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Prologue

Harper

I struggled against the snug grip on my arm, even though I knew it was useless. “No, please. I won’t try again, I promise!” The huge alien kept yanking on my limb with complete disregard for how much that hurt me. This was a nightmare that I couldn’t seem to wake up from. I just wanted to be back home, on Earth, in my dorm room. If only my biggest worry were the finals, rather than what this asshole was planning to do to me. 

My feet kept tripping over the uneven ground; a rocky, barren stretch of dirt surrounded by several buildings. They looked like warehouses, but they seemed tiny compared to the massive spike rising beyond it. It was like a giant had pierced the planet with an enormous sword, and it glittered with lights in places. At its foot, a vast pit opened, lined with all kinds of mine shafts and strange, alien mining equipment.

Was the blue alien going to throw me into that pit? Was he going to put me to work in the mines? My vivid imagination could easily conjure an image of myself chained to a wall and forced to swing a pickaxe until I dropped from exhaustion. I really hoped not. I was a terrible athlete, and I hated being in the dark. 

The guy dragging me with him did not turn toward that massive pit but toward one of the warehouses. He was an eight-foot-tall monstrosity covered in a thick blue pelt, and his head was covered with a thick mane and beard. His face looked sort of human, but his mouth was too big, too wide. I’d seen him split open that mouth only yesterday to eat a servant that had displeased him. He was horrible, terrifying. I didn’t know what I was thinking when I made my escape attempt early this morning.

“Lord Batok,” another alien said deferentially as he held open the warehouse door for us. That was one of the aliens that had yanked me from a stasis pod a week ago. I’d learned they were called Krektar, ugly crosses between warthogs and humans. They were bad, but that blue guy who was their boss was way worse. 

I wanted to know how I’d gotten on their spaceship when it seemed to me that I’d simply gone to sleep in my dorm room last week. I wanted to know so many things, but right now, survival was even more important. Though the procedure had been extremely painful, I was grateful that they’d given me translator implants, and I shamelessly eavesdropped on their conversation. 

The blue guy, the boss, demanded to know how his mine was performing, while the Krektar guy fell over himself to provide impressive stats. I wasn’t sure why I was here, but equally certain some kind of punishment would follow for trying to sneak away on a departing shuttle that morning. They hadn’t watched me all that much until then, like I was no threat to them at all, an afterthought.

Since my attempt to escape that morning, Batok had not let me out of sight even once. And I’d heard plenty before he’d taken me down to this planet on a shuttle. Stuff about some rival of his and how he was going to store a package for later. I wasn’t sure how this mine played into that until they moved their conversation further into the full warehouse to the back, where a thick vault door dominated the wall. 

Store a package… Oh, no. The vault door opened after Batok used his massive hand on a touchpad and I got the chance to look inside at the rows upon rows of precious metals stored in bars inside it. Was he going to store a package in there? When I watched males race to empty the vault, my fear started to subside a little. Maybe he was just there to retrieve these valuable goods… Maybe that’s all he was planning with the vault.

When it was empty, the huge blue alien turned his head my way and fear skittered up my spine. His face split open wide, far too wide and revealed the dark interior of his massive maw and the rows upon rows of razor-sharp teeth. “Get in,” he barked at me, and with a rough shove, sent me stumbling through the door.

I tripped over the raised threshold and went sprawling onto the metal floor. Still reeling from the shock, I rolled over and caught a malevolent grin on Batok’s blue-furred face. The vault door slammed shut with an ominous thud that echoed through the empty vault chamber. I leaped to my feet and raced for the portal, my fists thudded against the metal. “No! Don’t do this! Let me out!” 

It was no good. This wasn’t about punishment; I was the package he was storing. With a dismayed glance around the empty vault, I wondered when he planned to retrieve me. Would that be before or after I’d died of dehydration?

***

Mitnick

The vault was not going to be a problem. I’d taken one look at it and decided I should be able to hack my way through that electronic lock without any issues; that’s what the Captain hired me for. As my crew mates guarded my back or did what they’d been hired for, rescue the humans that were supposedly trapped on this mining planet, I focused on my task.

“How long?” Asmoded hissed with a dark glance over his shoulder. He hovered just behind me, his long body protectively coiled to provide me with cover. I rolled my head on my neck while I appraised my scans, my datapad was already hooked up to the system so I could worm my way in. The numbers were promising, but the time frame… We didn’t have that kind of time. I could hear some kind of explosion rock the compound, and the steady sound of laser fire as the rest of the crew fought to hold our position.

If I didn’t hack this vault open, we wouldn’t get paid. Not enough at least, though the male who’d hired us had provided plenty of precious gems to pay for his passage and that of his little family. I could already hear Aramon’s ribbing if I failed to produce results and hear the rumblings of the rest of the crew over missing out after all our hard work. Not on my watch. I was nothing if not a perfectionist, and I always delivered.

“Almost in,” I declared confidently, my drones humming around my head as they helped me keep watch. More of them had spread out over the compound so I could keep track of everyone and their safety through the feeds streaming directly to my implant and the small viewscreen slid over my left eye.

The words proved prophetic; the electronic lock disengaged when I found a backdoor with my precious lock-picking algorithms. That was easier than I expected, and with a sense of impending doom, I tried to pull the handle of the vault door, only to feel the same resistance as before.

“Ah, fuck. We’ve got a problem, Captain.” I was proud of my work, and of my skills, but I knew better than to let my pride stand in the way of our payday. I liked the credits just as much as the rest of the crew. “There’s some kind of secondary system, purely mechanical. We’d have to get out the laser torches to cut through. You better call in the Terafin.” 

Asmoded pierced me with a single, green stare that was as unreadable as his expression. Then he raised our contractor on the coms, demanding the young Terafin male’s presence ASAP. “Keep trying,” he barked at me. “We’ve got incoming. We need to evacuate soon.”  

I knew what that meant and sent my drones out to scout for them visually, though the sensor data from the Varakartoom up in the sky would be far more accurate. Briefly, I considered abandoning the vault so I could join the fray; the sounds of battle were calling to me. I discarded the idea immediately because something in that vault called to me even more strongly. If the Terafin didn’t show up in time… We might not get it open before we had to leave, so I had to keep trying.

The metallic male jogged into the warehouse on the heels of that thought, having made good time as he raced out of the mining pit. He might be young, but the male was a former gladiator and in excellent shape. As the Captain explained what he wanted, the male did not hesitate to utilize his extremely unique ability to manipulate ores and minerals with his mind.

On my scanners, I could see the locks and tumblers move inside the massive door, doing what I had not been able to achieve in a matter of seconds. A sense of failure dogged my feet as I stepped into the vault to appraise the dangers and the pile of valuable ores stored inside. I should have been able to open that door, not him. It was my job.  

The vault stank, a mix of piss, waste, and decay, which had mixed with all the metallic scents of the ores and valuables stored inside. The vault was nearly stuffed to the brim too, with only small little pathways to get to the back. My crew mates did not even wait to be told what to take; they started hauling the valuable ores bar by bar out of there as fast as possible. Then they loaded them onto the nearest shuttle for transportation. They were hooting and laughing over the prize, joking about what they’d buy with their share or which brothel they wanted to visit.  

I ignored all of it, and the hissed command of my captain to venture deeper. What was that smell? Why was it there? It was almost as if there had been a corpse stuffed in the back, a dirty, hidden secret. This vault belonged to one of the minor crimelords, Batok. My curiosity was fully piqued; I wanted to know what he was hiding.

The pile of rags I discovered all the way to the back of the vault in a corner was not what I expected. It was stuffed into a crevice left next to the stack of precious metal bars and did not look like much of anything. It was definitely where the smell was coming from. Crouching down was nearly impossible in the tight space. I had to twist my torso to get my shoulders to fit, and it awkwardly crushed my wings against my back.

“Gotcha,” I muttered as I hooked a gloved finger into the closest piece of stained fabric. It tore as I pulled, but the whole pile unraveled and I could finally see what it was. Pale skin, smudged with dirt and sallow with sickness. A bony, slender limb, a bare little foot with five perfectly shaped toes. My heart clenched painfully in my chest at the sight.  

Once the second leg unfolded from the small nook, I could clasp the thin ankles with my hands and pull the body free. Heat spiraled up my right arm, my cock surged in my pants, rapidly growing painfully hard, and my heartbeat thudded once and was followed by an echo. A second thud came and those extra beats only increased when I rolled the body to face me.  

A tiny female, her eyes closed, her face sunken, and her pale hair a tangled mess around her face. She had to be dead, this tiny human, but still my second heart pounded louder and firmer; a heart that only existed for one reason. My mate.

I raised a hand to my mouth and, with my teeth, yanked off my glove. My bare fingers pressed to the blue vein I could see along her neck, and when I sensed a soft, thready pulse, it was like the world righted itself around me. She lived, barely. My mate needed desperate help. She needed a protector, and she needed vengeance for the bastard who had done this to her.

Despite the rage flowing through my veins like lava, I was infinitely gentle as I wrapped her up in my cloak and cradled her against my chest. I did not rush, not even for the barked commands of my Captain through my com device. She needed to be handled with the utmost care, her body so light and frail, I refused to rush and risk harming her further. 

Nobody could tell what I was carrying out of there, her tiny body hidden entirely by my thick black cloak. When they asked, I could not bring myself to say it either, and a lie easily rose to my lips. These were spare parts I wanted to use on the ship, interesting electronics. Nothing of value to anyone but me.

And to me, of the greatest value I could ever hold. A treasure worth stealing from a crimelord, a treasure worth hiding even from my captain. I would not risk the Terafin and his human mate discovering her presence so they could whisk her away. My mate was mine to protect. MINE.


Chapter 1

Mitnick

I paced inside the small confines of my private quarters aboard the Varakartoom. As an officer and the communication specialist on the ship, I had my own place, though small. Right now, it was even more crowded than usual. A stasis pod took up nearly all the floor space except for a small path. Inside the pod, my mate remained slumbering.

Several times, I’d tried to wake her, but she stubbornly refused to open her eyes. Her golden hair lay long and tangle free around her face in gleaming, undulating waves. Under my careful watch, her body had filled out, a painstakingly slow process that had taken months and months inside the pod.

I was no doctor, and I knew in my heart, hearts as my mating heart still beat strong and steady, that Dravion would have already succeeded where I had not. I glared at the pod with frustration when I realized it was running low on the medical fluids again which maintained the equilibrium inside the system. The pod was faulty, and I’d had to tweak it repeatedly to make it assist her in regaining a healthy weight and the fluids her system required.

She was beautiful, and she’d reached a point where I felt certain it would be safe for her to leave the pod altogether. I wanted it; I wanted her to wake so I could make her mine. The circumstances on the ship had never been better for it, either. Now that the Captain had found his own mate, he’d begrudgingly changed his rules to allow his crew to have their own mates aboard.

What should I do? Get more fluids for the pod so I could talk to the Captain first, and then wake her? Or should I risk waking her now… Humans did not sense mate bonds, but I did not want to contemplate the option that she would refuse my claim. I fluttered my wings and ruffled the feathers rising on my head with both my hands in frustration.  

This was not the same as the numbers on my datapad; the lines of code on my screens were rational and orderly. Mating was anything but rational, and I did not like that I could not predict what would happen. When the stasis pod beeped in warning, I spun away from my sleeping beauty and headed out the door; more fluids for the machine it was going to be.

It was nighttime on the ship, and only a skeleton crew remained awake at key posts. A handful of males would man the bridge, keeping an eye on critical systems, and someone would be up in engineering, but that was it. No one would see me as I headed for the med bay.

Dravion’s territory wouldn’t be empty, but I was certain the Captain and his human mate would be asleep at this hour. The Captain was extra protective of his Mandy while she was still recovering from her trip through the vacuum of space; a trip she had accidentally been forced to do without the appropriate protections. I was confident I could navigate around both of them.

When the pod started burning through the fluids that sustained it over the past three months, I’d acquired a stash of my own on Strewn. Now that I’d run out of it, I’d been raiding the med bay whenever I needed more. I felt only a hint of guilt at doing so. Dravion kept a supply, but we didn’t use the handful of working stasis pods in storage. They were emergency backups in case Dravion’s fully kitted-out med bay could not work miracles.

I reached the med bay and snuck in after I’d assured myself that Asmoded was asleep and curled around his mate on the medical cot. His breathing rose and fell in an even pattern, and I dared to turn my back to him as I quietly opened the supply cabinet I needed. So far, my luck held, but I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that this couldn’t last. Even if it worked this time, I needed to wake her, and I needed to introduce her to the ship, no matter how badly I wanted to keep her all to myself. 

I’d just send a drone up into the air to help me quietly view the med bay’s occupants while my back was turned when my captain spoke. “What are you doing?” he demanded in a deadly voice, pitched low so he would not wake his mate. I heard the anger, and the command in that tone anyway, and flinched guiltily.

Turning around, I clutched the vials I’d taken against my chest and met his green-eyed stare with a raised chin. “My mate needs help,” I said, and I felt like a weight lifted from my shoulders now that the secret was out. The captain’s glare intensified, but his head tilted at an angle as he appraised my tense posture. When he glanced back over his shoulder at the sleeping human on the cot behind him, I knew he understood what I was feeling.

“Show me,” he demanded. I had to turn around and lead the way back to my quarters. He took one look at the stasis pod and my sleeping beauty and raised his com to wake Dravion. She was slipping from my grasp. That’s how it felt. But I felt relief too, at no longer being responsible for her healing. Dravion was the best doctor in the quadrant; he’d fix her.

When they hauled her pod from my room, I could not rise above my instincts and listen to the rational reasons why this was right. “No! Don’t take her!” I roared and leaped in front of Dravion, blocking his access. “She’s mine, don’t touch her!” My whole body shuddered from the strain as I tried to control my rapidly spiraling feelings and the dual thudding of the two hearts in my chest. So much adrenaline, so much extra power flooding my body to help me protect, to help me fight.

My wings spread over the pod to cover it protectively, my breathing rapid as I faced off against two predators. One was a long sinuous snake of black and gold, with vibrant eyes that seemed to hypnotize. The other was a many-tentacled creature of gray, blue, and pink. I knew that one instinctively as a predator unparalleled anywhere in the quadrant, a Grolarnx.

“Enough!” the snake barked at me with a furious hiss. “Let Dravion do his job!” I fought him when his tail lashed out to restrain me, a feral growl rattling from my chest. My drones flew into the air at my instinctive commands. A hundred small laser shots went off inside my quarters; destroying my things, scorching my walls, but buzzing harmlessly off the armor my opponents wore.

I fought the snake with my claws and my fangs, batting him with powerful blows of my wings and my arms. The Grolarnx only focused on the pod, pulling it away from behind me with sneaky moves of his tentacles and that enraged me more. I never saw the third one coming, just the flash of silver before the Sineater’s symbiont pounced. It was lights out in seconds from the blow to the back of my head. As my body collapsed, the world spun crazily around me and all I could focus on was the sight of my mate’s sleeping body as they stole her from me.  

No! Come back! Don’t take my Novi from me… I vowed I would make them pay.

***

Harper

I blinked open my eyes sleepily; sticky crusts clinging to my eyelids. It felt like someone had scooped the entire Sahara desert into my eyes. My mouth was equally parched, but that was no surprise. My last memory was of my slow decline in that vault without food and only scarce amounts of water. How long could a human go without food? Two weeks? Three?

The ceiling above my head was white, and that seemed impossible. Had I died? Then why was I so freaking thirsty right now? The last ceiling I’d stared at had been gunmetal gray, bisected with narrow vents too small to escape through. There had been a fan that softly whirred, a sound that was engraved on my mind for eternity. 

“I think she’s waking up,” a female voice said softly. Moisture rushed to my eyes at the sound of that voice, and I wasn’t sure why. “Here, drink something,” she went on to say and a straw came into my field of view, then pressed against my lips. I could not see the hands that held that straw. I couldn’t tilt my head, but I could open my mouth just enough to drink.

Blessed coolness soothed my parched mouth and eased my throat as I swallowed. “That’s good, easy now,” the female voice said again. I wasn’t alone, that’s why I was getting emotional, and on top of that, she sounded human. She spoke English with an Australian accent, her words crisp but kind. Was I home? Or at least on Earth again?

The straw was pulled from my mouth too soon; I wanted to keep drinking my fill. Instincts told me that I might not have more water for a long time to come, and I needed to drink as much as possible even if it made my stomach churn when I did. Water was life; I needed water to survive.

Then a human face bent above me and I could finally see the speaker. A round face with a dainty chin, dark brown eyes filled with kindness, framed by silky black hair. She was definitely human, likely Chinese ethnically, and the best thing I’d seen in ages. My eyes filled again with moisture, and tears spilled from the corners unchecked. “Are you real?” I asked her.

She smiled gently, “Oh, yeah. I’m real. You’re safe now. Can you tell me your name?” My name? I hadn’t been addressed by my name in so long, it felt like forever. To that scary alien and the others on his creepy spaceship, I had just been ‘you’ or ‘it’. And in the vault… some guards that came in when they put their precious ores in the vault had taken pity on me. They’d given me water or bits of food sometimes. I wasn’t sure if they’d done me a kindness that way or just extended my suffering, but none of them had called me anything but ‘female.’

“It’s Harper,” I said huskily, “Harper O’Neill.” It felt foreign to introduce myself when it had been so commonplace before. My major had been in journalism. I’d regularly introduced myself to people all over town as I worked on articles and attempted to cultivate sources. I was a total people person, and I loved talking and charming them so they felt comfortable enough to tell me what they knew.

“Well, I’m Zhu Manyin, but my friends call me Mandy,” the woman said. “Are you feeling strong enough to sit? You’ve been in stasis for quite some time.” Stasis. I instantly flashed back to the oblong but rounded coffin thing I’d been pulled from aboard Batok’s ship. The harrowing first hours after I’d discovered I’d been abducted from Earth by freaking aliens. I shuddered at the memory but nodded. I was tired of staring at a ceiling anyway, and I had so many questions bubbling inside my head now that I was starting to feel a little better. 

I wasn’t sure what Mandy did when she dipped out of sight, but then the bed beneath me moved. It was just like one of those hospital beds, raising the head part, so I ended up in a sort of upright position. It finally allowed me to get a good look at the room I was in, even though it spun a little dizzily at first.

It was white, with several more cots and sci-fi-looking screens. There was even a robotic arm stuck behind a glass panel next to one of the beds. Vials and bottles were neatly stocked inside cabinets along one wall, and a desk was against another. The whole place would have looked clinical and cold if not for several plants on the desk and a colorful painting across from me. The desk even looked cluttered with papers and actual books.

For a moment, I could try to imagine that this was just a very advanced hospital room on earth, but then that hope was dashed. I sighed with dismay, not because the alien frightened me, but because it meant I wasn’t back home. He was hovering far back, in a doorway that led to a brightly lit room. His skin was a dark blue, his eyes all black, and a shadowed orb sat in the middle of his proud forehead. His white doctor’s coat told me who he was, but the cluster of pink and purple tentacles he had instead of legs was shocking.

“That’s Dravion, the doctor,” Mandy informed me calmly. “He’s a good man, and you’re in excellent hands. Don’t worry.” Don’t worry? He was the weirdest alien I’d seen to date, even if he looked calm and was keeping a respectful distance. Mandy seemed to be the one in charge, but she was definitely not dressed like a doctor or a nurse.  

The small woman was wearing a silky green tunic over a pair of black leggings, a belt secured around her waist that was weighted down with something that looked like a sci-fi pistol. I’d seen such weapons on the guards that accompanied Batok everywhere. “You don’t seem surprised to see an alien. Does that mean you were woken from stasis before?” she asked me.

I struggled to understand her question, my head still a little dizzy. I felt weak and lethargic but after the dehydration and the malnourishment, that was no surprise. I didn’t even want to look down at my body to see what I looked like right now; it would just be a reminder of the horrible time spent imprisoned in that vault.

“Is there any food?” I asked instead of answering. My stomach didn’t rumble. It didn’t tell me I was hungry, but I wanted to eat if they let me. I hadn’t felt hunger in a long time, but that didn’t mean my body didn’t need sustenance.

“Of course,” Mandy said, and she tilted her head to look over her shoulder at the weird alien. He inclined his head and crossed from the doorway to the desk nearby. I hadn’t noticed the covered tray, but when he picked it up, my focus sharpened. What was beneath that cover? Bread? Soup? Jello? I stifled a giggle at the silly thoughts about hospital food. I doubted it would be the same in outer space.

He only came halfway across the room, and Mandy met him to take the tray and bring it back to me. They were definitely trying not to scare me too much with his presence, which was nice. The smells that wafted up from the tray were amazing, and they woke up my stomach. The wave of hunger that rumbled through me was welcome. It made me feel like I wasn’t on death’s doorstep any longer.

Mandy fed me the first few bites of a savory broth, but I felt strong enough to raise my hand to finish the rest. The spoon scraped over the bottom of the bowl far too quickly, and I wanted to ask for more. My stomach did feel full, so I bit my tongue and waited. They weren’t talking, just watching me, and that made me feel a little awkward, even if the food had made me feel so much better.

“He’s not my first alien,” I finally admitted and Mandy grinned, her dark eyes twinkling when she glanced at the tentacle dude, Dravion. “I was pulled from a stasis pod by this guy called Batok, and then a week later, they locked me up in a vault. How did I get here?”  

The two of them exchanged a quick glance before Mandy rolled a shoulder and offered me a reassuring smile. “You were rescued. And you were pretty sick, so you had to be placed back in stasis to aid in your recovery.” Her words all seemed perfectly sensible. They even rang true, and yet… I was certain they were hiding something. I wanted to ask questions, I wanted to ferret out the truth, but my full stomach was making me sleepy. I fought it, but exhaustion soon pulled me under.


Chapter 2

Mitnick

I roared when my palms slammed into the force field of my cell, and sparks flew. It burned against my skin, but that bite of pain was not enough to stop me from doing it again and again. They stole my mate from me; they took her! I flared out my wings and slammed my palms against the force field. My instincts were all-consuming; a single-minded focus immune to any attempts at rational thought.

Not only had they stolen my sleeping mate, but they had locked me up, and they’d taken all my weapons and my tools. I was useless in there, locked up tighter than tight, and felt powerless. It was not a feeling I relished when I was always the one in control, the one holding all the cards. I should be with her, I should be there when they woke her. She was my mate. 

“Look at yourself,” a dark voice said coolly. The male’s voice preceded his arrival in front of my cell, but I knew who it was without seeing him. The Sineater. His arrival finally jerked me away from uselessly raging against the force field that kept me locked up. He was such a cold, threatening presence that my instincts tingled, jerking me back from the brink of insanity.  

Look at myself? I was a mess, raging against technology when I had far better means than my fists to deal with a simple force field. I had not been thinking, my mind fixated bashing through my obstacles to get to my mate. That wasn’t me, that wasn’t how I normally operated. His words were like ice water down my back, shining a light on how crazy my instincts had made me.

They had not stolen my mate; they had taken her to see the doctor to heal her. If I acted calm now, I could see her soon. Then I glanced up into the Sineater’s silver eyes and my stomach shrunk, my hearts clenched painfully in my chest. That was not the gaze of a male ready to show mercy. He looked cold, unforbidding, and a sardonic smile curled his mouth.

I froze in place, my wings closing snugly behind my back. Without my cloak to cover them, I felt exposed, but it was more than that; it was him. That’s how Sin made anyone feel when he turned that gaze on you, and when his symbiont prowled on four legs in front of my cage, I knew he was feeding. Feeding off me. His favorite meal was the dark, negative feelings of everyone around him. I imagined I could see the symbiont swell in front of my eyes, though rationally I knew that wasn’t true.

“Let me out of here, Sineater,” I demanded, hiding my unease behind a cool facade. He stood in front of my cell in a military at ease pose, his legs braced slightly apart, and his hands clasped behind his back. His gray skin glinted silver beneath the bright overhead lights, faintly hinting at markings lying just beneath the skin. Even in my dire predicament, I felt my curiosity piqued at the sight of those. They looked just enough like some kind of script to make me wonder what was written on his flesh, or if it was just random happenstance.  

“Let you out?” the male laughed, but the sound was cold, mean, and it rankled my frayed nerves. For a moment, my instincts, my battle rage, tried to take over again, but I managed to stay in control this time. I bared my teeth to show him my displeasure and raised the feathered crest on my head in a threatening display.

“Yeah, let me out! I’m in control now. There’s no reason to keep me here.” I wanted to demand he take me to my mate but swallowed those words, certain that they would make him more determined to keep me locked up. They thought I was a threat to her, but they didn’t understand. I could never harm her. My sole purpose in life was to keep her safe, to protect her in any way she needed me to.

“No,” he said, drawing out the word while he finally moved to cross his arms over his chest. His eyes gleamed at me, charged from all the feelings he was drawing from my flesh. But finally, his symbiont stalked away from the force field to sit at his side. A big hound-like creature with a sharply pointed snout and large ears. It gleamed like quicksilver, bright and beautiful, and also very deadly.

That thing made the Sineater so powerful that he was undefeated in a fight, invincible, and it healed him too if he did get injured. The Sineater was the closest thing to an immortal that existed in this galaxy. He was primordial and terrifying, but he was also part of the Varakartoom’s crew, and he’d been loyal to our captain, to all of us. It never seemed that way, but the Sineater took care of us, of our moods. Already, I felt lighter, stronger, and far more in control. Not for the first time, I wondered what it cost him to absorb all that darkness from the rest of us. 

“So where did you find her?” he drawled, and my mating heart pounded fiercer in my chest. I tapped my sternum thoughtfully, relieved that I could stay on top of my instinct to lash out this time. What did I tell him? The truth? Or would it be better to say I’d only recently found her? I was still debating my options, and ignoring the Sineater’s growing glare when the Captain arrived.

“Leave,” Asmoded barked angrily, and for the first time I remembered that the Captain and his Second-in-Command weren’t currently on speaking terms. The Sineater’s suspicious nature had nearly caused the captain to lose his mate only a short time ago. I grinned at his gray face and he knew exactly what I was thinking, but I didn’t care. 

With a slight baring of his teeth, the Sineater spun his heels and stalked from the brig without so much as glancing at our captain. His symbiont flowed after him with an unnaturally smooth stride, something I was certain a creature with actual joints could never achieve. When they were gone, it felt like a cloud had been lifted from the room, a dark, thunder-laden cloud. 

The Captain slithered up to the front of my cell with his long serpentine body, his black scales glittering with hints of gold and bright green along the edges. I squared my shoulders, stepping into an at-attention pose by reflex at the sight of him. I only just refrained from offering him an instinctive salute. None of us on the Varakartoom were military. We were a mercenary outfit and did not stand on such ceremony, but most of us did come from military backgrounds. Not me, but the habits of the others had seeped in.

“Mitnick, what the blazing suns are you up to?” he said, his eyes zeroing in on my face. He looked upset, angry enough that he might throw me off the ship at the next port of call. I made my feathered crest lower, flattening it against my skull, and pressed my wings tightly against my spine to make myself look less confrontational. I had not cared about that with Sin, but Asmoded held the fate of my mate and me in the palms of his hands.

“She is my mate,” I said, and somehow those words left my mouth with a possessive snarl. I fought to control that tone when it made him glare; I needed to stay calm. I needed to prove to them that I could be trusted to be let out of this damn cell. “I just wanted to heal her, and a chance to claim her.”

Those were not the words he wanted to hear; I could tell from the way his expression tightened. If he had skin like my species did, I would see the veins pulse at his temples. His scales made that kind of tell impossible to see, but I sensed it. I tried to backtrack. Which word had triggered his anger?

“Claim?” he said coolly. “That’s not how it works.” I raised an eyebrow, my feather crest rising halfway while I cocked my head. It was an invitation for him to explain. A mate was yours. They were sacred, and claiming was what you did. Every male knew this. And now he was saying the opposite?

“You stole her from the vault, Mitnick. You stole her from Batok. And you kept her hidden in your damn quarters for an entire year while she languished in stasis!” He harshly slashed the air with his arm, then jabbed a finger at the force field. “You betrayed our trust, you betrayed hers. You don’t deserve a mate.”

My wings shivered against my back, and if not for the Sineater who’d drained most of my rage from my body, I would have mindlessly tried to attack. No, he was wrong! I did what I had to, to save her, to protect her. They would have taken her from me if I’d brought her to Dravion, and I had healed her. She had not languished; she’d come so far from the painfully thin creature I’d found. 

“Please, Captain,” I said to him. “If that was Mandy you’d found in that vault, you would have done the same! She is my mate. I would do anything to protect her!” Anything she wanted, I’d move the heavens to provide it for her. But I would not let anyone take her from me, that was the one thing I could never allow.

Maybe I was imagining it, but it seemed to me like Asmoded’s eyes softened just a fraction. I pressed my advantage. “She was at death’s door. The stasis pod was her only option. Please. I just wanted to keep her safe. Let me out, let me see her. I need to know she’s all right. Did she wake up?” That was too much. His expression shuttered, and I knew I wasn’t going to like what he’d say next.

“You’re not getting out. Mitnick, you broke the rules. You need to tell me everything about where you found her. Does Batok know you have her?” He was concerned about a threat to the ship, about a Crimelord who’d been climbing the ranks over the past year. He had leaped from just a minor lord to one of the bigger players in the quadrant now that Drameil was dead and gone.  

I understood that, but I’d done my own threat assessment; that was my job. I knew we were safe. There was nothing to worry about and I told Asmoded as much. We’d stolen a lot of valuable ores from that safe and several of his slaves. If anything, that should enrage him more than the human he’d simply left to die.

My fists clenched at my sides and I hurried to tuck them behind my back so Asmoded would not think I was losing control again. “When?” I asked instead, “What do you want me to do? I only did what I thought was right.”  

Asmoded sighed, his hand going up to massage the nubbed ridges that formed his brows. He looked tired, and I felt a pang of guilt. His mate was recovering in med bay, and I didn’t know how long I’d been down in the brig. Was Mandy up yet? Or was the captain now responsible for two healing humans? I muffled a growl. No, my mate was my responsibility, not his. I’d make him see that, when he let me out of here, I’d show him that.

“I don’t know,” Asmoded said eventually. “I need to think about this. You should have come to me for help right away. You risked Harper by not taking her to a doctor. But I understand how powerful that mating drive is. You still can’t see her, Mitnick. She needs time to recover.” 

Harper. Was that her name? I liked the sound of it very much; it sounded exactly right. I’d had almost an entire year already to get used to the dual beat of my living and mating hearts, and still, it startled me when my mating heart thumped harder, wilder. Adrenaline tingled through me, a battle readiness. Or maybe this was intended to prime me for mating, rather than fighting.

I met my captain’s eyes and forced myself to nod politely. “I understand,” I said, though I really didn’t. It was simple: she was my mate, and I needed to be at her side. But I knew that’s what he wanted to hear me say, so I said it. I would bide my time, I would find a way around this. Thinking out of the box was what I was good at. There had to be a way to be present for my mate, even if this stupid force field prevented me from being there in the flesh.

The Captain’s gaze was full of suspicion at my answer, but when he turned and started slithering from the room, his shoulders lowered. “Your mate is fine. She woke up and is now rapidly gaining strength. Don’t worry.” Then he was gone.

The concession surprised me, but I greedily soaked up any information about my mate. So she was awake at last, and she was doing well. Relieved at that news, I sank down on the cot at the back of the cell and contemplated my next move. Harper. Such a beautiful name as befitting my sleeping beauty, my little Novi. No longer asleep now, and I was dying to speak to her, to discover the color of her eyes. 

I touched the left side of my head where normally my visor and computer interface clipped to my skin and curved around my ear. With it, I could connect to any computer aboard the Varakartoom, and pull up every security feed. I also used it to control my drones, but the interface visor and drones had both been confiscated. They thought they’d tied my hands by doing that, but they were wrong. Now that I was fully in control of my instincts once more, I had many more options at my disposal.

I was not Ysathae, the gifted engineer who ran the Varakartoom’s engine room with a tight fist, but I knew every single blueprint of this ship by heart. I glanced at the walls that surrounded the brig and knew that I could access the force field and turn it off. That was going to have to wait unless I discovered that my mate was in danger.

