knew how much it cost her to debase herself in this way in front of the other woman.
“Please help my friend, Master,” Lucy said. Her eyes pleaded with him to give in. If he didn’t, she really had no idea what to do next.
Taryn sighed and looked from Lucy to Victoria and back again.
“Very well,” Taryn said, “but there’s not a great deal of time. If they choose to send him to Earth, he will be taken from the Citadel immediately.”
“I could take the cruiser,” Victoria said, “but I don’t have access to the docking bay.”
Lucy’s heart sank, and she looked to Taryn to see what he would do to help her. He rolled his eyes in what appeared to be resignation rather than impatience.
“I cannot take you there,” Taryn said.
Victoria opened her mouth to speak but Taryn held his hand up. For once, Victoria actually paid attention to the instruction to be quiet and pressed her lips together.
“But,” Taryn continued, “I will allow you to take my cruiser.”
“You will?” Victoria’s incredulous tone matched the disbelief that Lucy was feeling. It seemed inconceivable to her that Taryn would allow such a thing.
“Allik has boasted of your driving skills, among other things.” There was clear admiration in Taryn’s voice and Lucy could not believe how impressed he sounded. It was confusing that he should show such approval for Victoria’s independent spirit when he treated Lucy as though she was incapable of doing anything for herself.
“Thank you, Taryn. I will never forget this.” Victoria looked so relieved, Lucy thought she might start crying again.
Taryn shook his head despairingly and began to walk toward the door. At least, Lucy thought, he wasn’t any better at handling Victoria’s emotions than he was hers.
“Well, come on then, woman, let me show you to the vehicle.” Taryn’s voice sounded stern but there was an underlying note of amusement in it.
Lucy got to her feet and accepted a hug from Victoria who then ran to the room to catch up with Taryn. She sank down into a chair, feeling at a complete loss. Taryn had such obvious respect for Victoria and that bothered her more than she wanted to admit.
 
* * *
 
As Taryn returned to the apartment after showing Victoria how to program the cruiser’s navigation system to take her to the Citadel, he couldn’t help but smile. Allik’s mate had brushed off his advice on handling the vehicle, assuring him that she knew what she was doing. She was a formidable young woman and, despite her outspoken manner, he found he really quite liked her. The dedication she displayed for Allik was remarkable. If it came down to it, she was willing to put her own life on the line to help him. Taryn hadn’t known before now that human females were capable of such loyalty. He wondered what Lucy would do in a similar situation. He couldn’t imagine her storming into Allik’s home and cajoling him until he agreed to help her. Lucy could barely look Allik in the eye, let alone speak to him.
When he walked into the apartment, his heart sank. Lucy was curled up on a chair by the window. She was staring out over the city and the sadness emanating from her was palpable. He wasn’t sure if she felt sorrow for what her friend was going through or if it was something else.
“They will be alright,” he said as he walked up and stood next to her. “Victoria seems like a very determined young woman. I think she may actually save Allik from himself.”
“You admire her.” Lucy’s voice was quiet.
Taryn wasn’t sure, but he got the feeling her words were a trap. He sensed that she was on the verge of tears, but he didn’t understand why. Did she think that he was attracted to her friend? Before he could respond, to tell her that was ridiculous, Lucy jumped up from her seat and smiled broadly. The one-hundred-and-eighty-degree change in her mood startled him.
“Take me out today,” she said. “I’ve been cooped up in here for days and I’d love to see something of your beautiful planet.”
Taryn wanted to tell her no. He still had a lot of preparation to do for his diplomatic mission and he wanted to brief her on how she should conduct herself in front of the Bylanthians they were to meet. He would require her to demonstrate total obedience, surpassing the levels of compliance she was used to if he wanted to make the right impression. The Bylanthians were a more savage race than the Taar-Breckians and they would expect a forceful show of dominance over his mate from Taryn.
As he mulled it over, the smile on Lucy’s hopeful face wavered and he knew he could not refuse her. Things were strained between them. If he was honest with himself, they had been from the very beginning. She was not making him as happy as he’d hoped she would and he knew that she was not content either. Yet, he was certain there was still something between them that they could build on. Taking her out of the apartment and spending the day with her out in the open would give him the chance to start to put things right.
“Very well,” he agreed. “Go and get ready while I make a couple of quick calls.”
Lucy let out a squeal of delight and hurried off to the bedroom. He watched her go before moving over to his work space. As he sat in front of the communications device, he discovered it was still connected. That was odd. He was sure he’d terminated the call after speaking to his contact in the military police about Allik. He swiped a finger over the controls to cut off the call and pushed a button to check the information. Someone had contacted the private residence at the Citadel less than five minutes ago. Obviously, it wasn’t him since he’d been with Victoria. That meant Lucy had used the device and it was clear that the person she’d contacted was Caroline Rossingham. The question was, what exactly had they spoken about and why had Lucy not mentioned it when he came in? His little pet was up to something and he was going to find out what it was, one way or another.



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Hitching up her skirts, Lucy waded around the pool of gloriously purple water. The hot Taar-Breckian sun shone down on her and with no sounds to disturb the peace, she could almost fool herself into believing that everything was perfect. If it wasn’t for the brooding male who stood ten feet away, scrutinizing her as though trying to read her innermost thoughts, she could have pretended that all was well in her world. Sadly, it wasn’t, but she’d finally done something she hoped would make it better. She just didn’t know how to broach the subject with Taryn. She suspected he would not be pleased with what she had to say.
“Come out of the water,” Taryn instructed. “You need to find shelter from the sun.”
Lucy sighed. She was enjoying the feeling of the cool water on her feet, but Taryn was probably right. Her pale skin could scarcely withstand the summer heat back in New Cambridge. She hated to think how badly she might burn if she stayed out in the glare of the sun for much longer. She paddled back toward Taryn and took his outstretched hand, allowing him to help her from the water.
She slipped her shoes back onto her still wet feet and Taryn began to lead her back to the waiting vehicle. He’d taken his friend Bryn’s cruiser as Victoria was currently in possession of his. With Bryn still back on Earth, looking for her friend Lottie, he need never know, Taryn had said, his eyes glinting with mischief that had made him seem younger, less severe. It was a side of him she hadn’t seen and she found that she liked it.
As Taryn opened the door of the cruiser for her, Lucy’s heart sank. It couldn’t be more than an hour since they’d left the apartment and she wasn’t ready to go back yet. There were things she needed to say to Taryn and she wanted to hold off having that conversation for as long as possible.
“We aren’t going back to the apartment.” Taryn had clearly seen the disappointment on her face. “There’s a place not far from here that I want to show you.”
“Is it close enough to walk?” Lucy asked. Despite the risk of sunburn, she was enjoying being out in air so fresh it felt as though it was cleansing her entire body with each breath she took.
“We could,” Taryn said, “but the terrain is rough and in this heat, you would struggle.”
Lucy nodded and decided to defer to his greater wisdom and obediently climbed into the vehicle. Taryn got into the driver’s seat and glanced at her, an inscrutable expression on his face, before firing up the engine and moving off. The journey passed in silence but, thankfully, it was short, and Taryn was soon pulling up in a forest clearing at the base of a mountain.
He got out of the vehicle and paused for a moment, his head cocked as though he was looking for something. Apparently finding what he was searching for, he nodded his head and came around to open Lucy’s door for her. She was surprised, as she stepped out of the cruiser, to find a cooler breeze lapping over her skin despite the relentless glare of the sun overhead.
“What is this place?” she asked as she twirled around, taking in the mountains, the trees and the intense purple sky.
“It was my sanctuary when I was a boy,” Taryn said. “Few know of its existence.”
Lucy smiled. It felt a bit like being taken on an adventure. Setting foot in a secret place reminded her of the some of the stories she’d read. She was sure they’d been intended for children when they were written, but she’d liked them all the same. There was a romance to them that she saw reflected in Taryn’s uncharacteristic decision to bring her here. He’d never let her glimpse anything of himself and now that he seemed on the verge of sharing something private with her, she wasn’t sure what to make of it. Perhaps she was reading too much into it.
He led her over to a place where the rock jutted out and smiled at her like an eager boy about to reveal a huge secret. She could scarcely believe how different he seemed all of a sudden. He was by no means carefree, but there was a definite dialing down of the intensity he exuded. He took several steps to the side, bringing her along with him, and pointed to where he wanted her to look. There, behind the rock, was a concealed entrance. Anyone passing by would be hard pressed to notice it. Not that she imagined this remote spot attracted much footfall.
Her heart beat a little faster as Taryn led her forward. She felt a tingle of anticipation going through her as she wondered if she was on the verge of a great discovery. He took her along a narrow corridor in the rock that was tricky, even for someone as slight as her, to negotiate. It seemed like an impossibly tight squeeze for a man of Taryn’s stature but, somehow, he kept moving forward.
Lucy felt disoriented in the darkened space and, for a moment, she worried that she might fall into a panic. Her breathing became more rapid and her body started to shake. Seeming to sense her growing distress, Taryn squeezed her hand in reassurance. It helped calm her a little, but she couldn’t wait to be out in the open again.
Eventually, she began to see light up ahead. They emerged from the dark passageway, into an enormous cave flooded with sunlight. Lucy couldn’t see how it was possible that it was so bright, considering they must be deep inside the mountain. The mystery was solved as Taryn indicated a small opening in the rock above him. She looked around and realized that the sunlight streaming in was being reflected off shimmering white walls and a huge silvery lake that stretched far back into the cave, beyond her field of vision.
“This is…” Lucy’s voice trailed off. She had no words to describe the sheer beauty of the place or the tranquility it evoked. It was as close to paradise as anything she’d ever imagined.
“Would you like to swim?” Taryn asked. He studied her face as she bit her lip. “Do you know how?”
Lucy shook her head. Clearly, Taryn wasn’t aware of how valuable a commodity water was back in New Cambridge. The city was landlocked, and it was unsafe to travel out through the wilder-lands to the sea. It wasn’t as though there were artificial bathing spots either. Having a bathtub in your home was a luxury few could afford; having a place to swim was unheard of.
“I could show you how,” Taryn offered as he started to strip off his clothes.
“No, that’s alright.” Lucy’s eyes widened as they always did when he got naked. No matter how many times she saw that beautifully sculpted body, she knew she would never get sick of seeing it.
“Very well,” Taryn said, before turning and running into the lake. When he was up to his waist in water, he plunged forward.
Lucy gasped as he disappeared under the surface. She moved closer to the water, her eyes scanning for a sign that he was alright. For several torturously long minutes, she could see nothing. She bit her bottom lip and tried to quell the anxiety blooming inside of her. How long could he hold his breath underwater? Just as she was beginning to really worry, he reappeared and swam toward her, taking broad strokes with his arms that made his muscles ripple.
“The water is nice and cool.” If he could see the concern on Lucy’s face, he didn’t address it. “Come in. I will not let anything happen to you.”
Lucy hesitated, but the water—and the naked Taar-Breckian warrior in it—was pretty enticing. Trusting that Taryn would look after her, she quickly stripped off her dress. She folded it neatly and left it on a rock where it would not get splashed. Then she took off her shoes and carefully tiptoed into the lake. She was instantly struck by how silky the water felt. It seemed to caress her skin. Beneath her feet was a soft, grainy substance that she thought might be sand.
As she got closer to Taryn, he reached out and pulled her to him for a kiss. Her lips were soft on hers as his tongue swept into her mouth. His touch as he ran his hands over her shoulders was surprisingly gentle. He showed her a reverence he hadn’t before. When he pulled back, he looked deep into her eyes and smiled with genuine warmth.
“This isn’t so bad, is it?” he asked.
Lucy shook her head. Although her feet weren’t touching the ground anymore, she felt surprisingly at ease.
“Lie back and relax.” He gave a nod of reassurance as panic flared in Lucy’s eyes. “It’s okay, I’ll hold you.”
“Okay.”
Despite her trepidation, Lucy let Taryn help her to lie back in the water. He put a hand beneath her shoulders as she dipped backwards, allowing her legs to float up in front of her at the same time. She let out a panicked squeal as she found herself in a horizontal position and then relaxed, knowing that Taryn was not about to let her drown.
“You are okay?” Taryn checked.
“Yes.” Lucy actually meant it. Even if Taryn hadn’t moved his hand to the small of her back where he could give her better support, she got the sense that the water would have held her up. There was a strange density to it that allowed her to float quite easily.
“Good girl,” Taryn praised. “Now, hold still.”
Lucy didn’t have a chance to question his command before she felt his hand move down over her bottom and in between her legs. She gasped as his fingers found her clitoris and began to rub it gently. Her legs kicked out reflexively, and she would have slipped under the water if Taryn had not steadied her.
“Hold still,” he told her once more, his tone a little firmer now.
Lucy took a deep breath and steeled herself to remain still as Taryn resumed his sensual assault. He trailed his finger along her feminine slit with such a light touch, it almost drove her wild. Her jaw clenched as she fought the urge to press herself against him. As he circled the tiny bud of her clitoris with his thumb, it began to pulse to the beat of her increasingly desperate desire. Lucy whimpered as the need to be fucked began to build inside her. Hips straining against her own determination to remain in position, she almost wept as the intense arousal threatened to overwhelm her.
“Please,” she begged. “Please, fuck me, Master.”
The word slipped more easily from her tongue than it had before and in that moment, she meant it. When it came to the needs of her body, he was her master. Smiling, Taryn shifted, pulling her upright.
“Wrap your legs around me.”
Lucy didn’t need to be told twice. Putting her hands on his shoulders, she straddled his waist and ground her hips against him, trying to get as close as possible. Taryn took her mouth with his, plunging his tongue deep. She groaned as he drove his thick cock into her eager pussy. Painfully aroused, she clamped down on him immediately, the waves of desire propelling her into a state of sheer bliss. As she slowly regained her senses, she looked into Taryn’s eyes and knew he wasn’t done with her.
Without withdrawing from her quivering body, he strode toward the edge of the lake. Each step he took made her shudder with renewed pleasure as his cock moved inside her. As they reached dry land, Taryn dropped to his knees and laid her out flat before him. He started to thrust his hips more forcefully now, his steely length grazing her engorged clitoris as he hit that special spot inside her again and again.
His hand skimmed the curve of her breast and he dipped his head to take her nipple into his mouth. Lucy’s hands tangled in his golden hair as he sucked gently, creating another assault on her senses. Every part of her body was alive in that moment. Each nerve tingled with anticipation of the pleasures still to come. As his tongue lapped over the silken skin of her breast, Lucy’s breathing became erratic. She panted and moaned as her body was assailed by sensation. All thought fled from her mind. Nothing existed outside of this moment. As Taryn released her nipple, he rose up on his forearms and looked down at her with such intense longing, Lucy almost came apart on the spot. She had never seen this expression on his face before. It conveyed something desperate inside him, a need that was almost painful.
He drove into her, his cock stretching her. His face contorted as he slammed into her again and again.
“So perfect,” he ground out.
Lucy could only whimper in response. As Taryn’s fingers slipped between their bodies and he found her clitoris once more, the dam finally broke. Lucy’s heart pounded, her body convulsed, and she screamed as she achieved a release so powerful she almost blacked out. She barely noticed, a moment later, her narrow channel being flooded with hot spurts of Taryn’s seed. Sighing contentedly, she allowed him to pull her into his arms as he rolled onto his back. Laying her head against his chest, she could hear his heart beating out a steady, reassuring rhythm. As she stared up at the iridescent ceiling of the cave, she contemplated the perfection of the moment. For the first time, she felt what she suspected was love welling inside her. Closing her eyes, she tried not to cry. She did love him but, sadly, it just wasn’t enough.
 
