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The Journal of Katria Stevens

I was thirteen the day the world as we knew
it ended. The day the aliens invaded.

I suppose I was fortunate, in that both my
parents were employed by the government. The public was fed a story
about a terroristic threat to explain the presence of armed troops.
I met a few of those soldiers as they stood guard outside my
school. Since I was at an impressionable age, just entering
puberty, I found the leader of those who waited by the outdoor
patio handsome. His name was Jack Monroe.

My mother arrived to pick me up, and one look
at her face told me it wasn't terrorists. As I waved good-bye to
the soldiers, I wondered if they knew what was really happening.
The look on Jack's face as he returned the wave made me think they
did.

We waited out the initial bombing and rushed
exodus. For two days, we stayed in the small, reinforced room that
was our basement, listening to the panicked radio reports. After
the bombing had quieted, my father decided it was safe enough to
leave. My parents had known more than I realized. Our vacations
were spent learning survivalist skills, preparation for the very
event we faced. So we weren't completely unprepared, when we began
creeping through the devastation.

It wasn't enough. Only the scrape of a clawed
foot gave warning, and my father died instantly. My mother told me
to run as she fired at what looked like an upright crocodile. That
was the only shot she got off before it was on her.

I didn't run, but went for the gun my father
had lost. The Drackennishan, as I later learned they called
themselves, was hissing as it rose from my mother's corpse. It was
laughing at me - a human child that dared to face it.

Firing, I backed away, only to trip and fall
into a slight depression in some debris, which saved my life when
the Drac collapsed on top of me. The last bullet went into its
throat, spraying me with its blood. I was trapped under it for what
seemed like eternity, the rubble keeping it from crushing me.

Voices roused me from the stupor I’d fallen
into. A newly familiar face peered into my tiny shelter - Jack
Monroe. He and the four soldiers still with him were jubilant
they'd found a survivor. Once they'd freed me, I sat and reloaded
the clip while listening to them try and decide where to go. I knew
where: the abandoned campground up in the mountains my parents had
selected.

Two more things happened that night. I
privately swore to fight Dracs for as long as I lived, and Jack
Monroe called me his girl.

I learned how to kill Dracs, and I fought. I
was Jack's shadow for five years, until I turned eighteen and he
finally looked at me, realized that I was no longer a kid. We were
lovers for a single, wonderful year, until the bastard betrayed
me.

During one of the private times we'd set
aside for ourselves, he drugged and turned me over to the
Dracs.

They viewed the fact I'd killed so many of
their warriors as an insult. Dracs don't believe in the equality of
the sexes, and an 'egg bearer' taking the lives of their warriors
had infuriated them. Surprisingly, they didn't execute me on the
spot.

No, they had another way to make me pay.


Chapter One

Cold.

She was freezing, lying on a hard surface
that felt like metal. It took a huge effort to lever herself into
sitting position, but Tria finally managed. Gazing blearily around
at the bare cell, she wondered where she was. Her mind obligingly
supplied the memory of Jack, buried deep within her and pressing a
hypo to her neck. Tria felt tears well up at his betrayal, but her
voice was harsh as she muttered, "You bastard. You're gonna pay for
this."

How, she had no idea as she
carefully worked her way into standing position, using the wall as
support. She felt extremely weak, but a flare of relief hit when
she realized she was dressed in her faded fatigues.
At least he had that much decency,
she bitterly thought. Who
did he turn me over to? The Drackennishan, or humans under their
claws? What are my chances at escape?

The door slid open to reveal a Drac and
another alien, which looked like a giant, humoniod black panther.
Tria tensed, prepared to do the best she could against them. The
Drac hissed in enjoyment as he surveyed her. "You are my newest
fighter, Katria Stevens. Since you believe yourself more than an
egg bearer, you are being transported to Devana to fight in my
Blood Pit. This is an opportunity to pay your debt. To remove the
stain of dishonor you gave my fellow warriors. You will remain
there until you've defeated 117 opponents, or until you, yourself,
are defeated."

"Eat shit and die, gator boy," Tria hissed in
response, wishing she had her knife. It seemed she wasn’t the only
one who’d counted her number of kills. "I don't owe anything. You
attacked my world, killed my parents."

"If you refuse to acknowledge the debt, I'll
have you slaughtered and prepared for dinner. I'm sure my crew
would appreciate the delicacy of human flesh." The Drac blinked its
flat, black eyes at her.

Tria shuddered, her eyes going from the
Drac's to those of the felinoid towering over him. His were gold,
wide and unblinking. One rounded ear flicked as she gazed at him.
Tall and muscular, he wore clothing despite the covering of thick,
black fur. Pants, boots and an open, long vest.

Just a big kitty cat on two
legs, she thought. The hysterical giggle
that threatened to explode made her drag her eyes back to the Drac,
who asked, "Your decision, Katria Stevens?"

Going down fighting seemed a better way to
die than being slaughtered like a cow. Scowling, Tria snapped, "I
acknowledge the debt."

"Excellent. This is Mrir and he will be your
trainer. Obey him, or I'll devise interesting punishments for your
failure." The Drac turned to the big felinoid. "She's your
responsibility. I want her ready for the Pit within two months of
our return. You're free to treat her however you wish, Mrir."

He said something else, in a different
language before lumbering off, hissing quietly. It made the other
alien’s ears flatten. Tria glared after the Drac for a moment,
hatred burning bright. Transferring the glare to the cat man, she
asked, "What are you?"

"I am a Katarr. Are you well enough to walk a
short distance?" His voice was low, deep and a little raspy. He
hadn't moved from his spot. "There are more comfortable quarters
than this cell waiting for you."

"Do you mean more comfortable for you, or for
me?" Tria straightened up from the slight crouch she'd assumed at
their entrance, putting her back firmly to the wall. The Katarr's
head tilted slightly, a slow blink indicating he was thinking. She
surmised that English was new to him from that.

"They are your quarters, Katria Stevens," he
replied after a few seconds. Tria shrugged, pushing away from the
wall. That proved to be a bad idea, her legs immediately giving
out. Strong, thickly muscled arms broke her fall without her even
hearing the alien move. She snarled a protest as he easily lifted
her. "It will be faster. The drug’s effects will continue to
fade."

She realized he was quite warm as another
bout of shivering hit. Tria felt like an iceberg had taken up
residence inside, and tried not to be blatant about soaking up the
heat he put off as they exited the cell. The vest he wore meant she
was directly against his furred chest, so she could feel that the
fur was just as thick and soft as it looked. He was holding her
carefully, not squeezing.

I probably look like toy to
him, she thought while scanning their
surroundings. Taking in the bland corridor and the doors lining it
on either side, she frowned, deducing they weren’t near the outer
edge of the ship. The felinoid paused in front of one, speaking a
single word that made it open. Tria filed the word away for silent
practice and future usage.

Inside, he lowered her to the floor. One
large, furred hand stayed on her shoulder until he was apparently
satisfied she wasn't going to fall on her ass. Tria took a quick
look around, searching for a weapon or something she could turn
into a one. The alien made a quiet chuffing noise. "The furnishings
are fastened securely. You've never been on a ship before?"

"No." Tria felt stupid for not realizing that
would be standard procedure. Who would want furniture floating
around in free fall? "What now?"

"I will explain the controls for the hygiene
closet and the lights, if you wish?" He stepped away, nodding
towards a smaller door she'd noticed. "Are you hungry, Katria
Stevens?"

The idea of food, surprisingly, made her feel
nauseous. "No. Not yet. My name's Tria."

"Just say when you are ready for a meal," he
replied, studying her face. He rolled his Rs and there was a faint
hiss on each S.

Just the way I'd expect a
cat to sound, if cats could talk, Tria
thought. Another hysterical wave of the giggles threatened. She
grimly fought them off, becoming aware that she still bore the
signs of Jack’s last possession of her body. The need to scrub him
off was immediate. "Okay, Mr. Kitty Cat. Show me how to get a
shower in this place."

Mrir obliged, backing out of the tiny room
after explaining the controls. Tria stripped hastily, and was soon
scrubbing herself raw under a spray of hot water. After her second
round of soaping and rinsing, she realized it would take a lot more
to wipe away the memory of Jack's hands and body. She could still
feel him, still hear his voice whispering ‘I love everything about
you, Tri’.

Liar, she silently snarled. Her next thoughts were the wails of a
lost child. I trusted you, Jack! Loved you!
How the hell could you do this to me?

~

Mrir had a problem. The Katarr acknowledged
it while crossing to the lounger to wait for the human to cleanse
herself.

Katarr warriors honored their females. They
were the reason their species continued, and were to be protected
to the last breath. Any Katarr warrior would lay down his life for
a female or kittling, whether they were family or a complete
stranger.

Any warrior would also rather cut off his own
tail than face a female protecting her kittlings. They were the
stuff of nightmares when that happened - not that any warrior would
ever harm a kittling of any species.

Katarr females were by nature gentle, until
their protective instincts were aroused. They were the last line of
defense for House and kittlings. It was the males' duty to make
sure they never were forced into having to act as such.

Mrir knew that other species' females could
also be fighters. Only a few considered their females less than
equal, the Dracs being one such. Even so, a female never, ever was
placed as a Blood Pit fighter.

Until now.

Most Pit fighters fell into one of two
categories: enslaved criminals or slaves bred for the purpose. All
of Thislel's fighters were enslaved criminals, except for Mrir.

Katarrs' loyalty to family and species was a
deep, intricate thing. That was why, seven years before, Mrir had
chosen to enter into a 12 year contract as a Pit fighter. He'd
become the Eldest of the House when an accident during a trading
voyage had claimed the lives of his parents and eldest brother.
He'd not only been left to care and provide for his three younger
siblings, but the ship they'd died on had been new. Only a single
payment made prior to the accident meant the rest of the loan was
also his responsibility to pay.

The jobs available hadn't paid enough to
provide for his family and make the huge payments. Mrir had been
desperate to find something that would, as well as restore the
family's fortune, which had slowly declined over the past century
due to bad choices in investments.

Since Katarrs seldom ended up as slaves,
there had never been one in the Blood Pits. Their race had a
well-earned reputation as fearsome warriors. Unable to defeat them,
the Dracs were forced into treating with them.