The cameras then. I would start with those. I rose to my feet and flared out my wings, and under the guise of exercise, I quickly got to work. Accessing the right panel under the cover of a wing, setting up a loop for whoever was watching, and then I was in for real. Every camera on the ship at my fingertips.

It was the work of a moment to pull up the feeds for the med bay so I could get my first look at my mate while she was awake.


Chapter 3

Harper

I rolled to my side on the hospital bed and sighed as I looked around the room. It seemed interesting and inviting earlier, but after hours of staring at the walls, I was revising that opinion. It needed a more personal touch; all the doctor had were research projects and notes. Nothing that said anything about him, and I was supercurious now that I was feeling stronger.

What kind of alien was he? And how had Mandy gotten here? Had she gone through the same thing I had, or had she arrived in space of her own volition? She’d been by earlier to bring me breakfast and a stack of clothes. I was incredibly happy to get rid of the medical gown and wear something as normal as leggings and a shirt again. The clothes were comfy, and they made me feel like I was almost ready to step out of bed and have a look around.

Only the figure of Dravion, the tentacled doctor, kept me in bed. He’d warned me firmly that I was not ready to walk around yet, and he was in the glass room next door as he worked on something. He might notice it if I climbed out of bed and snuck away.

I wished someone was there to talk to me, or that I could at least have a book to read. Mandy said I was safe, but where was I? And were they going to take me back home? I didn’t like the not-knowing; curiosity was always my most powerful character trait. It’s why I’d settled on journalism at college; the profession fit me to a T.

The door swished open just as I was ready to make a break for it, and Mandy entered with a wide smile on her face. With my leg already over the edge of the bed, it was clear what I was up to, but she didn’t comment. “Hi, Harper! I figured you were ready to climb the walls, so I brought entertainment.” She waved a tablet-like thing in the air and I latched onto it eagerly.

She sat on the bed with me to show me how it worked, but it was intuitive and much the same as what I’d seen the aliens on the ship use before. There was a note-taking app and plenty of news feeds to browse. Mandy set me up with a stream of endless Aderian Medical dramas that she adored watching herself. Helpfully, she’d set the tablet to display everything to me in English so I could follow along. Now I suddenly had plenty to entertain myself with, but still no answers.

“Please, I feel so much better. Can we stop dancing around the truth? Where am I? Can I still go home? What’s going on?” My serious questions were met with a solemn gaze before she tilted her head and glanced over her shoulder at Dravion. To my surprise, the strange alien was standing (did you stand when you had tentacles instead of legs?) in the doorway to his research room. His arms crossed over his wide chest and a thoughtful look on his face. 

“Sure, I’ll answer your questions,” Mandy said when she looked back at me. “To start with: no, there’s no easy way to get home. And depending on when on Earth you lived, no way at all. What year was it? What do you remember last?” Her words caused an uneasy pit to open up in my stomach. When? What did that mean? How long had I been in a stasis pod? 

As it turns out, several hundred years at the very least. Just like the small woman sitting on the bed with me. She explained what she knew about a slaver ship that had managed to find Earth and steal thousands of humans before returning to the Zeta Quadrant. That ship had gotten lost, and over many years, only handfuls of humans had been recovered.

“Wow, you were an archaeologist? That’s so cool!” I asked when she casually mentioned her old life back on Earth. Mandy was older than I was, maybe early thirties. It made sense that she’d been deep in her career, while I’d just been starting mine. But even though I itched to ask her all about cool stories from her work, I needed to focus on what mattered. Where I was; she hadn’t told me that yet. 

“The Zeta Quadrant. It’s like, super far away from the Alpha Quadrant, and that’s where Earth is located,” Mandy answered. That made sense; Zeta and Alpha were completely opposite letters in the alphabet. I still couldn’t wrap my head around how far until Dravion helpfully pulled up a star chart on the tablet. He showed me how much time it would take a ship to travel from Earth to where we were. Several years, he said. 

“And this is the Varakartoom,” the doctor added kindly. “A mercenary vessel captained by Asmoded, home to the finest crew in the entire quadrant. Once you have recovered, we will take you to a sanctuary where you can live safely with other rescued humans.” Those words might be kind, but I didn’t like them one bit. That made me feel like I was going to get shunted off to some shelter and live the rest of my life in captivity. No thanks.

“And you?” I asked Mandy, “Are they taking you there, too?” A familiar face at my side would be nice, but I still wanted to dig up everything I could about this supposed sanctuary before I was willing to go there. The shuttered expression on Mandy’s face wasn’t helping much, it was clear that the mention of the sanctuary wasn’t inciting happy thoughts for her either. 

“No, I’m staying on the Varakartoom,” she said. “Asmoded is my mate, my husband, if you will. So the Varakartoom is my home now.” She gestured at the ship, then gave the doctor a warning glare that made him shove the tablet back in my hands and slither away. When the door shut behind him, she turned back to me and clasped my knee. “And if the sanctuary isn’t what you want, we will figure out something else, okay? There are options. I refuse to take your choices from you.”

She sat with me some more and at my request shared stories about the ship and its crew. Then she told me a little about the sanctuary, all in very neutral tones. She was clearly trying to be honest without influencing me before I’d seen it, but I could read between the lines. Mandy had been to this place, and she hadn’t liked it.

It shocked her when I just asked her why she disliked that place; her eyes grew wide in her pretty face. “Wow, you don’t pull any punches, do you?” When I shook my head, she sighed and glanced at where Dravion was hunched over his desk in the other room; he seemed oblivious to everything around him. His tentacles writhed softly against the ground, one twirling a pencil-shaped object casually like he was unaware he was even doing it.

“Okay, look. I’ll admit I didn’t enjoy my time there. The Kertinal took in thousands of humans, not the ones stolen from Earth, but an entire ship they rescued that came from the present time. And I just didn’t fit in well with all these modern humans. They were all people convicted of crimes they did; Earth nowadays executes everyone they find guilty, there are no prisons. Only, they lied, and they sell their convicts to other quadrants instead.”

That sounded horrifying and also frightening. To go to a ‘sanctuary’ to live with criminals was the last thing I wanted. That didn’t sound safe. Mandy instantly understood what I was thinking, and she rushed to reassure me. “Most of them are innocent. They all say that, but I believe it! The way they explained the Earth’s justice system these days makes me think it’s extremely unfair. Everyone was really nice, actually. It just bored me to death to live somewhere where everything was provided for me. I needed more.”

She left the med bay not long after, leaving me to rest, though I wasn’t tired. I had a lot to think about, my thoughts spinning with all this information. With my stomach full and water in a huge pitcher on the tray next to me, I settled back against the pillows. I needed to do some research on this tablet. There were news feeds that were going to be an excellent source, I hoped.

I searched for this human sanctuary on the Kertinal home world Ker. There was quite a lot of news about it, but none of it really told me much. It seemed these alien reporters were far more interested in how many there were, and the salacious circumstances of their arrival. I was starting to get frustrated when a page suddenly jumped open that showed me actual images of the sanctuary.

A utilitarian gray building surrounded by tall fences. It looked exactly like a prison until you looked a little closer. Then I noticed the flowerbeds that someone had been putting time and effort into, and I saw a mural in progress on one gray wall. There were simple explanations like “The human compound” and “Humans are creative creatures.” That was all.

There were pictures of the humans too, of my people, and they all looked healthy. Some were even smiling, and from the way people stood around outside together in one image, it looked to me like they were having a party. There were couples, people standing arm in arm, or embracing,  which the bylines noted with obvious curiosity. 

It made me smile; humans were so resilient. They had bounced back in that place, and while it didn’t look inviting, these pictures definitely made me feel like it wasn’t nearly as bad as it looked. I wanted to talk to them, hear what they thought about living there. I wondered if I could do that from aboard the ship, or if I’d need to visit them. 

That’s when I noticed the little blinking light at the bottom of the page and without thinking, I tapped it. A message window opened, and my eyes grew wide. Was it that simple? That seemed crazy. The next moment, dots appeared, blinking at me for a few seconds before they changed into words. “Hi, how are you?”

Guiltily, I looked over my shoulder at where Dravion was working, but he did not look up, completely engrossed in what he was doing. My fingers hovered over the symbols, wondering if I should reply. What if it was some kind of ad thing? It couldn’t possibly be a chat window for the human compound. Why would they do that?

The dots had turned into a string of symbols, a screen name maybe. Only some of it was legible and I thought it might say Nick was that their name? His name? Nick was a human name; could I have just stumbled onto someone else that easily? Pressing my tongue against the roof of my mouth, I hesitated only a second longer, and then I started typing back. It was just a chat window; it was just questions. What was the harm in that? If this Nick said anything creepy, I’d just leave. Simple as that.

*** 

Mitnick

Identifying myself by name in my username seemed stupid; if she mentioned it to Dravion or Mandy, they’d know it was me. If the Captain found out what I was up to, he’d be furious, again. But I didn’t want to lie to her. I wanted her to know me. She was my mate, there should only be truth between us. 

Harper was the perfect distraction, and it was easy to focus all my attention on her. Well, not all. It was not exactly simple to ‘type’ a message when I had no real keyboard to work with, but I managed with the tangle of cables and the circuitry I’d pulled from the wall. For a screen, I had hijacked the one on the wall across from my cell. It would hold work until someone came to bring me food or check on me, but I was counting on the fact that the Captain wanted to let me stew on things. There wouldn’t be any visitors for a while yet.

I narrowed my eyes at the distant screen. My vision was far sharper than a human, adapted to spot prey on the ground from high above. “Tell me about yourself,” she was demanding and I could picture her as sounding impatient, with her mouth pursed. I had the feeling that my mate was both inquisitive and driven. All her questions to me had been about the compound on Ker, and I knew very little of it. Only as much as the article with the pictures, I’d dug up and shown to her. The Kertinal government was keeping a tight lid on its location to keep the humans that lived there safe.

I bit my lip as I contemplated what to say. The truth, but how much could I reveal? If she learned I was in the brig right now, that might make her end the conversation, and I did not want that. I settled for telling her I worked with computers and that I loved to fly. That was a normal response, wasn’t it?

She replied with a flurry of words, a story about how she’d once taken a flight above the Grand Canyon and nearly thrown up because the ‘chopper’ was so noisy. I hurried to assure her that flying with me would be nothing like that. I would never allow her to puke if I took her up into the air. The idea of flying with her was exciting; it made my crest rise fiercely, and my wings ache to take off. I’d take good care of her. A Mithrakon in flight was a near silent, skilled winged apex predator. She would be the safest, happiest creature in the entire galaxy when I took her into the skies.

Time passed too quickly when I talked with her, words coming easier and easier as the two of us conversed. We spoke about the human compound first, then she asked me to explain the Zeta Quadrant and I did my best to outline all the major players, the crimelords, the empires in power. I didn’t want to cut our conversation short, but I had to hide the evidence of what I was up to when dinner time started to roll around.

Dinner was brought by Jaxin, the Weapon Master of the ship. The Rummicaron male was always easygoing and rarely without his portable cannon, which he called Bex. To see him carrying in a tray made me uneasy. This was a task for a simple grunt, not one of the ship’s officers, even if I was one of the Varakartoom’s officers. I would have expected to see Tas or Flack. I had hoped it would be Thatcher, our lone human male, so I could question him for information on what human females liked.

“I see you’re calmer,” Jaxin said when he stopped in front of the force field that locked my cell. That was just appearances. I’d already worked on the shield so that I could disable it at a moment’s notice. Right now, I didn’t want to break out when I knew that Harper was okay. I would get to know her first, and then approach her when the Captain let me out. No need to anger him further.

I raised an eyebrow and flicked up the crest of feathers on my head, their brown and red tips slapping against the metal wall at my back. Jaxin huffed, “You’re going to stay put while I open this?” I nodded, and he lowered the force field to put the tray of food down on the floor inside my cell. He expected me to move, but I stayed put, not even getting up to grab the food. 

It smelled good, it always did because our chef Brace was a fantastic cook, but I wanted him to think I was no threat. He cocked his head to the side, his huge maw stretching wide to display his many teeth. “Hmm, I was expecting more of a fight. Aren’t you eager to get to your mate in med bay?” He looked around the brig in suspicion, dark eyes lingering on the metal panels closest to where the control panel for the force field was located. Clever of him, but I’d covered my tracks.

“That would achieve nothing,” I said coolly, though my mating heart pounded fiercely. I did want to go to Harper. I wanted to hold her in my arms, I wanted to tell her she was mine, and I wanted to take her flying. Now that I’d calmed down, and talking with her had helped with that, I knew that I had to play the long game. I had to convince Asmoded that I had control of myself, and that I was safe to leave the brig. An escape attempt would land me in more hot water, and that wouldn’t help Harper.

Jaxin’s grin grew wider. “It wouldn’t,” he agreed with me. “But when we’re ruled by mating instincts, we aren’t always rational.” The way he said that made me sit forward; my curiosity piqued. Was he talking from experience? Jaxin had been on the Varakartoom longer than I had been, and I’d never seen him with a lady friend for more than a night of fun. Some of the crew had a girlfriend in port they returned to each time, but not him.

Rising to my feet, I flared out my wings before settling them against my back again. “I wasn’t before, but I am now.” He didn’t believe me, and I realized I’d balled my fists at my sides. Forcing them to relax took a moment, but then I calmly stalked to the food and returned with it to the cot. “I am in control.”

“I see that,” Jaxin agreed again, but his eyes were still full of suspicion. If he was here to assess my threat level, he wasn’t going to give positive advice yet to Asmoded. How did I convince him? I feared that only time would make them more amendable. I was a cool, reasonable person, but Mithrakon were notoriously territorial and possessive with their mates. They wouldn’t know that my behavior was normal, well within the species’ parameters. Mithrakon weren’t native to the Zeta Quadrant any more than humans were.

“Want my advice?” Jaxin said, already half-turned to leave but clearly decided to share some last-minute information. I flicked up my crest again, and he laughed, “The whole ‘she’s mine, I claim her’ thing? That’s not what Asmoded wants to hear. Humans don’t work that way. Makes them feel like possessions and all that…” He rolled his beady black eyes, his snout wrinkling in distaste. “So emotional.”

Rummicaron had no feelings, or rather, they worked hard to eradicate them as they matured. Some were better at it than others. Jaxin could act warm and friendly for a guy with that many teeth. Most Rummicaron had no understanding of what mating was truly like, what love was, or caring. They tended to be cool and analytical, and if emotions did get hold of them, it was sooner anger or vengeance.

“You need to make it clear you will respect her boundaries. Right now, everyone thinks that letting you out of the brig means you’ll swoop down on med bay to steal her away.” He didn’t wait to hear my reply, but stalked from the brig without a backward glance; he’d said his piece, and now he was done with me.  

Right now, I wasn’t so sure that if I had the chance, I wouldn’t do exactly that. That’s why I’d left the force field up, a barrier for my instincts should they overtake me. But I ached for her, my body tense with desire and a sustained adrenaline rush that made my muscles primed and ready for action. To protect, to pleasure, and yes, to steal her if that’s what seemed right. It felt very right to do that.

With a sigh, I planted myself firmly back on the cot and focused on my food. Brace would be offended if I didn’t eat what he’d prepared, and I didn’t want to hurt my friend’s feelings. The only reason I could restrain myself this much was because I knew she was just a chat message away. Just a few yanks and twists of the cables and I was back in the med bay with her through the cameras.


Chapter 4

Harper

Twirling a lock of hair around my finger, I grinned at the screen cradled in my lap and contemplated my answer. It was quiet inside the med bay because Dravion had stepped out for a while. He said he was making rounds, and I wondered what other patients he had aboard the spaceship. I was sitting on my bed, legs crossed, and humming while I thought. 

Nick and I had been talking nonstop. Well, if he was online, that was. Sometimes he had to sign off quickly, it always coincided with mealtimes. Or when it got late in the evening and I’d just started to yawn. Mandy showed up to talk with me and keep me company, but I enjoyed chatting with Nick so much that I was almost eager to see her go most of the time.

I definitely had a crush on him. He was just so clever, and he never told me I couldn’t know something. Not that I could verify what he told me, but he always pulled up news articles or papers for me to peruse on whatever subject we’d breached. Thanks to him, I was starting to feel like I had a better grasp of this situation and the quadrant.

It sucked that I’d been kidnapped, abducted. I shuddered to even think about that first week I’d been woken from stasis, anything Batok-related I just wanted to avoid. This was why I’d already collated a huge file on the crimelord; I was all about facing my fears, or at least arming myself with information. And Nick had helped with that.

“And now you’re starting to get naughty, aren’t you, my friend?” I mused out loud, still staring at his question. He’d typed: if I asked you on a date, what would you like to do? A date… He’d tried to make it sound hypothetical, but I didn’t buy it. He was interested, and we hadn’t even seen a picture of each other. Online dating was the most normal thing to me, but I wondered how that worked in outer space with aliens. That I hadn’t dared to ask my friend yet. 

I’d been taking too long to answer, and I saw dots appear, which meant he was composing another message. I expected him to backtrack, to tell me to forget about it, instead he was making a statement. “I’d take you flying,” he said. “Show you the stars and the skies, and I’d hold you close to me the entire time, safe. Then I’d lay out a picnic, and cuddle with you to keep warm.”

I was smiling widely, enjoying the fantasy, and eagerly watching for more dots. “I’d kiss you if you’d let me,” he typed. My heart rate soared as I tried to imagine that, but it was hard when I didn’t know how he looked. Not that it really mattered; I would probably still like him if I discovered he wasn’t a cover model. I had adored our conversations too much not to give him a shot. He could still be an alien too. I hadn’t asked him if he was actually human, but he had known more about the human sanctuary than any source I could dig up.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard as I tried to formulate a reply, my body tingling. I was happy, I realized, which was odd considering what I’d been through. My grandma always did say that I bounced back fast, but it felt more like my time in the vault, the slow starving, was ages ago. It was, a year had passed while I’d been in stasis, but I’d been asleep all that time, it shouldn’t feel like that. 

“Ah, happy feelings. My favorite,” a dark voice said so suddenly that I jerked and nearly tumbled from the bed. The tablet fell onto the blanket beside me while I tried to detangle my legs and focus on who’d just walked into the med bay. A complete stranger, an alien, and he didn’t look like a nice one. His voice made me think of a certain potions teacher from one of my favorite series; dark, menacing, with a hint of derision.

The guy was big, bald, and a gleaming silvery gray. He wore black, as all the crew members on the ship did, but on him, it looked extra intimidating. His entire appearance put me on edge, and while I made myself get up and stand next to the bed to face him, I took in the rest of his odd appearance.

His arms were bare, and I could see markings gleaming beneath the surface of his skin, not quite readable, not quite there. They looked like some alien script but hinted just enough at coincidental curves to be natural. His eyes were dark pools of which I couldn’t define the color, and something like quicksilver was curling around his hip and slithering up over his chest. Tendrils that fanned out and reshaped in strange, organic forms.

He was offering me a sardonic smile, hinting at a sharp fang in one corner of his mouth, the other hidden. Everything about him made my skin crawl and though he was handsome, with a firm jaw and killer cheekbones, I could not imagine ever finding this guy approachable. From the corner of my eye, I spotted the shape that smoothly glided into the med bay behind him. 

Entirely silver, shimmering brightly in the light, the creature was shaped like a dog with a jackal-like snout and large ears. It moved too fluidly, in such an uncanny way that it seemed it had no joints. As I watched, that hound settled on its haunches and its body seemed to melt and reform. No longer was I staring at a hound, but at something that resembled a great big cat, a silver panther.

“Who are you?” I demanded, filled with suspicion. My eyes flicked from the really weird shapeshifting creature to the big gray alien with his piercing, angry eyes. If anyone carried secrets, it was this guy, and I felt a first tingle of curiosity. What kind of alien was he? What was his role on the ship? And what did he want from me? 

The alien stalked to where I stood with no respect for my personal space. Trapping me against the edge of the cot while his smile grew into something even more sinister. From the corner of my eye, I could read the messages popping up on my tablet, one after the other. “Are you okay? Harper? What’s going on? Talk to me!?” Nick was worried, he wasn’t the only one, I was getting pretty worried about this guy too.  

Happy feelings? I wasn’t feeling any of those now. Fear, yes. That was definitely a healthy dose of fear skittering up my spine and curdling in my belly. I had never met a guy more terrifying, and that was saying something because I’d dealt with an eight-foot-tall blue ice beast, a doctor with tentacles, and yesterday Mandy had introduced me to her Naga mate, half-snake half-man.  

In comparison, this guy looked much more human, if you discounted the weird gray skin. Yet, he seemed the most alien creature I’d ever met. It was all in his eyes and his weird shapeshifting pet. More silver was slithering over his chest and melting down his arms; it curled over his fists like a strange, liquid armor. I had the feeling that he was on the edge of an attack.

“That’s better,” he drawled, pleased with my response. “Fear always tastes so good, don’t you think?” I wasn’t sure if he asked me that question or directed it at his alien pet. Not until I saw the creature shift into a longer upright position beside him, like a lemur or a meerkat.

It got almost tall enough to reach my chest, and then it opened its silver mouth to display rows of needle-like teeth. I didn’t mean to, but a squeak of fear escaped. Instinctively, I pressed myself back against the bed. I regretted that I’d decided to face him rather than put that bed between us for safety. Now, I had nowhere to run. “What do you want from me?” I demanded, injecting bravery into my voice that I didn’t feel.

The gray alien smirked, revealing both sharp fangs like he was a vampire or something. I felt empty, hollow, beneath that dark look; it felt like he was tasting my fear and pulling it out of me. Draining me somehow, though he wasn’t touching me anywhere, and neither was his creepy pet.  

“Want? Nothing from you, human,” he said derisively. His head tilted at an angle, dark eyes glancing away from me to the corner of the room. I wanted to keep my gaze on him at all times, but it was instinct to flick my eyes along his gaze to see what he was looking at. Was that the blinking light of a camera in the corner? “Stand really still,” he ordered, his gaze returning to me. “This won’t hurt a bit.”  

Those ominous words were followed by a sharp lean of his torso toward me and instead of staying still, I threw myself back. I flinched away from him and collapsed onto the bed. His arms came down around me, bracketing me against the mattress; I kicked out with a foot and caught him square in the chest with a scream. “Stay away! Don’t touch me!” I yelled.  

I rolled, trying to get out from beneath him, but everything was spinning around me. This was more than just fear; I felt so empty, so drained, that I could barely lift my arms as I threw myself off the bed on the other side. I struggled to push myself up on my hands and knees and looked over my shoulder the entire time. The creepy guy was stalking around the cot to come at me again. “I said, stay still,” he warned me, shaking his head and tssking like I was some kind of misbehaving student.

Too weak, my limbs shaking, I gave up on getting to my feet and rolled onto my back to scrabble away with flailing hands and feet. I didn’t know what to do or how to call for help. Didn’t anyone hear us? Where was Dravion, or Mandy? Though I had never met Nick, I was suddenly desperate for him, too.

My thoughts of aid seemed to have summoned something. One moment, this creep was still stalking toward me, his awful pet prowling on four legs at his side, jaw gaping wide open like it intended to eat me. The next? I was staring at a writhing mass of limbs and feathers, silver and gold, as they clashed in a vicious, violent battle. 

A roaring, growling noise filled the air. It rattled my bones and made my teeth click together from its intensity. The sound should have been terrifying, but all I could feel was relief. Not only was that creepy gray guy no longer stalking me, but his pet was gone, and the weakness that pervaded me had lifted.

Rising to shaky feet, I tried to take stock of the situation, utterly confused by what I was watching. The gray guy was no longer gray, but entirely silver like his creature had been. His opponent was a blur as they fought, moving uncannily fast. I saw wings; big, with bloodred tips and pearly white feathers. I could make neither heads nor tails of his shape, but he was definitely alien and really pissed. 

“Harper, over here!” Mandy yelled. I glanced over my shoulder, and only barely managed to rip my eyes away from the fighting pair. She stood in the door opening to the med bay, her huge, black-scaled mate protectively hovering in front of her. She waved with an arm to urge me over, but the Captain was not allowing her to move any closer. On her other side stood the doctor with a worried expression.

I had to climb over the cot to get around the two combatants, then pressed my back against the wall to sidle carefully around the room. They seemed oblivious to anything around them, focused on fighting each other. I could not risk getting caught up in that; they would flatten me in a heartbeat.

I didn’t draw breath until I reached the doorway, shuddering with a relieved sigh when Mandy pulled me into her arms for a tight hug. “Are you okay?” she asked me. But I didn’t know. How was anyone okay after that?

The med bay became oddly silent, and I turned to look at the fighters in time to see my winged rescuer take the upper hand. The gray one, now silver, lay sprawled on his back, his arms limp at his sides. While the other was straddling him, huge wings spread wide behind him. He raised a fist and then slammed it into the silver-covered face of the other one, but he was no longer growling.

Golden skin, human but just a bit more alien than a simple, deep tan. One arm was covered with dark tattoos in a primal, primitive pattern; they curved over his thick, bulky biceps and down a veined forearm. His hair was red, as was a neat beard that curved along his jaw, but from his skull also rose a mohawk of feathers. Brown, white, and red, it was a fantastic display of colors, and I was instantly reminded of an exotic bird. A mating display or a threatening one.

Then he turned his head, glancing from his downed opponent to me with unerring accuracy. Deep tigerite eyes with a huge pupil and a wild, utterly feral look. That looked seared me, like it burrowed inside me through my eyes, and settled deep in my soul. A bridge, a connection.

His shoulders started to lower, the snarl dropping from his mouth to transform into something more peaceful. And then the guy beneath him shifted an arm and his attention snapped back to his foe, a growl rattling from his big, muscled chest. “Mitnick! Stand down. That’s an order!” Asmoded shouted when he raised his fist again. He shook as he paused mid-swing, but that fist grew tighter.

“Mitnick?” I mouthed, glancing from this huge, winged, and muscle-bound alien to the tablet, still lying precariously on the edge of my bed. My Nick?


Chapter 5

Mitnick

The day slavers had taken me captive had been one of the most terrifying days of my life. The fear I felt when I saw the Sineater stalk into med bay was far worse. He was a loose cannon, a feeder, and he always seemed to follow his own agenda. He might be the Captain’s Second-in-Command, but to everyone, it always seemed like he was only following orders because he felt like it, not because that was the only option.

Seeing Sin and his symbiont corner Harper, rattled my instincts beyond my control. I had just enough coherency when I heard her scream through the camera feeds, to disable the force field. The race through the ship to reach the med bay was a blur, my hearts pounding and my body flushing with adrenaline in preparation for a fight.  

I careened into the med bay without any awareness of who else might be there. I had eyes only for my pretty Harper, sprawled on her back in the corner, and the Sineater looming over her. Then the fight was on. I was not facing two opponents, but one as the coward let his symbiont flow over his skin to make him impervious to any strike. Any strike except the really hard blows, and I had plenty of those to give. Nobody touched my mate.  

Battle rage was everything; it clouded my vision, my thoughts. I was aware of my mate shuffling to safety and felt torn in two by the desire to snatch her up and whisk her away, and the desire to kill the bastard beneath my fists. My knuckles ached from each strike to his metal-tough skin, the protective shell of his symbiont shattering the fine bones in my hands. I did not care about the pain, the damage, all I wanted was to kill the Sineater for scaring my Harper.

I was pummeling him into oblivion, but I could not stop myself. It was a sound she made that pulled me back from the brink, my vision clouded by darkness until I turned and met her gaze. My thoughts spun and whirled as I stared into her sky-blue eyes. That was her, my other half, my mate. I had to protect her at all costs, I had to keep her safe. 

Then Sin twitched and my battle rage surged again. He was the threat, I had to end him. I had to repay him for every bruise she might have gotten when she fell. I distantly heard the Captain’s command, I heard the racing footsteps, but I remained focused on the Sineater beneath my fists.

His eye rolled open, the other swollen shut even through the protection of his symbiont. A glint in that look chilled me to the core; that was satisfaction. Half my brain fought for control, for rational thought, so it could decipher why the Sineater was happy he was getting his ass handed to him. The other half only cared about making him pay. 

I heard those booted feet as they pounded across the floor toward me; at least five pairs. My wings snapped against my back as I leaped up to face them, my boot catching Sin in the stomach for a final, hard kick. I roared, wings spreading in a threatening display as several crewmates piled on top of me to restrain me.

Red skin for the twins, Solear and Aramon, their feral grins matching my mood. Jaxin was there with a stunner that he pressed into my ribs; it shuddered electricity through my veins but I shook it off. My hands snapped out to catch his wrist and break it. I was pretty sure Thatcher and Tas were there too, but that all became a blur as they piled onto me and brought me to the floor. I roared, I bucked, and I fought. They were not my friends today; they were the enemy.

All their weight combined was too much, even for my mating-heat-fueled rage. I collapsed beneath them, trashing and struggling, but thoroughly pinned. My thoughts spun to Harper, fixating on her now that my options were taken from me. She stood not far away, held by another female and shielded by the long, scaly body of a Naga. Was she in danger? I bucked harder and then flinched and subsided when her eyes grew larger and she took a step back. Did she fear me? Didn’t she know that I was protecting her? That I would never harm her? 

“Calm the fuck down, Mitnick!” Asmoded roared. “She is safe. Can’t you see you’re frightening the females?” Shame washed over me at those words. He was right, Mandy and Harper stood behind him, huddled together like frightened little Ifrae.

“Hey, speak for yourself!” Mandy snapped, “But he’s right. Calm down, Mitnick, this isn’t helping anybody. Least of all you, or Harper.” The captain’s mate shot me a fierce glare and turned her back on me and the still-heaving, struggling pile of crewmates on top of me. My wings were awkwardly twisted behind my back, several knees pinned each arm to the floor, and I could sense the cool metal of the stunner against the back of my skull.

I flattened my crest in dejection, giving Harper a helpless, pleading look. Her blue eyes narrowed, her brow lowering as she frowned. “Hang on, this guy is called Mitnick?” she demanded. She stepped away from Mandy and planted her hands on her hips to pierce me with a glare, but that glare shifted to include all the guys holding me in place. I was no longer struggling, having collapsed against the floor instead, but they weren’t letting me go. 

“Yes,” Asmoded said, “Unfortunately, my Communication Specialist is currently not his normal, cool and rational self. But that is indeed Mitnick.” The captain gave me a look filled with condemnation that made me want to wither inside. I’d lost all control when I saw the Sineater with my mate. It had looked so much to me like he was attacking her. He was attacking her; I wasn’t mistaken about that. I growled, twisting my head to glare at his still prone form to the left. 

“Stop that,” Harper said sharply, and I jerked my head back to look at her, the growl instantly halting in my throat. My hearts pounded, my chest ached, and my fists were in complete agony, but that didn’t matter. She looked at me, she was talking to me. The urge to please her was all-consuming. 

“Are you Nick?” she asked, and that was like a splash of cold water. Finally, it felt like my rational side was back in full control. She called me by the name she’d mistakenly picked up from our chats, and she sounded like she felt just a tad betrayed by this. Mates spoke nothing but the truth; I knew that rule. So I gave her a nod, my eyes locked on her face as I pleaded silently with her to understand. I had not deceived her: she could call me Nick, I liked it.

“Take him back to the brig,” Asmoded ordered, his hand slashing through the air roughly. “It does not appear that he has cooled down sufficiently.” Everything in me rebelled against that order, but now that I was back in control, I knew that fighting them would net me nothing. It would just get my friends hurt, my mate scared, and then I’d still end up in the brig. There were many more of them than there were of me.

I glanced at where the Sineater still lay sprawled on the floor. His symbiont no longer covered all his skin, and it had healed the black eye I’d given him. In the shape of a hound native to his home world Talac, it sat licking its chops and casually grooming non-existent fur. Sin was still prone, but he caught my glance and winked. I knew instantly that he’d done this on purpose; he had instigated the fight because he knew I’d been watching Harper. 

I slumped against the deck in defeat. Now all the facts were out, and I felt this sense of doom hanging over my head. Had I angered the captain so much that he might kick me off the ship? What would happen to Harper if that was my fate? And what was she thinking right now, now that she knew she had been talking to an alien and a prisoner?

“Wait, back to the brig? Why was he imprisoned? What did he do?” Harper’s voice said loudly, a note of indignation in her tone. I tilted my head along the cool floor to watch her and felt this rush of warmth at the sight of her with her hands on her hips, squaring off against Asmoded without fear. She was so cute, and she was so very brave too. I was full of admiration for how she stood up to one of the most notorious mercenary captains in the entire quadrant. 