* * *
 
His pet was quiet the whole way back to the apartment, even more detached from him than she’d been over the past few days. Taryn couldn’t figure out what the problem was. She’d spent the better part of the afternoon asleep in his arms and they’d shared a closeness they hadn’t before now. He’d lain there beside her and listened to her breathing softly, smiling as she gave the occasional little sigh of contentment.
When she’d woken, warm and pliant in his arms, they’d shared a deep, sensuous kiss. Things had felt right but, by the time she was pulling her clothing back on, something had shifted. She’d withdrawn back into that protective shell she’d built around herself and now the gulf between them felt wider than ever. The constant changes in Lucy’s mood were confusing him and he had no idea how to deal with it. As tempted as he was to spank the reticence right out of her, he knew that would ultimately do more harm than good. He was not adept at dealing with human emotions, but he realized they were going to have to talk about how things were between them.
As they emerged from the elevator onto his floor, Taryn was surprised to find his superior officer, Andrew Rossingham, standing in the hallway. That he was here at all was unusual, but it was the fact that he was alone that really struck Taryn as odd. Normally, on official business, the commander would be accompanied by at least one member of his personal staff. Perhaps that meant this was a social call, but Taryn couldn’t imagine what would have prompted it.
“Sir,” he said as he stood to attention. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long.”
“You weren’t expecting me,” the other man pointed out, “and we’re off duty, so less of the sir.”
That might have told Taryn that his friend was not here on military business, but the reasons for Andrew’s visit eluded him.
“Do you have news of Allik?” Taryn asked as he placed his palm flat against the scanner to open the apartment door.
“He’s been released,” Andrew replied. “I had no doubt he was innocent, but the High Council insisted on pressing their case against him. He didn’t help matters by trying to take the blame for things that were not his fault, of course.”
“He wanted to protect his mate,” Taryn said.
“Yes, he did. Luckily, she turned up to disrupt proceedings and the High Council’s case fell apart.”
Taryn smiled. He wasn’t in the least bit surprised that Victoria had succeeded in her quest to help Allik and he was relieved that his friend was safe.
“But, I believe you know something about that,” Andrew continued, “since they rode off into the sunset in your cruiser. I’m amazed you lent your vehicle to Miss Walton.”
The smirk on Andrew’s face told Taryn he was not angry that he had assisted Victoria in her bid to help Allik.
“She overpowered me,” he joked.
“She overpowered all of us,” Andrew replied drily. “The members of my wife’s little circle are proving to be quite unpredictable.”
He looked pointedly in Lucy’s direction. Taryn noted the way her cheeks stained with color. She averted her gaze and stared down at the floor. He had no idea what she had to feel guilty about, but something was clearly playing on her conscience.
“Caroline, for example, is always up to something.” Andrew kept his eye fixed on Lucy. “She’s currently at home nursing a sore bottom for interfering in matters that don’t concern her. That’s why I’ve come instead of her. You were expecting my wife, weren’t you?”
Taryn was about to deny it but then he realized the question had actually been directed at Lucy. He turned to see her shrink before his eyes. It occurred to him in that moment that she’d been in contact with someone at the Citadel earlier, while he was out of the apartment with Victoria. He hadn’t got around to questioning her about it but now it seemed he had the answers. She’d spoken with Caroline Rossingham. His eyes narrowed as he studied her defensive posture. Just what had she told the other woman?
“Lucy, is there something you wish to tell me?” he asked.
She looked up at him, her eyes watery and her bottom lip wobbling. He took a step toward her, intending to offer her reassurance that she could speak, but she retreated from him. Taryn stopped where he was and looked at her in dismay. Surely, she had not thought he was about to hurt her? She looked scared and he didn’t like it. Not one hour ago, they’d been lying entangled in each other’s arms and now she was cowering away from him like he was some sort of monster. Her mouth opened as though she was about to say something, but no words came out.
“Miss Bainbridge has asked my wife for sanctuary,” Andrew said, breaking the silence.
“Sanctuary?” Taryn repeated. He looked for answers, but she just stood there, slowly shaking her head. “I…”
Andrew held a hand up to stop him speaking.
“There is no question of wrongdoing here, my friend. Your conduct is not in doubt,” Andrew assured him. “It seems that Miss Bainbridge desires some time to think and my wife offered our hospitality.”
“For how long?” Taryn asked.
“I don’t know.” It was Lucy who spoke, her voice quiet, her uncertainty betrayed by the wobble of her lip. “Maybe for a few days, maybe forever.”
Taryn scrubbed a hand over his face. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d realized that Lucy wasn’t content with the way things were between them. She’d been restless from the moment they’d arrived on Taar-Breck.
“Unless, of course, you object,” Andrew said, “since I believe you have already claimed her.”
A refusal to allow her to leave sat on the tip of Taryn’s tongue. Under Taar-Breckian law, he could compel Lucy to stay if he wanted to, unless she made an allegation of abuse against him. He didn’t think she would go that far but, then again, he hadn’t foreseen her going behind his back to contact Caroline Rossingham either.
“I have no objection,” he said with great reluctance.
“In that case, Miss Bainbridge, go and pack what you need. I have been away from my wife for long enough. Who knows what she might be getting up to?”
Lucy nodded and scurried from the room. Her apparent eagerness to get away from him struck another blow to Taryn’s heart.
“It is probably for the best that you have some time apart,” Andrew told him. “You have an important meeting with the Bylanthians and Lucy’s unhappiness would serve only as a distraction.”
The words were, no doubt, meant to contain some reassurance, but Taryn knew they were also a reminder of the importance of his mission. In less than a day, he would head off for peace talks with an unpredictable enemy and he needed to be at the top of his game. He would leave Lucy behind and hope he could banish her from his thoughts for long enough to achieve his mission. As pain twisted his guts at the idea of being apart from her, it seemed an impossible task.