Devana was the closest planet with a Blood
Pit, so Mrir had gone there to meet with the Pit's owner, Thislel.
The Drac had been eager to work out a contract in order to have a
Katarr warrior in his Blood Pit.

Mrir received a salary as a trainer and
maintained order in the Pen. He also received a portion of the gate
proceeds each evening he fought, and a portion of the betting
proceeds accrued on those days. The first five years of the
arrangement had cleared the debt of the ship loan. The past two
years had begun rebuilding the family fortune. He had five years
left on his contract, and while not happy, he was content. He was
providing for his family, and that was all that mattered to
him.

Katarrs were a very affectionate race, which
was the main source of Mrir's unhappiness. Being away from his
siblings and having to hold himself apart from others was painful.
Thislel had procured a companion for him during the first year of
his contract. A young female Katarr who'd been orphaned away from
the home world and taken captive. Mrir wasn’t pleased to discover
she was barely out of kittlinghood and completely terrified. He'd
spent a single night soothing her and coaxing her story out, and
then used a portion of the proceeds he'd earned by that time to
purchase her freedom and ticket to Katarr, sending her to his
family. The kit, Lirl, had settled in nicely, and Greth was
predicting that she and Tresh would choose to become sesslins when
they were older.

Since then, Mrir had chosen to remain
celibate, rather than accept the companionship of the bed slaves
kept in the fighters' Harem. There were other compatible species
available, but he was set against the idea of mating with a female
that had no choice in the matter.

Now he was in charge of a female that had no
choice in being a Pit fighter. A fragile looking female who seemed
to have no natural weapons, and would be the smallest fighter in
the Pen.

Mrir didn't doubt the human had defeated as
many Dracs as he'd been told - she wouldn't be in this situation if
she hadn't. There was obviously more to her than met the eye. The
Katarr was having difficulty in seeing how she'd been able to do
so.

A female being thrown into the Pen would
cause problems. Not all the fighters were allowed to visit the
Harem regularly. There were two seldom given the privilege because
their brutal natures resulted in dead bed slaves.

Mrir knew that Thislel would execute any
fighter that killed the human, but he doubted the Drac would set
strict punishments for any who forced themselves upon her. Thislel
wasn’t the worst example of his species the Katarr had met, however
he was still a Drac.

‘Her species is compatible with your own,
honored warrior’ Thislel had said before leaving the cell.

She looked young, but the Katarr thought that
was due to her small, furless appearance. The scent of a male of
her own kind had been heavy on her, so he was relatively certain
she was of age for mating. Whether she was or not didn't mean she
should be forced to do so.

How do I solve this
problem? he wondered, tail twitching in
agitation. It never occurred to Mrir not try to find a solution.
That wasn’t the Katarr way.


Chapter Two

Tria felt steadier by the
time she began drying off. The time for whining was over. Now it
was time to gather information in order to survive.
At least as long as possible, she amended.

Stepping out of the tiny bathroom, she found
the cat man sitting down. His eyes were immediately on her, no
surprise. "What's your name again?"

"Mrir." It was a purr of
sound, and Tria silently practiced it while carefully studying him.
He was big. Most Dracs stood about 5'10 and he'd loomed over the
one at the cell. The loose clothing he wore didn't disguise the
fact his powerful build, the broad shoulders and chest, thick arms
and legs. His rounded ears were at the top of his head, his nose
was flatter than a human's and lips were thin, the top one slightly
bifurcated. His tail twitched, claiming her attention. It was long
and thick, looked heavy. Is it
prehensile? she wondered.
Better consider it a weapon until I know
better.

"It said you were my trainer, Mrir. What kind
of training?"

"I will train you to fight the species you
will face in the Pit, Tria, and teach you the rules," he
replied.

Her instinctive response was to protest she
damn well knew how to fight, but she swallowed it. She wouldn’t
know the first thing about taking him down. "Start with the
rules."

"Very well. There is no word for 'mercy' in
Dracken. Each match is a fight to the death. Winners must leave the
sand on their own, no matter how injured they are. No one may offer
physical aid until you've re-entered the holding area. Doing so
results in immediate execution of both."

"Nice," Tria muttered.

"Not at all," he said with a blink.

"Sarcasm, Mrir. I was being sarcastic." Tria
sighed as he blinked again. "Never mind. What else?"

"You will live in the Pen, when not fighting,
training, or in the Healers' section." His tail lashed, slapping
the floor.

Not happy?
Tria guessed before asking, "In the women's
section?"

"There are no other female Pit fighters. This
is a problem," he replied, his lips drawing back slightly to show
the tips of fangs.

"Give me a knife and I'll solve it," she
suggested, watching him warily.

"Weapons aren't allowed in the Pen, or I
would," was his answer. "They won't attempt to harm you when I'm
present, but my duties . . .”

"Wonderful," Tria interrupted. "I'm going to
have to kill for the Dracs, and constantly watch my back to keep
from being raped by aliens?" She laughed, shaking her head. "My
life expectancy just dropped to zero. I have to have some
downtime."

Mrir took a few minutes to
puzzle out the meaning of 'downtime', since the new language was
still settling in his mind. Rest; freedom from stress and
strain. Every species needs that,
he thought. "I will do what I can to provide you
with downtime, Tria."

Her eyes are the same green
as new leaves on the targa bush, Mrir
thought, meeting them as she looked at him. "In return for
what?"

The question puzzled him. "Pardon?"

"You’re offering me protection, and I want to
know what you expect in return," she replied.

Mrir understood then, and felt insulted.
"Nothing."

The word was a hiss, which he regretted
immediately as her eyes narrowed and she tensed. "I do not offer
what protection I can in expectation of any reward, Tria. Such is
not the way of my people."

"Oh. Sorry." Silence fell as they stared at
each other.

Mrir forced his ears back up before breaking
it. "Do you wish a meal now?"

"I guess I could eat. How long before we get
to where we're going?"

"Several days. My advice would be to stay
within these quarters. This is a Drac ship, and not all are pleased
with the decision made regarding you." Seeing her eyes narrow
again, Mrir added, "You do not wish to add to the debt you've
accepted, do you?"

Her expression changed. "I guess not. It's
big enough already, right?"

"Yes." Relief filled him. She was reasonable,
which would make things easier for them both. "I will return
quickly."

"Okay, thanks." He felt her eyes follow him
out the door. Reasonable or not, Mrir voice locked it.

Just in case,
he thought.

Staring at the door after it'd closed behind
him, Tria resisted the urge to try it. Weaponless against a ship
full of Dracs - a ship she had no clue how to pilot and no way of
getting off?

Staying put as suggested was the wisest
course. No need to give Mr. Kitty Cat a reason to get nasty,
although she had to admit it didn't seem like he was the nasty
type. The Drac had told him to treat her however he liked, but
aside from picking her up and then steadying her, the Katarr had
kept his hands to himself.

I doubt I'm his type. No
fur, she thought wryly. Though it was clear
he thought others would find her to their liking.

If all the others were as big as he was, Tria
wasn't sure what kind of chance she'd stand. Fighting was something
she was damn good at. Against Dracs and armed with her knife or
gun.

Walking over to the table
mounted against the wall, Tria sat down in one of the seats.
What the hell am I going to do? Escape's not
really an option.

How was she going to survive? Tria hadn't
felt so alone since the night she'd spent trapped under the first
Drac she'd killed. The night her parents had died and Jack had
appeared like a miracle.

Goddamn you, Jack,
she thought. I'll survive
just so I can find a way to cut your throat for this.


Chapter Three

The human hadn't spoken a word since he'd
returned. Mrir waited until she'd finished her meal to ask, "Was
the food satisfactory?"

"What?" She blinked, looking up from the
tray. "Oh, yeah. Thank you."

"Your nutritional requirements are similar to
my own. These were all choices from my world, so that you will know
what is safe to eat when we arrive."

"I'll remember that. I'm going to bed." She
stood up, face wary as she looked at him.

Mrir nodded in response. "As you wish. I will
be there," he pointed to the lounger, "if you require anything,
Tria."

"All right." She crossed to the bunk, lying
down with her back against the wall. Mrir ordered the lights to dim
down as he retired to the lounger. Pulling off his boots and vest,
he stretched out. Anyone coming in would have to pass by him to
reach her, which meant they wouldn't reach her at all. The door
opening would wake him.

Protecting her on board ship was a simple
matter.

~

"I love everything about you, Tri," Jack said
as he laid her in the hole. "Everything."

Tria couldn't move and he smiled down before
rolling the Drac's body over her. Instant darkness as she
whispered, "Jack?"

A whisper was all she could manage, even when
she started screaming.

~

It wasn't the door that woke the Katarr and
had him rolling off the lounger into a defensive crouch before his
eyes fully opened. Mrir's head swiveled towards the bunk, where the
human lay. Choked and muffled noises came from her as he rose to
walk on silent feet to her side. Her body was trembling as though
she were chained and unable to move. Tears dripped from closed eyes
as she repeated a word in a strangled voice. “Jack.”

A nightmare, he realized while lowering
himself to one knee beside the bunk. Tresh had suffered from them
after the news of the explosion that had caused the deaths of their
parents and brother. ‘Jack’ was probably a name. Perhaps the name
of the male whose scent had been so heavy on her? Her mate, now
dead?

He had calmed Tresh. Would the same method
work on the human?

Purring, Mrir lifted a hand to her tangled
hair and began stroking it. Her choked cries trailed off after a
moment, but she still fought against invisible bonds. Very
carefully, Mrir slid his hand under her shoulders, crooning in
Kattaran, "Hush, kittling. Only dreams. Hush."

He'd raised her enough to cuddle against his
chest when a sharp intake of air informed him she'd awakened. Mrir
froze, but continued purring as she tensed while holding her
breath. After a few minutes, she seemed to understand his
intentions and relaxed.

Mrir began stroking her hair
again as she wept against his shoulder, murmuring in Katarran that
she was safe. At least for the
moment, he silently added.

Needing the break from being tough and in
control, Tria cried. For a moment, she'd thought the alien had been
trying to catch her off guard, but he'd gone perfectly still.
Compassion wasn't a trait she'd expected from aliens, yet that
seemed to be exactly what the Katarr was exhibiting.

She cried herself out. She loved Jack for
years, had waited for him to realize she’d grown up. He finally
had, and she thought they’d been happy. At least as happy as
possible with the constant struggle for survival, and fighting
against the Dracs. Yet if he had truly loved her, he would’ve never
turned her over to the enemy.