Asmoded was a good male, I knew he would not harm her for being that bold. Answer her? I doubted it, but he wouldn’t let her come to harm. I fully expected him to turn and leave, certain his orders were going to be carried out, and explanations to a surprise guest be damned. Of course, our captain was not the same male he was a few weeks ago, not now that he had a human mate and his long-lost son returned to him. Nobody would dare to call him sentimental to his face, let alone soft, but he was definitely kinder now.

“He broke the rules,” Asmoded said coolly, and then he caught a glance from his mate. Mandy was at his side, her hand in his while she casually leaned against his biceps with her cheek. He’d curled the tip of his long tail up and draped it over her shoulders and down between her breasts in an intimate hug, very casual about displaying his affection for her. I felt a sharp pang of envy, and my eyes shot back to Harper; I wanted that with her.

The Captain sighed, then glared at me and all the crew members still holding me pinned to the ground. Harper gave me a look, inquisitive, inviting me to answer if he wasn’t going to. I wanted to, but the Captain’s glare made me bite my tongue.

“He’s locked up because he stole you from a crimelord’s vault, and then he hid you on our ship without telling anyone.” The answer didn’t come from the Captain but from Sin. He rose fluidly to his feet and, with his hands clasped behind his back, silently walked closer to where I lay, his shiny black boots filling my vision. “That’s right. Isn’t it, Mitnick? You rescued her, and then you didn’t want anyone to take her away from you, so you kept her a secret. And we don’t keep secrets on this ship.”

I bared my teeth at him and growled; what was this bastard up to? Why was he so set on antagonizing me? Was he that starved for the negative emotions? I couldn’t imagine because aggression and anger were plenty to be found on a ship like this. Stars, he just needed to go to the mess hall and hang out with Brace to get his fill of darkness.

“Shut up, Sin,” Asmoded barked. “You’re not on my good side yet, either. Get out of here, relieve Flack on the bridge.” The words made Sin glide away on silent feet, his symbiont morphing as it trotted after him. It took on the form of a smaller Sune Fantreal, with a long, tufted tail swishing through the air behind it; it was the epitome of frustration. 

The others took his exit as a cue to haul me upright, and I went willingly. Aramon and Solear were on my left, and one of them pinned my arm to my back. Jaxin and Tas on my right, and I could feel the barrel of that stunner, now held by Thatcher, pressed beneath my wings into the small of my back. They weren’t taking any chances as they forced me to start walking.

“Hey! Wait! Are you saying he’s the one that rescued me?” I heard Harper exclaim from behind me. I wanted to twist my head to look at her over my shoulder, but Thatcher ruthlessly slammed his palm into my jaw to make me face forward. “It was him that saved me from that vault? Why are you punishing him for that? That was a good thing…” her voice trailed off the further away we got. My hearing was not nearly as good as my sight, and I could not pick out the answer Mandy gave her. 

“You’re an idiot,” Jaxin muttered when we rounded a corner and started for the nearest elevator that would take us to the deck with the brig. I didn’t reply but glanced at his wrist, which I remembered breaking. He was oblivious to the pain, but he’d let go of my arm to stride casually at my side. His words made Aramon laugh loudly, elbowing his silent twin with a wide grin.

“Yeah, that’s for sure. You’re no better than Thar’oc and the Captain. Losing your damn head over a piece of ass.” His words were designed to antagonize me, that’s what Aramon liked to do, push buttons. It worked. I growled, jerking in their grip to snap my teeth at his face, battle rage surging that I barely managed to reel back in.

“You do not talk about Harper that way!” I said, my crest sharply rising on my head in a threatening display. One that Aramon completely disregarded for another wild, feral grin. He was enjoying this situation, and you’d think that meant he enjoyed the suffering of others, but I had a feeling he just liked chaos; he thrived on it. 

“You don’t poke an angry Grolarnx with a sore tooth, Aramon. How many times do I have to tell you that?” Jaxin said. We’d reached the brig, and they pushed me into the cell, then took in the chaos I’d left behind in my mad rush to get to Harper. I’d been so convinced she was in terrible danger that I had not cleaned up the evidence of my spying. The wall was opened, and many cables dangled out, twisted together in intricate fashion to allow me to control the force field, the screen, and a data stream that had allowed me to chat with Harper.

“Well then,” Jaxin drawled with a hint of amusement that he was not supposed to be able to feel. “You’ve been a naughty one. I see we need to take more drastic measures.” I bit my tongue, disappointed, but I was certain I’d come up with something new. They wrangled me to my knees, and then Thatcher brought out some chains with which they locked my hands behind my back. I hissed as they touched my broken fingers and swollen knuckles, but nobody offered any sympathy.  

None of them bothered to clean up my mess of cables, leaving it hanging temptingly to my left. The force field hummed when it was engaged, and then they left me. Only Jaxin paused just before he exited, glancing over his shoulder with his dark eyes. “You know, there has to be a better way to court a mate… I heard humans like chocolate.”  

That almost did sound like he was trying to give me advice, not just mocking me for how I’d bungled this again. “Sorry about the wrist, Jaxin,” I called after him, but there was no response. Left alone, I sat on my knees and appraised my options. The screen was still running, allowing me to view the med bay, that was a blessing. Only Harper wasn’t there.  


Chapter 6

Harper

“Let’s take a walk,” Mandy said. She hooked her arm through my mine and turned me away from the med bay. I didn’t miss how she shared a telling look with her mate. The huge, impressive male gave her a nod and slithered off after dropping a quick kiss on her forehead. I could still hear the many booted feet fading as they thumped down the hallway with Nick. To take him back to the brig. 

I was still trying to wrap my head around everything that had happened. The scary intimidation and what had definitely felt like an attack from that creepy gray/silver guy. Followed by Mitnick showing up to protect me and then the discovery that he was Nick, the guy I’d been chatting with for two days straight. 

All the revelations that had followed were a bit dazzling and, on top of that, I couldn’t get his face out of my head. He was nothing like what I’d been imagining, which truthfully had been a cute, but kind of nerdy human. This guy was a warrior, and he was very alien with all the feathers and the massive wings. My belly swooped just thinking about him and the long, smoldering glances he’d given me. I’d kiss you if you’d let me. That was the last thing he’d typed to me before we’d suddenly, violently met in the flesh.

I couldn’t shake the thought that he’d lied to me by not correcting my assumption that he was human and that his name was Nick. I needed to read through our chats again to see if I’d ever said it to him; if I’d made it obvious that I’d thought that and he hadn’t bothered to correct me. It felt a little like I’d had the rug pulled out from under me, but he was the one who had rescued me from the creep. He’d broken out of prison to do it even, and a girl couldn’t help but appreciate that kind of dedication.

“Where are we going?” I asked Mandy. I needed to shake off all these whirling thoughts and focus on the ship; I was finally able to see more than just the med bay. This was my chance to satisfy some of my curiosity, but my heart wasn’t in it. It was still hung up on Mitnick. On his shockingly proud and handsome face, his warrior physique, and the violence he’d utilized on my behalf.

My companion was half a head smaller than me, but you wouldn’t notice that from the way she walked. Confident, totally owning the place. The hallways were all dark and gloomy, they looked exactly the same, twisting and turning. The only difference each time was the number of doorways that lined it. I couldn’t tell direction by now, lost after just a few twists and turns. Mandy looked right at home in them, navigating in some uncanny fashion that I was certain couldn’t just be memorization.

“I thought we’d have a cup of tea in the mess hall. Brace will probably whip up some cookies for us.” Mandy pointed ahead, “We just take the elevator up one deck and we’ll be there. It’s not much further. How are you doing? Not tired yet?” She was still worried I’d collapse at any second, and I was so sick of being treated like I was fragile. 

“Nope, I’m totally fine. Please, I can’t go back into the med bay…” I’d snatched up my tablet before we left, and that meant there was nothing there I needed. Just walls that were driving me crazy, a bad recollection of getting trapped, and feeling drained from that creep’s presence.

Mandy gave me a piercing look as we stood in the elevator, but nodded.

“Yeah, I can imagine.” I wasn’t sure what she was thinking, but I suspected it had more to do with the attack than my health, though. “I just want to make sure you’re okay. You were in stasis for a year while you healed… That’s a really long time. Dravion was worried you might have stasis sickness.” I was pretty sure I didn’t, and hadn’t I been in stasis for three hundred years before that? Why did one more year matter? 

“Why was I in there that long?” I asked, flashing back to how the silver asshole had declared that Mitnick had kept me hidden all that time. He’d implied that he’d done that because he wanted to keep me, that it was something nefarious. I couldn’t believe that. He’d saved me, twice. First from the vault, and then from that asshole. I could forgive a lot of things because of that. That realization made me feel better, I’d still check the chats, but I’d forgive him for not correcting me on his name.

Mandy didn’t reply immediately because we’d just reached the mess hall. In the silence, I could get a good look at the place, but to my disappointment, it looked exactly as I expected the mess hall on a spaceship to look. A square room with metal tables and chairs scattered throughout. There was a big view screen on one wall that displayed some kind of statistics. A long bank of screens sat on the other wall that showed nothing but stars; kind of like they were windows looking out into space.

The third wall held a long bar with a metal rolling hatch closed almost entirely; someone had left just a small gap at the bottom. I suspected the kitchen was on the other side of that hatch and tantalizing scents were wafting from it. My stomach rumbled and my mouth went dry. I wanted food right away, and water too. After going for weeks with only small handouts, I struggled to control the impulse to make demands.

“Dravion says that Mitnick actually did the right thing by keeping you under that long,” Mandy finally answered. “You were very weak, dying. It took a long time to restore you back to health. Dravion is an amazingly gifted doctor. Mitnick is a Communication Specialist.” I raised an eyebrow, and Mandy laughed and added, “Fine, he’s basically a hacker.”

“Point is,” she continued while steering me to a table to sit down, “Mitnick has no medical background, but he still did the best he could. Dravion would have healed you faster, but he’d have still used stasis to keep you stable. It would have taken months, not a year, but you definitely had it rough.”

“Then why is everyone so mad that he did that? I turned out fine.” I was grateful when Mandy placed a tall glass of water in front of me before returning to the bar to ask for tea. I wasn’t sure if she was talking to a machine or a person; there certainly was no reply, but moments later two steaming cups slid from beneath the cracked hatch.

She sat down with her cup and folded her hands around it with a sigh. “Because he hid you. I think, considering the timing, he did that because he feared you’d be taken to another ship with more humans. When he found you, the Varakartoom’s crew was escorting a human and her mate to a Kertinal planet. They would definitely have insisted on taking you with them.”  

I tilted my head as I considered that, but I didn’t get it. I got how it made sense that the human would take me with her if she knew about me; that part seemed logical. That’s what I’d do too if I discovered a sick girl. We had to take care of each other in the Zeta Quadrant, so far away from Earth. But why would that matter to Mitnick? We didn’t know each other yet…

A ding sounded from near the hatch and Mandy perked up. “Oh, that was fast! Thank you, Brace!” She leaped up to jog back to the counter, and I discovered a plate filled with pastries had appeared. They were all in funky colors: red, purple, green, and topped with a white powder that looked suspiciously like powdered sugar. My mouth watered at the sweet, fruity smells that wafted to me when Mandy put the plate on the table.

“Dig in. I bet you’re already hungry again.” She grinned cheekily and patted her flat stomach. “Me too. I’m still recovering from a round of healing as well. Asmoded insists I eat every hour.” She smiled even wider, clearly smitten by her man. It must be very nice to have a guy who cared that much and to have that kind of support. My mind flashed again to Mitnick, the Nick I’d been talking with for two days. He seemed like that kind of guy, but what did I know? 

As I ate, Mandy regaled me with her story about how she got on this ship, and how she’d fallen for her captain. It was a story similar to mine; she’d also been kidnapped from Earth. But she’d been kidnapped a second time from the human sanctuary on Ker and then managed to escape to hide on this ship. She’d recently gotten injured when she’d ended up in the vacuum of space without appropriate gear. The whole concept made me shudder with revulsion; that sounded so terrifying.

After I’d polished off the last pastry, three for me, only one for Mandy, I brought the conversation back to what I really wanted to know. “Why is Mitnick so interested in me? He wouldn’t have hidden me from that other human if he didn’t want to keep me around. So why do that? What does he want from me?”  

Mandy froze in her seat at my question; she wasn’t sure how to answer me, even though my instincts told me she knew. The longer she waffled, the more nervous I got. Was this a good thing or a bad thing? I still didn’t know so much about space, about the aliens out there.

“Ah, blazing suns! Just spit it out, Mandy,” a gruff voice growled behind the kitchen’s hatch. I nearly jumped out of my seat at the unexpected interruption. I twisted around to stare, but I couldn’t figure out if there was a person standing behind the hatch or not. Maybe there was a shadow? It all seemed dark on the other side.

“Really, Brace? Now you talk? What is it with meddling males today?” Mandy said the last words as an afterthought almost, like she muttered that last bit to herself. What meddling males was she talking of? Mitnick? This new guy Brace?  

“He thinks you’re his mate, female,” the gruff voice snapped in a deep, angry tone. Then the hatch slammed shut with violent force, clearly indicating his exit from our conversation. He left me reeling, confused, and oddly excited. Mate? I’d read an article about that, one I’d dug up myself, rather than one Nick had shown me. I’d gotten curious after Mandy had introduced me to hers. Having a mate was like marriage to many aliens out there, and it was a biological drive, an instant recognition for most of them. So he thought I was his one and only?

The thoughts should frighten me, but they just made my body grow warm and caused a hint of arousal to curl through my bloodstream. My thoughts pulled up images of Mitnick’s huge body; his bare chest so heavily packed with muscle, the primal tattoos on his arm. His alien but handsome face. Even picturing the feral look in his eyes when he fought… They all just made me want him.  

Ignoring Mandy as she attempted to explain that I wasn’t under any obligation and that I was safe, I pulled out my tablet and scrolled to the chats. I fervently hoped he was online, or whatever it was called, in space, but my hopes were instantly dashed when I saw no red blinking light.

He wasn’t there, I couldn’t ask him what was going on, and it still felt to me like his information was the only one I could really trust. Not that I didn’t like Mandy, and I was certain she wanted what was best for me. She didn’t know what that was the same way I did. What I really wanted was to talk with him, to have him explain it to me.  

My companion fell silent when she realized how rudely I was ignoring her, but she didn’t say anything, she just watched. There were a lot of words exchanged already between Nick and me, Mitnick. But the more I read back, the more I realized that I had never outright said anything that could make him think I thought he was a human. I’d definitely only called him Nick. 

When I raised my head with a frown, Mandy placed her hand on top of the tablet. “What’s so important on there?” I felt a little silly when my instinct was to yank the tablet back and clutch it against my chest. That was my lifeline, my portal to information on the place I had found myself in, and my one way to contact Nick. I didn’t want to lose it, no matter what. Her mouth curled into a smile. “I knew you were stubborn, but I can see Mitnick has his work cut out for him.”

Hesitating a moment longer, I admitted to the talks we’d shared on there. He’d made me feel safe by openly talking of the quadrant, of the many aliens and cultures. He’d satisfied my curiosity on whatever topic I’d broached, and my investigative mind needed that; needed to feel in control of something so I could adapt, heal.  

When I’d confessed, Mandy started grinning for real, and shaking her head while she was doing it. “I can’t believe he managed to go around Asmoded’s back and circumvent his orders. We should have known he was far from helpless, locked behind a simple force field. That man lives and breathes technology.”

I still didn’t understand why they’d locked him up, but maybe it was as simple as he’d disobeyed an order, or because they considered hiding me smuggling. I’d learned by now that this was a mercenary ship, and they did function a little similar to a military ship in some regards. At least, that’s how it came across to me, and that made sense.

Mandy rolled a shoulder when I asked point blank, “I’ll tell you, but then you promise me that we’ll put this out of our minds for a bit. Since you seem much better, I suggest we go on a little shopping and sightseeing trip. Sound fun?” I did like the sound of that, though I obviously had no access to currency. But to see some of the strange alien world I was in? I liked that idea very much. 


Chapter 7

Harper

I straightened my shirt for the third time while I paced across the med bay, anxious energy coursing through me. Mandy’s proposed outing was going down today, as we’d apparently just made it into ‘port’. AKA, we’d reached a huge space station floating in space next to a giant debris field. Nick had told me about it before. Strewn, it was a shipyard, a place where new ships got built all the time, but also a huge trading hub for parts, recycled pieces of shipwrecks, and much more.

Yesterday, after Mandy had proposed the trip, I’d been tingling with excitement to go. But today I didn’t feel anywhere near as happy; I still had no word from Nick on my tablet. They’d taken him to the brig and whatever they’d done this time, it had made him unable to use a computer to reach me. It made me restless and worried. I missed him, even though I kept telling myself it was silly to get attached to a guy I’d only seen once and spoken through a device for only two days.

“Take a deep breath,” Dravion said quietly from where he was perched behind his cluttered desk. Today, he’d forgone the white doctor’s coat, which he usually donned when he worked in his lab. The sleek black armor he wore over his top half was identical to what the rest of the crew wore, and it had startled me to see it. Beneath the bulky coat, he hadn’t looked so damn buff, but he definitely was.

“That’s easier said than done,” I grumped at him and I caught a rare hint of a smile on his serious face. I planted my hands on my hips and spun to face him. “I just want to talk to him, okay? Did you see him? His hands were bloody. Did you at least heal him?” That was a detail my mind had conjured up last night when I tried to fall asleep, and it wouldn’t leave me. He’d been hurt in that fight; what if he was still hurt?

“Yes,” Dravion said patiently, his many tentacles moving in a gentle, undulating wave. The motion was hypnotic, calming, and I stared at it a moment longer as the tension left me. “I took good care of him yesterday as soon as possible. Don’t worry.”  

I ran my fingers through my hair, still startled by how long it had gotten. Okay, so he wasn’t hurt right now. I still couldn’t get over the fact that they wanted to keep him out of my way so that I could heal more. That should be my choice, although, granted, he’d been very intense and feral when I’d seen him. The situation warranted it, and I could see how it made everyone nervous.  

“Yes, stronger,” Dravion agreed. I hadn’t vocalized my thoughts, but it felt like he was answering them. “You do not need to be bothered by a male in mating heat just yet. When you have settled in, Mitnick will get his chance. Not yet.”

Frustrated, I clenched my fists and turned to face the doorway. Well, if they wouldn’t let him see me, maybe I could go and see him. Mating heat… Those words made me nervous, but again, also made me feel excited, even a bit aroused. He was sexy, and the more I’d mulled over what I’d seen, the more intrigued I’d gotten.

“Are you ready to go?” Mandy asked, popping up in the doorway dressed in jeans and a jacket; ready to face the outside world. In comparison, my leggings, sweater, and soft slippers seemed wholly inadequate. At least her presence meant a pleasant distraction, not just from my thoughts on Mitnick, but also the feeling that the other shoe was about to drop. This was too good to be true, this rescue, and I struggled to trust it.

I nodded, checking to make sure that the tablet they’d given me was securely tucked in the purse Mandy had provided. I wore the strap crossed over my chest to make absolutely sure nobody could yank that thing away from me. If the space station was anything like a city, and Nick had told me it was a big floating city in space, there would be pickpockets.  

Giving Dravion a glare for his last words, which just made me feel like they were still treating me like glass, I headed for Mandy’s side. Then I froze when I discovered two big, looming shapes in the hallway behind her. A pair of guards, dressed in sleek black armor that outlined their impressive physiques, armor just like Dravion wore this morning.

I recognized them, vaguely, but I had no names to place with their odd, alien faces. The biggest one was also immediately the scariest to look at; his head was shaped almost exactly like that of a shark. That included a huge maw with rows upon rows of triangular teeth, gray skin, and a pair of beady, black eyes. When he angled his body a little more to the side, I could see a sharp fin rising from the center between his shoulder blades. Sharkman, well then, that took the cake as far as aliens went.

The other one was almost normal in comparison, a little shorter, a little more slender, though still bulky with muscle. His skin was green and his hair had this odd, leafy texture, but his face was roughly shaped like a human. That helped.

“This is Jaxin and Tas,” Mandy said, her hand settling on the small of my back to offer me a steadying presence. “Jaxin is the Weapon Master on the ship. He and Tas will watch our backs while we wander Strewn’s markets.”  

The green dude, Tas, offered a formal salute and nod but he kept a polite distance. This shark guy, Jaxin, stepped closer and offered me a stern, cool look before he started a long-winded speech about security protocols that he expected us to follow outside the ship. I wasn’t paying the appropriate attention, distracted by the sight of the enormous weapon he was cradling in his arms. It looked like some kind of sci-fi gun, but it was so big it looked impractical to be hauling around.

Not much later, I was following them out of an airlock and onto the busy docking arm of the space station. One of many such arms, they stuck out into space in every which direction from a central, round hub, like it was a giant, alien spider crouching next to a huge debris field. I gaped at the sights, from the transparent ceiling that protected each docking arm, to the endless sight of spaceship wrecks in the distance. I caught sight of the many aliens and had to hurry to snap my mouth shut.

I had never seen so many colors, so many odd shapes, and freaky, alien faces all together. I recognized some of them, like the Krektar I’d run into aboard Batok’s ship. He’d also had several green or blue aliens that worked as his servants. The Xurtal and the Ulinial; I’d learned that from Nick. He’d shown me pictures of the most common species with a bit of an explanation, and when I started picking them out of the crowd, my nerves settled. It really helped me to know what to expect.

We had to exit the dock past a security station, but they let us through without comment. I stared a little because I was curious to notice the scanners in their hands, which they mostly just casually waved around at anyone who came and went.

The market was even more dazzling, and I found I had no taste for it. Shopping should be fun and exciting. I’d loved it on Earth, but here, I was just confused most of the time. The clothing was all different: strange sizes, with strange holes for wings or tails. Stuff with four sleeves or even eight… And it was embarrassing to be gawked at by all the vendors, who clearly thought two human women were something extremely exotic.

At least I wasn’t the only one who was uncomfortable; Mandy was frowning after we’d managed to struggle through another crowd and hit a narrow alley mouth. “I didn’t realize how hard it would be to buy stuff that fits us…” she said with a sigh. “I thought Strewn outlawed slavery?” The last was a question she directed at Jaxin, who’d remained stoically quiet at our backs, his glare and his enormous gun usually enough to dissuade anyone from trying something.

He shrugged, then glared at an alien with gray skin and a rhino horn protruding from his snout when he wandered too close to us. “Sure, that doesn’t mean those passing through don’t covet what they can’t have. Some unscrupulous trader would be happy to snatch up a pair of females if the opportunity presented itself.”

Well, that was heartening to hear. Not. It made me feel even more icky considering all the glances and stares we were getting. “Should we visit Thar’oc’s bar? I heard he’s opened it already…” Tas suggested, eagerly nodding down the alley into the dark. That did not sound like a good idea. The last I wanted was to visit some grimy bar on this station just to get more stares. I wanted to return to the ship where I felt safe, and then I wanted to convince Dravion to take me to see Mitnick, Nick. Whatever he called himself, the winged guy that had rescued me, twice.

“Oh, isn’t that the sharpshooter that left the Varakartoom the day I snuck aboard it? He’s got a human mate, hasn’t he?” Mandy punched our green-skinned guard on the arm and nodded. “Yeah, let’s go see them. Does that sound okay to you, Harper? I’ve been dying to hear from this girl Rikki. See how she’s getting on, mated to a mercenary like I am.”

I froze, my breath stalling in my lungs when I realized all eyes were on me. They were waiting for me to make the decision, and while I appreciated that I was getting a say, I didn’t really feel like I could say no. I suppose it wasn’t a bad idea to speak to another human lady and see how she was faring out here. I was just feeling antsy about getting back.  

My curiosity was kindled when I caught sight of the bar. A big yellow and gold sign was already up, declaring it ‘Rikki’s Bar.’ This Thar’oc was very obvious in his affection for his mate; it made me smile. The interior was big but cozy, with a large wooden bar running down one wall and many red leather booths for more private parties. For a place that was newly opened, it was hopping, but Thar’oc instantly cleared a table for us.

The male was a Kertinal, one of the more common species in the Zeta Quadrant. Huge, with black skin that was crisscrossed with many bright blue lines, like lightning strikes. He had a set of antelope horns rising proudly from his forehead, the twisting spirals bearing a dozen carved notches each. I was dying to find out if that was just decorative or had a deeper meaning. He also had a tail with a spade-shaped tip that twitched and swished; it was constantly in motion. Unless his mate was standing next to him. Then he curled it around her waist, her arm, or even her thigh.

Rikki joined us for lunch, while our guards took up spots at the bar to give us some privacy. Mandy leveled many questions at her, and I listened, but my heart wasn’t in this. Maybe I was getting tired, but I kept glancing at my tablet, hoping to see if I had a message. I was relieved when lunch was over and Mandy and Rikki headed for the restroom. That left me alone with my thoughts and I decided I was really, really done moping. I was a girl of action, and I was going to start taking it.

Sliding out of the booth, I pretended I didn’t see a pair of aliens in the corner giving me interested glances. I held my chin high as I strode to Tas, the younger of our two guards, and the least intimidating one. He was sitting alone, as Jaxin and Thar’oc had huddled at the other end of the bar to discuss something. It was the perfect opportunity.

“Hey, can I ask you something?” I said to the male, popping my hip against the wooden bar and leaning on my elbow. It wasn’t exactly a seductive pose; I didn’t really want to give him the wrong idea, but I was close enough to catch his attention. When he shot upright, his entire posture going stiff, I knew I’d caught him off guard.

“Ah… Okay? What do you want to know, ma’am?” he asked, his voice dropping low. He had a soft edge to his tone that evoked thoughts of the wind rustling through leaves, of branches swaying. That might be his oddly plant-like hair, and the emerald hue of his skin though, rather than his tone. I wanted to chuckle at being addressed as ma’am. I was twenty-two, I had only ever been Miss if someone tried to be formal.

“Please, just Harper,” I started, shook my head, and went for it. Sometimes catching them by surprise worked best, and this guy seemed nervous to talk to me; I could use that. “Tell me how Mitnick is doing. Is he all right? When will they let him out?”

Tas’s cheeks went a darker green, and golden spots flared to life around his temples. He swallowed roughly, glanced over his shoulder to where Jaxin and Thar’oc were still muttering together, then met my eyes again. “In the brig. I don’t like it any more than you do, you know. If I found my mate, I’d be as eager to be with her as he is.”

Again about the mate thing, crucial information that I’d only learned yesterday thanks to the grumpy, and very secretive chef on the ship. Knowing that some guy I barely knew had rescued me and then hidden me because he thought I was his fated one… It still boggled my mind to the point I couldn’t quite grasp that to be true. But I was always one to trust my gut, and my gut kept telling me that I should trust Nick, that he was the one person on the ship who would always be on my side.

When I cocked my head and flapped my hand to urge him to keep talking, Tas rushed to add: “Because he messed with the force field and the screens before, they manacled him. I mean, Aramon and I did that, but I didn’t want to do it. You’ve gotta believe me.” He shook his head and now it was his hair that made a rustling noise; it seemed to me like the strands unfurled. It reminded me of a plant I’d once seen that would fold its leaves shut when you touched it. Only his hair was doing the opposite.

Shocked, I didn’t really know what to say to this news, and my staring was making the guy even more uncomfortable. Manacled? They had cuffed his hands so he couldn’t mess with the ship’s electronics anymore? No wonder I had been going without a single message since the incident in the med bay. He couldn’t reach me if he wanted to.

I didn’t know what I was going to do until Mandy reached my side with a refreshed, cheerful look on her face. Jaxin had also finished his conversation and strode up to us with a scowl on his sharkish face, the perfect contrast to Mandy’s smile. “Ready to go?” he asked, his fingers tapping against the ridiculous weapon he cradled against his chest like it was a baby.

My body jerked upright, shoulders squaring, and the words flew from my mouth uncensored. “Yes, we are leaving now. And you are taking me to the fucking brig, this fucking instant. I’m done with this shit! Nobody gets to tell me what’s good for me except me, and what I want is to see Nick right now!”

The whole bar fell silent, patrons gaping at me and my guards staring. Then Thar’oc thumped a fist on the bar, his tail swishing wildly until his mate, Rikki, snatched it out of the air. “Well said, little human. Go help our Mitnick. Go!” he swung a big fist, finger jabbing against Jaxin’s shoulder. “You heard her. Go!”

And just like that, the shark guy gave me a small nod and turned on his heel to lead the way.


Chapter 8

Mitnick

My arms were numb from the awkward position, but I didn’t bother to shift. The pain didn’t matter, not the physical aches anyway. The separation was making my head spin, my hearts race, and my breathing was growing rapid, too rapid. I needed to know how Harper was doing, I needed to know she was safe. I’d been all right until a few hours ago, restless, but certain she was safe aboard the Varakartoom. Then I’d heard the ship dock and I couldn’t shake my worry that something bad was about to happen.

I growled, fighting against the manacles around my wrists, and ignoring the bite of pain as the metal cut into my skin. The doctor had healed my broken knuckles yesterday, but he’d have more work to do today. A rational part of me knew this self-destructive behavior wasn’t helping, but the longer I received no word, the smaller that part of me grew.

“Where is she!?” I shouted. Surging forward, I slammed my shoulder into the humming force field. My body tingled from the mild shock, but it was not enough of a deterrent to do it again, and again. “Let me out! She’s in danger! I know it!” I growled, slamming forward over and over. When Asmoded slithered into the brig, I had just enough presence of mind to jerk back and watch him, freezing in place just in front of the invisible barrier that kept me locked up.

“Where is Harper?” I demanded to know, my sharp eyes roving his face to gauge his expression. Did his eyes narrow? Or was that just my imagination? The captain’s scaly face was proud and always impassive. Often he wore a hint of a scowl, but today it wasn’t just a hint.

“You are not helping yourself, Mitnick. How can I trust you to do right by her, to not be a complete menace to the ship? You’ve been attacking a force field!” He slashed his hand through the air and my eyes, adapted to spot prey from great distances, instinctively tracked that movement. He was pointing at the control panel but it was meaningless; without my hands, I could do nothing.

I bared my teeth at him, a vicious growl rattling from my chest. “You separated us! This is your fault.” Had I been in my right mind, I would not say such words, but I wasn’t. My worry for Harper was all-consuming; it clouded my mind so there was nothing left but the desire to find her. She was in danger, I knew it with both my pounding hearts. Some voice at the back of my mind niggled with a fresh worry, but that worry was easily squashed. This continued heightened state of battle readiness could kill me. It would, if this went on even longer.

My wings fluttered, but they felt heavy, dragging me down. Thumping my head against the force field, I let the light tingle of pain anchor me to the present. “Where is she? I need to know! She’s in danger, Asmoded. I have to protect her.”

He shook his head. “She is safe. Jaxin and Tas are protecting her. She is with Mandy. You know I would never leave my own mate unprotected. They are just ‘shopping’ on Strewn. Don’t you want your mate to have nice things?” My head spun at those words, my vision narrowing to pinpricks of darkness. She was on Strewn? 

I roared, leaping toward the only opponent I could see in this room, and collided with the barrier that separated us. Wings slashing, I fought against my bindings, lost to a rage I had no hope of ever finding my way out of. She was in danger. He had put her in harm’s way! My only thoughts were about fighting, about breaking out, and about finding her.

I did not notice when Asmoded left with a frustrated hiss, I did not notice how he spoke through his com device to the doctor either. It wasn’t until footsteps thudded into the brig again that I became aware of anything at all.  

Everything ached, and the scent of blood filled the air with its coppery scent. I was lying on my side on the floor with my head pressed up against the force field; it hummed painfully loud in my ears. One wing was awkwardly squashed beneath my shoulder, and I could not feel my hands, though I sensed a spreading pool of blood near my hips. 

Then my attention was yanked to the approaching people, several of them. I saw Asmoded first, his huge, serpentine body took up far too much space inside the brig area. But he did not make the sound of footsteps, and my eyes slipped from him, drifting over his shoulder to spot the figures that had followed him. Jaxin’s big hulking shape, and a writhing mass of tentacles and colored skin: Dravion. I saw her when she roughly elbowed her way out from behind Tasseloris, my mate. 