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Lucy wandered around the room Andrew Rossingham had shown her to when they reached his private residence at the Citadel. It was spacious and comfortable, but it lacked the homey touches of the bedroom Taryn had prepared for her in his apartment. She put her bag down on a chair and went to the window. It was dark outside, so there was little to see, but she could make out a few shapes here and there that she was pretty sure were trees. Resting her forehead against the window, she sighed. She’d thought she was doing the right thing in taking some time for herself but, in reality, she already missed Taryn’s presence.
When she’d emerged from the bedroom after packing enough dresses for a few days, she’d been surprised to find that Taryn was nowhere to be seen. Clearly, he felt he had nothing to say to her. Even though it hurt that he didn’t want to say goodbye, it was probably for the best. He might have changed his mind and forced her to stay. Although a part of her wanted him to do just that, the voice of reason in her head told her that she needed time apart to untangle the complex knot of emotions that was clouding her mind. Despite the fact she loved him, she really wasn’t happy. Her discontentment would only fester and develop into something that would make her and Taryn utterly miserable. Really, she was doing what was best for both of them.
She wasn’t entirely comfortable with having to impose on the Rossinghams’ goodwill, however. It was especially awkward since she got the distinct impression that Andrew wasn’t happy with her decision to leave Taryn. On the drive to the Citadel, he’d spoken little, while she chatted away nervously, trying to get him to engage. Every now and then, his proud jaw had twitched in what she took to be irritation. Although Andrew Rossingham was part human, he was every bit as intimidating as the full-blooded Taar-Breckian warriors she’d met, and Lucy couldn’t help being a little afraid of him. Even though his manner was perfectly civil, she felt the full weight of his disapproval pressing down on her each time he looked at her.
A loud knock at the door dragged her from her thoughts and she turned as her friend Caroline stepped into the room. After a brief moment, where the two women just stood there, at a loss for what to do next, they ran toward each other, meeting in the middle of the room. Caroline flung her arms around Lucy and they hugged for the longest time. It felt like years, rather than weeks, since they’d last seen each other because so much had happened.
As Lucy stepped back, breaking the embrace, she studied Caroline carefully, knowing that she’d been through a great deal. Reaching up, she ran a hand through her friend’s short black hair and gave her a sympathetic smile. Caroline’s hair had once been the envy of many, falling in gorgeous waves down her back. That was before the High Council’s thugs had arrested her. They’d interrogated her for hours, shaved her head, and paraded her through the streets of New Cambridge in a cage for the mob to jeer at. Then, they’d put her on trial for crimes against the state. Thankfully, Andrew had come to her aid. He’d married her and taken her away from the dangerous position she’d been in.
“It’s growing back,” Caroline said, “but I actually quite like it short. It’s easier to look after.”
Lucy wasn’t sure if Caroline really meant that. Surely, the shorn hair was a reminder of how close she’d come to disaster? In Caroline’s place, Lucy would want it to grow back to its normal length as quickly as possible. Not that she would ever really know what it was like to be in that position. Taryn had taken her away before the High Council could get its hands on her.
“I’m so sorry for all you went through,” Lucy said, feeling guilty that her friend had faced the wrath of the High Council alone, “and I want to thank you for helping us all escape.”
As she spoke, Lucy’s eyes welled up with tears. She felt Caroline’s arm around her and she began to cry.
“I just wanted my friends to be safe,” Caroline told her as she guided Lucy over to the bed, where they both sat down, “but I’ve made a real mess of it, haven’t I?”
Lucy sniffed back tears and looked questioningly at Caroline.
“Setting you up with Taryn,” Caroline elaborated. “It was a poor choice.”
Lucy shook her head in denial.
“He’s clearly not right for you,” Caroline continued. “He’s a good man, one of the best, but…”
“I love him!” Lucy blurted out.
Caroline’s eyebrows rose in surprise and then dipped down into an expression of her confusion.
“So, why did you want to get away from him so badly?”
“Because I don’t like being his pet. Well, no, that’s not true. I’m glad he accepted my offer to be his pet and I do like it, just not all of the time. It’s fun every now and then and I like pleasing him, but I don’t think I can spend my whole life with a tail shoved up my butt. I need things too. I just want him… I want him to… aargh! I don’t know what I want, Caroline. Can we change the subject, please?”
“Of course.” Caroline looked shell-shocked after Lucy’s rant. “What would you like to talk about?”
Lucy cleared her throat. “The others. Have you seen any of them?”
Caroline smiled and clasped Lucy’s hand. “Not everyone. I’ve seen Katie and Sarah-Jane. They’re both happy and settled here in the city.”
“That’s good.” Lucy felt a twinge of envy that her friends should have found the contentment that eluded her, but she managed to keep it from her voice.
“And, of course I’ve seen Victoria and I plan to catch up with Annie and Bella soon.” Caroline bit her bottom lip as her eyes filled with tears. “Still no word of Charlotte, though, or Elizabeth.”
Lucy squeezed Caroline’s hand.
“Knowing Lottie, she’s probably scheming to blow up the Town House as we speak, and Lizzie can take care of herself. She’ll be fine.”
“I hope so.” The sadness in Caroline’s voice tugged at Lucy’s heartstrings. “Andrew tells me that Victoria’s maid, er, Zanna?”
“Zinnie,” Lucy corrected her.
“Yes, Zinnie,” Caroline amended. “He tells me she’s gone to look for Lizzie, that she seemed to think she knew where she’d be.”
“That’s what she told me. I didn’t realize they knew each other.”
“Me neither,” Caroline said, “but I’m learning a lot about my sister I didn’t know before.”
Lucy nodded, not wanting to divulge that Victoria had confided to her that Elizabeth Chatterton was involved in a secret relationship with William Barron. He was a member of the High Council who was now ambassador to Taar-Breck. If Caroline had learned about the relationship it would no doubt have been a shock.
“But let’s not dwell on that.” Caroline was clearly trying to sound chipper, but Lucy could tell it was a cover. Elizabeth was her only living relative and she must be deeply concerned for her welfare. “We’ll soon have the whole gang back together.”
“Taar-Breck won’t know what hit it,” Lucy grinned.
“That’s for sure.” Caroline returned Lucy’s smile. “Now, how about we get you dressed and you join us for dinner? You can meet Andrew’s family.”
“Dinner?” Lucy couldn’t prevent a grimace from forming on her face. “With the ruling family?”
“With my husband’s family.” Caroline was clearly trying to make the prospect of sitting down with some of the most important people in the universe seem less terrifying.
Lucy shook her head. “I couldn’t, Caroline. Not tonight.”
Caroline smiled as though she understood exactly what Lucy was feeling. It had probably been scary for her meeting Andrew’s family for the first time as well.
“Another time, then.” Caroline patted the back of her hand. “Can I have something sent up to you? Some fruit? A little Taar-Breckian wine?”
Lucy shook her head at both offers. As Caroline got to her feet, Lucy noticed her wincing and recalled that Andrew had mentioned his wife was nursing a sore bottom.
“I hope you didn’t get a spanking on my account,” Lucy said, giving Caroline a knowing look.
“No, it was because I went to see Allik when he was locked in a cell. Then I helped Victoria get into the courtroom,” Caroline said. “Andrew wasn’t too pleased about me going behind his back. Not that he needs much excuse to get me over his knee.”
“I know how that feels.” Lucy’s voice held a note of sympathy.
“Oh, don’t feel too bad for me,” Caroline said with a wink. “I enjoyed every second of it.”
Lucy threw back her head and laughed. It seemed that she and her friends had a lot more in common than they’d realized. If they all got together in the future, they’d be able to talk about their own experiences as well as the books they’d read.
As Caroline left the room and she found herself on her own once more, Lucy’s laughter died away. Pulling a pillow from the head of the bed, she curled herself around it and sighed deeply. She couldn’t help thinking about the incredible day she’d spent with Taryn. He’d been so different with her, less forbidding. For a moment, she’d felt like she’d got a glimpse of the man beneath the stern façade. She wanted to know more about that side of him but with her staying at the Rossinghams’ home, that wasn’t going to happen. Suddenly she was wondering if she’d made the biggest mistake of her life.
 
