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The Silent One
Bree wasn’t really sure how old she was; things like birthdays hadn’t ever been something celebrated. Most of the time, her mother had yelled at her just for being alive. They’d lived in an overcrowded slum that Bree had wandered through a lot as a child. Her wanderings had started when her mother began pushing her out into the dirty hallway when men came over.
Bree didn’t mind having to go. Being sent out was a lot less scary than staying. The men would lie on her mother, making funny sounds, thinking things she was pretty sure she shouldn’t know.
One of those times had led to her finding the kitten. Bree had seen cats before, but they had never allowed her near them. The kitten had mewed at her, and when she’d picked it up, she felt needed. She named him Kip after he told her he loved her and wanted to be with her, always.
Kip was mostly white, with big blue eyes. His face, ears, legs, and tail were a dark brown that was very close to black. Bree thought he was the most beautiful cat she’d ever seen. She shared the bits of food her mother sometimes gave her and what she scrounged with him, hiding him until he was too big to hide any longer.
Her mother hadn’t been happy when she’d seen Kip the first time. She yelled and hit Bree for bringing him into the apartment. Kip had hissed and scratched her for it. After that, she didn’t hit Bree very much when Kip was around.
Days, weeks, and years passed. Kip grew to be much larger than all the other cats she’d seen. He was able to watch out for her when they wandered the slum looking for food, protecting her from dogs that tried to attack her, thinking she was weak and vulnerable.
There were many things for a child to be afraid of in the world, and Bree was used to most of them. But one day, she discovered there were even scarier things, ones she had never imagined.
Bree had been kicked out of the apartment for the usual reason. She and Kip headed to an empty lot a few blocks away to wait. They weren’t there long before the explosions started. People were screaming and running everywhere. Bree tried to go home, but found the apartment building was gone. Kip wanted her to follow him, meowing frantically as he pushed against her legs. Bree followed him to a quiet place for them to hide.
When it got quiet, they found that there weren’t as many people as before, and the ones they did see were hurt or lying very still. She didn’t know what to do, but Kip did. He led her to another place to hide; a store that hadn’t been destroyed.
That was okay for a while, because they had plenty of food to eat. She wasn’t sure how long they were there before they saw the first monster. It was big and even Kip was afraid of it, which scared Bree because Kip had never been afraid of anything.
They hissed a lot and had very sharp teeth. Bree and Kip did their best to stay hidden, but more kept coming, patrolling the streets night and day. It wasn’t long before they were discovered.
As she tried to hide from the one coming at her, Kip yowled and rushed at it, clawing his way up towards the monster’s face. As he did, it grabbed Kip, and ate him.
She remembered screaming and then darkness.
Later, she woke up to find that the monster that’d eaten Kip had locked her in a cage. He kept her there for a long time. He liked the way she cringed and cried whenever it came near. Eventually, he let her out. She found herself in a strange house filled with other monsters like the Kip eater.
Eventually, it let her out and she found herself in a strange house filled with more monsters. Some were kind to her; others kicked and yelled at her. A few made her do the things her mother had with the men that had come to the apartment. Bree didn’t like them, trying to avoid them as much as she could.
That was her life, until the day the monster somehow brought Kip back.
*
Bree stared at Kip as he was carried in, wondering how the monster had made him so big and why he was asleep instead of scratching and fighting.
Following them, Bree realized Kip was big enough to kill the monsters now; when he woke up, he’d do it and take her away. Sitting beside the cage he’d been put in, she waited patiently.
*
Keth was aware there was someone else present as he regained consciousness. The young Katarr warrior silently cursed himself for being a fool. His curiosity about other species’ females had finally resulted in trouble.
Life had become dangerous since the emergence of Nip. Visiting a Pleasure House, finding a beautiful Siamet available wouldn’t have been a problem just a year before. This time however, as he’d followed his temporary companion into her room, she had turned and blown a fine dust into his face.
Keth growled quietly in disgust at the memory of how he’d fallen to the floor, mewling like a kittling; how helpless he’d been as two Dracs entered to bind him, and how he’d still desired nothing more than to couple with the smaller felinoid as she laughed at him.