The raspy purr of the Katarr
was soothing, his higher body heat relaxing. Sniffling, her cheek
resting on his arm, she shivered as the iceberg made its presence
known, using Jack’s voice. Everything.

Her memory was too vivid.
She could feel the familiarity of his hands and body against
hers. I’m going to lose it. I need . .
. She needed to rid herself of him. There
was no one available to help her with that but the
alien.

He was human shaped, had two arms and legs.
Tria wasn’t experienced with men, as Jack had been her only lover.
She didn’t know how to ask, or even if the Katarr was capable, but
he was being compassionate.

Keeping her face turned away, she whispered,
“I’m scared, my heart hurts, and I don’t want to be alone right
now.”

The pain in her voice stung Mrir. Katarrs
were a loving species, quick to comfort each other. She needed more
comfort than he’d offered so far. “I will stay, if you wish me
to.”

He wasn’t going to assume anything. Like him,
she was alone, away from her kind. Among his, it wasn’t unheard of
for grief to arouse the need to mate. If she did wish to mate, he
was willing. He’d been too long without the touch of a female to
deny himself the opportunity, even with one that was so
different.

“Yes.” She pulled away, keeping her head
lowered so that he couldn’t see her face. Removing her shirt, she
dropped it to the floor. To his eyes, even with the barely there
illumination, her pale skin gleamed. Her hands dropped to the
fastening of her pants, and Mrir decided that was information
enough, rising to remove his own.

He let them fall to the floor, and she
dropped hers to join them. She moved over, back against the wall,
to give him room on the narrow bunk. Lying on his side, he
hesitated briefly. Compared to him, she was small and delicate, and
willing or not, she had become tense and still.

Tria half expected the alien to just pounce.
Instead, a furred hand touched her face, cupping her jaw while his
thumb caressed her cheek. He began purring softly, the heat of his
body quickly filling the small space between them. He was reclined
on one elbow, putting him higher and blocking out everything for
her, but him; a slightly darker shape in the room’s darkness.

The tenseness faded, unable to stand against
the gentleness with which he acted. Letting out a sigh, she let the
last bit of it drain out. Only then did he slowly begin exploring
her skin, trailing his fingers down the side of her neck to her
shoulder. They glided down her arm until reaching her hand. His
fingers curled under her palm with the barest twitch indicating he
wanted her to move it.

Tria raised it to his chest to do her own
exploring, and shivered in reaction as his fingers slid back down
her arm to her side. Thick smoothness met her hand and it didn’t
take long to re-assess her earlier judgment. He was all hard, thick
muscle underneath that softness. Raw power at rest, not a quiver to
indicate he was keeping himself in check for any sudden
movement.

Her other hand joined in. His was stroking
the small of her back. Exploring upwards, she found his neck and
then his jaw, and with just a little pressure, brought his head
closer to hers. Subtleness worked, she realized. Pushing up to
match his recline, she found his lips and brushed hers across them.
They’d looked thinner than she was used to, but his size had added
to the impression.

His hand slid from her back to her hip,
dipped over her butt and down her thigh. He returned each light
kiss with one of his own, chaste little kisses until she licked at
his bottom lip. Still purring, he returned that gesture while
bringing his hand up in one long sweep from thigh to her
shoulders.

Something heavy and furry
slid across her ankle–his tail. Tria had forgotten about it, and
the reminder caused a second’s pause. What
am I doing? He’s an alien.

Maybe not a Drac, and not one she’d ever
fought against, but an alien. The hesitation faded as his hand
slipped up her neck and was buried in her hair. He shifted
slightly, cradling her head while sending his tongue to twine
delicately with hers.

A hum of appreciation escaped her. Sex had
become an almost desperate matter the last three months and his
gentleness was a welcome change. That had been what she wanted,
change to wipe away Jack’s memory. Tria gave herself up to the
sensations, the differences between them welcome for the time
being.

Mrir was finding her furless skin strangely
erotic. He’d never lain with a member of a species other than his
own before, but she was responding to his cautious explorations.
Mindful of his fangs and her lack of them, he kissed her carefully,
protecting her mouth from inadvertent injury.

She was completely relaxed and seemed content
to let him take the lead in the matter now. The urge to show her
all of the tenderness he was capable of rose, Perhaps she would
find enough pleasure in their coupling to desire more in the
future.

The thought showed him a way to insure her
safety within the Pen, and Mrir put it aside for later
consideration. He would know better how the suggestion would be
accepted by the time they arrived on Devana.

She went easily to her back when urged to.
Leaving her mouth, he trailed his lips across her jaw, down her
neck, before moving lower. Her breasts were small, barely filling
the palm of his hand. But then, she was smaller, the top of her
head just reaching a point under his chin when standing. A swirl of
his tongue made her nipple harden and a soft gasp sound.

He liked the sound and set to drawing more
from her. The process resulted in ragged breathing from her, and
aching hardness for him. Sending a hand down her stomach, he found
a light pelt of fur at the mound of her sex. Her legs parted at his
touch and wetness met his fingers.

Intrigued, he explored and found her quite
similar to Katarr. Folds parted to reveal the little nub of flesh,
and a stroke made her back arch in response. Mouth skimming from
breast to breast, he continued stroking until she cried out, a
shudder wracking her. Her scent had grown intoxicating. The wetness
increased and he realized it would ease their joining.

Sliding over her, Mrir found her lips again.
Lowering himself while bracing on one arm, he cradled the back of
her head with one hand and guided himself with the other. The need
to bury himself with one quick thrust was sternly checked. Instead,
he growled quietly into her mouth while pushing into her. Tria’s
fingers dug into his shoulders and she moaned.

Am I hurting her?
Mrir paused, but she murmured, “Don’t
stop.”

A few seconds more, and they were one, joined
and fitted perfectly to one another. The Katarr savored the
sensation of being sheathed in tight velvet, his purr faltering as
their lips turned greedy.

Her hands slid from his shoulders to back to
press and stroke in silent demand. Moving, he eagerly surrendered
to it, slowly thrusting. She–Tria–made pleased noises to fill his
ears, and they increased as the heavy feeling of pleasure built
inside him.

Her cry of release, when it came, heralded
his own low snarl of satisfaction as he stiffened to spill his seed
into her.

Mrir panted heavily, cheek pressed to her
temple as he listened to her do the same. By the time the thunder
of his heart had slowed, he’d softened enough to withdraw easily.
Unwinding his tail from her leg, he grasped her ankle to straighten
it so that he could move.

Would she want him to leave her side, or
allow him to curl around her to sleep? He would prefer that.

Tria rolled as he lay on his side, breathing
in the warm gingery scent of his fur while snuggling close. She
felt lazy and sated as he slid an arm under her neck and went
still.

For a brief space of time, she’d felt
completely safe. Mrir’s larger body had cocooned her into a world
of pleasure and heat with only the two of them present. His tail
lay heavy across her calves, one arm over her waist as his fingers
stroked her back and he began purring again.

Alien or not, he’d been considerate and
thrilling. Lifting a hand to his face, she tilted her head back to
lay a kiss on the corner of his lips before wiggling around. The
curve of his body cradled hers perfectly when she spooned against
him. His heavy arm settled around her and a sigh eased out over his
purr.

Mrir listened to her breathing quietly even
out as she fell asleep. Grateful appreciation for her sharing of
herself filled him.

~

Tria woke up alone. Sitting and stretching,
she noticed the closed door of the hygiene closet. Gathering the
sheet to cover with as she wiped hair from her face, her nose
informed her it smelled of sex and ginger. It was odd to find such
a homey scent on an alien.

Pressing a handful of sheet to her nose, eyes
closing, Tria remembered her mother teaching her to bake. That had
been so long ago. She dropped her hand and started to bend for her
clothes.

The door slid open to reveal Mrir dressed in
his pants. He stepped out and paused, big golden eyes blinking once
before he spoke. “If you are hungry, I’ll go collect our morning
meals.”

“Yes. Thank you.”
I can’t believe I did that last night,
she thought as he walked across the room to pull
on his boots and vest. What if he thinks
that’s the way it’s going to be from now? “Last night . . .”

“You needed comfort. I am honored that you
allowed me to offer it.” He paused at the door, glancing back. “I
will return shortly.”

Tria stared at the door as it slid close
behind him and then shrugged. Getting up, she collected her clothes
and went to clean up.


Chapter Four

By the time they arrived on Devana, Tria had
decided the Katarr wasn’t a bad sort. He hadn't mentioned her
moment of weakness. In fact, he had made no comment whatsoever
about that first night. He had begun her instruction, and proved to
be very concise and patient as a teacher.

A screen embedded in the surface of the table
had provided visuals of the twenty or so alien species that made up
the entirety of Pit fighters. Mrir had supplied her with detailed
information: physical stats, speed and weak points, his thick,
furred finger marking the correct spots with light taps. The few
that weren't larger than her proved to be poisonous.

As fuel for survival, revenge began to seem
not enough.

~

They landed on what appeared to be a small,
private airfield. Tria walked beside Mrir as he led her from what
he’d called a ‘surface runner’, a small ship used for transport
between larger ones and planet surfaces. The sky held her attention
for the first few steps. It was blue, but had an unfamiliar
greenish undertone.

The Katarr’s usually quick stride was slow,
giving her plenty of time to look around. Dracs were everywhere,
and her heart rate accelerated as instinct screamed to attack.
Fists clenching tightly, Tria startled as a heavy rope of warm
velvet coiled around one wrist.

Looking up, she found Mrir gazing at her.
“The odds are too high, Tria. You are the only human on Devana to
my knowledge. Where would you go to ground? You know only a few
words of Trader, so communication with any who might aid you is
impossible.”

Scowling, she had to admit he was telling the
stark truth. Forcing her hands to uncurl, she took a deep breath
and let it slowly out. The tip of his tail brushed her palm in
apparent approval as he said, “Those who think live to become
veterans in the Pit.”

Tria realized then that she was getting her
last breaths of fresh air–possibly forever–as they neared an
entrance that seemed to lead underground. The Katarr paused when
she did, not saying a word as she looked around for a few more
minutes, breathing deeply of air that smelt a little strange.

Giving a tiny nod, she let him know she was
ready. Tail still wrapped around her wrist, he led her inside.