My exhausted, aching body trembled as I tried to get up and move to her, my chest rumbling with the beginnings of another angry growl. She did not seem to care that males bigger and much more dangerous than her were in her path. She punched Dravion’s tentacle when he warned her to approach, then shouldered past Jaxin and I winced, worried that his rough skin would damage her silky flesh. “Harper,” I tried to warn her, but she was already clambering over the coils of Asmoded’s body to get right up to the force field and to me.

“Ah, Nick! What did they do to you? Where are you hurt?” she pressed her palms to the force field right next to my head, her eyes roving over me. I tried to muster the strength to raise myself for her, to show her that I was a strong male, a good mate for her. My head spun, the world seesawing around me as I tried. I bit my lip roughly and persevered, managing to pull myself into a kneeling position, resting my weight against the invisible barrier even though that made me ache more. 

“Damn it! You assholes! Why are you doing this? Let him out! Dravion, you have to heal him right now! Can’t you see you’re killing him?” My Harper sounded frantic, worried, and I didn’t like that one bit. Shaking with tension, I tried to find the words to assure her that I was okay, that I would be fine. But my hearts were no longer pounding for her, my heartbeats felt sluggish in my chest.

“I did not realize humans could be this sensitive to the mate bond,” Dravion was muttering, too loudly. “I need to revise my earlier research.” Ah, no. They had told her? Was it true? I met Harper’s worried eyes and felt myself sinking into her, hooked on her gaze, trapped in her stare. I did not mind that, I liked it. My beautiful mate, alive, awake, and right there in front of me. All I needed to do was raise my hand and I could touch her silky skin.  

My hands wouldn’t obey, and as I struggled to make it happen, my confusion grew. Why couldn’t I reach out to touch her? Was this more torture? Was she just a figment of my dying mind? I had heard that a Mithrakon in mating heat but denied their mate died horrible, delirious deaths. Had it started?

I growled when Asmoded came closer, his hand hovering beside Harper’s shoulder. I would not let him touch my mate! No! I leaped forward with a last surge of strength.

*** 

Harper

I fought to contain my horror at how bad Nick looked. He was streaked with blood, and a large pool had gathered on the metal floor beneath him. I couldn’t see his arms, but I was certain he’d cut himself badly as he tried to free himself from the chains that bound him.

Yesterday, in the med bay, he’d been so handsome and vibrant. Now his big, powerful body was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, and his beautiful mohawk of feathers lay limply against his skull. When he struggled or growled, they were just weak sounds, and it was clear that every movement was a struggle for him. I was surprised he’d even managed to get himself into a sitting position when I approached.

When Asmoded reached his hand over my shoulder, he lost it. His eyes flashed, his body surged forward against a humming force field he couldn’t possibly break through. It might have looked like he was about to attack me, but I knew his response was all for the captain. I didn’t even flinch back, my instinct was to press closer like I could catch him somehow. Pain hissed through me when I touched the barrier that separated us. He collapsed, his eyes rolling into the back of his head.

“Now!” Asmoded ordered coolly, and he pressed closer, just like I had. The force field vanished and the two of us collided with Nick’s toppling body. I was briefly trapped between the blazing hot chest of Nick and the cool scales of the captain. When I managed to reorient myself, everything moved fast, but I refused to be moved aside.

The captain had caught Nick and was carefully, very gently, laying him out on the floor. He’d snapped the manacles off his wrists and Dravion was already there, covering horrible, deep gauges with bandages and hovering his handheld medical scanner over them. I pressed my fingers to Nick’s too-hot skin along his shoulder and shrugged off the gently restraining hand on my shoulder so I could stay close.

I was furious with all of this, with how far they’d let this come before listening to either of us. To me, or to Nick. But I had to admit that Mandy’s mate, the captain, was wearing a concerned expression and was very gentle as he tried to make Nick comfortable. They were talking, and I could hear Asmoded demanding to know what was going on. “I thought you agreed he wouldn’t come to harm during the separation. I thought you said it would calm them, give them a chance to properly connect later.”

Dravion was shaking his head. “That’s what all my medical data indicated! Mitnick has always been steady, rational. He was as close to a Rummicaron when it came to hormones as I could compare… This behavior is completely outside of parameters.”

I wondered if any of them had bothered to ask Nick what was expected behavior for him when he found his mate. Maybe this was completely normal for his species. And why the hell didn’t they know?

“He’s going to be fine,” Mandy said gently, and I realized it had been her hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Harper. I didn’t realize it was this bad, or I would have insisted you see him sooner. Trust me. This morning he was restless but completely fine, you know?” She was trying to reassure me, but she was giving me stupid excuses too, and I wasn’t going to let that go.

“If you had listened to either of us, this never would have happened! I didn’t want you to keep him from me, and he definitely didn’t want to be separated! This is wrong.” Dravion was right, maybe I was sensing this mate bond they were all talking about, this connection that supposedly existed between us. I didn’t doubt that it was real for Nick. Was it real for me, too? Was that why I’d gotten so upset when I couldn’t even chat with him? When they wouldn’t let me see him? I’d been so freaking worried about him all day.

I expected Mandy to respond, to offer an explanation, more excuses even. Her expression was full of sympathy and guilt, which made me feel bad. It was her mate who spoke, “It was not Manyin’s choice. She said you should be allowed to continue talking with Mitnick.” He shook his head, long black hair sliding along his shoulders, and a whispering sound filled the air that I could not place.

He pierced me with a golden stare. “I apologize. We misjudged the situation. Because Mitnick became extremely violent when we started to transport your stasis pod to the med bay. We decided that he should cool down first. And then… It seemed wrong to let your welcome to the Zeta Quadrant be overshadowed by a male who wanted to claim you. You should have choices.”

I glared at him but then jerked my attention back to Nick, still unconscious and lying in a drying pool of his own blood. He’d made a soft groaning noise, I was certain, and it felt like his skin wasn’t quite so feverishly warm now. Either the doctor’s treatment was helping, or it was my presence that was steadying him. Maybe it was both.

“Hmm,” Dravion muttered, and when he saw my worried look, the doctor started to explain. “He’s always had a second, dormant heart. It’s working now… And both of them appear to have been under enormous strain. Nothing I can’t heal,” he hurried to add. He raised a device to press over Nick’s chest and I shuddered at the thought that if I hadn’t insisted on going here, Nick might have died.

“He’s already stirring,” the doctor added. “He’s a strong male. I am not surprised.” Dravion offered me a gentle smile. “He’s very motivated to survive this, for you.” My chest ached at those words, they were both lovely and terrifying. I wasn’t sure I could be that important to someone, matter that much, but I really wanted it at the same time.  

I scooted closer on my knees, my leggings growing wet as I touched the sticky blood on the floor, but I didn’t care. “Come on! Wake up, Nick! I’m right here now. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Maybe I should be worried about what he’d do now that his hands were free. I half expected him to snatch me up and try to make a run for it. A tingle of excitement shot down my spine at that idea; it was so primitive, but what better way to finally be alone together?

With one hand on his shoulder, I dared to raise the other to stroke it along the sharp edge of his jaw and the soft hair of his neatly cropped beard. Then I dared a little more and touched the feathers that sprouted like a crest along his skull. They were silky soft, but the longer feathers at the center held those rigid quill thick feathers. Each feather was vibrant and multi-hued, from red at the tips to ivory white and a deep mocha brown.

When he blinked open his eyes, I was staring right into them. For a second they were hazy and confused, their tigerite colors swirling before they focused on me. Then I saw the instant recognition flash through him, saw a flood of relief followed by a spike of worry and fear. He jerked upright, nearly toppling me, but he swung his arm and caught me around my shoulders.

“Harper!” he said, and his other hand slammed against Dravion’s fingers, jerking the scanner from the doctor’s grip. I didn’t know what was happening, and from the sound of everyone’s shocked reactions, I wasn’t the only one. That scanner came up to my chest, lights blinking as he ran it over me, all the way up to my head. He growled a deep, harsh, bone-rattling growl that shook me. The doctor winced back, his tentacles roiling with unrest as he moved away.

Asmoded leaned forward, his hand shackling Nick’s injured wrist to hold him in place. “What the blazing suns? What are you doing?” Nick’s eyes flew from my face to that of his captain and grew wider, alarmed. I didn’t know if that was because of what he saw on my face. I had no clue what kind of expression I wore. It was hard to figure out how I was feeling right that instant.

“What did you do!?” he snarled at his captain. “I told you it wasn't safe to let her off the ship! Now look! There’s a tracker, her implants.” He turned the scanner to show it to his captain, and when the male released his wrist, he tossed the scanner casually in Dravion’s direction.

The doctor caught the scanner with a tentacle and perused the readings with a hiss. “He’s right. During her trip through Strewn, she must have passed something that activated a dormant tracker. We have to get it out now.”

My world spun when Nick picked me up in his arms and rose to his feet with a rustle of his huge white wings. I didn’t make a sound but flung my arm around his neck instead. “Hey, you were out cold a minute ago. Should you be doing that?” I asked. But I wasn’t complaining. Despite the scary news, I felt myself relaxing; Nick was looking out for me. He was the one I could trust.

His body heating mine was the best feeling; I could feel the strength in his arms, and I felt safe. This was the other shoe, it had dropped, and I was happy about it. A tracker? They’d take it out, and then all would be well. Once we left this place, nobody could find me. As Nick started to carry me from the brig, I had this feeling in my stomach that Batok was eagerly receiving the news of my location right that instant. Why would the crimelord who had locked me into the vault care where I was? He’d left me to die, he didn’t care about me.


Chapter 9

Mitnick

Cradling Harper gently in my arms, I felt the pain in my chest ease. She was finally where she belonged, with me. At last, I was in control of her safety and it eased all the raging anger and the protective instincts that had ruled me the past few days. When Asmoded got a little too close on my left, I bared my fangs toward him but reigned in the instinct to lash out and slap him with my wing.

Dravion was racing ahead of us, and I knew he was moving fast to prep the med bay for the removal of my mate’s translator implants. I cursed myself for not checking them more thoroughly, but their presence had tripped no alarms the entire time I’d had her in my care.

The security scanners at Strewn’s entrances, they’d activated the tracker. It was very clever, and whoever had thought of it had executed the plan perfectly. Nothing had seemed off, nothing had tripped any of my careful alarms. This was a whole new threat we’d have to take into account with any future visitors.  

I inhaled deeply to draw my mate’s scent into my lungs and more of my tension eased. Yes, this was a threat I did not like, a worry that had niggled at my mind all year, but I had her in my arms. She had curled her arm around my neck and clung to me with a trust on her face I was eager to prove warranted. Nothing about our courtship was going right, and still, she was here with me.

From the soft fall of her blonde hair to the bright look in her azure eyes, she was so beautiful and exotic. So different from any of the females I’d been used to. I was going to make sure that as soon as I had her alone; she knew exactly how much I loved and worshiped each part of her, each delicate feature and gentle curve. I wanted to claim her mouth, but the urgent situation held me back. Soon, very soon.

Her eyes widened and her mouth parted with a silent gasp. In her scent, I caught notes that hinted at arousal. A grin curled over my face in satisfaction. She could not deny our bond, our attraction; her body already wanted me, and I was certain the rest of her would not be far behind.

We stepped into the med bay where Dravion had already laid out supplies and I smiled when I discovered he had pulled out visual implants as well as new translators. I didn’t want to let go of my female, my fingers tightening against her skin before I managed to lay her on the medical bed. “This won’t hurt,” I assured her. “Dravion will get the tracker out and give you new translators. All will be well.”

I ignored the Captain and doctor as they discussed the implants; I knew my captain would come through for Harper. He didn’t like giving away secrets, and those visual implants would reveal a big one, but Harper was my mate, and that meant she could be trusted.

“Okay,” Harper said calmly, “I trust you.” And my hearts swelled in my chest in pride, just like that. My smile was wide as I gazed back at her, and I couldn’t resist her, not after all this time we’d been kept apart. I dipped down, my wings shifting against my back, spreading as the urge to cocoon her against me struck. Her eyes grew wide when I got closer, but she did not pull away when I brushed my lips along hers.

A soft gasp and then I was inhaling her air, her taste flooding my senses. My crest rose on my head, and I felt her fingers slide along my jaw, into my hair until she touched it. Fuck, that felt good. She felt so good, and her fingers stroked, tentatively brushing a part of me that was so very different from her. 

It was a discrete coughing noise that drew my attention back to the urgent matter at hand. That did not mean I did not spare a moment to enjoy the dazed, hazy look in my mate’s eyes. Or glanced with lingering desire at her pink lips and the rosy tone in her cheeks. “Mitnick, can you feed them false information?” the Captain asked, and I jerked my eyes away from Harper to look at him. 

I shrugged, contemplated my options, and nodded. “I can try, sir.” Then I looked back at Harper and curled my fingers around her hand for support. “As soon as the implants are out I can hook them up to diagnostics. I’ll need my tools.” I brushed my free hand against my left temple to indicate what I meant. They’d taken my prototype visor when they locked me up. I needed it.

“Jaxin? Get what the male needs,” Asmoded said, not glancing over his shoulder to check if our Weapon Master was there. The large Rummicaron male thudded away in a hurry and then Dravion ordered all the other curious eyes out so we could get started. I didn’t leave, staying at Harper’s side and holding her hand. The captain backed up to the doorway but stayed to keep a watchful eye, and then it was just Dravion as he titled my mate’s head to prepare for the first incision.

She was brave, not flinching from the cool, numbing spray. She did not say anything as Dravion carefully extracted the first one and got a more high-tech replacement installed. I had to withdraw my hand to accept my tools. Then I had to get started on figuring out the tracker embedded in the tiny device. I gave her one last, lingering squeeze of encouragement before I did so.

I turned to work on a nearby bed tray, unwilling to go much further, and I kept a wing spread so I could feather the tip along her legs for contact. She spread her hands along the edges; I could not feel that other than pressure radiating up through the quills, but I liked it.

Slapping my visor over my eye, it took a moment to reconnect and sync with all the contacts, but then the world opened to me. It wasn’t the same as the implant of a navigator, the way Solear could hook up to the navigational computers, but my ability to control machines expanded exponentially.

“Got it,” I said to the Captain after a minute. “They know she’s on the Varakartoom. I will make it look like she is deboarding and heading deep into Strewn. There is a lot of encrypted data on this device… It's not just a language database. How curious.” That data could be what Batok was after; it could be the reason she’d been locked in a vault for safekeeping. They didn’t need her to be alive to retrieve that data at a later point in time. The callous idea rattled my protective instincts, and my need for vengeance surged in tangent. Harper hadn’t deserved any of this, and I was going to make it right.

“Did you trick them?” the Captain asked after a long silence, and I glanced from the data streaming on the visor projected over my eyes to the Harper. Dravion had finished with the second implant and added it to my tray, and he was quietly instructing my mate on the next added procedure. The addition of permanent contacts that would translate scripts for her and unlock the Varakartoom at the same time. The big secret we were all supposed to take to our graves. It was a secret that the Captain did not give out to just anyone.

I jerked my head in Asmoded’s direction, a smile spreading that I could not hold back. If the captain had agreed to give those to Harper, that meant he was going to allow her to stay, and that meant he wasn’t going to kick me off his ship. His slow nod as he met my look said it all: it was approval, permission. It was forgiveness for hiding Harper from him for as long as I had.

Then my final readings came in and I groaned, “Ah, damn. I think I successfully spoofed that data but scans indicate watchers at the airlock. They know she did not leave.” This meant Batok knew Harper was still on the Varakartoom, and I had this sneaking suspicion that he was going to risk going toe to toe with us to get back his data.

Asmoded sighed, “We can’t leave yet. Vital supplies are still being loaded. Can you stall them? We need two hours.” I rolled a shoulder, my mind spinning as plans popped into my brain that I contemplated and discarded in rapid succession. Then it struck me, and I knew what to do. A smirk came naturally; I knew this was our best bet.

“I will give it a shot, sir,” I told him. That was good enough for my captain, and he turned and slithered from the med bay without a sound. I turned to look at my mate, my crest rising on my skull and then flicking back. She was scowling, her arms crossed over her chest, but she was back to sitting upright.

“Why the hell are they after me? What’s on those implants that’s so important?” she demanded to know. She glared at the pair of still slightly bloody translators I’d been analyzing and curled her lip in disgust. “Is that why they locked me up in the vault?” She shuddered in recollection and I instantly abandoned my improvised workstation to go to her side.

“I don’t know. But I will find out,” I assured her. “You are safe. I will keep you safe.” I glanced at the med bay’s exit after Asmoded’s departing back and noticed that Mandy was peeking around the corner, ready to get back to Harper’s side, when Dravion gave the go-ahead. He was done; she wouldn’t wait much longer.

Harper squeezed my hand. “I know you will, Nick. You’ll find me the truth, won’t you? That’s all I want, for people to tell me the truth.” I spun to her, wings flaring, and heedless of our audience, I bent toward her and cupped her face in my hands. She tilted her chin up, her eyes meeting mine without hesitation. I could read the stubborn light in them, and the hint of vulnerability beneath it. I could see the desire to lean on me, and I vowed to make sure she knew I’d always be there for her. 

“Oh yeah. We will, together.” I risked adding a vow that might push her after all that had happened, but one I could not keep from uttering out loud. “I am yours, forever.” My mouth brushed hers to seal that promise, and I sucked in her surprised gasp, sweeping my tongue into her mouth to stake my claim. She clutched at my shoulders, her fingers stroking along my bare flesh, and my cocks surged in my pants in response.

Pulling back was one of the hardest things I’d ever done, but I was going to do as my captain had ordered and ensure my mate’s safety. This ship and its crew had been my life since the moment the captain had taken me on. Now Harper was my first priority, but this plan would serve both. A symmetry that I liked very much.

“I’ll be back soon,” I said to her when I pulled back. “Very soon.” I waited for her to nod, waited to see that she believed me, and then I backed away. The implants with their traitorous tracking devices were nearby, and I snatched them up before I stalked from the med bay. I gave Mandy a respectful nod as I passed her, and then my mind turned with laser focus on the execution of my plan.

***

Harper

My head felt funny after that rapid round of surgery. It was minor, superficial stuff, and with the tissue regenerator that Dravion had wielded, it had already healed completely. Still, it was quite something to go from what seemed like a medical emergency for Nick to one that involved me. How was he upright and talking like nothing had happened to him? He hadn’t felt sick or weak when he’d carried me to the med bay.

Mitnick was something else, a force to be reckoned with, a whirlwind. I felt like he had two sides of him. The feral, primitive part that was all about claiming me as his mate, and the rational hacker part. I’d seen both in action over the past hour, and I couldn’t decide which side I liked best. Maybe the answer was both. It was definitely the primal part of him that had swept in and kissed me like he had every right. Each time, I did not even want to object; it felt so perfect, so right. 

“You okay in there?” Mandy asked with a laugh. She sat down on the edge of the bed, her hip pressing against my knee, and her pretty brown eyes were giving me a concerned look. “You’ve had a lot happening all at once. This quadrant has a way of throwing punches when you least expect them. Curve balls.”

I eyed the bloody smears left on the tray from the implants they’d taken out of my head. Curve balls, that was very accurate. I hadn’t expected something so tiny inside of my head to turn traitor on me. What could be so important that they’d consigned me to die in a vault for it? It was mind-boggling that someone could treat life in such a callous manner, and my justice streak wanted to make him pay for it. Batok, I remembered him. The blue monster that had signed my death warrant.

“Do not worry,” Dravion said. “Mitnick will delay them, and they are unlikely to storm the Varakartoom when docked at Strewn. Nobody wishes to displease Strewn’s Master.” He pointed a tentacle at the ceiling. “This is a fortress. Nobody can get to you.”

I gave the doctor an assessing look, then glanced back at Mandy’s reassuring expression. Did they not see that look on Nick’s face when the captain ordered him to delay? He was up to something; I was certain of it, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with the trackers. He was planning something else.

Mandy distracted me with questions for a while then, checking on my health, asking me about how I felt. She even tentatively asked me about Nick, but I changed the subject when she tried to get me to spill the beans on how I felt about him. I didn’t know, and it wasn’t anyone’s business, though I liked how much it felt like hanging out with a good friend for a few minutes. It was hard to enjoy when I felt like my presence was putting everyone in danger. 

I contemplated if we shouldn’t just toss those implants out the airlock, so we were done with it. Wouldn’t that satisfy them? They didn’t care about me, just about that encrypted data. Then I shook that thought away. That was cowardly, and it wasn’t what a good journalist would do. I might never get to be one, now that I wasn’t on Earth, but I still wanted to uncover the story, the sordid details. Nick had a plan; I had to trust that.

“I’m really sorry about all this,” Mandy said, and I jerked my eyes from the exit back to her face. She reached out to touch my hand. “I knew there was something special between Asmoded and me the moment we met. Even scared out of my mind that he’d bite me, or toss me out an airlock, I still felt the attraction.”

That sounded like an interesting story, but now wasn’t the time to get into it. Mandy was trying to make a point, and she felt guilty for what had happened to Nick, even though it wasn’t her fault. I hadn’t liked any of it, but the truth was, he was overwhelming. He took liberties I didn’t know I wanted to give, and when he wasn’t here, my rational mind kept telling me things were moving fast. That I shouldn’t have strong feelings for a guy I thought was somebody else, something else, for several days.

If Mitnick had been at my side the moment I’d woken up, I would have pushed him away. I wouldn’t have wanted to trust my feelings. I still struggled to accept how much trust I was willing to put in him, how much I wanted him to come back so we could talk. And, even harder to admit, I wanted him to come so that I’d feel safe because he swore he would protect me and I believed him.

“If any of us had known that keeping him away from you could be so harmful to him, we would have found a different way to give you space while you recovered.” Mandy squeezed my fingers, and I squeezed back to assure her I wasn’t rejecting what she said. Dravion had given us a bit of privacy by backing up to his desk, but he was listening, and I saw him nod fervently. How could the doctor not have known about Nick’s response to this mating drive? 

A hint of movement at the door to the med bay made me glance, and then I felt fear settle over me. It tingled along my spine, and it hollowed out my stomach in memory of the drained exhaustion from the other day, from the attack. It was the gray guy, the Sineater, as they called him.

I jerked upright and glared at him. He was skulking just around the corner and I could only see his arm and the side of his face, one dark eye locked on mine. I knew it was him and leveled an accusatory finger in his direction. “All is forgiven,” I said, “As long as you keep that asshole away from me. What is he doing here? Why are you even keeping him around after what he did?”

Mandy leaped from the bed, her hands on her hips as she stalked to the doorway. I was expecting a terrible confrontation; I expected the plucky but small woman to crumple at his feet, maybe. This ‘Sineater’ stood and faced her for a few drawn-out breaths and then he tilted his head at Mandy in what was clearly a mockery of a greeting. His eyes switched back to me and I felt like he winked, but that was crazy; why would he wink at me?  

“Ah, just leave, Sin,” Dravion barked, and he rose to a shocking height, his tentacles writhing around him. I gasped, surprised by how threatening he appeared when he’d been so calm and unassuming.  The Sineater just turned on his booted heel and stalked away, followed silently by the slinky form of his weird alien pet.


Chapter 10

Harper

I attempted to doze for a few minutes, a bit disoriented by how calm everything was after all the chaos from before. Dravion had left a while ago with only a vague assurance that he’d be back and that I was completely safe. He’d insisted that I rest; even though the procedures were simple and non-invasive, my body needed to recuperate. I didn’t feel like I had to recuperate; I felt wired, buzzing with energy.

For the third time, I checked the tablet, the lifeline to information, and to Nick. He had not sent me any messages, and I felt like a silly, clingy girlfriend for wishing he did. He was probably busy trying to save all our asses by confusing this Batok guy. Who I knew was a major threat; a player in the criminal circuit. My research, thanks to Nick, had informed me that he considered himself a crimelord, one of twelve in the system. They worked together, but they back-stabbed just as easily, and that position meant he wielded considerable power.

Mandy had left because she’d promised to have dinner with her mate and his son, something which was apparently happening come hell or high water. She’d smiled as she explained that Saisir had only recently been returned to Asmoded, and her mate never missed the promised time to his son. Even in the midst of what was a bit of a security threat. She hadn’t looked worried, confident that it would be handled. I knew who was handling it, my Nick.

I jerked upright when I heard the sound of boots heading toward me and swung my legs over the edge of the bed to get a better look. It wasn’t Nick, and it sounded like two pairs of boots, so it couldn’t be Dravion either. When they rounded the corner and ducked into the med bay like they owned the place, I froze and stared.

Two tall and identical-looking men. Their red skin gleamed with hints of gold and orange, and their humanoid faces displayed white markings that closely resembled the features of a skull. I’d seen them before when they’d taken part in restraining Nick, and in hauling him off to the brig. A glare settled on my face at the recollection.

“Hi,” one of them said with a grin and a wave of his hand. He smirked as he crossed the room to stand right in front of me, coming dangerously close to invading my personal space. This close, he was bigger than I expected, his armor-clad body outlined in black and bulky with muscle. His twin followed him, standing back and to my left, not too close, but he still made me feel trapped.

“Hello,” I responded, uncertain what they were up to. Was this a social visit or another threat? Had someone sent them to guard me? Maybe the quiet one was just a tad skinnier, rangier than his counterpart. He had a light in his eyes that made me uneasy like I was looking into the eyes of a tiger.

“I’m Aramon,” the cheerful one said, “And that’s my twin, Solear.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the other guy, and this Solear opened his mouth and grimaced at me. Maybe it was meant to be a smile, but the result was creepy and unsettling. His teeth weren’t straight and blunt like his twin’s but filed down to needle-sharp points. He looked like a freaking serial killer or something.

“Okay,” I said, “I’m Harper O’Neill. Nice to meet you.” I didn’t mean for my last statement to sound like a question, but my voice went up at the end as I struggled with a flood of nerves. The last time one of these aliens had cornered me in the med bay hadn’t gone so well. I wanted to turn on the charm and convince them to talk to me, so I knew what was happening. I needed to find that journalism grit, but my mouth had gone dry.

The smiley one smiled even more. “I know.” He crossed his arms over his chest but restless energy seemed to thrum through him, and he shifted again, his hands flying into the air as he started talking. “We had to come to see you, the human who made our ever so cool and rational Mitnick lose it.” He seemed very satisfied by this knowledge like he took great pleasure in seeing one of his crewmates experience a bit of chaos. I didn’t like it.

“You’re not nice,” I said, surprised that it was vinegar, not honey, that was spilling from my mouth. That wasn’t my usual tactic. If I wanted answers, I knew how to lure them from most people. But I felt protective of Nick; I didn’t like that this guy was taking enjoyment from a situation that had almost killed him.

It just made the evil twin grin evilly and the nice twin smiled like I was being cute. I opened my mouth, forgetting how big these two were, so I could give them a piece of my mind. He beat me to it, Aramon. “No, we’re not. But you don’t need to worry. Mitnick is our friend, our brother. We have his back.”

I swallowed the not-so-kind words I’d been about to say and lost some of the tension in my posture as I tried to appraise them again. So they did care about Nick, they were just creepy weirdos. Was this the ship’s gossip, trying to get all the juicy news? I hid the smile that wanted to form at that idea; Aramon might actually fit the part, but not his brother.

“So tell us, how’d you do it? How did you activate his mating drive? I didn’t even know his species mated! He doesn’t tell us anything about his kind, so closelipped.” Aramon bounced on the balls of his feet, not giving me a chance to respond to any of his questions; not that they made sense. “He was kidnapped like you! You guys match! Did he tell you that?”

It seemed to excite him to share this information, but he dropped his voice into a more hushed whisper and leaned in even closer for the next bit. With a hand cupped around his mouth, he said, “Mitnick is from even further than you. Did you know that? What was it again? Do you remember the quadrant, bro?” He elbowed his creepy twin in the chest and the guy growled, a feral, animal noise.

“Ah, right you are,” Aramon agreed as if his brother had made sense. “BetaGamma, they went into doubles for him.” He winked at me and I wasn’t sure if he meant to let me in on some joke about how non-talkative his brother was, maybe? Or if he was trying to get me to unwind? Either way, I was grateful for his information, because now it started to make sense how Dravion hadn’t known how Nick’s mating situation worked.

“That’s far,” I said, though I had a hard time picturing that. Space wasn’t a two-dimensional place, it went in every direction, it was mind-boggling to me how to place locations and correlate distances. Nick had tried to explain it through our chats, but dang, I couldn’t wrap my head around it. “Really far. How did it happen? Did he spend a long time in stasis, too?”

Aramon shook his head, his skullish features gleaming bone white in the bright light. He didn’t look at his twin this time, but the other male rumbled a growl again, turned around, and stalked across the med bay. It felt, oddly enough, like the two were having a rapid-fire discussion that was almost turning into a fight. Yet not a word was said.

“Only for the journey here. He was put on the sands as a gladiator, but nothing holds Mitnick for long, as you know.” He grinned and waggled the bony ridges that seemed to make up his brows. He was referring to Nick’s breakout to rescue me from the Sineater, and I started to smile in response. I could picture that; he seemed good at anything technology. Mandy called him the ship’s hacker.

“And then he tried to steal the captain’s credits, and the rest, that’s history,” Aramon added, and he gestured expansively, encompassing the entire ship. “Cap, he likes to take in strays. But don’t tell him I said that.” I couldn’t picture the terrifying presence that Asmoded made with his gleaming scales and serpentine body to be such a bleeding heart. This ship seemed filled with rough around the edges, dangerous aliens that terrified me just by their appearance. Although, Aramon was growing on me, just a little.  

I glanced at the other guy, Solear, who was pacing by the exit as if he was dying to be somewhere else. Maybe he was the type of guy who disliked hospitals, I’d run into them more than once when I’d done an article on a local hospital. Something was definitely bothering him, but mostly, he just looked creepy with his feral stare.

“I don’t know this history,” I said, smiling and shifting to a more open, casual position on the bed. Inviting, relaxed, that usually helped to get people to talk. Aramon was more than willing. He started rattling off the pick-pocketing story in all its glory with an eager expression. So, a guy who liked to hear the sound of his own voice; my favorite interview subject because they always spilled the beans.

When he wound down, I grinned, inviting him in on a joke. “So he has a habit of stealing things, huh?” I said. Aramon’s answering smile was wide and even creepy, Solear made a huffing noise that could almost constitute a laugh. A quickly smothered laugh.

“Damn right, I do!” Nick announced loudly as he strode into the med bay on the heels of my remark. My heart fluttered in my chest at the sight of him, my eyes eagerly roving his body to make sure he was all right. His wings were a big, white-feathered presence at his back, the tips a bold red. His crest, a mohawk of bold, white, and red feathers, stood straight up in a proud display. He seemed confident, virile, and very much in good health.

With a hint of regret, I realized he’d covered up. No longer was I staring at his bare and beautifully muscled chest because he’d pulled on a suit of armor just like the ones the twins were wearing. A matte black carapace covered him from his neck to his wrists to the heavy black boots. It was still a delicious sight, his muscles outlined and on display while making it look like he was wearing something that resembled a uniform.

I hadn’t made the connection yet, but seeing three together at such a calm moment made me realize they looked like a unit. They were brothers, brothers in arms, and when Nick brushed casually past feral-looking Solear, he seemed completely at ease. It didn’t seem to bother him that the guy growled at his back, even if that would have made me duck for cover.

Nick glared at Aramon, who stood far too close to me to be polite, but I’d gotten used to it already. The cheerful twin smiled as if the glare amused him, but stepped aside, hands clasped casually behind his back. It was Solear that stalked aggressively closer, but just a tilt of Aramon’s head, and he settled. “At it again?” Aramon asked with a laugh, “At least tell me you’re not taking my favorite shuttle?”

Nick didn’t reply, but his wings spread a little and casually pushed his crewmate in the chest. It set off Solear, but both of the others ignored him. When Nick got into my personal space, that felt entirely different from how it had appeared when Aramon did it. My body seemed to charge with electricity, tingling all over, and my stomach swooped like I’d just gotten on a rollercoaster and taken that first plunge. I had such a big crush on him, and it didn’t even cross my mind to question what he wanted.