A cautious sniff of the air assured him that his silent companion wasn’t a Drac. Turning his head, he met wide, strangely blank gray eyes. A human female; likely a prisoner despite the fact she wasn’t in a cage.
“What is your name?” he asked, sitting up. The question caused her to blink, but she didn’t answer. Instead, she scooted closer to the bars and reached through them to stroke his arm. Keth blinked as a wave of trust crept into his mind.
He hadn’t been around many humans, so he couldn’t be sure of how old she was or if her silent behavior was normal. He was certain though, that the trust emanating from her wasn’t. Keth’s knowledge of species who communed silently was minimal, but it was enough to know that most humans didn’t possess the ability. She smiled at him, still stroking his arm. Keth realized she was damaged after a few more minutes of observing her. An occasional kittling was born to his people that never matured emotionally or mentally, always retaining the behavior of the very young.
This human must be like those rare, special kittlings, he decided. What suffering had she been subjected to, being a prisoner of the Dracs?
Sighing, Keth moved to lean against the bars. Stretching his arm through them, he gently put it around the female’s shoulders. Such simple beings were to be cared for and protected; what little comfort he had, he freely offered.
She curled against the bars, another wave of warmth filling his mind.
*
Bree supposed whatever the monster had done to make him alive, able to talk, and so big was the reason Kip didn’t remember her or his name. He thought of himself as ‘Keth’. She decided it was probably a good thing he had a new name to go with how different he was now.
It’d been a long time ago. She’d gotten much taller since he’d been eaten; almost as tall as the monster who’d done it. She’d changed in other ways than her height; that too could be part of why he didn’t remember her.
It didn’t matter, because he still felt nice things when he looked at her. He’d been the only one who always felt that way towards her. She was glad that hadn’t changed. Smiling up at him, Bree thought it was funny that she used to hold him, and now, even though she’d gotten big, he was large enough to hold her.
Reaching up through the bars, she petted the dark mask on his face. The fur was the same color, but he was more like a person now. And he was wearing clothes, which was kind of funny. Bree decided that since he looked more like a person, he should dress like one.
He smiled at her. Cats didn’t smile the same way people did; they showed their fangs, and if their ears weren’t pinned back with their tails swinging everywhere, then it was a smile. After a minute, Bree wondered how he was going to get out of the cage. She’d never been able to, but Kip – Keth – had been very smart about a lot of things. He would figure it out.
Deciding that, Bree dropped off to sleep.
*
Keth’s shoulder ached from the uncomfortable position it was in, pressed to the bars with his arm through them. The human had fallen asleep, and he didn’t wish to disturb her, since he had no way of knowing whether she was able to rest elsewhere without being ill-treated.
She appeared well fed and not much smaller than the females of his kind. Her clothing was worn, but not ragged. She smelled clean, although her long, black hair was extremely tangled.
Studying her face, the young Katarr warrior decided it was peaceful. He was aware that was probably due to her damaged mind; the simple ones were usually happy creatures who quickly forgot things that frightened or hurt them. Leaning his head to the bars, he attempted to ease the strain on his shoulder.
His shipmates would search for him. It hadn’t been a secret where he was going when he left. Either they would find the trail, or he would find a way to get free. There would likely be much in the way of lecturing afterwards; he would keep his curiosity in check from now on.
Closing his eyes, Keth allowed his mind to wander, creating possible scenarios and how they he could turn them to his advantage. As that became a dissatisfying pursuit, he realized there’d been some very quiet thoughts passed to him. Barely noticeable, he worked to bring them out to examine.
They were hers; her thoughts and memories, slippery and requiring much coaxing before allowing themselves to be viewed. Keth hesitated after the first, wondering if he should be doing so. Deciding she’d either chosen to give them to him, or that they were a way of requesting aid, he continued.
The first had been what he presumed to be her birth, which amazed him. He certainly didn’t remember his own, though he could vaguely recall his mother purring lullabies as he nursed, nestled in her fur.
Her memory was very clear. Discomfort becoming fear as she was expelled from safety to brightness and un-muffled noises. Her mother’s face turning from her; how other faces had cared for her before she was taken away by her mother, who was loud and impatient.