Tria was acutely aware of the unfriendly
stares directed her way by every Drac they passed as Mrir led her
through a maze of corridors. His silent, large presence seemed to
guarantee her safe passage as they traversed them. She inched a
little closer, until her shoulder brushed his arm. If the Katarr
noticed, he gave no sign.

Noticing that her fingers
were twitching spasmodically, Tria forced herself to relax. Giving
into the desire to attack one of them would be a quick end to the
matter. Though, she
grimly thought, the getting ripped to
shreds part would probably seem to last forever.

Mrir, for his part, had discovered he
genuinely liked the human over the course of their journey. She’d
proven to be a quick student, able to correctly answer every
question he put to her over her studies.

She’d also proven to have a way with odd
turns of phrase, forcing him to mentally scramble to understand
her. After years of dealing with beings of lower intelligence and
animal cunning, the Katarr found her both refreshing and a
challenge to be relished. He was applying himself whole-heartedly
to the task of learning about her.

His only disappointment was that Tria hadn’t
extended another offer of sharing herself. He’d enjoyed himself
immensely, as it had a combination of relief from his
self-inflicted celibacy and the exoticness of his first non-Katarr
sexual experience.

However, he understood that she’d been alone
and vulnerable that first night. Since then, she’d shown herself to
be in full control and determined to learn how to survive her new
existence.

They paused before a large door that opened
automatically. Mrir's tail tapped her lower back as Tria scanned
the interior, and he gestured for her to precede him when she
glanced at him.

Obeying, she studied the feathered aliens
moving around inside. They were thin, brightly colored with small
black eyes and three fingered hands. Their feet, she noted, were
just like a bird's: three toes forward, one back, all ending in
short, pointed nails.

One hustled over, trilling at Mrir as it
looked her up and down with bright eyes. The Katarr answered in
what he'd told her was Trader Standard, the second language of all
species. It fluffed its turquoise feathers, bobbing its head while
trilling softly. Tria looked at the Katarr for an explanation.

"This is Cheerl, and he will be your Healer.
He bids you welcome, and promises to tend you well," Mrir informed
her.

Ah, my new doctor,
Tria thought. Better make
nice, since I'm probably going to be seeing him a lot.
Offering her hand, she said, "Hi, Cheerl. I'm
pleased to meet you."

He blinked bright eyes as he gazed at the
offered hand while Mrir translated her words. Hesitantly, he raised
his to touch hers. Tria decided a shake would probably startle him,
so just squeezed his fingers lightly. They were warm and a little
scaly in texture. She let go, watching as he trilled what sounded
like a question to the Katarr. Mrir shrugged a massive shoulder in
answer.

The two aliens engaged in a fast-paced
exchange, the word 'human' the only one she understood.
Half-listening, she took another look around the room. Nothing
looked remotely familiar.

"Tria."

"Yeah?" She met the Katarr's eyes, raising
both eyebrows.

"Cheerl requires a sample of your blood and a
scan, so that he will be able to heal you as needed.”

Great, a doctor that's never
seen a human before, Tria thought in
dismay. I'm doomed. "Okay."

Mrir was amused by Cheerl's excitement at
having a new species to care for. The Sparion chattered happily,
pausing only to let the Katarr translate necessary instructions.
Mrir trusted him, not only because Sparions were a gentle species,
but because Cheerl was his own Healer and a friend.

Tria allowed the Sparion to draw a blood
sample, but balked when told to undress. "Why?"

"Clothing will interfere with the scan," Mrir
patiently explained. "You will stand there, on that disc, and the
scan will take a few minutes to complete. It will tell Cheerl
everything he requires in order to tend your injuries or illnesses.
Also, it will allow him to devise antidotes tailored to you for the
poisons of your opponents."

She didn't ask if it hurt, which it didn't.
Just took a deep breath and slowly began to undress, face
expressing unhappiness. At least, Mrir thought that was what she
was displaying. Humans had very expressive, mobile faces, he'd
discovered in their short association, and he was slowly learning
to read the many and varied expressions.

The removal of her clothing made her
slenderness more pronounced.

"She doesn't have much muscle mass," Cheerl
remarked, studying her. "How was she able to defeat Dracs? She
doesn't appear strong enough to defeat me."

"I don't know," Mrir admitted. Her nudity
made her appear more fragile than he'd thought. With fur and a
tail, she’d be almost identical to females of his species. Mrir’s
eyes dipped to the sparse pelt of red at the juncture of her legs,
which he’d felt, but this was the first time he’d seen her nude and
in bright light.

Do the males of her species
require a guide to mate successfully? the
Katarr wondered, then was startled as her pale skin changed colors,
turning a faint pink. Looking up, he found her face set in a blank
expression, but her narrowed eyes were full of green fire.
I’ve made her uncomfortable by staring,
he realized. "Please step onto the disc,
Tria."

She obeyed, movements stiff. Cheerl tapped
controls after she was in place, and the display sprang into
existence around her. Mrir saw her eyes widen as she looked at the
play of light and the formation of the overlays. They showed her
bone structure, internal organs, with bright spots indicating old
injuries.

The Katarr blinked at the large number as
Cheerl muttered, "Primitive healing techniques."

Tria forgot embarrassment as
the schematic appeared in front of her. Fascinated, she stared at
it. Wow, maybe I'm not doomed.
"What are all those bright spots?"

"Those show your previous injuries. Cheerl
says the healing techniques of your kind are primitive," Mrir
responded.

"Yeah, well, those 'primitive techniques'
have doubled our life spans," Tria snapped, stung by the
remark.

Mrir made a low chuffing sound she decided
was his version of laughter as the schematic faded. "You may dress
now. Cheerl will need some time to program the tank."

Hastily stepping down, again aware she was
naked, Tria snatched up her fatigue pants and pulled them on before
asking, "Tank?"

"It will finish the healing of those
injuries" she was informed. "We will go and arrange for new
clothing for you, then return here."

"They're healed already," she replied,
pulling her shirt on. "They don't hurt."

"Their marks still exist, so they aren't
fully healed," the Katarr said. "The tank will heal them
completely."

Tria kneeled to lace up her
boots, turning that statement over in her head. Guess I don't have much of a choice in the matter,
she thought while standing up. Mrir and Cheerl
exchanged another quick spate of words before the Katarr led her
out of the room.

More hard stares from Dracs as they walked.
Tria refused to lower her eyes, but tried to keep her expression
neutral to avoid setting one off. Their next stop was filled by
more of the bird aliens, who measured her while trilling questions
at Mrir. "They wish to know if you are always this size."

"This tall, yeah. I used to be a little
heavier, before food started getting scarce," she admitted.

"How much heavier and how was it
distributed?" came the question. Sighing, Tria tried to think, only
to end up gesturing over herself to indicate where she'd had more
meat on her bones. That seemed to satisfy the birds. Mrir nodded to
them then his tail tapped her back again. "We will return to the
Healer's section now."

Cheerl had evidently
finished the required programming. Tria stared suspiciously at the
cylinder while he trilled and warbled at the Katarr.
How the hell does that work? she wondered.

"You will need to undress again. Cheerl says
that two days are needed."

She looked up at him. "What do you mean, two
days?"

"You will sleep while being healed. This will
fill with regenerative fluid," he pointed at the cylinder, "which
you will be immersed in."

Unconscious for two days in a strange
environment filled with Dracs? Was he nuts? Tria shook her head,
backing off. "No. No way in hell."

Mrir frowned. “Your prior injuries are a
weakness, Tria. They must be fully healed.”

“I’m not going into that thing,” she snarled,
backing up another few steps.

Mrir sighed before walking towards her.
"Tria, please. You will be safe here."

"If you touch me, I'll kill you," she hissed,
assuming a slight crouch and bringing her hands up defensively.

Mrir paused, surprised by the threat. The
Sparions had all frozen, their eyes focused on the tense tableau.
Kill him? Did his care of her the past four days mean nothing?
Hadn’t he proven worthy of her trust?

She was frightened, and fear made many
unreasonable. His stung pride subsided at the realization that he
would be required to force her. Their previously friendly
association was more to his taste.

"Cheerl, please prepare a sedative. When I
have her, inject it," Mrir quietly ordered, watching Tria’s eyes
narrow as she tried to figure out what he was saying. The Healer
chirped a soft response, turning to do as instructed.

Mrir took another step towards Tria, raising
his hands in what he hoped was a placating manner. "Tria, I promise
that you won't be harmed and will be safe here."

"I'm not going into that thing" was her
adamant response, delivered with cold finality.

Mrir sighed before making a quick grab. She
knocked his hands away, dancing lightly out of reach, then spun and
kicked at his knee. He jumped to avoid the blow, and blocked her
fist as it came around. She hit him with the other one, her teeth
bared.

If he wanted to injure her, the fight would
end quickly. However, he only wished to subdue her. The Katarr was
impressed by how difficult she made the job. Tria fought fiercely,
landing several solid blows. Finally, he was able to pin her
against the wall as Cheerl quickly stepped up and pressed the hypo
to her neck.

"Bastards!" she screamed before going
limp.

"She is quite spirited, yes?" Cheerl
asked.

"Yes." Mrir carefully lifted her, testing his
left knee. She'd landed several kicks to the side of it. He thought
perhaps there was some torn cartilage. Limping over to place her on
a med bed, he asked the Sparion, "Will you add the directive for
Trader Standard, so that she may communicate more easily?"

"Of course. Help me prepare her for the tank.
Then I tend you, yes?" The Sparion's eyes twinkled at him, and Mrir
chuffed in response.


Chapter Five

Tria’s head filled with the low hum of a
voice speaking gibberish. Strange visions of blurry green with
bright figures swimming past appeared from time to time. A few
times, there was a dark shape that stood still and had large,
unblinking eyes.

The low voice gradually began making sense,
so Tria listened to it.

~

Mrir entered the Healer’s section, nodding to
Cheerl as he crossed to stand in front of the regen tank that held
the human. As if she sensed his presence, her eyes half-opened.
Meeting them, the Katarr wondered what Tria would accept as an
apology for his forcing her submission.

~

Almost forty-eight hours later, Mrir examined
the small room, tail swishing slowly from side to side. The mood in
the Pen when he'd returned had been alert anticipation, even after
delivering a warning of the punishments decreed for damaging or
killing the human.

