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Chapter 1

Zhu Manyin

A year ago, I was on a dig in Cairo, living out my girlhood dream. A week ago, I’d been cutting veggies every day in the human compound kitchen on an alien planet called Ker. And today? Today I was sneaking onto a freaking spaceship and hoping for the best.

I curled my arm around my middle, like that would help to hold in the churning nausea in my stomach. This place was enormous and daunting. It was nothing like the nice quiet compound on Ker, where an alien species called the Kertinal had offered asylum to over a thousand displaced humans, just like me. Every night in my tiny bedroom, I went to sleep wishing I’d wake up back on Earth; I never thought I’d be homesick for the compound.

Half an hour ago, I’d sneaked out of a crowded tunnel and onto this bizarre platform. That’s when I realized I was on a space station. Again, like a macabre repeat of last year when I woke up in space after my first abduction.

The platform stretched out like a long arm, so big that I couldn’t see the end. It was encased in a transparent shell that gave me an uninterrupted view of space beyond it. Nobody ever tells you just how bright and clear stars are once you’re out of the atmosphere, but they are. It’s beautiful, and it made my head spin and my stomach churn.

I didn’t think I had a fear of big spaces or anything, but standing on that platform made me feel so tiny that it scared me. And what if that shell, that wall of glass, broke? What if someone accidentally knocked a hole into it? I could vividly picture myself getting sucked out into space, dying a horrible death in absolute zero without oxygen.

Spaceships, coming and going, ringed that platform, which was itself a hive of activity. I saw more species of aliens than I had ever imagined might exist. Although, admittedly, I hadn’t considered aliens existed much at all before I somehow ended up hundreds of years in the future on an alien planet. I was an archaeologist. My focus had always been on history and the past.

This had to be a dock or something, one of many such arms sticking out of a huge central hub. Somewhere in the distance, I could see this huge debris field drifting in space, and hundreds of little ships darted in and out of that massive cloud of broken ships. Scavenging, scuttling, they were breaking up the wrecks to salvage and bringing it all here.

I didn’t want to get too close to any of the ‘glass’ walls, not that I believed they were made of glass. Still, from where I was darting from one shipping crate to the next, I had plenty of opportunity to see the other arms sticking out of the space station. They were building ships there. I saw dozens of them in various stages of progress hanging from one such arm. Aliens in mech-suits crawling all over them.

I needed to get out of here and I needed to get back to Ker and the compound. The one place in this universe where I knew I’d be safe. Then I shook my head and bit my lip. That wasn’t true either, was it? Some people had broken into my room during the night and stolen me right out of my bed once again.

A dockworker passed me on my left, an alien creature that walked on two legs but also had spindly things sticking out of his back that looked suspiciously like spider legs. They even twitched and wriggled. Yuck. Eight black eyes lined his forehead, his face disconcertingly human-shaped. I vaguely wondered if he was even male; how could I be sure?

He turned his head as he passed me, staring at me, but I had no clue how to read his expressions. Was that interest, disgust, or just plain curiosity? It didn’t matter. I needed to leave this place and my best bet was to hitch a ride on one of these spaceships. Right now, I was pretty sure that anywhere else was better than here.

I eyed my options, noticing that two of the ships were just small ships like the ones scuttling outside in that debris field. Those were out of the question, as they probably never left this station for long. The next option was a bigger ship, something that made me think cargo vessel. But the one after that caught my eye. It was sleek and black, deceptively large, and somehow understated; like it could fly under the radar whenever it wanted.

There was a large stretch of empty space between myself and the nearest option for cover next to it that I’d have to cross. Some kind of tunnel hooked up from the ship to a gate set into the glass, but that was not the only way in. They had a larger section opened up at the side, where a force field of some kind shimmered protectively around it. It gave access to the opened cargo area and dockworkers were loading stuff aboard it.

I spotted an alien leaning up against the glass right next to the force field with a bored expression on his face. He wore sleek black armor, cradled a rifle of some kind in his arms, and didn’t seem at all concerned with how little separated him from the vacuum of space beyond that glass. He looked shockingly human, with a normal tan skin tone, and even, attractive features. But I seriously doubted that he actually was. Humans were a rare commodity out here.

As if thinking about my ‘value’ on the market had summoned them. I heard a voice in the distance that made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I recognized those deep, sub-harmonic tones. That was the Kertinal male that had stolen me from Ker. He had smuggled me out of the compound and off the planet like I was contraband. They’d only stopped at this huge space station because they had engine trouble with their junker spaceship.

I needed to get out of sight and onto that ship. They wouldn’t be able to search for me on someone else’s vessel. At least, that was the theory. Luck would have it, that the airlock swished open and a whole host of people started exiting the black ship. I barely looked at who or what. I just darted from one point of cover to the next, then holding my breath as I ran that open stretch and hoped they didn’t see me. The airlock remained open, and at least six huge bodies stood around in front of it.

They were talking and laughing loudly. I caught the flash of blue on one of them, another Kertinal, and I didn’t much feel like getting in contact with anyone from that species right now. There was a handy crate about a dozen feet from the airlock, and nobody noticed me when I reached that. They were all occupied with talking. There was a guy who looked so much like a shark on two legs that it made me wince back. But it was his uproarious laughter that provided me with cover as I raced behind them and directly into the airlock.

I nearly tripped over something long, scaly, and black as I crossed the threshold, but I didn’t check what it was. The airlock was just a long tunnel with no hiding places. If anyone happened to glance over their shoulder, they would see me. I had no choice but to run as fast as I could and burst through the door. I could only hope that nobody was on the other side when I reached it.

At least it moved smoothly, making no sound as I yanked the heavy metal panel. It led into the actual airlock, a smallish room with another door on the end. Everything was sleek and black and super clean and polished. It was a world of difference from the spaceship I’d been stuck on for the last couple of days.

My luck was holding. There was no one there, and no one was in the hallway beyond the second door either. These corridors were well lit and utilitarian, with handholds at intervals along the wall and strips of light on the floor and the ceiling. I picked left at random and jogged into the ship; what would be a good hiding spot?

Three winding corridors later, I still wasn’t quite sure where to go or what to do, and I was starting to get worried that someone might notice I was there. I was pretty sure I’d seen dozens of cameras along the way. Was someone actively watching surveillance feeds? No alarm was blaring; that had to be a good sign.

My mouth was dry, and my heart was pounding five minutes later. I was thoroughly lost inside this maze of a ship, because everything looked exactly the same. Why was everything black on the inside as well as the outside? This place was depressing, even though it was clean and meticulously maintained — a part I liked. Just thinking about the rust bucket I’d arrived in gave me a panic attack.

Feeling extremely exposed, with nowhere suitable to hide, I resorted to trying doors. My heart was racing with the fear that I might open a door and find someone inside. Most doors didn’t even respond to my palm touch on the panel next to it, and when I tried the manual handle, that didn’t work either.

Until it finally worked on one door, the panel sliding open soundlessly to reveal an unlit room beyond. I darted inside without pausing, relief rushing through me. That darkness probably meant no one was home, right? There was a window set into the furthest wall, letting in just enough light from the stars and the space station that I could tell this was some kind of apartment. There was a couch and a large pillow-like thing, and beneath that window a huge round bed with raised edges. Beyond an open door was a bathroom with an enormous bathtub inside, so big that you could easily fit ten humans in it.

Unfortunately, there were no obvious hiding places. There weren’t any cabinets or extra doors, the couch was too low to crawl under, and the weird round bed had no crawlspace at all. My skin itched at the back of my shoulders; it felt like I was about to be discovered. I shuffled past the walls and peeked into the bathroom with the enormous tub. I couldn’t hide in there either, and whoever lived here would probably need to use it.

I crawled around the nest on hands and feet, searching for a way to get underneath that thing, and accidentally bumped my shoulder into the wall. A panel hissed open, revealing a deep drawer filled with belts, rope, and other leather bits and pieces. I had no clue what all of that was supposed to be for, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know. The drawer was only half full and big enough to fit me, so I crawled inside.

With my palms, I could push myself and the drawer back in, but I didn’t want to close it all the way, in case that thing was airtight or couldn’t be opened from the inside. The tiniest gap at the top was like a sliver of gray light, not enough to see by, but enough to know I wasn’t entirely shut in. I was coming to realize on this adventure that big spaces and small spaces weren’t my favorite. I just had to suck it up and make this work. I’d figure out what to do next later, once this ship was no longer docked at the station and I was clear of the asshole smugglers that stole me from Ker.

All thoughts of the future, of discovery, and hopefully freedom at the end of the line fled my mind when the door to the apartment suddenly swished open. Light spilled in from the open doorway, even piercing my cramped little hiding space. I didn’t hear any footsteps coming into the room, just heard this soft, susurrating noise like a whisper without words.

My body raised goosebumps all over, fear that I couldn’t really pinpoint striking me hard. Was it that noise? Why was I suddenly absolutely terrified? I licked my lips, swallowed roughly, and winced when that sound seemed audible in the strange silence. A light flicked on, the door swished shut again, and I felt like I was trapped; trapped with a monster.

A very primal part of my brain had suddenly been activated, instincts telling me that a primordial beast was on the other side of the flimsy drawer front. Like a giant crocodile that was just lying in wait, ready to snatch me in its maw. I barely dared to breathe and my heart was thumping so wildly in my chest that I was certain whoever was on the other side could hear it.

I thought they weren’t moving at all, just hovering there in the center of the room and waiting for me to mess up. Then I heard the sound of water splashing in the bathroom area, and a deep, heartfelt kind of groan that was definitely male by nature. Oh fuck, whoever lived here was taking a freaking bath now?

Fear was riding me hard, but the desire to actually see what was going on was much stronger. I shouldn’t be taking this risk, but I pushed the drawer out just a tad, allowing myself a sliver of view around the edge. My eyes found the open bathroom doorway instantly, and then I had to muffle the squeak that wanted to rise from my throat. I bit down on the meaty part of my thumb, hard. So hard that the taste of blood flooded my mouth.

The alien creature that stood in the bathroom wasn’t far off from my imaginary crocodile. Scales of shiny black covered him entirely, they were edged with hints of gold and speckles of bright green. His shoulders were wide but shaped like a man, with arms and hands that he had perched on his hips. His body was completely bare, and long black hair draped down his shoulders, highlighted with bright strands of the same green that speckled him.

It was his body that gave me pause. The upper half was humanoid, the lower half tapering into a powerful, muscled tail. That tail coiled through the open doorway, long and sinuous, and thickly muscled. The tail lay in a long sprawl out the door and partially around the weird round bed. I could vividly picture his long body coiled up in it now, like a freaking snake.

The tip of that tail came shockingly close to pressing against my damn drawer, and he was all the way across the room, about to slide into the bath he was drawing. When he moved, his body was visible to me in side profile, and my breathing stuttered in a gasp when I saw him slide his hand across his belly and palm the erection that jutted fiercely from his groin area. Holy crap, that thing was huge and thick! Even from where I sat, I could see the tip of it twisting and writhing as though it was split.

I bit down again on my hand, hoping the renewed shock of pain would jar me from my fascinated staring. I shouldn’t be looking, but a scent was filling the room that hooked me. Sweet and salty like caramel popcorn. My nipples perked, my panties were soaked, and my belly clenched and cramped with a sudden, sharp lance of desire. What the fuck was happening?


Chapter 2

Asmoded

I scowled and crossed my arms over my chest as I paused just outside of the airlock. Dock five of Strewn’s many docking arms was a busy hive of activity, ships loading and unloading, crews disembarking for some downtime on the station. I always loved tilting up my head and getting a good look at the stars and the debris field beyond the protective dome and force fields that kept the dock airtight.

Most of the Varakartoom’s crew were just like the eager crowd of males thudding off that freighter on my right. Ready for some shore leave and some eager company, unwinding after a long, boring job out on the edges of dark space. We’d already put in at Yengar a few weeks ago, but I couldn’t hold them back when the opportunity arose. This next job, which I had just finished the meeting for, would probably last for months.

“Thank you, Captain,” Thar’oc said, “For the ride, and for helping me protect my mate.” The Kertinal male had his human female tucked beneath one arm. His azure gaze was bright and earnest as he nodded at me. This was our last goodbye, as the sharpshooter had gone and fallen head over heels for the tiny female.

Too bad. He was a superb marksman, if a little impatient. Now I’d need to recruit another one. At least this job didn’t require one, so the male wasn’t leaving us high and dry. I would have hated to force him to stay on for a job when all he wanted was to go live a boring, sappy, normal life with his human. 

“No problem. Don’t get in any more trouble. We’re leaving in an hour, so there’s no more bailing you out,” I said. At my side, my Weapon Master tossed back his head and roared with laughter. He started slapping Thar’oc on the shoulder, exchanging more pleasantries and well-wishes for the couple. I ignored the conversation in favor of flicking out my tongue and sifting through the many scents on the dock. Something tickled the back of my brain, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 

Thar’oc was a fool for looking so happy and glowing. The normally twitchy male was the most relaxed I’d ever seen, wearing a dopey smile each time he glanced at the human he kept tethered to his side with his arm and his tail. I hated to lose an excellent sniper, but I was glad to see the last of him now that he’d gone and fallen in love. There was a reason I didn’t allow mated males or females to sign on to my crew. It was messy, and it was dangerous. I was a risk taker by nature, but not with that.

My subordinate was a fool for exposing himself to the kind of heartbreak that could follow loving so wholeheartedly. I knew I was supposed to feel happy for him and for the girl, Rikki. But all I felt was a sense of doom as I forced a happy pleasantry from my lips. I needed to get out of here, find the solace of my quarters, and relax. A tension headache was forming behind my eyes and I wanted to soak in my bath as the twins sent the Varakartoom on its course for the next job. 

I clenched my fists against my sides, my tail coiling restlessly against the open airlock tunnel behind me. This job paid well, but I would have taken it regardless, it would deliver a blow exactly where I wanted. Not that the unsuspecting Aderian aristocrats that had hired us knew just who they wanted to thwart; they would have fled in the other direction if they knew. 

Finally, Thar’oc and his lady bade us their final farewells and started to walk toward Strewn’s central hub. A huge bag slung over the Kertinal’s shoulder, his mate holding a smaller bag in her hands, and a backpack strapped to her back. As they walked away, they crossed paths with crew members returning from their leave, and the whole saying-goodbye thing started all over again. 

I turned on my tail and left, ignoring the sharp question Jaxin shot after me. “Are you alright, sir?” It wasn’t his place to ask, and he wasn’t getting an answer. He knew me well enough to leave it alone when I was in a mood such as this.

Over my shoulder, I simply barked, “Get the crew aboard ASAP! I’ve already sent our next coordinates to Solear. Make sure we leave the moment everyone is aboard. Got that?” He snapped an affirmative followed by a salute that was more sassy than respectful, but I ignored that. It was Jaxin’s way of letting me know I was being a jerk, but then, I already knew that anyway.

I slithered through the airlock and then drew a deep, relieved breath when I was back aboard the Varakartoom. The spaceship had been mine since the former captain had retired twenty years ago. None of the current crew even remembered that the ship was once run by someone else. Nor did our more long-lived clients, which made the myth of the mysterious ship all the more powerful.

Today, I could not enjoy being her captain as much as I normally did. My mind kept churning back to how happy my former sharpshooter was now that he had his mate. They hadn’t been together long, but already they were planning their entire future, including kids. He now had so much to lose.

The door to my quarters was unlocked, as always. It was my policy to be ready for any emergency, and available for any crew member in case they needed me. I had anything to hide, and they wouldn’t be foolish enough to barge in without knocking. It was a habit I’d cultivated when I’d taken the twins aboard when they were just teens. They had needed me then, and now it was Brace who’d sneak over in the dead of night to talk. 

I breathed in deeply as soon as the door shut behind my last coil. My hands slid over my body to take off the armor that covered my upper torso. I had been up for close to thirty-eight hours straight and I was very ready to relax for a minute. My crew worked like a well-oiled machine; they didn’t need me on the bridge for a departure from Strewn. We had done that a million times since I had a special deal with the Master of Strewn himself to keep my ship in top shape.

As the premier shipyard in the entire Zeta Quadrant, Strewn was a neutral party that supplied ships to every army in the Quadrant. They did not care who bought their ships, as long as they paid. But sometimes, I had a feeling that this was not entirely true. My ship was always first in queue, promptly served when it needed repairs, but delays weren’t uncommon for many others. I had no evidence that this was political maneuvering, just a suspicion. 

Stripped of my armor and my weapons, I moved to the large bathroom with its tub built to fit my entire body. Every single coil could be submerged beneath the steamy water. I was extremely partial to such things, which was why the Varakartoom also had a large swimming pool for training purposes. I visited that more often than I had opportunities to soak in my tub, but today I was taking this rare moment for myself.

I smirked in satisfaction at the water that had already covered a good portion of the tub, the liquid splashing soothingly. The next job was going to move me one step closer to what I really wanted; revenge. I could almost taste it, my tongue flicking out in the air and drawing these imaginary scent particles into my mouth. My body shuddered as a sharp burst of arousal hit me. 

This job didn’t look like it was tied in to the Crimelord Jalima, not on the surface. But my communications officer was very good at what he did, and he’d dug up the information that tied the bastard to the mining on planet Yiophus. I was only too happy to oblige the aristocrats and scientists from Aderia and sabotage the entire operation. 

It was going to be a good blow. I hissed, the arousal coursing through me intensifying, and I gave in and reach down to stroke my cock. Pleasure skating through me hard and fast. I was so on edge that I knew this one was going to be fast. A few more rough strokes, the bifurcated tip of my cock twining against my fist. The pleasure broke through me with a groan, my tail twitching and shivering.

My seed erupted from the tips and splashed across the tile and water in front of me, and as it left my body, a clarity struck me. There was a scent in the air, I wasn’t just aroused, I was provoked. As the water’s filtration system whisked away the evidence of what I’d just done, I spun around and stared suspiciously at my room and the nest that took up all the space beneath the viewscreen. Nothing looked out of place; I would have noticed the moment I came in. 

Pushing my cock back into the slit at the front of my body, I leaned down and washed my hands in the water. All the while, my tongue tasted the air, searching for that intruding, invasive scent. It was fear and flowers, soft and sweet but tainted with a sharp tang. I was certain now that someone was in here with me. A female, a very scared female.

I growled, the sound rumbling up through my body from somewhere deep in my belly. My fists clenched, my jaw did the same. Who had dared to intrude in such a manner at this private moment? And why the fuck had that scent hit me so hard that I’d given into such a base impulse without thinking? 

Coiling out of the bathroom, which I was certain was devoid of intruders, I scanned my apartment. The couch had a small space beneath it and I swiped my tail under it to make certain no one could be hiding there. I scanned the walls, searching for any other hiding spots, but there really weren’t many; I liked to keep things neat and uncluttered.

Then my eyes snagged on the edge of one of the wall drawers that seemed to stick out just a tiny bit more than the others. It was just a tiny sliver of the edge sticking out, but it was more than should be there. I bared my teeth at that drawer. It was a tiny space, with spare belts and weapon harnesses and such. Whoever had hidden there had to be a tiny creature to make that space fit. 

“I know you’re in there,” I warned, coiling around my nest so that I was right in front of the drawer. I was certain it was a she, even if I didn’t know which species she might be. “I don’t have a lot of patience! Get out now and show yourself!” 

Then the ship-wide intercom was suddenly blasting Aramon’s cheerful voice over the speakers. “Strap in lads, and lady, we’re about to jump into FTL.” The Faster Than Light jump couldn’t have been timed worse, and I almost reached for my com device to make them delay it. Aramon rarely gave warnings of more than a second or two. For a flash, I wondered how my pilot could know that we had a stowaway, a female. Then I remembered that he was just referring to Ysathae, my head of engineering.

I had just enough time to wedge my coils tight against the wall and the nest, pinning myself in place. I flicked the tip of my tail forward to press against the drawer as well, making sure it wouldn’t slide open and spill its occupant into the room, which would surely injure them. The FTL jump lasted several minutes, but they always felt like an eternity and somehow they were over in a heartbeat as well. 

Gravity seemed to get twice as heavy and yet my body wanted to float up, weightless. When the leap was over, everything returned to normal and my body thunked to the floor. I was used to these leaps; the Varakartoom had a very fast—and very powerful—FTL drive. I had only ever encountered one ship that could match us, or even outrun us. 

While I recovered from the disorienting feeling of the jump within seconds, I was not surprised to find that the stowaway had not. When I used the tip of my tail to pull open the drawer, she spilled out, white as snow beneath her black hair. She fell to her hands and knees on the floor next to my bed and heaved over and over, though nothing came out. Dry heaves were painful, but she did not blanch or cry. She raised dark brown eyes to mine, so dark they were almost black, a glare in them that made me want to grin. 

“Who the fuck are you?” I demanded instead. I might admire her show of defiance, her ability to look fierce when she was just a tiny little human sick from FTL, and stinking of fear. But admiration did not get her very far. She stowed away on my ship, in my private quarters; that was an offense I was not about to forgive.

I curled my tail around her waist as soon as she was done heaving, lifting her high in the air so she dangled in my grip directly in front of my face. “I want answers, and I want them now!” I snarled. Her scent was too tempting, even with all that fear covering it. She smelled sweet and tasty, she smelled like things I wanted to lick.

Her hands curled against my scales, soft and fragile little digits, covered only by the silkiest of skin. This female was completely defenseless, which just pissed me off even more for some bizarre reason. Then my body did the weirdest thing, my scales shivering along my flesh. Savage slashes of light glowing at the tip of my tail where I was touching her, and they were spreading up my body rapidly.  

“Please, I just need a ride back to Ker. I was abducted,” she said. Her voice was husky from her earlier upheaval, but still it drew me. Her words might be a plea, but there was this firmness to the tone that told me she was making a demand. She was a woman who knew how to hold a position of authority, she knew how to boss people around. 

I peeled back my lips and snarled in her face, “What are you doing to me?” As the words left my mouth, I wanted to take them back. They gave away too much; they told her that she had power over me somehow. It told her that she could affect me, and those were not bargaining chips I should have given away.

Not when she was a human female, and I thought I’d just gotten rid of the last one that had stayed on my ship. My crew was far too enamored of having such soft kindness around. Even Brace admitted he liked having female visitors. The only male I could rely on not to give in to such charms was Sin, but he was about as charming as a dead doornail.

“I’m not doing anything!” she said, her fear scent fading a little and getting replaced by a whole dose of that defiance. “You’re doing it!” and she jabbed her finger against one of the glowing scales on my body. I didn’t even know I could make them glow like that. Nothing in my life had ever indicated that I could. It was an instinctual reaction to her, but why? 

“Now put me down! I didn’t mean to invade your quarters. I just needed to get off that space station before they found me.” Before who found her? I didn’t like that her words made me want to find out, or that they made a surge of protectiveness course through me. I did not like that one bit. 

“Your name?” I demanded, but I’d already spun away, heading for the door while I dragged her with me in my tail. I needed to get Solear and Aramon to turn this ship around so that I could dump her back on Strewn. She was not my problem, and I wasn’t going to tolerate a stowaway human, especially not a female. 

“It’s Mandy,” she breathed. I turned my head to glance at her over my shoulder, something in her tone catching my attention. When our eyes met, I felt something sharp lance through my belly, racing up and striking me in the chest. She licked her lips, and my tongue flicked out to do the same. “Zhu Manyin,” she amended. 


Chapter 3

Zhu Manyin

Holy crap! I was having a major freakout inside my head, but I tried really hard not to let it show. I was pretty sure I was dealing with a mythical creature like a Naga, half man, half snake. He wasn’t far off from the primordial crocodile I’d imagined outside my hiding place. Huge, his body was so long that it coiled and sprawled throughout the room, and he had no problem hauling me around with that massive tail as he raced through the spaceship. 

I was starting to think I’d picked a very bad ship to hitch a ride on. This creature was terrifying, even if there was a kind of alien beauty to him that I couldn’t describe. Every instinct in me wanted to scream that he was dangerous, that I needed to run and hide or I’d be eaten. And yet, the moment he hauled me up in his tail, that fear started to fade. I had no explanation for that. 

His body was all coiled, athletic power, and the gold was more pronounced along his flanks, while the green speckles were more obvious along his back. He hadn’t bothered to put on any clothing or weaponry when he started hauling me out of his apartment, like his nudity didn’t matter at all. I suppose, when your genitals just disappeared into a pouch like that, it mattered less.

Oh God, I’d seen him jerk off. I’d watched him come and whatever scent he carried around himself still turned me on. Which was utterly crazy. I was slick between my legs, my folds a little swollen and achy. It was wrong, and it had to be his pheromones or something that I was sensitive to. It was super inconvenient to feel this attraction to a monster when I knew it was probably far more prudent to feel fear. 

That I’d enraged him by being there was obvious; he snarled and growled. His yellow-eyed glare was so harsh that it made my skin crawl. Then there was the glow to his scales, marking the front of his entire body and tail in savage markings, like he’d been covered in iridescent warpaint or something. 

But fuck if I didn’t feel all hot and bothered to be coiled up in that powerful tail. That went past all my sensible, rational thought and directly into crazy territory. It had to mean that more was at play than just a mental attraction. He was doing something with my hormones or something. 

We didn’t encounter anyone in the endless, maze-like corridors of the ship. Then we were zipping up in an elevator of some kind and spilling out on a new deck of the ship. I was starting to dread whatever this location was we were going to. The bridge of the ship? So he could tell everyone to turn around and boot me out? 

I couldn’t let that happen, but how did I convince a creature like this that I should be allowed to hang around? Did I even want to? Now that I knew that one of the creatures living on the ship was this half-snake creature that preferred to snarl and demand answers rather than show even the slightest hint of kindness? 

He had indeed taken me to the bridge; we burst onto it through a set of double doors. Watching the occasional sci-fi had been one of my guilty pleasures, the one thing I loved about fantasizing about the future. This bridge wasn’t all that different from some of those shows. There was a large chair that was clearly meant to be the Captain’s. A bank ofs computers in front of that where several people sat, all of them aliens. Only one was a Kertinal, as far as I could tell. 

The far wall was a giant viewscreen, like the one I’d had in my tiny room at the human compound on Ker. I’d watched Kertinal shows on it at first, baffled by how they were all about war or clans fighting over territory. Then someone enterprising had shown me how to get Aderian shows, and I’d watched medical dramas instead. 

None of that knowledge helped me to deal with the huge variety of aliens I was seeing now. There was a guy who looked like a shark, cradling this giant cannon thing in his arms like it was a freaking baby. The two behind the consoles directly in front of the Captain’s chair were entirely red, but when they looked at me, their faces were painted white to look like skulls. Only, I was willing to bet that it wasn’t actually paint.

Then there was a guy standing behind a console with many screens and buttons, frowning down at them as he let his hands fly over them almost blindly. He had feathers all over his head, like a wild feather mohawk. His shoulders were draped in this long black cloak that rustled and twitched like it had a mind of its own. 

As soon as we burst onto the bridge, everyone turned to stare. Their black armored suits made them all look uniform somehow, like they were a military unit. Each man, or male as the Kertinal preferred, was big and brawny, with an intimidating stare. It felt like I was intruding on this brotherhood, an invader that was unwelcome. 

“Aramon, how far out are we from Strewn? We picked up a stowaway.” The Naga male had not introduced himself, while he’d demanded my name. He’d stared at me in such a way that I’d given him my Chinese name, like he’d known in a heartbeat that my anglicized name was not truly mine. Giving it to him felt like giving him power over me, but I didn’t truly believe that names could do such a thing. 

As it turned out, Aramon was one of those aliens with a skull for a face. The console and computer screens he sat in front of also had something much like an airplane yoke sticking out of it. His hands were curled around the grip in a casual manner. It reminded me of the way some guys draped themselves all casual and cool in their car, steering with one hand and just owning space. 

“Captain,” he said, my first clue as to just whose quarters I’d chosen to hide in. “We caught a lucky slipstream with a freighter in that FTL. Detouring back to Strewn will easily cost us an entire day. Right, bro?” He flicked his eyes to the other alien just like him who sat in the seat on his left, that one bared his at me, showing off needle-sharp teeth. 

“A whole day?” the Naga holding me said. His tail swung, and he held me up in front of him again, dangling at least a good four feet above the floor, tilted horizontally so that I draped around each side of his tail. It wasn’t very comfortable, because now I had to tilt my head back and arch my spine just to look my captor in the face. He hissed at me, tongue flicking out. A split one, exactly like a snake, which really freaked me out, if I was being honest. Then again, pretty much everything about this Naga was freaking me out, especially the part where my body seemed to think everything about him was sexy.

“Zhu Manyin,” he hissed, “You are not worth such a detour.” He shook his head furiously, his glare so bright that it made his yellow eyes glow. He didn’t have pupils like a human, round and boring. No, his were narrow, vertical slits with two dots on either end. Another part of him that was incredibly freaky and weird. 

“I just need to go to Ker, please. I was offered sanctuary there, and this asshole smuggled me off the planet to sell me. Their government will be very happy with you if you return me!” I made my case and then wished I’d left out some of the details. What if mentioning that the ones that took me wanted to sell me made them think, oh yeah, we could just do that too? I’d be so screwed. I had no illusions that I could fight the snake guy if he decided he wanted me to do something. 

He scoffed, “Solear, how far out are we from Ker?” The words made me think for a brief, hope-filled moment that maybe he was going to do it: help me. Then reality crashed down on me. He was just proving to me how ridiculous my request was.

“Six weeks, Captain,” the skull-faced guy from before responded cheerfully. I was pretty sure the pilot was called Aramon, not Solear, but the Naga didn’t seem surprised or bothered. Six weeks was a long time. He didn’t even want to delay whatever it was he wanted to do by a day; six weeks was obviously off the table. My stomach dropped, my belly aching. I wanted to rail for a moment against how unfair this all was. I hadn’t chosen this, and I was desperate to return to a place that wasn’t even home and never would be. It was extremely bad luck that I’d been abducted twice.

My first rescue had been by these ex-gladiators, who seemed to make it a habit to adopt and even mate stray humans. I hadn’t wanted to stick around for that kind of thing, and there was a sanctuary on Ker for humans like me. Thousands were there. It wasn’t home, but it felt like I could fit in with the shared misery and grief and all that.

The snake man shook me in his tail, making me feel like nothing more than a rag doll. I couldn’t keep my head up during that, my stomach rebelling just the same as it had after that weird jump spaceships did. I hadn’t gotten used to it yet. At least I had nothing to throw up; my last meal had been at least twenty hours ago. My stomach was emptier than empty. 

“You’ll have to wait till after this mission,” he said. His eyes focused on my face as he stilled my body again, holding it in front of him so I could see every fine little scale that covered his features. His brows were nubbed, sharp ridges, they were almost spikes. While his hair rose in a widow’s peak from his head, long black and silky, several strands of bright green woven through it all. 

After the mission? What mission? My hopeful heart started pounding again; that sounded like he wasn’t going to boot me out of the nearest airlock. That sounded like I was allowed to stick around until he could figure out what to do with me. I was going to count that as a win for now.

“Ah,” he drawled, “You didn’t even know we are a mercenary outfit, did you? What did you do? Just pick a ship at random to invade?” he scoffed, and several people laughed. Heat wanted to steal into my cheeks and I battled that so hard. He wasn’t going to know how much that got to me. What was I supposed to do? Everyone out there was bad news. I’d been warned more than once that slavery, and thus getting snatched up and sold, was commonplace everywhere except Ker or Aderia.

In answer, I just shrugged. Finally, he was lowering me to the ground, my feet skidding on the metal floor before I settled on them. His tail didn’t unwind from my middle until I was standing on my own. 

It was the pilot that spoke again, his voice cheerful and upbeat. “Ah, man, it seems like we just can’t get rid of these humans, can we?” He leaned out of his seat toward me, eyes avid and filled with a hint of heat, “But I’m sure we’ll have fun, won’t we? Girl?” Then he waggled his eyebrows and this weird, hysterical laugh started to bubble up in my chest. Was this guy hitting on me? 

The tail moved so fast it was just a black blur; the tip slapping the flirty male in the back of the head. “Focus Aramon. Get us to Yiophus ASAP. We have a mission.” The focused stare that the skull-faced pilot received seemed to contain a lot of meaning. He started smirking widely, something like avarice flitting across his face now. Even while he rubbed the back of his head from the blow, rumpling black hair, he started to flick buttons on his console.

“Yes, Sir. ETA: Six days. We’ll catch some extra FTLs to make it. Won’t we, bro?” the last words were directed at the nearly identical alien on his left. And once again, that one gave us all the creepiest, meanest grin I could imagine. It was so feral and wild that it made me think the guy was more beast than man. 

Trepidation still filled me. I didn’t think that the fact these guys were mercenaries was good news for me. He said ‘You’ll have to wait’ but he didn’t say wait for what. Safe return to Ker? An express ride back to that space station, Strewn? Maybe he meant he’d find a buyer for me after the mission. I had no clue, but I’d take a couple weeks of reprieve while I plotted my next course of action. 

“Captain, you should see this.” That was the male with the feathers instead of hair, the mohawk rising tall and proud over his head. There was a glint of some kind of device that blinked with a red light hooked up against the side of his head, curving around one ear.

The Captain coiled his long, serpentine body in two quick motions and he was rising up on the base of his tail at the side of the feathered male. “A tail,” he said, echoing my fixation on that long, flexible body. He moved as though he was boneless, like he was liquid as he spilled across the floor. But he wasn’t talking about his body or about my morbidly fascinated stare. 

Everyone in the room glanced from them to me, suspicion on many faces. The two deathhead aliens outright glared, not a hint of flirtation on the pilot’s face now. Awkwardly, I shuffled on my feet. “What? I don’t know anything about that!” I said defensively. I didn’t think the rust bucket that the smuggler had been flying could keep up with a sleek ship like this. 

The Captain frowned at me, but his expression turned thoughtful the longer he looked me in the face. “Indeed,” he said, “We have plenty of enemies. It could be any number of them. Monitor the situation, Mitnick, and inform me if they get closer. Let’s just see what they want, huh?” He directed those last words at everyone present on the bridge with a smile that was downright evil. All he had to do was rub his hands together, and he’d look like an evil mastermind or something.

“Flack, prep her a damn room. You, come with me,” the Captain said. He was very good at that commanding tone; I wanted to snap to attention in exactly the same way as the male across the room did. Then I was following his snake body off the bridge, led into the dark depths of the ship by the shimmer of gold on the edges of his scales. Now that he’d put me down, he no longer glowed in violent slashes across his front, and I really wanted to know what that was all about. Allergic reaction to humans maybe? 

Behind us, another alien, probably this Flack, followed us. But to my surprise, so did the feathered one called Mitnick. The device on the side of his head was glowing blue now, a kind of visor projected over one of his eyes. It was very alien and sci-fi.


Chapter 4

Asmoded

I had to be losing my mind; it was the only explanation. I should have handed the female over to my quartermaster and been done with it. Flack was a good, dependable male. He’d take care of a doctor’s visit and then he’d shut her in her room and we could all forget about her presence. But instead, I was the one leading her through the Varakartoom and toward the med bay. This was not a task I needed to be doing, and yet, it felt like it was my responsibility to take care of the female.

Zhu Manyin was a skinny thing with circles beneath her eyes. Eyes that were a deep brown that should have looked flat and boring, instead reminded me of a dark mirror, of deep pools of water that held endless mysteries. Zhu Manyin was a problem I couldn’t add to my already full plate. I had revenge to plot, missions to complete, and an entire crew I was responsible for. I should just hand her over.

I was resolved to do exactly that, already my hand lifted to my mouth to call Flack on my com, and then her stomach gurgled. It was a very loud, very obvious sound and when I glanced over my shoulder, her face heated. She made an admirable attempt to hide that she was hungry, but I could see how her hand pressed against her lower belly. Mentally, I added a detour to the mess hall to our itinerary. 

The med bay came in sight at that moment, stopping me from speaking to her; there was nothing to be said anyway. We both knew that she was hungry and needed sustenance as soon as possible. The doctor was only going to confirm that. 

I wasn’t often caught by surprise, but when Mitnick darted from the doorway with a satchel clutched to his chest, I definitely was. The Communications Specialist must have caught one of the shafts across the ship, reaching this place at a much greater speed than my slow, human companion could achieve. But why was he even here? As far as I knew, the hacker was in excellent physical condition. 

He made no eye contact, but quickly ducked around the nearest corner. The wings beneath his cloak twitched with agitation. Whatever he was up to, I needed to take a moment to figure it out. There shouldn’t be anything going on aboard my ship that I didn’t know about. Should I demand the doctor tell me what he knew? Or should I give Mitnick the chance to come to me himself?

The human behind me was a major distraction from the running of my ship. Her stomach only had to gurgle again for me to snap back to why we were here. I slithered into the med bay ahead of her, my eyes locating the doctor where he perched against his desk, shoulders hunched, and his many tentacles writhing behind him.