Keth paused, blinking rapidly. Were all humans so cold to their offspring?
Delving back into the memories, he went through them carefully and learned much.
Her name was Bree, and she thought he was a resurrected version of a much smaller felinoid that had been her friend as a child. It had been named Kip, and she’d communicated with it silently. A cat – he’d heard his kind called that by some humans, and not always as a compliment.
Kip had been a faithful, protective companion, so Keth didn’t mind the comparison. The cat had given his life in attempting to protect her, a brave sacrifice worthy of honor. Keth opened his eyes to regard her face again, smiling faintly. He would have to live up to the memory of Kip and find a way to free them both.
*
Driso studied the view screen with malicious satisfaction. It appeared his human pet was more useful than as a means of relief for some of his other slaves. Katarrs’ weaknesses were well-known: they were soft-hearted fools who would protect any being smaller than themselves, especially if the being was female or a hatchling.
When had he taken her as his pet? The Drac ruminated on the question for a few minutes, dredging the memory up from the depths of his mind. Ah, just a short time after the invasion had begun of Terra, thirteen years before. His flat black eyes blinked, and he hissed loudly as the full memory was recalled.
She’d had a small creature with her that had dared to attack him. He’d eaten it, but memory showed it had the same markings as the captured Katarr. She had been much smaller then as well.
How long had it been since he’d allowed her out of her cage? Seven years.
Driso nodded to himself. Despite her silence, it had been very amusing to keep her caged. She wasn’t a hatchling anymore; still, she was female and the Drac was aware there was something wrong with her mind.
There must be; she’d never spoken or tried to escape. She just crept around his home like a shadow unless one of the other slaves caught her for their use. Even then, she never made a sound of either pain or pleasure. She merely endured.
Driso snorted. She was weak, like all of her race. The sport of taking their world had been short-lived, and there hadn’t been a discovery of another to invade since the humans surrendered. This was why the Empire was now looking at those few species they were forced to treat with: the Katarrs were on the top of the list.
The emergence of the Terran herb had been unexpected; its effects upon the Katarrs joyous news. His orders were clear: to determine whether the drug was addictive, and if its effects would build over repeated use. The Katarrs wouldn’t be so honored if some of their number began rampaging through populated worlds, raping females as they went.
It was imperative to learn if they could resist the effects of Nip when presented with a female that they normally wouldn’t think of mating with.
Driso hissed again. Yes, his little pet would be a very useful tool in this experiment.
*
“Where are you going, Bree?” Keth asked as she woke and moved away towards the wide steps that led to the door out. For a brief moment, the vacancy in her eyes was replaced by a sharp alertness; it faded and she smiled before climbing the steps and disappearing.
The young warrior scanned the room, looking for spy eyes or obvious sensors. Even though none were detected, he knew he was under observation. Moving to the door of the small cage, he amused himself with trying different codes on the lock pad without success.
After about an hour had passed in fruitless pursuit, the door at the head of the stairs slid open. A Drac and a Xenite started down them. Keth ignored the Drac at first, assessing the Xenite as the more dangerous of the two. It was male and wore a control collar. As he met its red eyes, he determined that the natural belligerence of the species seemed to have missed finding a home in this one.
Turning his attention to the Drac as it paused out of reach, he saw it carried another control collar. Growling, Keth allowed his claws to spring out. The Drac laughed; a loud hissing that grated on nerves and made the fur on the Katarr’s neck and spine rise.
“You will be moved to more comfortable quarters.”
“I will kill you.” As soon as the door is unlocked, Keth added silently. The Drac hissed again before raising what appeared to be a modified blaster pistol. It fired darts. Keth dodged and avoided as many as he could, but the small space worked against his natural agility and speed. One found a home in his right thigh. The young warrior ripped it out instantly, but the drug had already been delivered.
Snarling in impotent rage, Keth fell into darkness.
*
Hiding, Bree watched as Kipeater and the blue one came from the dark place. The blue one carried Kip – Keth – who was again sleeping. If it had just been the blue one, she wouldn’t have been worried. Kipeater had owned the blue one for a very long time, and had done something to him when he was small. Something very bad – he’d taken parts of him off.