The idea he’d had on board ship was the best
solution to the matter, so he’d begun implementing it that
morning.

His quarters were larger than the others, due
to his special status. They consisted of a large outer room and a
smaller one that had a private bath. They also were secured by
voice lock, which wasn't accessible from the guard station. Some
rearranging had made the large room both living and his sleeping
area. The smaller room had been outfitted for Tria. He would add
her to the voice lock, and she'd have a secure place to be when he
wasn't in the Pen.

Purring in satisfaction, the Katarr hoped
she'd be pleased enough to not be angry over their disagreement.
Stepping out of the small room, he checked the time. Cheerl
would've already begun the removal process. He needed to leave now
if he wanted to be there when her eyes opened.

~

Cold. Again.

Shivering, Tria tried to open her eyes. There
was something gluing them shut, so she lifted a hand to swipe at
them.

"You feel better, yes?"

"What?" Despite the sticky feeling, she
managed to open her eyes and focus on the turquoise face leaning
over her. For a few seconds, she simply gazed in wonder. Then
memory returned and she shot straight up. The bird squawked,
hopping backwards to avoid a collision and she slid off the table
into a defensive crouch. Two Dracs aimed laser pistols and she
froze, having had a taste of the weapons before.

The bird - Cheerl, she remembered - hurried
around, a large towel in one three fingered hand. He offered it.
"Here, Tria. They have come to escort you to the Pen."

Taking it and grimacing at the sticky stuff
all over her, Tria wrapped herself in it while asking, "Where's
Mrir?"

Cheerl edged closer, his eyes blinking
rapidly. Almost whispering, he replied, "I don't know. Be very
careful, yes?"

He seemed sincerely concerned, which touched
her. "I will. Hey, how come I can understand you now?"

"You were taught Trader while in the tank.
Mrir wished for you to be able to communicate better," he answered.
The faint memory of a voice talking nonsense rose, and Tria nodded
in understanding. Mentally, she thumped herself for fighting with
the Katarr.

Maybe he decided to leave
her to handle the situation without help because of it.
My own damn fault, she
thought.

"Human, we leave now," one of the Dracs
hissed. Cheerl moved back, his black eyes still blinking.

"Thanks, Doc," Tria said, making sure the
towel was secure. It covered her from under the arms to just above
the knees. Transferring her attention to the Dracs, she replied,
"I'm coming."

They marched silently, laser
pistols poking her in the sides. The walk seemed to take forever
and Tria found it was an effort to keep her mouth closed.
All it'd take is one slip, and no more me,
she thought. Hey, but they
did set two of them on me. Guess I’m a Drac boogeyman.

They finally stopped before a shimmering
field stretched across an arched doorway wide enough for an
elephant to go through. Two more Dracs stood guard to either side
of it. Tria peered through it to find a room with the wall opposite
made up of thick, metal bars. The shimmer disappeared, and she was
roughly prodded inside. There were four Dracs waiting there, and a
rush of odors that were completely unfamiliar to her. "This is the
egg bearer?"

She glanced sideways at the one who'd asked.
He hissed out laughter. "She'll never make it to the Pit."

Just what I needed,
she thought. Thanks for
the vote of confidence, Gator boy.

They hissed a conversation designed to psych
her out, which she ignored as best she could, taking their poking
and shoving with a clenched jaw. There was a lot of talk about her
fellow fighters, and what some of them were likely to be doing to
her in just a few minutes. After a little while, they got tired of
taunting without receiving a response.

"Open the gate." The bars began to slide up
into the ceiling.

Well, this is it. I might be
dead, or wishing I were, in just a few minutes. Tria winced at the thought.

"I'd appreciate being notified when plans are
changed," a deep, raspy voice said from behind her. Turning to look
over her shoulder, Tria found Mrir walking through the first
entrance, his tail lashing and eyes narrowed as he scanned the
Dracs. "Since the human is my special responsibility."

The cheerful mood in the guardroom plummeted,
Dracs shifting nervously. He stopped beside her as the bars
finished moving out of the way, fingers touching her elbow. "Come,
Tria, I'll show you to your quarters."

Breathing a silent sigh of relief, she
agreed. "Okay."

There were ten aliens busy working out on
what looked like over-sized gym machines. Tria studied them quickly
before looking around the huge room they'd entered. There were
doors set along each side wall, and two open entrances at the
opposite end led to what looked like a dining area and a communal
shower.

She took another look at the
aliens, who were all staring back. The big, blue guy flashed yellow
teeth, and Tria fought down the shudder the expression
caused. He's a Xenite, she thought, flipping through her mental files.

Mrir paused in front of the first door to the
left of the barred entrance. "Open."

The door slid open, and at the tap of his
tail on her back, Tria walked inside. "It looks like someone's
already living here."

There was a platform type bed, a couple of
chairs and a large viewing screen mounted on one wall. Looking
down, she found a thick, dark brown rug underfoot. A set of low
shelves held clothing and a couple of pairs of boots. The top shelf
had some white cubes lined up on it.

"Yes, I am," Mrir answered.

She stepped away from him, disbelief filling
her. "Excuse me?"

"Your room is there, Tria," he said, pointing
to a door she hadn't noticed. Swallowing a protest, Tria crossed to
it. It slid open automatically at her approach, and remembering all
she had on was a towel and drying sticky stuff, she stepped hastily
inside.

Shock filled her as the door
closed and she stared at the small room. It wore off after a few
minutes, and Tria slapped a hand over her mouth to muffle the
giggles escaping. Oh, my god, where did he
get this stuff?

It almost looked like a normal bedroom . . .
for a pre-teen girl. Her wide eyes took in the dark purple rug, a
bed covered with a flowery purple spread, and a small, brass framed
vanity. A set of low white shelves held neatly folded clothing in
the middle, two pairs of boots lined up on the bottom, and a small
wicker basket on the top.

The Katarr obviously meant it as a peace
offering, not required after his nick in time appearance just a
minute before.

Curious, Tria crossed to see what the basket
held. She found a mini player, plus several tiny music cards for
it. Blinking in astonishment, she turned around and spotted another
doorway. It was a bathroom - or the alien approximation of one.
There was a shower, a sink, and what passed for a toilet.

There were also hygiene products. Familiar
ones: shampoo, bathing gel, toothpaste and a toothbrush. Staring at
them, Tria let the towel drop to the floor.


Chapter Six

Clean and smelling of home, Tria admitted she
owed Mrir an apology while picking out fresh clothing.

Whatever motivation was
behind his kindness to her from the start, the Katarr had been
unfailingly polite until she'd resisted. He
still wasn’t trying to hurt me, she thought
while pulling on a pair of dark blue pants. Just subdue me.

Physically, she felt great. Tiny aches she
hadn’t really been aware of were gone. Lacing up a sleeveless vest
after tugging it on, Tria decided to stop being suspicious of the
felinoid's actions.

Mrir was a good guy. He'd been making
consistent efforts to make things easy as possible for her. It was
clear that sharing his quarters would cause the others to think she
belonged to him - his way of offering all the protection he was
able to.

Moving over to the vanity,
Tria picked up the brush laying on it. Running it through her wet
hair, she gazed at her reflection. Tell him
thank you, and apologize. He has no reason to be nice, and every
reason to be pissed off for the complications I’m
causing.

She needed a friend if she was going to have
any chance to survive this new life. Mrir could probably use one
too. He had to be as lonely as she was. Decision made, Tria
replaced the brush before heading for the doorway.

It slid open to reveal Mrir sitting in one of
the chairs, a cube in his hand. Curious, she asked, "What's
that?"

"Images of my family," he replied, lifting
the cube slightly. Taking it as an invitation to look, Tria crossed
the room to do just that, halting beside his chair.

The image was of a smaller Katarr, with the
same ebony fur as Mrir's. His eyes were pale green, instead of
gold. "Who's that? He's young, right?'

"My brother, Tresh, and yes, he is the
youngest of us. This is an older image." The Katarr did something,
and the picture changed to show what she assumed was a more current
one. The kid had grown up to be almost as powerfully built as his
brother.

"He looks a lot like you, except for the
eyes."

The remark apparently encouraged the Katarr.
He caused the image to change again. "My sister, Greth."

Greth proved to be beautiful, her fur a mix
of ebony and pure white that made her look like a Russian Blue.
Black outlined her deep golden eyes like thick kohl. "She's
gorgeous, Mrir."

"And this is my brother, Sarss," he said,
making the image change again as a brief, raspy purr sounded. Tria
studied the new picture. Sarss looked like a cheetah, if they came
in black with pale gray markings edged in darker gray.

"His fur is really pretty," she remarked,
realizing the Katarr was quite proud of his family. Mrir blinked,
and she decided 'pretty' probably wasn't a word he'd heard used for
a Katarr warrior before. Tria remembered she'd meant to do
something.

"I'm sorry I lost it the other day, Mrir. I
really appreciate," she waved a hand towards the door of her room.
"I'll try not to cause any more problems."

She truly means it,
the Katarr thought as he rose from his seat to
replace the cube on his shelf. She'd accepted his peace
offering.

"You're welcome, Tria. I will show you the
dining hall and instruct you on the operation of the food
processors. The others do not speak your language, so perhaps it's
best to use it around them for now."

"Until they've got it firmly in their heads
I'm supposed to be your girlfriend, right?" she asked.

Hesitating, Mrir ran the word through his new
language before nodding. "I felt it the best way to insure your
safety, here in the Pen."

"Thank you." She smiled in
response. It softened the hard angles of her face, angles he now
realized were apparent because of her time with little food.
They will likely fade as she regains the mass
she's lost, he decided.

"You're welcome."


Chapter Seven

Heart in her throat, Tria stared out of the
holding pen as the Denil scuttled to the center of the Pit, kicking
up the red sand. Mrir's voice seemed far off as he murmured in her
ear, "You will defeat him, Tria. Remember to avoid his
stinger."

She drew in a deep breath and nodded.
Releasing it, she forced herself to leave the holding area and step
onto the sand. The crowd noise tripled as the spectators caught
their first look at her, and the Denil's pointed head dipped.

The insectoid obviously had no idea what to
make of her, and Tria prayed that meant he wouldn't be able to tell
how terrified she was.

Her training grace period
was over, her first match just seconds away. Swallowing hard as she
neared him, she thought, Have to show them
what humans are made of. And prove to Mrir he hasn't wasted his
time on me.