I heard Zhu Manyin swallow a gasp, but when Dravion turned around to look at us, she smoothed out her surprise. The doctor was a sight to behold. I knew that; it was why he was a reclusive male who spent most of his time on the Varakartoom where his presence was accepted.

There weren’t many places in the Zeta Quadrant where a Grolarnx was welcome, and though he was only half Grolarnx, people still feared him and his abilities. It was their loss and my gain, as the Aderian half of him made him a most excellent doctor. He had pulled back members of my crew from the brink of death more than once. This was why I was happy to purchase any technology he fancied, and even the more esoteric supplies he asked for, to use in his many experiments. 

“I heard there was a stowaway,” he said, his black eyes fixating on Zhu Manyin’s face. His third eye remained dormant in his forehead, just a shadowed circle against his dark blue flesh, swirled with pink. “Hop on,” he instructed her without any reservations, waving one of his hands toward the nearby medical cot. 

I did not question how he already knew about our extra passenger. Word always traveled fast, even on a big ship like the Varakartoom. I was willing to bet that as soon as the bridge doors had closed behind us, each of those males left behind had started tapping away on their coms to let everyone else know.

The human female glanced at me; it was only when I nodded at her that she gingerly climbed on top of the bed. She looked apprehensive as Dravion started scanning her with a handheld device, which he did not hold in his hand, but the tip of one of his eight tentacles. It was a simple, quick scan, but when the Doctor frowned and focused on her wrists, the scales along my back raised and rattled together in a soft, clacking noise.

I caught the deep stare of the Doctor as he noticed the sound with some confusion, but he brushed it aside to focus on his patient. There was no doubt that she had his primary attention now and that he’d care for her to his very best ability. That was what Dravion did, and he would go tail to tentacle with me if it involved her care. Zhu Manyin could not be in better hands, and it was that thought that settled the uneasy rustling of the scales along my back. 

“Why don’t you tell me your name?” he said gently. One of his tentacles swiped a hyper-injector from the counter behind him, holding it at the ready. I saw how Zhu Manyin focused on that object, her deep brown eyes widening. I tasted a hint of her fear in the air, but Dravion was as sensitive to that change as I seemed to be. “I’m Dravion. You have nothing to fear from me. I know I look a little scary to many, but I am perfectly in control of all of my basest instincts.”

That made the female smile, a gentle curve of her pink mouth that she directed at the doctor. My stomach clenched and my tail rolled restlessly across the sleek, white flooring of the med bay. Why was she smiling at him?

“Thank you. I appreciate the reassurance. It has been a rough week. You can call me Mandy,” she said. Her voice wasn’t filled with that defiance and passion, with that hint of the rebel I knew lived inside her. She sounded friendly, kind, and a little vulnerable as she hinted at the troubles that had caused her to invade my ship. 

That reminded me that I needed to talk to the grunts in charge of the Varakartoom’s security at the time of her breach. They should have seen her, they should have stopped her before she’d even gotten ten feet inside the airlock. 

She’d asked Dravion to call her Mandy again, which I was absolutely certain was simply a nickname. She’d told me the truth though, of that I was certain. Zhu Manyin sounded both lyrical and right, and I felt a distracting wave of satisfaction at being the one she’d given that name to. I hissed in annoyance at the realization that I was getting territorial, even jealous of the way she was so easily interacting with the doctor.

“Could you roll up your sleeves, please?” Dravion asked gently. I forced myself to back away. I was having far too many feelings when I was near the female. I still couldn’t make myself leave, my eyes glued to her wrists as, with a wince, she pulled back the long sleeves of her shirt. When she revealed welts that circled the slender bones, I forced myself to stay absolutely still.

She glanced away from the injuries as if she didn’t even want to look at them. Her eyes found mine across the room, her dark orbs drawing me in, hooking me there like I was tethered to her by an invisible string. I pulled my lips and bared my razor-sharp fangs at her, but that didn’t break the spell. 

Dravion kept talking. “Those look like ligature marks to me. Why don’t you tell me how you ended up on the Varakartoom? I’m sure it’s a mystery the Captain would like answered.” He offered her a closed-mouthed smile, and she finally looked away from me to meet it with a melancholic one of her own. I felt like punching the wall at the sight of it, my snarl silent but intense even without the eye contact. 

“I was stolen from my campsite in Cairo. I don’t remember that. I just woke up one day on a space station, not the same one as the one we just departed.” She offered me a wry kind of smile at that statement, but I was too invested in where this story was going to reply back. She didn’t seem to expect a response anyway.

“I woke from a stasis pod at some kind of auction house with several others. We were rescued by these guys who said they were former gladiators, and they were going to take us to a safe place.” A faint headache started to form behind my eyes. Gladiators? I had this sneaking suspicion that I knew exactly who she was talking about. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Dravion shot me a grin, his black eyes twinkling like this was one giant joke.

“They took me on their ship to Rakex, where most of us humans got off. A lot of those aliens had human ‘mates,’ which is why I felt like they were to be trusted. After Rakex, the Ker government brought all the humans they’d offered sanctuary to, together on Ker.” She shuddered as if that wasn’t a good memory for her, surprising, since I knew the Kertinal to treat those in there territories fairly. 

“I lived there for nearly a year, then a week ago, some smuggler kidnapped me from my bed. They dragged me on their junker spaceship to that space station.” She gestured vaguely behind her and I didn’t tell her that she was pointing to the front of the Varakartoom. She must have a terrible sense of direction to have gotten disoriented from our short walk. 

“They had to go in for repairs or something, and they left me unguarded. I slipped my manacles,” she pointed at her wrists. They already looked much better as Dravion had treated her with the regenerator while she spoke, gently keeping her hands in place with his tentacles. I had to admit that I was impressed with how calm she was at having those cool suckers press against her flesh. Not everyone could handle that the first time. 

From the sounds of it, she was one of those ‘pod’ humans that occasionally surfaced in the Zeta Quadrant. Relics from a slaver ship from hundreds of years ago that had fatally crashed, its location unknown, its cargo a treasure trove. She did not know anything about this place, about surviving in this Quadrant, or how extremely dangerous a Grolarnx was, even a half-breed. 

She shot me a mildly accusatory look, and I wondered what the fuck she thought I had anything to be sorry about. She was the invader here, a stowaway, even if her story was pitiful. “I didn’t know where I was. I just knew that most people out here would rather sell me or hurt me than help me. I wasn’t sure at first if it was the same space station as where I woke up or not. So I decided putting distance between me and those smugglers was my best course of action.” 

“That was very brave and clever,” Dravion said, nodding his head, his tentacles swaying around him in an almost hypnotic pattern. It was probably a subconscious response to her story, trying to soothe her, but I didn’t like it. 

“Enough,” I said. I curled a coil of my tail and raised the tip so I could wave it in front of the doctor’s face. “Finish treating her.” To the female, I said, “You should have just gone to the police on Strewn. They would have helped you. Strewn outlaws slavery. It was very stupid of those smugglers to take you there.”

When Dravion took her arm and hovered the hyperinjector over it, she offered her flesh to him without hesitation. Perhaps that had more to do with her intense focus on me. I raised on my tail, towering over her by a good four feet. Despite that, she didn’t cower. “And how the fuck was I supposed to know that? Huh? I didn’t even know where I was!” 

I hissed, my tail vibrating, the tip curling in the air between us. “Are you done yet, doctor?” The male had the guts to bare his teeth at me with a wide grin, mirth sparkling in his eyes. He nodded, gesturing at Zhu Manyin to get off the cot with one of his tentacles. The suckers along the bottom were exposed as he curled it, displaying a dozen pink rounds against his deep blue flesh. 

“It was very nice meeting you, Mandy. If you have any questions, feel free to look me up. I’m always here,” Dravion offered. I resisted the urge to wipe that smile off his damn face. He had no right to offer this female anything. She might have a sob story, but she was still an intruder, and she’d intruded on my territory. 

I settled for a glare that both of them ignored.


Chapter 5

Zhu Manyin

All in all, I figured I’d gotten away with this much better than had expected when that Naga Captain discovered me. I had a room, one about the same size as my room back at the human compound on Ker. Nobody had bothered me in it, and the door had a lock that the Captain had personally keyed to my hand. It had been followed by a very stern admonition that I shouldn’t leave my room, that the ship wasn’t a place for lost little humans to wander around in. 

I pursed my lips and huffed. That guy was a serious jerk. Total asshole. There were just parts of his actions that kept my mind whirring, analyzing what he’d done so far over and over and finding myself more and more confused. I couldn’t believe he thought I was an idiot for not trying to find some kind of alien police force. He acted like he couldn’t wait to get rid of me, and that everything I said or did was stupid. Yet he’d taken the time to detour to a mess hall to grab me food before he’d dumped me in this room. 

Did he know what I’d seen? That I’d spied on him during a seriously private moment without meaning to? That might explain the bad attitude, but I had a feeling he would have hated me, regardless. He hadn’t cracked a smile even once; I was pretty sure he didn’t know how to do such a thing. 

It was extremely boring to sit in that little room all day with nothing to do. It was like being stuck in isolation. My only excursions were a twice-daily escort to the mess hall for a meal. The timing was always weird, as if they were making sure I didn’t get to that room when anyone else was using it. And my escort was always this terrifying guy who only wore black armor that covered all of him. His skin was a deep gray, with no hair, and the coldest stares. That one probably gave the Captain a run for his money on mean attitudes, except this one didn’t even speak. Not a single word. 

I was lonely, and I wished I could just pick up a phone and call a friend, but they were long dead. I’d learned to accept that during my long year at the human compound on Ker, but it still ached from time to time. I had made some contacts on Ker too, but that didn’t feel the same. Most of the humans there weren’t snatched from the past, they had been brought to the Alpha Quadrant from Earth after they’d been ‘executed’ for crimes. Only to be used to generate money for their warmongering government. We had about as much in common as I had with the native species of Ker, the Kertinal. 

The order to stay inside grated. It had been three days at this point and I was ready to climb the walls. I needed to do something or I’d go absolutely crazy. Maybe I could locate the med bay and that friendly doctor. He’d been something else, the most bizarre alien I’d encountered up to this point. The bottom half of him looked like a freaking octopus with eight tentacles; I’d counted. But he’d been nice, and he even sort of invited me to visit, hadn’t he? 

Getting up the courage to go to my door and just open it took a minute. I had to admit that I was a little daunted by the idea of breaking the Captain’s order. There was no doubt in my mind that he’d made a decree, that I was supposed to stay put like a good little girl. Well, tough! I didn’t like people ordering me about. That’s why I’d been in charge of my own dig. I also was no desk jockey; I needed to be physically active, or I’d go crazy.

Moving over to the door, I felt like I was being spied on, like someone would rush over to scold me as soon as that portal slid open. Only one way to find out if that was true, so I swiped my hand over the panel. Holding my breath the entire time to see if it would even work. I’d been ‘keyed’ in by the Captain, but maybe that was just to make me feel like less of a captive. 

The door swished open near-silently, revealing the dark hallway beyond it. It was lit by strips on the ceiling at the floor, and handholds and doors decorated the walls at intervals. This hallway was identical to every single one I’d traversed since arriving here. As if they designed the ship on purpose to be a maze for anyone unfamiliar, effective in deterring and confusing any would-be boarders. It had certainly worked on me. I doubted it was helpful if the crew regularly got lost too, so there had to be a way to distinguish each hallway from the next. I just needed to figure it out. 

No alarm blared, no mercenary in black armor came racing down the hallway. I wasn’t locked in, and I wasn’t going to be stopped. I squared my shoulders, brushing imaginary dust from the shoulder of my plain white shirt, and then I stepped across the threshold. I picked a direction at random and then started counting handholds as I went, certain there had to be some kind of pattern to each hallway. 

I was definitely going to end up lost, and someone was eventually going to find me and scold me for doing this. It still felt really good to stretch my legs as I walked, much better than the pacing in my room had been. If only I could catch a breeze or some nice sunshine, that would definitely help to make me feel better. 

Fifteen minutes later, I was starting to realize that I’d already gotten completely turned around. I was definitely lost, but I’d also discovered that this ship had to be massive. The doors I counted never matched up with any of the hallways I’d already passed. So I hadn’t managed to go in circles. The scenery looked much the same everywhere, without so much as a window, but I’d traversed one hallway that had been slightly cooler. I thought, maybe that one faced the outside of the ship. 

Truthfully, I hadn’t seen any windows on the outside of the ship when I’d snuck aboard. It had looked like a giant, sleek, armored tank, but I hadn’t spent a lot of time looking for them either.

I figured I should enjoy the exercise as long as it lasted since someone was bound to find me eventually to escort me back to my prison cell. Then the sound of splashing caught my attention and my curiosity made me follow the noise until I reached the right door. It swished open when I waved my hand over the door sensor and then I was staring into a huge room with a massive swimming pool. 

A carpet of green plants covered the entire ceiling of the place, crawling along the walls from several large pots spaced around the room. The pool dominated my view, huge and filled with crystal clear water. 

And in that pool was none other than the Captain himself, just my luck. He hadn’t seen me yet, his long, serpentine body submerged as he swam in an undulating motion from one side to the other. I had ample time to ogle his body, which was honestly a work of art. I’d been digging around in the dirt to find statues and artifacts most of my adult life, and he reminded me of some of the jade sculptures of dragons that I’d uncovered as an intern in China. 

Bold, sinuous, and elegant. He was completely submerged, gliding beneath the water’s surface like some kind of strange water creature. The water was crystal clear and I could see him like a sleek black shadow, gold glittering and shimmering along his flanks and tail. The bright green freckles along his back and down his spine seemed to glow as they reflected the light from above. Refracting it like they were emeralds. 

His long black hair curled around his shoulders, swaying in the currents his body created; the way he moved fascinated me. The most sensible action was to turn around and leave before he realized I was even there, but I found myself stepping closer to the edge of the pool instead. I wanted to keep looking, and maybe I wanted to have another chance at talking to him too. Find out why he was such a sourpuss, and why he cared for me while acting like a jerk at the same time. 

My emotions filled my chest, nerves, excitement, a hint of fear at how he’d respond if he saw me. How would I respond if he started snarling in my face again? The last time he did that, my nipples had perked and my core had clenched. I was messed up for liking it when he acted that way. It was only the presence of the doctor at the time that had stopped me from slapping him in the face, but I’d been really close to doing that. 

I should be bending over backward to please this guy so he wouldn’t sell me to the highest bidder or kick me off. He was the Captain of the ship, and it was clear he didn’t expect anything less than perfect obedience from his crew, or me. I shouldn’t be pulling his tail, rattling his scales, or anything that could shatter what little kindness there was that allowed me to stay. The urge to verbally spar with him just seemed too overpowering. I felt inordinately offended by his attitude, like I could expect better from him for some insane reason. 

I shuffled even closer to the water’s edge, peering at him beneath the surface. Didn’t he need to come up for air at some point? How long could he stay under? His body moved in waves, left to right, and that somehow propelled him forward. His powerful arms made clean, precise swimmer’s motions that pulled him through the water. 

When I first met him, in his freaking bedroom of all places, I’d felt stalked by something primordial. An ancient predator that made my entire body freak out with instinctual terror. Looking at him underwater made me feel the same way. I was an archaeologist, my focus was human history, not dinosaurs, but damn if he didn’t remind me of some ancient kind of plesiosaurus. 

He reached the end of the pool, furthest away from me, and made a tight turn. I could see his bright yellow eyes as he faced me and started gliding back. I knew the exact moment when he spotted me, even when he was watching me through a watery veil. His body twisted, his head raised, and then he was rising up from the water like some freakish alien Neptune.

Or maybe he was like a merman, rising high on the base of his tail, effortlessly holding his entire torso above it. He hissed in fury, his sharp fangs baring and his tongue flicking out. His hair clung around him, his scales gleamed, and with his arms crossed over his chest, his thick biceps bulged. “Zhu Manyin, what are you doing here!?” 

Oh, damn, that voice. He sounded like a school’s headmaster, calling me to his office for a reprimand. I wanted to squirm in place, hide my hands behind my back as if the cookie crumbs still clung to them. His scent seemed to reach me like a wave, that rich dark scent, spicy and sweet at the same time. Caramelized popcorn. 

When I didn’t immediately answer, he swam toward me but kept his head raised, his eyes never left my face. Then he was curling his huge body up at the edge where I stood. Water sloshed over my sneakers, soaking my socks. He was still partially in the pool, most of his long tail remaining beneath the crystalline depths. Water dripped in rivulets down him, sliding around his scales, finding an easier path in the grooves along his abs. I made the fatal mistake of following one of those drops instead of meeting his eyes. 

I didn’t see it. Suddenly, his hand had shot out and clasped my throat. His long fingers curled all the way around to the back of my head. Water soaked the shoulder of my shirt as it dropped off his scales. “Why must you disturb me again? You were told not to leave your room,” he demanded, making it clear that my presence offended him. To be fair, this was the second time that I caught him when he was ‘off duty’ and trying to relax. 

I snapped my eyes up to his face, locking on his yellow eyes, which had those weird, slitted pupils. “Am I a prisoner then? Or worse? This misbehaving child you feel the need to punish?” I snapped back at him. “I didn’t sneak onto your ship to personally offend you! It was a matter of life and death!” 

His fingers twitched against my head, like he was resisting the urge to snap my neck or squeeze a little too hard with that huge hand. My sense of preservation made me bite my tongue, flinching in his grip, though I knew it was futile to get out of it. The glare he leveled me with could shrivel hearts; mean, furious, maybe even homicidal. 

“Maybe I should make you a prisoner,” he threatened, his thumb pressing against my chin with the hint of a claw. “Maybe I should end the visits to the mess, and the promise of a trip back to Ker! There’s nothing in it for me!” My hand raised without my conscious command, clenching into a fist. I stopped the impulse to strike him at the last moment, my hand jerking. 

“You really are an asshole! A rude, selfish asshole who can’t even do one decent thing or show a hint of kindness to a twice abducted victim!” The words were a force that tumbled from my lips, an unstoppable train of anger and hurt. This wasn’t right, damn it! I knew I was a bother, a complication they didn’t need, but a hint of kindness would have been nice. These were mercenaries, and I was an idiot for expecting anything but what I was getting. 

“Hey! You don’t talk to the Captain like that!” someone shouted, a string of swears following directly after. The Captain dropped me, his body rearing away from me and rising higher to glare at the newcomers. My brain rebelled at turning my back to the primordial creature behind me, but I sought out whoever said that anyway. Equally worried about a possible new threat.

The red aliens from the bridge with the freakish face paint that looked like a skull. They were both swearing at me and shaking their fists, closing in on me like dogs, hounding me toward the edge of the water. Actually, one of them was baring his teeth and growling more than name-calling, like the other one was. 

I didn’t know I hit the water’s edge until my foot went in. My balance was backward, expecting ground where there was none. Arms flinging out, I tried to arrest my fall, to no avail. I collided with a surface far harder than water, and a pair of thick arms curled tightly around my waist. Through my soaked and thin shirt, I could feel every ridge of his muscled belly, his pecs pressing against my shoulder blades. 

The Captain raised us until we were upright and facing the pair of aliens, my feet dragging through the water as he moved us closer. My stomach soared, then clenched. My skin was covered in goosebumps, and I could feel my heart pounding. Those two had looked like they were about to murder me not a minute ago, but they each had a hand outstretched, almost as if they tried to catch me. “Ah, shit,” said the vocal one of the two, his eyes growing wide.

“Aramon, Solear, what the fuck are you up to?” the Captain said. I could feel vibrations rumble through me as he spoke, the words rolling out of him with a deep hiss. The two backed away from the edge, glaring at me as if this was my fault somehow. The Captain slithered over the edge of the pool, gliding out of the water one coil at a time. He didn’t let me go as soon as my feet were over dry land, his grip remaining tight around my waist. From the corner of my eye, I could see the savage’s slashes glow along the front of his body and all along his chest. 

One of the nearly identical pair opened his mouth. “She disrespected you! You can’t let her get away with that, sir.” When the Captain hissed, the guy got a miffed expression on his face. It was actually sorta out of place, a very mild sort of offense. “We were just passing by,” he said and shrugged. “I’ll guess we’ll keep passing then…”

He glanced at his twin, who shrugged, and then the two spun around and started jogging away like nothing happened. Only something had happened, something pretty damn huge. He still didn’t let go of me, and with my clothes completely soaked, that made for an odd contrast with hot and cold. My front hit with cold air against my wet coverings, my back heated by each press of his scales.

I was in a weird state of panic and arousal, those muscles a sensual delight to feel, coupled with his seductive smell… I just wanted to keep on clinging to his body and take that in. Then I was shocked by that thought. No way could I keep being into how his nearness made me feel. He really hated me; it was not a good place to go.

Then my feet did touch the ground, softly reaching the tiles so I could stand on my own power. His arms did not unwind from my middle, his body pressing against mine along every inch of my back. “I was rude, wasn’t I?” he drawled against my ear, the warmth of his breath feathering across my cheek. My stomach clenched with arousal, my fingers tingling. The moment had flipped around on me, and that wasn’t anger I heard in his voice. “But you were a little rude, too. Did you enjoy the show?” he said again, voice pitching even lower like he was sharing a secret with me. 

Oh fuck, he was referring to the show I’d seen from my hideyhole, the way he’d stroked his flesh to completion; that massive erection. Did he know how insanely turned on I’d been at that moment? Heat flashed over me, my cheeks going red, and the wave of embarrassment that followed hit me hard. 

His tail coiled around me, sliding up my legs and spinning me until I was chest to chest in his grip. There was just a sliver of distance now, and I fought the urge to close the gap and press against him. He glanced down, hands pressing against my sides, intimate and warm. “Zhu Manyin, you are not a prisoner,” he said, but contrary to his words, I was held fast in his tail and arms, unable to go anywhere at all.

The slashes of bioluminescent glow were all over his front, lighting up the narrow space between us. My white shirt had clung to my chest, nearly transparent now that it was fully wet. The pale peach lace of my bra was visible, outlining my breasts. My nipples were such hard peaks that they were visible, a hint of my darker areola shining through the fabric.

When I tilted my head back up to gaze at his face, we almost collided. He was so close that my hair brushed along his chin, our eyes met, and his were filled with heat. I could see it burning there, calling to me. Then his nose brushed along my cheek, breath warming me and scales gently rubbing, there was no denying his alienness. 

His mouth was almost on mine, so close to kissing me that my entire body was tight as a wire. Expectation and arousal racing through me; was this it? Was he going to do it? How had we even gotten to this moment? This couldn’t be happening!

Around my legs his tail tightened, and the hands holding me seemed to burn against my flesh, heat, power, it was all those things. He paused, mouth against the corner of my mouth, touching but not quite. His breathing hitched and then resumed at an even, steady pace. He dropped me so fast that I stumbled and fell, the ring of his tail widening rapidly around me until I was kneeling all alone at the edge of the pool. 

He disappeared out the door without a backward glance, his tail propelling him out of sight in complete silence. Still, my brain helpfully supplied the soundtrack of panicked footsteps fading away. It made me smile, a hint of relief coiling through my belly. I hadn’t been the only one to feel that, caught in that bizarre twist of arousal. He’d been this close to giving in and kissing me, and that made him flee. He was the one who fled, who retreated. That definitely meant that I’d won this round. 

I sat, mulling that over for several minutes. My body cooling in my soaked clothes; it was going to suck so much to find my own room like this. Taking off my shoes seemed prudent, it would make the walking less like slogging through mud. With them dangling from my hand, I made my way to the exit, determined to give it my best shot. I couldn’t just sit here and wait; I was a woman of action.

Outside the door, I came to an immediate stop at the sight of a pile of fluffy cloth. When I leaned down to pick it up, I discovered it was a thick, soft robe. It had been left there for me; I had no doubt about it. There was only one person on this ship who would know I needed that, only one person who could have arranged it.

I slung the fabric around me, eagerly belting it over my middle and covering up my see-through shirt. That was one worry less. I felt instantly warmer and far less fragile. I dipped my head because I just couldn’t resist it, inhaling deeply in the hope that it would smell like him. Imagining the hint of salt and sweet popcorn. 

“Follow me,” a voice barked harshly from my left. I stumbled, spooked, and goosebumps spread across my arms and the back of my neck. It was the gray-skinned male that was my twice-daily escort to get some food. So that’s what his voice sounded like, dark and sinful. A rumble made harsh and cool by his tone.

He glared at me with nearly black eyes, silver curling around his chest and crawling over his arms to his fists. It was scary and alien. It looked utterly terrifying as that liquid silver swirled around him. Movement at his side drew my eyes, and I swallowed a gasp at the side of something huge and dog-like. It was silver, just like that stuff on the scowling alien, flowing and swirling around him like an ink stain in the water. 

He turned on his heels and started walking, rapidly leaving me behind like he’d abandon me if I didn’t keep up. I breathed in deeply, my feeling of happiness completely shattered, like I’d taken a second plunge in cold water. Everything in me said I’d rather run in the other direction than be near this guy again. 

With a deep breath, I clutched my shoes and clasped the robe against my chest. Then I started jogging after him on my bare feet. And after all that, I still didn’t know the Captain’s name. I should at least know who he was before I admitted to myself just how much I wanted him to actually close that final bit of space and kiss me.

I caught up three corridors later, slightly out of breath, and no longer even the slightest bit cold with my blood pumping like that. He glanced down at me with a mean, sardonic glint in his eye, like he’d walked fast on purpose, that he enjoyed having me off balance like this. 

“You shouldn’t disobey Asmoded, little girl,” he said. “The Captain rules the ship with an iron fist.” Raising his hand toward me, I watched as those streaks that moved over him pooled toward it, encasing his first. I knew what he was saying, that it was his fists that enforced those rules. He was warning me that if I stepped out of line again, he’d be the one meting out punishment. Despite his sinful voice, I was very certain that would be really bad. Everything about how he came across, the energy he projected, it repelled me. 

But I was pretty sure he’d just answered that urgent question. Asmoded, that was the Captain’s name. Of course, he had a name that sounded like that, just enough sibilant tones to make it roll easily off his tongue. Something that sounded a little sinister, a little dark. 

I didn’t know where I found the courage to glare at him, but it just felt wrong to let him cow me. “That might work for his crew, but not for me. I have rights.” The words made him glare back at me, but he turned away and started walking again, forcing me to jog after him. It soon became clear that he’d exhausted all his talking for the day. Leading me back to my room in complete silence. 


Chapter 6

Asmoded

“We are nearing Yiophus, Captain,” Aramon announced eagerly, his hands twitching around the yoke of the ship. On the large viewscreen, Mitnick had displayed the front cameras on the Varakartoom, allowing us to see the jungle planet we were approaching. Nearly the entire surface was covered in endless green, two bright pole caps of ice along either end of the axis. It was going to be very hard to locate much of anything in this wilderness. 

Aramon and Solear had been stuck to my side for most of the past three days, ever since the incident. Each time I thought about that moment, my body would grow tight, some strange kind of heat rolling through me. It was their presence that had made it easier to avoid running into the female again. 

Zhu Manyin had been right; she was not a prisoner. She was a victim who’d gone through something bad, and lost in a place she did not know. All she’d wanted was to escape. I could have been a little more sympathetic. She just put me off balance, and I didn’t like that. She made marks on my body glow when we touched, she made my mouth fill with the tastiest scent, and she made me want things I knew I shouldn’t have.

I’d given her Flack as an escort and as a tour guide. I’d even allowed her to visit Dravion once so he could update her translator implants with contacts for her eyes. Their use was to allow the wearer to see alien scripts and read them as their own. I was told she’d balked a little at having it done, but she’d gone through with it.

She had no choice but to do it if she wanted to find her way around the Varakartoom. It was using those contacts and a little bit of bonus software that allowed her to see the lines of colors that blazed across the ship’s interior walls. Guides to find locations, colors to denote what deck you were on, and a map on how to find your way from one place to another.

Sineater was vehemently against giving her that kind of information and all his arguments were sound. He was right, I shouldn’t have done that. It was an impulsive decision that I’d relayed to my subordinates before I could think it through. Then, I felt like I couldn’t back out.

Because she could now walk around and find her location, I had spent most of my day on the bridge and taken my meals in my quarters. Today I had a feeling it wouldn’t be long before she showed up. I had a feeling she’d want to see the planet, to see a break in the monotone drag of space travel.

Just thinking about her seemed to summon the hint of her scent, the sweet taste that pulled on me each moment of the day. I craved having it for real, and I could not allow myself to have such desires. Then there she was, gliding onto the bridge like she owned it, her chin held high, her eyes bright with curiosity, the soft sway of her black hair flowing over her shoulders. 

The crew’s focus shifted immediately, every male glancing at her, sneaking a peek, or outright staring. Solear and Aramon were complete opposites in their response. The navigator glared, the pilot smiled warmly. Mitnick was curious, his wings twitching, and the feather hawk on his head ruffling.

My Weapon Master spread his mouth in a wide, toothy grin, his version of mockingly offering a welcome. He knew how intimidating it was to be faced with that many sharp teeth. Sineater was sprawled in his chair on my right, his symbiont curled around his feet. He shifted upright and glared, the symbiont shaping into what he called a ‘Gracka,’ a type of sleek hound.

“Hi,” Zhu Manyin said brightly, waving her hand at all the faces pointed her way. “Is it okay if I watch the landing from here?” Just as I thought, she wanted to see something else than the endless walls of my ship. But how did she know that we were going to land? Narrowing my eyes at her, I considered the males she’d been in contact with. Had anyone babbled about what we were here to do? 

Not like it mattered. She could not communicate with anyone outside the ship; she was completely at my mercy. I smirked as that thought struck me, as I liked that very much. My tail twitched against the deck, ready to reach for her and hold her in place. Instead, I forced my urges back under rigid control and pretended she wasn’t even there. “Mitnick, locate our targets and find us a good hiding place.”

Currently, Aramon had maneuvered us behind a moon, hiding us from sight of any scanning technology below. There were no ships in orbit, but we’d already spotted a grid of small satellites that surrounded the green planet. A detection grid, possibly also surveillance for the surface of the planet, but my hacker had already assured me it had no firing capabilities. Too expensive for an operation still in the early stages. The detection grid told us that the company in charge of the mining operations thought their asset was worth protecting.

A good dozen spots lit up on one section of the planet, they were clustered to allow for better support and resupplying. Another mark lit up next, it was somewhere left from the targets and just behind a ridge of mountains. The spot that Mitnick suggested we land in. 

Solear gazed briefly at the screen, then closed his eyes, and the cable plugged into the base of his spine started to glow. We didn’t have to wait long before he had the answer, but, as was usually the case, it was Aramon who spoke. “We can make that, no problem. Sir. Might want to make sure Dravion secured his experiments, though.” There was some chuckling from the rest of the crew, each of us remembering our doctor complaining more than once about explosions, contamination, or spills when a landing was too rough. 

“What about the detection grid, Mitnick? Is it going to give us any issues?” I asked and watched as the male dropped his gaze to his controls, the visor glowing over one of his eyes. He didn’t reply until he was certain he had the right answer, his fingers moving rapidly as he worked. 

Feeling eyes on the back of my head, I turned to look and then really wished I hadn’t. There she was, sitting in one of the jumpseats installed at the back. Spares for curious passengers, just like her. She was too short to allow her feet to touch the ground; they dangled, and she was swinging them back and forth like two-legged children liked to do. Her focus was on me, her cheeks hinting at pink, and I was instantly trapped in that dark gaze.

“I believe I have found a way in, sir,” Mitnick said, interrupting the moment. I yanked myself away, battling the overwhelming presence of her sweet taste, her scent. Glancing at my officer, I gave him a nod, and the male got back to work. This time as we waited, I kept my head forward, my fingers digging into the arms of the seat, claws tearing into the leather. I would not look at her. She was not there, staring at me, looking so fuckable that I wanted to take her right there, on the bridge, in front of all of my men.

I shuddered and shoved away the thoughts; I was better than that. I was in control and no silly human was going to break my resolve. Once she was gone, all would go back to normal. Then I wanted to groan, because I knew that this mission could last months. 

Months I’d have to spend avoiding her while she made the Varakartoom her home. I knew that’s what she’d do, because females were always good at making any place feel theirs. Their scent, their things… I’d start finding them everywhere I went. I gritted my teeth as I considered just how crazy that would drive me; I’d be a total recluse by the end of the job. Worse, her scent still clung to the inside of that one drawer in my room. There was no escaping her.

When Mitnick confirmed that he’d taken care of any detection measures, the bridge thankfully became a busy, focused place. I lost myself in that familiar hustle and bustle as we prepared for a sneaky entry into the planet’s atmosphere. We’d use the cover of night creeping over the planet to fly in from the dark side, limiting the chance anyone on the ground might glance up and spot us. Once on the planet, we’d start our guerrilla missions, sabotaging each location until they’d abandon the project. All we had to do was make absolutely certain that we destroyed none of the artifacts and ruins that the planet was dotted with. The reason those Aderian science guys wanted to save this world from being harvested until it was nothing but a stone husk. 

Not much later, we were coasting down toward the planet’s surface, gliding out from behind the moon and toward the atmosphere. When Aramon announced one minute to reentry, I was out of my seat before I could stop myself. My crew knew how to strap themselves in, but did our guest? I slithered toward her and lowered myself to her feet. 

She was pushing buckles in place with deft, competent little fingers; she’d done this before, which backed up her story. It was a strange thought to realize that we’d almost met when the gladiators who rescued her brought her to Rakex. The Varakartoom had met them there to deliver two of their crewmates back to them. 

Zhu Manyin hadn’t seen me yet, but when I reached out to yank on the nearest buckle, she squeaked and leaped back in the restraints. “Fuck, I didn’t even see you there!” she exclaimed, her hand flying to her chest to touch her racing heart beneath the breastbone. 

“I am only checking that you are properly secured. I can’t have a silly human careening across the bridge when we briefly go through zero-G,” I said. My tongue flicked out as I rushed to check her work, pulling on each buckle to make sure it was completely secure and properly tightened around her slight figure. 

She pulled back her lip in an attempt to mimic how I snarled, her dark eyes boring into mine. “This human happens to know how to do this. You should get to your own seat, Captain. Or we’ll have a silly Naga tumbling across the bridge.” Her words made my crew snicker and the twins growl. My hand curled around her small knee, giving it a warning squeeze, then I returned to strap myself in. 

The Sineater shot me a knowing little grin, and I heard myself haughtily say, “We have a duty to see all cargo secured. Even if it is a pesky human.” It was too obvious, even to my own ears, that all I’d wanted to do was secure her; Zhu Manyin with the sweet, tempting scent. And what was turning out to be one sassy mouth too, and I liked that far too much. 

“Pesky?” the Sineater drawled, his gray face shimmering in barely there lines, hinting at delicate patterns that laid dormant beneath his skin. “Their government, yes. The UAR, terribly pesky for sure. Humans? No.” His voice dropped into a much deeper register while he shot a glance over his shoulder at the only human present. “They were always, always delightful.” He was still staring at Zhu Manyin’s face as he spoke. As one of only two males aboard that were from the Alpha Quadrant just like the girl… He was the only one who could easily know, and I hated it. 

My fist snapped out, curling around his wrist in a tight grip, my tail catching him with the coiled tip beneath his chin; not quite a blow, but a threatening tap. Proving to him that I was faster than his symbiont, that he was not invincible around me unless he kept his armor up full-time. “You are staying away from our guest. She goes back to Ker after this, untouched, unharmed. Understood?” I growled at him, leaning in close so he would be the only one to hear my words.

“And none of your feeding from her either,” I added, my gut twisting at the idea. I should have never assigned him to be her only escort those first three days. By now, he knew her mind better than she did. He knew too much. 

I yanked myself back into my seat, glaring at any crewmen who were staring curiously at our exchange. We shifted through a short, half-a-minute zero-gravity situation. Then quickly back to gravity when the planet’s gravitational field caught hold of us. Aramon smoothly guided us down, despite joking that the landing could be rough. I managed to resist glancing behind me the entire time.

The Varakartoom smoothly sailed over the treetops, a wraith-like shadow of pure black. Visible from below, only by the way we would block out the stars. A mountain range rose in the distance, the edge of where the darkness stretched, the barrier behind which we’d hide from the mining company working on the other side. 

The sun was coming up from the other side of the mountain and it had given the entire range a silver edge. The human’s gasp of awe was audible, and it tricked me into looking at her at last. Her straight black hair was ruffled from the zero-G, her cheeks pink and glowing, her eyes sparkling with awe. It was indeed a beautiful sight. 

*** 

Zhu Manyin

I was glad I’d decided to stop avoiding the Captain and just do what I really wanted. I wanted to see our arrival on the planet, and I wanted to see how his pilots landed the ship. Curiosity ruled. I tingled to find out what kind of planet it would be, what kind of history it had, if any. Was it inhabited? I didn’t know anything, but that we were going somewhere and the six days it should take were up.