The blue one was kept in a room on the second floor. The collar he wore let Kipeater make him mind and he couldn’t leave the room unless Kipeater let him. If he tried, he fell down. If he didn’t behave, the collar made him scream and fall to his knees.
The blue one called her ‘pretty’ and let her hide in his room when some of the really bad monsters chased her. They were scared of him. He never tried to make her do the things they did; he just petted her hair and blinked his sad, red eyes at her.
Hugging the bowl of roasted meat the feathered cook had given her, Bree followed them upstairs. The feathered monsters were nice. They sounded like they were singing when they talked. She liked them. She would have to explain to Keth he shouldn’t hurt them when it came time to leave.
*
The open door and tightness around his neck mocked the young warrior as he again regained consciousness. Keth sat up, one hand exploring the control collar while he examined his new surroundings.
A small bathing chamber was visible from where he was on the sleeping platform. Bree was sitting crouched in a corner with a bowl hugged to her chest. The smell of roasted meat issued from it. There was a table with two chairs, no windows, and just the one entrance. Keth smiled at her as she rose.
The collar would render him unconscious if he stepped out of the room, so finding a way to remove it was his first priority. Its seamless construction made that problematic. Bree’s vacant gray eyes gazed into his as she approached, offering the bowl to him. Keth smiled at her again, taking it with a soft, “Thank you.”
Moving to sit on the side of the sleeping platform, Keth glanced at the doorway, wondering what the distance on the collar was. The angle for a good leap wasn’t the best, but it’d be worth a try, he decided.
Bree sat beside him, her legs dangling. Only a few seconds passed before she began idly swinging them. Amusement filled him; her behavior was that of a kittling told to sit and be still. Perhaps she was required to return the bowl? Keth applied himself to the meal; not eating wouldn’t be productive and the food helped to offset the lingering effects of the sedative.
He discovered concentrating on this simple task allowed his silent companion to slip more thoughts into his mind. She saw the Xenite and the three Sparions the Drac held as friends. She was worried he would hurt them when he was ready to leave.
The idea anyone would consider a Xenite as a friend gave him pause; her complete confidence that he would be leaving, and taking her with him when he did, caused a faint current of humility.
“I will not harm your friends, little one,” Keth promised, receiving a smile as she glanced up at him. Feeling he should instruct her on some matters, he added, “The blue one is different from the others of his kind. They are not all friendly, Bree. His kind is called Xenites. The feathered ones are Sparions, and they are always kind.”
Blinking, she nodded after a minute and he hoped she understood. The young warrior continued. “I and those of my race are called Katarrs.”
She frowned at that, then made the first sound he’d heard from her: a faint ‘mrow’ that any Katarr would recognize as a questioning noise. At least, he thought she’d vocalized it. After a moment’s thought, Keth found himself unsure whether or not it’d been sent mentally.
“I am not your brave friend Kip, Bree, although I am your friend. My name is Keth.” Am I wrong to correct her notion? He wondered as she blinked at him.
*
Bree decided she should’ve known Kipeater would never do anything nice. That was why Keth didn’t remember her – he wasn’t Kip. She missed Kip very much.
Keth wanted to be her friend, and would take her with him when he left. He’d promised not to hurt the nice monsters, too.
Nodding and smiling made Keth’s concern about hurting her feelings go away. He’d called Kip ‘brave’ and didn’t care that she’d thought he was Kip. He seemed to like that Kip had been a good friend; that he’d been brave and noble.
When he finished eating, she took the bowl back to the Sparion. He gave her more food and drink on a tray. “The honored warrior requires much to eat. You eat too, yes?”
Bree nodded. He sent another monster with a tray to the blue one – Xenite, Keth had called him. This other was one of the ones that made her do things. He was nicer than some, but he scratched and sometimes bit. He looked like a cat too, but was smaller than Keth.
He took the tray to the Xenite while she went into Keth’s room. He came out and waited by Keth’s door for her to leave. Bree sat down at the table and pretended to ignore him. After a little while, he hissed at her. Keth growled at him and made him go away.