The Katarr was a ruthless trainer, building
on the combat experience she already possessed. They'd become fast
friends, and his irregular displays of 'ownership' had kept the
others from taking runs at her. Those displays were nothing more
than his tail curling around her ankle as they ate meals together,
or an arm around her shoulders when he explained a move. He was
careful not to do anything that might cause her to feel
uncomfortable.

I can do this,
Tria thought grimly. Taking a firmer grip on her
knife, she began circling the Denil, watching for an opening. She
was in top shape, and the terror of a painful death had her on high
alert. Her world narrowed down to the alien, filtering out
everything else: the crowd and the avid gazes of the other fighters
in the holding areas set in the walls of the Pit.

The Denil decided she wasn't worth much
effort. His segmented tail lashed out, stinger already dripping
with poison as it darted at her chest.

Take it out!

Ducking and turning, Tria made a grab with
her free hand. Surprise almost caused her to lose the grip she
managed, just a few inches behind the deadly stinger. Yanked off
balance as the Denil drew his tail back, Tria slashed hard with the
knife just above her white-knuckled hold.

Ichor began flowing and the
insectoid responded with a high-pitched squealing that hurt her
ears. Teeth bared, she sawed away, thinking, Won't have to avoid it if it's gone!

The stinger dropped with a thump to the sand,
and Tria screamed as the swipe of a pincer like hand cut across her
back. Letting go of his tail, she dropped to roll out of reach. The
surge of satisfaction at having removed one of his weapons didn't
last as she popped to her feet and he scuttled towards her with
clacking noises. Giving ground, Tria led him away from where the
stinger lay. Landing on it wouldn't be advisable.

He was tough, and the fight dragged on for
what felt like eternity. She lost count of how many times a sharp
edge laid open skin, and the awareness she was growing weak from
blood loss slowly grew.

I've got to finish
this, she thought, staggering a retreat
from another slash of pincers. I have to be
able to leave the Pit.

He had her measure now, and
the number of spots ichor dripped from had driven him into a rage.
Tria knew that she'd put up a better fight than he was
expecting. Well, now it's time to really
surprise him, she decided.

Feinting left, as though she were going to
circle around him, Tria dashed in close with her knife raised. The
Denil chittered in surprise and almost backed away before changing
his mind.

The feel of his pincer closing around her
upper left arm and shredding flesh almost knocked her out. Teeth
locked in a snarl, a scream rising, Tria stabbed the knife into his
throat with as much force as she could muster.

The Denil threw her aside, but she kept hold
of the knife, the move causing it to drag through his throat,
laying it completely open.

She landed a full thirty feet away, managing
to roll onto her side in order to watch his death throes play
out.

Dead. He's dead,
she thought muzzily. Closing her eyes, she let her
head fall to the sand. God, I
hurt.

"Tria!" Her name was called under the tumult
of the crowd she'd just begun to hear again. It was Mrir's voice, a
reminder that she still had to get herself out of the Pit.

Opening her eyes, she looked
at her arm, then hastily away. It seemed to be hanging by shreds of
flesh, blood seeping thickly out. Have to
get up.

Struggling, she managed to
make it to her knees, stomach lurching at the agony from her
arm. Shredded and broken,
she numbly decided while forcing herself
upright.

Where do I go?
She couldn't remember as she swayed.

"Come, Tria," the Katarr's low voice cut
under the crowd again. Turning, she focused on the direction she
thought it came from. Where Mrir was, there was the safety of
holding area and Cheerl waiting to tend her wounds.

~

She was badly injured and losing too much
blood. Mrir worried, watching her to climb to her feet. Cheerl
warbled faintly beside him, bright eyes blinking rapidly as he
stared at Tria.

"Come, Tria," the Katarr coaxed, and she
moved to face him. Keeping his voice pitched low, Mrir continued
talking to guide her back to the holding area. She staggered and
fell twice, but struggled back onto her feet. The blank look on her
bloody face said she was on her last reserves when she fell a third
time, and he redoubled his efforts. "It’s only a few more steps,
Tria. Come."

Relief overwhelmed him when she crawled
across the last tiny bit of space, and the Katarr bent to pick her
up. She was unconscious before he lowered her to a bench so that
Cheerl could begin working on her injuries. The Sparion trilled
quietly while using the regen rod on her most serious one - her
arm. "We will need to move her to the Healers' section after I've
stopped the bleeding, yes?"

"I'll carry her." Tail twitching in a series
of tiny, controlled jerks, the Katarr forced an expression of
patience. He'd grown extremely fond of Tria, to the point that
there would be an empty place in his life if she died. After
several minutes, Cheerl nodded. Mrir carefully gathered the limp
body to carry her to the Healer’s section, where it was decided she
would be placed in the regen tank.

“Six hours,” Cheerl told him. “Come collect
her then, yes?”

“Yes,” he agreed, willingly acting as the
healer’s assistant and beginning to undress her. Even with her
injuries, she proved tempting. The Katarr had to prevent himself
from caressing her face as he laid her back down after removing her
vest.

Once she was safely in the tank, he left for
the Pen. His own injuries had been mild, healed with the regen rod
in the holding area. He wanted a shower and the other fighters
would be leaving for their Harem privileges shortly. The Xenite and
Ruzerian would be confined to their quarters for the night, so he
would have the Pen to himself until it was time to collect
Tria.

~

In less than two hours, the Pen was quiet.
Mrir turned the overhead lighting down, as shadows weren’t things
to be wary of, with the others gone or secured.

Collecting a towel after stripping off his
dirty fighting leathers, the Katarr started out of their quarters,
intending to use the communal showers as he’d consistently done
since Tria’s arrival. The small room and its adjoining bathing
chamber were her private space.

Mrir paused, realizing that he’d have to
enter her room in order to take a robe to her when he returned to
the Healer’s section. Turning, he stepped back into their quarters
and ordered the door closed behind him. Hers slid open at his
approach, and her scent rushed out to greet him.

The natural spicy sweetness was laced with
the bathing gel he kept her supplied with from Thislel’s stores of
Terran goods. The perfume wove its way deep into his lungs, causing
a tingle to course down his spine.

A vague sense of guilt crept into Mrir as he
decided she wouldn’t begrudge the use of her shower this once.
Entering the bathing chamber, he set it to his preferences after
hanging his towel within easy reach.

Stepping under the steaming spray, he picked
up the unused bar of soap that lay on the ledge. Working up a thick
lather, he mused quietly over their friendship while beginning to
wash.

It had grown firm. Tria trusted him and
followed his suggestions easily. She stayed within their quarters
when his duties called him out of the Pen, and he’d taught her to
use the view screen so that she’d have amusement freely available.
Rinsing his fur thoroughly, Mrir paused as he reached for the
controls to turn the spray off.

A flash of her nude body filled his mind,
followed closely by a vivid recall of burying himself into her
heat. He grew hard instantly, and dropped his hand from the
controls. The Katarr studied the small collection of bottles, eyes
stopping on the one that contained her bathing gel. Reaching for
it, he opened it and sniffed the contents.

It had a clean, fruity scent; the reactive
twitch of his erection decided him. He needed relief from the ache
building in his loins, and privacy was a rare thing, not to be
wasted. Pouring a small amount into one palm, he closed the lid and
replaced the bottle. Turning away from the spray, he concentrated
on working it into a lather. The gel formed thick foam as its aroma
filled the steamy space.

Spreading it over his hardened length, Mrir
closed his eyes to concentrate on the memory of their coupling.
Light, loose strokes accompanied the re-living of exploring her
pale, smooth skin. Her taste seemed to fill his mouth, and finding
the tip of himself, he slowly drew a tight fist down his length. In
his imagination, he was again sliding into her for the first
time.

Firmer strokes followed as her soft voice
resounded mentally. The Katarr was soon panting heavily. As his
imagination supplied her cry of release, his deep snarl echoed off
the flat surfaces as his own flowed.

The self-pleasuring didn’t have the intensity
of their coupling, but it had relieved the ache. Catching his
breath after a few moments, Mrir turned and rinsed before splashing
water to wash away the spatters of evidence. He wistfully hoped
that Tria might again extend an offer to share herself in the
future.


Chapter Eight

The clash of metal was loud as the fighters
sparred in the Pit. Tria adjusted her grip on the short spear Mrir
was testing her on and wiped sweat from her brow with her free
hand. The Katarr wanted her to start using weapons with a longer
reach, and she wasn't comfortable with the idea, since the only
ones she'd used aside from her knife had been guns or
explosives.

Sparion Healers sat patiently on the benches
dragged out and placed against the Pit's wall. Dracs armed with
blaster pistols stood spaced around it as well. Up above the edge
of the high wall, Thislel sat in his private box, watching. The
Drac didn't attend the daily training all the time, but at least
twice a week, she'd noted.

About to try the move he'd shown her again,
Tria's attention was diverted by a shout of rage as the Xenite
threw down the mace he held and went after his sparring partner
with fists. The agile Filmerian, a snake like alien, avoided the
first swing. A second one never made it, because Mrir had reached
them. He took the Xenite down with one punch, then landed on his
chest and roared in the blue being's face. Tria could see his fangs
from where she stood at the far end of the line.

The Katarr didn't tolerate real fighting
between them. A few of them, the Xenite in particular, seemed to
have a difficult time remembering that. Usually, getting the hell
knocked out of them by a furry fist settled the matter, but with
Thislel in attendance, the Xenite was going to be force whipped as
punishment. Not by Mrir's order, Tria knew. He didn't like that
method of maintaining discipline.

Glancing up at the Drac, Tria saw him say
something to one of the nearby guards. Looking back, she saw Mrir
rising from the Xenite, his tail lashing angrily, his voice a snarl
as he ordered, "Enough for today."

Stomach already clenching in anticipation,
Tria sighed quietly while crossing the Pit to turn in the spear.
Four Dracs herded the Xenite out. By the time the rest of them
entered the Pen, the blue alien would be chained to the central
pillar in preparation for his lashes.

Since her arrival, she'd witnessed two other
beatings with the force whips, which were nasty items. A thin field
of energy coated the whip, and could be adjusted from 'stinging' to
'flay skin and meat'. Even though she'd killed before, the sight of
someone getting beaten with a whip made Tria sick to her stomach.
She'd thrown up after each.