The bridge doors swished open as I approached, my belly one big ball of nerves. I needed to steel myself against seeing him again after that weird moment at the swimming pool. I had already laid awake one too many nights agonizing about that almost kiss. I could have sworn he hated my guts, but then he did that… And just to prove that he was a decent being under all that grump, he left me the robe. I was pretty sure it was no coincidence either that the guard only showed up by the time I was completely covered.

The situation with my room had changed too. I’d found a tablet loaded full of books the day after the pool; they just showed up in my room after I’d come back from breakfast. My mealtimes were now at the same time as the crew; at least four different males had approached and propositioned me. I was astounded by just how many species worked on this ship.

Seems like the Captain hadn’t liked being accused of treating me like a prisoner. The biggest improvement was the strange, permanent contacts they had the doctor put in my eyes. I couldn’t even feel them or see them if I peered closely in the mirror. But the change was immediate. Now I could read any written word as though it just appeared to me in my own script. 

The contacts were the answer I’d been looking for. Now it was like walking through a rainbow when I traveled the ship. Each corridor was different from the next because of the way the contacts now let me see it. A secret map each of these mercenaries was kitted out with when they signed on; and the Captain had let me have that map.

I wanted very badly to believe that he was secretly a good man with a little bit of the hots for me. For the first time since I’d woken up and found out I was abducted, I wanted to explore that kind of possibility. With him and all his alien snakiness. I just needed to flash back to the image of his strange, bifurcated cock to feel my body flush with heat. 

By now I’d memorized all the color coding and could find the bridge easily by following the bright blue strands on the walls. It tickled me a little to realize that all these tough guys were strutting around a ship that to them looked this colorful. The all-black had seemed much more up their alley. I had to admit that the colors managed to improve my mind every time I took a walk. It was very pretty, warm, and bright.

That didn’t help to diminish my nerves when I stepped onto the bridge and caught the stare of every single person present. It was a little hard to get used to being aboard a ship where literally the only other female was this elusive head of engineering I’d never laid eyes on. I had no access to the engine room, and I hadn’t really tried to go there so as not to give the wrong impression. Though I would have liked to talk with the one person who had experience dealing with this lot, from a female point of view. 

Asmoded didn’t look at me as I stepped onto the bridge. He was the one exception, and the only one whose glance really mattered to me. When I asked for permission to watch, nobody responded, not even a sigh, head nod, or glance. So I took that as a yes and parked my ass in one of the jumpseats at the back.

I didn’t deny myself the pleasure of looking at the Captain and his long, sinuous body. His coils were draped around his chair, his body slowly moving and twisting so that the patterns of gold and green on his scales swayed with a hypnotic motion. His scales shimmered, his wide shoulders filled up the big chair, and he looked sexily competent as he ordered his crew about. 

Then we were making the landing, something that Dravion had grumbled about at lunch yesterday. Most often, the doctor would sit nearby and spout off about his current experiment. My eyes didn’t do the dramatic, bored glazing over that such monologues had on the crew’s general population. I was his most captive victim, but I didn’t mind; it always made me smile how passionate he was about whatever he was up to.

Strapping myself in wasn’t difficult. This safety harness appeared identical to the one on the Kertinal ship I’d traveled on. The gladiator’s ship too, come to think of it. It had to be a universal safety standard or something. The sudden yank on one strap had me jerk in my seat, causing a round of snickering from some of the guys.

His heat washed over me next, followed by a waft of his scent, sensual, sweet and salt. My tongue watered, my pulse started racing, and I struggled to focus on what was actually happening. He was checking over each of my buckles, and his remark made me want to sass back, so I did. The words slipped from my mouth before I could think twice.

The squeeze of his hand around my knee as he moved away had butterflies soar through me. That warm, firm clasp did all kinds of things with me. It made me feel like it was a kind of approval of what I’d said, that he liked it when I stood up to him like that. 

Any thoughts on what he was really thinking fled my mind when the ship started to reach the edge of the night. A beautiful sunrise outlined the mountain, a silver and gold line an artist might have drawn. Now I was really glad I’d decided to take the gamble and come to the bridge; I wouldn’t have wanted to miss a sight like that for all the world. 

Then the Captain looked at me, his yellow eyes coasting along my face. 


Chapter 7

Zhu Manyin

We had been down on Yiophus for two days, and the scouts had returned from their task, which had included setting up these clever passageways to help them across the mountain faster. I knew this because I’d discovered that instead of just sitting at my own table, I should intrude on one of theirs. The first time I did that everyone had stared but one question later and they were ready to just pretend I was one of the guys. I was pretty sure it was the contacts that made them think I could be trusted, the Captain’s seal of approval. I wondered if he knew that. 

I hadn’t dared to go to the bridge again, but the doctor had shown me where I could find a viewscreen that would show me pictures of the outside. So I’d sat in that room and sketched on the tablet to fill my time. Today was different though. There was a palpable excitement running through the ship, and it made it hard to focus. 

Eventually, I gave into my curiosity and tiptoed to the bridge, peeking through the door as it swished open to see who was inside. The usual pilot and navigator, and that strange feathered guy were there, along with some of the b-crew members that were now manning stations usually taken up by others. I didn’t see the creepy gray guy with his strange dog thing, nor the guy with the huge shark head. 

Asmoded was there, sprawled in the Captain’s seat as he watched the big screen. He looked handsome and fierce, his black hair shimmering, the bright green highlights a little savage and alien. Then he flicked out his tongue and I could see the split tip wiggle in the air, but nothing else. When it disappeared, I knew he was tasting my scent; it made his fists clench around his armrests, and I smirked. 

Sidling a little closer to his side, I gazed at the screens to figure out what was going on. It was split several ways, and it took my brain a minute to puzzle it all together. Two locations, four men each, and they had a camera feed for all of them. On all the feeds, I could see the spire of a huge kind of shaft that slashed down toward the jungle. It dominated the sky for each feed whenever they looked up through the canopy. It was the angle of that thing that made me piece together that we were looking at it from two different angles.

“A surveying spike,” the Captain said softly, the words meant for my ears alone. An explanation for what I was seeing. Through the leaves, it became obvious that his men were approaching a facility at the base of that thing. The forest had been cleared around it in a huge swatch of blackened earth; they’d used fire to destroy that much jungle. Approaching over that much cleared ground would make them highly visible, and I held my breath as I waited to find out how they would do it. 

The spike in the distance was like some giant had stuck a sword in the ground, a wound that was killing the planet. No wonder they’d been hired to put a stop to this; it was horrifying. Smoke was belching from the buildings that surrounded the spike, pumping toxic fumes into the atmosphere with no care for the wildlife that clearly lived on this planet. The sound of birds chirping could be heard, and I’d seen one merc’s feed trace a squirrel-like thing up into a tree.

“Moving in now, Captain,” a voice said, and the feeds everywhere shifted perspective, dropping to the ground. Oh fuck, were they about to crawl across that stretch? Blending with their black armor against the burned ground? Just thinking about it exhausted me, but that appeared to be exactly what was happening. They were moving in and making quick progress across the planet’s ravaged surface. 

I was so focused on trying to decipher what I was looking at that I didn’t realize I’d overbalanced until it was too late; I tripped and fell forward. Face first into a heavy coil of tail, my hands sprawled all over the thick muscle, covered in sleek, warm, and dry scales. My knees had thudded into the other side of the loop, effectively breaking my fall.

I was so focused on trying to decipher what I was looking at, I didn’t realize I’d overbalanced until it was too late; I tripped and fell forward. Face first into a heavy coil of tail, my hands sprawled all over the thick muscle, covered in sleek, warm, and dry scales. My knees had thudded into the other side of the loop, effectively breaking my fall. 

“The dirt on the screen must have been really intriguing, huh?” Asmoded drawled lazily, a hint of laughter in his voice. His tail rippled and pushed, and I stumbled back upright, another loop catching me against my butt to steady me. 

It lingered for a tad, strong muscle pressing against my rear. Heat scorched through me, striking my core hard, and I bit my lip to hold back a very inappropriate moan. He definitely did it on purpose when he slid that coil away slowly, gliding it along my cheeks in a caress. Pretending that hadn’t happened was hard, and getting half a dozen stares from curious onlookers as I fought for control made it even more difficult. 

“The dirt is interesting. Did you see those lines? I think there are stone edges, maybe the edges of buried walls!” I clasped a hand over my mouth as I contemplated the ramifications of such a discovery. That meant this planet had a civilization long ago, or maybe even now, and this mining company was about to destroy it all! Someone should be down here to study it, to unravel the past so we could learn from it. 

He frowned, but sat up straighter to lean more intently toward the screen as well. “Mitnick, can you run some probabilities on that? Are there walls below that dirt the guys are crossing?” I drew in a relieved breath. He was taking it seriously! He didn’t just dismiss the idea out of hand; a smile pulled at the corners of my mouth. 

When his yellow eyes flicked my way, I let it out, grinning happily at him. He blinked, and not like a normal person. No, that would be too simple for him. He had another pair of eyelids that slid across his eyes sideways, sliding outwards from the inside corners. They were a transparent white, allowing me to still see the yellow of his pupils through the thin membrane.

He cleared his throat and looked expectantly back at Mitnick with the odd feather crest along his head. That male offered a faintly amused smile which made his Captain glare, “Affirmative. Sir. There’s a probability of eighty-nine percent that ruins lie just beneath the surface at that location.” To me, he directed with a smirk, “Good eye.” 

I shrugged, already back to staring at the screens in case there were interesting finds to discover. My fingers itched to go out there and dig up some of those walls. Would it be a burial site? Could we discover anything about who once made those? “It was my job,” I said, unable to keep a wistful note out of my tone.

“Was?” Asmoded asked me. I didn’t want to keep thinking of him as Captain; that made me feel too much like he had the right to boss me around. He’d looked at me more this time than he had all the previous days counted together. I was hopeful this meant we could start to get along at last. 

“Yeah, was. I doubt a PhD in Archaeology is worth much out here, never mind about my specialization in Egyptology.” I shrugged casually, but it stung a little. Well, a lot. I had studied for years to get my degrees, giving up a lot of freedom and social relationships to get where I was. Then it was all snatched away from me, worthless. 

“You’re an archaeologist?” Asmoded said incredulously. “Of all the ships on all of Strewn, you picked mine!” Then he started laughing, a deep sort of belly laugh that was edged with the deepness of his voice, a growl. His face was marvelous when he did that, all handsome sharp lines, tilted snake eyes that glowed with his mirth. I stared, completely transfixed and when he noticed and straightened up, smile fading away, his eyes stayed locked on my face. 

It wasn’t until someone cleared their throat that he snapped back to face the front. “Be advised Sin, your team is crawling across ruins. Find another direction to extract from, yeah?” It wasn’t the dark voice of the gray guy that responded back, as I expected, but a bored-sounding male who spoke actual English. The translators were good, almost seamless, but I could still tell. This guy was speaking English. 

“I’ll sweep to the west and catch you from there.” That’s all he said, but my spine tingled, my eyes went wide, and my pulse started racing. He spoke English, I was certain, but did that make him human? Was there actually another human being aboard the ship? The deep voice of the strange second-in-command of the ship only barked out a quick affirmative, but they’d never stopped their rapid crawl across the scorched earth to get to their target. 

“Is he?” I asked, and the Captain glanced at me, raising one nubbed eyebrow to indicate the mildest of curiosity. I liked that expression, it was more relaxed. Now I could start to see the less angry and uptight side of him, the promise that maybe he did know how to smile from time to time. The revelation that I was an archaeologist had certainly tickled him pink. “Human?” 

He rolled a shoulder, “I do believe he identifies himself as human, yes. That is Thatcher, but you better stay away from him. You hear me?” His voice dropped into a lower register on the warning, a sinister edge teasing at his tone. Now I really wanted to know why he was warning me away from the only person on this ship who was the same species as I was. I secretly hoped it was jealousy, but that tone… It made me feel like his warning was very real. 

Action exploded across the eight feeds then, thoroughly thwarting any chance at further conversation. I sat down in the back, just watching as it went on but not interfering as the crew on the bridge helped coordinate what was going on at that mining facility. 

They rushed the machines that hung over drilling holes all around that strange survey spike. People were shot and knocked out, and explosives were placed on the machines. I watched them drag bodies away from the blast zones and worry struck me that they’d destroy things beneath the dirt that should be left untouched. I shouldn’t have worried; each blast was precise and small, taking out the internal heart of each machine, but that was all.

In minutes, a hover vehicle roared in from two directions, and both teams were extracted under the sound of some gunfire though it was just a pistol or two and half-hearted at that. The vehicles raced away into the treeline under the sound of laughter and whooping from the guys as if they’d just had the time of their lives. I suppose I could understand that it was a celebration of success and of survival. 

They’d pulled it off marvelously. Non-lethal towards the miners that were there, destroying their machines so they would be significantly delayed to continue operations. It would likely cost a lot of money to fix all that. I was picturing them hitting each of the twelve mining locations in exactly the same manner and could already taste their victory. 

“This one was easy,” Asmoded said over the sound of the celebrating. “But remember, next time they’ll know we’re coming.” Yeah, I heard him. Next time they wouldn’t find a placid, easy target to hit, there would be guards. 

My eyes went to Mitnick’s console, where he’d left a diagram open of the land he’d run his ‘probabilities’ on. Lines marked an entire section in an almost a maze-like fashion, where his computer analysis indicated walls might be hiding beneath the scorched dirt. As the crew on the bridge did their own celebration of a job well done, I wandered over and took a picture with my tablet. Peering at the lines as I tried to figure out what they could have been.

“Doesn’t look to me like your ‘job’ is a thing of the past,” Asmoded drawled so suddenly from right behind my shoulder that I gasped and nearly dropped the tablet. He caught it with the tip of his tail, pressing it back into my hands with a glint in his yellow eyes. He was so close to me that I could now feel the warmth that radiated from him. I was pretty sure snakes were cold-blooded, but it seemed to me like maybe a Naga was as hot-blooded as the rest of us. 

He was hovering too, right next to me, so close that we were almost touching. His long hair brushed over my shoulder, wrapping me up in his scent. I just needed to raise my hands to put them against his chest, covered by the same armor that his crew wore. I wanted to know what his scales felt like beneath my fingers. 

Gathering the tattered remains of my dignity and my sanity back around me; I licked at my dry lips. His eyes narrowed on my mouth and I was pretty sure I could read the heat in them. We were back in that strange place where he was so close to kissing me that I could almost taste it. “Passion never dies, does it?” I heard myself say, but I was no longer sure if I was talking about archaeology or him. 

“Captain!” a voice called out, and he jerked his head upright. I wanted to curse the person who’d dared to interrupt our charged little moment. He hadn’t looked like he was about to flee this time. It was the computer guy, his feathered hawk quivering above his head as he spoke with excitement. A holographic visor glowed in front of one eye, lights rapidly flicking over it that I couldn’t imagine he could actually track. 

Asmoded curled away from me, putting his wide back between me and the approaching man. It was his console I was pushed against, trapped now between hard scales and an equally immovable computer. “Talk fast, Mitnick.” 

“That tail from before, they’re still on us. Or rather, I located a ship in orbit, but I don’t think they found us yet.” The Captain rapidly started to discuss options with him, gazing at the information on the tablet the male was holding out to him. I was dismissed from his mind, and I was no longer in the mood for that odd dance the two of us were doing. A deep sense of fear and disquiet had washed over me at hearing the news. Was it them, after all? The smuggler that stole me from the human compound on Ker?


Chapter 8

Asmoded

The ship in the sky made me uncomfortable. I did not like unfinished business, and I did not like unknowns. That ship was a big unknown right now, searching for something, likely us, but why and who was it? I needed all that information as quickly as possible, so I’d ordered Mitnick to work on it without stopping until we had answers. The bastard had snuck off the bridge not even an hour later, which was highly unusual for him, and I had not managed to track him down. I could only hope that meant he was lying in the bowels of the ship somewhere, tapping into cables I didn’t even know existed.

“Are you sure about this?” Sin asked from my left. We were standing in the vehicle bay of the Varakartoom while Ysathae was welding some extra armor plating along the roof of one of the truck trailers. The slender, blue-skinned female scrambled along the vehicle like she had glue on her feet, always perfectly graceful and balanced. 

My second was leaned up against a barrel, arms crossed and bare so one could get a glimpse of the patterns that lay beneath his skin, ready to burst into existence if he ever found his mate. Not that Sin was looking, since he’d actively sworn never to go down that path. I’d asked him why once, when he was decently drunk, and I’d gathered that he wasn’t willing to share her. I didn’t see the problem because he wasn’t on Talac where that was the norm; he was in the Alpha Quadrant. But that decision worked in my favor. The rule about mated couples on the ship was firm and would remain in place.

Not so helpfully, my mind instantly supplied me with images of pale, silky skin. Of soft black hair and deep brown eyes, a pink little mouth, and gentle curves that had to be made to tempt a male to insanity. Zhu Manyin needed to get off my ship as soon as possible or there’d be nothing left of my resolve to stay away. She wouldn’t like it anyway if I took her; we were too different, it could never work.

“I am certain,” I said. “She had valuable insights last time. I want to put her closer so we can utilize her skills. She might as well earn her fucking keep on this ship, right?” To me, all those reasons sounded like justifications for taking her with me on the mission in a few hours. To keep her at my side so I could keep an eye on her, to protect her in case of danger. With that ship circling above us, possibly searching for her, I didn’t want her to stay in the one place they could most easily find her. 

“The Varakartoom is an impenetrable fortress. Taking her out of here isn’t doing her any favors. Don’t pretend this is about anything but your own need,” the Sineater said harshly. He rose to both feet, his symbiont crawling all over him to form armor over his flesh. He expected me to throw a punch; he thought I’d fight him for those words. I should, but that just made me feel tired.

He wasn’t wrong, and that was the truth of the matter. I didn’t want to leave this ship with a threat hanging over Zhu Manyin’s head when I wasn’t around to personally protect her. Sin and I always alternated mission leads, and I was not going to change our routine. Even if I was taking more of a backseat than I normally would by staying aboard the armored train as backup.

Ignoring Ysathae, who was probably eavesdropping on every single thing we said, I shot my second a glare but remained where I was. “Fine, but this is still happening. I will keep her safe, and she is an asset that we should utilize.” I had seen the way her eyes lit up as she perused those lines on the image. I heard how passionate she was about such things, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was one freaky coincidence to have an archaeologist stowaway on my ship when our mission was related to that field. 

I couldn’t wait to up my rates to those Aderian aristocrats because I now had a field expert to do the first site appraisals for them. That was going to be a very delightful round of bargaining. Sin interrupted my thinking when he leaned in closer, “Sure, she is. But you need to get your head out of your ass and admit that you just want to fuck her. Get it out of your system and get rid of her. It’ll be better for all of us.” 

I bared my teeth at him, hissing in his face to warn him he was crossing a line there. We were friends, had been for years and years, but not even he could say that to me and not suffer the consequences. “You’re an asshole, Sin. A soulless, mean asshole. Get out of my sight.”

The thought of using the female in the way he suggested disgusted me in ways I couldn’t describe. She did not deserve it and she’d already been through enough. She didn’t need a horny bastard after her, ready to discard her at a moment’s notice. But damn if it wasn’t incredibly tempting to consider, to have just a little taste of her before I let her go.

Sineater stomped out of the room, his symbiont slinking after him on quiet feet. I rattled my tail against the deck in response, fed up with all of this. I had too much energy, too much frustration. I couldn’t even go swimming to cool off because the damn pool reminded me of her, and so did my bathtub. 

“Yo, Asmo,” Ysathae called out from the front of the truck. She was always a little too casual in her way of talking when it came to authority figures, which had gotten her into a lot of trouble in previous jobs, but she and I had an understanding. I was very curious to see if she was going to talk about work or meddle in my private life as my second had done a minute ago. I wouldn’t put it past her. 

I briskly moved down the side of the vehicle, which comprised a front part and two back trailers. Ysa had just spent her time reinforcing the middle trailer, where I was going to put my pesky human problem during this mission while I monitored everything from the screens inside. I trailed my hand over the thick metal sides, certain this would withstand any trouble the mine workers might throw our way. 

When I ducked around the front, I found Ysa leaning against it with her ankles crossed. Her blue skin glowed and her long, long hair was coiled in a thick braid around her middle, several times over. Her eyes gave me this mischievous twinkle, so I braced myself for more meddling, but all she did was point over her shoulder at the roof. “You’re all good to go.”

She straightened and started to saunter off, her hips swaying, her head held high as she whistled some kind of tune. “It’ll keep your mate safe, don’t you worry,” she added, and then she ducked around the corner and disappeared. I stared, my mind spinning from her words. Mate? Was she crazy? 

*** 

Zhu Manyin

I wasn’t sure if this was a bad idea, a crazy idea, or downright insane. Why did he want to take me off his safe, protected, comfy spaceship and out on this mission? I suppose I was flattered that he thought my insights as an archaeologist could help his men avoid damaging any more of the ancient ruins that dotted this planet. 

He’d finally told me what their mission was here, the real one. I was gaining his trust, and that made me glow inside, even more than his appreciation of my abilities. They were here to delay or stop the mining until the Armada showed up and put a stop to it. This was an unclaimed planet in unclaimed territory, and apparently the right of the strongest went when it came to such planets.

The Aderian scientists that had hired the Varakartoom for this job definitely intended to be the strongest. They just needed time to get here. I was kind of elated about the idea of these Aderians using their badass fighting power to secure a planet for study. It gave me faith in this Quadrant and in living here; it wasn’t all bad. Their species’ medical dramas were pretty fun to watch too. Now that I was on good terms, maybe I could convince Asmoded to give me access to those in my quarters.

“Just sit there. Here’s your headset so you can hear what’s going on, kay?” The green-tinted male in black armor was explaining to me. His eyes were the color of emeralds, his hair a deep dark green, and all along his skin shadows danced like the patterns leaves might make in the wind. He leaned in closer to hook up my harness but suddenly stiffened, then he hurried away like his ass was on fire. I knew why: the boss had arrived. 

My skin broke out in goosebumps, my body seemed to melt into the chair, and my nipples perked. Yes, that was definitely Asmoded, by now I was starting to get somewhat used to how intense his presence made me feel. He turned me on all the freaking time. No matter what I did at night in my room, it wasn’t enough to so much as take the edge off. I’d stopped feeling embarrassed about even resorting to such measures after day one. I took satisfaction in picturing him doing the same.

It was obvious, even to his crew, that he was extremely into me. I wasn’t experiencing a one-sided attraction, and I was ready to break all the human preconceived notions about what dating was supposed to be like. He was an alien; it was different, and I was going to do my damnedest to convince him to find out what was going on between us, together. 

I hadn’t found my place on Ker, but the longer I was here, the more I thought maybe I could find it here. I hadn’t felt scared or unsafe in days, and I had relaxed and learned to joke and laugh with the guys, even if I struggled to pronounce most of their names. I was pretty sure the doctor and I were starting to be friends, and Flack, the quartermaster who was my de facto guide; he was fun to tease until he cracked a smile.

I could make living on this ship work. It excited me so much to think about it, but that had everything to do with the Captain, and honestly, nothing at all with the crew or the ship itself. On earth, such commitment-heavy thoughts would have frightened me, but I’d been on Ker long enough, and seen enough alien soap operas to know that fated mates were a real thing. That some aliens went to extremes to fall in love, and it could happen in minutes.

It felt like that when Asmoded slithered into the armored truck’s middle trailer; the axles groaning beneath his heavy coils; the vehicle dipping and swaying. My knuckles went white as I gripped the armrests of my chair, my body felt too warm, and my mouth went dry. When I licked my lips, it was the first thing he looked at, his own split tongue slipping out to flick at the air.

Our eyes met, his bright yellow set in his dark face, a dusting of gold high-lighting his sharp cheekbones. “Are you strapped in yet, Zhu Manyin? Can’t have you hurling through my truck, can I?” he drawled lazily, his body moving, swaying in such a way that it didn’t seem like he moved but suddenly he was much closer anyway. 

I laughed at the reference to our earlier verbal scuffle on the bridge of his ship. I liked that he hinted at a bit of self-deprecation there, able to reflect on that past moment and make fun of it now. I shrugged, “I don’t know. Maybe you should check the buckles?” I indicated the completely undone harness and laughed when that made his eyes flare, his tongue seeking the air once more; testing my scent. 

He leaned in, towering over me, caging me against the seat. A brief burst of bright, instinctual terror surged through me, fearing the primal predator that he was, but that faded to a tingle of arousal between my legs. “I will, don’t you worry, I will,” he drawled huskily. 

His hands brushed along my breastbone, stroked my shoulder and down my arm to my wrist as he worked to cinch the right belts around my body. Each touch blazoned heat through me, ratcheting up the desire I felt for him. I was crazy for egging on this beast, for playing with fire like I was, but I wanted him. I had never wanted a man the way I wanted this alien creature, and there was no one to judge me for this need, not here. I felt practically urged on by the crew to seduce their boss. Well, everyone except the twins.

I was certain he knew exactly what he was doing to me with each brush of his fingers, which remained safely in supposedly non-erogenous zones. Not that my body had gotten that memo. His smirk growing wider and wider, almost devilish by the time he ran his palms down my thighs to my knees. “Secure, you’re not going anywhere,” he declared. 

“You can just call me Manyin, or Mandy,” I said. “Zhu is my family name. Mandy is my Anglicized name, which most people find easier to pronounce.” I was very used to going by Mandy wherever I went, usually only my family, my parents, and my sister called me Manyin. I worked primarily with English-speaking people, it was just the way it was. Though I had to admit that the way Asmoded drawled my name was perfect, it was a little piece of home I never thought I’d hear again. 

“I see,” he commented, leaning in even closer. He wasn’t going to allow the shift of topic, so I could regroup my feelings. Maybe he didn’t need any convincing after all. He seemed very into touching me just moments ago, keen on continuing with more of the same. The tip of his tail hooked some hair behind my ear, soft scales brushing gently along my cheek. His eyes tracked the movement, his head dipping toward me.

“Captain, we’re ready to go,” a voice growled, startling me so I jerked in the seat. My head thumped back against the solid curve of Asmoded’s tail, which now cupped my skull softly. His face still filled up most of my view, his yellow eyes with their strange, slitted pupils focused intensely on mine. 

In the gentle clasp of his tail, I could only barely move. Just enough to look over his shoulder and spot the twins standing in the connecting door between this trailer and the one hooked up behind it. The troop transport that was part of our little convoy. Aramon had spoken, his expression dark as he eyed me with suspicion, while his silent twin had pulled back his lips in a vicious snarl. They seemed okay with me, only if I wasn’t flirting with their captain, though in this case, I would say that he was flirting with me.

“Thank you, Aramon. Get strapped in, we’re leaving.” Asmoded’s voice was icy when he spoke, letting the pair know of his displeasure at their unfortunate interruption. If my panties weren’t soaked at the moment, my body aching to find that kiss he kept denying me… I might start to wonder why their relationship seemed different from how the rest of the crew acted toward their captain. As it was, I could only muster intense disappointment when my Naga moved away.

He was brisk as he moved to his own seat and buckled shut his harness. The headset followed a moment later and then he was barking orders, fully in control of himself, this vehicle, and the teams he was about to lead into the next skirmish. 

I was just along for the ride, but I was no longer so against this plan. I got to spend the next couple of hours in a tiny trailer with the very person I wanted to spend time with; not a bad score at all. But I wanted to prove to him that he was right to bring me too, so I focused my eyes on the screens and started searching for any sign of a past civilization. 

The truck started moving with a jolt, then drove smoothly down the ramp and out of the ship’s vehicle bay. My excitement had to be palpable as I gazed at all the greenery around us. Spotting all kinds of alien avian types, along with many rodents, and even something that looked like a three-armed monkey. This place was rife with life. It wouldn’t be right to let it get destroyed by the destructive mining happening on the other side of the mountain.

Yesterday, Dravion had shown me pictures of what this planet would look like when the mining was in full swing. It would turn into a barren wasteland pockmarked by crater after crater as the planet’s precious minerals were extracted. I was glad my mercenaries were here to put a stop to it. 

Traveling across the mountain took an hour at blindingly rapid speed. I was shocked the driver could keep up with the trees whipping past us in streaks of color. Our vehicle was a sinuous little caterpillar made up of three blocks, two long and narrow, like train wagons, and a big sturdy truck that pulled it all at the front. I could not see the driver, though there was a narrow passage that could be used to go there, same with the trailer behind us. With the door closed, I could not see or hear the dozen mercenaries they had stuffed in there, ready for this next mission.  

It left Asmoded and me locked in this little cocoon, just the two of us swaying over the rough terrain to the sound of the engines softly humming. I kept glancing at him, but he was coiled tightly around his seat, his coils looped around himself so he was one big pile of, well, snake. His hands flew as he pulled up data and looked at various schematics and diagrams on his screens. His eyes darted to another to keep track of the feeds that displayed what was happening outside. 

Enough, I’d focus on getting him to talk later, when we’d completed this mission and the mood got all celebratory. I was certain that would put him in a more impulsive frame of mind, maybe just impulsive enough to make him kiss me. 


Chapter 9

Zhu Manyin

The mercenaries had disembarked an hour ago and our truck was just parked in the woods, not moving, just waiting. It was a bit boring and Asmoded didn’t let himself get drawn into conversation whenever I tried, just monosyllabic answers or a grunt. It was frustrating, but he was doing his job; I got it.

I needed to do my part and stare at the feeds of the mercs as they walked through the woods to reach their next target. This time, they’d opted to go for the location furthest away from where the Varakartoom had landed, which meant they had quite a bit of travel ahead of them. With a shuttle, they could have been there in minutes, but they would have easily been spotted if they did that. So, slow but sneaky was the way to go.

It was much harder to spot even the slightest sign of ruins when the foliage was so dense. At the burned site, the unnatural edges of the stone walls had stood out to me. Here, everything was covered with plants. There was nothing to see unless it was still above ground and at least a little intact. I wasn’t holding my breath, and it made me feel a little like a failure, as if I was disappointing my captain by not finding anything, and he was not my captain. 

They were talking over the open mics, not exactly a conversation a lady should be listening in on; there were a vast amount of crude words. The atmosphere was light and confident, playful almost. They were looking forward to doing their jobs, though I heard Aramon loudly complain about a bug getting into the collar of his suit. He was blaming the driver still sitting safely in the front of the truck for that one.

When their target became visible through the trees, I held my breath at the size of another of those huge lances piercing the planet. It stretched up into the sky like a skyscraper but at a bizarre angle, crooked like the Leaning Tower of Pisa. Smoke was belching into the air at its foot, but from the looks of it, they hadn’t cleared nearly as much of the trees around the site. I leaned in closer to the screens, my eyes darting over the blackened dirt.

“Darkness is falling in ten,” Asmoded warned. “Good timing, men. Get in position to breach. I want all those machines up in flames. Aramon, lead your team westward, flank them like last time. Watch your six, Jaxin. I’m picking up heat signatures in the treeline to the east; they might be from a patrol.”

They were splitting up, Aramon leading his five in one direction while the shark guy, Jaxin, kept his group steady in the trees. Not long after, darkness fell, and the camera feeds switched to a night vision far more advanced than anything they had back on earth in my time. This wasn’t infrared or anything, I didn’t see heat signatures or that other greenish, grayish thing I vaguely recalled from television. This was just a washed-out version of what things had looked like during the day, the skies dark, but that was it.

On the feeds, I could finally see what had allowed them to move so fast across that barren field on their bellies. They were tapping their chests and the fronts of their legs and then sprawling in the dirt, hovering just above it somehow and propelled forward by something in the soles of their boots. Very high-tech, very cool. I was almost tempted to ask the Captain if I could try that sometime. 

They were closing in on the buildings in much the same way they had last time, only this time it was night. I did my best with the feeds, trying to focus on that scorched dirt, but saw nothing. It was like they were moving much faster; the ground blurring beneath them. I swore silently, clenching my fists, heart in my throat. This was much tenser. I felt like I was there with them this time, though there really wasn’t much of a difference between watching things on a screen on the bridge or inside this trailer. 

I was ‘on’ the mission, though; even if my role was tiny and unimportant. Risk-free. I wanted them to succeed and eagerly watched as they reached the buildings and started sneaking around and placing their explosives on the massive mining machines. When the first alarms started to go up, firefights broke out and things moved so fast that my untrained eyes couldn’t really figure out what was happening.

The tap of something against my ankle drew me back from the screens, and out there with the men fighting in the field. It brought me back to my body, to the way I’d clenched my fist against my mouth. It was Asmoded’s tail, gently curling around my ankle and just holding. Like a strange, alien way of clasping my hand for support. When I looked over my shoulder at where he sat, he was hunched tightly toward his screens, talking into his headset to relay pertinent information. As if he was not even aware of my existence.

A smile spread across my face, my heart filling with warmth. See, this was why I was so damn attracted to him; he was a sweetheart beneath that standoffish, grumpy exterior. It sharpened my resolve to win him over, making it easier to push away any reservations I had about a relationship like this. I had no home to return to. Ker wasn’t it, and Earth was out of the question. I needed to carve out my own place because sitting on my butt was not my style…

The thought had only just flitted across my brain when true chaos happened. I was staring at Asmoded’s screens and could see something explode, too early. Then voices screaming that one of their men was down, and that was followed by a sharp whistling noise. It came from above and instinctively, I glanced up; only to stare at the metal roof of the truck trailer. 

Asmoded’s tail snatched me up; the thing wrapping around my middle and yanking me from my harness like it was nothing. “Drive!” he shouted, and the truck leaped forward, careening into motion. Asmoded was everywhere all at once, his body wrapping around me, spinning me in dizzying circles. I saw how he pressed some of his coils out, his hands gripping the walls, wedging himself tightly in the limited space of the trailer’s interior.

I was still trying to figure out what the hell was going on when everything went sideways. My world spun, my only anchor the tightly wrapped coils of Asmoded’s long body as he held me away from the walls. The rest of him did the opposite, pressing out so he did not fling around the space like a pinball. 

The noises were deafening; roaring, metal screeching and groaning, the chatter of the mercs over the coms as they scrambled to retrieve their downed friend. Somehow, the headset was still stuck to my head during all the wild rolling and seesawing we did. My head spun and my stomach wanted to revolt, but predominantly I felt panic. I couldn’t figure out what had happened, just that we’d been struck, and that somehow our vehicle didn’t seem to find a single tree to come to a dead stop against. 

When it did, it was with a jerk that I felt even curled up in the protective cage of the Captain’s body. I was angled just so that I could see his face, our eyes meeting in what was now nearly complete darkness. The light had gone out, and most of the screens were damaged or broken, but I saw the yellow glow of his orbs. “Are you okay?” I asked, my breathing harsh and loud in the sudden silence. I could no longer hear any sounds over the headset. 

Asmoded blinked at me. “Yes.” That was all he said, just a simple statement, but I felt relief wash through me. He was alright, and I was pretty sure I was completely unscathed. We’d rolled to a stop, now we could get out of there and figure out what had happened. No sooner did I have the thought or another screech rent the air, and then our world started spinning again. 

This time, my captain wasn’t quite as prepared. The part of his tail that gripped me swung around, while something fell across the trailer at the same time, and it conked me in the head. I was out in an instant.

***

Asmoded

Dragging Manyin close to my chest, I cradled her in my arms and rushed to inspect the wound bleeding along her hairline. A gash, no longer than an inch, but it was the trauma beneath it that concerned me. Did she have a concussion, a fractured skull? Humans were so fragile and small, even if this particular human seemed to think she was as tall as any of her opponents.

The trailer had barely stopped rocking, but I was already moving, grabbing one of the emergency kits and knocking open the escape hatch on the roof. Our best bet at exiting this sideways tilted wreck. I had the small female out in seconds, but I could not keep monitoring her health. Our safety was priority number one.

Scanning all around me, I took in as many details as I could at a glance. We were at the bottom of a narrow ravine, not narrow enough to make the climb out easy for me, deep enough that the remains of the trailer were a complete wreck. I had deep bruises along many sections of my tail to prove that though my crushing power had equalized some of it, at a cost. Keeping the protective shell of the trailer intact enough to allow us to survive shuttle artillery and this massive crash.

At the top of the ravine, the front part of the truck was wedged across the gap. I searched for any sign of life; Tass wasn’t at the bottom of the ravine with us. There was nobody down here, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t show up at some point. The only thing that could have shot the armored train as it had was a shuttle, so I scanned the sky above us for any sign of the damn thing. 

“Tass, come in. Are you there?” I demanded over my com, but got no response. I tried Aramon and Jaxin too, but neither answered. They were very likely still neck-deep in the skirmish happening at mining site twelve. My com was functioning; I confirmed that when I connected with the Varakartoom. “Sin, status! What’s happening out there? Do you still have feeds?”