*
How many slaves did this Drac have? Keth wondered, glaring at the Siamet male. And what did I ever find attractive about the species?
It was obvious the Siamet was waiting to use Bree, but his growled order made the smaller felinoid leave. It would find her later, no doubt. Anger filled the young warrior as he joined her at the table. Unless she remained in his room, he wouldn’t be able to protect her from those who wished to do such things to her.
His threat of retribution was useless as long as he remained a prisoner. After they’d eaten, he would attempt to find the limits of the control collar.
*
Bree proved to be a deterrent to his attempt. Her gray eyes became wet as she latched onto him with a tight embrace and tried to push him away from the door. She shook her head violently as he tried to coax her into letting go. After a half hour, she was so upset that he wouldn’t move from the door, he decided the wiser course of action was to wait until she wasn’t present.
Or asleep, he thought, finally allowing her to lead him from the doorway. Feigning tiredness, the young warrior went to the sleeping platform. “Time to rest, Bree.”
Keth tried to keep his mind focused only on an image of her asleep as he climbed on and lay down. Bree followed, curling up so that she faced him. Her hand slid across the coverlet to pet his shoulder. Keth began purring. Touch, whether from friend, family, or lover, was an important aspect of Katarr life. Purring was a response to pleasure, satisfaction, happiness or a need to comfort another.
Bree needed comfort. She needed a home where she’d be taken care of and treated with kindness. He wasn’t certain trying to find her a place among one of the human colonies was a wise idea, as her own kind certainly hadn’t been very caring towards her.
Perhaps his House would be acceptable. His mother would probably enjoy having someone to care for again, now that her own kits were grown. Keth watched her gray eyes close, but continued to lie still until he was certain she was asleep.
An easy task, as her dreams filtered into his consciousness. Simple dreams of sitting in the sun with her friend, Kip. Maybe he could find her another cat from Earth – the creatures would be welcomed on Katarr.
Silently rising, he moved to the doorway to re-analyze the angle.
*
Driso snorted in derision at the prone figure of the Katarr. “Come, return him to his room.”
The Xenite hefted the Keth easily, placing the felinoid on the floor of his room. Driso sent him back to his own room and waited. The unconsciousness the collar inflicted was short-lived. Driso blew Nip dust in the Katarr’s face the second the young warrior leaped to his feet.
*
The thud of Keth hitting the floor woke Bree in time to see Kipeater leave the room. Worried, she slid off the sleeping platform. Keth was making noises like Kip had when she’d first found him. Hurrying to his side, she smiled after realizing he wasn’t hurt.
Bree felt Keth’s warm happiness as he rolled to his hands and knees. Slowly blinking his eyes and still mewling, he rubbed against her legs. He wanted to be petted, so Bree petted him. It made him purr; his was much deeper and louder than Kip’s had been.
He liked being petted, rising to his knees and hugging her around the waist while rubbing his cheek against her front. Bree smiled again, still petting him. She was happy he felt good.
After a little while passed, he was still feeling good, but also something else. Bree stopped smiling, because it was the same thing the bad monsters felt when they looked at her before they did things to her.
*
The female with her gentle hands had his full attention. Her scent fueled the need rising within him. It drove away the vague idea that mating with her was unacceptable. Loosening his embrace, Keth stroked his hands over her rear and down her legs, exploring them through the thin material of her dress.
Sending his tail under the hem, he let it wind around her ankle while looking up at her face. Resignation lay heavy upon it; not an expression he’d ever seen from any of his previous playmates.
She’s only been used, not loved.
The thought reminded Keth why he shouldn’t attempt to mate with her; her mind was damaged. His body and the need filling within it didn’t care.
*
Keth wanted to do those things, but struggled not to. Bree could feel/hear his confusion and decided Kipeater had done something to him. Squeezing her eyes shut, she looked hard; two Keths were fighting. One wanted to reach her and do those things; the other wanted to stop him. The one that wanted to was growing bigger and was going to hurt the other Keth!
Putting her hands to Keth’s face, Bree called the bigger one to her.