* * *
 
Taryn had just downed his fifth mug of an extremely potent Taar-Breckian ale when he felt a hand slap down heavily on his shoulder. He glanced back, half-expecting to find some up-and-coming warrior looking to make a name for himself by challenging a man of his renown. Instead, he found Allik standing there, his arms folded over his broad chest. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen Allik in a drinking hall. His friend had never been the most sociable of men and, since he gained the scars that marked his face, he kept to himself even more.
Actually, Taryn was not one for drowning his sorrows either. He just hadn’t been able to deal with the silence at home. Although he’d lived alone for many years, he’d got used to having Lucy around and now the place seemed empty without her. Tomorrow, he would leave early for the peace talks with the Bylanthian delegation. That was good. It meant he had something to focus on other than what he’d lost.
“Shouldn’t you be at home with your mate?” Taryn asked Allik.
Given the eventful day Allik and Victoria had experienced, he would have thought they would want to be alone to celebrate their victory over the High Council.
“She’s here with me.”
Allik’s response took Taryn by surprise. He turned all the way around on his stool and scanned the darkened room. This was not the sort of place women came as a rule but, sure enough, there was Victoria. The little hellion was practically jumping up and down, shouting encouragement as she watched two young warriors playing a game of chance.
“You are comfortable with this?” Taryn was amazed that Allik would allow his woman to be around these unruly men.
“Everyone knows she’s been claimed,” Allik said. “She wears my scent.”
Taryn nodded. That should certainly discourage any man from trying to fuck with Victoria.
“And even if she didn’t,” Allik continued, “she would soon make them think twice about harassing a human female.”
“I believe she would,” Taryn said as he watched Victoria coming across the room toward them. “She is formidable.”
“Who’s formidable?” Victoria asked as she joined them.
“You are.” Allik wound his arm around her waist and pulled her close in to his side. “Not to mention stubborn, bossy, and disobedient.”
“But where would you be if I obeyed every order you give me?” Victoria asked. “Rotting in some awful prison cell, that’s where.”
“That is true. You know she saved me?”
Taryn nodded. Watching the playful exchange between the couple, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of longing to experience something similar. Although he believed Allik gave Victoria too much latitude, he did wish there had been more moments of levity between himself and Lucy. They had never really been at ease in each other’s company. Perhaps that was largely his fault. He needed his mate to know he was the one in control and that might have made his behavior too inflexible at times. The thoughts playing out in his mind must have shown on his face as, suddenly, Victoria threw her arms around his neck and placed a kiss on his cheek.
“Why did you do that?” He was a little startled by her forwardness in showing him affection without the express permission of her mate. He looked to Allik, but the other man showed no signs of being upset by Victoria’s actions. Clearly, Allik’s attitude had mellowed since he’d been with Victoria. When he thought about it, Lucy had exerted a similar calming influence over him at times.
“Because you helped me,” Victoria said, “and to apologize for being a bitch about you and Lucy.”
Allik cleared his throat and Taryn knew that Victoria had just earned herself a spanking for referring to herself in that way.
“Lucy is no longer with me.”
He could barely stand the look of sympathy that formed on Victoria’s face or the searching way Allik’s eyes studied him.
“We are aware of that,” Allik said. “The commander asked me to seek you out.”
“There was no need.” Taryn did not want pity and he did not require his friends to look after him.
“There was every need.” As she spoke, Victoria placed her hands on her hips in a stance that told Taryn she meant business. “You’re our friend and you’re probably feeling sad right now. Taar-Breckians can feel sad, can’t they?”
She looked to Allik for a response.
“We are not entirely devoid of emotion,” Allik said in a wry tone. “We are simply better at containing our feelings than humans are.”
“I am not sad.” It was true. What he actually felt right now was anger, at himself, at Lucy, but he had no intention of giving it free rein. “So, I do not need you to cheer me up.”
“No, but you need us to take you home,” Victoria responded. “I still have your cruiser, remember?”
“I am not ready to leave.”
“Me neither.” There was a mischievous glint in Victoria’s eyes that Taryn suspected meant trouble. “I want to try one of those Taar-Breckian ales.”
“No,” Allik said sternly and Victoria pouted. Her petulant expression seemed to have an effect on Allik as he relented immediately. “Very well, you may have a sip. Go to the server and ask for a mug of medium strength. Wait for him to pour it and then bring it back yourself.”
Taryn saw a look pass between Allik and Victoria that told him his friend was sending her a message to take her time returning. That must mean Allik wanted to speak to him alone. Taryn’s jaw tightened.
“The commander is worried.” Allik got straight to the point. “Word reached him this evening that the High Council has finally realized that their missing women are with us. They have deduced that these are the ones they’ve been trying to track down to put on trial.”
Taryn’s entire body stiffened. The High Council’s agents had been pathetically slow to see what was happening right under their noses but now that they’d realized, it meant that the mission to find the remaining women had become more dangerous. Bryn and his team were still in New Cambridge, trying to find Elizabeth Chatterton and his own prospective mate, Charlotte Calder.
“We need to get word to Bryn,” Taryn said.
“It is being handled but there is a problem that concerns you more directly. It seems that Lucy’s father has been demanding her return. He is angry at her disobedience and wants to see her punished.”
Taryn’s fists clenched. He would have been in a stronger position to deal with this if Lucy had not left him. It made his claim on her look weaker if she was not by his side.
“That will never happen,” Taryn growled.
“Andrew will keep her safe for now, but he needs to tread carefully.”
Taryn nodded. Things were delicate with the High Council already and the Taar-Breckian ruling family had not yet agreed on how to proceed. Andrew was all for overthrowing the corrupt government and bringing democracy back to the people, but his grandfather, King Aldren, was a cautious man and wanted to bide his time. Andrew would not want to be seen as a man who would refuse a father’s request to have his daughter returned to him.
“We have it on good authority, however, that her father is a careless man,” Allik continued. “He has run up debts with some nasty people and is desperately short of funds.”
“So, he may be amenable to an offer?”
Taryn knew it was not unheard of for a man to sell his daughter if the price was right.
“Yes, are you willing to negotiate with him?”
“Of course,” Taryn replied. Whatever it took to keep Lucy safe, he would do, even if she no longer wished to be his pet. He would contact her father and strike a deal before he left on his diplomatic mission. The question was, once he’d bought Lucy, what in the stars was he going to do with her?



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
The ship was a relic of the past. Taryn hadn’t seen anything like it before. It was sturdy enough, he supposed, built to stand the test of time, but it wasn’t what he’d expected men who represented such a powerful section of Bylanthian society to travel in. It was run down, in need of refurbishment. As he made his way through the narrow corridors, he noticed several patches of rust in the metalwork. If this was an indication of the state of their fleet, then the rumors that the Bylanthians were in dire straits financially were probably true.
The technology on the ship was crude, almost as poor as that which the humans possessed. The weapons he’d seen so far were lightyears behind those developed by his own military. He’d known that, of course, from previous hostile encounters with the Bylanthians, but this was the first time he’d had a chance to study one of their larger vessels up close. What he saw did not impress him. The man in command of the ship was a different story. Jax Brant, the oldest son of Bylanthia’s recently deposed king, was clearly a skilled warrior. He would be a useful ally for Taar-Breck, once he had proved to Taryn that he could be trusted.
Dressed in his ceremonial uniform, Taryn entered the main hall where a feast was to be held in his honor. Immediately, his eyes located Jax. He was standing on the far side of the room with two men that Taryn hadn’t met before. Given the similarity in their coloring and facial features, he surmised these were his siblings. Jax had three brothers, but one of them was a medic rather than a warrior and Taryn didn’t expect him to be present tonight.
As one of the men shifted to the side, Taryn was surprised to see that there was a woman with them. Shorter and slightly curvier than a typical Bylanthian female, she had vivid red hair. The way it tumbled in loose curls down her back reminded him of Lucy’s beautiful golden tresses. He immediately suppressed that thought. He needed to keep his mind on the task at hand.
The woman was laughing with the men and leaning toward them in a manner that suggested some level of intimacy. He had heard that it was standard practice among the Bylanthians to share women since they had only a small female population. As Taryn got closer, he heard her speaking the language of Earth and realized that she was, in fact, human. That was surprising enough but, when she turned and looked at him, he could barely contain his shock. He recognized those piercing emerald eyes from surveillance images. This was Charlotte Calder, the woman Caroline Rossingham had wanted Bryn to take as his mate. What the hell was she doing on board a Bylanthian transport? And why was she acting in such an intimate manner with not one, but three of their fiercest warriors?
“Ah, Lieutenant, it’s good to see you.” Jax clasped Taryn’s hand in a gesture of friendship and then released it as he made the introductions. “These are my brothers Marc and Ren.”
“An honor,” Taryn said, his eyes firmly fixed on the woman who stood with them.
“And this is Charlotte.”
“Lottie,” the young woman corrected as Taryn bowed politely in greeting.
He studied her closely, looking for any signs that she was here under duress. There seemed to be nothing in her demeanor that suggested she was being held against her will. She certainly looked at ease with the Bylanthian warriors but, until he had a chance to speak to her alone and determine how she came to be here, he was going to reserve judgement.
“Charlotte, go and…” Jax began.
“Find a reason to be elsewhere?” Lottie finished for him.
Now, the young woman reminded Taryn of Victoria. They had a similar level of sass in their attitude. Jax rolled his eyes as though weary of being constantly tested by this woman but there was also a glint of humor in his expression. Taryn realized there was some tenderness between them. Strange.
“Say no more, your highness, I will make myself scarce.” She clicked her heels together as she gave a cheeky salute then turned and walked away.
“That one is begging for a spanking,” Marc said, shaking his head despairingly.
“She seems,” Taryn considered his words carefully, “lively.”
“She keeps us on our toes,” Jax confirmed, his words strengthening Taryn’s suspicion that Lottie was mate to at least one of these warriors. “Now, let us sit and discuss some pressing issues before the feast commences.”
Taryn nodded and took a seat on one of the low stools that Jax gestured toward. The three others also sat, and they huddled close as though the Bylanthians were afraid to speak openly.
“Best make it quick,” Ren said. “Lottie will not give us peace for long.”
“Very well,” Taryn agreed. He was not there to socialize, after all. “There is a matter I wish to discuss.”
“The shuttle attack?” Jax asked.
“It wasn’t us,” Marc said before Taryn could respond. “It was one of our ships, but we did not authorize the attack.”
“We have been training human pilots to help us in our fight to retake Bylanthia from the usurpers.” This time it was Jax who spoke. He was referring to the struggle that he and his followers were engaged in to overthrow the general who had seized power, the man who was responsible for torturing Allik when he was their hostage. “One of them betrayed us.”
“Was it a random attack?” Taryn asked.
Jax shook his head. “We do not believe so, but we have not determined whether the target was Gerald Barron, who was defecting to Taar-Breck with his wife and child, or you, Lieutenant Duff.”
Taryn nodded. He had received similar information from his own team of investigators. As he continued to discuss the matter with the three Bylanthian warriors, he began to feel that these were men he could trust. They had a common enemy in the governor of Antarrak who had seized power on their planet and had ordered his men to torture Allik when they took him prisoner.
Just as the men wrapped up their discussion, the communications device on Taryn’s lapel signaled that a transmission had been sent to him. Excusing himself from the group, he stepped out into the corridor. Checking that there was nobody else around, he pressed the device to receive the message.
“Go ahead,” he instructed.
“Your deal with Leonard Bainbridge is complete.”
The message was delivered in Allik’s usual concise manner, but there was no denying the enormity of what had happened. As Taryn expected, Lucy’s father had practically bitten his hand off when he offered him a large sum of cash to relinquish his claim on his daughter. Bainbridge’s apparent lack of concern for what would happen to her disgusted Taryn, but he wasn’t going to make a fuss about it. Now, the deal was completed, his goal had been accomplished and to all intents and purposes he now owned Lucy. A lesser man might use that to force her to return to him, but Taryn had more integrity. If she was going to come back to him, she needed to come to that decision for herself.
He pressed the button on his lapel once more.
“Message to Allik Loarn. Tell Lucy her destiny is in her own hands. She’s a free woman.”
As he ended the transmission, he felt a pang of regret, but he quickly shook it off. For better or worse, he had done the right thing. He just hoped that Lucy would see how big a sacrifice he was willing to make to ensure her happiness.
 