My second-in-command was all business as he rattled off status updates on the crew still fighting. “Only Flack and Solear are injured, but they’re barricaded in for now. Position secure until we can extract them. I can’t hail Tass. What happened to the trucks? Mitnick says there’s a shuttle coming in toward your position. Hang tight.”

I whipped my head around, quickly finding the lights of the shuttle that Mitnick had spotted. It was circling in from a wide arch, like they’d swung by the mining facility to appraise that situation before coming back here to finish us off. 

Manyin was still out cold, but her breathing was steady, and her heartbeat sounded good. I shifted her against my chest, tucking her head beneath my chin as I cast my eyes about for a good hiding place. I had no doubt that the shuttle would first shoot the wrecks, then come in for a landing to verify we were all dead. 

I didn’t want to abandon Tass, possibly stuck and out cold in the driver’s seat of the truck hanging above the ravine. Left with no choice, I slithered down the ravine, which widened further ahead. I threw down the emergency pack behind some rocks and gently placed the female on top of it. Then I pulled plants and fronds from nearby and covered her with them. Satisfied she was hidden from sight, I backed into my own hiding spot on the edge of where I was certain they’d land their shuttle in a minute. 

“Tass, respond, damn it! Wake up! You need to get out of there now!” I said into my com, hissing when the call still went unanswered. “Sin, I can’t get Tass on the com. Keep trying him! We’re about to have company.” The driver had to be out cold, and the question was, was he in or outside of the vehicle?

I heard the rumble of the shuttle as it swept down low over the ravine, the glow of its engines bright in the night. Just as I’d predicted, it fired two shots, hitting the trailer at the bottom first; it exploded, sending shrapnel whirling in every direction. The second shot hit the truck’s front, the vehicle crashing down into the ravine as it broke into many fiery pieces. I clenched my teeth at the sight, worried that one of my men had just died, or possibly had already been dead.

My eyes shifted from the burning mess to the female not far from me, still out cold. When these bastards landed to inspect their handiwork, I was going to rip them all to shreds. I might restrain myself enough to question one of them before I ended him, but I felt positively homicidal. Nobody killed my people and got away with it, and nobody got to hurt that vulnerable female, period. Not ever. 

The shuttle swooped over the treeline, darting across the jungle away from our location. I could still hear it, a muffled boom reaching me when it fired off another shot. They’d gone after the last trailer too; it must have broken off further in the trees, some distance away from where our part of the wreck had ended up. 

It was already circling back when my com lit up. I answered the call immediately and drew in a relieved breath when it was Tass’s voice on the other side. “I heard you’re looking for me, sir. All good. Do I need to help you and the female get out of that hole?” He sounded his usual self, but I still detected the hint of pain he was masking. Tass was injured.

“Run and hide,” I said, “That’s an order. I’ll take care of these bastards myself.” Tasseloris chuckled hoarsely, masking a coughing noise. When he confirmed that he’d make himself disappear, I hung up and focused my attention on the shuttle that came in for a landing exactly where I’d predicted they would. 

I coiled my body, tensing every muscle in preparation for my strike. My mouth split into a wide grin as I imagined how I’d make them pay. When the shuttle’s back hatch lowered, showing me the shoulders of at least four opponents, I hissed. They never knew what hit them. 


Chapter 10

Zhu Manyin

My head hurt like I’d had a run-in with a sledgehammer. I wanted to curl up and fall back asleep, pretend that I didn’t exist for a while longer, but urgency rode me hard. I froze, spreading my eyes wide open as I searched the darkness for any sign of Asmoded. I didn’t feel his body coiled around me and above me a carpet of stars spread across the skies, a hint of red tinging the world on my left, like there was a bonfire roaring. I could hear it too, a fire, roaring loud and fierce. 

I blinked, my vision swimming. Beneath me, the surface I was lying on was lumpy and uncomfortable, but not cold or hard. A bag of some kind, my fingers told me as I touched the nylon-like surface, and brushed along a weird type of zipper. I counted the facts I had: fire, bag, outside. Asmoded had dragged me from the wreckage, and it was now on fire. He’d also gotten us supplies, but where was my captain?

It hurt to tilt my head, and I gingerly rolled it on my shoulders, gazing around to get a better picture of where I was. I wanted to get up, to move from this vulnerable, prone position. My head rebelled at the idea of any movement at all; I knew that was a bad sign. I probably had a severe concussion, and there was no telling how long I’d been out. What if it was longer than an hour?

There was definitely a fire, and it lit up the narrow ravine I was in. I was trapped at the bottom with no obvious way out, one direction blocked by the blaze of the wreckage. I saw no sign of Asmoded, but I was starting to realize that the ebb and flow of that roar wasn’t coming from the direction of the fire. It came from somewhere else. 

When I turned the other way, I spotted the shuttle. For a moment, my heart leaped in my throat in excitement. That had to be our rescue! But then I realized that the silver vessel was nothing like the Varakartoom herself. I had not seen the mercenary ship’s shuttles, but I knew in an instant that this wasn’t one of them. 

Lights glowed a faint blue from the back, the engines throttling on and off; the roaring I’d mistaken for the fire. Shadows danced around the vessel, thuds and groans filtering through the noise now that I had a place to focus. Asmoded was fighting over there, but who the fuck was he fighting with? 

I forced myself to roll to my side, then onto one elbow so I could raise myself over the edge of rock I was partially behind. Now I could see two downed shapes sprawled out in the dirt, Asmoded’s tail curled around the neck of one of them. He was grappling with a third, and a laser pistol shot went off, blazing high into the air. The next moment, his opponent crumpled into the dirt, followed by the shuttle engines roaring loudly as it shot into the air.

Silence followed, then there was a moaning noise. It was much darker now; I couldn’t see if it was my mercenary or one of his attackers. I clawed myself upright against the rocks, then rolled over the edge and onto clumsy feet, using the boulder for support as the whole world seesawed around me. “Asmoded…” I groaned, sounding horribly pitiful.

His tail wrapped around me immediately, a coil coming up to press against my hip and ass, wrapping around my waist and holding me steady. “Manyin, you’re awake. You shouldn’t be upright.” Of course, he managed to sound admonishing and stern when he was worried about me; I expected nothing less. Despite being in pain, a smile still flirted on my lips. He’d called me by my first name only. We were definitely making progress.

“Are you hurt?” I asked him. The fire only lit him from one side. In the dark, he’d gotten close so fast, I couldn’t recall seeing him move; maybe that was the concussion. I should probably be a little more worried about the head injury, but my first desire was to reach up and run my hands along his chest. I wanted to assure myself that he’d just survived that crash, an explosion, and what looked like a three-to-one fight, without seriously getting hurt. He wouldn’t admit it if he was. 

I did exactly as I wanted, while trusting his strong tail to hold me upright, I threw up my hands and ran them over his chest. He was wearing that same armor all his crew members did, though his suit only covered his torso and arms, a sleek black kind of fabric that had to be incredibly durable; there was not a single scratch. When I reached up to stroke his neck and chin, he caught my hands with his. “Enough. I am fine.” His hiss sounded a little too close to a purr, so I laughed.

I blinked and realized I was sitting cradled in a pile of Asmoded’s coils, my entire body warm and supported. My head was leaning back against one such coil, my eyes blinking at the stars above me. I must have passed out again, but this time, my head felt much better. I reached up and touched the sore spot near my hairline, my fingers touching something sticky. 

“I healed the wound, but you must rest more,” the Captain drawled, his face appearing above mine. I liked how pretty he looked, how wide and concerned the look in his eyes was. I liked that when I licked my lips, his eyes flicked down to them, and his tongue came out. It was split like a snake’s, alien and strange, and I knew he was drawing my scent into him, tasting me in a way that only he could do. 

“I want to know what happened,” I said. “Someone got hurt. Is everyone alright?” I suddenly recalled how the chaos had started, one of the mercenaries had gone down. And where was that strange, green guy that had driven the truck train thingy? He didn’t appear to be down here with us. I started to move, trying to get up from the extremely comfortable chair/pillows he’d made of himself when I’d passed out again.

As with everything about this guy, such things could easily turn into a trap, a way to hold me captive. His tail clenched, a coil looped around my shoulders, and I was pinned. “You rest, I’ll talk.” It was an offer I had no choice but to take. It was either that or remain stuck where I was with no information at all. My nod was enough, which was good because I was sure the words that wanted to come from my mouth wouldn’t be polite.

“Two injured, no fatalities,” he said briskly. “As of ten minutes ago, they were barricaded in and waiting for extraction. Sin is working on it. Tass got out. I suspect he’s injured but coping,” he gestured with a hand up at the ravine wall, “He is lying low up there and will make his own way back to the Varakartoom.”

The driver was alive; that was good. It sounded like everyone had survived, which was a small miracle if you asked me. I still didn’t know what had happened to us exactly, but the sight of that shuttle gave me a clue. “It was the ship that tailed us here, wasn’t it? They shot us from up there?” I vaguely pointed at the stars. 

My Captain moved, sliding around me until his front was against mine, pressing me into his coils, his heat surrounding me. I instinctively grabbed him, my arms curling around his neck beneath his silky black hair. “No, aerial bombardments are too inaccurate. It was the shuttle that located us and shot us. It also is not the same ship that trailed us from Strewn, we lost that. That ship was a mess, but this one is a Battle Class Cruiser.”

His words made disquiet fill my stomach; so it had been the smuggler tailing us after all. This was my fault… Only, why would there be a massive battleship here now? I doubted the smuggler had friends that powerful, and that they’d go this far just to get me back. That would be utterly ridiculous. He was better off trying to steal another human from Ker. Also, they’d done their very best to kill me, so this was probably not about me at all.

“You are worried, but you don’t have to be, Manyin. I will protect you,” he said solemnly, like it was a promise, a vow. All my senses lit up, and the last vestiges of my headache faded away. Why was it so incredibly sensual when a man said that to you? When an alien said it, one that was capable of wrapping you up like your private airbag, easily surviving a massive crash? I was on fire for him. 

I tilted my head, our noses brushing from how close we were, then his tongue flicked out, the split tip tickling along the edge of my jaw. I couldn’t hold back the moan that rolled up through my body. Each point of contact with him just added more fuel to the fire, and he was touching me everywhere. He surrounded me, pressing against my body with his coils, his chest, while his arms were braced on either side of my head. I was thoroughly trapped, and I loved every minute of it because I knew how incredibly safe I was. 

“If you don’t kiss me right now,” I said, “I’m going to scream. Enough with the teasing.” His response was a groan and then his mouth covered mine, hands shifting to dig into my hair. His taste swept across my senses, the scent of him filling my head. I had no room for anything but sensation, to experience what he was doing. The slick stroke of his strange alien tongue as he slid it into my mouth, curling it around my tongue. I felt it all the way to my toes when he tugged just a little. 

Arching against him, I writhed. I wanted to spread my legs, to pull him between my thighs. I wanted to press my breasts against his chest so I could feel friction against my aching nipples. But there was a coil of his tail wrapped around my torso, pinning me in place. I couldn’t move even though I wanted to, caught up completely in him. 

He hissed, a fang nicking the corner of my lip. Then his body moved, twisting, and I felt that band around my torso press and undulate. The texture of his scales rubbed through my shirt against the undersides of my breasts. Sensation rocketed through me, pleasure blinding me when I felt pressure against my groin, just like I wanted. 

Asmoded conquered my mouth, he touched me like he owned my body. I could only cling to his strong neck, my blunt nails pressing against his scales without harm. Cling and offer myself to his every touch, let him carry me away on a tide of pleasure. I was certain he had managed to wedge the tip of his tail between my thighs, and it moved, wriggling, pushing, pressing, stroking. Through the haze of pleasure he induced, I thought vaguely, since when did he have two tails? But then the thought was lost as my orgasm crashed over me. 

He swallowed my moan, his tongue lashing my mouth as he withdrew, lingering on the corner of my mouth. His eyes seemed to glow. There was a hint of luminescence peeking at the edge of his collar, but all along his tail he was covered in those savage, glowing marks. A warm, almost golden light spilled from him.

The look he gave me was still full of heat but filled with knowledge too. He was pulling away, and I couldn’t have that, my hands clinging to his neck. His hands slid from my shoulders, down my elbows to my wrists, clasping them in tight bands. Then he pulled them away and locked them above my head.  

I was lying on a bed of his coils, but it was the tip of his tail, slender and agile, that wrapped around my wrists and held them. His tail tip was there, above my head. My breathing stuttered, my eyes growing wide. He’d pulled away, but not to stop this like I’d thought. When I glanced down between our bodies, along the space he’d just created. Oh, fuck! 

“Asmoded…” I whined, eyes latched onto the thick erection he had pressed against my thighs. I could see the dark heads glisten with wetness, salt and sweet filling the air until my mouth watered and my body ached with emptiness. That thing was huge; the head split like his tongue was. Two independently moving tips that pressed and writhed against the juncture of my thighs. It hadn’t been his tail, stroking me to orgasm. It had been that monster.

“This means nothing,” he said, snarled almost, like it personally offended him that his body desired me this much. A girl could have been seriously hurt by that kind of thing, but I knew better. I couldn’t really explain that kind of faith, but I was so certain that he was lying that it just made me smile and that, in turn, just made him growl more. His hips pistoned forward, his cock brushing roughly over my legs and along my belly. It didn’t feel quite so good as what he’d done before, and I struggled to part my thighs, to get him where I wanted him the most.

“You are too small!” he said darkly. “You can see that, can’t you? We don’t fit!” He sounded pretty furious about that fact and probably, I should be far more daunted and scared of that cock. It was really big, and very inhuman with that bifurcated tip. Instead, I finally yanked one leg free from his tail and hooked it around his hip, pressing him closer. 

“So what? We’ll work up to it. Humans are stretchy.” I had no fucking clue at all where those words came from. I had never been this adventurous before in the bedroom, outside at work, or in my hobbies, sure. But this? I couldn’t believe I’d just said that, but then, I’d never craved a guy as much as I craved Asmoded. 

My eyes were locked on his cock, on the pleasure that surged through me each time he thrust that erection between my thighs. I wanted my clothes to be gone. I wanted to feel his scales against my skin, but that I didn’t dare to ask. His tail was snug around my wrists, firmly reminding me that I could feel but not touch. I was his to use right now. I didn’t feel used; I felt pampered as he rubbed himself against me, another orgasm threatening. 

When it crested this time, he was with me, his body shuddering as seed erupted from those strange dual tips. His wild, sweet-and-salt scent filled the air, like caramelized popcorn. It made my mouth water, the desire to taste him overpowering, but I couldn’t move, locked in his grip. He growled as he came, his eyes on my face so I had no doubt he knew he was with me as he did this.

My belly and chest were covered in his seed. There was a lot of it, and his erection took a long time to go down as we stared at each other. It would have been weird if not for how it made me feel, like he was seeing straight down into my soul. I felt like I knew him when I looked back into him. The good parts, the vulnerable parts, and the raw parts. It was more unifying than any heartfelt conversation I’d had with previous partners.

Humans didn’t have mates, not among each other, or if they did, we didn’t recognize them the same way that many of these alien species could. It took time and work to make a relationship last. I was starting to think that maybe we had a latent ability to sense it, that I was drawn to him because of it, even if he was trying to deny us.

I was okay with that idea. I liked thinking that Asmoded was my other half and that he needed me to see the light. That I needed to convince him that I was his, like I got to conquer my own part of this quadrant by wooing him. Or rather, seduce. 

Eventually, I got cold. His seed had made my shirt wet, and the night air was rapidly cooling it against my flesh. I didn’t want to break the moment, but he caught on as soon as a shiver rippled along my spine. “You have bumps now,” he said curiously, his finger trailing along my wrist where goosebumps had broken out.

When I admitted I was cold, the moment really was over. He moved quickly, putting me back on my feet but keeping a coil looped around my butt to keep me steady. He was pulling the large duffel bag I’d lain on earlier toward him, yanking out stuff until he was holding up a suit that looked pretty similar to the ones his crew wore. 

He turned his back on me—as if we were still trying to preserve modesty at this point—so that I could change into it. The suit had appeared a little small, but it stretched and adjusted like a dream. I felt reborn like a badass space merc wearing it, but exhaustion stopped me from striking a pose. 

“We will find a good hiding spot further away. Tomorrow, we will start our own journey back to the Varakartoom.” I glanced down the dark ravine, then back at the still-smoking but no-longer-burning wreck. I was tired and emotionally exhausted after what had just happened between us. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to walk much further.

I should have known that Asmoded would take care of me. As soon as I was dressed, though it looked a bit odd over my pair of white sneakers, I was swept into his arms. With the duffel over one shoulder, my body cradled in one arm against him, he slithered off. I was out like a light in seconds, unaccustomed to all the chaos of the day, or the soft sway as he carried me like I was weightless. 


Chapter 11

Asmoded

I moved down the ravine several miles before I started searching for a sheltered spot to sleep in. Our data on the planet indicated that there were no large land predators that we needed to be worried about, though there were curious primates. Manyin was sound asleep against my chest and she kept distracting me with her soft little sighs, despite my best efforts to stay alert and search for signs of anything other than curious primates. 

What had transpired between us shouldn’t have happened; I had sworn to myself that I would never expose myself to heartbreak again. So what was I doing with the little human? I hadn’t been kidding when I told her we wouldn’t fit, so even if I was interested, it would never work. Humans are stretchy? I wanted to laugh and scoff at that statement. Her tiny frame could never accommodate mine. I had to restrain her to keep a lid on my instincts; so I wouldn’t harm her.

It was very, very tempting to consider a future with her. I wanted to picture her standing at my side on the Varakartoom’s bridge, and seeing her in one of our armor suits made that picture all the more realistic. I wanted to see her sprawled in my nest, her cheeks flushed from our loving. I wanted to seed her with my cock and see her belly swell with my child.

The thought halted me in my tracks and I hissed furiously, no! Never that. New resolve settled over me to keep my distance, but when I slithered us into a tight crevice between the rocks, I still curled her up in my arms to keep her warm, cushioning her body with my coils so that she was comfortable. I only surrendered to a quick nap of my own when I’d flicked on a simple boundary ward with the tip of my tail. It would shriek if anything bigger than my head tried to cross it. 

When she woke up as the first light started to reach into our crevice, I hurried to slither outside so I could put some distance between us. I needed to make sure she couldn’t tempt me into another kiss, and I was worried that seeing the sleepy look in her eyes would break my resolve. She complained as I set her on her feet, barely awake, forcing me to hold her until she got her bearings.

To avoid seeing her, I turned to my bag and started pulling rations and water from the emergency kit. Then I barely glanced at her before tossing her one of the energy bars and a bottle of water to have for breakfast. Of course, the asinine woman threw herself into my coil like it was her own personal seat, crossing her legs to casually eat and glance around our new location. 

“You could use a rock,” I said to her, glancing over my shoulder but not fully meeting her eyes. They were traps, dark brown pools that would pull me in until I couldn’t look away. Being with her the way I had last night told me I could not risk even that much. We needed to get out of this ravine and back to the Varakartoom as soon as possible; then I’d have an entire ship at my disposal to avoid her.

“Rocks are hard and cold,” she said with a shrug. “You don’t mind, do you?” I ripped into my ration bar with a vengeance. Even without looking at her, I knew that she was smiling at me, her pretty, delicate face framed by her soft black hair. The ration bar tasted too much like salt and overcooked meat, but I forced it down.

“I do mind,” I snapped once I could speak again. I wanted to toss the ration bar to the ground and crush the disgusting thing with my tail. But she was perched on it; I couldn’t move her. I needed to eat to regain energy, so I couldn’t do that anyway. Privately, I made a note to order Flack to source better emergency bars.

“Is that so?” Manyin drawled, her warm rear shifting along a thick part of my coil as she found her feet. The back of my neck prickled with awareness; she was moving closer. I knew that tone because it was one I regularly used with my crew. She had that tone down pat, and it tied my stomach up in knots even more than it already was. If she were to poke at me now, I felt like I’d fall apart. Damn it, I was the Captain of the most notorious mercenary outfit in the entire Zeta Quadrant. I shouldn’t feel that way when a tiny human addressed me like that.

I raised my com device toward her. “I’m calling the ship for an update. They should be able to get us out of this hole.” I glared furiously at the steep ravine walls. They might be climbable with the right gear, but they were very smooth, in some places smooth like glass. I could never climb up that while carrying Manyin on my back. 

She sighed but did not answer, so I hailed Sin, expecting him to still be on the bridge to supervise everything that was going on. He answered quickly, “Captain. Survived the night? I saw shuttle activity a few hours ago as they did a flyby, but all is quiet now.” He’d masked the question with the added information, but I was certain he only inquired about our night because he wanted to poke his nose where it didn’t belong.

“We’re fine. Is there a way out of this ravine? Are you able to send one of the other trucks to retrieve us?” I froze as I listened for his response, my senses wide open so I could better assess the ravine and canopy of trees higher up. Shuttle activity could also mean that this unknown ship had dropped off people to search for us. One got away last night, and he would certainly have alerted his people of our presence. 

It was very telling that I hadn’t asked about my crew but asked for aid for myself. Sin picked up on it in a heartbeat, his voice filled with amusement as he rattled off a status report first. Pretending that I had asked what I should have asked first. I shot the human responsible for that mistake a glare, but she just glared right on back at me, arms crossed over her chest. 

“It appears that the two nearest sites rallied forces to besiege Aramon and Jaxin’s teams. They prove difficult to extract, but I have a plan in place. So far, no further injuries. Jaxin is keeping morale high; it sounds like a party over there.”

“What plan?” I asked, my interest now piqued. We hadn’t counted on the various sites to band together so quickly. Whoever was in charge of operations was a brighter mind than our intel had led us to believe. But maybe not bright enough; I had to conclude when Sin outlined their plan. It involved sending an extra team to lay down some basic attacks on one of the now emptied-out locations, easy game. As that would likely split their forces, the extraction team could then free the others.

It was a good plan, but it left us stretched very thin. It wouldn’t be right to divert people to extract Manyin and me. We were fine and perfectly capable of surviving another day out here. If we could find a way out of the ravine, it was possible the guys could pick us up on their way back to the ship.

“Heard anything from Tass?” I demanded next. Worry for the driver still clung to the back of my mind, since I knew he had been injured but was covering it up. Was he capable of reaching the Varakartoom on his own? If anyone could, it was him, but I worried. Tass had been on my ship for well over eight years and he was family.

Sin’s voice was much kinder when he answered, though that didn’t say much. “Tasseloris is making good progress. You know the woods are in his blood. He’s having a grand time. I think he’s mapping something, though I am not sure what.” That sounded like Tass, who was a master tracker for us whenever we required such skills. He liked making beautiful maps on paper, pieces of art that he covered the walls of his bunk with. None of his bunkmates ever complained about him taking up wall space. 

My second did not bother to include an update on the ship; it was obvious the Varakartoom was doing well, or he’d have already said so by now. When I asked about our companion in orbit, I got some laughter from the other side. “Mitnick is on it. He’s hacked the detection grid and is getting us all kinds of data. I believe he’s attempting to gain some control over the surveying spikes as well. I’ll report back in two hours, when our teams depart.”

As the call disconnected, I tried to force my thoughts to focus on the necessary and immediate problems. Honestly, there weren’t many. Manyin and I could sit here to wait for retrieval, or try to locate an exit, but that was it. We had food and water. This planet didn’t get cold enough at night to worry about it. There was nothing to do but wait.

“Sounds like we’re going to have to be stuck with each other for a while longer,” she said from behind me, her voice pensive. Stuck? She made it sound like it was a hardship to be alone with me, and my mind instantly flashed to last night, and how she’d looked, felt. How I’d rutted against her soft thighs and coated her with my seed. How I’d watched the pleasure fill her face until she glowed, so beautiful she took my breath away. 

“But at least nobody died. I hope they get your crew out alright. I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.” I closed the bag and slung it over my shoulder, glancing about to make sure we weren’t leaving anything behind. Manyin had left no trace of her own meal; she’d carefully tucked the bottle and wrapper back in the emergency kit when she was done. A woman who knew how to leave behind a neat camp. 

“Of course not. I have an Ace crew. You stowed away aboard the best outfit in the whole quadrant. We have a serious price tag.” I swiveled around to pierce her with a glare, though I knew she hadn’t meant to offend the abilities of my men. She was just a kind person, expressing her concern.

Her eyes grew stormy, and I yanked my gaze away and started moving, only to grind to a shocked stop a couple of feet further. I swung around, hissing at the female. She’d sat down on me again, her soft, warm thighs straddling me somewhere mid-tail. Her hands gripped my scales, her expression absolutely mutinous. The kind of look that would get one of my crew tossed in the brig for a night.

“You’re a rude bastard this morning. What the fuck crawled up your butt while I slept?” she said vehemently. It was the crudeness of her statement, which could have just as easily come from Aramon, combined with the fact that it was true. I was being rude to her; it was the only way I knew how to keep her at a distance.

“You can’t play hot and cold with me. I won’t accept that. So tell me you really don’t want this, or tell me why.” An ultimatum, it shouldn’t, but it made me smile. The corners of my mouth lifted before I could steel my expression. She was tiny. She had no hope of possibly stopping me physically, and yet she’d thrown herself like a ball and chain onto my tail. This female was the spunkiest, feistiest creature I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting. She challenged me every step of the way, it was the complete opposite of how Tahlata had been. 

I turned around, shooting her one more glare before I sighed. I supposed it was fairer to her if she knew the truth, if she knew why I needed to keep my distance. I hadn’t talked about this in so long that it was hard to find the words. The twins knew, of course, and Sin had pulled the story from me at some point, because that’s just what he did; he got everyone to spill their guts. Excellent trait for an interrogator, not so great as a friend. 

“You’re right,” I said, glaring again when that made her delicate brows rise in surprise. I wished she would stand up because the heat of her against my scales was divine, and a distraction. She was straddling me, her very core pressed against my body. If I coiled my tail, I could wrap her up and claim her; it would be so easy. 

“It isn’t fair, but this can’t work.” I flicked the tip of my tail between us and she shifted to cross her arms over her chest and glared some more. “I’m not looking for a mate. I find you attractive, but it can’t go any further.”

Damn it, why had I even used the word mate? Anything would have been better than that. It was the primal, primitive word that many species liked to use to indicate their spouse. Like the Aderians, many of the stolen species, like the Pretorian or the Ulinial. Even the Rummicaron, who’d banished emotion, still called it that. 

At the enclave that I’d grown up at, we’d moved to use the more civilized ‘wife’ and ‘husband.’ Mates were supposedly once at the core of our society, but the Naga population had steadily dwindled over the last couple of centuries. It was a thing of the past now, relegated to tales and myths. Our scientists even doubted such a thing was real in the first place.

“That’s not a why,” she said, her legs squeezing against me with gentle pressure. “That’s just admitting that you’re dealing me a shit hand.” Despite her odd way of phrasing it, I still understood her perfectly. A surprise considering how that thigh squeeze had sent a lot of my blood rushing to my groin. 

She wanted a why? Fine, I’d give her the why and she could just look at me with pity. It would probably achieve the result I was looking for. No, her brown eyes were far too kind for the pity I feared; her heart was much bigger than that. She had me all tangled up in my own thoughts. I glared at the part of my tail that was visibly glowing, a response I had only to her.

“I had a wife, a pregnant wife,” I said, not in a snarl as I’d intended, but hoarsely. Emotion choking me to even speak of her. I never did, and thinking of her brought on a fresh wave of pain. Manyin said nothing in response, just watched me calmly, so I soldiered on, determined now to get the story out. 

“We were very young when we married. Our enclave was small, we knew by the time we were sixteen. I worked on a trading vessel, often taking me from home for long stretches of time. Tahlata hated it. She missed me and then she got pregnant and it was even harder on her.” I recalled that as a very dark time, when it should have been a celebration. Tahlata wanted me home, money forced me to work, we had no other choice.

“Then a Crimelord decided to move in on our enclave. There were land disputes, scuffles in our streets, racketeering, and scare tactics. Tahlata did not tell me about it because she did not want to force me to come home. She had done so before. It had been the biggest thing we ever fought about.” I shuddered, and Manyin leaned forward on my tail, her hands gently stroking along my scales. Offering comfort through her touch, her expression remained calm and neutral, helping me to keep talking.

“When my ship came back into port, it was too late. The enclave had been annexed, the survivors scattered, or too afraid to do anything but obey their new enforcer. Tahlata was gone. I did not even have a grave to visit…” I growled, snapping my eyes away from her avid face. I took to scanning the skies and the ravine to ensure myself that we were alone, safe. There was no danger to this female, and I was there to protect her. 

Then her heat shifted along my tail, she rose and came closer, pausing at my side. I could see her from the corner of my eye; I was prepared for this touch, and still I wanted to flinch. All my scales felt hypersensitive, and I wanted to deny the flare of light that shimmered whenever she touched me.

“I’m so sorry that happened to you, Asmoded. That’s just wrong.” She said nothing else, but her fingers were curled around my arm, an innocent, simple touch that still drew my entire focus to her. It was dangerous to be this fixated on the female when we were still at risk of being located by a shuttle passing by.

I started moving, pulling her along with me when she did not relinquish her grip on my forearm. “Yes, wrong! They killed my wife and my baby just to steal our land and make drugs. Jalima will pay for it. I will not rest until he has.” I hadn’t meant to tell her of my vow for vengeance. It was a mission only a few knew of. Manyin took it in stride, keeping up with me as she contemplated her reply.

“That’s the Crimelord then? Jalima? I feel like I’ve heard that name before…” she said, eventually. Her breathing even though I’d sped up and forced her to jog to stay level with me. She was in excellent physical condition; I’d touched every inch of her through her clothing, so I knew this was true.

“So, what is the plan? Get close and kill him? Or take something he wants away from him first, make him suffer?” I saw how she waggled her eyebrows in the most acrobatic fashion, something I could never even come close to mimicking. She was trying to make me smile, showing me that my desire for vengeance did not bother her. 

“Destroy his empire one strike at a time until he has nothing left. And then I’ll kill him,” I agreed with her. When she nodded, she seemed to be lost in thought, her mind spinning fast. She was a clever female, and when she next spoke, it was obvious that she’d figured out some major things. 

“This mining operation is his. You’re happy to destroy it. And that battleship in orbit — that’s probably him too, isn’t it?” I nodded, my chest feeling better, not quite so constricted and painful now that all the words were out. Manyin had responded with kindness and understanding, just like I’d known she would.

I was cursed to have attracted her, and now I was likely doomed to break her heart. When I started to consider what would have happened had she boarded a different vessel, my blood ran cold. My scales rattled along my spine, and I wanted to rip these imaginary threats to the female to shreds with my claws, and squeeze them to death in my coils. 

“Yes, I suspect it is one of Jalima’s ships. Though how he knew so quickly that we were here is a mystery.” My voice sounded surprisingly level as I spoke; I needed to keep it that way. Thankfully, she seemed satisfied with my answers right now, she looked lost in thought. I wondered if she even knew that she was still holding onto my elbow. I had to lower myself a little to make that a comfortable grip for her, but it did not affect our speed. 


Chapter 12

Zhu Manyin

My head was all over the place as we walked; well, I speed-walked, and he slithered along. The things he’d just shared with me went well beyond what I’d expected to hear. A dead wife and child, a severely bruised heart, and a bit of lost faith in his ability to be a good partner on top of that.

He hadn’t said how long ago this had happened, but I had a feeling it was a while. You didn’t become the most notorious mercenary outfit in a day. It must have taken years to build that kind of reputation, years to plot the revenge he wanted to take on the person he held responsible for all that pain and sadness. At least all this information meant that I wasn’t just some casual fling to him; I was stirring up his past. I wasn’t alone in feeling a draw so strong it felt like it was meant to be, and that gave me hope.

I nibbled on my bottom lip as I walked, noticing that there was a tiny cut in the corner. I flushed with heat as I recalled how that had happened; the sharp tip of his fang as we’d kissed last night. In the daylight, I could see how crazy that behavior had been, even if it had been absolutely perfect. He’d just healed me from a concussion while the wreck of the truck was still burning next to us. I didn’t even want to know if there’d been dead bodies, hidden in the darkness, from his scuffle next to the enemy shuttle. 

Now what was I going to do? Respect his desire to keep his distance, let him choose to stay locked up in that paralyzed part of his grief and pain? Or was I going to push him? I knew what I wanted to do, but whether that was the right choice was an entirely different matter. I was no expert at romantic stuff; my few relationships had been with colleagues and classmates. They were always safe and eventually boring. Nothing about being with Asmoded was boring, and I craved that. 

If I wasn’t half convinced that I was sensing a mate bond, like those that existed so often out in this quadrant, I would have pulled away and protected myself. I would have thought that we were like fire and oil, a quick bright fire that would die out with no extra fuel. But that hope that maybe I was his mate… that made me think we were better for each other than we could possibly see right now. 

Why did I even cling to that hope so strongly? His scent was addicting, and now that I’d gotten used to his long, serpentine body, I found him incredibly sexy. But those were just surface-level things that made you go, 'Yeah, I wanna jump his bones', not, 'I want to spend the rest of my life with him'. Was it unfair to keep pushing him for more because, deep down, what I really wanted was a way out? 

A way out of the life I had on Ker. Where the human compound might as well feel like a prison some days. A prison where school trips came by the busloads for little Kertinal kids to stare at the humans. Where we shared chores, but that was all the work there was, everything else provided for. A place that I’d grieved in for the loss of my family, my life on Earth, and my career.

In comparison, living with Asmoded on his ship seemed like paradise. A clean slate, a fresh start somewhere where not everyone stared at me with pity. A place where I knew I’d have scintillating encounters with my Naga, be they physically or verbally. I’d feel challenged in my relationship, but I still wouldn’t have anything to do on his ship. It could very well end up feeling like just another cage. I couldn’t decide now. I’d have to see what else would grow between us before I made up my mind. 

“Thank you for sharing,” I said eventually. I’d pushed him into sharing something very private and painful. It was a necessary conversation as far as I was concerned, but I wanted him to know I was grateful he’d chosen to share instead of shutting me down. I glanced up at him, at the proud widows-peak of black hair, the bright green streaks that gave him a savage look. His eyes were such a bright yellow, so inhuman with their slitted pupils. 

He inclined his head my way, but didn’t respond. His eyes remained focused on the top of the ravine, and the strip of sky that we could see. I decided I wouldn’t push him into more conversation for now; I’d done enough for the day. Tonight was going to be a different matter, because I had a feeling we’d be camping down here again. I was going to hug him for warmth, for sure. Whether that was a good idea or a bad idea, I didn’t even care.

Then my eyes caught on a shape in the distance, a protrusion from the cliff wall that was unusual compared to the rest. I stared at it as I tried to decipher its shape, then spotted a second, nearly identical protrusion just beyond it. Excited, I sped up, my hand slipping from the crook of Asmoded’s elbow. 

That looked so much like there could be sculptures beneath the vines that clung to the rock. I ignored the Captain’s warning as I leaped over a boulder and then scrambled up a bit of rockfall to get to the first rocky protrusion. Yes! I was certain now, that was definitely a statue beneath the vines. I peered through them with my breath stuck in my chest, not touching, just assessing.

Honestly, I’d already made some pretty glaring mistakes by how I’d leaped onto these rocks. That was no way to approach a possible discovery. I could have damaged something. This was why I was extra careful, as I gently brushed some plants away that hadn’t taken root against the rock.

It revealed an eye in a face that was startlingly human in appearance. Then my hand slipped as some foliage suddenly gave way and I toppled backward. Straight into Asmoded’s waiting arms. My entire body flushed, heat stealing up my face with embarrassment. I’d gotten so carried away that I’d been careless, and I’d even forgotten that I wasn’t alone. 

He had me in both arms, cradling me bridal style against his massive chest. The high-tech black armor he wore over his torso strongly outlined the ridges of his muscles. I could feel each line against my hip and ribs. He tilted his chin down to regale me with an exasperated look, his yellow eyes glowing, and his hair falling forward to frame his face. The sunlight glinted brightly off his scales, but it was the glow peeking at the edge of his collar that made my belly squirm.

“What the fuck was that? You could have hurt yourself!” he warned me sternly. Only a couple of days ago, that look had sent a zip of fear up my spine, but I knew him now. I knew the big heart he hid in that massive chest and the way he always took care of me. Be it with books, robes, or protection, I knew he was good to me. He just liked to hide that behind some impressive snarls. 

“Look!” I said and pointed eagerly at the statue. There was no mistake, that’s what it was, a statue just in front of the glass smooth wall of the cliff. Partially covered by vines that had grown from the rubble at the bottom; an identical shape a short distance away against the same cliff. Evidence of the civilization that had once inhabited this planet. Not just a wall, but art. 