He reached out his hands, and when he tucked one under my knees and the other arm came behind my back, I just sighed. He picked me up like it was nothing. It made me feel light as a feather when he cradled me gently against his chest. “Stealing me, are you?” I whispered as I tucked my head against his shoulder. “Okay. Where are we going?” Anything was better than being stuck in this med bay.

“Away from here,” was all the answer I got. He said it in a dark, husky drawl that made my nipples perk beneath my shirt. Nick’s tone made me think he was stealing me back to his quarters to do sexy, seductive things. I was very much on board with that plan, but I had a feeling it was going to be far more exciting and far less fun at the same time.

“Rendezvous where?” Aramon asked when Nick started to carry me out of the med bay. I’d managed to forget about the weird twins for a second, but now I jerked my gaze back at the skullish face that had followed us to the doorway. Aramon knew his crewmate, he had guessed Nick’s plan while I was still wondering.

Nick paused, glancing first at a still rumbling Solear. The alien had his shoulders puffed out, and if he had a tail, I knew it would be angrily swishing behind him. Aramon was bouncing on the toes of his combat boots again, smirking like this entire situation was just a ball of laughs. I expected Nick to brush off the question, but he offered his crew mate a tentative smile, a hint of gratefulness filling his wild, tigerite eyes.

“I’ll send you the coordinates. Thanks Aramon.” He carried me off through the ship, and I gasped in utter shock at the transformation that greeted me. The last time I’d come through this hallway, it had been a dreary, black place with no distinguishing features. It was nothing like that now, with splashes of vibrant colors streaking across the walls. They were guidelines, blue for engineering, red for med bay, green for the bridge, and so on.

“You’re one of us now, Harper,” Nick said against my ear, a smug satisfaction coloring his voice. “When the Doc installed your eye implants to help you read alien scripts… A little extra was included. Now you can find your way around the Varakartoom.” His words hung in the air like a promise, like a prediction of the future. It felt like he was saying that this ship was going to be my home, not that sanctuary that had been dangled in front of my face before. 

He was saying, without words, that my future would be at his side, and he’d be on this ship. I wasn’t sure if those ideas made me nervous or if they actually settled my nerves. It was all so fast, so confusing, and with the danger looming over my head, this was not the time to even contemplate.

I forced myself to switch to my investigator mode instead, the innate question-asker. When in doubt, gather information, ask questions, and get all the facts. “You still haven’t told me where we are going…” I left the statement hanging, my eyes on his face to see if he was hiding it on purpose, but he seemed startled. Like he hadn’t realized.

“Somewhere safe. I couldn’t get the watchers on the ship to be fooled, so I’m taking you elsewhere.” He quickened his pace, and I flung my arm around his neck and held on while I tried to decipher the colorful lines to figure out where we were going. “I don’t want Batok chasing the Varakartoom, or us. Especially not you. And we need answers.”

Answers, yes! That was a plan I could get behind, and when we entered a large room with several small ships and other vehicles, I knew what he intended. We boarded the small ship closest to a massive set of doors, easily big enough for any of the vehicles to leave through. He was taking me off the Varakartoom, and it was going to be just the two of us, I realized as soon as I saw the interior. There was no one else aboard the small vessel.

Nick set me down in one of the two available seats at the front and started to strap me carefully into it. “Just a precaution. In case we’ll need some evasive maneuvers, but I doubt it. All is clear.” He tapped the gleaming metal device on his left temple and instantly a blue light shimmered in front of his eyes, like a pair of very sci-fi sunglasses.

I pressed my tablet to my chest and watched as he strapped himself in and took control of the little ship. When we flew out of the slowly opening doors, I held my breath, half expecting someone to stop us. This didn’t seem like a course of action Asmoded agreed with, but maybe he and Nick had talked while I hadn’t been around.

“Got your coordinates,” Aramon’s voice suddenly cheerfully announced, and I jerked in my seat. For a brief moment, I thought he was on the small ship with us, but then I realized he was talking through some kind of radio connection. “Good luck out there, brother. As long as you know that I’m not putting in a good word for you with the captain. You’re on your own with that. But I’m happy to fight this Batok asshole. That should be fun! Right, bro?” he trailed off, and the connection ended without Nick ever saying anything. I had a feeling that ‘bro’ hadn’t been meant for Nick, he’d directed that at his twin.

“The captain only cares that we get paid and that there is a minimal risk to the crew. I’ve got a plan for both of those things,” Nick said to me, his hands competently holding the yoke-like thing he was using to steer the ship. We darted away from the huge spaceship we had just exited and I got a good look at the space station before we spun around and aimed for a starry patch of space that looked identical to the rest to me.

I didn’t have long to really take in the Varakartoom, the mercenary ship that Nick belonged to. A huge, sleek black shape that looked intimidating and threatening, especially compared to the mostly gray and silver ships it shared the docking arm with. It seemed like a tank to me or a great big shark; definitely a ship that shouted aggression and danger.

Then we were flying into space, just the two of us. I had this moment of panic. Was I crazy for just flying off with a guy I barely knew? A guy that not that long ago had acted like a dangerous, feral, instinct-driven maniac because he was that up in knots about me? My grandma would call that a major red flag, but then, she’d always been a realist, while I was the dreamer.

I wanted answers about why Batok had locked me in the vault, my safety, and my future. Mostly though, I wanted answers about Nick and this thing between us. I was willing to take a few risks to get what I needed. The one thing that was crystal clear to me was that my safety in Nick’s presence would never be in doubt. He would protect me, to his own detriment, if needed.


Chapter 11

Mitnick

My hands flew over the consoles in front of me as I worked to set our course and engage the autopilot. I’d communicated with Aramon during our take-off, and he’d let Solear calculate our route for me. That was one worry less while I did a final system check. With Solear’s navigating, we’d have the quickest, sneakiest route to where we needed to go.

I glanced at my mate from the corner of my eye but focused on the tasks at hand to finish them as quickly as possible. She was curled in the navigator seat with a datapad tucked against her chest and her eyes locked on the row of viewscreens at the front of the ship. She was gazing at the dazzling view of Strewn, the debris field, and the stars beyond.

Her blonde hair lay in a braid over one shoulder, and I could see how her sky-blue eyes were flicking rapidly from one sight to the next. She seemed calm, even comfortable, to be here with me, but I wondered if she wasn’t contemplating the implications of our departure right now.

Asmoded and Solear hadn’t notified the captain yet, but I’d timed our escape during Asmoded’s meal with his son. There would be orders not to interrupt unless it was an emergency. I knew the twins’ loyalty to Asmoded was absolute. They were very protective of him, but maybe that was exactly why they were letting me do this. It would take the heat off the Varakartoom as soon as the watchers realized that my Harper wasn’t aboard any longer. The question was, had they seen the shuttle leave from the other side of the ship? I’d picked our course carefully to blend with other initial traffic, but it was no guarantee.

“So… What should I call you? Your name is really Mitnick, isn’t it?” Harper’s tentative question made me jerk my head up from the scan data I’d been perusing to ensure we had no tail. I contemplated her question but wasn’t sure what I wanted. I had always been Mitnick, except maybe when I was just a tiny fledgling and my brothers had still struggled to pronounce it right. But I liked Nick too, it was Harper’s name for me. It felt right.

“You,” I started to say, my mind whirling as I tried to put the chaotic, overpowering emotions that rushed through me into words. “You can call me anything, Harper, and I’d listen. But I like Nick. Nick is your name for me, and it makes me feel like I belong to you.” She stared at me, her eyes wide, and then she smiled and I felt my dual hearts pound wildly in response.  

“Okay, okay, that’s uh…” She tilted her head as she contemplated her answer and I appreciated that she didn’t rush into it, that she took her time to consider what she wanted to say. “I guess Nick it is. That’s a human name too. It was how I first thought of you, so if you like it…I’ll call you that.” I more than liked it and when I smiled, that made her cheeks turn this lovely shade of pink.

A silence fell, and I focused on finishing my scans to ensure we hadn’t been followed. I’d left some surprises behind on the com devices of the watchers. Now that we were safely out of range, no longer able to be followed, they would inform them that Harper had left the Varakartoom. That would leave the crew safe, just as the Captain wanted, and leave them with a cold trail. 

Only a handful of scavenger ships were working on the far side of the debris field; they did not appear suspicious, so I dismissed them as threats. That meant we were safe, for now, but I still had to decrypt the data on Harper’s implants to discover the true scope of the threat. Just as I’d loaded the files and started that process, Harper touched my arm with soft fingertips. “So, what’s our destination now? Or are we aimlessly flying around so they can’t find me?”

She did not seem bothered by that idea, but that was a silly plan and not a long-term solution. I wanted to ensure that Batok had no interest in her or the Varakartoom. Either that meant killing him, which I would very much enjoy considering what he’d done to her, or convincing him that we were not worth the effort.

“No, we are flying back to the mining planet I found you on. We’re going to retrace your path in case that leads us to answers more quickly than waiting for that data to decrypt. My algorithms are good, but crunching data takes time, sometimes a lot of it… And I’m not waiting around while there’s a threat.”

My hearts fluttered when her fingers stayed against my biceps; I could feel them like soft, warm points of pressure through my armor. I knew her by now. She wanted answers because her curiosity was endless. But I worried that taking her to the mining planet would trigger terrible memories. She’d had a horrible time trapped inside that vault, I would not blame her if she never wanted to see that place again. 

“Okay, that’s a good plan,” she nodded, her eyes going back to the star-studded stretch of space visible on the viewscreens in front of us. “How long until we get there?” she asked next, and when I told her it would be at least a week, she cast an uneasy glance over her shoulder. I instantly understood her worry; I’d seen her on my camera feeds those first two days. Having enough water and food mattered a lot. That was no surprise.

Rising, I freed her from the straps that kept her safely locked into the navigator's seat. “Let me show you around, my sweet mate,” I said. I took her hand and started leading her past the stowage hatches, opening each one to let her see the stocked supplies.

The shuttles were always maintained with emergency kits and long-lasting food rations. I’d also taken the time to get extras from Brace, including foods she’d seemed to like and several human favorites that Brace had stocked since Mandy came aboard. I’d even taken a moment to gather a few of the clothing articles and a pair of sturdy boots that I’d been collecting ever since I found her.

“And the ship has a closed water system and an excellent recycling plant. We’ll never run out of water,” I added while I tapped the panel behind which said system was installed. She gave me a grateful smile, but she still didn’t look at ease. Maybe that had more to do with our visit to the planet than her worry about having enough food. 

Curling my wing around her back, I drew her closer to me with gentle pressure. “Something is bothering you, but I promise, you have nothing to fear. I will protect you.” Then I tipped her chin up with my finger and covered her mouth with mine. Her sweet scent filled my lungs, her taste tantalized my brain. She clung to my arms as I swept her closer, tangling our tongues, drinking her gasps and soft moans.  

I’d stolen kisses a few times, but this was the first time I could linger and simply enjoy for as long as she was willing. And she was willing, very willing. Her arousal perfumed the air around us, trapped between my wings and our bodies. It made my cocks grow painfully hard, and it incited my instincts to push for more, to lay claim to her in every way. To claim her with my mating cock as well as my pleasure cock. 

I picked her up by her soft, curvy rear, and she assisted by curling her legs around my hips. A moan shuddered from her that made me lose a little more grip on the instincts that surged through me. More of this, and I’d give in, I’d throw her onto the bunk and fill her with my cocks. That was what a Mithrakon would do on my home world, his mate expected it. She’d even try to arouse those instincts if she could, but this was Harper, and she was human. My little Novi did not know Mithrakon mating rules, and I did not know enough about human courtship. 

Then she arched her spine and the heat of her core collided with my straining cocks; I saw stars. I tasted her need, and more blood rushed to my groin. I was lost to her, lost to the mating heat that surged through my veins with each strike of my mating heart.  

Carrying her in my arms, I located the bed and pinned her to it. My wings spread wide to block out any intruders from seeing her. Not that there were any, but the instinct was hard to shake. She looked dazed and flushed from our kisses. Her lips were puffy and pink, her breathing rapid, and her braid had come undone. When I started divesting her of her clothing, she eagerly assisted.

Her shirt tore when I pulled too hard, and her leggings ended up tangled around an ankle. The important parts were naked, that was all I had eyes for. Her silky pale skin, her breasts tipped with brown nipples, and the delicate petals between her thighs. My fingers circled the nearest ankle, and I started to pull her closer when she laughed. “Tit for tat, Nick. You need to undress too…”  

I froze in place above her, my breathing coming in fast bursts and my mind spinning as I parsed her words. Then I yanked on the tab of my suit and made it split open along my chest. Yes, more skin to touch, more contact, that’s what we needed.  She didn’t help matters by sitting up on her knees so she could kiss me again. 

Once I was as naked as she was, I realized what a fatal error I’d made. Nothing held me back from claiming her now, no barriers to temper my instincts. There was only one thing I could do to hold myself in check. I yanked her closer, tangling our limbs and risking it all when her soft thigh brushed against my cocks. A lightning bolt of pleasure struck my brain; my vision narrowed down to only one thing, claiming Harper. No, not yet!

Breathing hard, I clawed back the control I’d lost. “Stay still,” I warned her and glared when she gave me a grin. She was not aware of how dangerously close my basic nature was to the surface. I would not betray her trust. My hands were rougher than I would have liked when I spun her around and positioned her the way I needed her. Yes, that would work. That was not a traditional mating position, and if I did slip up and try to sink my mating cock into her, it wouldn’t be the right way.

I ran my hands over her sexy ass, soft, round, and very pale compared to my tanned skin. She wiggled, her lush behind jiggling while she glanced over her shoulder at me in what was clearly a challenge. This female was perfect, and she was dangerous. 

“Oh yeah? And what are you going to do about it?” she asked teasingly. I growled, and my hand snapped out in response; landing on the center of her back, I used it to push her down. Now she was pinned, but she still wiggled enticingly, her folds glistening with her wetness. My mouth instantly watered at the sight. Now this was an impulse I had no need or desire to control. 

She moaned when I pressed my face against her small slit and took a long, thorough lick. “Nick!” she exclaimed, her fists clutching at the blankets, her hips bucking toward me. Yes, that was right, scream my name, little mate. Scream it loud. Intent on making her do exactly that, I settled on my knees and feasted. 

***

Harper

Things might be moving a little fast right now, but I’d be crazy if I put a stop to something that felt as good as this. Nick had caught me by surprise when he took our make-out session to the next level, but my body was completely on board. It was an explosion of passion that we’d been heading for since the moment we’d exchanged our first words. Maybe even sooner for Nick, but love at first sight still seemed so fantastical that I needed more proof before I believed it. 

His licks and suckling kisses against my needy flesh definitely didn’t allow me much room for thought. It was all too easy to surrender to the pleasure he brought me, to let it sweep me away. An escape from the crazy world that I’d woken up in less than a week ago. An escape from the horrible nightmare I’d experienced before that. 

It was obvious that his tongue wasn’t quite the same as a human tongue. It was smoother but with a nubbed edge that he angled over my clit until I saw stars. Then he dipped it into my core, and pleasure lanced through my belly and made me gasp. It went deeper than should be possible, and when he curled it… “Fuck, Nick! Do that again,” I demanded, panting into the sheets. He did, and an orgasm rocked me from those silky strokes along my G-spot. 

I was trembling with aftershocks when he pressed a finger into my passage. That single digit felt big, already dragging along my walls and stretching me, but it definitely felt good. It had been a while for me since I’d last had sex, and I appreciated that he wanted to prepare me. I needed it. I needed everything he was willing to give me. This guy had me on fire for him in a way I’d never been for a guy before.

The second finger made me ache a little, but then I forgot about it when he started licking at my clit again. I was on the precipice of an orgasm quickly, my body clenching around him, my nipples aching where they rubbed against the sheets. Just a few more licks and I’d find myself tumbling over that edge into bliss.  

“I think you’re ready for me, Harper. Are you ready for my pleasure cock?” Nick said. I could feel him rise behind me, but I couldn’t see; my eyes pinched closed as I focused on the magic his fingers were creating. I mourned the loss of his sexy tongue, but the heat of him against my back felt good too. The way he surrounded me as he leaned over me on the bed made me feel safe, coveted, and very protected. 

“I asked if you were ready,” he growled right next to my ear and I jerked beneath him. His fingers were still buried deep inside of me and the move drew out more sparks of pleasure as they shifted deeper. My skin broke out in goosebumps along my spine; who knew Nick would get this bossy? 

“So ready,” I told him, tilting my head to look over my shoulder at him. My belly clenched when I caught the feral look in his eyes. A little wild, dark; he was clearly hanging on to his control by the skin of his teeth. That should have frightened me, it should have been a warning that I was playing with fire. This was Nick, and I could never fear him. No matter what, he’d always try to protect me. 

To see that desire stamped on his face, all for me, that he was this wild for me. That was crazy hot. That made me feel so wanted, and so pretty. So yeah, I was ready for him, ready for anything he wanted to do to me with the two cocks he was packing. I’d only briefly seen them, and they’d startled me for no more than a second, then it had turned me on. 

His eyes glimmered like the gemstones they reminded me of, and he snarled like the namesake beast when he withdrew his fingers from my tight clasp. That I was in bed with the beast, not the rational computer hacker, was obvious, and I loved it.

The brush of one of those cocks against my opening made me freeze in place, and the hand on my shoulders continued to keep me pinned. It was warm, silky wet, and when he started pushing in, it went with ease. He had prepared me well, and I didn’t think I’d ever been this wet before. That cock sunk into my core smoothly for the first few inches, but ridges followed next that stimulated each nerve.  

As one cock slid into my core, the other glided up between my ass cheeks, not penetrating anything but naughtily teasing the untried ring of muscle. I shivered and moaned beneath him, my legs trembling as sensation coursed through me. It was too much; he was too much for me, and then he wasn’t.

With a deep, heartfelt groan, Nick pushed his final inch of the ‘pleasure cock’ inside of me. The thick, heated length of his other cock lay nestled between my cheeks, and as he started up a rhythm, so many nerves were stimulated that the orgasm I’d been edging toward until he stopped, burst through me like wildfire. 

I think I shouted. I nearly blacked out from how intense it was, and then he pushed me for more. Nick was going to wring every ounce of pleasure from my flesh that I had to give. His thighs caged mine against the edge of the bed, my upper body pinned to the mattress by his chest. And both his cocks stimulated me at the same time.

When the next crest hit, he followed me. Growling as his release hit him, his cock kicking inside of me with each burst of seed. Wetness, warm and sticky, also coated my back and butt, erupting from the tip of his second cock. A languor spread through me, a sated exhaustion I gladly gave in to. 

There would be time tomorrow to think about the consequences of our actions. I wanted to bask in this moment, and I wanted to fall asleep in his arms, knowing that I was safe and the most coveted person in his entire universe.


Chapter 12

Harper 

My body was all aglow, tingling in more places than I thought was possible. My core was a little achy, but I savored that feeling like it was a badge of honor. Nick’s arm was sprawled over my middle while he laid face down at my side, his head angled toward me, and a smile curved his luscious mouth. I didn’t need a blanket because he’d covered me with one of his silky wings. A warm, personal blanket with just the right amount of weight to make me feel completely safe and coveted. I loved it.  

I really loved everything we’d been doing so far, but I kept feeling this stupid niggle at the back of my mind that I was acting irrationally, that I was moving too fast with this. I mean, Nick had stolen me from the Varakartoom. It wasn’t hard to see that he hadn’t had permission from his captain to take the shuttle and leave with me. It was exactly the behavior they had wanted to protect me from, and I’d been the one thwarting every effort Mandy had made to keep me safe.

Why had I done that? Because I had this hunch, this feeling, that Nick was my best, biggest ally. He was the one person I could trust in the universe, the crazy big, alien-filled universe. I didn’t even feel all that scared about the idea of facing Batok and his creepy huge mouth, or the vault. Okay, maybe visiting the vault still really freaked me out. I broke out in a cold sweat just thinking about that place, but I wouldn’t be alone, and Nick was really good at breaking out of places. He’d proven that already. 

I thought about what my grandmother, who’d raised me on her own, would say about Nick. It was a fun idea to picture him sitting at her breakfast table in her kitchen as she interviewed him. It would be an interview, the interrogation kind because my gran was a battle-hardened ex-cop. I had definitely inherited my inquisitive nature from her.

She’d demand to know what he did for a living, where he’d gone to school, and even what his parents did. Then she’d lower her chin so she could pierce him with her gray eyes from above the rim of her glasses. “And what are your intentions, young man?” she’d say.  

I could picture it so vividly that I felt a wave of tears clench my throat and burn at my eyes. When gran died a few weeks before I’d started college, I’d lost all chance of ever seeing scenes like that again. Which had intimidated enough high school boyfriends to send them running for the hills. I’d hated it at the time, funny how much I missed it now.

I had a feeling that Nick would calmly weather such an interrogation and love my gran for it. I could see him sit there calmly, wings draped over the back of his too-small wooden chair; it would groan beneath his bulk. Then he’d tell my gran I was his mate, that he’d protect me forever, that he’d die for me, and that would be it.

My throat tightened up even more, my breathing growing shallow. That was so freaking intense, but I knew that’s exactly how it would go down. The thing was, I wasn’t sure if my grandma would love him for it, or if she’d tell me to run like hell. 

“So much thinking. Does your brain ever stop spinning, my little Novi?”Nick murmured in my ear. He hadn’t opened his eyes, but unerringly, his hand raised to smooth a fingertip over my scrunched-up brow. My heart fluttered in my chest, that was cute, and he was cute; smiling tenderly like he was.

His eyes opened slowly, accompanied by a soft whispering noise as the feathered mohawk lifted and slid along the pillows. “I think everything is moving so fast. I’m having a hard time adjusting…” A really hard time, and things hadn’t been easy that first time I’d woken in outer space. They had been horrible, terrifying, and I didn’t know how to deal. Things felt faded like they had happened long ago, but that didn’t mean I felt good about any of it. Especially not the slow starvation part in the vault.

“I understand,” Nick said. His wing shifted along my body, tantalizing my bare skin with their silky touch. He rolled and tucked me into his arms against his chest; as naked as I was, that meant I felt every ridge and bump along his chest. My thigh was tucked even closer with a big palm, and I could feel his cocks, both of them, as they grew and stiffened against my skin.

A shot of arousal arrowed through my body and spasmed in my core; I wanted him, I desired him. It would be so simple to raise my leg a little higher and invite him in. That would push aside my worries for a moment, and I feared it would cloud my mind, rather than help me clear it. I didn’t know what was the right choice. Create distance? Cling to the guy who made me feel safe? I was always strong and independent; I didn’t like the thought of needing Nick to feel like myself. So what now? 

At least Nick seemed to have a much better handle on the situation than I had. He stroked his hand along my back, his wing settling back down over us to keep me warm. “It’s okay, Harper. You’ve been through a lot, and you’re still standing. I’m so proud of you.” He didn’t turn his gentle petting into anything sexual, though his two very impressive lengths were thick, throbbing brands against my thigh and belly. “I propose, little Novi, that you are in charge now. You want my cocks? You’re the one that tells me, until then, I will hold you, I will kiss you, but nothing else.”

I tilted my chin so I could look him in the eye, giving him a suspicious look that made him smirk. “Is this your way of giving me space?” I asked, “If so, that’s a sucky proposal. Hugging and kissing is not exactly giving me space.” The bold statement made me feel warm inside because it was so obvious that he wanted me, and that giving me space did not come easy for him, yet he was trying anyway.

His brows lowered into a frown and from this close, I wondered if those tiny strands of dark red hair weren’t tiny feathers. His voice was growly when he spoke, a hint of a sharp fang peeking at the corner of his mouth. “You are my mate, Harper. I will give you all the time in the world to find your feet again, to heal. But distance? No. That would kill me.” His fingers tightened against my back, hinting at the strength he carried, and then the pressure eased. “I’m sorry, I know this is new to you, but Mithrakonin heat… I am controlling it, for you. I will control it as long as you need.”  

He slipped away then, rising to his feet next to the bed in all his naked glory. His wings spread wide in an impressive display, feathers raised tall and proud on his head. He even put his fists on his hips, and it drew my eyes to his cocks. Still erect, and now leaking a pearly white fluid, the thick lengths made my mouth water. Definitely a distraction.

“I read up on humans,” he said, not as roughly as before, but still with a hint of that feral side of him. “They date, and then they get married. We will date first.” Like that settled it, he spun away and disappeared into the tiny bathroom area tucked away against one wall of the ship. It left me with even more wildly spinning thoughts, a deeply aroused body, and no idea what I wanted. 

It didn’t strike me until later that morning when we were sitting in the cockpit area. Yeah, he was right. A bit of dating sounded like the normalcy I needed to steady myself again. And when he pulled up newsfeeds for me to research Batok, I had something to focus on too, a project. I could work on being this asshole’s downfall, or at least write the best damn article about him ever. Combined with Nick’s skills? We’d make one hell of an investigative team. 

A purpose was exactly the answer I was looking for. And some fun on the side, to make good memories, light memories, while we got to know each other. That I liked too.

“So,” Nick said after tapping away at his screens for a while, a silver orb humming gently by his head as it floated in the air. He said it was a recording drone, and he was tweaking its systems for optimizations, but that sounded complex and confusing. I liked how much his brains and rational side clashed with his primitive mating drive. “My research indicates we should have dinner together, and that we should talk. But I couldn’t figure out what we were supposed to be talking about?”

I wanted to smother a laugh at his slightly baffled expression, and felt extremely flattered that he was doing research on how to date a human. Maybe dating a human was as foreign to him as it was to date a winged dude for me.

“We talk about the things we like, and we share about our past. Will you tell me how you became part of the Varakartoom’s crew? I mean, it’s probably a very selective process considering they claim to be the best of the best…” That had been hammered into me more than once everyone I’d met on the ship. They were proud of their reputation, and Mandy told me because she thought it would make me feel safe.

Nick tapped at a button and his drone lowered to the console in front of him and shut off. He turned his chair, so he was facing toward me, and then he leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees. I was the center of his universe, and I felt like I was falling into him when I met his tigerite gaze. 

“Okay,” he said. “It’s a long story.” I thought he would deflect the question, but it was only a brief hesitation. He’d said okay, and if there was one thing I was sure of by now, it was that Nick always told me the truth. No, he was pulling a canteen of water from a nearby compartment and pressed it into my hands. I felt more at ease to be holding a source of water. “I have a strap for that one. You could carry it with you if you’d like,” he offered.

I nodded eagerly, sipping from the cool water,  and settled in for his story. Swept away by his low voice, the deep steady tones, as he told me in his own words what I’d already learned from Aramon the other day.

He painted a lovely picture of his homeworld and the brothers he’d shared the skies with before an intrepid raider had stolen him one day. His planet was advanced enough to teach him many computer skills, something he’d always been adept at, but they had had no warnings before that ship had swooped in and taken some of their number.

As far as Nick knew, nobody had tried to rescue them, but they were placed in stasis almost immediately. By the time he’d woken, none of his people remained on the Krektar raider ship, and they’d reached the Zeta quadrant. They put him to work in the engine room of the limping spaceship to help get it to their destination. Then they sold him to some rich guy who’d trained him for a few months before putting him on the arena sands. 

That part sounded baffling to me, and I made a note of the practice so I could research it later. It was enough to know that enslaved males, and even females, were pitted against one another in primitive fights for the entertainment of the rich. Nick had actually been grinning when he talked about that period in his life like it wasn’t something awful but a fun outlet for his aggressive side.

“Yeah,” he agreed when I asked him, “My species is very volatile as young males and adolescents, and I was only eighteen cycles. The sands let me act out so I could control myself and hatch my escape plan. It only took me a few months to break their security system. I got all the males in that stable out, and then hitched a ride to the Yengar space station. It’s a very lawless place and I could blend in.” 

“And that’s where you met the captain of the Varakartoom?” I asked while I wondered about the stealing part that Aramon had implied. I couldn’t picture anyone stealing from the forbidding, scary-looking Asmoded, he was just too intimidating.

Nick rolled a shoulder, his wings rustling behind his back. “Oh that, I would have gotten away with it too, but Solear bumped into me as I made my escape. I only stole enough of his credits so I could live for a week. He looked rich, so I figured he wouldn’t miss it.” I expected him to add “and the rest is history,” like Aramon had, but he explained how his stealing had impressed Asmoded, and he’d offered him a job.

He grinned, “And as you know, I apparently have a penchant for stealing things. These days it’s data I steal, but I’m making a special exception for you. Mithrakon actually find that a very acceptable courting practice.”

His feather mohawk rose along his head in a proud display, his wings raised too, spreading to show me how big they were, and the bright red that tipped them. I was suitably impressed, and a little amused, not to mention a tiny bit turned on. Nick was sexy, and it was extremely intense and flattering to be the center of his attention, like I was. I had never had a guy want me this much, and I really liked it.

I’d been leading this conversation, constantly plying him with questions, and he’d let me. But when he flipped the tables, I found I didn’t mind talking about my own life to him. Usually, I was a guarded person when it came to the private stuff, but I already had so much history with him that it felt natural to talk about my badass police detective gran, and how my parents had died in a car crash when I was young.

An alarm went off when I was fondly recalling how my grandma had bailed me out at school after a practical joke gone wrong. Nick’s eyes lingered for a long second on my face, those alien tigerite orbs promising me that he wanted to hear the rest, that our conversation wasn’t over. Only then did he focus on what his computers were telling him. The alarm should worry me, but I felt safe; Nick would take care of this. 


Chapter 13

Mitnick

The readings weren’t good, and I cursed under my breath. We’d only been underway for a day, and already a ship had picked us up and was following us. They were still far away, barely within sensor range of the small shuttle, but they probably thought they were staying out of our range. They didn’t know about the upgrades on every component of the ship that Ysathaeand I had installed. I’d extended the range of the sensors to give us an advantage, and Ysa had upgraded the engines.

“What is it?” Harper asked me, and she placed her small hand on my thigh. My armor blocked out most of her heat, but that brief touch, so casual and easy, settled my mind. I knew what I had to do, and that nothing would keep me from ensuring her safety. I was going to mess that ship up my way. They would never know what hit them when I was done with them because nobody threatened my female.  

“We are being followed, but I’ll take care of it.” I tapped the tiny device I’d been fiddling with that morning, one of my specialized drones. “This will take care of it.” I rose to place the device in the airlock, aware that this was going to be the last time I’d see it. That was a small sacrifice to make. I had six more, and I could always order extra when we were back at Strewn in the future. 

“What are you going to do?” Harper asked, ever inquisitive, and I spared her a moment to smile. She was not worried, but I saw the spark in her eyes; she wanted to know everything. I considered my plan, and then quickly outlined it for her while I got to work at the same time. Activating my implants and the visor over my eyes, I gained full control over the prepared drone. It was the work of a moment to vent it into space and leave it drifting directly in the path of the ship that was trailing us.  

“I can’t believe you’re this patient,” my female commented while she curled herself into the navigator’s seat with a frown. “You’re in hunting mode, aren’t you?” I nodded. That was as good a description as any. I was hunting, and they didn’t even know it. I flexed my wing and curled it around the back of her seat in a protective gesture; for her, I would gladly hunt down anything.

When the unsuspecting ship neared my drone, nothing in their flight path indicated they’d spotted the still-dormant device. At my command, it powered up in time to get under their guard. I had it attach itself to the underbelly of the Star Class Cruiser near an antenna array; the perfect spot to get into their systems. Familiar with all their security protocols, I bypassed most and locked onto the least protected and most basic functions. From there, I hitched a ride directly into the ship’s communications hub.

“I’m in,” I said to Harper, aware that to her, this must be the most boring confrontation ever. All she could see was the blip of the chasing ship on our navigational systems, and see me focus on my visor and my readings. She didn’t know that I’d just wrested control and was downloading all their important data, from the crew roster to the ship’s transponder information. 

“In what?” she asked, confirming my suspicion. I flicked off my visor for a moment so I could regale her with a smile; excitement bubbled through my bloodstream. This was as good as a fight to me. My crewmates didn’t understand that, but I was pumped with adrenaline. This was a battle of the mind and a game of subterfuge. I was in my element when I could challenge myself to deal with an enemy in the most unconventional way. 

“Their systems. They’re about to receive a transmission. Let’s listen in.” With a few flicks of the controls the shuttle filled with the audio from the bridge of the chasing ship. A Star Class Cruiser with a transponder call sign that labeled it a mercantile ship by the name of Argamonde, hailing from Ker. It was likely a stolen transponder; I’d flag the identification at every port I’d put in thereafter.