* * *
 
Lucy sat on a low stone wall and looked out over the vast gardens. In the few days that she’d been at the Citadel, this had already become her favorite place. Life at the royal residence was hectic. There were always people rushing around and there was barely any time to just sit and gather her thoughts. Out here in the gardens, she had the quiet she needed to hear what was going on in her own head. She was missing Taryn desperately. She’d heard that he reached the Bylanthian ship where the peace talks would be held safely, but nothing more.
Although she wanted to be with Taryn, she was glad she hadn’t had to go with him on his diplomatic mission. By all accounts, they were a fearsome race and demanded a level of obedience from their women that even Taryn didn’t require. In their presence, he would probably have felt compelled to show his dominance over her in ways that she doubted she’d have liked. That would only have added to her unhappiness and the last thing she wanted was for her misery to distract him from the important work he was doing.
Yet, she did feel sorry that she wasn’t there to help him relax when negotiations were proving stressful. She could only hope he wouldn’t find another woman to give him what he required, not while she thought there was still a chance for them to reconcile. She just had to cross her fingers that he felt the same.
“There you are!”
Lucy turned toward the familiar voice and found Caroline rushing toward her with Victoria by her side. A Taar-Breckian servant followed them, carrying a tray loaded with three glasses, a bottle of wine, and some snacks. The servant placed the tray down on the wall next to Lucy and looked to Caroline for instruction. Caroline spoke a few words that Lucy didn’t understand, and the servant left them.
“I don’t know how you’ve managed to pick up the language,” Lucy said. “It all sounds like guttural grunting noises to me.”
“The only word you really need to know is faak,” Victoria told her with a grin.
Lucy didn’t bother to ask her what the word meant. The similarity to the English equivalent was obvious. It was typical that the first word Victoria picked up was that one. She smiled as Caroline poured three large measures of wine and gratefully took the glass that was handed to her. Another thing she’d found incredibly relaxing since she arrived at the Citadel was the delicious Taar-Breckian wine. It was alcoholic, there was no doubt about that since it packed a punch, but there was also something special in it. The drink contained a mineral from the Taar-Breckian water that had a soothing effect. It was nothing like the liquor she’d tried back in New Cambridge. It was true she’d only had one experience with alcohol, but it had been deeply unpleasant. She’d tried a potent spirit distilled from grain. Elizabeth Chatterton had been passing it around at a secret gathering of the Hyde Ladies’ Circle. It had burned the back of her throat and left her with an aching head in the morning. This Taar-Breckian wine was different. There seemed to be no ill effects from it at all.
“I saw Taryn the other night,” Victoria said. Lucy saw Caroline give an almost imperceptible shake of the head but, typically, their friend ignored it. “In a drinking hall.”
“You were in a drinking hall?” Caroline asked in astonishment. “What was it like?”
Lucy wasn’t sure whether Caroline had asked the question because she genuinely wanted to know, or if she was trying to steer Victoria away from talking about Taryn.
“It was very manly,” Victoria replied, wrinkling up her nose. “It smelled horrible, like sweat, but it was fun. Allik let me have some Taar-Breckian ale. Well, a couple of sips, because that stuff is not for the faint of heart.”
“Andrew would never let me go anywhere like that,” Caroline lamented, “and he’d never let me drink ale.”
“Ah, but it’s not appropriate for you to carouse, because you’re a princess,” Victoria said, “whereas I am about to become one of the boys.”
Lucy could tell by the look on Victoria’s face that she was bursting to share something with them. Caroline was also studying her closely, waiting for her to speak. Victoria seemed intent on drawing out the suspense, though.
“What?” Lucy asked. “What is it?”
“Allik has agreed to let me join the Interplanetary Forces. Training starts in a few days.”
“Wow!” Caroline was first to throw her arms around Victoria and offer her congratulations.
“Yes, that’s amazing!” Lucy shrugged off her shock and jumped up to hug her friend. “I didn’t know women could join up.”
“Taar-Breckian women have been in the military for years, but I’ll be the first human female. I doubt they’ll let me pilot a ship anytime soon, but that’s fine because I really want to train as a medic.”
Lucy smiled at that. She might have known Victoria would develop an interest in tending to the sick and injured. The other woman’s actions in the medical bay in the wake of the shuttle attack Lucy and Taryn had been caught up in were impressive. She’d even managed to save the life of the baby girl who’d been hurt.
“You’re so lucky to have a man like Allik,” Lucy said wistfully as she took a sip of the wine.
“He’s rough around the edges, but I’m whipping him into shape.”
“Now, Vicky,” Caroline grinned, “don’t fib. We all know you’re not the one doing the whipping.”
Victoria’s face reddened and then the three women started laughing. Lucy wasn’t sure if it was her friends’ company or the Taar-Breckian wine, but she felt more carefree than she had in a long time.
“Ladies.” A gruff voice interrupted their revelry.
“Awh!” Victoria grumbled as Allik approached them. “I’m not ready to leave yet.”
“I am not here to take you home.” Allik shot a disapproving look at the bottle of wine sitting on the wall next to Lucy. “Although, perhaps I should.”
“You could always join us,” Caroline suggested.
“I would rather not, my lady.” Allik’s face twisted into an expression that suggested he would rather walk through fire than drink wine with them. “I am here to convey a message to Miss Bainbridge.”
At that, Lucy looked up in surprise. The only person who was likely to give Allik a message to pass on to her was Taryn and, after almost two days of silence from him, she’d started to think he had nothing to say. Her hands shook a little as she began to worry about what the message might be.
“We can give you some privacy,” Caroline offered.
“No, it’s alright, I’d like you to stay,” Lucy replied. She had a feeling she might need her friends once she’d heard what Allik had to tell her. “What’s the message?”
“Taryn wishes for you to know that your destiny is in your own hands. You are a free woman.”
Lucy’s heart stuttered. Did Taryn’s message mean he’d taken the decision of whether or not they had a future out of her hands? She hadn’t had time to sort out her feelings yet. Her brow furrowed.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“Your father was demanding your return,” Allik explained, “so Taryn intervened and bought you from him.”
Lucy’s mouth fell open in shock. Was it actually possible to buy a person? She looked to her friends. Victoria looked totally stunned by what they were hearing as well, but Caroline was surprisingly unruffled. It was either down to her ability to mask her emotions or, perhaps, she already knew something about this.
“He bought her?” Victoria screeched.
“Yes,” Allik said calmly in the face of his mate’s obvious ire. “He paid her father and her father transferred his rights of guardianship over Lucy to Taryn. He has decided not to exercise those rights. He is setting Lucy free.”
Lucy closed her eyes, screwing them up tightly as she tried to process this information. It was probably because Allik’s manner was so appallingly blunt as he talked about her as though she was an object to be bought and sold, but she was struggling with what she was hearing.
“He bought me and is setting me free?” she checked just in case she’d somehow misunderstood.
“That is correct.” Allik actually rolled his eyes as though relieved that she’d finally grasped what he was saying.
“It’s a good thing,” Caroline told her. “He’s made sure your father can’t demand you go back to New Cambridge. He’s paid him off and now that the deal’s done, your father has no future claim over you. Taryn’s giving you freedom, so you can choose what you want from life.”
Lucy nodded. She suspected that even if he hadn’t bought her, Taryn could have ordered her to come back to him. She knew enough about Taar-Breckian society to know the power he’d held over her life since he claimed her as his. Taar-Breck was very much a patriarchy, a little less rigid than on Earth, but the word of the men was still final. Taryn allowing her the freedom to make her own choice confirmed what she’d known all along. He was a good man. As hideous as the thought that he’d bought her was, she could see that he’d done it to protect her. If she was reading the situation correctly, his actions meant that he loved her and that changed everything.