His mouth tilted into a smile as he shook his head, and my heart fluttered in response. God, that look was hot, and amusement was the last thing I’d expected. Because he kept looking at me, instead of seeming suitably impressed with our discovery, I started pointing it all out and explaining what it meant. “We have to mark this location for those Aderian archaeologists! This is a fantastic find. I’m sure they’ll be just as excited as I am. This is art, not just a little hut in the mud.” 

He didn’t answer, his eyes finally flicking from my face to that of the statue above us. Then he shook his head and my stomach sank. “I will mark the location. It is obvious this is a special find, considering the door.” Door? What door? I twisted in his arms to try to see what he meant, leaning out to peer around the nearest statue.

Oh fuck, there really was a door. It wasn’t open, and it blended extremely well against the smooth surface of the ravine wall, but it was definitely a portal of some kind. I hadn’t seen it because I’d been focused on the statues. The edges of the portal were only thin lines in the shape of a doorway. A depression sat at the height where you’d maybe expect a door handle to be, and my fingers already itched to figure out how to open it.

“Woah, there really is a door!” I leaned out even further, wishing I was back on the ground so I could get a closer look. Asmoded suddenly slithered forward, his long body carefully coiling around the statue so that we could peer at the door. I held my breath as I studied it, and when I glanced over my shoulder to look at him, his expression was soft. “We’ve got to find out what’s behind it. Don’t you have a high-tech scanner or something in that bag?” 

“No,” he said, turning us away. “We need to keep moving.” I pushed against his arm and finally, he allowed me to slide from his grip. Not that I really wanted to leave his arms, and I certainly loved the easy way in which he carried me. I had stuff to do; this was the first time in a year since I’d been so up close and personal to a discovery related to my field. Well, kinda. I hadn’t studied anything xeno related, obviously.

“We do not. We have nowhere we need to be until your men can extract us! Don’t play dumb with me. I heard that entire conversation.” I crossed my arms over my chest and gave him a stern look. “Think of how happy your customers will be when we can already supply them with valuable data on where to focus their efforts!” 

He scowled back, and my skin tingled along my chest and arms in response. Heat rose in my face when his eyes dropped to glide along my body. The black armor suit he’d given to me last night was like a catsuit, only firm and padded in places; it zipped up tightly to my skin without being restrictive. The added benefit was that it outlined every single curve on my body, and it was obvious that Asmoded noticed. Couldn’t blame him, since I loved what his armor did to his chest too.

“Fine, the scanner, but that is it. We will appraise if there is a tunnel beyond the door or if it has collapsed. Then we move on.” With a last glance sweeping from my face to the door, he curled around to dig in the large duffel he carried with him. He’d dropped it in the dirt not far away so that he could catch me. 

He held up a handheld device that looked very similar to the devices the medical professionals used in this quadrant. Exactly what I was hoping for. I would have paid good money for something that small that could see through stone without damaging anything back on Earth. It would have made the choices on whether to open up tombs so much more informed.

I waited with my breath locked in my chest, my belly clenched tightly in anticipation. I scuttled closer to him,  peering around his arm to look at the small screen and try to make sense of the data. Some of it got projected above the device like little holograms. With my new translator contact things implanted, I could now read the letters as if they were English, but they still didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. 

“Mmm,” Asmoded said thoughtfully, glancing up from the readings to the door. Then he slithered closer. “I’m not getting anything, as if that wall is lined with lead. Let me try a different setting.” He raised the device after a few taps of his fingers and waved it over the door with a frown furrowing his brow. I didn’t like how that sounded; was it the strange smooth rock that caused interference? So much for better technology to investigate with.

“Still nothing,” he said. “Too bad. Guess that’s it.” He snapped the small device shut and gave me a shrug. Disappointment filled me, replacing the eager excitement from a moment ago. I really wanted to know what was beyond that door. I wished I had my team with me, some eager interns to work with, and oodles of time to just slowly uncover the mystery of this place. What if it was a tomb? There could be a mummy beyond that portal, rich treasures indicating what these people thought about the afterlife. There could be anything! Because these were aliens, and I was dying to find out what ancient aliens got up to. The same as we humans had? Or would it be vastly different? 

Asmoded dropped his scanner in the bag and then used a section of his tail, a thick curl, to press against my rear. “Get moving, Sunshine. We shouldn’t linger.” Sunshine? That was new, but I liked it, a pet name. His desire to keep moving made me uncomfortable; he was worried about something he hadn’t shared with me. His push made me stumble forward, and I tripped over the next section of his tail, hand outstretched.

My fingers brushed along the door and I jerked them back as if scalded. The surface hadn’t been warm, but icy cold instead, and it took a moment for my brain to realize that. Then the green-hued stone seemed to shiver, a soundless trembling before the entire panel just vanished. “Holy shit, are you seeing this?” I exclaimed, only vaguely aware of the band around my middle, his arm. 

Once I noticed it, my attention was suddenly yanked in two opposing directions. The open portal with the dark tunnel leading deeper into the ravine wall, and the heat of Asmoded’s body curled against my back. He was holding me with his arm, as though he’d grabbed me when I started to fall.

“Can we go in?” I asked. “That’s moving, isn’t it? We have to explore this!” I felt so like my old self, so in touch with the Manyin who had studied her heart out to become an expert in the field. This was my passion, this kind of thing. This was one of the parts of me that I’d lost when I’d been stolen from Earth. 

“No,” Asmoded barked out, pulling me away from the dark opening. “We don’t know what’s in there.” That was the point; I wanted to find out. I knew it wasn’t practical, and that I shouldn’t do this without the right recording equipment, but damn it, I was just so curious. That door vanished into thin air. How was that possible? It had felt solid until it disappeared. Was it technology or a strange chemical reaction?

“Come on! What harm could it do?” I cajoled, trying to pull out of his grip as he started rushing us away from the door. With a loop of his tail, he flung the duffel up and his hand deftly snatched it out of the air. He was trying to rush me away from the statues and door, his head tilted up as he scanned the sky. 

Abruptly coming to a stop, he heaved a deep breath, then his yellow eyes locked on my face. “Fine, you can explore that tunnel. But you never leave my side. Understood?” I was not about to decline that offer, quickly jerking my head up and down in consent. Then he was hustling us back to the portal, his com device switching on to provide light. As we ducked inside, I heard a soft droning noise; a shuttle. 


Chapter 13

Asmoded

The tunnel was cool and made my scales feel clammy; I didn’t like it. Manyin was keeping pace at my side, her footsteps steady and quick, though I sensed that she wanted to linger and stare. Around us, the walls were the same glass smooth as the ravine walls, but here, the light caught on them in different ways, hinting at a soft green color, like sea glass. There were no carvings or other interesting details to catch her interest, which I was certain was the only reason she was keeping up.

Behind us, I could still see the open portal, light filtering in from the ravine. I could also hear the sound of the shuttle as it landed, its engines winding down, then the sound of voices as people disembarked. We were about to have company, and it didn’t appear that we’d ducked in there in time to avoid them.

I started to search the darkness ahead in the hope of finding a branch, a fork in our path, anything that would make for a good hiding spot. My scales made me tough, but I would like at least a little bit of cover until I could draw them into hand-to-hand combat. I flicked off the light on my com device to hide our presence and slung my little human into my arms so she wouldn’t lose her footing. “Quiet, we are about to be followed in here.” The look she gave me said it all; she already knew. 

“Sin, do you read me?” I asked quietly. My com device picked up my words and initiated contact with the Varakartoom. It connected immediately, and I rushed to explain the situation to my second. He listened stoically, then warned me that I was on my own for now, as they were about to start their diversion attack. The signal cut out mid-sentence, and I knew it was the strange rock that surrounded us that was playing interference. At least the ship had our location, so they would find us once they were able. Until then, I would have to protect the little human on my own.

“Now what?” Manyin asked quietly. Her small hands were pressed to my body, one against my chest, the other curling against my neck. I had splendid vision in this near dark, but I knew humans did not. She could only see by the glow on my scales. A warm light that shivered in slashes along my front, all the way down to the tip of my tail. I cursed. I was like a beacon in the dark like this; they could spot us from miles away.

“We need a hiding spot. I need to put you somewhere safe so I can fight those assholes. You’re making me glow. It’s giving us away.” Right as I said it, I heard footsteps behind us against the smooth rock and excited voices. They had spotted me and they were racing inside to chase us down. As soon as they were in range, I was certain they’d start laying down laser fire and I was a nice big target in this narrow tunnel. That was going to hurt. 

I hunched myself around the tiny female in my arms; worried that they might hit her when it started. That I could absolutely not allow. “Over there,” Manyin whispered, “I can smell something sweet, water, I think. This tunnel must open up.” She was right. When I flicked out my tongue and started filtering scents, I could pick up fresh water just like she had. I also picked up something like moss, and the scents of the males chasing us. Sweat, leather, gun oil, and the various notes of the collection of alien species chasing us. 

The tunnel opened up suddenly into a larger chamber. In the center was a pool of water, fed from a stream of underground water that came in from the left. Dozens of tunnels led away from the room and I rushed to duck into one at random. Our pursuers were too close on my tail to linger, even though I knew from the way Manyin craned her head that she wanted to. 

“That looked like a functioning fountain!” she whispered, her pretty brown eyes huge in her face. “How can it still be working?” She hadn’t seen the stream that was funneled through several channels along the floor. It was likely attached to a simple pump and water wheel, which controlled the fountain. As long as that stream didn’t dry up, the fountain would flourish. 

A laser shot whizzed past my head before I could open my mouth to explain that to her. Then another and I cursed, ducking low to make a smaller target. It was a good thing that Naga could move almost entirely perpendicular to the ground when we wanted to. I just needed to balance Manyin and our supplies as I did so. “Enough about the past. We have more immediate problems.”

She grumbled, “I know that! I can’t help but notice. How are they finding us?” That was an excellent question, as they had pinpointed our location to land at with uncanny precision. This tunnel had many crossroads, other paths bisecting it at regular intervals, and I was ducking in and out of as many of them as I could. Winding and weaving our way beneath the planet’s surface. It was going to leave us thoroughly lost inside this place, but that was a worry for later. It should be working to shake off our pursuers, but somehow, they were keeping up.

“It’s this stupid glow you cause,” I snarled furiously. Without it, we would be entirely in the dark, invisible to the naked eye. They would have to use scanners to detect our heat signatures and the armor Manyin wore would hide hers while I could regulate my temperature to something much cooler.

“That I cause? It’s your body, mister,” she hissed back. She kept her tone down, but still managed to sound pissed off. It was my body, but she was the only one who made it glow. I had never had it happen to me until I met her and I had never met another Naga who’d experienced such a thing. It was an oddity, and it was a liability right now. 

“Yeah, you cause it. No one else,” I said, “And right now, that must be how they find us.” I came to an abrupt stop when I slung us into another chamber and spotted several rows of boxes. They were big and oblong, about the size of a human. “Hide,” I snarled, dropping Manyin and pushing her behind one of the square shapes near a wall. Then I took up a spot near the door and waited, my body finally, blessedly, without any lights. 

She said nothing. I couldn’t even see her, though her scent still filled my head and lungs. Sweet, flowery, now tinged with a hint of fear but overruled by anger. I smiled in the dark, not in the least surprised that my feisty human’s anger won out. I had ticked her off and now she was just biding her time to let me know that I’d been rude again.

There was only one male that came through the doorway a minute later. A Rummicaron with thick gray skin and several rows of razor-sharp teeth. It wasn’t his teeth that worried me, but the laser pistol he held in his hand. I didn’t think he knew he was aiming it directly at Manyin’s hiding spot, but he was, and he was going to die for it. 

Once I was certain he was on his own, I slithered out from my spot and moved in behind him. He started to sense the threat at his back just as I dug my claws into his shoulders. I silenced him with a quick jerk and twist, his neck broken. I threw him to the ground without a care, then ducked to search his pockets. A com device, but it wasn’t working just like my own. A scanner was clipped to his belt with some kind of reading on it, but it kept glitching, also bothered by the underground interference.

“Come on, let’s keep moving,” I said. I felt calmer with one part of the threat neutralized. They had split up, a sign that they had lost our trail at some point and were now searching. It was just stupid luck that this one had managed to stick close enough to us that I’d heard him.

I slithered around the strange boxes to where I’d left my human and cursed when I discovered her upright and leaning over the one she was supposed to be hiding behind. It was nearly completely dark in here, but she was still peering closely at the lid of the box. “I think these might be coffins! Asmoded, there could be remains in there. It would tell us so much!” Then she cast her head about as if searching for things, though I knew she couldn’t see anything at all.

I snatched her up in my arms, muffling her startled yelp with my mouth. I don’t know why that urge struck me, but it did. She was too much temptation in a small package. I crushed her lips to mine, darting my tongue inside to fill my senses with her essence. She instantly went soft and pliant in my arms. This was a tactic I should remember. What a way to stop an argument it would be, and she liked to argue with me very much.

When I pulled away, it was with deep regret and an ache in my cock. It remembered the pleasure I’d found with her last night, the softness of her flesh against me, her eagerness to touch me and to let me touch her. We did not fit, we could not work, and I’d sworn never to have another love. I had failed to protect Tahlata, I could not survive another failure like that. 

“I will record their location, but we cannot linger,” I said to Manyin’s upturned face. She had this small little nose, pink in her cheeks, and her lashes lay like crescents against her cheeks. She was completely trusting, closing her eyes like that when we were still in danger. Like she trusted me to keep her safe. I would, I would protect her with all that I had, so she wasn’t wrong. The sight of her like that made my chest grow tight, because I had a terrible track record when it came to keeping the women who mattered safe. 

Carrying her and our supplies, we departed from the strange, coffin-filled room. I was more picky about which tunnels I took this time, trying to reorient myself to where the exit was. It was no use. Each tunnel was the exact same shade of pale green rock, each hallway identical to the next. It was like the inside of the Varakartoom for those without the update to their translator contacts. A maze.

“We’ve been going for over an hour,” Manyin said eventually. She spoke softly, but not in a whisper. We hadn’t encountered any enemies since that one Rummicaron, so I did not tell her to be quiet. We had lost them in this maze, but that didn’t mean we were out of the woods. Now we had to find our way back to the surface.

“We have,” I agreed, and we would have to keep going until I started to make sense of this place. “But we can take a break for some food and water,” I suggested when my answer was met with a stony kind of silence. She hadn’t asked to be put down, and she hadn’t asked for me to make light. The glow of my scales was enough for either of us to see by. 

Not much later, I was digging rations from my emergency kit, and Manyin was perched on my coils. We were in a square room, with four hallways leading away from it, one for each corner of the wind. I’d lit a simple lantern and placed it in the center, so light spread gently across each wall and the ceiling.

The human had tilted back her head and was staring at the stone roof with an avid look on her face. She didn’t even notice when I tossed a ration bar into her lap. “Look at those carvings, Asmoded. They are gorgeous!” I glanced up at her words, noticing for the first time that the glossy dark green ceiling was indeed intricately carved. At the center, a symbol took pride of place, something that vaguely reminded me of a flower. 

I could see her mind whirring when she started tapping on her own com device, her food completely ignored in her lap. I curled myself so I could settle right next to her. I couldn’t go far anyway, because she was using a thick portion of my tail as her seat. It protected her soft rear from the cold stone floor. 

She kept tapping on her device, engrossed between staring at whatever images she’d pulled up and then comparing them to the ceiling. So I picked up her ration bar and opened it, sticking it into her face so she would take the damn thing and eat. Instead, she leaned forward, a faraway look in her eyes, and just took a bite, right out of my hand.

My cock stirred in my pouch, arousal warming my flesh. That hint of her pink mouth, the way she’d wrapped her soft lips around the bar, her breath skating over my fingers. Fuck, that turned me on, and I really needed to put a stop to that. Why did I find her so incredibly sexy when she was that engrossed in her pictures? When she let me feed her, care for her like that? She was such an odd dichotomy of independence and a willingness to lean on my strengths. 

Tahlata had taken my care of her as her due. She had demanded that I pamper her whenever I was with her. I’d given that to her because I knew how much she missed me when I was away, how hard being alone was for her. Manyin didn’t need me to do anything for her, but she liked it when I did so anyway. It was very different. 

It felt strange to reflect back on my time with Tahlata and think of it as less like something perfect that had been stolen from me, to see the little flaws that had been there. We fought a lot. I tried hard to make up for my necessary absences whenever I was there, but Tahlata had never considered anything I did good enough. I thought things were changing for the better when she became pregnant, but she’d only made me feel more guilty about leaving to earn our keep. 

As I fed the little human and ate my own bars, I tried to imagine how Manyin would respond if I had to leave for long stretches of time. Instantly, the thought struck me that she would insist on coming with me. That seemed like a thing she would do, that she’d want. She was adventurous and bold, and she spoke her mind, instead of holding hurts over me that I’d have to unravel. She and Tahlata were complete opposites. 

Then Manyin reached the end of her bar and her blunt little teeth grazed the tips of my fingers. A bolt of arousal sizzled through me so sharp and fast that it ached, my chest growing tight with all these big feelings. She was temptation incarnate, and everything about her drew me. From her silky black hair to her soft, fragile skin, to the passion and fire in her spirit. I knew in that moment with blinding clarity that staying away from her was impossible. It was tearing me apart inside to even try.

With a sinuous move of my tail, I lifted her into the air and tossed her straight into my lap. She yelped, her com flicking off, her hands flailing until they landed against my chest. “What the hell, Asmoded?” she demanded, showing me that spirit as her eyes flashed. The dark pools drew me as always, her eyes pulling me in like they were portals to her soul. 

“You can look at your pictures later,” I said to her, and then I curled my arms around her slender form and pulled her close. This kiss was slow and languid while the other one had been fast and urgent. I sipped at her mouth, melting her in my lap until she was draped across me, meeting my tongue stroke for stroke. I arranged her legs around my hips, my cock already eagerly extruding, pushing out between us. I felt the bite of cool air against it, felt the warm, silky heat over her belly. Sharp and contrasting, it only heightened my arousal. 

“Take off your clothes,” I demanded, my fingers curling against the edge of her collar to tug. The tab came undone for me, spreading to display a triangle of pale flesh for my eager eyes. Her breasts were confined in a lacy contraption, and when I flicked my claw against the edge, I touched something hard. 

“You break my bra, and I will destroy you, I swear!” she warned me. “That thing is one of a kind at this point.” I did not know what she meant by that, but I was intrigued by the way the lace cupped her pretty breasts, so I obeyed, for now. Winding my tail around her waist, I lifted her in the air and pressed her breasts to my face, sucking one tender tip into my mouth through the lace. The salt on her skin, combined with her natural essence, made for a heady, sinful taste that was as addictive as her scent. Then she moaned and all my thoughts were short-circuited.

I had to have her and I had to make us fit somehow. Maybe she was right about how stretchy she was. I had to find out, now. 


Chapter 14

Zhu Manyin

My world had narrowed to one small room and the heady male that filled up far too much space in it. His mouth was on my nipple, suckling me until I saw stars, his hands and tail around me as he maneuvered me around like I was just a doll, a vessel for his pleasure. He was rough as he yanked the black skintight suit from my skin, his hands eager against my flesh. In turn, I clung to his hair, then focused on locating that unfastener at his throat to get him as bare to me as he was making me to him. 

I hadn’t expected any of this, but I wasn’t about to say no. Whatever had happened in his head as he fed me, it worked in my favor. Once I was bare except for my bra and panties, he held me against his chest like I was precious. His hands stroking everywhere, his tongue flicking out to trail paths along my skin. When he pressed me back, I was lying on some kind of sleeping bag, soft and downy. Always, he took care of me. I think it was innate to him, the consummate caretaker, and I was very willing to be on the receiving end of that.

“Asmoded, let me touch you,” I begged when he pinned my hands above my head with one big palm. He always restrained me it seemed, pinning my legs open with his thick tail, his body rising above me like some kind of primal god. With his armor stripped from him, I got to see him in all his shimmering black scales, glittering golden along his flanks and glowing in savage stripes and swirls along his front. He was magnificent, powerful, and so very alien, so monstrous. All of it excited me.  

His mouth quirked in a dangerous smirk, his eyes hinting at heat and desire. “No, Sunshine. You are too small, I need to stay in control. You are nothing but prey to a creature like me, don’t you get that?” Prey? He made it sound like he wanted to eat me. I held still; I even held my breath as I watched what he’d do. 

I couldn’t help myself, though. I couldn’t help but stare at the cock rising from his front. It was really big, too big maybe, but I didn’t want that to be the case. The bifurcated tip writhed, like two fingers, thick as my thumb that curled and wiggled, seeking a home. His shaft was dark, covered in a fine layer of scales, veins running beneath the surface that seemed highlighted by the glow on his skin; like those glowed too. Gold glimmered in freckled dots along the sides, like someone had blown fairy dust over his cock; it was so darn pretty it should be illegal.

His scent filled my head; sweet, salted popcorn, a hint of caramel. I licked my lips, my mouth watering for a taste that I wasn’t sure I was going to have. Heat pooled in my belly, my core wet and slick for him and so very eager.

He palmed his cock with his free hand, his eyes on my face, and his expression savage as he jerked himself. “You remember this, don’t you? Naughty girl?” he drawled, and I groaned, my desire ratcheting up another notch. He wasn’t touching any hot zones now, and yet, it felt like I could burst apart at any moment.

“Yes,” I admitted, canting my hips to press them up against his gently stroking finger. I wanted everything he was willing to give me. I wanted that finger to brush my clit, I needed more pressure than these tantalizing butterfly touches. “Please,” I added, my voice turning husky with desire. He liked it when I begged him, I could tell from the way his thick erection twitched, and the flare of his eyes.

He gave me a satisfied nod, his hand lingering along his rod for a few more strokes. Then his attention shifted, his eyes zeroing in on my spread thighs, and the wet gusset of my panties. “You were wet then too,” he remarked, “Just like this.” He drew a finger along my slit and I jerked against him, a sharp lance of pleasure shooting through my belly. My toes curled against his scales because he was everywhere, surrounding me. 

“Yes,” I admitted, canting my hips to press them up against his gently stroking finger. I wanted everything he was willing to give me, I wanted that finger to brush my clit, I needed more pressure than these tantalizing butterfly touches. “Please,” I added, my voice turning husky with desire. He liked it when I begged him, I could tell from the way his thick erection twitched, and the flare of his eyes. 

My panties were pulled from my hips then, his hands trailed along my legs in a gentle, slow stroke. His palms were warm and big, enveloping my thighs, my calves. He even stroked along the bottom of my soles with firm pressure, pushing against the edge of ticklish, but not quite. When I was bare, he refocused his eyes on my core. The tip of his tail curled around one ankle and pulled, spreading me, while he pushed the other leg wider with a thick loop.

Completely open to him, still pinned by the wrists with one of his big hands, I could only do as he wanted, and he wanted to watch his fill. His split tongue flicked out to taste the air, to taste me. His head dipped and my belly tensed in anticipation, when he dragged that agile muscle through my folds I felt like I came apart on the spot. It felt so damn good, that warm slickness against my swollen, needy flesh.

He curled it into my passage, arrowing it far deeper than a human man ever could. A deep growl rumbled through the room, and his savage markings glowed even fiercer. I fought against his grip. My hands desperately wanted to cling to his silky hair, to pull him closer. He lapped at me, flicking his tongue along my slit, touching my clit, and then sliding back into me until I was so soaked I could feel it dripping along my thighs.

“You are too small,” he growled, his eyes flashing, his chin wet with our slickness when he raised his head to glare at me. I shook my head at him, spreading my thighs a little more while I tried to find my voice, to find a way to form a coherent sentence. He was torturing me, letting me hover on that precipice, but never quite tumbling me over. When I did, I knew it was going to be amazing.

“Stretchy, remember?” I managed, and then I pulled on my ankle, which he held caught in the slender loop of the tip of his tail. “Fingers, then tail, then cock. We can do it.” I was certain that we could. I wouldn’t feel this aroused by him if we couldn’t make it work somehow, right? That was a stupid thought. Of course I could, but a girl could hope.

He hissed, the sound long and terrifying; it was such an animalistic noise that it made goosebumps break out all along my skin. “It is impossible,” he said, but his hand coasted up my thigh, his thumb brushing along my slit. Then he was pushing it in, filling me with the thickest digit, his fingers curling to flick along my clit. “We will try.” He spoke those words so fervently that I took them as a promise.

I could take his thumb. He seemed almost surprised by that as he pressed it in and out of me in a gentle rhythm. Then he leaned in, his other hand finally letting go of my wrists. His tongue lapped at my clit, and my hands burrowed into his hair, holding him to me. When he curled the split tip around the bundle of nerves, I saw stars. An orgasm crashed through me so hard and fast that a scream escaped me. I yelled out his name like he could save me from the sensations coursing through me. 

My core clamped down on his thumb, more wetness coating him as he kept pushing it in and out of me. It drew all those powerful feelings out, making them last. He growled against my tender, sensitive flesh, curling that thumb up in such a way that more pleasure burst through me, bright and beautiful.

When I softened around his intrusion, he was ready for me. Switching out his thumb for a finger, and then another. It was more, a bit fuller, but I could still take it with only the barest feeling of a stretch. He seemed to sense that, a smile pulling at his mouth as if he finally started to believe that he could fit.

I arched against him, bracing myself for more as his tail curled around my leg, up my thigh. Giving my body this gentle squeeze that made me feel owned, claimed. Then the tip flicked along my skin next to his hand, lower, along the sensitive skin just below my entrance. Was he going to? Yeah, he was, the narrow tip dipped in along with his two fingers.

That I definitely did feel as a stretch, a warm burn against my opening, my body felt full and stuffed. I moaned, fingers clenching against his scalp, and he lapped against my clit, distracting me. “Look at you, taking my fingers and my tail. You are stretchy, my naughty girl. You can take a little more, can’t you, Sunshine?”

I nodded my head, my entire body taut as he worked his hand and tail. Then he pulled his fingers free from my tight clench and curled the tip of his tail before pressing in. Like a fist, it pushed against my entrance, burning me, stretching. It was too much; I couldn’t take it after all. My brain started to spark in panic. Then he was in and euphoria filled me instead. “Good girl,” my captain drawled, rising over me, shaking my limp fingers from his head. “Good girl,” he repeated, and I felt those words hit me like a full-body flush. Since when did I need praise like that during sex? But I loved it; it made me feel so good.

He leaned over me, his huge body blocking out most of the light from his lantern. He glowed all over his chest, swirling, savage stripes that were hypnotizing the longer I stared at them. They curved along his heavy pectorals, swirled over his defined abdominal muscles, and curved around his ribs.

I focused on his expression as he braced his arms on either side of my head. Around me, I could feel his long serpentine body twisting and coiling. I felt the smooth surface of his scales as they rubbed along my skin. He was warm, and I felt safe and protected, surrounded by him. Between my thighs, he gently pumped that thick knot of his tail, pushing it in and out of me with slick, squelching sounds. 

Then that tail shifted so it draped along my clit and that friction made me see stars. “Asmoded, fuck! So good!” I moaned as another orgasm crested. It washed over me in gentle waves, undulating through me the way he was moving over my body. Then his tail withdrew from my passage and wetness leaked from me, my body aching with how empty I suddenly was. “No… please…” I didn’t even know what I was saying anymore, but that didn’t matter; he would take care of me. 

“Hush, Sunshine. Just a little more, you can do it.” He was confident now, his hips settling between my widely spread thighs. I felt the hot brush of his cock along my swollen folds. My flesh tingled where he touched me, and wetness dripped from the strange, writhing tips. Then he lined us up and a moment of doubt struck me over how alien he was. How would that strange, bifurcated cock feel inside? Would I be able to feel them move? 

I moaned as I felt the sensation of a pair of fingers stroking along my opening, then they were pushing in. That was easy; they were the narrowest part of him and they wiggled and pulled, as if they wanted to crawl inside of me. I bucked against him when they brushed along my inner walls, stroking me in ways no man could. Then came the thicker part, the ridged shaft. It was as big as that knot of his tail had been, but slicker somehow.

“You’re taking me, Manyin. Look down. You are taking me so well, beautiful.” His words were a deep, husky murmur, awe shining through every tone. I felt like I could soar at those words, my eyes drawn down between our bodies to look at what he was staring at. It looked absolutely impossible with how big he was to fit inside of me. He pushed in while I watched, a burn starting at the tight ring of my opening. It was washed away by the erotic sight, and the feel of each stroke of him along my sensitive walls, along my G-spot, when his strange cock head moved just so.

I felt like I could come apart for him again, all my attention drawn to that one spot where our bodies met; where we became one. I felt like the slow but steady drive of his body into mine was tying me to him in ways I couldn’t describe, and that I could never recover from. I didn’t want to. I needed this as much as I needed air. This was where I belonged, and why I’d journeyed through time and endless space to get here. To be tied to him, caught in his coils for the rest of my life. 

Any such fantastical thoughts faded from my mind when his pelvis brushed against mine, his entire shaft disappearing into my core. His eyes were wild and fervent, his mouth open to display his fangs in a grimace. If he could sweat, I knew his body would be coated in a fine sheen, but all I heard was a faint susurration, his scales lifting along his back to cool him down. 

The look in his eyes said enough, agreement, yes we did fit. I managed to nod, panting from the exertion but aching for more. It was all the permission he needed to draw back his body and surge back inside. The first time was gentle, a test, but when my body seemed to have no problem taking it, his moves became firmer, wilder.

A growl filled the air, hissing out of him as his own pleasure took over. If not for the coils of his tail looped above me, I would have slid across the sleeping bag and onto the stone floor from the force of our bodies colliding. I floated to the peak this time, my heart racing, my breathing rapid, and my entire focus on the wild, heated, and possessive look in his yellow eyes. I felt claimed by each thrust, by each pull of his huge cock. I felt pleasured and owned by the stroke of his bifurcated tips, tingling in pleasure, a pleasure that spread like wildfire through my body. 

I came apart with a sob caught in my throat, the sensations so overwhelming that I felt overloaded with it all. As my body clamped down around him, spasming, milking him. He roared, my name like a prayer on his lips afterward. I could feel his seed as it erupted from him in jet after powerful jet, warm and thick, and so very much of it. It filled me with pressure, with heat, drawing out my orgasm as his cock seemed to swell. 

Coming down from all of that took long, my mind hazy, my body filled with all kinds of new sensations. How thick his cock remained, how his dual tips gently moved inside of me, the heavy pressure against my belly. There was also a tingling that kept tantalizing me along my clit and thighs, even inside of me. 

Asmoded groaned and shuddered a last time, then gently lowered himself against me, his torso brushing along my still lace-clad breasts. He kissed me, his mouth gentle and reverent against my lips, my cheeks, and along the edge of my jaw. “You took me so well, Sunshine. So well. What a gift.” He sounded husky, his voice raw from how hard he’d shouted when he came, and I felt proud of that. I had made the cool, collected captain lose it. I made him give up on some of that iron control he thought he had. 

“That was amazing,” I agreed sleepily. Exhaustion was weighing me down now, my body taxed far beyond my normal limits after this. He flicked out his tongue against my cheek, lapping up one of the tears that had escaped my eyes, tears of tiredness, of the overload of sensation he’d put me through. If I wasn’t so tired, I would have wanted to do it all again. Nothing compared to being with him. 

“Sleep,” he murmured, “I will take care of you.” Those words were unnecessary; I knew that he would, always. He couldn’t help himself. That was who he was; to me, and to his crew. To anyone who’d become part of his family.

I closed my eyes, trusting him. I fell asleep wrapped in his arms, his body coiled around me in a protective circle, and his thick, impossibly huge cock still lodged deep inside of me.


Chapter 15

Asmoded

My body had stopped glowing, but my cock was still embedded deep inside Manyin’s tight, hot clasp. It was a puzzle that made my head spin and my heart race. I didn’t really want to know the answer to it, because I had the feeling it would change my life forever. It already had, from the moment that one intrepid little human had managed to sneak aboard my ship and crawl into my fucking drawer, like she was now sneakily crawling into my heart. 

I pressed my fist against my chest as I contemplated her sleeping face. A pale circle with a slightly pointed chin and a cute little nose. Her silky black hair fanned out on the sleeping bag in a static halo, some of it brushing against one of my coils. A part of me was gloriously happy, convinced that I had this little human exactly where she belonged, impaled on my cock, resting in my coils. I wanted to keep her there always. 

A soft hiss escaped me as my thoughts twisted and burned. I could not do that; my life was one of danger, my quest one of vengeance. Even if I could keep her safe through all that, it was no place for a female to be, and it was not what she deserved from her partner. I could not give her all my time. I could not give her a home and a garden, a nest full of children. Those were things from the past.

Withdrawing from her tight clasp was difficult; my body didn’t want to leave hers, and my cock didn’t want to soften. I also did not want to wake her from her exhausted slumber, and moving slowly was excruciatingly pleasurable. It sent fire skating up my spine, my sack growing tight as though it had more seed to give. As if that was possible after how thoroughly I had already filled her.

Maybe it was my imagination, maybe it was my perverted mind, but I thought it almost looked like her belly had swollen a little after I’d filled her. She was so small, especially compared to a Naga female, it was not entirely impossible to think that. 

My cock slipped from her clasp with a sucking noise, and like I had pulled a cork, my seed started spilling from her. A white gush of it that coated her thighs and the sleeping bag beneath them. She moaned, twisting and turning. Her skin broke out in curious little bumps; she was cold. That kicked me into gear, though I really wanted to linger and stare at the sexy sight of her covered in all of my spend, marked by me, covered by me for all to know that she was mine.

I shifted enough to grab a flask of water and then used her shirt from before as a rag to gently clean her up. It was erotic, and it felt good, fulfilling, to care for her in this manner. It was my due to care for her after what she’d given me, a priceless encounter that I had never believed possible given how small she was. 

When she was clean, I grabbed the second sleeping bag and gently wrapped her up in it, covering her so that she would be warm and comfortable. Then I held her in my coils, her head beneath my chin while I settled against the wall to keep watch and rest my body. I did not need much sleep, but it was good to preserve my energy. There were still more enemies in this maze, looking for us, and I had a feeling they weren’t going to give up. They were here for me, which meant Jalima knew I was here and he was trying to stop me.

As I waited, I turned over the mystery of how they located us in my head. I could only come up with one conclusion, which deeply unsettled me. I hissed with discomfort over the thought, my eyes lingering on Manyin’s peaceful expression. She was a good person, a caring person, she was not involved in this. Not on purpose, anyway. 

Once we were back on the Varakartoom, I would have to take her to see Dravion immediately. I would have to fess up to screwing her, but it was important he check her to make sure I had done her no damage. Then we would get to the bottom of this mystery. Nobody got one over on the Captain of the Varakartoom. I had a reputation at stake here, but more importantly, I had vengeance to complete and I hoped this might be a key.

Manyin stirred a few hours later, her lashes fluttering against her pale cheeks, a hint of bruising beneath her eyes. She pursed her soft, pink lips before she came to full awareness and I was tempted to lean in and kiss her, but that would just derail us from the things that needed to be done. We really needed to find a way out of here so we could contact the ship. 

“Is it morning?” she asked sleepily, and I shook my head. It was the early hours just before dawn; our schedule had gotten all turned around, but that was okay. Moving when the others might be sleeping could be to our advantage. Her quick mind whirred to further wakefulness quickly, “You’re not glowing now, but we are touching.”

I shrugged, uncertain what to say about it. As she slept, I had experimented a little and to prove that; I allowed those marks on my body to flare with light. “I have control over it now.” That was all the explanation I was willing to give. Anything more would touch too close to the painful core of me, the part that still believed that this was doomed to never work between us.

Now I knew that I was hers, that I would always be hers. What I had with Manyin eclipsed anything I had felt for Tahlata and I was surprisingly okay with that. But that meant that I had to do right by her, and that meant that we had to part ways, even if that would tear open a new wound, deeper than the last. 

“I see,” she murmured, a crafty expression flitting across her face that filled me with wariness. That look meant she was up to something, something that was going to derail all my best-laid plans, if she got away with it. 

We ate from the ration bars and drank some of our dwindling water, though I was not worried about replenishing it. I watched with some regret as she pulled the black suit of armor back onto her body. We always kept spares on our transports in case of damage. It was a good thing I’d thought to snatch one up when we abandoned the truck. I might not like seeing her cover up her skin, but the suit outlined all her curves with the added bonus of giving her protection when we were under attack.

“I need to scout,” I said to her when she was sitting fully dressed on the ground by the lantern, back to peering at her pictures and the ceiling with a look of utter concentration. I was relieved that she had not pressed me about the marks, the mating marks. Now I needed to clear my head a little, to inhale air not filled with her scent so I could figure out what I was truly feeling.

“Okay,” she nodded. “I want to stay here and figure this out. I am really sure I saw that symbol before.” She pointed a dainty finger at the flower-like thing carved at the center of the ceiling above us. She was looking at images that Mitnick had compiled from the edges of the walls my men had skimmed over on their way to the first target. “It might be our way out of here.” 