“Report, now! Did you find that bitch yet?” a voice snapped over the speakers as the Argamonde’s incoming transmission connected. That voice was all growls and snarls, spoken with a vicious inflection that left nothing to the imagination. I recognized the language, Hoxiam, which made the speaker Batok. The crimelord wouldn’t tolerate any of his kind around; they would be too much competition for his sick proclivities.

Harper flinched in her seat, and I shot out a hand to offer support by cupping her leg and gently squeezing. “He’s not there, he’s just calling,” I said quietly. “You recognize his voice, don’t you?” She nodded, her eyes wide and the slightest hint of fear curling through her scent. She mastered it quickly, masking that fear with a determined glint in her sky-blue eyes. 

“Not yet, sir,” a male voice replied with an obvious tremble in his tone. That was not surprising, the rumors were that Batok ate those that displeased him, and considering his species, I expected those rumors were likely true. Before Batok could get angry, the voice continued speaking, and it became obvious he was the captain of the ship, the fake Argamonde.

“We are following her ship, sir. It shouldn’t be long before we have her. Do we kill her and those she is with immediately, or would you like the pleasure?” The words made my protective urges surge wildly, but I was in control of this situation, even if the captain of the ship did not know it yet. My fingers twitched around the delicate controls of the drone before I redirected my focus to what I planned to do to them.

“What do we do?” Harper whispered as if she was afraid that Batok and the captain could hear her. That was not possible, we were tapping into their connection, but they had no idea we were even there. I lifted a hand, forced it to relax before I reached over to her and cupped her chin. She leaned into my touch, her eyes big in her pale face.

Covering her mouth with mine, I pulled her attention away from the nasty voices and into my touch. A thought through my implant switched the sound from the ship’s speakers to my translators, making the conversation for my ears only. She did not need to hear how Batok smacked his mouth in anticipation as he ordered her to be alive so he could eat her.  

Her breathy moan filled me with satisfaction when I pulled back, fingers still splayed against the side of her face and neck. “How about I fuck their ship up? What would you like, Novi? Exploding engine, broken navigation, maybe I’ll emergency evacuate their cargo bay and food supplies?”  

I loved how big her eyes got in her face and darted from my mouth to the visor clinging to the side of my head. “You can do all that? When you said you had control… You really are a hacker, aren’t you?” The glint that sparkled in her blue orbs made my chest flush with happiness; I’d made her smile, and I’d impressed her. My crest rose proudly on my head, feathers on full display for her.

“And more,” I replied. “It might take a minute, but I could take out that entire ship now that my drone is attached to their systems.” I flexed my fingers, waggled them playfully, and then sat them down on the computer console in front of me. “So what will it be, my sweet mate?”  

Batok was giving more instructions in my ear about how to treat his expected prisoner. He was definitely trying to make sure that no one would touch Harper and discover why he was after her. Whatever information was on those implants, his captain did not know. I still made sure to download their entire database. Even if it didn’t give us any answers, it was worth having a look. 

Harper’s eyes lowered as she contemplated my question, and she took long enough that I heard Batok end the call. Then I was listening in on the chatter on the bridge, on how the ship’s captain tried to posture and save face for his earlier fear of speaking to their boss. They were eager to get their capture; the captain was already ordering the pilot to intercept us. They were even arming their weapons, but that wouldn’t be a problem. I could wrest control of them at any moment.

“Just make them leave. I don’t want you to kill them… Maybe that’s stupid, but I’m not a killer. If you can, I don’t know, send them into the arms of the police or something. That would be cool, maybe? Can you do that?” She looked up at me through her lashes and my dual hearts sped up.

What she was asking was probably harder than any of my suggestions, but I was always down for a challenge. It would be satisfying to complete because she asked it of me. I still very much liked the idea of venting their food out into space. It would be poetic justice to make Batok’s goons starve after they had put my mate through the same fate.

“As you wish,” I said, and I bowed myself over the controls. First to make sure I’d learned everything I could from them, and then to disable their weapons. They had appeared on our sensors at a distance well within normal shuttle sensor range by the time I’d taken care of the most immediate threat. They were trying to hail us, but I ignored the attempt; I did not need to speak to the captain and hear his blustering. Harper definitely did not need to hear more angry words. 

Tweaking their navigational controls was harder, especially since I was no seasoned navigator like Solear. I couldn’t efficiently plot a course that would lead them into the hands of the nearest law enforcement. We weren’t far from Kertinal space; I just needed to send the ship in that general direction and then lock them out of the controls.

The shuttle’s com started beeping insistently as they kept trying to hail us, but by now, panic had struck the bridge. Their navigator had sounded the alarm, and so had their Weapon Master. They could not do their jobs, and their captain’s punishment was swift, brutal, and pointless. I did not tell Harper about this, just focused on leaving a final trap. A repeating broadcast would announce loudly that they worked for Batok and were flying under a fake transponder.

“You did it!” Harper cheered, her finger pointing at the red light on the scanner that showed how the Argamonde was turning away from us. Its path now veered sharply to our starboard and would spin to take it on a direct course to Kertinal space; heavily patrolled Kertinal space. I estimated that it would take them five days to reach, and another day before they would noticed by a Kertinal Warship.

“Yes,” I agreed, grinning. It had taken more finesse than simply overheating their reactor core and blowing up the ship, but I had done as she asked. Now it was in the hands of fate to see it through, but at least we’d be long gone should they somehow manage to regain control of their ship before they reached the Kertinal Empire. 

“I can’t believe you did that! No wonder your captain hired you! That was amazing,” Harper said, smiling widely and still leaning over the viewscreen that displayed the departing Argamonde. She raised her head when my wing brushed along her back, and that blue glance turned hot and warm in a flash. Then she threw herself into my arms with a laugh, her warm, slight body colliding with mine. 

At that moment, I deeply regretted making her the promise I had. Her lush behind brushed against my groin, sending a sharp bolt of pleasure up my spine. My instincts soared, demanding I claim her, not just with my pleasure cock but with my mating cock. But I’d take anything she was willing to give me, even if they were jubilant kisses and nothing more. Harper was worth waiting for. 


Chapter 14

Harper

I was quiet as I watched Nick work. I thought I was masking my nerves, but I should have known I couldn’t fool him. He said I was his mate, and I was truly starting to believe that. He certainly knew me better than anyone else, better maybe even than my granny had. Case in point, he glanced casually over his shoulder at me and his yellow and gold eyes sharpened. 

“Are you okay, Harper? We’re currently hidden. We can take as long as we want.” He turned in his seat, pausing what he was doing so he could give me his full attention. I felt cornered and exposed when he leaned in and spread his pretty, white and red wings. Not in a bad way exactly, just like I had no way out but to tell him what was going on in my head. The problem was, I didn’t know what was going on, only that I was really nervous about this next part of the plan.

I rolled a shoulder and looked back at the viewscreen that showed me the planet. Not just any planet but a big grayish ball of dirt, a mining planet already hollowed out by many years of destructive mining. I’d looked into that, how it worked, the machines and techniques they used. It wasn’t anything pretty, and it lined up with what I’d briefly seen when they’d taken me into that vault.

The vault was probably my actual source of nerves. I didn’t want to go back there and see that prison again. But what if that was the only way to get rid of this trauma? To heal from the past? With Nick at my side, I wouldn’t be in danger, and it wasn’t like we needed to go inside.

“You’re sure just accessing the logs from the outside control panel is enough to establish a good timeline?” I asked him quietly. Nick wanted to get all the facts about when they put me in that vault and when Batok tried to retrieve me. I wasn’t sure if it was going to help us or not, but he still hadn’t managed to break the encrypted data on my stupid, old translator implants. He said it could take a long time, and doing something was better than sitting around waiting.

Yesterday, I agreed with that. Today, I was pretty sure I was okay with the waiting, as long as it took. “Yes, you could even stay on the shuttle, little Novi,” Nick said, his voice rumbling with a tender warmth I was coming to expect.

Sometimes, I could see that his instincts tried to get the better of him, that they urged him to push me for more than just cuddles and kisses. He never let that side of him win, giving me that distance he’d promised so I could make up my mind about him.

“No,” I denied immediately at his offer. It felt even more wrong to let him take all the risks alone, to sit on my hands while he took care of things. I was feeling frazzled by the idea of seeing that vault again, but I would deal. “I’ll go. Just need to gather a bit more courage. I think I have to do this.” If I said that out loud, maybe I’d actually believe it myself.

Nick gave me a look that said he didn’t quite believe me, but at least he didn’t pry more. He dipped his head toward me, brushed his mouth over mine in a quick caress, and then he turned back to tap at the console. “The station in orbit over the planet is there to coordinate supplies. The last time we were here, I got direct access when we boarded it. I should still have a backdoor to get inside. It will be the work of a minute to make us invisible to their sensors and download their logs.”

I watched as he did as promised and tried not to fidget with the strap of my water canteen. He steered our shuttle down to the barren-looking planet with competent hands. This was it, time to face the music. “Looks like the mining camp with the vault you were in was abandoned a few months ago. The supply logs indicate that personnel were shuffled to other camps and no supplies have been brought to that location in quite some time.”

It helped to listen to Nick as he listed more pertinent information. Stuff about how Batok hadn’t been to the planet since his last visit a year ago, just days after Nick had rescued me. His voice was soothing, and if I just zoned out while I listened to his tone, I could pretend we weren’t about to visit the location where I’d nearly died a horrible, slow death. 

I didn’t recall much of the planet from my previous visit, but I still found myself surprised by how dry and dusty it was. Nick parked our shuttle behind the barren, skeletal remains of what had once been a small stretch of woods. The trees and plants had all died and were now covered by a fine layer of dust. Just stepping out of the airlock and into the open air made my lungs seize up with a nasty cough from that same dust. It was terrible. 

“The planet is dying,” Nick said as he handed me a fresh bottle of water to sip from. He did not seem nearly as bothered by the dusty, stale air. A strong wind was whipping at my clothes and my hair, trying to push me over. My winged friend had come well prepared for the journey and what awaited us; he’d pulled out sturdy cargo pants and a thick coat for me.

“Soon the air will grow so thin that it won’t be safe to breathe without assistance.” He gave the dead trees a baleful look. “They must be close to finished stealing all the resources they deemed worthwhile. Last time I was here, these trees were still alive.” He rolled a shoulder to dismiss the topic and pulled a pair of goggles from the bag he had strapped to his lower back beneath his wings. “This should help.”

I put them on gratefully, glad I had something to keep the wind and dust from my eyes. The goggles instantly made the world jump into brighter focus around me, like a veil of dust and grime had been lifted. I could now make out the towering spire in the distance and the fortifications at the foot of it. I recognized that, and an icy shiver ran down my spine.  

That spire was like a giant lance that pierced the planet, and when I turned in place, I could see the vague shapes of several more in the distance. My research in the past week about this place informed me that those huge lances, taller than skyscrapers, were surveying spikes that specialized ships launched into the planet from orbit before mining activities started. It looked dramatic and destructive, and it was awe-inspiring to imagine a spaceship capable of shooting lances as huge as these. 

“Ready?” Nick asked as he stepped closer. His wing brushed against my back, sheltering me from the wind. He was wearing his black armor, as always, but he’d pulled on gloves too. Several drones were humming in the air around us, and his visor was over his left eye. It glowed in a gentle blue curve from the metallic device clipped to his head just above his ear.

He’d strapped several weapons to his body as well, guns in holsters on his thighs, and a narrow sword in a sheath against his spine. He looked ready for war. He looked like the warrior that he was with just enough of a hint of his more intellectual proclivities to make him look devastatingly smart at the same time.

I loved how confident he looked, and calm; his feathered mohawk rising proudly from his head, ruffled by the wind. When I gave him a nod, he smiled. It was a little tilt at the corner of his mouth, exposing one sharp canine tooth, and it was sexy as sin. His smile grew wider like he knew what he was doing to me.

He swept me up in his arms, which caught me by surprise, and then he was kissing me. I sighed into his embrace, still not used to how easily and often he claimed my mouth this way. His wings swept around us, cocooning me against his chest in a silky, feathery cage. It grew dark and quiet in that little sheltered nook, and I became all sensation and touch. My nerves and fears slipped away like quicksilver, lost in the tide of passion that swept through me. 

It was getting harder and harder to resist him, to stay away. All my reasons were growing silly and weaker by the moment, especially when he conquered my mouth like the warrior he was. A man with only one goal in mind, to pleasure me beyond my wildest dreams. I knew that if I gave in, we’d have the best sex of my life. All I had to do was tell him that I wanted him.  

“Come,” he groaned against my lips, and I thought he was demanding that I come for him, just like that. His hand slid down along my spine and cupped my rear, yanking me closer. A sharp lance of pleasure burst through my abdomen and made my core spasm. It wouldn’t take much; I ached for him.  

A deep rumble made his chest vibrate against mine, stimulating my painfully hard nipples. “Blazing suns, Harper…” He yanked me higher, and instinctively I wrapped my legs around his narrow hips. His cocks made a firm bulge beneath my rear, radiating heat even through his armor, and I couldn’t stop myself from moaning and wriggling against him. “That’s not what I meant,” Nick growled with a hint of amusement in his eyes. “But I’ll oblige, my sweet little Novi.”

He spun us and my back collided with the side of the shuttle, or rather, his wings did, and they cushioned my back from the cool metal. With the added leverage, he pressed his hips against mine and provided just the right amount of friction against my exposed core. I didn’t question how he knew what I’d been thinking, just clung to him and let him push me over that edge.  

I needed that, craved it. The past week had been one endless tease; our sexual tension had gotten thick enough to cut with a knife. His hips surged against mine, and his rampant cocks pressed against my core through the layers of our clothes. Enough was enough. I needed him, all of him. We’d figure out the rest later because it was inevitable we’d end up like this. The pull between us was too strong. It had been strong straight through a screen; so why was I denying myself?

My orgasm crested as those thoughts unlocked my mind, my heart. When the pleasure, like a sharp, sweet burst, hazed my vision, I focused on the one thing that would always be steady and true: my Nick, my thieving mate. His tigerite eyes glowed with that feral, possessive light that I knew so well by now, and I liked how much I tore at his control simply by being myself.

He held still, pressing close to me as the waves ebbed. I felt safe, protected by his sheltering wings and his solid presence. He was larger than life and as the pleasure faded, so did my remaining reservations about our visit here. He would keep me safe, he would take care of me.

***

Mitnick

My cocks ached fiercely, and especially my second mating cock had never been this hard, but this was not the time nor the place for a claiming. As I pleasured my pretty female, I never lost track of our surroundings. My senses tuned to more than just her breathy moans and the rapid pulse at her throat.

While my ears filtered the sounds of the wind and the rustling of the dead trees for any sign of danger, my eyes feasted on the flush in Harper’s cheeks. She was wobbly on her legs when I backed away just enough for her to find her footing. “Steady, my sweet Novi,” I said to her, struggling to mask the deep satisfaction I felt at causing all that. 

“Nick,” she sighed, her hands pressed against my chest while she attempted a stern look. “What are you up to?” I grinned, my eyes darting down quickly to where my cocks were pressing against my pants, rising toward my mate’s soft belly. She groaned, rolled her eyes, and smacked my arm with a dainty hand.

“Distracting you,” I said, my hands still clinging to her waist. It was time to get started. She seemed calm and relaxed now, and I wanted to get this trip over with as soon as possible. I knew the camp and vault were empty, but that was no guarantee that we wouldn’t be located. A ship could arrive in orbit while we were down here, and their scans would instantly pick up our shuttle in this barren wasteland.

My drones were doing quiet reconnaissance, and all the data they gathered confirmed the information from the orbital station. The mining camp was abandoned, and there was nobody around for miles and miles.

“I appreciate it,” Harper said, but it was clear that unease was already lurking at the back of her mind. That distraction wasn’t going to last much longer. I checked the strap of her water canteen and the small pouch with rations on her belt. Then I made sure her goggles were on correctly before gathering her close against my chest. 

She came willingly, laughing softly. “You aren’t done?” Her fingers brushed my neck as she drew her arms around me, and my spine tingled from the tantalizing sensations. She didn’t know what I was about to do; she hadn’t realized it yet. I lifted her higher, pressing her against my chest while I flicked my free hand over my weapon’s belt for a last check.

“I am,” I said, “We’re flying. Hold tight.” Her eyes went huge in her face as the last word left my mouth; realization dawned quickly, but it was too late to protest. With a bunching of my muscles, I leaped into the air and swung my wings with powerful beats to get the airlift we needed. I didn’t often get to fly through open skies like this, but I always kept myself in top flying shape.

We were soaring, accompanied by the sound of her startled squeak. Then we caught a thermal, and I spun us around so my mate could get more comfortable. From the hidden spot I’d parked our shuttle in, it was only a few miles as the Ifrea flew. My drones hummed gently as they followed us, their cameras recording the devastation wrought on this planet.

I only had eyes for our destination and the expressions of my sweet little Novi. After her initial shock, she was staring at the landscape with an open mouth. Her fingers dug into my neck with how tightly she was holding on, but that was the only sign she might be worried. “I’d never drop you,” I said, “Never.”

She tilted her head, her pretty sky-blue eyes enlarged by the protective goggles. “I know,” she said, “But I don’t have wings, so I’m holding on tight if it’s all the same to you.” That made me smile, and I obliged by tucking her more tightly against my chest. I reveled in the feeling of her body so close to mine; this was exactly what I’d been craving, one of my cravings at least, to fly with my mate.

I couldn’t bask in the moment much longer. All too soon, those miles had been crossed, and I was circling above the abandoned mining camp. It looked different already, worn with disuse and roughed up by the rapidly devolving weather system on the planet. The gate stood open, flapping in the wind, and the laser cannons that had previously been mounted on either side were gone.

The mining pit was already filling with sand, blown in by the rough winds. That same sand had also made an admirable attempt at covering the roofs of the warehouses and other buildings. My sharp eyes picked out their shapes anyway, and the data provided by my roving drones did the rest. When I brought us in for a landing, I touched down at the door to the building that housed the vault. 

“We're here.”


Chapter 15

Harper

I didn’t want to release Nick’s thick neck when he landed. The beginning cramp in my thighs from clinging to him so tightly convinced me I had to let go. I swayed on my feet when I tried to stand, and groaned when the muscle fatigue only made me feel more shaky now that I was standing.

Nick didn’t let go of me, his arm stayed around my waist. He kept his wings flared wide, and he craned his head left and right, searching our surroundings for any sign of danger. I did the same, uneasily appraising the buildings and their cover of dust and sand. The courtyard was a desert, and the wind blew the sand around; it covered any tracks we made in seconds.

I couldn’t help but compare this place to my last visit. I’d been panic-filled and focused on surviving my encounter with Batok, but I remembered enough. This sand had been dirt then, hard packed but with scraggly plants scattered throughout, still clinging tenaciously to life. The buildings had all been gunmetal gray, utilitarian square shapes. Warehouses and bunkhouses for the goods and the people who worked there.

It all looked brown and rusted, corroded by the harsh weather. Nothing was shiny or devoid of sand. When Nick started to guide me to the doors of the nearest building, I wasn’t even sure if it was the right one. Let alone that we’d be able to open the doors; they appeared to be rusted shut. Sand lay piled against the bottom of the walls and doors like snowdrifts. 

I gave the doors and the big metal lock a dubious glance, then turned around to survey more of the courtyard. The buildings offered some shelter from the wind, but the huge shadow cast by the surveying spike made the temperatures unpleasantly brisk. It had been cold that day Batok brought me here too, but I couldn’t remember giving it much thought at the time.

Nick tucked me into his side, his wings finally lowering. He cupped one against my back like an extra warm cloak and then used it to urge me to the doors. “These should be the right ones. I’ll have them open in a minute.” He was true to his word, summoning one of his drones through his implant and visor. That drone burned through the lock with a narrow, red laser in short order, and Nick used his powerful body to do the rest of the grunt work.

Pulling the doors outward as they opened and pushing the piles of sand out of the way. I couldn’t tell if it was difficult for him; his face remained completely calm as he heaved. Then the dark interior of the building abruptly absorbed my attention. I couldn’t see far, but what I could see made me think of ghosts and skeletons.

Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck, warning me of a danger I couldn’t see. I felt like it wasn’t only the shadows inside that threatened to swallow me, but the shadows in my mind. The memories of that slow decline in the vault, the starvation, the endless thirst, and the weakness that had pervaded me all too soon.  

“Are you okay? To get the data I want shouldn’t take more than a minute. If you prefer it, you can wait here. I’ll leave my drones with you to stand guard.” Nick had shoved the doors as wide as they could go and now approached me with a worried look on his handsome face.  

“Yeah,” I said firmly; fake it till you make it. I didn’t feel fine, or sure of much of anything right now, but I didn’t want this place to define me. I had to face this head-on, or it would haunt me for the rest of my life. Batok had no right to that, and I refused to let him have that much power over me. “I want to come.”

Nick’s tigerite eyes narrowed, the gold and black sparkling as they reflected light the way cat eyes might. “If you are certain,” he said eventually, and he gave me a sharp nod. His visor gleamed blue and then his drones hummed as they passed his head, a handful of shimmering silver orbs that dove into the dark warehouse. They disappeared in the shadows, but with a click of Nick’s tongue, brightness suddenly flooded the room. The drones hovered in strategic places as they shot out beams of white light.

It didn’t look so threatening now. The light made all the difference, and I could now see that the space had been stripped of anything of value. It was just an empty room with a concrete floor and metal support beams; it held nothing of interest. Nothing except for the ominous shape of the vault at the back.

Nick crossed the warehouse with confident strides, but I stalled in the doorway a little longer. That vault had been my prison, and just seeing it made me flashback to all the horrible moments I’d spent inside it. More than anything, I remembered Batok’s glee as he shoved me through the door, and that moment of dawning realization when I knew I’d be locked up.

My friend paused in the middle of the room and glanced over his shoulder at me. He wore a look of understanding, calm, with not a hint of judgment. He didn’t rush me either, just waited and watched until I made up my mind. That helped, and his presence helped too. If anything, Nick had proven to know how to break out of pretty much any prison. He had a reputation for that kind of thing. I was safe.

With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and started walking. Once I took the first step, it became easier to keep going. Soon, I passed Nick and was leading the way to the silvery shape of the huge vault at the back. “We’re lucky they left it behind, but it might have been too heavy to transport easily,” Nick said casually as we stopped in front of the big metal door.

That was the first time I heard of this concern, and I shot him a glare over my shoulder. “What would we have done if they’d moved it? Track it down? The readings from the vault’s lock aren’t that important, are they?” I couldn’t tell what we’d do with them, since I did not think they wouldn’t help us catch Batok. Not that catching the crimelord was the plan. We needed him to back off, so he’d leave me alone.  

“No, I wouldn’t have done that. The readings on the orbiting station were already most helpful. I just wanted to know when Batok came back here, and if anyone else had access. I wanted to know when he locked you up.” He’d already explained this, but his theory that he could connect those visits to important incidents in the crime world still didn’t make sense to me. It would be too vague to help us figure out what data had been hidden on my translator implants.

Nick got to work on the electronic lock with confident motions of his hands. He hooked up cables to his datapad to gain access and was soon tapping away on the screen. I thought he’d forgotten that I was there, but after a moment he started to casually talk. “Last time I was here, we were raiding this place to save a few humans. Not you. Our contractor didn’t know about you. I stood at this door to unlock it while the rest of the crew was fighting.”

He glanced my way with his right eye, the one not covered by his glowing visor. “This time, I’m prepared for the mechanical lock that barred my way. We were lucky our contractor’s particular skills were with metal, or I wouldn’t have found you.” For the first time, I realized that arriving at this place was emotion-laden for him too. He didn’t like seeing the vault any more than I did.

His voice turned rough with a growl as he jabbed at buttons on his screen. “I knew even before that door opened that I didn’t want to turn away, that something special was in that vault that I needed to find.” That wing was curling around my back again, pushing me closer to his side; urging me beneath its protective shelter. “The mate bond is that strong. You feel it too. Don’t you, Harper?” 

I caught a glint in his one visible eye that made my toes curl in my shoes. He had moved on to distraction mode, and he was doing it by flirting, by talking about the vibrant emotions that hung between us. I flushed with heat as I recalled our steamy encounter not long ago, Nick was potent like that. I could instantly feel heat rise in answer to that call in his eyes. He was right; I did sense it, or I wouldn’t be here.

“Yeah,” I said, “I do feel it. That’s why I knew you needed me that day in the brig.” I vividly recalled the sense of doom, the danger, and the urgent need to see him as soon as possible. That wasn’t natural, or rather, not natural for a human. It was natural for Nick; he expected it.  

His mouth quirked in a smile, and they flicked back to his tablet. “Ah, I’ve got it. We don’t really need to open the vault. I’ve got all the data I wanted.” He paused to look at me with a question, one dark red eyebrow raised. I shook my head, no I didn’t need to see the inside. I was happy I’d managed to get this close.

*** 

Mitnick

Harper was quiet as I flew the two of us back to our shuttle. She leaned against my shoulder and watched the barren landscape through her protective goggles without seeing anything. I had my own thoughts to keep busy with; plans and theories spinning through my brain now that I’d read the logs from the vault lock.

Batok had arrived a few weeks after we’d been there and raided the place. Then never again, but another male had been to the vault daily: the foreman. He loaded the vault with that day’s mined precious metals, and he had deprecated the vault when the mining location got abandoned. This male might know more about why Harper had been there, he was trusted to handle the precious metals after all. My stolen logs from the station told me exactly where he was, so I could pay him a visit.

This thorough dive into not one but two systems run by Batok’s security also gave me a better idea about his encryption measures on the data stored on Harper’s implants. I was bursting with new ideas on how to break it. If I was right, I might even do so today. With the added knowledge of the name of the ship that Batok used to get to the planet, I now felt confident I could track him, too. If all else failed, I’d be able to attempt killing him directly. It would be a satisfying result, even if it would be extremely dangerous.  

Visiting that vault had given me much of what I thought I needed to avenge Harper and ensure her safety. It was clear that while the visit was fruitful for me; it had put her in a bad space in her head. I felt a deep sense of guilt for asking her to face that place again, to risk her mental health. If it would help her feel better, I would happily blow that vault to smithereens. A bit of strafing fire from the shuttle would do the trick but I didn’t think it would help her.

I spread my wings as we caught a warmer wind current and drifted on it while I used my sharp eyes to inspect the terrain below us. It was only a short flight; the dead copse of trees was already visible beyond the next sandy hill. I wanted to hustle Harper into the shuttle and ply her with her favorite foods, so she knew she had enough, that I would always provide for her.

A shiver of unease shot down my spine and made me flare my feathered crest. Something was off, but I couldn’t see what; the landscape seemed undisturbed. I’d left a drone behind to keep watch, and I’d never lost contact with the shuttle itself, so I knew no one had entered or approached. All my data told me it was safe to land next to it, but my instincts were screaming at me.

I circled above the shuttle instead of coming in for a landing, searching for any sign. “What’s happening?” Harper asked, her head lifted from my shoulder to peer over my arms to the ground far below. The magnification settings on her goggles would help her see, but still not as much as my eyes could from this height. I was pleased that she’d jerked to awareness. My mate was clever, and she had good survival instincts.

“Not sure,” I told her, while I looped around again, wider this time, so I could scan more of the dead woods. “Something is bothering me, but I can’t tell what.” Right as the words left my mouth, a sound drew my attention. From the corner of my eye, something red flashed and my reflexes were the only thing that saved us. My wings snapped shut, and we plummeted out of the path of the laser fire. I felt its heat scorch my wings; that was a close call.

“Did someone just shoot at us?” Harper demanded, outraged rather than scared. She craned her head as she searched for the shooter just like I was, but I was equally focused on flying erratically to make us a harder target to shoot. The silver glint of a laser rifle gave away the shooter, who was lying in wait on a distant hill. They’d seen our shuttle, and they had laid a trap.

This was a sniper of some skill. His second shot skimmed the edge of my wing as I tried to get out of his range. The third shot struck my neck right at the edge of my armor. Pain blazed through my nerves, and my vision spun and danced. I fought to keep us aloft, my dual hearts pounding fiercely in my chest. Must protect Harper.


Chapter 16

Harper

A fine spray of blood struck my cheek and dotted the glass of my goggles. If not for that blood, I might not have realized that Nick had been struck. He didn’t make a sound; he didn’t miss a beat with his wings and kept us steadily flying higher and further away from the shuttle.

I twisted against him when it happened, frantically searching for the wound. There, on his neck, where his armor failed to protect him. A lucky shot had burned an angry, bloody path just below his jaw. It was bleeding, but not much. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? “Nick, are you okay?” Of course, he wasn’t. That was a stupid question, but it slipped out anyway.

His eyes were still laser-focused on anything happening below us; his pupils were just small pinpricks. “Fine,” he said, his wings beating harder. There was no further laser fire, but blood still trickled slowly from his wound. I pulled my sleeve down over my hand and reached up to apply pressure. He rattled out a growl, his eyes snapped to my face; fangs on display. That hurt him, but he didn’t direct that threatening posturing at me; a response to the pain. He jerked his attention back to the ground when the growl faded.

“We need to hide and regroup. Figure out what is going on,” he said. His visor glowed blue as it slid over his left eye. “My drones located the shooter. He had a spotter, but that was it. They appear to be calling reinforcements.” I see how his eyes darted behind his visor as he absorbed data, I couldn’t even begin to tell what. “I have located a good hiding spot on my maps,” he said, and he abruptly adjusted his course.

His wings dipped, his body moving like an acrobat as we turned, and then we were soaring toward a mountainous shape in the distance, crowned by one of those huge surveying spikes. It looked like someone had made a giant sword-in-the-stone type of statue, made of a mountain and a spike. It was impressive and a little terrifying to look at.

The blood trickling from the wound on his neck wasn’t stopping, it had soaked my sleeve and was now sliding down my arm. “Nick, I think you need to land. We need to take care of this injury…” I tried. There were many more thickets of wood between us and that mountain, some even had leaves. We could find cover there.  

He didn’t answer, and his wings continued beating at a steady pace. His visor flickered with footage from his drones, maybe even that map he’d mentioned, but I thought he wasn’t seeing any of it. He was focused on the mountain in the distance, his huge wings propelling us toward it at a dazzling speed. Still, given how big that mountain was, I didn’t think we’d reach it soon. It was still very far away. How much longer was he going to keep going?

“Nick, you have to land! We’re out of their range. I’m sure it’s safe enough to take a moment to patch you up. You’re wounded!” He tilted his head slowly, reminding me of the way a bird of prey could angle their head when they tried to focus on something. I got caught in that gaze just like a prey animal might, feeling small, intensely scrutinized. Trapped.

“Must keep you safe,” he growled, but the words were followed by an erratic dip in his flying, his wings were faltering. He was pale beneath his eyes, and he lost that intense focus as suddenly as he’d aimed it at me. His eyes grew distant and dim. My heart skipped a beat, fearing the worst. If he passed out now, we’d plummet to our freaking deaths. 

I cupped my free hand around his jaw. “You are. You have kept me safe. I’m unharmed. Now you have to land. Now, Nick!” My words were met with another rumble. He bared his fangs as though I’d displeased him, but his spread wings stopped their erratic beats to catch the air. We now coasted to the ground.  

I swiveled my head to search the area beneath us. Where would we end up if we kept losing altitude at this pace? We were going down fast, and the tops of trees were rushing by at a rapid pace and getting closer by the minute. If he kept this up, we’d crash into them, we needed a clearing. “Nick, there! Can you land over there?” I pointed as I spotted such a spot and he jerked, wings flapping, swinging us drunkenly through to the air to go where I’d aimed him.

The landing was rough. It was nothing like the last one when he’d put us down so gracefully that his wings had barely disturbed the sand and dirt. He landed feet first, but his knees gave way and we collapsed in a pile of tangled limbs. I was pinned beneath him, and I’d lost my grip on his wound. Blood wasn’t trickling from it but spurting out in a steady river of red. 

He groaned above me, arms trembling and sweat clinging to his forehead from the effort, but he managed to roll over and collapse at my side. He didn’t move again. My indomitable Nick, my winged warrior, had passed out. His injury would be fatal if I didn’t stop that bleeding.  