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Taryn studied the vivacious redhead who sat next to him closely as he tried to absorb what she’d just told him.
“All three are your mates?” His tone was incredulous as he gestured toward the Bylanthian warriors, Jax, Marc, and Ren.
“Yes,” Lottie replied breezily, “and their brother, Daen.”
Taryn blew out a breath. While it was not unheard of on Taar-Breck for a man to share his woman with another, the arrangement Charlotte had described to him was unusual. Taryn didn’t like the idea. He didn’t think he would be able to tolerate his mate dividing her time between him and several other men. He was just too possessive.
“And this works?”
“It works great,” Lottie replied, “well, most of the time. Trying to cope with three macho warriors can be challenging.”
“Three? But you mentioned the fourth brother also.”
“Yes, but Daen’s different.” There was a softness in her expression as she spoke about him that hadn’t been there before. “He’s tender and caring, much more even-tempered than the other three. He’s light to their dark and he keeps us all sane.”
Taryn’s brow furrowed as he considered her words and the fact that she really did seem content. He’d mentally prepared himself to rescue her if need be, but it seemed that his initial impression of her was correct. She was no damsel in distress.
“You don’t approve?” Lottie asked.
“It is not for me to approve,” Taryn replied. “It is just…”
“That you expected me to take one look at your pal, Bryn, and fall head over heels in love?”
Taryn’s eyes widened in surprise at the mention of his colleague.
“Yes, I know him,” Lottie said. “He’s very nice to look at, I’ll give you that, but I was already involved with my boys when I met him and Bryn’s just not my type. God knows why Caro thought I’d be into a stuffed shirt like him.”
Overlooking the insult she’d just paid his friend, Taryn wondered why Bryn hadn’t mentioned meeting Lottie, especially since she was involved with Bylanthian warriors.
“He told you the commander’s wife had matched you with him?” Taryn asked.
“He did, not that he needed to,” Lottie replied. “It was obvious that my friends were being paired off with men who work for Caro’s husband. Katie and Aran, Melissa with Cole, Sarah-Jane with that big guy with the blond hair and violet eyes.”
Taryn couldn’t remember which of the men had taken the woman called Sarah-Jane as his mate, but he couldn’t help smiling at Lottie’s description of the warrior. ‘The big guy with the blond hair and violet eyes’ fitted almost all the male population of Taar-Breck. Men whose hair and eyes were darker were in the minority on their planet.
“Vicky and Allik,” Lottie continued, mentioning one such man. “Now, Allik, I might have gone for. Those scars are pretty hot, and I love that whole brooding asshole thing he’s got going on.”
Taryn rolled his eyes. He was right in his earlier assessment that this woman was very similar to Victoria. If anything, she was even more insolent. What surprised him was that he liked their sass.
“And you and Lucy, of course,” Lottie finished. Her eyebrows drew down into a look of concern. “How is Lucy? I thought you were going to bring her.”
“We have parted.” Did he imagine it or had his voice actually broken on the word parted?
He realized that his emotions had indeed shown through when Lottie placed her delicate little hand over his and squeezed tightly. His eyes narrowed, and the young woman gave a knowing smile before removing her hand. Clearly, she understood that such intimate contact was unacceptable between strangers.
“It wasn’t your choice?” she guessed.
Damn, this woman was perceptive! Taryn had no idea why, but something about her made him feel he could confide in her about Lucy.
“She was unhappy. I do not know why.” Taryn gave a deep sigh. “At first, she seemed to suit being my pet but, after a while, she became sad, distant.”
“You made her your pet?”
“She came to me and offered,” Taryn replied, bristling at the disapproval in Lottie’s voice. “If she did not want it, why did she ask me to take her?”
“Perhaps you and she have different ideas about what being a pet means,” Lottie suggested. In response to Taryn’s blank stare, she shook her head. She muttered something he didn’t quite catch about the inadequacies of the male of the species. “I’ll bet you seized on the chance to stick a tail in her butt and get her to crawl around after you.”
Taryn shrugged his shoulders. “That is what she requested from me.”
“I doubt it.” Lottie gave him a despairing look. “What she requested was for you to take care of her. She probably realized sex would be involved, but mainly what she was looking for was love and affection. Lucy needs someone to make sure she’s fed and watered and tucked up safe in bed at night.”
“Then why did she not tell me this?”
Lottie said nothing but arched a questioning brow at him.
“Because she did not feel she could,” Taryn said, his heart sinking. Somewhere along the line, he’d given Lucy the impression that she was not free to talk to him about her needs.
“Bingo!” Lottie exclaimed.
Taryn didn’t bother to ask her what she meant. He got the gist. Finally, he’d realized what he’d done wrong. He had thought he understood Lucy’s needs reasonably well and he’d mistaken his adeptness at bringing her body to life for an ability to make her happy.
“But she enjoys submitting to me.”
He didn’t think he’d said that out loud until Lottie responded.
“I’m sure she does, but what you need to understand is that our little Lucy is a hopeless romantic. She might crave the dominance, but she needs to be loved.”
“I do love her.” He had, almost from the moment he first saw her sitting on that sofa in Caroline Rossingham’s house.
“And you told her this? Showered her with affection? Made her feel special every minute of every goddamned day and let her know her happiness comes first? You let her into your life?”
As Lottie reeled off the list of things that would have made Lucy happy, Taryn realized he’d let them both down. He had not been vocal about how he felt. He’d demanded that she call him Master and had tried to play the part, but his heart had never been fully committed to making her his. As much as she’d come to resent being his pet, he’d disliked her easy compliance. He’d wanted to see more spirit from her, yet he’d also held back. Until that afternoon in the cave, he had not revealed anything of himself to her.
“I have not communicated with her properly,” Taryn said.
Lottie rolled her eyes and shook her head at him as though she thought he was incredibly stupid.
“Do they dip Taar-Breckian men in starch every morning?”
Taryn looked at her in confusion.
“You’re all so fucking rigid.” Lottie’s exasperation was obvious. “Go back to Lucy and tell her how you feel. You do have feelings, don’t you?”
Taken aback by the ferocity with which the young woman was spitting the words at him, Taryn simply nodded.
“Go back and tell her how you feel. Ask her to be your partner in life.” She held up her hand to silence him as he opened his mouth to respond. “Submissive, perhaps, but a partner all the same. Ask her what she wants and tell her what you want. Knowing Lucy, she’ll swoon at your fucking feet.”
“How do you know that will work?”
Lottie took a sigh and, seeming to realize that their conversation was now attracting attention, lowered her voice.
“I’m good at reading people and Lucy’s not difficult. When we used to get together at Caro’s house, things got pretty raucous sometimes. Lucy was always a bit quieter than the rest of us. She used to blush something fierce when we talked about our fantasies, but there was also a spark in her eye. You said she came and asked to be your pet so she must have had some idea in her head.” Lottie shrugged her shoulders as though she wasn’t sure what Lucy had been thinking. “Like I said, she’s a romantic.”
“How did you come to be friends with Lucy and the others?” he asked, curious to know a bit more about them all. He’d never really spoken to Lucy about her secret life in New Cambridge. The realization that he’d never taken time to get to know her made him groan inwardly.
“My father’s one of the leaders of the rebels,” Lottie said, “and he brought me in when I turned eighteen. We heard about Caro’s group and I befriended them to see what our common goals were, how they might help our cause.”
“They had no idea you were with the rebels?” Taryn looked at her and she shook her head, having the grace to appear a little shame-faced. “You were using them?”
“At first, but I came to genuinely regard them as friends. I’d never had much of a female influence around me and they welcomed me like a sister.”
Looking at the tears forming in the young woman’s eyes, Taryn could see that she spoke the truth. Whatever her intentions might have been, she had obviously formed a deep bond with the women.
“And Elizabeth Chatterton? What do you know about her?”
“Lizzie was more rebellious than the others. She wanted to do more than just talk and send out pamphlets. I introduced her to my father and she got involved with William Barron—you know him, right?”
Taryn nodded. Barron was Earth’s new ambassador to Taar-Breck. He had sat on the High Council but, from what Taryn understood that had been a cover for his illegal involvement with those who sought change.
“They were meant to leave New Cambridge together,” Lottie continued, “but William set off for Taar-Breck alone.”
“You have no idea what happened to Elizabeth?” Taryn asked. “Do you think Barron might have hurt her?”
Lottie shook her head and laughed as though the very idea was ridiculous.
“Then where is she?”
“Last I heard of her, she was with William,” Lottie said.
“Have you any idea where she might go?”
Lottie seemed to think about it for a moment and then a look crossed her face that suggested she’d come up with a possibility. She opened her mouth as though she was about to respond and then paused. She sniffed the air. All color drained from her face and she leapt to her feet.
“Everybody out!”
Before anyone had time to react, there was a blinding flash of light and a bang loud enough to shake the room. Taryn saw the woman he’d been talking to being flung violently backwards and, a split second later, he registered the sensation that he was falling. An image of Lucy popped into his mind and then everything descended into darkness.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Lucy gathered up her skirts and ran through the corridors of the medical facility, trying to keep up with Allik, who was striding ahead. He seemed to have forgotten she was with him. Either that, or he was so anxious for news of his friend, he didn’t care he was leaving her behind.
When Caroline had woken her to tell her that Taryn had been brought home injured, her heart had done somersaults. Lucy had leapt out of bed and thrown on the nearest clothes she could find, knowing she had to get to him as fast as possible. By the time she’d reached the front gates of the Citadel, Allik was already sitting there in his cruiser, tapping impatiently on the controls as he waited for her.
They’d traveled through the city streets at a speed that should have terrified her, but her only thoughts were of Taryn. Although Caroline had assured her it wasn’t bad, Lucy needed to see with her own eyes. She couldn’t get the image of him lying in a hospital bed, bloodied and broken, out of her mind. Whatever doubts she’d had about being with him were gone and she needed to let him know that.
As Allik finally slowed to a stop in a corridor filled with large, intimidating males, Lucy sensed his unease.
“Bylanthians.” The word left his lips as a curse and Lucy couldn’t blame him. She knew the scars that marked his face were the result of torture at the hands of one of their generals. “Stay close to me.”
“Okay,” Lucy squeaked. With tension thick in the air, she had no intention of wandering away from the one man other than Taryn she could rely on to protect her.
As they began to move between the two rows of intensely scary-looking men, Lucy gripped the back of Allik’s tunic. He turned and looked at her in surprise, but didn’t ask her to let go. Lucy could feel the waves of hostility rolling off the men who were now closing in behind them. Allik’s barely leashed anger was palpable and Lucy feared getting caught up in a fight.
“Allik!” A female voice drifted over the sounds of masculine growls.
Lucy looked around as a Taar-Breckian woman approached. To her surprise, the Bylanthian men stepped back, allowing her through. They looked utterly transfixed by her and it was no wonder. The woman was tall and slender with beautiful white-blonde hair and the most incredible eyes. Allik greeted her as a friend, embracing her tightly.
“Kyree, it is good to see you.” Allik pulled back from the woman. “How is he?”
“He sustained a blow and was rendered temporarily unconscious. There was no real damage done,” Kyree replied. She looked down at Lucy and seemed to be making a quick assessment of her. Then she smiled with appeared to be genuine warmth. “Your mate is not an easy man to kill.”
“It was an assassination attempt, then?” Allik asked before Lucy could respond.
“You are the investigator, not I,” Kyree replied as she led them along a quieter part of the corridor, leaving the Bylanthian males behind. “But, if you ask me, Lieutenant Duff being at the site of two explosions in less than a month cannot be coincidence.”
Lucy felt the blood drain from her face at the thought of someone deliberately trying to harm Taryn.
“Then why are they here?” Allik gestured toward the Bylanthians who he clearly blamed for the attacks.
“Some of them are injured but most are here because their leaders are.”
“And what are they doing here?”
“You’ll see in a moment,” Kyree told him. She paused at the final door in the long corridor. “Now, Taryn’s in here with the Bylanthian leaders but I must warn you to behave. There is another casualty in the room.”
“Who?” Allik demanded.
“A friend of yours,” Kyree addressed Lucy. “Charlotte Calder. She is quite seriously injured, I’m afraid.”
Too stunned to ask what Charlotte had been doing on the same ship as Taryn, Lucy just nodded and stepped through the door which Kyree held open for them. As she entered the room, with Allik close behind, she was struck by the presence of a number of extremely large males. If Allik hadn’t pushed her further into the room so he could close the door, she might have turned and fled. Four of the men were crowded around the bed, but Taryn was sitting by the window. He rose to his feet when he saw Lucy and they shared a lingering gaze. Seeming to understand that she needed to see her friend first, he nodded toward the bed, and stayed where he was. Mustering her courage, she pushed past the Bylanthian men.
“Hi, Lottie.” She tried to sound cheerful as she reached the bed and took hold of her hand. She swallowed hard as she took in the bruises on the pretty redhead’s face and the hair matted with blood at the top of her head. “What have you been up to this time?”
“Why do you speak to her that way?” one of the men asked miserably. “She cannot hear you.”
“Of course she can,” Lucy retorted, “and who the hell are you anyway?”
“We could ask the same of you.”
“I’m Charlotte’s friend, Lucy. I’m also Taryn’s mate.”
Her eyes met with his and she saw them fill with warmth. He came immediately to her side, edging past the other men to rest a hand on her shoulder and she got the feeling he’d been dying to claim her since she walked into the room.
“These are Charlotte’s mates, pet.”
Lucy’s jaw dropped as she stared at the enormous aliens.
“What? All of them?”
“Yes.” Taryn waved a hand at each of the men. “Jax, Ren, Daen, and Marc.”
“Fuck me!” The words slipped from Lucy’s mouth and she heard an amused chuckle from behind her. She looked back to her friend, lying pale and helpless in the bed. “You have been busy, Lottie. I can barely cope with one overbearing brute, never mind four.”
She sank down onto the space on the bed next to Lottie’s legs. Aware that all eyes were on her, she started to feel as though she couldn’t breathe. If she was feeling crowded, how must it be for her poor friend? Knowing she had to take control, she inhaled deeply to steady her nerves.
“Okay, everyone, listen to me. There are far too many people in here. You need to leave and take turns sitting with her.”
“We cannot leave her. We need to be here when she takes her last breath,” the one Taryn had introduced as Daen said.
“She’s not going to die,” Lucy snapped and then quickly composed herself. “She’s unconscious, that’s all. What did the doctor tell you?”
“The medic fears the worst. There is swelling in her brain.” This came from Marc.
Lucy wished Victoria was here. Her friend knew a lot more about this medical stuff than she did, and she was better at making herself heard. Lucy was certain she was right about Lottie needing space to breathe and she was sure it was important that nothing but positive things were said around her.
“There has been no response for her for more than five hours,” Ren added. “It can only be a matter of time.”
“Five hours and you lot are ready to hold a wake!” Lucy shook her head, despairing at their gloomy outlook. “There are stories of people who’ve been unconscious for weeks, months, years even and they’ve woken up just fine. Humans are more resilient than you give us credit for.”
She watched as the men exchanged glances, obviously trying to work out if she knew what she was talking about. The looks of relief that formed on their faces suggested they’d decided to trust what she was saying.
“Now, if you want to help Lottie, get some air in this room and take turns sitting with her. Buy some flowers to brighten the place up and no more negative energy,” Lucy suggested. “Be happy to see her. Make plans for your future together. Tell her some stories from battles you’ve been in. She’ll like that. Oh, and someone find a hairbrush ‘cause she looks a mess and Lottie’s always been fussy about her hair.”
“I can’t see how making her look pretty will help,” Jax said.
“It can’t hurt.” Lucy gritted her teeth. “Now, shoo out of here, the lot of you, and give me a minute to gossip with my friend. She’ll still be here when you get back, won’t you, Lottie?”
She stared the men down until, one by one, they filed from the room.
“I will wait for you outside,” Taryn told her as he and Allik also left the room.
Alone at last, Lucy blew out the breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding and turned back to her friend.
“Well, Lottie, you’d better wake up soon,” she said with a sigh, “because I don’t think those men of yours are going to be too pleased with me if I gave them false hope.”
She sat with Lottie and chatted about anything and everything that came to mind, determined that something would get through. Despite what she’d told Lottie’s mates, she did fear that the longer Lottie was unconscious, the harder it would be for her to find her way back. When Jax returned to the room just a few minutes later, she took it as her cue to leave. As she rose, he thrust a hairbrush toward her.
“You want me to brush her hair?” Lucy asked.
The gigantic Bylanthian warrior narrowed his dark eyes at her and nodded. Lucy rolled her eyes and took the brush. It seemed these aliens were even less chatty than the Taar-Breckians. She turned and began to run the brush carefully through Lottie’s tangled red hair. She gently teased out the knots, afraid of tugging too harshly and causing her friend pain. With the way Lottie was lying, it was difficult to do much but, eventually, Lucy decided that her friend’s hair looked as good as it was going to get.
She set the brush down on top of the cabinet by the bed and placed a kiss on Lottie’s forehead before turning to leave.
“Thank you.” Jax looked as though he was about to become overwhelmed by his emotions, so she just nodded and hurried to the door. She glanced back and smiled as the overwhelmingly intense warrior pulled a chair close to Lottie’s bedside and sat down. He ran his hand up and down her arm in a demonstration of the affection he obviously felt for her. Feeling as though she was intruding on a private moment, Lucy left them alone.
As she stepped out into the corridor, she was surprised to find it deserted, but for Taryn, who was leaning against the window to her right. He straightened as she approached, and she noticed that he grimaced as he moved.
“You’re hurt,” she remarked.
“Some minor bruises.”
“And your head?” Lucy gestured toward the line of stitches along his brow.
“A scratch.”
It looked like a lot more than that, but Lucy didn’t want to argue over the state of his health. She glanced back over her shoulder, along the empty corridor.
“Where has everyone gone?”
“Jax dismissed his men, but they will remain in Taar-Breck for now.”
“And Allik?” Lucy frowned as she wondered what Allik would think about having the Bylanthian warriors here on his home planet.
“He will learn to cope with their presence,” Taryn said, clearly realizing what was worrying her, “but for now, he’s gone home to Victoria. She will soothe his temper.”
Lucy nodded. Feeling weary all of a sudden, she closed her eyes. Even without the midnight dash to the medical facility and the shock of seeing her friend in such a state, it had been a trying few days. She opened her eyes and was greeted with a look of concern from Taryn. Thinking that he might be hurt had awakened something inside her, a desire to fight for a future with him. She took a deep breath and made a decision.
“We should go home too.” She gave Taryn an expectant look.
“You’re sure?” he asked.
Lucy reached out and took his hand.
“Yes,” she replied with absolute certainty. “I’m sure.”