I was not sure if that could be true or not, but I was willing to let her try. I was far less willing to leave her alone in this room without any kind of protection. I lowered myself in front of her and folded my hand over her com, hiding the pictures. She looked up at me with a frown, but that transformed into a sweet, warm smile. Her hand flew up to cup my chin and before I could pull back, not that I wanted to, she pressed her lips to mine for a quick, chaste kiss. 

“I need to scout,” I repeated, making sure she had heard what I said. “Do you know how to use a pistol?” I held out the laser pistol I’d pulled from the emergency kit, offering it to her. She instantly shook her head, her eyes going wide as she appraised the weapon balanced on my palm. 

“No, I have not fired one before. But I did know how to use a gun and a shotgun back on Earth, protection when out at dig sites. Does that help?” I had a vague idea of what type of weapons she was talking about; Jaxin would probably know. Any kind of experience with a medium-range weapon such as this was good. 

I went over the basics quickly and was happy to see that she nodded along and agreed, saying that most of my rules were familiar to her. Then it came down to aim, but an attacker was likely to be male, with a big torso to aim for at close range. It wouldn’t be hard to hit even with next to no experience.

I didn’t want to leave until I was sure she’d practiced just a little, so I set up a target against the far wall, one of our empty water bottles. She curled her lip when I told her to shoot it, “In an ancient ruin and risk damaging it? Are you crazy!?” I laughed out loud at her response, my chest filling with warmth, with tenderness at the sight of her passion. 

It took only a little convincing, mostly with kisses which were as distracting as they were helpful. “I need to go scout, I can’t leave you unprotected,” the words wrenched from me more heartfelt than I expected. It was a very sore point. I had left Tahlata, and she had perished because I was not there to protect her. I had lost my unborn son because I had been gone.

Her expression went soft and kind, and she was immediately on her feet, the pistol in her hand to do as I wanted. I curled myself around her back as I helped her figure out how to hold the weapon, her small body brushing against my chest tantalizingly. She was a temptation so powerful that it filled my every waking thought. Sin was crazy for suggesting I fuck her just to get her out of my system. If anything, I felt even more addicted to her. 

I helped her with the first shot, which struck just left of the target. Now that she had a feel for the kick of the weapon, she took the next shot on her own. That one went wide too, but the margin was good. It would’ve still been a torso hit if she were shooting at a man. “If anyone comes for you, you aim for the biggest target, their chest. Don’t worry about anything else. Survival is your only goal. Understood?” 

She nodded with a frown, concentration furrowing her brow as she took aim a third time. That shot was better, almost on the bottle, but she cursed in frustration. I stroked my palm along the curve of her spine, then slid it around her waist to press against her belly, urging her curvy rear to press against my groin. “I will give you more shooting lessons, later. For now, this is more than good enough, Sunshine.” 

“Is that a promise?” she asked, her voice dropping into bedroom husky notes. She waggled her mobile brows, and I smiled, my grin spreading until I saw heat steal into her cheeks. Turning away, I battled with the lust surging through me, my groin heavy, my cock pressing against my slit as it wanted to extrude. I was about to hunt; I couldn’t do that with an erection, and there was no time to seed her again, though I really wanted to.

“Stay here, keep your com nearby, and stay alert!” I warned. She nodded at my words, but I still drew wards from the bag and set them up in each of the four hallways leading into this chamber. They would warn her with sound if anyone approached, and they would send an alert to my com if the damn thing had enough signal. I hoped that my hunt would not take me out of range in these tunnels. If it did, I would have to resort to other tactics. 

She laid the pistol on her knee. “I will stay alert. Don’t worry, Asmoded. I know how to take care of myself, okay? Remember, I managed to escape the smuggler that abducted me, and then I managed to convince the Captain of the most notorious mercenary outfit to grant me sanctuary.” She smirked at me cheekily and I laughed again, my belly shaking from the force of it. This girl, she was something else. I really liked it.

“Sanctuary? That remains to be seen,” I warned her darkly, but it was more a sensual promise than anything, and she knew it. I ducked into the tunnel that we’d arrived through before she could reply, letting the dark envelope me as I raced away. Heaviness filled me as I did so, a sense of wrongness that I simply could not shake. I was leaving my female alone and unprotected. This was a grave mistake, and history could only repeat itself.

I growled softly, fighting the desire to turn around and stay at her side. That way, we would not get anything done. I needed to focus. She was protected with the pistol and the wards. I was not straying far. Just culling the opposition that still roamed this place so that our path would be clear when she found us a way out. 

Then I caught a scent, and the hunt was on. My scales made no sound as I slithered through the darkness after my target.


Chapter 16

Zhu Manyin

I was still on cloud nine when Asmoded quietly left the strange little room with the ceiling carvings. We had sex, and whew, had it been hot! I still felt twinges between my thighs, a little soreness that made sure I wasn’t going to forget what his cock felt like any time soon. That was fine with me. I didn’t know what had made him suddenly change his mind, but I wasn’t going to poke at that until I better understood what things were going to be like from now on. 

The thing with the pistol made me feel this mixture of sadness and excitement. The protection of his girl was clearly extremely important to him, and I knew why. He was convinced he had failed his wife by not being there. I knew that wasn’t his fault, and he probably knew it rationally too, but that didn’t mean he didn’t feel guilty. I wanted to believe that trying to arm me was more than just doing his duty, that he really did consider me his girlfriend at this point, but I was a little scared to ask. 

Regardless, I couldn’t believe I’d defiled this place with laser fire damage just to ease his mind, but there you had it. I’d broken one of my sacred rules, to never damage what I investigated, for him. I couldn’t even feel guilty about it. The strange greenish walls looked like glass, but I hadn’t even seen a hint of a mark after my shots went wide.

It looked like we were walking through walls of jade, to be honest, but that stone wasn’t hard enough to withstand the fire from a laser pistol like this. I was certain of that, which meant these walls were something else, something much stronger. This begged the question: how had they been carved into tunnels and beautiful carvings? How had the ancient people that built this place done it? 

When he left, I felt a sense of disquiet wash over me, like there were eyes on my back, staring at me from some unseen place. That was just my imagination going into overdrive because I was alone in a strange place, a place made by dead people. I should focus on the pictures of the ruins we’d discovered here first. I was certain that I’d seen that symbol in a shape between those walls somewhere, and if my hunch was right, the pictures could function as a blueprint for the maze we were in now. They might be the same. 

It was just a hopeful theory, but it was better than staying lost until rescue could come. I was never the type to sit on my ass and do nothing, even if it looked like I was just sitting around right now. Then distraction struck, my mind flashing to the discovery that Asmoded’s markings could now be controlled. That they did not glow anymore at each touch. I was not sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 

I hoped it was good. I hoped it meant that we had ‘bonded’ when we had slept together. That’s how it often worked for the aliens out here; I’d heard all about it from those Aderian medical dramas and some of the more gossip-inclined people at the compound on Ker. Did that mean that the choice had been made for us? That we could not part? The thought made my heart race with excitement, not trepidation. What if it made Asmoded feel trapped? That wasn’t what I wanted.

Then my eyes fell on a slightly indistinct, blurry shape on the current image I was looking at. That was it! I had found the flower thing. It looked to be centered in a square, with four tunnels leading away from it, one for every direction. With renewed purpose, I set about tracing routes along the images to locate exits. It was a difficult task; there were some gaps, sometimes the images were just not good enough, sometimes the walls were just not visible at the surface, likely too damaged. 

When a sound shrieked from my left, I leaped to my feet; the pistol clenched in my fist. That wasn’t Asmoded, he said the alarms wouldn’t trigger for him. An intruder, an enemy, was approaching. I could hear them swearing over the shrieking noise.

My fingers felt clammy around the trigger of the gun. I backed away into the corner to stand over the duffel bag with our supplies. My eyes were on the tunnel the sound had come from, and though my heart raced and my breathing had picked up, my hands were steady as I aimed at the doorway.

I waited only long enough to make sure that whoever came through it was not Asmoded or one of his crew members. I saw a stained dark green shirt, brown leather pants, and a flash of red skin. That was all I needed; my finger squeezed the laser pistol’s trigger gently as I aimed. My shot whined as it flew from the barrel, striking the guy in the shoulder. He spun from the blast, the stench of charred meat filling the air. A shout ripped from him, but he did not go down.

Panic surged through me as he came forward, charging toward me with a furious look on his face. If he had a pistol of his own, he wasn’t using it, and I didn’t see it. My finger squeezed again and again, one shot going wide, the next sizzling along his arm. The third one hit him in the chest, and he dropped like a ton of bricks, right at my feet. 

When I raised my head from his collapsed form, I realized I was in real trouble. He hadn’t been alone, or maybe the ward’s incessant shrieking had drawn others to this location. Two of them, one a big creature that looked far too much like a rhinoceros on two legs. The other was a real-life gargoyle, with horns and wings. Both were huge. 

I screamed as I fired my pistol, but these guys seemed much more resistant to my shots. The gargoyle dude shrugged them off like they were nothing, while the rhino dude seemed dazed but unharmed when my shot struck him against the side of his giant head.

Then the gargoyle reached out and grabbed for me. I dropped to my knees, ducking beneath his arms, and rolled across the floor to get away. When I collided with a nearby wall, I struggled upright and fired again, this time hitting rhino dude right between the legs. That shot counted. He dropped to the ground with a thunderous thud that echoed up my ankles. Gargoyle dude roared at me, his hand raising with a gun of his own. 

It happened so fast that it was just a blur. One moment I thought I was about to get shot, the next the gargoyle was on the ground, wings flapping wildly against the stone, his throat encircled by a thick coil of Asmoded’s tail. His arm was broken, gun gone. Asmoded was already on the Rhino with his hands, wrenching that thick neck like it was nothing before the male could so much as recover from the low shot I’d delivered. 

Once he was there, the fight was over before it had so much as begun. Both males were dead in a matter of seconds. I was extremely impressed and also slightly terrified by just how efficient a killing machine he was. Then, he was dropping his targets, picking me up in his arms, and all my fear washed away. I threw my arms around his neck and clung, listening to the rapid pounding of his heart and knowing that he had been as scared as I had been. 

“We’re okay,” I said quietly. “I’m fine.” I really was fine. At the most, my knees were a little banged up when I scrambled out of the gargoyle dude’s grip. I was shaken up, but that was hardly worth mentioning. I had survived, and he’d come, just like he said he would. As I clung to him, I quickly realized that he was more in need of comfort than I was. His entire body was trembling against me. 

He was running his hands along my back, my thighs, my arms. It wasn’t sexual; he was reassuring himself that I was in one piece. At first, he moved frantically, his long tail coiling around me and locking my legs inside his loops. Then they curled higher until I was entirely caught up in him. I let him do it. He needed to know I was there, that I was whole.

I ran my hands over his scales where I could reach them, not frantic like he was, but gently, with firm pressure. I wanted him to know that I was there, to draw him back from whatever chaos was in his mind. I could guess what seeing me in danger had done to him, after the story of his wife, that had to be one of his major triggers.

“Ssh, it’s okay. Asmoded, I’m fine. You came back in time. You protected me.” I rambled as I spoke to him, trying to find anything that made him hear me, that brought him back. It wasn’t until I finally managed to reach up and kiss him that his body stilled. I was stuck inside his loops, nearly up to my armpits, his hands stroking along my shoulders.

The kiss was tender and soft, his mouth just a soft brush against my own. I felt how his breathing eased and when the kiss ended; he leaned in to rest his forehead against mine, his black and green hair falling forward to brush against my face. “We’re all good,” I told him again, and he gave me a slow nod, his scales brushing along my skin.

When it just became silent, and he seemed in no rush to let me go, I started talking. I couldn’t help it, it was instinctual to fill the charged silence. I prattled about my family back on Earth; I talked about my job, recounting half a dozen anecdotes of my time in Egypt. When I was recounting a particularly funny moment when I thought I’d misplaced my favorite brush, only to discover it tucked into the band of my sunhat, he laughed. 

“You are something else,” he murmured. “I keep thinking that and then you prove it to me again.” His words made something tight and painful unclench inside of me, fear and worry for how he’d responded to seeing me in danger. But that laugh had unlocked him, and now he was gently unwinding himself from my body and actively gazing around at the chaos the fight had created. 

His scales no longer glowed; they had shone brightly when he’d caught me up in his grip before. Now, the only light was that of the toppled lantern coming from the corner it rolled into. There were three bodies sprawled on the floor, the rhino dude a huge mountainous shape, while the gargoyle was like a pile of rubble with bony wings sticking out at odd angles. 

Furthest away lay the shape of the guy that I’d shot, and when my eyes landed on him, I shuddered. “Did I kill him?” I asked, surprised by how small and worried my voice sounded. I guess it bothered me more than I wanted to admit that I’d done such a thing when trying to protect myself. I had taken a life, and even though he’d have taken mine if I hadn’t, it still felt wrong.

“Yes,” Asmoded said with complete honesty. He slithered across the room to check each body with confident, cold practicality. The tip of his tail remained curled around my ankle, leaving me tethered to him when he moved around. I hunkered down and curled my fingers around it, seeking his warmth for a little reassurance of my own. 

“You did good, Manyin,” he said, pausing right next to the red male. I couldn’t help but think that the one I’d shot looked the most like a human, red skin, golden hair, and otherwise completely humanoid features. He had no extra arm, tentacles, or a horn to make him look more alien. Just an odd skin tone that made him stand out as different. A black scorch mark sat high on his shoulder, while a bigger one stretched across his belly where my second shot had it. 

“It was you or him,” Asmoded said, nudging the body with a coil, and curling his lip in distaste. With bared fangs, he added, “And I much prefer this outcome.” His yellow eyes flashed my way, and then the tip of his tail shifted from my ankle to curl around my fingers, returning my clasp. “You’re a brave female, you fight back. You do not freeze up. You can be proud of yourself.”

I did not feel proud of myself for killing a man, but I was proud of fighting back. As his words of praise washed over me, I flushed with warmth, some of my unease fading away. It was obvious he was proud of me too, that I had impressed him by shooting that man. It wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured myself wooing my way into his heart, but I guess as a mercenary captain, he’d appreciate different things than most. 

Clinging with my fingers to his tail, I got back to my feet, shaking my uneasy feelings away. I would have to analyze it all later, when I had a moment of peace to myself. No matter what anyone said, I had taken a life, and I had to learn how to live with that. He could act like it was just business as usual for him; it probably was, but I wasn’t the same as him.

“Let’s just get out of here,” I said, and I flicked on my com. “I think I might have figured out how to navigate this place.” He grinned at me, his tail winding around my wrist, up my arm to my elbow, where he gripped me firmly. I liked it very much that he was keen to keep touching me after this.

“Why am I not surprised? Clever female.” He had our things packed up in under a minute, slinging the duffel over a shoulder as he approached me to peer at the map I’d pulled up. I indicated the spot I thought corresponded with the room we were in and then I pointed out the various directions in which it appeared might be exits. 

“We’ll go for that one,” Asmoded declared. “It appears to be closest to us.” He swept me into his arms then and rushed for the correct doorway without a backward glance. Chuckling softly under his breath at the sound of my startled yelp.

“I can walk,” I offered, though I kind of loved that he was keeping me this close. I was tired after yesterday’s walking, the interrupted sleep, and the extra-curricular activities we’d been up to. I loved how casual it was for him to just cradle me in his arms, like I weighed nothing at all. 

“You can navigate and I’ll do the moving.” 


Chapter 17

Asmoded

I did not want her to know how my heart still hadn’t settled into a normal, steady rhythm after that attack. I was normally much less ruffled by a good fight, but this one had gotten to me in ways I found hard to put into words. The biggest reason obviously had to do with the female I held cradled in my arms. I did not want to put her down; I did not want to let her go. I wanted to hold her against me forever, and that fight made me think that maybe I actually could.

I flashed back to the sight of her cornered by that Tarkan male with the gun and had to suppress a shudder that rocked me. She had come very close to dying, and yet… This faith had settled in my bones that she would never go quietly, that she would always fight till the bitter end. She was not a female who counted solely on others for help and she did not demand protection as her due, or gifts, or affection.

My heart ached a little when I realized how those were things that Tahlata had always wanted from me. A caregiver, a protector, and if I did not give her the things she wanted, she was fickle and sometimes mean. As the Naga were dwindling in numbers, I had felt extremely blessed when such a coveted, beautiful female had singled me out as her male as a teenager. Now I wondered if she had even loved me or simply thought I could give her the things she wanted better than my peers. At the time, those worries had crossed my mind, but she was beautiful, and when she bestowed her love, it was the brightest in the galaxy. She had been addictive. 

Manyin was a soft, gentle weight against my body. She was vibrant and animated as she indicated which hallways we should take. It was only a theory, she said, a hunch that the images from the first set of ruins might be a map to navigate this one. I loved very much how bright she was as she discussed it with me, how passionate she became. It was an excellent theory, and it was better than wandering around in circles. It was a prime example of her problem-solving skills, and I admired those very much.

She was also very kind, recognizing my need to hold her and just letting me have that. Her voice had pulled me back from some very dark thoughts about how much I’d failed her by leaving, how much I had screwed up just like I had with my wife. For a brief, heart-rending moment, I had felt exactly as I had that day I landed back at the enclave and discovered my home razed and my pregnant wife gone.

I was starting to think that I had never truly understood what having a wife, a mate, was all about. It was terrifying to realize that this tiny human was teaching me just by being so tenacious. I had done nothing but push her away, and still she was there, smiling at me, seducing me, tempting me.

“I think we’re almost there, but something might be wrong…” she suddenly said and my senses leaped into hyper-awareness. I had spent too much time lost in my thoughts when I should have been paying better attention. A glance at her map told me we only had two turns left to go before we should be reaching the edge of the maze, but the air was still musty and wet. It didn’t taste like outside was nearby. She was particularly attuned to those kinds of atmospheric changes, which was impressive with her blunt little human nose.

At least this was not a physical threat, there were no more enemies lurking in the shadows. I said nothing, just sped up to reach the last turn so we could verify. Was it going to be a dead end, or just more tunnels that we had no map of? “It’s going to be fine,” I said to her, because she’d grown tense and quiet in my arms. All her vividness was on hold, as though she was expecting a tremendous disappointment.

I approached the last corner, slowing so I could carefully look around it. A tunnel with a doorway at the end, no light filtering through it. We had been traveling through these tunnels for a few hours at this point; dawn light should have reached our part of the planet by now. That was not a doorway to the outside. Whatever lay beyond that door was a mystery, but Manyin did not lean out curiously to peer at it. She flinched back into my chest, backing away.

“I’m sorry, Asmoded, I failed. It was a stupid idea, and now I’ve just gotten us even more lost…” she said in a small voice. She expected me to be upset about this, and I wanted to growl. Had I acted like that much of an ass so far that she’d think that? Yeah, maybe I had.

“Aren’t you the least bit curious about what we might find in there? A tomb, a holy place, treasure?” I said, lightening my tone so that she could tell I was not upset. It worked instantly, her head tilting back all the way so she could stare at my face, a wide smile spreading. I jerked my chin toward the doorway and started forward. “We’re here now. Might as well find out.”

If she’d been on the ground, she would have bounced on her toes in excitement, as it was, she wriggled in my arms and finally leaned forward. I put her on her feet but kept my hand on her shoulder when she started to rush to the doorway. I didn’t want her to go through first, and she caught on quickly, waiting behind me as I reached the door and checked out what lay beyond. 

It was not a dead end; it was a huge, cavernous room instead. Possibly the Varakartoom herself could fit inside of it whole. The lantern light could not reach the far wall for Manyin’s eyes, but for me, it was still possible to pick out the details of intricately carved figures lined up against it. The lantern was not the only source of light, a narrow beam of daylight came down through a small hole in the ceiling. 

“Oh, I wonder if that’s for a solar phenomenon, like at Abu Simbel,” she said with awe. I did not know what that meant, but I had a good feeling about that little hole in the roof. There were pillars that held the structure up high above our heads, and two flanked that hole. I was certain I’d be able to climb up one so that I could get a signal on my com and reach the Varakartoom. I was very eager to find out if my crew had gotten out of their impromptu siege. I wanted to know if Tass had made it back to the ship yet. 

Entering the room was a little like entering a shrine. It felt cooler in here, but at the same time, the air also felt heavy. It tingled across my scales like the lightest buzz of energy. My little human felt it too; I saw how she brushed her fingers over her skin.

“I think there are statues in the back. The light might hit them on a specific day of the year for a brief moment…” she said, peering into the dark. She was itching to explore but contained her excited energy and stayed right at my side. I felt a flush of calm settle over me when I realized that, she was smart, she had self-preservation ingrained in her bones. Except, perhaps, when it came to confronting a mercenary captain.

We crossed the room slowly and for her; I made sure to make the lantern light angle over each pillar and the floor. “Do you see that sort of fishbone-like pattern too?” she asked, indicating the floor when we were halfway, nearly aligned with the hole in the roof. I had, indeed. It was like there were darker shadows, not quite defined by lines, and they made up an interesting pattern along the floor.

A floor that was shimmering and smooth, like the entire tunnel system had been so far. There was not even a hint of dust or debris, except for a circle of it beneath the hole in the roof. The debris was made up of a fine scattering of dirt, broken little branches, and leaves. No sign of critters or bugs to disturb any of it, which made my scales itch between my shoulders. There was something very wrong about the absence of nature's invasion. Nature should have been reclaiming the world by now, given that it had been abandoned. 

Manyin had discovered the statues, her gasp loud and audible as she stared at them. “They look just like humans…” she murmured. I gave them a good look, like she was doing, studying the features of the row of robe-dressed figures. Oblong face, two eyes, two ears, and a smallish nose meant they looked like many of the alien species that populated the quadrant. Her quadrant too, I imagined.

“There’s a theory,” I said, shrugging when she lifted her eyes to me with a curious expression. I hurried to continue, “That ancient people seeded the universe. That we all look relatively similar because we all started from the same base… Some like to believe that humans most closely resemble these ancients, that humans look the most like the original template.”

I flicked my light back to the face of the center statue. It was at least eight feet tall, and from beneath his stone robes clawed toes peeked. Those, I knew, definitely did not look human. Manyin’s feet were tiny, dainty little things with neat, blunt toenails. The face could definitely pass for human, but the green, glossy stone hid whatever complexion these beings might have had.

“That’s an interesting theory, hard to prove,” she said seriously, her eyes roving over the creatures again. “Wouldn’t genetics hold an answer to that? Has each species had their genome mapped?” I grinned, my smart, clever female. She was ready to concoct her own research project right here, right now. Biology was not even her expertise. 

“You’d have to discuss this with Dravion, Sunshine. That’s his little hobby.” We did have DNA profiles of everything out there; that was the easy part. It was his life’s work to study all of it and retrace it back to one common ancestor.

I watched her roam around the statues for a while longer, letting her fill her curiosity as she snapped picture after picture. Notes were jotted down on her com, whole reels of it, which made me grin. She murmured to herself too, little excited comments or thoughtful observations. From the color variations in the stone to the exact shape and size of each statue. 

As there were no other ways in and out of this massive chamber, I set up a perimeter ward at the entrance. Then I went to work appraising the pillars for the climb ahead. It was at least a hundred feet up, which would make a fall pretty damn painful. The pillar was a little thicker than I would have liked, stretching me thin as I’d coil up it toward the top. 

“Okay, thank you, Asmoded. I think I’m done… For now.” Manyin was smiling widely as she came to stand next to me. “I really appreciate that you gave me a moment to check this out. It feels so good to be doing something I love.” I could tell because her cheeks were rosy with color, her deep brown eyes glowed with happiness. It pulled forth an answering happiness inside my chest, a flush of pride for making this choice.

“Good, now get your pistol out. I’ll need you to be on guard while I make the climb.” I was already ducking to grab the thing from my emergency kit before she could move. Pushing it into her hand, the safety on so she could not accidentally hurt herself. She shook herself, fingers tightening around the grip, a hint of confusion on her face before she frowned. 

She had her free hand around the back of my neck the next moment. I could have dodged; she didn’t move fast. But my body was used to her presence now, craved her touch. I had to duck to give her what she wanted, but I did so immediately, without any hesitation. She had definitely broken down all defenses against the desire to touch her all the time, everywhere.

The kiss was soft at first, but I could not hold back, my tongue flicking against her lips, then spearing into her warm mouth. Her scent filled my head, and her breathy moan struck me in the groin, my cock growing hard, pressing against my slit as it tried to extrude. I started to pull her in my arms, pressing her soft, curvy body against mine and letting the passion between us overrule all common sense. This was why I tried to stay away. She was dangerous, she made me forget that anything existed except her.

She bit my bottom lip in a gentle nibble, and that small hint of pain helped me focus. When she pulled back, eyes glossy, lips pink and bruised from our kiss, I managed to keep myself from dipping back down for more. “So, you’re going to climb up there and see if you can get a signal?” she asked. 

*** 

Zhu Manyin

I liked seeing this new, gentler side of my captain. He was indulging me with this ruin, and he kept touching me whenever he could, his tail finding me if he wasn’t carrying me around. The big question was going to be if that would remain the same when we returned to the ship, or if he’d pretend none of this had happened.

It was certainly awe-inspiring to watch him make the climb up that pillar. The surface of the stone was smooth as glass, the pillar shaped like a cylinder with no other decorations that could be used for grip. Without some impressive climbing gear, a two-legged creature could never climb it. Asmoded was something else entirely, coiling his long body around the thing, and up he went in a spiral.

Circling round and round, he could use his long tail to squeeze himself against the smooth surface, those tight loops allowing him to slither upward. It was not the fastest climb, but I was impressed because it had to cost a serious amount of power and control. He only used his hands for balance, keeping his core upright against the surface with sheer strength. 

Then he was near the hole, and he started talking into his com. He was high up, his words indecipherable as they echoed down at me. At least that meant he’d gotten a signal and was getting news from his ship. Hopefully, they could offer us a way out of here. The hole in the ceiling was not big enough for us to climb through, we’d have to damage it to use it as an exit. If that really facilitated a sun phenomenon, that would be a crying shame.

The pistol was warm in my clammy hand. I kept forgetting that I should be paying attention to the door, not Asmoded. He was just so impressive, clinging there, casually talking on his com like he wasn’t a hundred feet up in the air. I just didn’t like the thought of possibly having to use it again in defense. The last experience wasn’t really one I felt like repeating. Which made me wonder if I wasn’t crazy for wanting to stay with my captain. And thinking of him as my captain was starting to sound shockingly right too.

Asmoded’s descent was faster, his expression excited. His long hair glinted with the bright green highlights in the single beam of sunshine. I went to stand in that light, for a moment just enjoying its warmth as it brushed my face. Then he was on the ground next to me, gently scolding me for not paying better attention to the door, but grinning like that pleased him. I supposed it was flattering that his sexy body had distracted me. 

“The guys are out. They are moving slowly in our direction,” he announced. “Tass is still missing, but Sin assures me he’s alright. Even better, Mitnick hacked the survey spikes and got us ground telemetry data. We have an accurate map now, Sunshine.” He showed me the display of his own com, a path outlined in blue on a map of tunnels. “In an hour, we should be out of here.” 

I was almost disappointed by that news, but it was good too. We couldn’t linger down here when Asmoded had an entire crew to watch out for. He couldn’t hide out with me in here forever while I tried to uncover this place’s mysteries. I did not complain when he swept me into his arms, nuzzled the side of my face, and then sped into the tunnel system. He didn’t need me to navigate, but that was okay. I’d just enjoy being in his arms for as long as I had. 


Chapter 18

Zhu Manyin

The last three tunnels were brighter, the walls a softer green, and the scent had changed. It felt dryer too, and just a tad warmer. I was not surprised when we ducked into the final hallway and light filtered toward us from the distance, screened by nothing but a few dangling vines. When Asmoded placed me behind him to carefully peer outside, I could already spot the outline of a statue on the left. We were back exactly where we’d started, back in the ravine we’d been stuck in since the crash. 

“Hmm, Mitnick did say that we were lucky we were close to the exit. He had a hard time locating one. Do you think it’s the only one?” Asmoded asked as he slithered outside, the big black duffel bag hung from his back by the loops, a pistol was in his hand, the first time I’d seen him hold one with the intention to use it. I did not detect any danger, and he seemed calm if alert, so I ducked outside with him. I had loved being inside that ancient structure, especially the cathedral part, but I loved being outside again too, a little relieved that we had not gotten lost forever.

The soft drone of a shuttle came from behind the trees and both of us turned to face it, though we couldn’t see it yet. “Is that your crew?” I asked Asmoded right as the nose of the ship came over the treeline. It was a pale silver with a shimmering sheen over the front, a blue shield. Definitely not any of the mercenaries, as everything ship-related was a deep, matte black. 

I spun around to duck back into the tunnel for cover; suppressing a twinge of guilt as I did so. Asmoded growled, raising his hand with the pistol, a shot firing right as the shuttle faced us and something started to glow at the nose. Everything seemed to slow down, a second drawn out into eternity as I leaped for a hiding spot. My head craned back over my shoulder to look at what was happening behind me. 

The shuttle fired, the blast whining loudly as it sizzled through the air. One moment I was throwing myself into the tunnel, the next, Asmoded was between me and the shot, his big body curling around me. He roared as the shot hit him, scales and flesh burned with an awful smell, and then we were falling forward. His body landed on top of mine, his torso covering my back, his tail sprawled over my legs. I could not move, and he didn’t even appear to be breathing. 

Panic surged through me as I fought to free myself. Was he dead? How bad was it? Why did he do that!? Tears were streaming down my face unchecked. I was barely aware of them as I tried to shove my upper body free from beneath his heavy, limp form. I could hear the ship nearby, landing in the narrow ravine. I heard the hiss of the hatch as it opened, then the thudding of several booted feet as they walked toward us. 

I curled my hand beneath my hip, locating my laser pistol, which I’d stuck in a side pocket instead of giving back earlier. Forget about getting free; Asmoded was too heavy for me to crawl out from under. I needed to get to my weapon so that I could fight back when they got here. Please, please, let him be alright! I knew that was a useless thought to have because he couldn’t possibly be alright. They had shot him with the shuttle, of all things. That was more than just a laser pistol, that was not something you just shrugged off. Even if the Naga Captain had seemed indestructible to me, larger than life. 

There, my fingers brushed over the grip of the weapon and I closed my fist and started pulling. “Looks like we got him good this time. Fucking bastard,” drawled a male voice. I couldn’t see them yet, but they could obviously see at least a good portion of Asmoded’s prone form. I felt it when one of them kicked his tail, the motion shuddering up his body to jar me. 

I strained to turn, to twist myself around to face them while getting the gun free so I could aim. I had to make these shots count, I couldn’t afford a glancing blow like last time. A huff escaped me, sweat beading on my forehead and along my spine. I couldn’t breathe well, Asmoded’s weight was pressing too much on my lungs for them to fully expand. If I couldn’t get him to roll off me, I was probably going to die from crushing asphyxiation, slowly losing more and more air from my lungs as my ribs were unable to expand.

The thought filled me that it might be a better way to go than letting these bastards take me. They had already killed Asmoded. Oh god, they had! A sob welled in my throat that I couldn’t contain; it burst from me along with a wave of pain and grief so strong I thought it might sweep me away altogether.

That was what gave me away, that noise. “Shit, he’s alive?” one said, but one of his buddies instantly interrupted him, denying that. Another kick that jarred up his body, his dead weight crushing me even more. The first one spoke again, “I think there’s someone under him.” Then I saw a pair of boots come into view and I managed to roll my head beneath the heavy weight of Asmoded’s arm. I couldn’t sight along the gun to take proper aim, but considering that guy was really close, I twisted my wrist and squeezed the trigger.

The laser fire struck the male in the chest, an Aderian, I recognized that anthracite skin from my medical dramas. He crumpled to the ground as the shot hit him, while pain blazed through my wrist as the pistol kicked back in my badly braced hand. I saw white pinpricks dance across my vision; pain and lack of air pushed me to the brink of passing out. 

Sound cut out, but my vision cleared to a million shades of gray; a monochrome scene. Enough to see two more aliens leap over their fallen with their guns out. I didn’t know if I was even aiming right, but I hadn’t dropped the pistol, despite the pain, so I squeezed the trigger again. The pain in my wrist was so intense this time that I had lost the gun before I could even think about it.

I heard nothing, my vision going dark, just pain and a burning in my lungs. Then I they yanked from beneath Asmoded’s body by my arm, wrenching my shoulder, though that pain was nothing compared to the agony in my wrist. My lungs expanded eagerly when they were freed, blessed oxygen rushing into my body. My vision started to clear right as the guy holding me raised his hand and backhanded me hard across the face.

Dazed, panting for air, and filled with pain was not where I wanted to be. All of that was forgotten when my eyes landed on the ravaged mess along Asmoded’s back and shoulder. He wasn’t bleeding, but smoke was curling from his wound, as if he was still smoldering.

“Get them both on the shuttle,” one voice said. “The Captain is going to want to see them. He’s going to want to show off that stupid merc’s dead body to Jalima.” If I hadn’t already been scared out of my damn mind, I would have been now. I knew that name, it was the very Crimelord that Asmoded had his vendetta against. If my Naga hadn’t died yet, he would be dead very soon. 

I wanted to fight more against the guy holding my arms, especially when he began dragging me away from the long, serpentine body of the male I’d come to love. He was too strong, my body was still weakened from lack of air, and pain radiated from my most definitely broken wrist. The blow to my head had added a ringing in my ear and the fiercest of headaches; the taste of blood filled my mouth. 

It was an Asrai, like the twins that piloted the Varakartoom, that was dragging me into the shuttle. There were five more guys pulling and heaving on Asmoded to try to get him aboard. “Leave him alone! Stop it!” I said futilely, giving the Asrai’s grip on my body a testing pull but already knowing that it was a useless effort.

They had just finished pulling his torso aboard when the sound of an engine reached my ears. One guy was gathering coils to stuff them into the ship, while my Asrai captor held a close eye to the sky. I had eyes mostly for Asmoded’s head as it lolled against the deck. They’d thrown him down on his back, and I could see his face. Lax, not moving, not so much as a blink or a slight rise and fall of his chest. I did not want to believe it, but he had to be dead. Just thinking about it struck me with another wave of powerful, crushing grief. It couldn’t be true; we had so little time together, it couldn’t be over. He couldn’t be gone. He was so powerful, so capable.

The engine sound got louder, and the Asrai started thumping his fist on the side of the hatch, “Get in now! We’ve got to go.” The last guy thudded into the shuttle, thankfully dragging the last portion of Asmoded’s tail in with him. The shuttle was already lifting into the air before the hatch had started to close.

I had just enough of a gap to see through and spot one of those land trains from the Varakartoom skid to a stop at the top of the ravine. We were already rising above them as men piled out, the shark-head guy in the lead with a massive gun cradled in his arms. He raised the barrel up to the shuttle with a snarl on his face, displaying far too many teeth in a maw so big I could stick my head inside it. 

The Asrai holding me cursed furiously as the blast went off. The shuttle rocked wildly, spinning through the air and flinging all of us around the interior like we were nothing but rag dolls. I vaguely heard the hatch close as I collided hard with a wall, bounced away, and then struck the ground.

My wrist was on fire, my elbow ached, and that entire arm was now a limp, aching mess dangling from its socket. I had eyes for only one thing: Asmoded’s face not far from mine. I crawled one-handed toward him, ignoring the chaos of moans and curses around us. I dragged myself along the metal floor plates until I reached him, and pressed myself against his chest. I just wanted to give up, so I let myself lay there. I allowed the tears to sweep me away. 

Then I heard it; a thump. One single thump beneath my head. Hearing that heartbeat was like my own heart had restarted in my chest. He was alive! I clenched my good hand into a tight fist, resolve worming its way through me. If he was alive, then I had to keep fighting, but injured as I was, I had to be smart about it. 

The shuttle had righted itself, no longer swerving and careening through the air like a drunken bee. They had not bothered to grab me or restrain me, content to just let me lay there against Asmoded’s body. They thought he was dead, they were laughing about my grief, my tears. 

We left the planet’s atmosphere after barely a minute and everything turned weightless for ten long seconds, my body floating into the air on top of Asmoded’s. When we thudded back to the ground, I landed on top of him, and I swore it felt like he’d shifted beneath me on purpose, but that had to be wishful thinking. 

I thought that their captain would show up when we arrived, that they would eagerly show off their capture and supposed kill. No such thing happened. They got Asmoded on some kind of floating trolley thing and then they were dragging me after his floating body toward the brig. A ten by ten-foot square cell with actual bars and a force field to keep us in. 

“You stay put, bitch,” the Asrai said as he flung me after Asmoded into the cell. They’d tossed his body on the floor at the back wall, and now I was stumbling over him, landing against my injured arm when I hit the wall. I shot the male a glare, but he just blinked his eyes in his ghoulish, skull-like face, grinning evilly at me. 