*
Desire and need drained from him with shocking abruptness. Keth let go of Bree, gasping for air as his mind was suddenly clear and free of the Nip’s effects. Staring up at her white face, he asked, “What did you do, little one?”
She didn’t answer, her lips parting and eyes widening as she gazed back. A second later, she whirled and headed for the door.
“Bree!”
*
She needed something now; needed someone to do those things with – or to. Racing down the hallway, she found the cat monster coming up the stairs.
The Siamet sniffed the air suspiciously as the human walked towards him with an unfamiliar expression on her face. There was a new taint in her scent as she paused and reached towards him, tangling her fingers into his fur. It was then he realized it must be arousal.
Not something he’d ever associated with her before. But welcome, he decided. Very welcome. She never resisted; nor had she ever actively participated.
This time would be different, he thought, beginning to purr as he led her to his room.
*
At twenty-two, Keth didn’t have much in the way of experience with situations that seemed to leave no space for honorable behavior. This situation was intolerable, his weakness unacceptable. Nothing should make him capable of mating with an unwilling female. Nothing!
The fact that he hadn’t wasn’t any comfort. He would have, if Bree hadn’t taken away the drug induced lust. Keth found no consolation in the knowledge that he wouldn’t have injured her. Unless he was mistaken, she’d felt the same need and had gone in search of someone to fulfill it.
It would be one of those who’d used her in the past. Frustrated helplessness filled him and he hissed out a stream of curses directed towards the Drac, and himself. He used her, even though he hadn’t meant to. She had sensed the internal struggle he’d been losing, and had tried to help.
Guilt filled him. He needed to find a way out of this, and take her with him. The Drac was obviously testing the effects of the Nip. He already knew it rendered a Katarr helpless enough to be captured without a fight. He also knew of its aphrodisiac properties; not that the Drac would’ve cared what became of Bree. He allowed his other slaves to use her at will.
Escape or kill the Drac. Those were the only two options Keth could find.
Currently, escape wasn’t looking easy. The control collar put him at an extreme disadvantage; through its use, the Drac would be able to force him into stillness and drug him again. The collar’s range was apparently further than he’d been able to leap.
Snarling, tail lashing wildly, Keth continued pacing. Where was Bree? What was happening to her?
*
Bree blinked at the sleeping cat monster as he purred quietly. Finding her dress, she picked it up off the floor and put it on. She didn’t understand why it had felt good to do those things this time. Before, it had either hurt or been uncomfortable.
The cat monster had been happy; he hadn’t bit or scratched her. Shaking her head in confusion, Bree wandered out into the hallway. After standing quietly for a minute, she decided she needed to see if Keth was all right now.
He would be happy he hadn’t done those things, since deep inside he hadn’t wanted to. Pleased she’d helped him, Bree began walking back to his room.
*
Keth froze in mid-pace, tail stilling. Bree stood in his doorway, disheveled and dazed looking; she reeked of the Siamet’s musk and seed. Shoulders slumping, Keth gazed at her for a long moment, until she smiled uncertainly at him.
“Oh, little one,” he murmured. “Come, Bree.”
She obediently walked to him, smile still in place. Leading her to the small bathing chamber, Keth gently requested she cleanse herself and backed away.
*
Frowning, Bree stared after Keth. He wasn’t happy. He felt bad she’d helped him. Wasn’t she supposed to? Taking her dress off again, Bree washed and tried to figure out why her helping had made him feel bad.
The thing she’d taken from him - he thought it was bad. But it made the other cat monster happy and she had felt good too. Maybe she shouldn’t take it from him if Kipeater did the same thing again. Maybe Keth would feel good then, and wouldn’t she as well?
But she knew Keth would’ve felt bad if it had been him. Sighing, Bree finished washing herself. It was hard to know what was right if Keth was going to feel bad no matter what she did.
*
Driso wasn’t in a good mood. His view screen had shown the Katarr pacing and his human pet nowhere in sight. The Nip should’ve had the Katarr busily mating with her; it’s not as though she’d have fought. So, it appeared that the Nip couldn’t make them mate with an unacceptable female.