I scrambled to my knees and yanked off my coat so I could wad it up and press it against his neck. That eased the flow to a trickle, but it wasn’t good enough. While leaning as much as I dared to apply enough pressure, I searched his body with my free hand. He’d strapped all kinds of supplies to himself before we set out that morning. There had to be a med kit in one of the pouches or the bag he wore at the small of his back.

My fingers felt clumsy, and they were sticky from blood, but I managed to yank open a pocket and found some strange see-through bandages. I wasn’t sure if they were the right move, but the one I yanked from its packaging clung to my fingers. It was big enough to cover the wound, and I did the switch with a pounding heart.

It glued itself to his flesh, and I watched with my breath stuck in my throat to make sure it stopped the bleeding. Though a gruesome sight, it was actually helpful to be able to see through the bandage down to the wound. It was like everything beneath the thick transparent film had frozen, no trickling, no change.  

“Thank God,” I sighed, relief filling me now that it looked like I’d stopped him from bleeding to death. That didn’t mean we were safe. We were in a clearing in the middle of nowhere, far removed from civilization. I didn’t know if those people shooting at us knew where we were, and how quickly they could get to us. 

I glanced uneasily around me at the tall, warped shapes of the trees that surrounded this spot. We were in the foothills of the mountain, and the terrain was rough and sharply rising ahead of me. I didn’t think I could climb that, not as out of shape as I was, and not while dragging an unconscious Nick with me.

He was not nearly as heavy as he looked, given his muscle mass and size, but he was still too heavy for me to move anywhere. I was pretty sure he didn’t have damage to his spine; the wound was almost more of a graze, though it had clearly torn open a major vein. But he could have hurt himself during our rough landing. I had felt how hard we’d impacted, and my feet hadn’t even touched the ground until after he’d collapsed.

“What would grandma do?” I muttered out loud. My badass granny would have already gotten all the supplies we had sorted and come up with a plan of action. I eyed the guns that Nick had strapped to his thighs and wondered if I should take one of those to protect myself with. My grandma was an ace shot, me? I had never even held a gun before, I’d probably shoot myself in the foot.

“The pen is mightier than the sword anyway,” I said, but I sounded dubious to my own ears. I had food and water on me; I knew we wouldn’t starve anytime soon. It was still a compulsion to count my ration bars and then check how much more Nick was carrying on him. 

He was lying awkwardly on his wings, one arm pinned beneath him. Taking a moment to straighten him out so he’d be more comfortable left me with aching, screaming muscles from the exertion. Those wings were heavy; it was a shock to discover how heavy. No wonder Nick packed so much muscle onto his frame, he needed it.  

Okay, he didn’t appear to have broken a leg, and we had enough food to last us at least a week. The wind was starting to pick up, furiously whipping around the clearing. I wasn’t entirely sure, but it looked like it was also getting dark. We needed to find shelter, and soon.

I looked around, but all I saw were the bent and gnarled trunks of the trees and the steep, rocky slope. It felt like the wind was funneling past that sharp flank and hitting us extra hard, starting to obstruct my vision. Dust and dirt were carried along on the air currents, and the goggles now seemed like flimsy protection against it.

When a particularly strong gust of wind knocked me forward, on top of Nick, I growled with frustration. None of my skills were useful in this situation, and my indecisiveness wasn’t helping. I needed to come up with a plan and do it. Shelter was our most basic need. If I couldn’t get Nick to the shelter, the shelter had to come here.  

Riffling through his pockets again, I searched for something useful. Maybe he had a tent with him, I just didn’t recognize it because hello, future? It was probably the size of a phone until it magically unfolded. Thankfully, my brand-new translator contact thingies were making all the text on his things read to me like English. When I dug up a folded square only a little bigger than my hand, I whooped with relief. That definitely said 'tent,' and it had a clearly labeled 'pull here' cord, along with instructions on how to secure the thing to the ground. Easy peasy.  

It was not an easy task. I fought with the tent and the wind that threatened to rip it from my grasp at any moment. The ground was soft and sandy, which didn’t make it ideal for securing a tent. I had to move the tent closer to the trees so I could secure the attached bolts in the dirt. That meant I had another tough battle ahead of me: dragging Nick across the clearing and into the shelter.  

The temptation was powerful to sit down for a minute and cry, but those winds were getting more powerful, and the sand had started to sting against any exposed skin. This was turning into a major sandstorm, and if I didn’t get us into that shelter soon, we could get seriously hurt.

The sky had turned so dark with brown sand and roiling clouds that I couldn’t see much. Nick probably had a flashlight, but I didn’t have the time to find it and make it work. My body ached all over, tired from the fight with the tent, but I forced myself to crawl across the clearing to where I’d left Nick. I didn’t give myself a chance to rest when I reached him, worried that he was getting worse rather than better. 

My fingers were clammy and the sand was sticking to them, and my flesh was turning raw beneath it. I fumbled around as I tried to check how he was doing; I thought I could still feel the steady beat of his heart on the good side of his neck. Next, I tried to pull him from beneath his armpits, my heels digging into the loose sand beneath him as I tried to get him to move. “Fuck! Why are you so damn heavy?” I shouted, but my words were snatched away by the wind. I got a mouthful of sand for my efforts.

Come on! I had to get us into that tent now! I couldn’t even see it anymore because the sand was swirling thickly in the air around me. My face felt like it had a close encounter with sandpaper. More of it and I’d have to give up. Nick’s skin seemed to be weathering this better than mine… If I couldn’t move him, I knew he’d tell me to take shelter alone and leave him outside. I didn’t know if I could do that; abandon him that way.

“Nick! Wake up!” I shouted desperately while giving him another heave. My heart leaped in hope when it seemed like I’d managed to move him an inch. So I did it again, heaving and pulling and shoving to make the smallest bit of progress to what I hoped would be safety from this sandstorm.

My breathing came in short, painful bursts, wheezing as sand filtered into my nose and mouth. My muscles were screaming in agony, but I didn’t let up, didn’t take a break. If I did, we’d never make it, and I could already picture the two of us after the sandstorm passed, scoured down to nothing but a pile of bones. We weren’t going to make it, and where was the tent? Was I still going in the right direction? 


Chapter 17

Mitnick

I woke with a gasp and immediately choked on sand and dirt. My face stung and my neck was awash with agony. A fire burning through my nerves from the laser wound on my vulnerable skin. All that pain meant nothing to me, my thoughts filled only with worry for Harper, my mate.

Sand stung my eyes, too much of it. I couldn’t see, couldn’t tell up from down, and I couldn’t find her. It was a reflex to jerk my hand to my collar and activate my helmet. The protective shielding unfolded from the collar of my suit and covered my face with a firm snick. Instantly, calm surrounded me; the helmet took away the stinging sand and muted the roaring of the wind.

Harper, where was she? A sandstorm of destructive proportions roared around me; it was so terrible that I did not risk activating my drones. Wherever they had fallen when I’d lost consciousness, they could not fly until that storm passed. That left touch and very limited vision to search for my female, but at least the helmet had infrared vision to assist me.

She wasn’t far, lying in the dirt above my head in an awkward face-down sprawl. My hearts clenched painfully in my chest at the sight; could she even breathe that way? Was she dead? Though my body was sluggish and weak, a symptom of the blood loss I’d experienced, I forced myself to roll over.  

My head spun as I rolled to my knees and crawled toward her, but I gritted my teeth and kept going. Gloves protected my hands, and the helmet protected my face, but I had no armor to cover my wings and the delicate edges of my feathers were getting torn to shreds now that they were caught in the sand-laden wind.

Then I reached her and hurried to gather her against my chest, cupping my wings around her to shelter her from this raging storm. “Wake up! Harper!” Her goggles were still on her head. They protected her eyes, but the rest of her face was raw and red from the stinging sand. She fluttered her lashes in response, and I could sense her heartbeat beneath my palms. She was alive, but if she didn’t get out of this storm soon, she could get seriously hurt.

She moaned groggily; her lashes lifting enough for me to get a glance at the sky-blue of her pretty eyes. “Tent,” she said, then coughed when the sand that still filtered into my improvised shelter hit her face. “I put up a tent,” she said with determination, frowning as she tried to raise her head and look around.

“Hush, I’ll find it. Good job. You rest now.” She sighed, her lashes fluttering again before they drifted shut. I flicked on my visor as I pulled her closer protectively. The infrared of my helmet wouldn’t help me locate the tent if it was still there, but my visor and implant had more sensitive scanners. They picked out the shapes of the dead trees around us, and then, just ahead, the shape of my survival tent. It wasn’t far.

I crawled to keep the wind from grabbing at us even more, and I focused on shielding Harper as much as I could at the expense of my wings. I could feel them shred and tear all the way down to the flight pens of my biggest feathers. The tent flap beeped in alarm when I tried to open it, warning against the severe weather conditions. Then I was crawling inside, Harper clinging to my chest like the tiny Novi she was.

As soon as I pulled the tent flap shut behind us, the stinging of the sand eased up, and I could deactivate my helmet. My wings made the small space even smaller, and torn feathers and blood dripped from them, staining the sand-strewn interior. That didn’t matter. I laid out my mate in the cramped space and freed her from her goggles so that I could assess the damage.

Her coat was missing, and the wind and sand had torn through her sweater and abraded her skin in far too many places. She didn’t move, didn’t respond to what I did or said except for quiet moans of pain. I had failed to protect her from this; I should have landed sooner and provided shelter. Why hadn’t my drones and scanners picked up the approaching storm?

I ignored the dizzying vertigo that made the tent sway around me because it didn’t matter. I had only one priority right now: Harper needed me. She was in pain, and that was not allowed. My pockets and pouches had been rummaged through, but I found the tissue regenerator in the right spot. My gloved fingers felt clumsy as I flicked it on, but the device had remained unharmed by the insidious sand.

It glowed as I ran it over her neck and face first, and her raw skin reformed before my eyes. With my other hand, I fumbled to pull the bag free that was strapped against my spine. I needed the stimulants packed in there, and I wanted the blanket too. I could fold it beneath her head and make her more comfortable.

I was swaying with a damned weakness I couldn’t shake by the time I’d stripped her clothing from her to make sure every inch of her skin was healed. I gave her the first shot of stimulants; a special blend of Dravion’s that would aid in the rapid healing and replenish missing nutrients. The second, and last, shot I gave myself, and then I drank an entire canteen of water to replenish the fluids I’d lost. 

Harper started to stir slowly and to keep her from getting cold without her clothes, I wrapped her tightly in the blankets. I should have put her in one of our armor suits; the captain had done that for his mate when they were stranded. It would have done a better job protecting her fragile skin, but I hadn’t thought she’d be in danger.  

“Yes! Wake up, my sweet mate. Come on Harper, you can do it,” I said to her. She rolled her head and moaned, and I ran the tissue regenerator over her scalp again to make sure I hadn’t missed any sore spots hidden beneath her hair. When she opened her eyes, I drew in my first relieved breath and the pain of my own wounds slammed into me with sudden force. I had pushed it all away, but knowing that she was going to be all right made it leap to the forefront.

“Nick? Did we make it to the tent?” she muttered. She sounded confused, but a coughing fit racked her before I could answer. I helped her into a more upright position and offered her a fresh canteen of water. She drank greedily, coughed some more, and then sagged against my arm. “Better. Thank you.” 

“Anytime,” I said. I shifted my knees to a more comfortable position so I could cradle her against my chest. The worry was easing now that she looked whole again. I needed to take care of my neck wound in a moment, but for now, holding her close was all I wanted. She rested against my chest trustingly, and I let myself relax. The storm would protect us as much as it had harmed us. Nobody could find us in this.

“Oh, shit! Nick, your neck. Are you okay?” Harper jerked in my grip so suddenly that the movement jarred my body and sent a fresh wave of pain through my neck. She twisted in my arms to peer at the bandage-covered injury, squinting adorably as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing.  

It wasn’t until she growled in frustration that I realized it was the lack of light that was bothering her. I had forgotten that her sight was not the same as mine; my eyes had adapted for dark and light, allowing me to be an optimal hunter in any condition. With just a thought, my visor slipped over my left eye, and I activated the lantern setting on my com device at the same time.

She gasped as soon as light flooded our little shelter, blinking her eyes rapidly against the glare. Guilt-stricken, I lowered the settings to their lowest output. “Sorry, are you okay?” I hurried to ask and dipped my head to check her eyes despite the sharp burst of pain that brought on. She ignored my question and leaned to the side to pick up the tissue regenerator that I’d used on her. 

“Tell me how this works,” she demanded to know. “And no tough guy stuff. You need medical care, Nick.” A smile pulled at my mouth, at her tone, and I felt warmth spread through my chest at her concern.

I didn’t need to explain much to help her figure out the medical device. Once the regenerator was on the right setting, all she had to do was aim. My wound was superficial but had nicked an artery, the device was good enough to repair that damage, and my body would do the rest with a little bit of sleep. 

We didn’t speak as the handheld regenerator hummed while it worked. The wind was roaring wildly around us, and it made the tent shiver though it held firm. The sand was piling up against the sides, providing protection and insulation from the raging storm. Without my drones, I could not estimate how much longer this was going to take, but we had enough food and water to last us several days. 

My eyes caught on Harper’s delicate, pale shoulder. Her blanket had slipped when she’d moved from repairing my neck wound to running the device over my nearest wing. She frowned deeply and exclaimed in horror over the damage. “This has to hurt. Can you still fly?” she asked, but the blanket had dipped even more and I barely heard her over the roaring of desire in my veins. 

The pale slope of her breast, the slightest hint of her brown areola. My instincts clamored inside my head, urging me to pin her to the ground to claim her. Both my mating cock and my pleasure cock surged in my pants, aching with the need to fill her. She was so close, and she was naked beneath that flimsy blanket. All I had to do was pull, and she’d be bare to me.

My fist curled around the nearest edge of the blanket, ready to do just that when I froze in place. I had made her a promise. I’d sworn to her that I would not claim her unless she asked me for my cocks. They twitched eagerly at the thought, but she had not said the words, not yet. Nothing in our terms said that I couldn’t attempt to convince her… And what better way to ride out a storm than to spend it making love?

*** 

Harper

I froze in place when I felt my skin break out in a sudden rush of goosebumps. I wasn’t cold. The floor of the tent was emitting a gentle warmth, and Nick was pumping out enough heat to warm up the rest of the tiny space. No, these goosebumps were the kind that came from sudden awareness, from being caught in the gaze of a predator.

I’d been working on the red feathers at the very tip of his wing; they were nothing more than skeletal pins with raw skin beneath. It wasn’t a pretty sight, but the regenerator was doing wonders. Just like it had probably done wonders for my own sore flesh. I still felt overly sensitive, the way new skin often did, but other than that, I had not a single blemish. 

When I felt his gaze on me, I abandoned the work to glance up, half expecting to see that feral side of him. I wasn’t disappointed. It was definitely there, but it was still tempered by his more rational side. I could see the devious glint in his eyes; he was planning something, and I was right in the crosshairs.

My nipples perked, and suddenly the soft silvery material of the blanket felt too rough against my skin. I liked it when he got all intense like that, and I definitely liked it when he put all that focus on me. It meant pleasurable things; it meant steamy orgasms that seemed to keep getting better each time. 

“Come here,” he ordered, his voice gruff. The blanket started slipping and my fingers convulsed around the edge as I debated if I should stop that slide. No, it wasn’t just slipping, he was pulling on it. That knowledge made my core spasm with a rush of wetness, and his answering groan told me he knew.  

The blanket slipped down to my waist, and his eyes instantly fastened on my naked breasts. Their feral, yellow and black irises seemed to glow in the soft light coming from his com device. They reminded me of cat eyes, but maybe a hawk or eagle was a better comparison.  

“Remember my promise?” he growled, prowling closer once he released the edge of the blanket. In the confined space, he crowded me, taking up so much room in the small tent that I felt like I had nowhere to go. 

My brain was locked onto only one thing: how big he was, how strong, and how much all of that turned me on. I didn’t remember what he was talking about until he uttered the next husky command. “Ask me for my cocks, Harper. Ask me to claim you.”

Those weren’t questions, they were orders, and my entire body went up in flames for him. My mouth went dry as I tried to form the words he wanted to hear, my mouth opening as I tried to obey. Yes, I wanted him. I wanted to experience the same pleasure I had that first day on the shuttle. But that wasn’t what he was demanding of me, he was telling me he wanted to claim me in all ways. Not one cock, but both of them, at the same time.

“Say it, Harper. Open that pretty mouth and say it. I know you want to. You need it, don’t you, my sweet Novi?” Ah, I was a sucker for that kind of talk. Nick knew exactly how to push all my buttons, and after what we’d been through, didn’t we deserve to find that kind of happiness together? So what if my grandma would tell me it was too soon and I should be smart about this? The body wanted what the body wanted. Or was that the heart? I wasn’t sure of anything any longer, except that Nick was always going to protect me. And that was good enough.

“Please,” I said, my voice shockingly hoarse. “I need you, Nick.” His eyes narrowed at me, and he loomed, one healed wing on my left, a still raw and damaged on my right that added to the dangerous vibes that clung to him like a second skin. I was no longer dealing with the nerdy, computer-loving side of him. He was all beast right now. 

That wasn’t good enough. Those weren’t the words he wanted me to say. I felt a strange sense of power when I realized he was still holding himself in check until I said them. His fists were braced on either side of my head, and I’d tumbled onto my back, completely naked beneath him, while he was still covered from the neck to the tips of his fingers and toes in all black. His armor outlined his muscles and did nothing to hide the bulge at his groin. 

His growl filled the tent and competed with the roaring of the sandstorm outside of it; it vibrated against my flesh and made my nipples ache. More wetness flooded my passage, dripping down my thighs. I licked at my lips and stared into that animalistic gaze. “Give me your cocks, Nick.” 


Chapter 18

Harper

My words freed the beast. His hand went to his neck and drew down, parting the armor along the way. He peeled himself out of that hard black shell and bared vibrant, golden skin for my greedy eyes. His biceps bulged, and the tribal tattoos made him look even more savage when he came down above me. He hadn’t touched me yet and already I felt like I was hovering on the edge of the precipice, ready to tumble over.

His cocks were dauntingly big, eagerly reaching for me from between his thick thighs. The bottom one was his pleasure cock, the one that he’d previously fucked me with. It was thick and ridged, and oily lubricant dripped from the tip and made the length shiny. The top one, the mating cock, was bigger, and it had folds along the middle that I wasn’t entirely sure about. Otherwise, it looked most like a human dick. I still recalled what it had felt like as he fucked me with the pleasure one, and that bigger slick cock had stroked along my back entrance in the most tantalizing way.

“Yes,” he said, “You’ll get what you need, Harper. I’ll take good care of you.” His hands came down to my thighs, and he parted them, pressing my knees to my chest so I was completely exposed to his gaze, every hole presented for his inspection. I clenched, anticipation shivering through me. I’d never done this before, and a hint of fear clung to the back of my mind. What if it hurts? What if I didn’t like it?

He leaned closer, pressing me more tightly against the blankets, his eyes locked onto mine. Then his mouth was on me and I forgot about any worries and lost myself in his marauding touch. Our tongues tangled, our breaths mingled, and I felt the hint of a fang against a lip to add a bite of danger to our exchange. Then heat and pressure slicked through my exposed folds, his cocks as he rubbed himself against me. It was too much; I was so primed, so needy and slick, that it was enough to set me off.

I moaned beneath him, caged in his wings, tight grip, and the roaring storm around our tiny shelter. All I could do was hang on for the ride and let it take me wherever Nick wanted. The orgasm spiraled as he moved his hips and his pleasure cock, the lower one, stroked through my folds. It added its own brand of slickness and the ridges that circled it provided all kinds of shock waves.

He moved one hand, but that did not free my leg, it was pinned against his chest now. His fingers circled my opening and I jerked and twitched against him, still sensitive. Then one finger slid inside and I arched, his cocks pressing against my clit. “You need this. Look how ready you are!” His finger withdrew and he held it in front of my face, glistening with wetness.

Then he lowered that finger and drew the slickness around each of my nipples. His head followed after, tongue lapping at my painted flesh. “Ah, Nick!” I groaned. That felt good, but it wasn’t where I needed him most; that finger had only emphasized how much I wanted him to fill me with his cock. Either way, I wasn’t picky at this point.

He sucked one nipple deeply into his mouth, and his fangs pressed gently against my skin on either side of the turgid peak. It lanced a sharp burst of pleasure from the little nub straight down to my clit. Pressure came against my passage, the head of his pleasure cock, because I still felt the heat of the other against my folds.

There was only a hint of resistance before it started to push inside of me. This cock was thick, but I had already felt it once. The ridges made him cling to my walls until they rubbed along the bundle of nerves on the inside. Then I went slick and soft around him. His mating cock stroked my clit as he bottomed out and withdrew, and with each thrust, the pleasure climbed higher and higher until it burst once again.

He growled as I came, my core clamping down around his ridged cock, my body jerking in his restraining grip. “Nick,” I moaned, thrashing with my head against the silver emergency blankets. This was like last time. His cock felt so good that it was no wonder it was called the ‘pleasure cock.’ Those ridges were clearly designed to please a woman.

A strangled gasp left my throat when he pulled it out with a sucking, wet noise. The slick head nudged at my back entrance next and though that felt good, I jerked in his clasp. “Aren’t you going to stretch me first?” I squeaked out. That cock wasn’t going to fit on the first try; it would hurt. The splash of fear and the worry of pain doused my arousal, but that didn’t last long. Heat was spreading from that point of contact, languid, relaxing, and pleasant.

“I won’t need to, trust me,” Nick said, but he allowed me to shift my legs, spreading them but no longer pinning them beneath his body against my chest. That made me feel less trapped and when I breathed in, his cock nudged a little more firmly against me. It tingled, and it stirred more desire; a yearning to be filled by him.  

“Okay,” I told him, staring into his tigerite eyes. They had lost some of that feral possessiveness and turned gentle, focused. “I trust you.” His look turned triumphant, and I felt a shiver of something curl through my belly. More arousal? Unease? Or was it that part of me that liked seeing his claim? That wanted to be claimed by him…

He used his hand to grip his lower cock, and it pressed deeper against my untried opening. It shouldn’t have worked, not like this, but whatever was in his lubricating oil made my body want to open for him. The natural slickness his body created did all the work. I wanted to focus on him, on the new sensations he was eliciting from the sensitive nerves at my rear. But then he dragged his second cock through my folds and I bucked in reflex when that set me on fire.

His lower cock slid deeper and suddenly I felt full, stuffed, and he was barely in at all. That was just the beginning. He was going to use both of his erections on me; could I even take that much? The answer was yes. I should have known it was. That distraction with his upper cock, the mating one, was on purpose. Teasing my clit with the slick head while he worked his pleasure cock deeper into my lower passage. Each push and pull of his hips made me take more of him until I felt those blessed ridges stimulate my nerves.

The orgasm it aroused differed from any other; slower, deeper. I felt all my muscles clenched around him, clenched so tight that he couldn’t move. He remained above me, leaning on one hand while his chest was coated with a fine sheen of sweat. His eyes were wild with his own pleasure, and his cock twitched in my passage. He was fighting off his release.

The moment passed, our rapid breathing a sharp counterpoint to the roaring wind outside our little tent. Our eyes met, and I had to swallow roughly at the determined look in his. That was just the beginning, the first taste. The true claim was coming next.

He dragged his cocks through my folds and my slowly relaxing back hole, and I jerked at the sensations. So sensitive, it was too much so soon, but he was relentless now. On the next slow thrust, his mating cock touched my opening and started to push inside. Two at once was a lot. It was so naughty, but I loved how much he made me his. It was a claiming of all of me.

The mating cock had no ridges, but it didn’t matter. That fullness, the steady thrust of both in tandem into my holes… It didn’t take long before I spiraled into a climax, and still, he pushed for more. I was clinging to his arms, my nails digging into his skin, and with each thrust a shuddering moan left my lips. It felt so good, stars seemed to burst across my eyelids. I didn’t remember closing them, but the lack of vision drew me deeper into my body and all the things I was feeling.

“You’re my mate,” I shot back immediately. If he was claiming me, then I was claiming him as much in return. He was mine just like he wanted me to be his, and I was not accepting anything else. His mouth twitched in a smile, his wicked fangs on display, those gold and black eyes shimmering fiercely. 

“Yes. I am all yours. You feel that Harper?” he emphasized his words with his thrusts, and I jerked my head in a nod. I wasn’t mistaken, he was getting bigger. The mating cock was swelling and I could feel it, a thicker bump along the middle of his shaft. It put pressure on my G-spot, it put pressure on everything. “Now tell me you’re mine. Tell me and I’ll give you what you need.”  

I thought he’d been doing that already, but maybe he had one more trick up his sleeve. It certainly felt that way, that knot was growing bigger. Since he’d conceded, he’d let me stake my claim, I gave in. There wasn’t much more I could take. All of me was shaking and trembling, my nerves were on fire, and my heart was pounding. “Yes, I’m yours, Nick.”

His eyes seemed to catch fire, sparking, burning. I couldn’t look away. His hips picked up the pace, his hands holding my hips tightly so I could not do anything but take what he was giving me, and he was giving me so much. I was full; I was stuffed in both holes, and nobody had ever done that before. He roared when he came, seed exploding from both his cocks and coating my insides.

That thicker bump grew bigger and then the sensations became too much for me. His warm seed, his knot pressing against that sensitive spot, and his wings protectively cupped around us… I shattered for him, and it really did feel like I had shattered. Breaking apart and reshaping around him, not the same Harper from before, but a different person, his person. His mate. 


Chapter 19

Mitnick

We lay on our sides, curled together beneath the emergency blankets. Harper was kept cozy and warm by the wing I’d slipped beneath her, and the other draped on top of her. Her breathing was slow and steady, and I relished listening to the sound now that the winds outside had died down. The storm had passed, which meant an end was coming to our brief escape from the galaxy.

For three days the storm had raged, which kept us locked inside this tent and shut off from any communication. We’d missed our rendezvous point with the Varakartoom, and if they had tried to reach us, we did not know. My com was down. Or it had been until five minutes ago when it had started beeping on my wrist. I’d shut off the noise because I was not waking my mate for anything except a threat to her safety.

I’d worn her out. She was tired after all the mating we’d been up to while confined to the tent. She called it a ‘honeymoon’ and I intended to look up what that meant as soon as I was able to; I wanted to know about all her Earth customs. I didn’t want to miss a single one, especially if they were about celebrating our mating.

My body had fully recovered from the damage that the laser shot had wrought, and the subsequent exposure to the storm. So had Harper, but I wanted Dravion to check her over once we returned to the Varakartoom. I felt a niggle of worry about my place on the ship: I had disobeyed my captain by taking the shuttle. Not a direct order exactly, but I’d done some very creative interpreting of his wishes. Asmoded was not a lenient captain. He wasn’t going to be happy that we’d dragged him and the crew into this. Let alone the danger to his mate and his son...  

Harper started to stir, rising from sleep slowly but surely in her usual, adorable manner. A soft stirring of her head, the way she opened her mouth as her lashes fluttered. She always looked confused for a few seconds, like she didn’t know where she was. Then her eyes would locate me and a smile would spread on her face that made me feel on top of the world.

“Hi,” she said softly, “It’s quiet outside… Does that mean the storm ended?” I lifted my wing off her so she could sit up. It was her routine to check our supplies first thing each morning; counting out our ration bars and checking how much water was left. I let her do this because it gave her peace of mind, even if I knew exactly how much we had, and so did she.

“It does. We’ll have to leave soon.” I had used my visor to connect quietly with my drones while she slumbered, and all except one had survived the storm. They were doing recon for us now, and I’d already verified my connection with the mining planet’s orbital system was intact, too. I did not like how vulnerable we were. I needed to take the fight to the crimelord, and I needed to do it in a way that wouldn’t risk Harper.

“Okay, I’ll get dressed. You think we’ll have a chance to refill our canteens?” I helped her with her clothing while I assured her that we’d take care of it. Then I cut a hole in one of our blankets so she could wear that as something she called a ‘poncho’ over her head. Readings from my drones had informed me of the current weather conditions, but after that freak storm that lasted three days, I wasn’t going to trust that. 

When we emerged from our partially buried tent not much later, it was at the sight of a completely changed world. The clearing had gotten bigger, but the trees the storm had toppled had been buried by the sand the wind had brought. The trees that still stood had lost any last remaining leaves and been sanded clear of their bark. We were in a ghostly wood of pale white, skeletal trees at the foot of a mountain pierced by one of the surveying lances, which stuck like an ominous warning into the roiling, cloudy sky.

I unearthed the emergency tent and packed it back into one of the pouches strapped to my body. My eyes never lost track of Harper as she wandered around the clearing and snapped pictures of our surroundings with her datapad. “I should write an article about the devastating effects of this mining practice,” she was muttering to herself.  

My drones returned the mapping data and location intelligence I’d been looking for and my attempts to contact our shuttle went through at the same time. Good, now I knew where we needed to go next. The shuttle hadn’t been accessed, our security was too good, and the sandstorm had kept people away. Its computers had kept running all this time, working to crack the encryption on the data Batok was so desperate for. They weren’t done yet, which meant my tweaks hadn’t been good enough, but I was confident it wouldn’t be long now.

“Okay, I’m ready to go. Are we leaving this planet? Back to your ship?” Harper asked while carefully tucking away her tablet beneath the improvised poncho. She gave the fast-moving clouds above us a dubious glare and I reached out with a wing to cup her beneath its protective shelter. It was satisfying to see her lean into the regrown feathers with a sigh.

“Not yet. We missed our rendezvous with the Varakartoom. Let me see if I can hail them. Now that I’ve got a connection to the shuttle again, I should be able to.” Activating my visor, I pulled up the communication feed for the ship. A message from them had been waiting on my com, but the storm had scrambled it. I knew what it would say, anyway.

“Mitnick, come in. Where the fuck are you?” demanded Jaxin in my ear when the signal connected with a click. The Weapon Master was always blunt, but he sounded even more stern than he usually did. I hid a wince from my mate and contemplated the best way to respond. The captain had to be angry that I’d taken Harper and the shuttle without telling him my plan.  

“We’re on Batok’s little mining planet. You know, the one where I found Harper.” I glanced at my little Novi and saw that she was frowning at the drifts of sand at her feet, a worried little crease between her brows. I urged her closer to my side with my wing and she came happily, nestling beneath my arm against my chest.

Jaxin confirmed he knew the location. “You missed your agreed meeting time with Aramon. What happened?” He already sounded calmer, which I took to be a good sign. It was simple to fall back into the habits ingrained in me by years of serving on the ship, serving with males like Jaxin and the captain. In succinct sentences, I explained why I’d taken Harper and gone to this planet. Then I outlined what we’d gone through since our arrival.

I never got to speak to the captain himself, and I wondered if that was on purpose, or if I’d just reached the ship when he wasn’t on the bridge. If he was with his mate or son, he wouldn’t let anyone interrupt him unless the ship was in grave danger. Jaxin agreed to direct the Varakartoom to an orbiting position above the planet, which meant our exit would be easy once we were ready to take it. It wasn’t far for them because I’d picked a rendezvous point nearby but out of range of the orbiting station. Batok wouldn’t notice them until they arrived inside the solar system.

That was who I was really after now, the crimelord himself. The information from the orbiting station made me think he was nearby, and I knew just who to press to get us close. “Come, Harper. I know where we need to go next.” She trotted over, flung her arms around my neck, and grinned. My dual hearts soared at that look, and for a moment, it was very easy to forget all the dangers that still loomed over our heads.

I flung us into the air with a few powerful beats of my wings and was delighted when Harper laughed rather than screamed this time. “I think I’m starting to like this. It’s a bit like a rollercoaster,” she said. It was automatic to reach out through my visor and implant for a search on what the word ‘rollercoaster’ meant. Contraptions meant for entertainment on set tracks. They seemed rather pointless, but maybe humans who could not fly needed that kind of thing.

As I winged us over the desolate, barren planet, I outlined my plan to my mate. She listened attentively, but I could tell she was focused just as much on the damaged world. She had a soft heart, and it tore at her to see the results of Batok’s greed. The storm had brought more damage, and I knew it would not be long before the atmosphere would turn toxic, unable to provide us with the oxygen we needed to breathe.