The force field hummed as it was engaged; I ignored it, and the men still crowded outside the cell. They were laughing and congratulating themselves on their awesome catch. I saw grins and crude gestures as they mocked the mighty Captain of the Varakartoom brought down to a pile of scales and bones in their brig. It made me furious, but railing at them would achieve nothing, so I sat down at my Captain’s head and focused on him. 

At least it wasn’t long until they’d all left, and then it was just me, the pain, and my unconscious mercenary. I tried to ignore the sensations in my arm, but when it started to go numb, worry spiked; that couldn’t be a good sign. It helped to focus on the heartbeat I could feel in Asmoded’s chest, one slow, steady thump at a time. Now that I was no longer panicking, I could see the rise and fall as his lungs drew in air too. Everything was just so slow, but I had to believe that was just a part of healing for his kind otherwise I’d go mad. 

I couldn’t tell how much time had passed, just that my mouth was dry and my belly rumbled with hunger. I feared that with each passing moment, Asmoded was getting weaker, not stronger. He needed medical care but why would they offer it when they thought he was dead? Heck, I needed a doctor, but they didn’t seem to think that was necessary either. 

When I heard the soft sound of a tail sliding across metal flooring my heartbeat sped up and I raised my head, eagerly looking down Asmoded’s body. It wasn’t him, he hadn’t moved at all, still lying in haphazard coils along the deck. Goosebumps broke out across the back of my neck, the fine hairs raising in a primal warning. I didn’t want to move, or leave my Captain’s side, but I forced myself to turn and look. 

My breath stuttered in my lungs, fear gripping me at the sight of another Naga slithering to a stop in front of our bars. He was big, though I didn’t believe he was quite as large as Asmoded was. Black scales covered him from his head to the tip of his tail, and since all he wore was a belt around his hips, and one slashing over his torso, I could see the glittering gold highlights along his flanks. Yellow eyes exactly like Asmoded’s stared at me with laser focus from beneath a fringe of short black and green hair, half in his face, half of it sticking up in spikes. 

Like when I first met the mercenary captain, my mind wanted to label this creature as an apex predator, as a danger so primal that all my body knew was to fear it. My rational mind was stronger this time, cataloging things like his markings, his coloring, and the fact that he looked younger and a bit smaller. It leaped to one extraordinary conclusion so fast that it pushed all other thoughts from my mind. 

“You’re his son.”


Chapter 19

Zhu Manyin

The Naga hissed at me, baring sharp fangs in both his upper and lower jaw. I had seen that look a thousand times by now, and it was so similar to Asmoded’s snarl that I wanted to weep and smile at the same time. “You look just like him! How is this possible? How can you be alive?” I asked. It seemed that today was a miracle of survival for more than one of us.

The male didn’t seem to appreciate my words much at all, still shooting me a furious, angry look. He lowered the force field to our cell anyway, then the bars, his eyes telling me all I needed to know about thinking of running away. Not that I would, I was not going to abandon my mate, because come hell or high water, that’s what he was to me. I had gone absolutely local at this point, and I was proud of it.

It was the first aid kit the Naga had dangling over one shoulder that made me settle back on my heels and wait. Maybe they had decided they needed to check if Asmoded was truly dead after all. Though this Naga couldn’t be a day over twenty, his face and upper body reminded me far too much of a guy just heading out of his teenage years. It felt strange that they’d sent someone so young, completely alone, to complete such a task.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” the kid snarled angrily, my fear abating when he sounded like an angsty teenager rather than an all-powerful monster the way Asmoded did when he got grumpy. He sounded young, there was just no other description. Which begged the question: why was he here? Aboard a ship that supposedly belonged to a notorious Crimelord? Regardless, he was unpacking a medical scanner and started to aim it toward my arm; I wasn’t going to stand in the way of aid.

Despite my own pain and numbness, my fear that my shoulder had dislocated on top of a bad break in my wrist, I still pushed the scanner to Asmoded’s chest. “Help him first, please!” I begged, “I can’t lose him.” The yellow eyes on the male narrowed dangerously, then he glanced at the readings on his device and hissed, followed by several very choice curse words.

“How is the bastard still alive?” he demanded, but even though he sounded furious at the idea of Asmoded alive, he started working on him. Scanning, hurriedly giving some injections, then a tissue regenerator, a device that I’d come to recognize. I didn’t answer him, didn’t ask questions either, though I was dying to find out if he really was Asmoded’s lost son, a child he thought was murdered in the womb of his dead wife.

I had to admit that my knowledge of the Naga was limited. I knew only what little tidbits Asmoded had shared with me over the last few days. They lived in two enclaves, one in Aderian space, one in Rummicaron space, on a moon. The latter had been Asmoded’s home, the place he’d grown up in. It was not until Jalima, who was not yet a Crimelord, swept in that things changed. He took advantage of the enclave’s sovereignty, using it to produce drugs unimpeded.

I knew they had a limited amount of females, and those females were often picky. I knew that Asmoded had never glowed for anyone but me. I did not know if they were all black in color like Asmoded and this guy was, but I had a feeling the gold dusting on their flanks was unique. Seeing the same green spots dotting the younger Naga’s back just made me even more certain; they had to be related. Given this guy’s age, he had to be Asmoded’s son. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. He remained silent, ignoring me while he worked on the massive wound on Asmoded’s back. “I’m Zhu Manyin, but usually, I go by Mandy.” I clenched my fists against my thighs as I waited for him to respond, or for Asmoded to stir. If only he knew that his son had survived, that they were side by side right now. 

I was giving up on the idea that he’d be receptive to conversation, and starting to get swallowed by my pain and exhaustion. Then his posture suddenly shifted, his shoulder angling my way a little, casting a furtive glance from beneath his shaggy hair. “It’s Saisir, but you can call me Sai,” he said, his tone lower, calmer. “That arm has gotta hurt. Shall I look at it now?”

My mouth wanted to drop open in shock at the shift in attitude. I wanted to stare at him, but I was certain that would make him close up again. I nodded swiftly instead, “Thank you, Sai. Is he going to make it?” When the male gave Asmoded a baleful glare, I wanted to reach out and shake him, tell him how much pain my faithful captain had felt at losing him. That this anger was misplaced, wrong, and that Asmoded did not deserve it.

I waited until he made up his mind, biting my tongue the entire time. “He won’t die from that wound,” he eventually conceded. That was more honest than I expected. Of course we were in dire straits, we were captives aboard an enemy ship. A ship that belonged to a man who had every reason to want Asmoded dead, and I would just be collateral.

Sai seemed impressed when he started scanning me, hissing under his breath, “Lady, you’ve got some balls.” When he pressed an injector against my neck, relief from the pain washed over me; I started to sway. I had no idea how painful that was until it was suddenly swept away. Now it was extreme exhaustion that claimed me, but I fought against the desire to just lie down on the ground next to Asmoded.

“Sometimes, you have no choice but to go on,” I said, a little hoarsely, with tears stinging my eyes. He was extremely gentle and kind as he worked to splint my wrist, wrapping some kind of plastic cast around it that instantly hardened in place. I didn’t feel much of it either when he maneuvered my dislocated shoulder back into place. Whatever pain meds he’d given me, they were really good, but they also made me slightly loopy and disoriented. 

“That is true,” Sai responded, but I had already forgotten what I’d said to merit such a response. “You have a few hours until the Captain will bother to come look at you. He likes to make his prisoners wait. Rest.” He started to guide me to the cot, his arms picking me up as easily as if I were a newborn. When I realized that meant he was moving me away from Asmoded’s prone form, I struggled against him. 

“No, please, with him. I want to know he still breathes.” He changed direction with a huffing noise, but I ignored that. More words tumbled from my lips when I rambled in a strange, feverish fashion. Everything had started to seem like a bizarre dream, the walls dark and dripping, the world looming around me. But Sai’s yellow eyes were exactly like Asmoded’s, they were a beacon of light and hope that I focused on.

“If only you knew,” I said, “Just how much pain he’s felt over losing you. He thought you were dead this entire time. He’s devoted his life to avenging you.” More words spilled from my mouth, my brain vaguely abhorred by how frankly I was speaking. What was this stuff he’d given me? Truth serum? Asmoded wouldn’t want me to share all this, his pain, his grief, with anyone. I bit my lip hard enough to bleed, and finally, that shut me up.

Saisir laid me gently down at Asmoded’s side, pulling the thin blanket from the cot to cover me with. “You are resisting, strong-willed female. Not many do once the drugs have hold of them.” He glanced at his father next to me, frowning but no longer glaring. “Nothing you say changes things.” He rose on his black tail, scales shimmering in the swirling, silver-and-black world that seesawed around me. He left without another word, the bars and force field sliding back in place behind him. 

Privately, I was certain that something already had changed; he just didn’t know it yet. When Asmoded woke, he would move heaven and earth to rescue both of us, and drag his son with him to the Varakartoom. He was going to make sure that the kid knew he had not been abandoned, and that he knew Asmoded would have his back forever, because that’s the kind of male my mate was.

Darkness claimed me shortly after, worry racing through my veins. My good hand remained clenched against Asmoded’s thick wrist, though I was no longer coherent enough to detect his slow pulse. It was the same when I woke up, woozy, slightly incoherent, my thoughts all running together in a jumbled mess. 

Had I really met Asmoded’s long-lost child, or had I imagined all that? Had it just been a figment of my imagination? My eyes fluttered open slowly, sticky and crusty after a strange, delirious sleep. I focused immediately on the large shape of the Naga next to me, his body sprawled face down, head tilted toward me. I could now see more clearly the rise and fall of his breathing, and even the movement of his eyes behind his eyelids as he slumbered. He was recovering, and that knowledge was a balm to my soul; he wasn’t dying.

“Now you just need to wake up and then we need to figure out how to get out of here,” I muttered to myself. My arm ached, my shoulder felt bruised, my wrist throbbed, but the pain was nothing compared to before. My jaw also felt raw and achy, that punch making itself known now that I wasn’t ruled by everything else. I couldn’t recall if Sai had done anything to heal me there, it certainly didn’t feel like it now. 

I sat up gingerly, clutching my aching arm to my chest while I gazed around to take stock of our situation. There were two bottles of water and a pile of ration bars right inside the force field, Sai must have left those for us. Asmoded was sprawled in ungainly, not quite natural loops across a large portion of the cell. As I took note of that, they started sliding slowly, the green flecks on them moving hypnotically. 

He was awake! I spun around and searched his face for any hint of awareness. His lashes fluttered against his cheeks, his brow furrowing into a deep frown. Then his eyelids lifted slowly, revealing the yellow of his iris, the narrow slit of his pupil. It felt like my heart leaped in my chest, the relief was so profound. 

“Ah,” he murmured huskily, “There you are.” Like I had gone anywhere, like he’d been searching for me in his sleep. Lost for words, I nodded, leaning closer so I could cup his face. My fingers stroked along his sharp jawline, followed the fine scales that covered his cheeks to the edge where his brow started above his eyes. 

“I changed my mind, you know,” he said, already sounding stronger than before. The tip of his tail had located my foot and was winding slowly around my ankle. His grip was firm but gentle, as immovable as a mountain. “You are my captive,” he said, his voice growing darker, dropping an octave. “I am never letting you go. You can’t leave my ship, not without me. I’ll chain you to my nest if I must.”

My body flushed with heat at those words, and even exhausted and in pain, I still felt a tingle of arousal zip through me. A smile started to spread across my face, unbridled, even if it made my bruised jaw ache more. “I love you too, Asmoded. I’ll be happy to stay with you on your ship. We just need to get back to it first.”

His eyelids lowered, expression hooded, and a satisfied smirk pulled on his lips. “That so? Sunshine? No fighting? No bargaining?” He made it seem like he was almost disappointed about that, but I could see the bright shine in his eyes, the happiness he was banking until he knew for sure that I truly wanted this.

“Why would I do that when you’re giving me exactly what I want? I just need to figure out what my job will be on your crew, but staying with you? That sounds perfect.” It made me absolutely giddy to consider a future with my Naga captain. To build a life of my choosing out here in this Quadrant, no longer confined to a compound on Ker for my own ‘safety.’ 

His tail was still curling up around my body, emphasizing how he’d declared his love by saying I was his captive. I didn’t mind that because I knew what was in his heart. He’d thrown himself in front of shuttle cannon fire. He was brave and protective, but I was certain he wouldn’t have done that for just anyone. He said all those love words with his gestures and his touches.

I didn’t want to lean against him when he was so badly injured, didn’t even want him to roll over or raise his arm, but he was a stubborn male, he did so anyway. Rising slowly, his arm coming around me to help me up instead of the other way around. “Who did that to your face?” he growled darkly, his eyes trailing over the mottled bruising I must be sporting. Then they dropped to the cast around my wrist and his growling intensified. The portion of his tail wound around my left leg tightened, pulling me closer to his body.

I was sheltered against his chest as he inventoried each of my hurts with fury darkening his expression. I had never felt more loved. “I am fine,” I swore to him. Though the pain was present and unpleasant, it was nothing compared to what he had to be dealing with. “Someone came by to patch us up. Asmoded, I think it might have been your son… He looked just like you!”

My words were like I’d dropped a bomb on him, which was pretty much what I expected. There was no easy way to say such a thing, but it was only right that I shared that kind of news as soon as possible. As the words left my mouth though, fear and doubt struck me. What if I was mistaken? What if I was getting his hopes up for nothing?

“My son? How did you know the child Tahlata was expecting was a boy?” he asked suspiciously. I was cradled by his one arm, and he dipped his head until he was so close to my face that our noses brushed when he spoke next. “Why would you say this? Tahlata died with Sai in the womb, our home was razed, there was nothing left to find…” 

His words trailed off, his head lifting and taking on a faraway look. He repeated that last phrase to himself ‘there was nothing left to find.’ I let those words sink in for a moment before I licked my suddenly dry lips and started explaining. My heart felt heavy in my chest, in direct opposition to the elation I had felt just a moment before.

“Saisir was just here. He looked exactly like you, Asmoded. He’s the one who treated our injuries. Unless all Naga have identical colors and markings, he could only be yours.” I waited, staring into his eyes to decipher what he was thinking. His thoughts were clearly racing, his mind struggling to adjust to the possibility that maybe his son had survived. 

I did not know how far along his wife had been at the time of the attack, but it obviously meant that she had survived for some time after, to still give birth. To even name her son with the name that she had picked before the attack. A name she possibly even picked with Asmoded together. 

“No,” he said huskily, “We are rarely close in colors or markings, unless we are related… Black is an unusual trait. It was part of why Tahlata was drawn to me. She thought I was exotic.” He sounded bitter about that fact, but it was a good sign to me. That meant that the Saisir I had met could only be his child, there was no other option. He even had the name that Asmoded had known his child by.

I cupped his chin, stroking my thumb over his lips. “You know that means he’s truly alive, don’t you? Your son is not dead.” The thought struck me like a lightning strike that this could mean that Tahlata had also survived, but I pushed that worry away. Asmoded hadn’t talked all that favorably about her the past few days, he would not want her back if she lived. His markings only glowed for me; he was mine.

A soft smile started to spread across his face, growing wider when he raised his head and gazed around the small cell we were in. Then his tongue flicked out and a look of concentration filled his eyes; he was filtering scents, trying to locate the one that belonged to his son. I knew he found it when his eyes started to gleam. 

Then he lowered his mouth and covered mine with a kiss, claiming me with his tongue. I let him do as he pleased, curled safely in his arms. For a moment, I let myself forget about being in pain, about Asmoded’s grave injuries, and the danger we were in, trapped aboard an enemy ship. 

He lifted me against him, his body moving as he shifted us onto the cot. I should protest when he started undoing the front of my suit; I should tell him we were in no shape to do this. The words never crossed my lips, my body aching far more to be filled with him, to know that we were both alive in this moment.

It seemed to give him strength when I acquiesced without so much as a murmur. My body fell open for him as my clothing was shed. I had only taken him that one time, after he’d carefully prepared me. This time was frantic and wild, urgent on both our sides. He fell on me like a beast, his strange, bifurcated cock seeking my core as soon as it was exposed to him.

The tips slid across my folds, then arrowed into my passage. They were like two thick thumbs, a stretch, but I was wet enough to take them. The rest of him was too big, too much for my body to simply accept, and yet when he pushed, my body flowered around him.

He growled above me, his arms straining on the cot on either side of my head. The bared fangs turned me on, the wildness of him as he staked his claim on my body felt addicting. I braced my palms against the wall and the edge of the cot, wishing for my body to let him in. Everything tingled. The tips of his cock stroked along my walls, hitting my G-spot so suddenly that I jerked and shuddered in his grip.

“That’s it, Sunshine,” Asmoded said triumphantly. Right now, I couldn’t even tell that he’d risen from near death not that long ago. All the marks visible along his body glowed with light, golden and warm. His scent filled the air, stoking the flames, and his cock felt slick and hot against my flesh as he kept pressing in. 

His tail twisted around us, slithering along my belly to arrow for the top of my folds, pressing against my clit. It was the final straw, my body broke around him. My orgasm washed over me like a tidal wave, sudden and all-consuming. He pressed in as I shattered around him, bottoming out with a rough growl. His eyes were on my core, on how he pierced me with his cock, and how I stretched around him. “Good girl, look at that. So beautiful. All mine.”

A full body flush warmed my skin at those words, at the pride I heard in them. I fought my heavy eyelids to force them open, to see what he was seeing. I was glad that I did, there was nothing more erotic than the sight of his massive cock as he pulled out and pushed back in. The gleaming gold that dusted his black scales shone brighter, covered in my wetness. 

With his tail flicking along my clit, his cock sliding into me and stroking along sensitive spots along my passage, it wasn’t long before another orgasm started to crest. I felt my muscles spasm around him, felt the pleasure as it bubbled through my veins, and he felt it too. His groan as he followed me over that edge sounded like my name. 

When it was over, the last twitch of his cock fading, and the last wave of my pleasure slipping away, we were left staring at each other. I liked the look in his yellow eyes very much, soft, warm, loving. It soothed my heart and made me feel like I belonged. I wanted to bask in that moment as long as I could, still connected to him, filled by his slowly softening cock. 

The moment shifted so quickly that I felt like I was struck with whiplash. A snarl formed on his face, his head twisting toward the bars of our cell and the gently humming force field. I did not hear anything amiss, but cold dread washed over me. When he shifted off me, I knew danger was approaching.

Asmoded was still gentle when he pulled his cock free from my tight clasp, his seed gushing out of me and soaking the thin mattress on the cot. Nobody would have to guess at what we’d been up to, there was no hiding the evidence. Nor was there anything to clean up with in here, so I was forced to pull my clothing back on with my folds still wet and dribbling. I hid how moving my arm made me ache, and how the wetness between my thighs started to cool and feel icky in a hurry. It would just make Asmoded worry and make him try to think of solutions when this new situation needed all his focus. I could suck up a little discomfort and embarrassment when whoever got here realized we’d been screwing like bunnies a minute ago.


Chapter 20

Asmoded

My mate was a tough one. There was no denying it at this point, that’s what she was; mate. I’d been flirting with that word on my tongue for days on end already, too stubborn to see it for what it was. If I were to talk to some of my old mentors, they would probably list dozens of stories of Naga whose bodies lit with markings for their one and only. Just like mine had for Manyin from the very first touch.

I was glad that she did not demand explanations, and that she did not moan about feeling dirty when she pulled on her clothes. I could see the heat in her face when men marched into the brig area and they instantly zeroed in on the evidence of our lovemaking. She still remained calm, plastering on a composed expression while she stayed at my side, squaring up with me like we were a team. We were, we worked well together. 

Most of these idiots were Krektar, which came as no surprise to me. The short-lived species was inherently violent and much preferred illegal means of earning their money. To the galaxy at large, they were seen as slavers and criminals, though they were so disorganized and decentralized that there were no genuine efforts made to curb their activities. They made up the basic force of nearly every Crimelord’s network: runners, fighters, whatever they were needed for.

Their pink skin was covered in warts, a blunt snout protruded from their ugly faces with a set of tusks, and their black eyes were small and beady. They feared me, their scent sour and sharp as they clustered at the side of the cell furthest away from me. They kept their guns raised to aim them straight at my chest. That fear didn’t stop them from glancing at my mate, from staring at her with greed and lust. My scales rattled along my lower back, my upper back a mass of burning agony that I tried hard to ignore. 

Their leader was an Elrohirian, disconcertingly humanoid and fair next to the crude Krektar. The male had pale hair in long braids around his shoulders, glowing blue eyes, and the same soft pale skin as Manyin. The only feature that made him truly different from her human shape was the presence of the delicate points on his ears. From his nose ring to one earlobe hung his Caratan Chain, which proudly announced his heritage and standing with his family.

He was not nearly so scared as his pack of goons, his eyes roving over Manyin, then darting to the pool of seed I’d left on the brig’s cot. His smirk was filled with amusement as he dropped his eyes from my mate’s face to her thighs. I moved instinctively, blocking his sight with my body, curling her in my tail behind me. “What do you want, traitor?” I said, drawing his attention and his ire.

He curled his lips in a silent snarl, not liking my insult. Most Elrohirian families would disinherit their sons or daughters of their Caratan chain if they discovered their illegal activities. That kind of judgment did not need evidence as proof, a word was enough. “I don’t want anything of you,” he responded. “If it were up to me, you’d rot and die in this cell. That should be evidence enough for the big boss.” He shrugged in a ‘what-can-you-do’ kind of manner, a little fatalistic.

“Captain wants to see you. He wants to show you off to the big man himself. Politics,” he hissed the last word like it was vile, then turned his head and spat on the floor. “You so much as twitch that tail the wrong way, and the next blast, you won’t survive. Got that? The girl is just collateral. You even think about stepping out of line and she gets it.”

I was not at all surprised by that threat; it was what I would do too if the roles were reversed. It still infuriated me. Any threat to Manyin was like a knife to my heart. I wanted to rip the bastard’s head off just for saying it, for scaring her that way. Of course, my tough little female was calmly standing in my coils, waiting fearlessly for what would happen next. I did not know how she did it, control her emotions that well in the face of danger.

She deserved much better than this; no threats, no dirty clothes, or males laughing over our love-making. Once I had her safely back on my ship, I was going to make sure she knew that. I was going to spoil her to bits, so she’d never have to go without clean clothes or without knowing how much she belonged to me. I wanted to have her in my massive bathtub for hours while I worshiped her beautiful, tiny body.

Shoving those thoughts and promises aside, I focused on how I would get us out of this situation. The first step was getting out of this cell, so I nodded my assent to the Elrohirian bastard. I kept Manyin close to me every part of the way, keeping my arm around her shoulder so she was tucked against my side. Physical movement made the wound on my back burn, but I felt stronger, invigorated after being with her. Fired up with adrenaline and protective instincts. 

They took us to the bridge of the ship, a dumb move. They should have never taken me from that cell if they intended to hold me. I could barely contain my glee at this mistake; it was always arrogance that became their downfall. They thought I was injured, that I was in their hold and helpless. They were so very wrong. A Naga was never without weapons, starting with the venom in my fangs, but truly my whole body was one. Nobody escaped my coils if I didn’t let them.

I was curious to see who was captaining this ship. Mitnick might have dug up that information by now, but he hadn’t been able to share it with me. Which of Jalima’s lieutenants would it be? Elpherian himself? Jalima’s right-hand man? Or was it going to be one of the dozen others jockeying for position beneath them?

The battleship cruiser was a big ship, but fast too; kitted out with powerful weapons. Likely, it was used for pirating when it wasn’t used to bully smaller governments, colonies, and any of Jalima’s rivals into doing his bidding. There were plenty of signs of those occupations along the corridors, weapon racks, scratch marks, laser burns. This ship had been boarded before. It would not surprise me if Jalima had gained control of it that way. 

On the bridge, I spotted the Captain immediately. A Sune in his hybrid form. A tall shape on two digitigrade legs, furred in a thick blue-gray pelt with a wildly lashing plume of a tail. He wore pants and a shirt, over which he’d strapped on a high-tech set of body armor. Nothing as fancy as the armored suits my crew wore, specially developed by Jaxin and Ysathae. His armor would not stop a shuttle blast, while mine most definitely had absorbed the majority of it, allowing me to survive against all odds.

He turned his head to look at us when our Elrohirian escort announced our presence. The sharp snout and large tufted ears perked our way, his eyes a yellow gold. Next to me, Manyin muttered under her breath, “Oh, sure, a two-legged fox, why the hell not?” Then, with a little curious glint in her eyes, more thoughtfully, “He does look a little like Anubis, I wonder…” She did not finish that thought, but I could tell her mind was racing with all kinds of theories.

The Captain stepped around his chair to stand directly in front of us. I noted that he kept a wise distance, and the fact that he was in his hybrid form made me think he was more than a little wary of my presence. Maybe rising from what they thought was death—though I’d only been hibernating through the first stage of healing—was working to my advantage here. Another layer to my status. I could work with that, and it was true, I was very hard to kill. 

“There he is. Not so mighty now, are you, Captain Asmoded?” He sneered, revealing the dozens of sharp, narrow teeth in his snout, his black nose wrinkling when he sniffed deeply. As a Sune, his nose would be keenly developed. Even without any visible evidence, he would know that I’d seeded my female not long ago. In this case, I found that I didn’t mind it; it would stake my claim clearly, sending this male a message. Down, but up and ready to fuck in a matter of hours; I was not to be trifled with. I let him know that I knew he knew that by smiling at him placidly, like I was not even remotely worried.

There were more of his crew on the bridge, more Krektar, but several other species as well. They watched with bated breath, eagerly trying to figure out who had the upper hand in this confrontation. They could sense that it wasn’t as it seemed, even when I was under gunpoint, their captive. 

They still had to contend with the Varakartoom herself too; I had no doubt that my men would mount a rescue as soon as they were able. It was only a matter of pride to figure out my own path off this ship, because it was inevitable that the tables would turn on this Sune. I had a file on him, and now that I knew his coloring, I knew his name. Bohira had been a loyal follower of Jalima for years, known for his conniving ways and often violent resolutions. 

“Jalima is going to be happy to see the end of you. This is the last time you attempt to mess up our work.” Bohira’s tail swished wildly behind his back, betraying his excitement. Then he turned to the viewscreen, nodding at a Xurtal male once. The connection that opened up made my heart race, was he really calling his boss? My fists clenched at my sides, tension shooting through my body. I had not personally laid eyes on the bastard in years, he liked to keep his location secret. It had been a major issue in exacting my revenge on him. 

My tiny female pressed herself closer to my side, astutely picking up on the shift in my mood. This bastard had annexed my home, killed my family, and stolen my wife and unborn son. It was still a difficult truth to wrap my head around, and I wanted the opportunity to ask him myself. I wanted to find out if I had pursued a lie all this time. 

The connection opened, and excitement thrummed in my belly at the sight that greeted me. Jalima in all his glory, a Pretorian male, his red skin gleaming along all four of his arms. He was not one for gaudy showmanship; wearing a leather weapon skirt like he would have during his gladiator days and little else. At his side on a pile of pillows were a handful of women in various states of undress, all of a different species, and one of them definitely a human. The sight of her made Manyin muffle a horrified gasp and my heart went out to her.

The Crimelord was alone in the room, aside from his little harem. I instantly recognized their presence for what it was—a distraction. That much naked female flesh drew the eyes of Bohira’s crew, it even made Bohira himself glance at them. For males who were out in space for months at a time without company, that lure was strong.

It was a purposeful move to put those he spoke with at a disadvantage, only it would not work on me. I had no interest in anyone but the female at my side, and not even my obsession with vengeance was enough to distract me from what was happening directly around me. I had a location on each male on the bridge, their weapons, and any technology that lay about, ready to be used to my advantage.

We sized each other up through the screen, and then Jalima’s eyes narrowed with a smirk on Manyin. “I see you tasted human flesh, delightful creatures, aren’t they?” he drawled. Talking to me as though we were comrades sharing a beer, tallying our conquests. I played along as much as I was willing, shrugging a shoulder and pretending that it didn’t hurt like fuck.

“Jalima, it’s been a while since we saw each other, hasn’t it?” I responded, recalling a shootout on a small little moon on the edge of Kertinal space a couple of years ago. Jalima had escaped then, but not without getting badly injured. The scar of a laser blast to his shoulder was still visible on his red flesh, it was one of many marks that covered his body. Not surprising, considering his violent past, but most of his old injuries were claw or blade marks, not those of guns. My mark stood out because it was unique. No one had come that close to killing this bastard since his years as a Crimelord. No one but me.

He bared his teeth at me in a semblance of a smile, “It has been. Can’t say I missed you.” He shifted in his seat, his ankles crossing casually. “Can you believe that a small-time smuggler and a sexy piece of ass are going to be your downfall?” A smuggler? Ah, that would be the male that had stolen my mate from Ker for his own profit. So there was a tracker, after all. I did not immediately respond to those words, but they bothered Manyin. She bit her bottom lip hard enough to draw blood.

The scent of it swirled enticingly into the air and it sent a wave of unrest through Bohira’s crew when they caught it. I drew Jalima’s eyes to my face when I chuckled loudly and shook my head. “You bought that tracking data off that smuggler just to find me? I’m flattered!” Males around me shuffled on their feet, eyes searching for the source of that enticing scent; a scent that stirred battle lust for many of us. 

I snatched the opportunity to hook my tail around a tablet on the belt of the Elrohirian male that brought us here. Divesting him quietly of the device and coiling it in several loops to hide it. Jalima huffed out a laugh. His long black hair, streaked with the first hints of silver, swung over one shoulder as he braced his elbows on his knees and stared me directly in the eye. 

“I am going to enjoy draining your life’s blood on my floor. It’s over, Asmoded.” He flicked his eyes to his Sune Captain, and Bohira instantly drew himself to his full height, ready to receive orders. “Bring him to me, alive. The female too.”

Right as those words left his mouth, it was my turn to catch a distracting scent. The scent that Manyin had drawn my attention to back in the brig, the scent that could very well belong to my son. It was right for it, a Naga, of juvenile age, with notes to his scent that were familiar, like family. Everything in me went tight as a wire, hope surging through my veins. Was he here? If I turned my head, would I see him? 

It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, to stay still and keep my eyes on the Crimelord when I yearned to locate my son. Tahlata had even given him the very name we’d picked together, Saisir. I drew on Manyin pressed against my side, on her presence to fuel me to remain strong. If anyone on this ship knew of my interest in Sai, they would not hesitate to harm him too. 

“The female too?” Bohira dared to ask, sounding disappointed. It made Jalima’s smile widen, glee filling his features. So, the Sune had hoped to keep my mate to himself, or maybe to share her with his crew. He should have known that Jalima’s greed was endless. 

“I find it poetic to take Asmoded’s female from him. I’ll make him watch.” Jalima laughed, shifting his focus from Bohira to me. My scales rattled along my body, my tail twitching as I fought not to reach for that screen. The idea of this male laying hands on my mate made me see red like nothing ever had before. 

His next words were sobering. “Your wife came willingly, tempted by everything I had to offer. She couldn’t wait to ditch a low-class little trader.” He glanced at Manyin, who wore a furious, mutinous expression. “She’ll be less willing, I imagine, but that only makes it more fun. Right, men?” His words prompted a round of laughter from Bohira’s crew, a violent smirk spreading on the Captain’s face that matched that of his boss.

I pressed a coil of my tail against my tiny mate’s hip, drawing her back to me before she could open her mouth. I could tell she wanted to give the bastard a piece of her mind. I had come close to doing the same thing, but it would not help. It would not bring satisfaction, either.

So Tahlata had chosen to betray me for the promise of wealth; I was not surprised. She had always wanted far more than anyone at the enclave had been able to give her. I wondered if Sai was hearing this and learning things about his mother he hadn’t known.

It certainly had to sting when Jalima laughed and went on to detail how he had enjoyed adding Tahlata to his harem of whores, and he was going to enjoy doing the same to my human. He would die two times over for that, even if Tahlata had not been a good female, she had not deserved that, and he was not going to get away with spouting such threats about my mate. 

“Words, that’s all I’m hearing,” I drawled through my anger and fury. “But until we’re face to face, they are nothing but threats. Don’t count your wins until you’ve earned them.” I bared my sharp fangs at him, the venom glands in my gums aching with the desire to pump this bastard full of poison.

We were dismissed after that, the bastard unwilling to let go of his feeling of victory. He was done with gloating in my face when it was not having the desired effect. The Elrohirian escorted us back with his host of Krektar guards. No one said a word and to my disappointment, I saw no sign of my son anywhere. I could have sworn he’d been on the bridge for a moment, but now he was gone and my heart ached at having lost the chance to see him. 


Chapter 21

Zhu Manyin

I was still vibrating with anger by the time that weird elf-like dude and his small army of hogs on two feet delivered us back to that stupid cell. That conniving little bitch had really betrayed my poor captain, and then that bastard on the screen had tried to rub it all in and threatened me in a really bad fashion. Now I got why Asmoded wanted that bastard dead, I wanted him that way too after just one meeting.

Inside the cell, I paced back and forth but kept a careful eye on Asmoded. He had settled himself on a corner of the cot, resting his best shoulder against the wall while he gazed around with his bright yellow eyes. He was acting like he was just having a look around, but I was pretty sure he was masking a huge amount of pain and exhaustion.

Each time I saw his back, which Sai had covered with a transparent film, I wanted to cry. That wound covered at least a square foot, slightly more to the left shoulder than the right. It was a mass of angry red that looked so bad it made me nauseous to see it. He shouldn’t be upright, we shouldn’t have had sex when he was injured like that, and I couldn’t believe he’d stood there and challenged that Crimelord the way he had.

“Manyin,” he murmured, the tip of his tail flicking out to catch my ankle in a snug little loop. He didn’t cause me to trip, not quite, but I had to adjust my stride abruptly. When I looked back at him, he was smiling gently. “Can you come sit in my lap, Sunshine?” My eyes went wide at the request, it was literally the last thing I expected him to say. I hurried over, stepping over several sections of his tail to reach him, and then I settled sideways in his lap, letting him wind an arm around my waist while I draped mine around his neck.

“This is what you wanted? We should be focused on getting out of here,” I said, more words spilling out of me to betray my nerves. I really didn’t want this ship to leave the planet’s orbit and head for wherever that Crimelord was. I had a feeling that Asmoded would just try to turn the tables should we get there, but he was not invincible, and he was healing from a terrible wound.

So far, the ship had not jumped to Faster Than Light, we would have felt that if they did. I hoped they were waiting for something before they left, maybe they were trying to deal with the rest of the mercenaries down on the planet. Asmoded’s second-in-command was a scary man, he was probably raining havoc on all those mining operations in Asmoded’s stead. They would try to mount a rescue for us too, but this was a very crowded battleship. The hallways had been filled with weapon-toting goons, and the bridge had a whole crowd on it. 

“I am focused on getting us out of here,” Asmoded said coolly, a smile flirting around the corners of his mouth. And then he pulled a tablet from somewhere and carefully held it between us. His eyes flicked to a corner of the brig, and I spotted the eye of a little camera spying on us from it. Instantly, embarrassed heat washed through me, they had seen us have sex. Damn it! 

The tablet was very promising, so I tried to shove aside the feeling of being violated by some unknown eyes and focus on that. My eyes ran over the lit screen to figure out what use this could be for us. Asmoded’s tail flicked up beneath my chin, forcing me to look him in the eye. His head tilted to the side as he appraised me, long black-and-green hair sliding along his shoulder.

“I didn’t think about the camera before. I should have, but I didn’t. I’ll make sure Mitnick scrambles all their data before we leave. There won’t be any evidence.” He knew exactly what I’d been thinking, and what to say to make me feel better. He was truly always looking out for me. I still didn’t like it, but I didn’t blame him either, we had both been really into that moment and pretty out of it before that.

My arm ached like a bitch; whatever painkillers Sai had given me had worn off. So I knew that Asmoded had to be feeling much worse. “Thank you,” I said, unsure of what else to say. I felt pretty useless right now. I didn’t know how to pick a lock or hack the code of our force field, while I knew first aid, but not with the stuff they had here. All I could do was sit there and block the line of sight of the camera while Asmoded fidgeted with the tablet.

To my surprise, he was taking the back off and pulling out the power source. His sharp claws were excellent replacements for a screwdriver, it didn’t take all that long. To make it look more natural, I leaned against him, supporting myself on his shoulder with my good arm. I toyed with his hair, kissed his sharp jawline, and discovered the fine texture of his scales along his cheek with my fingers. 

When a soft glow started to emit from the collar of his armor, I realized I was proving to be more of a distraction to him than anyone else. Drawing back a little, I met his amused gaze. “Sorry, I just didn’t want them to think it weird I was just sitting there…” His soft laugh was music to my ears, he sounded good, better than before already. I couldn’t believe how resilient he was, but I was very relieved.