Everyone was forced to watch
as a warning. Trudging across the red sand to where Mrir waited,
his tail still showing his displeasure, she sighed again.
He'll be in a lousy mood all evening.

Pausing beside him - the Katarr always
brought up the rear of the group - she wasn't surprised when his
tail rose, the end wrapping twice around her wrist. Since her first
match three days before, there'd been a lot more of the displays of
'ownership' going on. Every meal, his tail firmly wrapped around
her calf. The wrist holding was now standard as they travelled back
and forth between Pen and Pit.

Not that it bothered her much. After a little
over two months of being the only human around and seeing how some
of the others behaved, she was glad to have Mrir as both friend and
shield from their attentions.

Tria knew they weren't all shining examples
of their various species - they wouldn't have been Pit fighters if
they had been. Still, they were a rough lot that she was just as
happy to not have any more to do with than necessary, and if
pretending to be Mrir's girlfriend was the price, it wasn't much of
one.

"Stupid fool," the Katarr hissed in English,
his voice low and eyes narrowed when she looked up at his face.
They started walking, following the group. After a few steps, he
glanced at her. "My apologies, Tria."

"For what?" she asked in surprise.

"I'm aware you'd prefer not to view the
punishments. Unfortunately, Thislel deems it necessary that you do
so." His ears flicked in irritation. "You do not cause problems, so
do not need the warning of what misbehavior will result in."

Tria let his words sink in before responding.
"You talked to Thislel and tried to get him to let me slide on
watching them?"

"Yes." The word was also a hiss. A few
seconds later, the Katarr sighed deeply, one shoulder lifting in an
abbreviated shrug.

"Thanks for trying," she said, touched he'd
made the attempt. "That was nice of you, Mrir."

"I was unsuccessful," he pointed out, ears
flattening.

He's really upset about
this. "But you tried, and that counts for
something," she said, offering a smile. "In my book
anyway."

The smile seemed to make him feel better.
Rounded ears perked up as his eyes widened to normal. He smiled
back, the tiny flash of fang that passed for one among Katarrs.

Mrir wasn't required to watch the punishments
being meted out, but the Katarr had from the day he'd entered the
Pit. Distasteful as they were, he stood with the others so that
none would think him weak and attempt to challenge as he maintained
discipline.

When they entered the Pen, he came to a halt
at the end of the line and positioned himself to partially block
Tria's view. His tail's grip on her wrist kept her still, and
allowed him to feel her flinch every time the force whip struck the
Xenite's back.

Her reaction made him feel his failure more
keenly, but as Thislel had pointed out, the human was an enslaved
fighter. 'Despite the fact she's also your bed warmer' the Drac had
added.

From the start, the Katarr had felt the
human's enslavement wrong. The more he learned of her, the more
firm that opinion had become. He was studying the problem,
determined to find a solution.


Chapter Nine

Tria watched Mrir barrel towards the holding
area after his roar of victory. He was blood-soaked, his fangs
bared, eyes narrowed and tail lashing wildly.

A smart person would get out
of the way, she thought as Cheerl started
the regen rod in preparation. The Sparion trilled, then requested,
"The hypo, please."

Tria retrieved it, amused as always by the
way Mrir went from wildly savage to his normal calm between one
step and the next as he entered the holding area. When they joined
him, the Katarr turned to stone, only the tip of his tail slowly
curling and uncurling. Lifting the hypo to his neck, she delivered
the antidote payload for the scratch he'd received from the stinger
of his Denil opponent.

Some of the blood was from a chest gash - a
lucky strike. The rest was the dark ichor that Denils bled, and it
smelt strongly of liver. Wrinkling her nose, Tria moved back so
Cheerl could run the regen rod over Mrir's injuries. "You, my furry
friend, need a shower in the worst way."

Wrinkling his own nose, the Katarr nodded in
agreement. She turned and scooped up a cup of water, which he
gratefully accepted. The first drink he swished and spit out was
tinted brown from the Denil's blood.

Tria refilled it after the Katarr had drunk
the rest, her eyes cutting to his tail off and on as the Sparion
worked. She'd figured out having them tending him after his Pit
battles was something Mrir greatly enjoyed. They were the closest
thing to family he had around.

"There, yes?" Cheerl said after about fifteen
minutes. "Anymore?"

"No, you found them all," the Katarr assured
him. "Thank you."

Tria wasn't fighting, because after her
fourth match, Thislel had decided to switch her to every other week
in the Pit. Still, whether they were up for a match or not, every
fighter was expected to be present in their assigned holding area
during the matches.

When Mrir's tail curled around her wrist and
tugged as he headed for the door, she was surprised. "Where are we
going?"

"It will be another hour before the last two
matches are over, if not longer. The guards can bring the others
back," he replied. "I want my shower now, while it's quiet."

"Okay. Bye, Doc." Tria waved at Cheerl, who
was gathering his things. The Sparion warbled a farewell as they
exited. No Dracs followed them, because Mrir wasn't a prisoner, and
he was also more than capable of keeping her from escaping.

If I had anywhere to escape
to, she thought, mentally shrugging. "Hey,
is there anything good on the 'screen tonight?"

"I'm sure we will find something of interest
to view," he said with another smile.

Evenings spent watching Tria assimilate new
information and sights had quickly become a favorite past time of
the Katarr's. For all her ferocity in the Pit, and determination to
survive her matches, he'd discovered she had an almost kittling
like wonder at seeing new things.

Mrir had also learned studying her facial
expressions while she commented on what she was seeing increased
his ability to read her emotional state. Quite useful, since she
had neither tail nor ears that moved to give them clearly, and her
moods could shift in the blink of an eye.

They parted once inside the Pen. Tria entered
their quarters while he continued down the length of the large area
to the communal showers. He’d never mentioned his usage of her
shower and she apparently hadn’t noticed. Her privacy was again in
place.

His own sister had always been adamant about
the matter, when they were younger. Mrir chuffed quietly as he
remembered one incident when he'd entered unannounced and had been
greeted with a flurry of thrown objects that had quickly driven him
back out.

Adjusting the water temperature, he moved
away and sat on a bench to unlace his open toed fighting boots
before standing and stripping off the heavy leather pants.

Less than five more
years, he thought with a silent sigh. The
thought led to others, far more disturbing to him.

What would become of Tria, if she was still
alive when his contract was finished? Would she be kept as Pit
fighter, placed in the Harem, or sold? Or executed, once her debt
was paid? Mrir shook his head, ears flattening.

Stepping under the spray, he tried to imagine
how she'd adjust to life in the Pen without his protection. The
wise course for her would be to select another protector - but the
facade they portrayed would be a reality with someone else. She
would no doubt choose to stand alone, rather than trade the only
thing she had of worth - herself.

Standing alone would
. . . Mrir hissed at the thought of her becoming a
pale shadow, forced to stay constantly on guard against attack. She
wouldn't last long in that situation. The stress would build until
she ended up losing a match, bleeding out on the sands.

Not a fitting end for her, in his opinion.
She had many years left, if her lifespan wasn't cut brutally
short.

Perhaps I can purchase her
freedom, he thought. Send her home to Greth if her debt's paid before my contract
ends. Free her and arrange for her return to Earth.

The idea pleased him, and Mrir knew his
family wouldn't object, whatever the expense. Katarrs didn't keep
slaves, being deeply offended by the idea of owning another living
being, and disgusted by the widespread traffic in slavery.

If she survives, I will do
that, he vowed.

~

The sight of humans on one of the feed
offerings surprised Tria. "What's. . . .”

Mrir was already selecting it, and the image
grew to fill the view screen. It was a documentary type program,
which he informed her was standard upon the discovery of a new
sentient species. There was so much disinformation delivered during
the first hour, Tria found herself laughing several times. She
began to feel defensive, hearing the repetition of 'primitive' at
regular intervals.

Her roommate was fascinated. Mrir’s golden
eyes never left the screen and rarely blinked as everything from
entertainment to procreation was touched on. Tria groaned, covering
her flaming face as a few snippets of porn were used in
illustration on that subject.

The narrator's dispassionate voice informed
viewers that humans appeared to be physically compatible with many
other species, adding that whether cross breeding would prove
successful had yet to be determined. The statement that an influx
of humans into the slave trade was expected caused Tria to jerk her
hands away from her face.

Eyes wide, she stared at the images of people
being inspected and sorted. It looked like scenes from old movies
about the Holocaust, and she shuddered in revulsion.

"Now that their home world has surrendered to
the Drac Empire . . .” The words seemed to drill into her brain,
and Tria lost track of anything else said on the screen.

Surrendered? They surrendered?

Mrir quietly ordered the view screen off,
attention riveted to Tria's profile as her skin went even paler,
her eyes wide and respiration climbing.

When she spoke, her voice was faint, shadows
of grief and disbelief coloring it. "They gave up. I can't believe
they gave up."

"The toll was too heavy," he guessed. "Six
years of war . . .”

"We've had longer lasting ones," she
protested.

"Amongst yourselves. Not against a race with
superior numbers and weaponry," he stated. "A race which has secure
places to breed countless warriors to send against your planet.
Something your own species hasn't had from the moment the
Drackennishan chose your world to invade."

"Your race fought them off." She was
beginning to flush with anger.

"Katarr had defenses in place that warned
well in advance of their appearance in our system. We met them on
the edge of it, and they weren't allowed past. They never set foot
on our planet. Once they make orbit around their targets, it's only
a matter of how long the war will last before they're victorious,"
Mrir explained.

The Katarr found himself flinching at the
look his words drew. Trying to soften what he'd said, Mrir added
gently, "We were fortunate, Tria. We had already experienced the
natural growing pains each race goes through. We were at peace
amongst ourselves for more than a century before the Dracs arrived.
We made technological advances and explored our system. Built our
defenses before taking the step of exploring beyond its
boundaries."

Her head drooped and she muttered, "Right.
We're the primitive race, compared to all the rest of you."

"A primitive race wouldn't have been able to
stand so long against them," Mrir disagreed. "Humans are simply a
young race."

"A race of slaves now." She pushed out of her
chair, head still ducked. "I'm going to bed."

The Katarr watched as she crossed to her door
and disappeared inside her room. Worriedly, he wondered what the
results of the matter would be. Tria's pride in her race had been a
motivation to her. The news that they'd surrendered had to have
damaged both that pride and her determination to survive.