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
When Lucy opened her eyes, it took her a moment to realize where she was. She didn’t remember arriving home last night and was pretty sure that was because she’d fallen asleep on the way here. Taryn must have carried her inside and brought her to his bedroom. It was the first time she’d slept in his room and the enormous bed had been remarkably comfortable. Deciding not to waste too much time analyzing the reasons why he’d brought her in here instead of depositing her in her own room, she rolled onto her side and stared down at the man lying next to her. She’d never watched him sleep before. He’d always drifted off after her and been up by the time she woke. It was funny how much younger he looked when he didn’t have that stern glare on his face.
They hadn’t had a chance to talk yet, but Lucy wasn’t sure that either of them was really ready to face a long heart-to-heart discussion about their future. The time for conversation would undoubtedly come but, for now, she wanted to try a different approach. Instead of telling him what she wanted, she decided to show him, to see if he was willing to play along. It was a bit of a gamble and she was nervous about her plan, but she was sure it would be worth it.
Taking care not to wake him, she carefully traced the line of stitches across his brow. He’d come closer to disaster than she felt comfortable with, but she knew that to him it was all part of the job. She ran her fingers down the smooth skin of his cheeks and along that perfect jawline. It hadn’t occurred to her until now, but she’d never seen him shave. Nor, for that matter, had she seen a single Taar-Breckian with facial hair.
She watched Taryn’s face carefully for any sign that he was waking as she continued her exploration, slipping her hand beneath the sheet and fanning her fingers out over his muscular chest. Biting her bottom lip as he shifted lightly, she moved lower and cupped his balls in her hand. Weighing them carefully, she explored them with her fingers. She liked the feel of him. Then she wrapped her hand around his semi-erect cock and squeezed gently, knowing that would get a reaction.
“What…?” Taryn’s eyes sprang open and his hand closed over hers.
It took him less than a second to fully awaken and then Lucy saw the gleam in his eyes. Before he could reach for her, she sprang back, giggling as she fell off the bed.
“Lucy?” Taryn asked as she crawled around the bed toward the door.
“Count to a hundred and then come find me,” she said with a smile.
“What?” Taryn growled. “No, come back here.”
Lucy sat back on her heels and pouted at him.
“Please, it will be worth your while, I promise.”
“Very well.” Taryn rolled his eyes. When Lucy didn’t move, he raised his eyebrows at her and began to count. “One… two… three…”
Getting the message that he was willing to play, Lucy got to her feet and scrambled from the room. She stripped off the cotton chemise that Taryn must have put her to bed in and tossed it aside as she entered her own bedroom. There wasn’t time to attempt to stick a tail up her own butt or squeeze into one of those catsuits. She would just have to find other ways to make her point. She put on a hairband with a pair of black kitty ears and threw open the trunk at the end of the bed. Her hand wavered over the various spanking implements before she settled on her least favorite, a vicious-looking cane made of some sort of thin wood. That would show him she was serious.
Knowing that time was almost up, Lucy quickly dragged the cage from the corner, into the center of the room. She backed into the little metal box and laid the cane down in front of its door. There wasn’t room to kneel up in the tiny space, so she bowed down in supplication, stretching her arms out in front of her. Anticipating what was to come, her heart pounded furiously. She wished she could see Taryn’s face as he came through the door, but she was facing to the side and it was too late to move now.
As the seconds dragged by and Taryn didn’t appear, she started to doubt herself. Perhaps this was a mistake. Taryn had looked bemused when she adopted a playful demeanor and she might be trying to push him too far beyond his comfort zone. Just as she was about to crawl back out of the cage, she heard him calling out to her.
“Okay, Lucy, I’m coming to get you and you’d better be ready.”
Her heart soared as she heard the uncharacteristic lightness in his voice. The game, it seemed, was on.
 
* * *
 
Taryn got out of bed and walked along the corridor. He didn’t bother putting clothes on because he had a strong suspicion they’d just get in the way. He had no idea what Lucy was up to, but he knew it would end, one way or another, with him sinking his cock into her. Playing games was really not his style, but he considered the words of wisdom Lottie had imparted to him and decided to go along with what Lucy wanted.
As he strode into her bedroom, he stopped abruptly. His breath caught in his throat and his cock sprang to life at the sight before him. She was there, completely naked, in the cage he had not yet put to use. There was a grace and elegance in her pose as she bowed down in submission. Stars above, she was beautiful! She even had those cute little cat ears on.
By the entrance of the cage lay a cane. It looked as though she was inviting him to punish her. He scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to work out what had prompted this. Surely, being made to submit was what she’d rebelled against when she left him? But, of course, he hadn’t forced her into this.
“Lucy, what are you doing?” he asked as he moved around and took a seat on the bed.
“Waiting.”
“For what?”
“For you to punish me, Taryn.”
Not Master,
not Sir, she’d used his name. He took note of that as it was clearly her preferred way to address him.
“Punish you for what?”
There was silence and then a loud sob escaped her. Immediately, Taryn got to his knees by the cage and pulled her out of the metal box and into his arms.
“I’m so s-so-sorry,” she wailed. “I wanted to show you what I need, but…”
Unable to finish her sentence because of the heaving sobs that racked her body, she collapsed against Taryn’s chest. He held her close until she started to pull herself together.
“There is no need for this,” he said. “For now, I am happy that you are here. There is no rush.”
“But I need to do this.” Lucy shook off her remaining tears with a toss of the head. “I need you to cane me and then fuck me. Then I want you to hold me and tell me that you love me.”
“You are sure of this?” Taryn found her sudden desire to be punished difficult to understand. He brushed wisps of hair back from Lucy’s face and looked deep into her beautiful blue eyes.
“I have never objected to you punishing me, but I need to know that I am more than just a… a…” She seemed to be struggling to find the right words. “A fuck toy.”
Taryn’s eyes widened in shock at the language she’d used.
“Very well,” he said, getting to his feet and helping Lucy to hers. “Four strokes for leaving me when you should have talked to me, two for imagining I could ever see you as a mere fuck toy, and two more for using foul language.”
Lucy nodded her apparent acceptance. He studied her closely, searching for any signs that she was unwilling, but there was nothing to suggest she had doubts. He took a large cushion from the bed and placed it on top of the cage.
“Lie across that,” he instructed, “and get yourself into a comfortable position.”
“Yes, Taryn,” she said with some eagerness.
He watched as she draped herself across the top of the cage. She kept her feet flat on the floor, a position Taryn found unsatisfactory.
“Up on your tiptoes,” Taryn commanded.
She obeyed immediately, rising up so her bottom was lifted. He took hold of her hips and moved her into the position he required. Then he retrieved four leather straps from the trunk and wound them around her wrists and ankles to tie her to the bars of the cage. He watched as Lucy wriggled, testing her bonds. Satisfied that she would not be able to move enough to hurt herself, he stepped back and picked up the cane.
After giving it an experimental swish through the air, he laid his hand on Lucy’s back. She jerked in response.
“Hold still, pet,” he instructed.
She made some sound that he took as agreement and he could see from the clenching of her fists that she was determined to remain stoic throughout this punishment. He wished her luck with that.
Taryn drew back his arm and brought the cane down across the fleshiest part of her bottom. Lucy shrieked and danced around as much as she could within her restraints.
“Ssh!” he whispered, and his soothing tone seemed to settle her.
Admiring the single, beautiful red line across her pale, creamy flesh, Taryn felt his cock surge to life. As the desire to take her there and then pulsed through his veins, he knew this was going to be as much a punishment for him as it was for her. Taking a deep breath, he gave a quick flick of the wrist and the cane hit its target once again.
 