Emotion struck me hard when I recalled that awful moment when he’d gone down. When I had truly believed that he was dead. “I love you, Asmoded,” I said. I wanted to ask him to promise me to be careful, tell him that he couldn’t risk himself, but I didn’t. That would be futile, and it wouldn’t help either of us. He was careful, because he was competent and wanted to survive. He took calculated risks because he had one goal: to destroy the male that had ruined his life. I couldn’t demand he stop the very thing he’d been after for such a long time. 

He glanced up from whatever he was doing with the battery, the rest of the tablet already hidden again. He had some kind of small pin that he’d pulled from his armor to open the thing up, it looked precise and a little dangerous. His expression was very serious when he focused on my face and I knew that at that moment, I had all of his attention. He wasn’t with half a mind on the battery and whatever he hoped to achieve with it; he was entirely with me as he formulated his reply.

“Do you know,” he started, “that the Naga are a small, dwindling species out here in the Zeta Quadrant? We are rare, and we even more rarely leave our enclaves. Even the enclave that Jalima annexed is still populated by close to a hundred of my kind.” I nodded, aware that he was one of a kind, unique out here in this crazy quadrant of the galaxy. I was not entirely sure what this information had to do with my declaration of love, which somehow felt more serious since neither of us was delirious from sleep or injuries right now. This wasn’t quite as heat of the moment. 

“We don’t know any longer where we came from, a planet somewhere in this system, but which one? Forgotten. Our histories tell us we were stolen, that we ventured into space and encountered danger. That for centuries, we were enslaved before we were freed and established our enclaves. We forgot much about our culture, our past.

“One thing is still talked of though,” he added the last with a rueful twist of his mouth, like he was laughing at himself. “Mating marks.” Oh, I saw where this was going and my cheeks started to pull into a grin before I could stop it. He was going to tell me about that glowing thing, but he didn’t need to, I’d figured that out before he had. 

His answering smile was this beautiful thing; soft, warm, radiant. I wanted to bask in that look, in the love he was trying to profess that was so clearly visible in his yellow eyes. “Yeah, I should have realized you knew. I’m a stubborn bastard. You’ll have to learn to live with that. I suspect we’re well-matched that way. Aren’t we, Sunshine?”

I patted his pectoral with my hand, noting how small my fingers were against the black armor that neatly delineated each of his muscles. Even with a gaping hole in the back, that armor laid against his flesh like a second skin everywhere else. 

“You can say it, Asmoded. I know you can,” I teased him gently. “I love you, Manyin. You are my mate.” I said it for him and then slapped his chest a little more firmly when he grinned and nodded but didn’t say the words after me. 

“I am not a man of words,” he just said simply. “But you are mine, and you aren’t getting away. Not to Ker, not to those Aderian archaeologists, not anywhere but with me.” Not going back to Ker was not a problem, but if he thought I wasn’t going to involve myself with other archaeologists out in this quadrant, he was sorely mistaken. When I just offered him a placid grin, he gave me a suspicious glare. 

“I know all that. We’ll work it out together.” I glanced over my shoulder at the humming force field and the row of bars that kept us locked up inside this cell. “Once we’re out of here.” That made him give me a cheeky grin, his eyes twinkling as he tapped the now-damaged battery thing from the tablet.

“Leave that to me,” he said, and then he rose, gently depositing me on my feet next to the cot. I watched him as he moved around the cell casually, leaning against the walls here and there. He was acting restless, pacing the way I had before. His long body coiled along the floor as he moved, the little green spots that dotted his back dancing hypnotically. 

When he was against a wall near the force field, I barely realized what he was doing, so I was certain the guys watching the camera couldn’t tell at all. He did something with his back to the wall, casually leaning up against it and giving the appearance of having clasped his hands behind him. The acidic, burning smell of something foul filled the air, and I could hear a faint sizzling noise too. That was my only giveaway that he’d done something, using whatever chemicals were in that battery to damage the metal paneling of the wall. 

As he twisted to get a look at his handiwork, all I saw was a faint line scarring the otherwise smooth wall. Asmoded’s claw was through it in a heartbeat, yanking apart a panel right as the door to the brig area hissed open. Both of us raised our heads and leaned forward to get a look at whoever was approaching. 

My Captain’s expression went from wary and cautious to something much more guarded, something that hid a spark of hope. Our visitor slithered quietly inside, approaching the force field that locked us in with an expression that was even more guarded and wary than Asmoded’s. It was uncanny how alike the two of them were. 

Saisir was alone, which I took to be a good sign. Had he changed his mind? The two of them were just staring at one another, their yellow eyes an exact match. I stepped over Asmoded’s tail to approach and then gently nudged him in the side. “Asmoded, this is Saisir. He patched up your injuries when you were out.” I turned to glance at the younger Naga and added, “Saisir, this is Asmoded, Captain of the Varakartoom.”

It was as if the name of the mercenary ship was news to the kid, his expression shifted to surprise. “Varakartoom? Really?” There was a hint of awe in his tone, which could only mean that he knew of the ship and the mercenary outfit’s notorious reputation. “You’re the Captain of the Varakartoom?” 

Asmoded slowly inclined his chin, “I am. Are you really Saisir? Tahlata’s son?” The word son sounded choked as it left his mouth, but Saisir seemed too suspicious of the situation to catch on to that. He shrugged casually, his expression growing darker, the sound of his scales rattling along his back filling the air.

“Tahlata was my mother. She died a while ago.” The words did not seem to have the effect on Asmoded that he was hoping for, and I received a glare as if that were my fault. I held my breath to see what he would say next, or if Asmoded was going to say anything. One of them was going to have to say it, that they were father and son, but it was looking like they were both too stubborn to be first.

Saisir hissed, his eyes lowering when Asmoded’s stare won out. “It is the talk of the ship, you know.” His hands moved to his belt, where he restlessly fiddled with a frayed leather pouch. “How much you and I look alike. That you must be my father.” He’d said it! I silently cheered, my hand found Asmoded’s squeezing it tightly.

“Because it is true, though I cannot wrap my head around the how,” Asmoded said, his voice resonating deeply compared to Sai’s lighter tones. “You are my son. Tahlata was my wife.” He opened his mouth to speak more, but his son’s expression darkened furiously, tail rattling against the deck. 

“And you were a lousy husband! You abandoned her, left her alone, left her in danger! You never came for us…” the youngster spat the words out viciously, spinning away to move restlessly, glaring at the camera overhead that was catching his every action. Asmoded took all of that stoically, but I wanted to shake some sense into the kid. That wasn’t true at all and it wasn’t fair. 

“Did I, really?” was what my mate said quietly. “I was told she was dead, that you were dead, and yet… I joined my mercenaries, I claimed my ship, and I did all of that to exact revenge. I have been after Jalima all your life, trying to kill him for taking you from me. But you heard the bastard on the bridge the same as I did. Tahlata left me!” 

Yes! I wanted to cheer, but bit my tongue instead, and waited to see how the kid would respond. Would he continue to think of his father as the bad guy, or would he try to help us and try to discover the truth? The kid’s eyes left his father to look at me. I was surprised when he seemed to be asking me for help, that he seemed to look at me to try to make sense of it all. My heart went out to him.

“Please, Sai. You know that not everything is as it seems. Don’t you want to give this a chance? Don’t you want to find out the truth? If they kill us, you’ll never know, you’ll never have closure…” Not that I doubted for a moment that Asmoded would let it get to that. If Sai left without helping us, we would continue with his breakout scheme, and then he’d make sure that kid ended up on the Varakartoom with us. 

It turned out that we didn’t have to wait for Saisir to make up his mind. A loud boom shook the ship we were on, tossing me around. Asmoded caught me in his arms, his tail steadying him against the wildly rocking floor. His son did the same on the other side of the force field. “What was that?” he demanded when everything settled again. 

Asmoded smirked at the kid, then looked at me with a smile spreading over his handsome face. “That would be my men announcing their arrival. Let’s get out of here.” He set me back down on my feet, but a coil of his tail remained wrapped around my middle as a precaution. He was prepared for another wave of whatever it was that had hit this battleship. 

Saisir raised his hands then dropped them as balled fists at his sides and shook his hands. “They changed the codes on the brig. I can no longer enter.” That sounded a lot like he would have if he could, which made a surge of hope flutter through my chest. I wanted so badly for the two of them to find each other, to reconcile.

“That’s alright,” Asmoded answered, his hand going to the little panel he’d been working on before Sai got here. “I’ve got that part covered,” and with a few twists of his hands, the section opened even further and he could fiddle around with some wires. In short order, the force field winked out, and the bars started to slide back into the floor. He ignored the slightly awed expression from his son and lifted me over the bars as soon as they were low enough, and slithered out himself.

“Let’s go,” he said firmly. “Sai, take us to the nearest armory.” And somehow, the kid seemed to shake himself out of his surprise and started leading the way. Like the order was familiar enough for him to just fall in line. 


Chapter 22

Asmoded

My body was on fire with tension, pain, and this overwhelming desire to pull the young Naga trailing behind me into my arms. I wanted to touch his face and ensure myself that he was real; I wanted to tell him how much I’d ached over the thought of losing him, and of failing his mother. It was the hostile tension radiating from his body that held me back, as well as my struggle to find the right words.

It was easier with Manyin; there was no troubled past to overcome. And still I found it hard to say that I had fallen in love with her. Bridging the gap between him and me was harder than getting this escape underway. I needed to get my hands on a com device so I could communicate with Sin and Jaxin. The latter would be leading the charge, he was probably already aboard this ship. 

Sai led us out of the brig and through a corridor before he faltered. Flicking out my tongue, I caught the scent before I had visual confirmation, Krektar. They were right around the corner, clunkily stomping over the metal floors and loudly talking about the boarding party. They were excited and confident, but that wouldn’t last long.

I pushed Manyin into the arms of the youngster. “Protect her,” I ordered. His yellow eyes were wide and shocked; he didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing. The order, the fragile, small body of my mate in his arms, those rallied him. When he nodded, I threw myself around the corner and made short work of the handful of Krektar.

Everything ached by the time I stood victorious over their bodies. Even the scales along my tail seemed to feel bruised. I knew that was a lack of power, of nutrition, to sustain the kind of physical strength I needed to fight. My muscles were consuming themselves to keep me upright and moving, but there was no other option. I could rest when the two people I cared most about in this entire galaxy were safely in my domain. 

“Oh, shit…” Saisir muttered when he saw the chaos I’d wrecked on his shipmates. I hoped I hadn’t killed one of his friends, though I doubted that Krektar weren’t exactly friend material, they were a vile species. “I guess we don’t need an armory… Can you teach me how to do that?” I found myself smiling at that eager excitement. Was that it? The way to reach him?

Manyin nudged his side with her elbow and shook her head, “Let’s get out of here first, and then we’ll talk about what manner of violence you should be allowed to learn or not. Geez…” She grinned at the kid when he shot her a slightly baffled and mildly offended look, the combination of expressions was almost comical. He did not know what to make of anything right now. As long as he was freely coming with me, I’d take any kind of mood. 

“Of course I’ll teach you,” I said firmly while I picked up a laser pistol and pushed it into Manyin’s hands. “On the Varakartoom, everyone must learn how to fight. That will include you too, mate.” She gave me a fierce glare while she took the pistol and checked the safety, then shot one at Saisir and the kid quickly muffled his chuckle.

“Ah, perfect. A com device,” I said, yanking it off the nearest Krektar’s wrist while using my tail to give Saisir one of the laser rifles. A few taps of my fingers and I had a call going through, which Sin picked up in an instant. “Where’s Jaxin?” I asked immediately. “We’re out. We’ll meet the party halfway.”

The location required Sai to navigate for us again, but he did so less hesitantly this time, the rifle I’d given him cradled competently in his arms. “You know how to shoot that?” I asked him and fought the proud amusement that filled me at seeing his offended expression. Then he started rattling off stats and my pride swelled. If those statistics were true, he was an excellent marksman, probably better than half my crew, and I only employed the best. With a little training, he could replace the sharpshooter I’d recently had to say goodbye to. Not that I was going to, I was not going to put him in any kind of danger. 

I didn’t trust our luck when the hallways remained suspiciously empty. They had to have been alerted of our escape from the brig and there were cameras everywhere, they knew exactly where we were. I didn’t think for a minute that Jaxin and his team were keeping them fully occupied, though an occasional blast did still rock the ship now and then. Nothing as serious as the first one, which was likely when my crew blew a hole to breach the ship through. 

“Where are they?” I muttered out loud, right as a shot flew by my head. I ducked, pain screaming through my injured back and shoulder, and threw myself in front of Sai and Manyin to block whatever came next. Grabbing the pistol I had taken from the Krektar, and raised that to fire back, fangs bared in aggression.

The team that came around the corner was kitted out with riot shields, they had been waiting for us. I was not entirely sure I could go up against half a dozen shielded males when injured as I was. Backing up was not an option though, I could hear the sound of boot steps behind us. They had boxed us in. 

“How close are we to that meeting point?” I asked over my shoulder at Sai. The young male had curled his torso around my mate from the other side, and he was pressing her against the wall protectively, his rifle raised and ready. His yellow eyes flashed as he met my quick look, his own set of fangs on display as he contemplated his answer. 

“Five hundred feet?” he guessed, an endless run of hallways still to cross. Too much for us to make it, unless Jaxin rushed them from behind. I flicked my thumb over the com device I’d taken, connecting myself to the last caller. We didn’t have that long, the advancing enemies were smelling victory as they rattled their shields along the deck with their approach. 

“Status?” I barked, taking aim and squeezing off a shot at the sliver of a hand I could see. The owner of that hand screamed and jerked back, his shield slipping, and I fired in rapid succession into the small gap he’d created. I wasn’t the only one firing. Manyin had cleverly aimed her own pistol back the way we came, laying down covering fire against the approaching force behind us while Sai raised his rifle and took advantage of the same gap I had. 

Jaxin’s voice was punctuated by the sound of laser fire and fighting when he answered. “At position, will advance. Mitnick says you’re in the hotzone. We’ll extract. ETA: thirty.” It was all the information I needed. Thirty seconds was not a long time but it could seem that way when in the middle of a firefight.

I dropped the com device entirely and focused on holding these bastards off for as long as we needed. They never noticed the tail until it was too late. Close-quarter fighting was my specialty. I slipped the tip of my tail beneath one of the shields in front of me, hooked an ankle, and yanked. The male dragged across the floor with a scream, chaos erupting as it forced that flanking side to break ranks. 

For a hot moment, I lost track of everything but the fighting. I knew where Manyin was, ducked into a tiny ball against the wall and out of the way, every other body was simply the enemy. I was running on instinct and fumes, on the final reserves of my strength, and it was going to run out sooner rather than later. 

The sight of black scales not mine drew me back from the battle haze that my survival instincts had drawn over my vision. Saisir was here, I had not one, but two precious people to protect. Heart racing with renewed vigor, I sought him out and discovered him grappling with two opponents of his own not far away. 

He was holding his own, utilizing his powerful tail instinctively to suppress and restrain his enemies. But he was inexperienced and fighting an overwhelming force. No one had taught my boy how to fight like a Naga. The tides turned so rapidly that I had only one choice to make to save him.  

Turning my back on my own adversaries, I threw myself onto the male ready to fire into Sai’s back. I knew it left me exposed, but that did not matter. I just knew that nobody got to shoot my boy, or my mate. As pistol fire erupted behind me, lighting up my body, I caught Sai’s would-be killer. Wrenching the pistol from his hand and snapping his neck as I went down. 

In a last effort to protect, my tail coiled and rolled, curling itself around Manyin to provide her with a final barrier. Protecting her with my flesh as light started to dim around me. The pain, the damage to my flagging body enough to take me under. I did not know if I would wake again, I just hoped that I’d bought them enough time for Jaxin to come to the rescue.

***

Zhu Manyin

Asmoded went down a second time, this time lit up with pistol fire as he raced to protect his son. I had seen the same danger he had, and struggled to get my pistol lined up for a shot in my non-dominant hand. He was faster, choosing, again, to sacrifice himself rather than see someone he loved get hurt. It did not matter to him that he had only known Sai existed for a few hours, I understood that choice. 

I screamed, I railed against his coils as they tightened around me in a last protective effort. Where was our backup? Where was Jaxin with his big cannon? I tried my best to fire back at the force rushing in now that Asmoded was down. I saw how Saisir recovered from his near death, roaring viciously at the sight of his father down on the floor. He fought like a demon, but the youngster was no match for nearly ten seasoned fighters. 

Trapped in Asmoded’s tail, I could not come to his aid either. My heart felt like it was about to explode, my Captain was dead or dying again, his son about to follow the same fate. I was just one tiny human, and he’d trapped me, held me caught so he could protect me even while dead or unconscious. I was going to be so pissed about that when he woke up again. He had to, I was not going to accept any other outcome this time.

The blast that rocked through the hallway was so loud that I flinched, ducking my head against my shoulders. It was glaringly bright, and my eyes were dazzled with dancing spots of black and white, struggling to focus. It burned like I’d stared into the sun for far too long. When my vision and hearing started to clear, the fight in the hallway had turned on its head. 

I spotted at least four mercenaries in their patent black armor in the thick of it. Captain Bohira’s crew was scattering before them, retreating, dying, or being brutally and efficiently incapacitated. I saw the guy with the shark head, someone with far too many limbs, and I was pretty sure I was seeing the human guy too. 

First, my belly swooped, hope soaring at the sight of all that backup. They were wiping the floor with the bad guys like it was nothing, proving that they were part of the finest crew out there. Then I realized that they did not distinguish between Sai and the others, because they did not know who he was. The young male had ducked low, covering his head with his hands. He wasn’t fighting back, but he was big and scary-looking, even at his age. They weren’t taking any chances. 

“No! Stop! Don’t hurt him!” I screamed, pushing with both arms to shove myself free. The human guy was raising the butt of his rifle, about to slam it down on Sai’s head. I tripped over Asmoded’s body, fear lodging deep in my chest. If that man hurt Saisir! Asmoded would have his head when he woke and found out. 

My broken wrist and sore arm gave out but that didn’t matter. I tumbled over the protective coils of Asmoded’s tail, collided hard with the mercenary’s arm, and crashed into Sai. I threw my good arm around his neck, my body barely managing to protect the vitals along his chest. “Don’t hurt him! He’s Asmoded’s son!” I snarled into the face of the human guy. 

I think he would have struck again. I think he might have simply gone through me to get to his intended target. But sudden silence fell over the hallway, like the fight just extinguished, and everyone was left staring at Sai and me, at Asmoded’s unconscious body right next to us. 

“Drop it!” Jaxin shouted in that silence. The male with the bizarre resemblance to an actual shark stood in the center of the chaos, not far from where I was with Sai. His huge gun was cradled in his arms, the barrel aimed directly at his own crew mate. The human guy heaved a deep breath, his chest expanding, his eyes locked on my face. In them I couldn’t see any coherent thought, no rational being was behind them. Just pure battle rage. 

His weapon cluttered from his fingers, and then he withdrew, stepping back with a blank look and turning away. Like a switch had been flipped, he went from berserker to robot, it was one of the freakiest things I’d ever seen. Now I understood why Asmoded had warned me never to go near this guy.

“You okay, Saisir?” I asked, twisting against his body to check his face. His black and gold-edged scales meant I couldn’t see him go pale, but I was fairly certain his yellow eyes were as wide as they could go. He looked scared, a little in shock. His nod was tiny, uncertain, his eyes slipping from one face to the next. They each looked hostile, except the human guy; he was looking blankly down the corridor. 

Twisting away from the young Naga, I turned to Asmoded, my hand flying to his neck. I ducked down to press my ear to his mouth, desperately seeking a sign that he still breathed, that his heart still beat. “Please, Jaxin. Help him?” I begged when I could detect neither. “He can’t be dead, he can’t be dead.” 

Everything after that became a long, desperation-filled blur to me. Mercenaries stood sentinel around us while Jaxin and another guy got to work on Asmoded, shooting drugs into his system and patching his bloody wounds and burns with quick bandages. Sai wanted to help, I could see it, but they did not trust him, keeping a gun trained on his head.

I hovered between wanting to protect Asmoded’s son and wanting to stay right by my mate’s side. They let me hold his hand, they didn’t tell me not to hover next to Asmoded as they lifted him onto some kind of folding hover thing that one of them pulled from a pouch on his body. Asmoded barely fit on it, his coils spilling over, held fast by the belts that strapped him to the thing. 

Then we were moving, forced to jog at a fast clip through the ship. They kept Sai at the back, putting him further away from their injured captain and me. They were treating him like a prisoner and I didn’t understand why; he was Asmoded’s son! They had to see the similarities.

Asmoded’s hand was warm in my grip. I tried to focus on that, and on the beeps of the device they’d attached to his chest. It was a vitals monitor of some kind, and it was telling me that he lived. This crazy male was fearlessly willing to protect. I was going to pound it into his head that he was perfect, that he was not a failure like he thought. He would have protected Tahlata if he’d been there, but she hadn’t wanted him to be there. That wasn’t on him.

We encountered only the barest of resistance, and a shot from that canon that Jaxin held was enough to dissuade most. Then we reached a hallway shut off by a bulkhead at the end and helmets started to flick up around heads, flicking up from the collars of their armor suits like magic. Jaxin casually reached over to press something against Asmoded’s neck and just like that, a helmet formed over his face too. 

This was bad news. I didn’t like it one bit. Those helmets could only mean one thing: there was no air beyond that bulkhead. I did not want to meet the vacuum of space. They were wearing gloves, I was not, and what about Sai? Asmoded wasn’t wearing a full suit either; and what he wore was riddled with holes and only covered his upper body. 

I fiddled with my collar with mounting panic; nobody reached out to help me. “Sai needs a helmet too!” I demanded, still searching for a button on the suit I wore. Did the one I wore even have one? When Jaxin just grinned a shark-toothed grin my way, I growled back at him. “You want it to be your head when Asmoded finds out? Asshole!” 

There was laughter from the guys around me, and their number had swelled now that we reached this point. More men melting out of the other hallways on the ship to get here. Jaxin’s grin went even wider, but he reached over, touched my suit, and there it was, a helmet forming over my face. He barked a curt order next, and someone pulled a breathing mask-type thing from somewhere and shoved it into Sai’s hands. 

Through the dark face plate, I met the youngster’s frightened stare as he slid it onto his face. That did not look like it was enough to protect him from whatever was beyond that door. Time had run out, I heard the pounding of feet and then the strange fox Captain and more of his men turned the corner, wheeling with them some kind of huge canon-type thing.

“And we’re out,” the shark said. As if that was a signal, all the mercs hit the deck. I threw myself down with them, landing painfully on my arm. Jaxin fired his own big gun, heat blazing above me from the shot. This time, I kept my eyes squeezed firmly shut. A second blast followed and then it felt like I was yanked away, my body flying through the air. 

I screamed when it happened, my arms and legs flailing wildly as I fought to find something to grip. Anything to stop my wild flight out of the hallway and into the vacuum of space. Pain bit at my exposed fingers. With nothing but thin sneakers on my feet, they quickly followed the same fate in the extreme temperature drop. 

They’d blown the bulkhead, and we’d all gotten sucked out the door from the rapid decompression. While I spun and careened away, the mercenaries around me darted through space like acrobats, propelled by bursts of light coming from their boots and gloves. Sai had managed to cling to the edge of the floating gurney that held Asmoded, while my mate was securely held by a man on either side, who guided that gurney safely to the gaping hold in front of us. 

The Varakartoom and safety were not far off, but I wasn’t going that way, and I had no control. I could not steer, I was just tumbling. As the guided gurney slipped gently through the force field that protected that open hatch, I felt like I was saying goodbye. Like this was it, they were taking him away from me, while they just let me float away into space.

Then I saw Asmoded twitch through the haze of blue, his body rising and his yellow eyes locking on mine. He was alive. I guess that was good enough. 


Chapter 23

Asmoded

“This is your fault!” I snarled at Sin while I restlessly flung myself through the hallway just outside the med bay. Back and forth, I couldn’t stay still and just wait. I had to keep moving, or I feared I would just collapse. That wasn’t something any of my crew should be allowed to see, and they’d turned out in droves. Hovering in the hallway with us and watching.

The fucking assholes were laying bets, and I knew what they were betting on. Whether she would live. Whether I was keeping her or not, if she did. Whether they could get mates of their own, if that should happen. Too many options, and there was only one outcome I would accept.

“Is that so?” the Sineater asked me sardonically. His symbiont was gleaming bright silver, roiling wildly over his body and tinting his eyes mercury. He was feeding on me, pulling on all my dark, negative emotions and bloating on the power it gave him. I felt it drain out of me, that fear for her, the anxiety, the worry that she might not live. It wasn’t helping me feel better, now I was starting to feel drained. Empty.

“Yes,” I growled, snapping my teeth in his face. “You told them not to bother with anyone but me. Those were your orders. You know what you did!” He shrugged casually, his gleaming eyes stroking along my shoulders, pinning me through the chest with that stare. He was indicating the massive wounds that covered my back with that stare, he was telling me that it should be me in there that Dravion worked on. Not Manyin. 

I slashed my hand through the air and came to a stop in front of the closed doors, beyond which Dravion was rushing to repair any damage that had been done to my precious mate. Frostbite in her hands and feet, her arm a torn up, mangled mess after the sustained strain and the force of the decompression. More importantly, she had stopped breathing as shock from the coldness of space had hit her exhausted system. When they rushed her away, the doctor had to force her heart to restart. 

That was my heart now, and it had to keep beating. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if that careless order of Sin’s meant she was lost to me. I would kill him, or die trying. That I knew. The Sineater seemed to realize his mistake as my thoughts started to turn murderous. He could sense that. Good. 

“Listen closely, all of you!” I said loudly, addressing the crowd that had formed. I spotted even Ysathae in the back, her blue braid flung around her neck like it was a scarf. “That woman in there, fighting for her life? That is my mate! MINE. Your first priority will always be her safety. If you can’t swear that to me, I will throw you off my fucking ship through the airlock, without your damn suit.”

My words caused a round of quick salutes and nods, and then people started grinning and shaking hands. Credits flew from one palm to another as these bastards either won or lost whatever bet they had placed. I ignored it, turning to glare at Sin. Jaxin had stepped up to stand at the side of the Sineater, sans his precious Bex cradled in his arms this time. 

“Tass was already after her when you shouted, you know that, right? We didn’t realize how light she was when she flew from Bohira’s ship.” The Weapon Master rolled his shoulder. “I like her. She’s plucky. Just a tad more fragile than I expected.” That was not good enough, and I opened my mouth to tear into him.

Then the med bay door opened and all my thoughts centered on one thing only. Dravion stood in the doorway, smiling widely and blinking the eyelid over his third eye. He was this close to hypnotizing the entire crowd to calm us down. “She lives,” was all he said, and I threw myself through the doorway and inside. 

She lay quiet and pale on one of the cots, her chest rising and falling steadily, her eyes closed. Both her hands were submerged in containers with bluish fluid, and so were her feet. Then she blinked open her eyes and those deep brown pools were right there for me to fall into, portals into her beautiful, bright soul. 

“Sunshine,” I sighed, and even though we had an audience peering in through the open door, I declared loudly, “I love you.” I ignored all the hooting and laughter from my crew, though it warmed me that most seemed happy rather than disappointed in this development. I caught far too many males muttering about finding their own girl.

Manyin wasn’t awake for long, just long enough to assure me that she loved me too, then warn me that she was furious at me for putting myself in harm’s way a second time. That one definitely won over some hearts out in the hall, not many dared to tell me they were mad because of something I did. 

Then she won my heart all over by asking about Saisir, her worry obvious and sincere. “He’s alright. Dravion will give him a check, but he’s got no serious injuries.” She sank into sleep then, reassured. I sat at her side and watched her. My crew had already received their orders, and Jaxin would keep them in line while I held my vigil. 

Sin didn’t like it, but he’d betrayed my trust by acting as he had. He could stew on some time off while I thought about how to punish him for that. The Sineater had crossed a line that he knew he shouldn’t cross; I knew why, but that didn’t make it alright. This needed to be a message to the rest of the crew as much as it was to him. No one was ever going to get away with treating my mate the way he had, putting her life at risk because of his own unwillingness to trust. 

The doctor didn’t like that I made him work on patching me up while I was sitting, but he didn’t say anything about it. Instead, he diligently stitched my back back together; it would scar but I hardly cared. It was a price easily paid to still have my female here with me, and my son. My heart filled to bursting, with love for her, and love for the child that I thought I had lost. A child I now had every chance to still learn, to still care for, to protect. 

Hours later, Dravion had gone to bed and left me alone at Manyin’s bedside. I was lying on the cot next to her, my tail draped between us to curl around her middle. My mind was a whirling mass of happy thoughts, worried thoughts, and plans for the future. For things she’d need, things she’d want, and the same for my son. 

The footsteps that walked into the med bay were extremely quiet, I would not have caught them but for the soft ruffling of feathers. There was only one male on the ship with feathers, my hacker, Mitnick. I opened my eyes to slits to stare out of them, tongue touching the air to draw in his scent. He was over by the medicine cabinets and pulling things out of drawers and into the satchel at his waist. 

I rose slowly, curling around the cot to corner him against those shelves, before he realized I was awake. When I hissed, my scales rattling, he twirled and his hand came up with a pistol aimed at my chest. I did not take offense to that. It was a good reflex, and I knew he would not pull the trigger. “What are you doing? You are stealing supplies?” I demanded quietly, so as not to wake my sleeping female.

The visor over his eye blinked with streaming lights, information, or video maybe. He was never disconnected from his computers, precisely what made him the best communications officer. But nobody kept secrets from me on my ship. 

The feathers that lined his head lifted up in a sharp fan, a crest. His wings spread from beneath his cloak as he contemplated his answer carefully. “I need them for my mate.” 


Chapter 24

Zhu Manyin

I found it supremely unfair that it took me five freaking days before I was healed up enough to leave the med bay. Asmoded had spent one day on a cot next to me while he healed, that was it. And Saisir was no better; he’d visited when my mate worked, but his injuries didn’t even warrant a stay. He wasn’t even hurt from being exposed to those absolute zero temperatures in space for half a minute. His scales had somehow protected him.

Pushing myself upright, I gingerly pulled on the soft booties that Asmoded had brought me. My skin still felt pink and fragile where it had been newly healed from the severe frostbite. I was lucky that I hadn’t lost a finger or toe. Dravion hovered nearby, watching avidly with his strange eyes. His tentacles made it seem like he was gently swaying in a breeze or a current. “You should rethink this, Mandy.” 

“Nope, I’m done sitting still,” I warned him firmly. “I just want to sleep in a normal bed.” He sighed, but nodded. I was pretty sure he was ready to get rid of Asmoded claiming way too much space in his med bay each night. My mate would come here and curl himself around me each night, and he took all his meals here. Sometimes meetings too.

The Aderian Armada had shown up while I was out cold. They’d worked together with the Varakartoom to boot that enemy ship and the mine workers from this solar system. The job was over, but still we remained in orbit over this planet.

“You are fully healed,” Dravion admitted, “But I should monitor a little longer to make sure.” I shook my head, suddenly certain that my captain had had a hand in just how long my stay was in here. That was just his protectiveness taking over, but I was done. I needed to do something to keep my active mind occupied, and I needed to be with my mate. I also needed to find out where we stood now that we were back on his ship.

When I walked out the door, I was not surprised that Asmoded was there to meet me. His eyes were warm and concerned as he ducked around the nearest corner and raced toward me. “You should be in bed,” he warned, and when I gave him a mutinous glare, he smirked. “Maybe it should be my bed.”

He swept me into his arms and I did not complain about that. My feet were still a little sore, and I loved to be carried by him; it made me feel a little bit like a princess. I loved that he was still doing that, not caring one bit about his crew seeing him do it. I suppose there was no denying his devotion, his willingness to commit. He’d declared his love out loud to me in front of an entire audience. I was still floating on that cloud. 

We reached his quarters in record time and my eyes went wide at the change inside. There was a wardrobe now, and from it spilled all kinds of silky fabrics. Fabrics just like the soft robe that I was currently wrapped up in. The place was still a little dark and gloomy for my liking, but any thoughts on that were swept away when he carried me into his bathroom. 

The bath was already steaming and full; big enough for me to swim laps in, unless he joined me. “Let me get you clean first, Sunshine,” Asmoded drawled. “I need to see all of you.” He set me down on my feet at the edge of the tub, then got to work stripping me bare. I didn’t have to do much more than tap against his collar before he was removing his own armor. This was the first time I saw his chest bare since those injuries, since he’d declared himself fully healed.

I gasped at the sight of his back and shoulder when he turned and showed me. A sunburst of gold covered nearly the entire upper half of his back, slightly more to his left arm than the right. A scar that bloomed over his scales, gold and proud, like a sun had burst to life on his flesh. It was beautiful. “Oh… Did you know that would heal that way?” I asked him as he picked me up and started sliding into the water with me. 

“I did not, but I love it. It is like I’m carrying a piece of your soul on my skin, Sunshine.” A piece he’d earned by selflessly throwing himself in front of that shuttle blast. He didn’t just have a piece of me, he had it all. 

Then we were floating on the warm water, and Asmoded stroked my flesh, pulling his hands along each part of my skin. “Beautiful, mine,” he murmured, and then he parted my thighs and licked me through my folds. This was when I found out just how long he could hold his breath underwater. A long time, long enough to bring me to orgasm before he even surfaced for air. 

“Take me, please,” I begged when he rose above me like a primordial beast. Possession stamped in every line of his face, desire shackling our bodies together. He lifted me up, his huge, bifurcated cock pressing against my core. I threw my legs around his hips and clung, waiting for him to push inside, to take me, claim me. 

“This what you want, mate?” he asked, his tips wiggling against my core. “Are you going to take my cock?” I nodded eagerly, clinging to his shoulders and cursing when I realized he wanted me to ask for it. Why was it always harder to do so when that happened? I had no problem propositioning him otherwise. 

“Asmoded, please. I need you!” That was all it took, he was too eager, too wound up himself. Surging forward, he pressed my hips down at the same time, his huge cock filling me in a fierce stroke. Water sloshed over the edge of the tub as he started pumping into me, stretching me to the limit, stroking me until I saw stars. 

We came together, wild, quick, and blindingly bright. My whole body shook from it, toes tingling, breasts aching, and my passage clamped down tightly around him. I was happy when he did not seem inclined to leave me. He leaned back in the water, floating, and let me drape myself on top of him, our bodies entwined, connected. “I love you, Manyin. I was not alive until I met you. I was not loved until you, and I had not loved, not truly, until you either. You are a gift. You are everything I did not know I needed. And I will keep you safe. Always.” 

Propping my head in my hands on his chest, I smiled at him, feeling warmth flush through my entire body at those heartfelt words. I did not need them, because I knew he felt all those things by the way he treated me. I still basked and preened a little; it felt good to hear, and I was so proud of him for making that effort, for me.

“You’re my home in this quadrant, Asmoded. I’m ready for any adventure you want to take me on.” I pulled a deep breath into my lungs as I recalled how he’d protected me, how he’d protected Sai. There was no better protector than him. “I know that I could not ask for a safer place in the entire galaxy to be than by your side. I love you.”

Later that evening, after he’d shown me how a Naga fucked in his nest—twice—I was curled up in his arms, warm, safe, nearly asleep. “I have a surprise for you, Sunshine,” Asmoded whispered in my ear. I roused just enough from my near slumber to give him a sleepy look, and he smirked in response, his whole body glowing with his mating marks for me. “We’re hired as protection for those archaeologists for the next month still. You get to help them; they agreed to an apprenticeship.” 

Elated, I soared into happy dreams in the arms of my mate. I guess being kidnapped that second time wasn’t so bad after all. 

THE END 


Author’s Note

Hi lovely readers!

When I finished up my Gladiator series, a ton of people asked me about the mercenaries that kept chasing them. Especially after Steel Reforged when they got to work together for a brief stint. Challenge accepted of course, because I love writing more stories and these guys sprung fully formed straight into my brain. I had to write about them at some point, and here we are! 

I hope you loved reading about Manyin and Asmoded, and I hope you are as excited as I am to find out about what Mitnick has secretly been up to all this time. First though, I’m revisiting my Naga friends back on primitive Serant for a scavenger who fished a certain stasis pod from the bottom of a lake. ;-) 

Oh, and by the way! If you want to read about Thar’oc and his mate. The prequel story to this series? Protected by the Alien Mercenary will be out soon too, but you can already pre-order it here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D1YVS3YC 

Much love,

Robin

(Pssht! Sign up for my newsletter for free goodies and announcements on the next books! Totally worth it, I promise.) 


Robin’s Mailing List

Want to hear when the next book launches? (Mitnick has been very naughty indeed!)

Sign up for my mailing list here: robinoconnor.ink 

And you’ll be the first to know, and receive the novella The Naga Hunter’s Lost Mate for free. 
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