~

In her room, Tria began pacing as she tried
to figure out what had made Earth surrender. Was Mrir right? Had
the Drac killed so many, humans were in danger of extinction?

He had to be right, because she couldn't
imagine them surrendering for any other reason. Survival at the
expense of surrender was better than total annihilation, and it
always gave the hope of rebelling later. Once there were enough
humans spread out to do some major damage. Once they'd learned the
new technologies and how to pilot ships.

Pulling out the information she'd gathered
from previous evenings spent in front of the view screen, Tria
pieced together what she thought would happen in the future.

The Dracs would take - were taking - a
portion of what was left of the Earth's population as slaves. They
would be used or sold to recoup the expenses incurred making war on
Earth. Those left had the right to enter into trade agreements with
other races, but tithes would be levied. It wasn't just a matter of
subjugating other races. The Dracs kept their conquests firmly
under their claws financially.

She knew only a few races had avoided defeat,
the Katarrs being one such. Mrir had made good points, but it was
still a bitter pill to know hers hadn't managed to win against the
reptiloids.

Her next thoughts were for those she'd lived
and fought with for so long. Who survived? Were any of them now
slaves?

I'll probably never
know, she finally admitted.
Any humans I do see . . . oh, god. What if I have
to face one in the Pit? Or watch one of the others fight a human?
What if . . . what if Mrir ends up facing one?

Tria knew the Katarr had chosen to enter the
Pit in order to provide for his family. She couldn't very well ask
him to lay down his life for a stranger when he had three - no,
four - people to provide and care for. How would she feel about
him, watching him return to the holding area after killing a
human?

How would she feel, walking out onto the
sands to face another of her own kind? Not fighting would result in
execution for both, but could she kill another human? Let herself
be killed?

Tria realized she had no answers at all for
those questions. Dropping down onto her bed, she stared sightlessly
up at the ceiling.


Chapter Ten

The past week had been extremely
uncomfortable for Mrir. His human roommate had stayed in her room
between training sessions and meals. She'd been a silent presence
during those, and was injured twice during sparring due to careless
mistakes.

He was beginning to think she'd decided to
give up. Glancing at her as he prepared to enter the Pit, Mrir
unhappily wondered if the match tonight would be her last. Her
normally expressive face was blank, eyes hidden by hair hanging
over them as she stared at the floor.

The Katarr could think of nothing to say that
might shake Tria out of her unnerving behavior, and he'd tried
several times only to be met with silence. Frustration filled him
as he yanked his eyes away from her to watch the dead fighter being
removed from the sands.

Watching her die wasn't something the Katarr
wanted to do. He would miss her greatly, as would Cheerl. The human
was a fascinating presence in his life, and had become a treasured
sesslaan - a close friend.

Shaking his head to clear his mind, Mrir
uttered a low growl while stalking out onto the sands when his name
was announced.

~

It'll solve the problem
rather neatly, Tria thought.
Just be a little careless, and I won't have to
worry about any of it. The fucking Dracs and their damn debt of
honor can rot in hell.

She watched as Mrir avoided
a slash from the heavy sword his opponent wielded, Cheerl warbling
excitedly beside her. Maybe I can find and
haunt Jack.

The idea was a sourly entertaining one. It
was his fault she was here, and would be his fault if she faced
another human or had to stand by and watch one die.

You fucked me over but good
that last time, Jack, she
acknowledged. In more than one
way.

So sorry, Tri. I'm so sorry,
baby. A mirthless grin stretched her lips
as his voice whispered across her memory. Had she imagined him
saying those words when the drug pulled her into
darkness?

A flurry of action drew her eyes back to
Mrir, who'd scored a deep stab with his own sword to his opponent's
shoulder. She realized the Katarr was close to ending the
match.

Then it would be her turn.

Idly, Tria wondered whom she'd be facing.
Hopefully, not one of the poison bearing types. That would be an
agonizing way to go.

~

Mrir surveyed Tria as another match was
unexpectedly called before hers. She replaced the spear she'd just
lifted from the weapons rack and turned to the water, scooping a
cup out. Carrying it over, she offered it to him. "Good match."

"Thank you." He accepted the cup, trying to
decipher what thoughts were flowing behind her green eyes as she
looked up at him.

"You're a good friend, Mrir. It's helped a
lot, having you and Cheerl," she said quietly.

The Katarr felt his heart clench. She had
given up. She was saying good-bye. "Tria."

"Yeah?" Distance was already visible in her
expression.

His mind went blank, so he raised a hand to
touch her hair. She smiled faintly. "More water?"

"No." Sadness filled him as she took the cup
and returned it before moving back to the weapons rack. After a
minute, she selected the short knife she preferred, the one weapon
he'd tried to convince her not to use, because it required such
close combat.

Cheerl trilled quietly as he finished healing
the last of the few cuts the Katarr had received during his match.
Turning to watch the one in progress, Mrir decided to indulge
himself as Tria re-joined them. Circling her waist with his tail,
he pulled her against his side and draped an arm around her
shoulders. Silently, he said, 'I will miss you'.

As though she'd heard the words, she slipped
an arm around his waist and leaned closer.

Tria had no idea why Mrir was suddenly
crossing the invisible line he'd marked, but she didn't care. It
was nice to be held by someone. Especially someone who hadn’t
betrayed her. Breathing in his gingery scent, she let her mind
wander.

No plans, just play it out
however it comes, she thought, feeling
peaceful now that she'd made her final decision. There was faint
regret that she hadn’t invited the Katarr to her bed a second time.
It would’ve been nice to have that to think about these last few
minutes.

The match ended and she grunted quietly,
seeing the Xenite twitching on the ground. Someone had finally
taken the big bastard out, which meant one less headache for
Mrir.

Five minutes later, she was stiff with shock
as her opponent came into view. "Is this some kind of joke?"

"No," Mrir answered, his tail and arm sliding
away.

"That's a Drac!"

"They do end up in the Pits
from time to time," he replied, and she glanced up at him.
So much for my plan, she
thought. Death by Drac? No way in
hell.

"Is he going to be added to my debt?"

Mrir's tail performed a complicated little
swirl. "No. Dracs who end up in a Pit have already lost all
honor."

"Good. Be right back." Gripping her knife
firmly, Tria marched out as she let her hatred free.

Relieved, Mrir leaned against the wall to
watch her. The Drac's appearance had shaken her out of the apathy.
She yelled something at the reptiloid. He thought it was 'egg
sucker'.

The Drac grated out a snarl as he whirled,
swinging his deadly tail. Mrir gaped as she avoided it, leaping to
its back. One arm went around its neck as her legs locked onto its
torso, and she strained backwards for a few seconds to pull its
head up. Then her knife flashed and she used the Drac to add force
to her jump for distance. The reptiloid went down thrashing as she
landed, and for the first time in Mrir's experience, the crowd went
completely silent.

Tria stood, watching the Drac for a brief
moment before lifting her eyes above the walls. She turned slowly,
gaze sweeping across the crowd, until she was facing the holding
area. With a shrug, she walked back.

"Piece of cake," she remarked while passing
the Katarr, not a scratch on her. Mrir snapped his mouth
closed.


Chapter Eleven

After their return to the Pen, Tria showered
even though she hadn't worked up a sweat. Thinking about the future
was firmly derailed. Instead, she distracted herself with plans for
the evening.

The others would be leaving for their Harem
privileges, not returning until the following afternoon. Even the
Ruzerian had managed to behave long enough to earn a visit, so it
would be just her and Mrir in the Pen.

It suddenly struck Tria that she might be
cramping the Katarr's lifestyle. His efforts to protect her had
kept him from visiting the Harem, and she felt guilty upon
realizing it.

I should do something about
that, let him know it's okay if he wants to go, she decided while stepping out after turning the water off.
Drying off, she tried to think of a way to bring the subject up.
Sex was something she usually avoided thinking about, since it led
to memories of Jack. Mrir never indicated that he was interested in
a repeat, so there wasn’t an outlet for her anyway.

She didn't want to injure
Mrir's dignity by mishandling the conversation. It doesn't make sense for him to have to do without, just
because of me, she thought. Leaving the
bathroom, she chose a nightgown and shrugged into a robe after
slipping the gown over her head.

If anyone asked, he can say
he’s in the mood for a change, Tria
decided. But how to bring it up to
him?

Leaving her room, she was a little surprised
to discover he'd left the door of their quarters open, but
remembered the Xenite was no longer among the living. Walking out
into the main room, she heard the faint sound of water, indicating
Mrir was taking a shower of his own. Eating seemed like a way to
pass time, so Tria wandered towards the dining hall.

I'll just bring it up. Be
very matter of fact about it. She paused,
catching sight of Mrir while beginning to cut across the Pen’s
width. His broad back was to her, and white foam coursed down it to
his trim waist, stark against his black fur.

Curiously, she looked him over. His tail was
attached just above the cleft of a pair of extremely taut buttocks.
The tip curled and relaxed on the tile. Mrir was obviously enjoying
his shower.

His legs were thick with long muscles. There
was enough power in them to propel him a good twenty feet straight
up. She’d seen him leap and grab the edge of the Pit’s walls when
dodging attempts to slam him against them. From a standing
position, he could jump a cool thirty feet forward. Despite the
Katarr’s heavy musculature, he was as quick and agile as any
housecat she’d ever seen.

She began walking again as he started to
turn, watching from the corner of her eye. Warmth spread when he
completed the turn, both hands slicking water from his head as he
leaned back into the spray. She blushed, remembering the feel of
him on and inside her.

Dragging her eyes from his nudity, Tria
walked down to the dining hall and paused in front of one of the
food processors to begin selecting a meal. She'd just finished when
a change in the atmosphere indicated the Katarr had arrived. "Enjoy
your shower?"

"Yes." Mrir appeared beside her, dressed in a
loose pair of pale gray pants. His fur was slightly damp, and the
smell of ginger seemed stronger as he began selecting his own meal.
Tria collected hers as it appeared and carried it to the closest
table.

A moment later, the Katarr joined her. "Are
you feeling better now, Tria?"

He'd understood earlier. She'd seen it in his
eyes when he'd touched her hair. "I guess. For now."

Looking down at his tray, the Katarr said, "I
would miss you greatly, sesslaan."
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