Or something else had happened between the time he’d left them and arrived at his office. He’d dose the Katarr again tomorrow evening; record the event and see what he’d missed the first time.
*
Keth turned as Bree exited the bathing chamber, and offered her a smile. The matter wasn’t her fault, and he’d just have to find a way to control the urges the Nip filled him with if the Drac repeated his actions. Without letting her know what was happening inside of him, the young warrior added.
“Time for sleep, little one.” Holding his hand out to her, Keth was pleased when she accepted it. Leading her to the sleeping platform, he moved the coverlet aside for her. Once she’d climbed on, he tucked the coverlet around her.
Moving to the other side, Keth stretched out and stared at the ceiling. How was he going to get the collar off? There had to be a way. Once it was off, he would be able to hunt the Drac and kill him before leaving this place.
A slender hand patted his arm; turning his head showed him the steady regard of gray eyes. A silent apology filled his mind, and that was even more intolerable. It wasn’t her place to apologize for what had happened.
Rolling to his side, Keth laid a hand on her cheek. “My apologies, Bree. This was my fault, not yours. If he returns, and does the same, you should leave this room immediately. Will you do that for me, little one?”
Sending her out of the room wasn’t the best option; but Keth grudgingly admitted that there weren’t any good choices. He waited patiently as she frowned before slowly nodding in agreement. “Thank you.”
*
Bree stared at Keth, wishing he would purr again. She liked his purring, but now he was feeling sad. He didn’t want her to go away or to take the thing from him. He also thought it was wrong if he did those things to her.
No one else had thought it was wrong. Bree tried very hard to see why Keth did. It took her a long time because she was tired. She wasn’t sure she understood it when she did find out why.
Keth only wanted to do those things – he called it mating – with females who wanted to do them too. He thought it was dishonorable to do them if they didn’t want to. Bree didn’t really understand dishonorable; the word tasted bad to Keth when he thought it. Two other words tasted good to him: honorable and honor.
Did that mean Keth thought she was bad? That took her longer to find.
No, he thought she was special and damaged.
Special was a good word to him; damaged was a word that made him feel sad for her. Damaged meant broken.
Broken was a bad word: a word that hurt. The feathered one, who was like a doctor, had told her that her arm was broken when it had hurt badly a long time ago after one of the monsters had caught her and done those – mated with her the first time.
Bree knew what doctors were. The only place her mother had ever taken her had been to something called a clinic when she was very little. She’d gotten shots to keep her from getting sick. The doctor had been very nice and had clear thoughts, which made it easy for her to see and understand what was going on.
Was she broken? Bree didn’t feel anything hurting right now. Sighing, she closed her eyes. It was very confusing. She’d think about it more when she woke up.
*
Keth watched Bree as her eyes closed and she fell asleep. Misery overwhelmed him. He wished it had been one of the others placed in this situation. They were older and wiser, would know better how to handle the matter. They would be able to control themselves.
This wasn’t a scenario he’d been trained for. One fought to protect those who weren’t capable of protecting themselves, until one’s last breath. No one had mentioned what you were to do if you couldn’t solve a problem by any reasonable means or what do to when claws and fangs weren’t enough by way of weapons.
An obvious solution occurred to him as he lay there, gazing at her peaceful face: mercy killing. Keth shuddered at the thought. Mercy killing was something done when someone was too injured to be saved; usually when there wasn’t a regen tank available.
Taking her life would prevent future injury to her. It would stop her suffering, keep her from being used by others, and keep the Drac from using her against him. A simple solution to release her from the harsh existence in which she lived.
Very carefully, Keth gathered Bree to him, arranging her so that her neck was exposed. She sighed, snuggling the arm he had around her close. Contentment seeped into his mind, and Keth began purring in reaction.
One bite would be all that was required; she would feel little or no pain, being so deeply asleep. It would be quick.
Keth lowered his mouth to her neck, jaws stretching and fangs bared. Just like so… his fangs touched her skin and Bree sighed again. But was it truly mercy? Despite her circumstances, she found joy in being alive. The young warrior froze, contemplating the situation for several minutes before drawing his head back and closing his mouth.