* * *
 
Lucy wondered if it was possible for a human being to spontaneously combust because the heat radiating from her bottom was certainly enough to make her think that it was. As she waited for the next cut of the cane, she realized that the warmth in her flesh was spreading to her pussy. There was something sublime about being spread out like this, knowing that the man she loved could see every part of her. It was deeply arousing and, even as she experienced pain, her pleasure began to build. There was no sense questioning the contradiction. She just accepted it and allowed her mind to clear. Now was not the time to think. All she wanted was to feel.
As the cane swished through the air and found its target for the third time, Lucy moaned loudly and let the sting seep deep into her flesh. Although she was barely able to move an inch, she rocked her hips. It helped to distract her from the lightning flash of pain.
As she moved, her breasts rubbed against the soft pillow beneath her and she felt a tantalizing tingle reaching deep inside her body.
“Are you ready for me to continue?” Taryn asked.
The concern in his voice demonstrated his concern for her but Lucy worried that it also meant he was afraid to trust his instincts when it came to knowing if she could take the punishment he was doling out.
“Yes,” Lucy tried not to whimper as she spoke, “please don’t stop.”
She thought she might have heard him sigh but whatever doubts he might be having were obviously put aside as he began to lay the cane across her bottom again. Gritting her teeth and clenching her fists tightly, she managed not to make a sound as the impact of the thin wooden implement send fire rippling across her bottom again and again.
With each stroke, she focused on drawing out the pleasure, channeling the pain into a new sensation that fueled her arousal. She could feel the wetness of her pussy and delighted in the knowledge that Taryn could see how aroused she was.
“You’re doing well.” There was a definite strain in his voice. Lucy smiled, knowing that he ached with desire, just as she did.
As she waited for the final cut of the cane, she breathed deeply, focusing on the throbbing between her legs. When the cane struck her, she squealed, and her body quivered as her pussy was gripped by violent spasms.
Before she had time to regain her senses, she felt her ankles being untied. Suddenly, her hips were pulled back and her legs spread wider as Taryn knelt behind her. He buried his face in her ass as his tongue dragged along her hot, wet pussy. She jerked in surprise as his tongue pushed inside her. With her hands still bound, she was helpless to fight against the sensual onslaught as Taryn held her firm, sliding his tongue in and out of her. He pulled her legs up over his shoulders, freeing his hands to explore her body.
One hand found its way to her breast and his fingers began to gently tease her nipple. The other reached around to pinch her clit harshly, sending a jolt of pain through her. By the time the sensation reached her womb, it had become something else, an intense pleasure she was powerless to resist. As Taryn thrust his tongue inside her, she felt her whole body shuddering. She moaned and writhed helplessly against the top of the cage, the soft pillow that covered it caressing her body. Just as she thought she would explode, Taryn released her. Setting her legs down, he reached over and unfastened her wrists.
Lifting her carefully, he set her down on the bed.
“Want to see you when you come,” he said gruffly.
Standing at the end of the bed, he lifted her hips and thrust his cock inside her. Immediately, Lucy shrieked as her climax hit her. Taryn began to move, pounding inside her, hard and fast, as she convulsed on the bed beneath him. A moment later, he grunted as his own release overtook him.
He carefully withdrew his cock from her quivering body and sat on the bed, pulling her up into his arms. For the longest time, neither of them said a word. There was no need to talk. Everything Lucy needed to know about how he felt was clear in the tenderness with which he stroked her back, the reverence with which he gazed into her eyes. He pulled her tight against his chest and kissed the top of her head.
“There are things we need to discuss,” he told her, his expression adorably sincere.
“Later,” Lucy said with a grin as she shifted to straddle his hips. She smiled as she saw his eyes clouding with desire once more. Talk could wait because she knew, deep down, that everything was going to be alright.



Epilogue
 
 
“Where are we going?” Lucy asked for the hundredth time as she sat fidgeting on the passenger seat of Taryn’s cruiser.
With her eyes covered by a black sleep mask that allowed no light through, she had no idea where they were going. It didn’t worry her, though. She trusted this man with her life.
“I told you, pet, it’s a surprise.”
Lucy smiled. Since they’d mended the rift in their relationship and decided to make a go of it, Taryn had been constantly surprising her. There had been thoughtful little gifts on an almost daily basis. He’d arranged unexpected get-togethers with her friends, so she could enjoy some girl time. Best of all, there had been new and interesting games in the bedroom. Taryn had embraced the idea of role-playing and seemed to particularly enjoy scenarios where he was the bold conqueror overcoming the reluctant virgin. No matter how caught up in the moment they were, he always made sure to check that she was comfortable with what they were doing. She was starting to wonder if he’d read some of the romance novels she and her friends had once enjoyed. Whatever it was that had turned him into Prince Charming, she was eternally grateful.
The sterner side of him did show up every now and then, of course, and there were still punishments to endure. She was a very naughty girl at times and they both understood the need to maintain discipline. The difference these days was that they kept the pet play for intimate moments between them. Taryn didn’t insist on her calling him Master either, although she did, on occasion, let the word slip when her body yielded to his command. Since they’d spoken about their needs and to a mutually satisfactory arrangement, Taryn didn’t try to exert his dominance over her in front of other men as he once had. When her behavior was less than perfect, she could see him struggling to hold back the desire to inflict humiliating punishments on her, but he was trying. Knowing that he was willing to change to make her happy was the best gift he could give, and Lucy did all she could to show her appreciation. Things were by no means perfect, but they were getting closer every day.
The only thing Lucy had to worry about these days was Lottie, who had woken from her coma after three weeks and had no recollection of having left New Cambridge. She recognized her friends but not her mates and Lucy could see that was killing the proud Bylanthian warriors. They were powerless in the face of Lottie’s amnesia, and Lucy felt incredibly sorry for them. She had no idea how she would cope if Taryn ever forgot who she was. Just the thought of it brought a tear to her eye but she blinked it away. Today was going to be special. She could feel it in her bones.
After what seemed to be an interminable journey, the cruiser drew to a halt. Lucy heard Taryn get out and suddenly her door was opened. He took her hand and helped her from the vehicle, steadying her as she stumbled. Sniffing the clean, fresh air, Lucy smiled. Even without the benefit of sight, she recognized this place. He’d brought her back to the cave.
She grasped Taryn’s hand tightly as he led her along the narrow corridor through the mountain. He steered her carefully through the passageway, ensuring she didn’t hurt herself on the rocks. When they came to the clearing, he stopped. He moved around behind her and took hold of her shoulders, turning her to face where he wanted her to. Then he removed the blindfold.
As soon as her eyes adjusted, Lucy gasped in delight. The cave had been beautiful before but now it was transformed. There were brilliant dots of light projected on the walls like shimmering stars. Exotic-looking flowers were strewn across the floor, creating a pathway to the edge of the lake where a blanket lay. There was a large box on the blanket and Lucy just knew it would be full of her favorite foods.
“A picnic?” Lucy asked. Taryn nodded as he led her over to the blanket. “It’s incredible.”
“I had some help,” he confessed as he waited for her to sit and then got down on the floor next to her.
Lucy cocked an eyebrow in question.
“Victoria,” Taryn responded.
“Vicky?” Lucy experienced an irrational twinge of jealousy at the thought of Taryn taking her best friend to this special place without her knowledge. “You brought her here?”
“No,” Taryn said in an amused tone as he presumably realized she was put out. “I asked her what a man is supposed to do when he wishes to ask a woman to marry him.”
“Really?” Lucy couldn’t help grinning. He’d let the cat out of the bag and didn’t seem to realize it.
“She thought you would like this.”
“I do, it’s beautiful.”
“Good.” Taryn scrubbed his palms on his thighs. There was an awkward, almost pained expression on his face. Lucy held back a laugh. Was he actually nervous? It wasn’t something she’d seen from him before. She hadn’t actually thought Taar-Breckians could experience anxiety. They all seemed to have a rod of steel where their backbones should be.
Taking a deep breath, Taryn reached into the box beside him to retrieve a beautiful silver collar.
“I know the tradition on Earth is to present a woman with a ring, but I would like you to accept this,” Taryn said, “as a sign that we are forever bound to one another.”
“Okay,” Lucy beamed.
“And I want to marry you,” he said, the sincerity in his eyes bringing a lump to Lucy’s throat, “in front of all our friends. Do you accept?”
Lucy’s heart swelled. Although he had told her to arrange a marriage ceremony when they first arrived on Taar-Breck, the subject hadn’t been raised since they got back together. It almost overwhelmed her to think that he was willing to follow a tradition that meant so much to her. Taar-Breckians didn’t usually make public declarations to prove their commitment to each other.
“Yes, I accept.”
Taryn leaned forward and placed the collar around her neck. He looked into her eyes and she felt his gaze burn deep into her soul.
“Once this is fastened, you will not be able to take it off,” Taryn warned. “Are you certain you wish to be mine?”
“Yes.” There was not a trace of doubt in Lucy’s mind. “I’m sure.”
As the two ends of the collar clicked together, she felt the silver contract until it sat snugly around her throat. She sighed in contentment and lay back on the blanket, looking up at the shimmering roof of the cave. As Taryn came down over her, his eyes glistening with intent, she felt a shiver of arousal running through her veins. Whatever fears she might have harbored, whatever doubts, were now gone. She was his and he was hers. He leaned in close and whispered in her ear, a single word that brought a smile to her pale pink lips. Forever.
 
 
The End
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