He couldn’t do it. Even if it would save her from pain and suffering, he couldn’t end her life as long as there was a chance he could remove her from this place to one of safety.
He had to find a way to remove the collar.
He’d asked her to leave if the Drac drugged him again, and she’d agreed. She’d be safe from him, but out where others could harm her. Which was the lesser of evils? Putting her in harm’s way at the hands of others, or mating with her while under the influence of the Nip?
He certainly couldn’t allow her to take the need from him as she’d done tonight. If he did mate with her under forced circumstances, honor required he make reparation. What would satisfy the requirements of such an act?
Caring for her for the rest of her life, keeping her safe from harm, and seeing to her happiness.
Another problem: only the head of a House or a sesslin had the right to take such a responsibility for someone like Bree. He was a younger son, unlikely to ever be head of House. Claiming her as his sesslin wasn’t something Bree was likely to understand, and it couldn’t be normal, not with her damaged mind. Celibacy would be required once they were free of this situation, and it would be a fitting punishment for his acts against her – if such occurred. Being a younger son, it wasn’t as important for him to produce kittlings to continue the family’s line.
Claiming her as his sesslin would also cause more problems during the current situation. Those who’d used her in the past would no doubt find great delight in doing so again while she bore the claiming mark of a Katarr warrior who was unable to exact vengeance for their actions. It would also give the Drac another weapon in an arsenal already weighted heavily in his favor.
Keth sighed. Bree’s safety was more important than his own, since she was weaker and incapable of defending herself. The matter was too confusing to be easily solved. He continued worrying at it until sleep overtook him.
*
Both troubled young people would’ve benefited greatly from the presence of a member of one of those species to whom psionic abilities were the natural order of things.
Bree wasn’t damaged the way Keth considered her to be. The telepathic and empathic abilities she displayed had been present from her first moment of self-awareness. Her unformed mind had been overwhelmed by the negativity she was surrounded by in the comparative safety of her mother’s womb.
Bree’s mother had been an unwanted child and had learned from her own mother how to survive in the slum area where they lived. The easiest, most available commodity to barter was your own body. Using it to survive was the path of least resistance and effort.
The woman hadn’t been very intelligent or motivated to better her circumstances, despite the opportunities freely available to help her learn a trade and work her way into a better life. Sex was easy, and a service that was always in demand.
She’d actually considered herself smarter than those who worked so hard at other jobs. Discovering her birth control implant had failed (due to her inability to remember it was time to have it replaced) had been a severe blow. She’d discovered it too late to have an abortion. But the operation was so expensive; she couldn’t have afforded it anyway. There had been less expensive options to achieve the same result, but those were tricky and she wasn’t about to risk her own life for the intruder who’d taken up residence in her womb.
Not once did she consider the baby to be anything other than a nuisance and unwanted burden. By the time Bree had turned nine, she’d begun feeling jealousy towards her because the girl was promising to grow into a prettiness she no longer had. She really hadn’t noticed it, not until one of her customers had leered at the child.
Jealous as she was, it never occurred to her that Bree could be used to increase her earnings, so she’d begun sending her out before her customers arrived.
Her mother had sent her out the first time when she was three years old. Bree’s frightened whimpering bothered her customers, and more than once, it had crossed the woman’s mind that something should happen to the brat so that she’d be rid of her.
Bree’s unusual abilities had allowed her to never get lost as she wandered about. Toddlers and children wandering the streets of the slum area weren’t an uncommon sight. People tended to ignore them as they went about their business. She’d been three when she found Kip. The kitten was her first experience with another being that needed the same things she craved: love and acceptance. Eagerly giving both to him, she found they were unstintingly returned.
Since animals tend to think in simpler terms than people, and Bree avoided interacting with other humans because of the thoughts and emotions she picked up from them. She continued to stay in a private world where things were very simple and easy for her to understand. Only Kip was allowed in.
She was damaged by the events that had occurred in her life, but not to the point she lost either her wonder at being alive or the innate innocence children tend to have. Under better circumstances, with loving parents, she’d have grown up normal and would probably have buried or lost her psionic abilities because she wouldn’t have needed them to survive.
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