It took me an hour to fly from our hiding spot, around the mountain with its ominous spire, to the mining camp on the other side. I brought us to the ground for a covert landing, and then we had to walk the rest of the way or we’d be spotted. Harper kept up with a determined frown as we crossed a rough stretch of uneven, rocky terrain and circled to the remains of a forest for a vantage point on the still-working mining camp.

“That’s disgusting,” Harper said with a glare at the belching plumes of smoke coming from the heavy machinery. Batok hadn’t paid for top-tier mining equipment, and these machines were on their last legs, struggling to extract the remaining ores they could squeeze from this nearly empty mine. My drones brought me back all the information I wanted. The layout of the camp was nearly identical to the one we’d left behind. The barracks were in use, but as I tallied the heat signatures, I had to assume that they were running on half strength.

The office where my target was located was occupied. Perfect. He’d squeal all the details on Batok he had, and then he’d pay for making my Harper suffer in his damn vault. “Stay here,” I said to my mate, and I pressed her back against a nearby tree trunk. “I’m going to ensure a way in.”  

Most of the time, my skills weren’t utilized to their fullest potential. My crewmates liked using brute force too much, and it took less time. But I knew I could take control of the gates, their security systems, and even the laser cannons mounted at the top of the gate. From there, it wouldn’t take much to sneak the two of us into the compound to take their boss hostage. 

I had nearly completed my attack when an alert drew my attention to the data the orbiting station was still feeding me. A ship had arrived above the planet, but from the looks of it, it wasn’t the Varakartoom. No, this was a Star Class Cruiser, and from its name, it could only mean one thing: Batok had arrived. That was going to create a mess when the Varakartoom showed up. Our ship would outgun them; it always did, but this was the opposite of the safe extraction I’d been planning.

Harper was much calmer about it when I told her of this new situation. “We’ll deal with it. Maybe we’ll have that data decrypted by then. We’ll have something to barter with.” From the fire in her eyes, I had to assume that bartering with Batok was not exactly what she’d prefer. “Aramon seemed eager to fight him with us. Your ship could take him out, couldn’t it?”

It could, it was just not usually Asmoded’s policy to majorly piss off an influential crimelord. The criminal element hired us as often as the more morally right. Unless it came to Jalima, the biggest crimelord of the twelve. There was nothing Asmoded wouldn’t do to put an end to that male, but I couldn’t count on such motivations when dealing with Batok.

“They won’t unless they have to. They want Batok to leave us alone, but Asmoded has no beef with him. We’ll have to figure this out on our own if we can first. I’m in, let’s go.” The last of their defenses was down, and it was obvious they were not on the lookout for an attack. With their cameras disabled, we could simply walk to the gate and slip inside.

Harper stayed close to my back, and I covered her with my wings when we entered. There was a lone guard lounging in a chair near the gatehouse, but it took care of him before he could so much as blink. We reached the office of the supervisor without any incidents, and the locked door was no barrier either.

My mate kept her hand on my back as I strode inside like I owned the place, a laser pistol in my hand to dissuade the bastard from resisting. “Ovran,” I barked at the Xurtal male napping behind his desk. He was a big, bulky guy with red skin and swirling gold marks on his bare arms. It was a point of pride for any Xurtal male to display them to the best effect, but this male was grubby and his gold markings tarnished. Not a male who took pride in much of anything.

He jerked upright with bleary eyes and a confused expression that quickly sharpened into something cunning and mean. “Yes, I’m Ovran,” he said, and he rose to his considerable height and stuck out his hand as if this was a business meeting. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

I ignored his outstretched fingers and the fading red at his fingertips; those were a sure sign of his unhealthy habits. “Not your friend,” I told him, “But you are going to tell me everything you know about Batok. And then you’re going to tell me why you thought letting a girl starve in a vault was fine.” Leaving Harper near the door, I stepped around the desk and slammed a palm down on the viewscreens. It engaged their security features, locking his office, and shutting down all communications at the camp. I monitored the frequencies carefully with my drones so there would be no surprises.

Ovran glanced down at the pistol and bared his teeth, not yet suitably impressed, but he would be. When he lifted his eyes to mine, that cunning look was back. It was no surprise when he snapped out a hand to try to take the pistol from me, all the while loudly denying that he worked for a crimelord. He didn’t realize who he was dealing with either, but he’d find that out, too.

As soon as he made his move, I flowed with him. My wings snapped out for balance, my free hand collided with his arm, and the hand with the gun moved back while squeezing the trigger. The male shouted in pain, first as my blow reverberated up his arm and made the limb go numb, then when the laser fire struck him in a glancing blow along his neck. A carefully aimed shot that mimicked exactly how I’d been injured a few days ago. 

He slapped his hand over the bloody burn with an outraged shout. A shout that morphed into rage a moment later and he launched himself at me as if his previous encounter hadn’t just taught him what a bad idea that was. Harper yelped, but the struggle lasted no more than two seconds before I had the bastard pinned to his desk. With his arms twisted behind his back, he had nowhere to go, and I made sure to put more than a little pressure on those stressed joints. He deserved every ounce of pain for what he’d allowed Harper to suffer. 

After that, it was the work of a moment to make him squeal.


Chapter 20

Harper

I wanted to get Batok off my ass as much as Nick did, but I still didn’t think it was a good idea to infiltrate one of his camps. Seeing the supervisor who had opened and closed the vault I’d been in too many times to count was also a shock. I knew that’s who we were there to see, but seeing his face was not the same as remembering. It instantly brought me back to that time, to the slow starving and the thirst, to see him coming and going with a grin.

That guy had been the worst; he had taken pleasure in seeing me there each time. I didn’t know what he would have done if he had to deal with a rotting corpse for months on end, but he’d seemed hellbent on my death being quick rather than slow.

Then Nick put him in his place with some lightning-fast karate moves and the towering red alien went from frightening to pitiful in a few heartbeats. All I’d seen was his hulking shape when we entered this room, the glare in his eyes, the sneer on his lips. Now I noticed other things.

Nick controlled him viciously by his wrenched arms and had no trouble keeping the alien against the desk. He was big but a little overweight, and it was obvious that he’d relied on his size to protect him far too much. He didn’t look so intimidating now or like he held all the power.

Only a little more pain and he started talking rapid-fire about all kinds of things. I knew Nick would remember all of it, but I still thumbed on the camera on my tablet to record it all. This wasn’t really information that would help us figure out what the hell was on those implants, but it was certainly all kinds of intel on Batok’s operations. Surely, someone in this quadrant of the galaxy could use that stuff to take him down for us?

Then he said the magic words. “Check my security protocols! Those will give you access to his data logs!” The large red alien would have gestured with his hands if they weren’t pinned against his shoulder blades in a very unnatural position by Nick. Instead, he jerked his chin at the viewscreen next to him and then hissed when that caused him pain from the wound on his neck.

Nick ditched him with a knockout blow onto the floor so fast that things were a blur to my eyes. My mate was already hunched over the computer, and casually yanking on Ovran’s hand to use it to unlock the system. I adored the casual toss when he was down, with zero regard for the alien’s well-being, just like he’d had none for me.

“Does that help?” I asked him, daring to shuffle a little closer so I could lean over the desk and see the screen for myself. I made sure to keep my distance from the big, sprawled-out body. I didn’t need him to snatch me if he was pretending to be passed out, I didn’t need to be close to him at all.

Nick ripped his eyes from the screen to look at my face, his tigerite orbs glowing with his excitement. “Oh yeah, definitely.” And then he leaned to the side and with a hand, like the dude weighed nothing, dragged that body out of my way. I flushed with warmth, and all kinds of tender feelings for my guy, because I knew he’d done that for me. He’d seen my discomfort, and he’d fixed it.

The symbols on the screen appeared in English to me, thanks to my handy, permanent contact lenses, but that didn’t mean they made sense. “This isn’t the cipher to decrypt the data we’re after,” Nick explained, “But I can infer a lot from it. Updating my algorithms now.” The blue holographic visor over his left eye seemed to sparkle; it indicated that he was using it. Then it winked out, and he grinned at me, a warm, happy grin that made my chest feel the same.

That smile made me feel like we had it like we were almost there now. I couldn’t wait for this to be over, and for us to settle into a calmer, normal life. Not that I could picture what that would be, but it would probably be something on a spaceship. Hopefully, we could live on the Varakartoom because that’s what Nick considered home.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” Nick said, and he rounded the desk. I was getting used to the way he’d slide a wing around me when he got close, always so eager to get me sheltered, protected. I was definitely not used to the way he kissed me. He dragged me into his arms, lifted me against his armor clad chest, and claimed my mouth. It was a short, brutal kiss, a celebration of the discovery he’d just made. 

He put me back on my feet a moment later, but he kept hold of my hand as we left the small, tawdry office. I pretended not to see what he did when he leaned back in for a second, but I heard the laser fire from his pistol. The supervisor was no more, one less face to haunt me in my dreams at night. I didn’t even care if that made me a bad person.

The courtyard was still empty when we stepped outside. The warehouses were all covered with a layer of sand, and the guardhouse was silent. I could hear noises from the smoke-belching mining equipment down in the pit, and the clamor of voices from the workers below, but all of that was far away. It felt like nobody even knew we were there, and that we’d walk out with our information, but no resistance.

Walk out? No, of course not. As soon as we were under the open sky, Nick wrapped me in his arms and took us into the air. My heartbeat sped up at the sudden loss of the solid ground beneath my feet, my stomach swirled, and the urge to smile pulled at my cheeks. I felt lighter already, knowing that we’d taken care of one of my demons and that we were this much closer to accessing that information.

I hoped they were damning secrets; all the information we needed to take down Batok. I hoped we could expose his entire operation once we were in and end his reign of terror. That would be worth every minute of suffering. Writing an article that did that would make me feel proud. I would not be earning a Pulitzer maybe, but in my heart, I’d know I’d done good. And wasn’t that exactly what any dreamy-eyed, brand-new journalist set out to do?

We were approaching our shuttle, but this time, Nick was sending out his drones well in advance to search for traps. We didn’t want a repeat of last time when a sniper had managed to ambush us. He was talking to the captain of the Varakartoom too, but I could only hear his side of the conversation. It sounded like he wasn’t in hot water right now, which surprised me, and the Varakartoom would reach the solar system we were in soon. It made me feel a tremendous amount of relief to know that we would have backup. The kind that Mandy kept explaining was so badass that the Varakartoom’s reputation often did half the work for them.

“We are ten minutes out,” Nick declared after he ended his call with the mercenary ship. “I have visual contact and all is clear. The storm has decimated any cover, and I see no heat signatures.” The words had only just left his mouth when fire sizzled through the sky. He swerved in reflex and it streaked past us without harm.

“What the hell?” I yelled, all that relief and happiness gone in an instant. My body flushed with adrenaline and the urge to fight or flee, but there was nothing I could do except hang onto him while he danced through the sky. Impressive aerial acrobatics to dodge and evade the dozens of strikes that came at us, not from the ground like we’d expected, but from above.

I scanned the cloudy sky for any sign of what was happening. This wasn’t lightning, this was much too precise for that. Nick couldn’t keep dodging much longer without getting hit. What were we supposed to do? I was a lousy shot, and I had never even held a laser pistol. Even if I could shoot, I couldn’t see a target to aim at; it was just clouds everywhere. 

“I’m coming around. Hang on tight. I’ll need to use my hands,” Nick warned me, and he banked suddenly, his wings making a loud snapping noise from the rapid twist. I had only a second to tighten my grip on his neck and clench my thighs more tightly around his hips. Then he released me from around my waist and his laser pistol was flashing as he raised it and fired.

I heard a stuttering noise, like a dying mosquito, and then a more steady humming. I craned my head and hooked my legs into the straps that held his backpack to his spine. There! I saw it now, a sleek silver silhouette that sank out of the cloud layer above us and finally into view. “A skimmer,” Nick said. “Batok must have sent it down to look for us. Keep steady, Harper. I’ll take care of it.”

When he said he’d take care of it, I didn’t expect him to turn toward the still-firing little ship and face it head-on. He was crazy, and I yelped in fear as laser fire whizzed past our heads far too close for comfort. But Nick was cool as a freaking cucumber when he took aim and fired a single shot. It seemed to glide past the skimmer’s nose, down its flank and then struck the tail wing.

It wasn’t a shot that looked devastating, but the results were obvious. The skimmer stuttered again, swerved, and its laser fire abruptly stopped. It twisted into a rapid downward spiral next, and while Nick carefully kept us hovering high in the air, we watched as the small vessel nosedived straight into the planet’s dusty surface. 

“There will be more,” Nick said, while I was still gaping over his shoulder at the exploded, burning wreck. He sped off, his wings beating hard against the currents, our speed rapidly increasing as we careened through the sky. It didn’t take long for the wreck to disappear from sight, only a hint of a smoke plume visible in the air.

I turned the other way and searched for any sign of our ship. It should still be there because Nick said he’d been communicating with its computers since the storm had passed. I spotted the dead, skeletal trees first, which we’d landed behind. Nick was starting our descent above the trees and I could see a darker spot, a deep black against the tan and browns of the planet; our ship.

“We got it!” Nick crowed, his arms tightening around my middle. “We got it, Harper!” His eyes radiated smug satisfaction, like he’d just won a battle. He hadn’t even celebrated the end of that skimmer’s attack, so I struggled to wrap my head around what he meant. The shuttle? Was he glad to be back?

Everything turned to hell in a handbasket so suddenly that it felt for a second like the whole world turned upside down. I was staring into his excited, happy eyes, a smile pulling on his lips, and then his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he went limp. His arms slipped from around my middle, his head dropped, and his wings stopped their steady beating. We started crashing to the ground; the wind rushing past us at an alarming rate, and then we struck a sand dune and everything went black. 


Chapter 21

Harper

My eyes felt gritty like I’d ended up with the entire Sahara desert beneath my eyelids. I blinked them rapidly and fought to get the moisture back and regain my vision. They burned and gave me flashes of stark white light and then nothing. Groaning, because my eyes hurt so much, I tried to lift my hand so I could rub at them. That’s when I discovered how much everything else ached, too.

I instantly flashed back to the vault and the endless weakness I’d felt there. Then my mind pulled up the recollection of all that horrible fatigue as I recovered in the med bay aboard Nick’s ship. It felt like that, but deeper; like I’d gotten bruised all the way to the bone. My brain couldn’t figure out how that had happened. What had happened? 

Nick. Where was he? A panic struck me that pushed the pain to the back of my mind and I blinked even more furiously with my eyes. It was dark, I wasn’t blinded; it was just dark. My wrist ached and my biceps burned when I lifted a hand and clumsily felt around me. A plastic surface, which crinkled and creaked when I touched it, and beneath it, a barely there excuse of a mattress. So a cheap, strange bed? 

“Hello? Anyone there?” I asked. I didn’t dare raise my voice beyond a soft whisper, worried about what I might find in the dark. The last thing I remembered was clinging to Nick’s shoulders, my legs clenched around his hips, while we plummeted from the sky. I didn’t know why that had happened. I hadn’t seen any laser fire, and I didn’t remember the fall either. 

Had we struck sand, the trees, or something else? And how far had we fallen? I wouldn’t have survived a fall from several hundred feet in the air. I didn’t think Nick would either… My breathing stuttered to a brief, shocked stop as the thought struck me that he’d died. He would have tried to protect me, he would have taken the brunt of that fall. What if? No, I didn’t want to contemplate it. He was wearing armor, maybe that had saved him.

“Nick?” I hissed a little more loudly, desperate for him to answer. I wouldn’t know what I’d do if Nick was lost to me, but it was starting to feel like the universe was conspiring to keep us apart. There was no answer, but my eyes were starting to feel better, and with that came some definition of the room I was in. 

Room? No, this couldn’t be called a room exactly. It was a prison cell and not even a fancy one like the brig they’d kept Nick in aboard the Varakartoom. It had bars facing a hallway, and I saw the distant shape of more bars across from my tiny square prison. When I squinted and shifted my head, I could see a vague light in the distance, above what might be a door. 

I sat up slowly, fighting the wild spinning and the rising nausea. This had to be a concussion, my head ached so fiercely. When I felt around my skull, it was in one piece, but a large knot sat at the back beneath my sandy hair. So we had hit the ground, a sand dune maybe; the planet had been littered with those. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.

On wobbly legs, I managed to make a circuit of the small room, but there was no sign of Nick. I was definitely alone inside the space. Not just the wall facing the hallway was made of bars, I was sharing a barrier of the same with the neighboring cell on my right. For long minutes, breathing shallowly, I peered into the dark interior and tried to decipher if there was someone on the cot or not.

I thought I saw the shape of a wing dangling over the edge, I hoped it was. If I squinted and pressed my head against the bars, I could also make out what looked like an arm and a hand. Was that Nick? That had to be Nick… And if they threw him in a cell, that meant he was alive, right?

The sound of a door opening behind me had me jerk away from the bars, and my skin broke out in goosebumps. I backed up until my back hit the wall and peered into the hallway. Light spilled from the open doorway and painted a silhouette I couldn’t quite make sense of. A tall, broad shape, misshapen with what appeared to be two heads.

The light expanded, flaring up from the floor when the figure started to move. I blinked and wiped at my eyes to force them to adjust. Not one shape, two, and they were dragging a third. I saw the red tips of his feather mohawk and the long drape of his wings behind his back. He was unconscious, and two Krektar with their wart-covered faces and pig-like snouts were dragging him along.

I rushed to scan him for any sign of injury but didn’t see anything. No blood, no weirdly crooked limbs, but I didn’t like how lifeless he appeared as they dragged him toward me. Were they going to put him in the cell with me? I didn’t know if I should call out and draw their attention, or if I should try to remain hidden.

They were almost abreast of my prison when I suddenly remembered the winged shape I thought I’d seen in the cell next to mine. Uneasily, I glanced over my shoulder and drew in a shuddering, surprised breath when I discovered it was some gargoyle alien. He had wings and arms, but it was definitely not Nick.

My Nick was tossed to the floor in front of me, and while one Krektar unlocked the door to my cell, the other kicked him in the stomach. I leaped forward before I could stop myself. “Don’t hurt him!” I knew I couldn’t do anything against two hulking aliens, but I couldn’t sit on my hands when he could not defend himself.

The door slid open, and I launched out of it, throwing myself on top of Nick’s prone form. That made the two guards laugh uproariously; at least it ended any further violence. With a few shoves and pushes, I was sprawled over Nick inside the cell, rather than outside. They turned to leave, and I cursed at them for being assholes, for hurting a man while he was down. “Let us go,” I demanded of the nearest one, clutching at his belt. “We are no threat. You can have the stupid implants back!”  

My wrist felt like he’d snapped it in two when he yanked it off him, but they didn’t glance back when they left. Didn’t say anything to me, they just laughed when they locked the cell door. Then darkness fell again when they left the cell block, and I was left sitting at Nick’s side, furiously blinking to get my eyes used to the dark. I didn’t even know if that helped, but I felt so impotent I had to try something.

I ran my hand over his body but felt only the hard black armor he wore. When I located his head, I searched for any injuries and discovered he still wore that curved silver implant around his left ear. The slightest brush of my fingers against it, and the blue, glowing visor slid over his eyes. I blinked against the light and then nearly tumbled ass over teakettle when that light hit a pair of glowing silvery eyes on the other side of the bars. That gargoyle creature was awake.  

He was crouched next to his cot, wings spread, and looked like a statue at home on the corner of a church. I didn’t expect him to move, let alone speak. “If they interrogated him, he’s not going to wake for a while yet, female.” His voice was like gravel, like the sound of rock sliding across rock in an avalanche. It made me feel deeply uncomfortable. I expected to crash down around me at any moment.

“Nick is strong,” I said firmly, willing myself to believe it. I lifted his head into my lap so he’d be more comfortable and settled in to wait. One fist I didn’t open, the one I’d used to accost the guard with. I didn’t want the gargoyle to see that I’d taken something, even if I didn’t know what it was yet, or if it was useful. 

The gargoyle didn’t speak anymore, but he watched from his nearby crouch. It did not help my nerves. I tried to focus on Nick’s breathing, the slow movement of his chest as it went up and down, and the thump of his heartbeats I could feel in his neck. He was alive, and while I didn’t know how we’d both survived the fall, neither of us had broken bones.

Our strange neighbor said it would take a long time before he woke up, and I braced myself for that possibility. Nick stirred much sooner, blinking his lashes, and then the crest on his head rose. With a groan, he flicked open his eyes and raised a hand to his forehead. “Damn, what was in that drink?” he mumbled, “This feels worse than a hangover from Aderian wine…”

Then his eyes latched onto mine and I saw something ease in his features, even if they were a little obscured by the blue glow of his visor. “Nick, are you okay? What happened? Are you hurt anywhere?” The visor winked out and now I could see that his gaze was clear and focused; he seemed completely lucid. I drew a relieved breath when he sat up and raised a wing to curl it around my back and draw me close.

“I’m fine. The headache is already fading,” he assured me, while a grin spread across his handsome features; it showed off his sharp canine teeth. “Their interrogation techniques aren’t very effective. Don’t worry.” Those words did not make me feel any less worried. They made me feel a mounting sense of panic and fear. That word didn’t mean anything good, and if the first round didn’t work, they would try again and again. Of that, I was certain.

Nick hadn’t missed much since he opened his eyes. It had seemed like he’d been focused on me, gathering me protectively close to his chest. But he’d seen our company in the next cell over, and now he tilted his head to give the gargoyle a sharp look. “Why are you here, Tarkan?” he demanded to know.

I was pulled into his lap, his arms surrounding me, and I felt better. He was warm and solid, and it made me realize how chilled I’d gotten. They had taken my tablet, and I was no longer wearing that improvised poncho, though I was still in possession of the rest of my clothes. The temperature in the cells was cool enough to sneakily sap my strength, and I hadn’t even realized. It had probably already started when I’d been unconscious.

Nick tucked my head beneath his chin, his hands running up and down my spine to warm me with brisk moves. I could only barely see the gargoyle guy now, squatting in the gloom near the bars that separated his cell from ours. He wasn’t wearing anything beyond a scrap of cloth over his groin, and I realized his legs weren’t shaped quite right. They looked like the legs of a lion, but without any fur, exposing lean muscles and thick gray skin.

“I am a gladiator.” The Tarkan, as Nick had called him, declared proudly. His gravely voice didn’t carry far this time, but he was obviously drawing some sense of self-worth from the statement. I had a faint recollection that accompanied the word Tarkan. It was his species, and they were one of the more common species in the quadrant. Matriarchal, with dozens of queens that ruled the many inhabitable planets in their solar system.

The gargoyle lifted his chin and for the first time, I spotted the collar that circled his thick neck. It was a thick metal band with a square little box, a row of lights blinking red and green. I didn’t know what it was, but it made Nick incline his head. “I see,” he said, and then he picked me up and moved us away from the bars and to the crinkly cot against the other wall.

“Do you know where we are?” I asked, my fist clenching around the little trinket I’d stolen. Then I added in a soft whisper close to his ear, “They didn’t take your visor… Can you reach the Varakartoom?” I didn’t think his captain was all that pleased with this situation, but I also believed that he wouldn’t leave Nick and me to our own fates. Even if the scary Asmoded didn’t feel like rescuing us, Mandy would make sure we’d get help. 

Nick didn’t immediately answer, but I saw his visor light up again, his eyes flicking left to right as they read data from the holographically projected screen. “Not yet,” he said. “They took my com and your datapad. I need to hack into their systems to direct a call.” He grinned, fangs glinting brightly in the darkness, lit up with the blue light from his visor. “Their mistake for not realizing what this is.” He tapped the silver crescent that curled around his left ear.

“Will this help?” I asked, and I slowly opened my fist between us to show him what I’d taken from the guard. It couldn’t be super important, or they would have already missed it, but I hoped Nick could do something with it. It looked like some kind of device. 

Nick took one look at it, then glanced over at the strange gargoyle in the other cell. The male had moved back to the cot and appeared to be sleeping, but I had the feeling that was just a ruse. “Yeah, that’s a nice trick to have up our sleeve. Good job, Harper. I’ll get us out of this, don’t worry.” Of course, Nick had a plan, and I listened with rapt attention as he explained what had happened.

I learned the answers to some of my burning questions, like how we’d gotten here and where here was. When Nick and I had almost reached the shuttle after our escape from the skimmer, he’d learned two things in rapid succession. First, the shuttle’s computer had drawn his attention because it had finally cracked the encryption of the data we were after. And because he’d been in direct connection with the computer, the explosion that had taken out the shuttle had briefly fried his mind through his implant. He’d lost consciousness and the two of us had taken that terrifying fall.  

He’d roused just in time to snap out his wings and slow our descent before we struck a sand dune. The force had knocked both of us out, but he’d slowed us down just enough that we had broken no bones. In that time, Batok’s men had surrounded us and taken us captive, then they’d ferried us up to the crimelord’s ship and thrown us in a cell. I hadn’t woken in time for Nick’s first meeting with an interrogator, but they had only given him a truth serum that hadn’t worked.

The Tarkan proved to have a good hearing when Nick explained that part to me. I was certain it surprised Nick too when the male casually made his observation. “How can this be? The truth serum works on everyone…”

Nick had been calm so far, but now he growled, the sound low as it rattled through our cell. He shot the gladiator a fierce look that warned the male to back off, to stay out of this, but he still answered. “I am Mithrakon. I am not from this quadrant. It does not work on me and they will not be getting another chance.”

He did not speak after that, and I understood why. That Tarkan had overheard all our whispers, and even if he was another prisoner, we could not trust him to be on our side. “I will keep you safe, mate,” Nick said after a long, tension-filled pause. His hand slid around the back of my neck and he claimed my mouth with his, a fierce possessive kiss that would leave no doubt to our audience that I was his. 

I didn’t like sitting around, and I wished I had access to a screen so I could look through the data Nick had uncovered. All I knew was what little Nick dared to tell me with an audience. It was data related to a drug smuggling and production operation that Batok ran. The data had been by Batok because he’d once intended to sell off that section of his network to another crimelord. A crimelord that had taken a big fall from grace, which was what had triggered Batok to lock me up in that vault.

Waiting was not my strong suit, but it was Nick that had to do the work. I was curious to see how he was going to break us out of this cell, something that seemed to be his specialty. I was already swirling with ideas about writing an article, but that wouldn’t help us now. I hated that I was sitting in his lap, taking his warmth because I couldn’t stay warm on my own, and that was it. 

Nick’s visor was a glowing beacon in the dark, his body tense beneath me while his mind worked at rapid speeds. I tried not to distract him and keep watch; we didn’t want anyone to show up and see his visor in action. They might try to take it away if they saw that it functioned. I was instantly picturing this horrible scene where they ripped it from his head. The outside piece detached, but they might decide to take the entire thing, the section that was surgically embedded in his skull. 

“Got it,” Nick whispered, just as I tensed, my senses tingling with this feeling of danger. He might have figured something out, but it was too late. I was certain someone was coming, and it wouldn’t surprise me if we’d end up dealing with more than a useless interrogator. We were about to face Batok himself, and it tied my stomach in knots when I realized I might soon see the alien responsible for locking me up. 

“Hide,” I said, “Someone’s coming.” I couldn’t really know for sure, but something was setting off all my alarm bells. With my hand, I tapped the side of Nick’s implant and the visor winked out. Maybe it was the way the gargoyle male had gone tense next to us, or maybe it was the faint sound of footsteps that registered just beyond my range of hearing. We were definitely about to have company.


Chapter 22

Mitnick

Harper was on high alert, and her warning was just in time for us to hide my functional implant. It was bad timing. I’d just gotten into their systems and hijacked their communications so I could inform the Varakartoom of the situation, but I hadn’t been able to send the message just yet. The Varakartoom was resourceful, but they wouldn’t be able to figure out where Harper and I were without my help. I was their hacker, that kind of information sourcing was my specialty.  

The light was bright when it flared along the floor plates in the cell block, but my eyes adjusted rapidly. The pair of Krektar guards that stomped inside was no surprise, it was the pair that had taken me to the interrogator earlier. This time, a Kertinal male and a Rummicaron followed them. Hirelings a step up from the simple, brutal Krektar, but not much better by the looks of them.

My hearts surged with a boost of adrenaline at the sight, pounding furiously as they flooded my system with strength in preparation for a fight. All to protect my mate. I rose to my feet in a rush and placed Harper behind my back. With my wings spread, she was obscured from their sight. My instincts made me bare my teeth at the males, my crest rising in a threatening display to warn them away. It helped that she was right behind me, safe for now, or I wouldn’t have been able to control the urge to start a fight. 

“Stand down,” the Kertinal male barked. It was a male with a lurid orange shade, his black skin looking as dark and impenetrable as my armor against the bright orange zigzag lines that covered him. He wore a gold band around his right biceps, which made it obvious he was in charge. My sharp eyes had no trouble spotting the notches carved into his curling horns, either. His own people had labeled this Kertinal a murderer, and now he proudly displayed his kill count for everyone to see. Unlike the unassuming Rummicaron next to him, he was a foe to watch out for.

I didn’t obey the Kertinal’s order to lose my battle readiness. That was beyond me, and it wasn’t like he could control me. Not like the poor Tarkan in the next cell, who wore a pain collar around his neck like all slaves did. They could make him do anything, but I had no such device around my neck.

The Kertinal only had to point his pain remote at the winged male and it made him move to the front of his cell and assume a kneeling position with his hands behind his head. It was an example. They wanted me to do the same. I raised my hand and shook my middle finger at the male instead. That was an Earth custom that was supposed to be very rude. I’d seen Mandy do it, so I’d researched.

I heard Harper smother an inappropriate and nervous laugh behind me, and I felt a little smug at cheering her up in this situation. Then I locked eyes with the Kertinal’s glowing orange orbs and made sure he knew I wasn’t going to bow to his wishes. He wanted me kneeling? He had to get in here and wrestle me down by force. It was obvious from the look in his eyes that he wasn’t sure if that was a scuffle he was going to win, even four to one. My black armor made it obvious what kind of warrior they were dealing with. The Varakartoom was the only crew in the quadrant that wore armor exactly like this, and we were the best. 

The Kertinal conceded with an annoyed growl. “The boss wants to see them.” He jerked his hand at Harper and me, and the Krektar in the front hurried to unlock our cell door with an actual, physical key. I took careful note of it, but it was a simple mechanism. That kind of low-tech security measure wouldn’t pose much of an obstacle later.

I slipped my arm around Harper’s waist and anchored her close to my side, my wing cupped around her back to protect her. Then I led her out of the cell as if we weren’t about to meet a crimelord but were going to attend a party. That asshole Batok wasn’t getting the satisfaction of seeing cowed prisoners; he was in for one big surprise. A very nasty surprise if I had my way. 

The guards didn’t try to separate Harper from my side, and the Krektar seemed wary to be made to walk behind us. Despite their hideous appearance, these two weren’t idiots. They marched us past the cell of the Tarkan male, and under the cover of my wing, I tossed the little device Harper had stolen into his cell. I knew she hadn’t recognized what it was, why would she? But that device was going to save that poor gladiator’s life, or at least provide us with a distraction.

I didn’t look at him until we’d passed his cell entirely, but when I glanced back, I could tell from his expression and the eager twitch of his tail that he’d caught it. He was sitting in exactly the same kneeling position as before, hands behind the row of horns on his head. But I was certain he’d shifted his leg to cover the remote to his pain collar with a knee, and the guards had not noticed a thing.

I took advantage of a long corridor when the two guards in the lead weren’t looking back. I activated my visor and sent a message to the Varakartoom. It wasn’t much, just the ship’s coordinates and a “they caught us, distraction appreciated.” I knew whoever was on the bridge would know what to do with it.

The visor winked out when we turned the corner; I couldn’t check if the message was received. I had no personal com device on me to even receive anything on. If the Varakartoom replied, the Communication Officer of this ship would be very confused. The hallways turned from dark and utilitarian to a soft pale blue with jagged geometrical patterns. I assumed these were meant to remind the crimelord of his beginnings on the Hoxiam ice world.

“This is the ship I woke up on the first time,” Harper whispered from beneath the shelter of my wing. I dipped my head to get a read on her face, my protective instincts surging on her behalf. That had to be unpleasant, but I was proud to see that her expression was calm, serene almost. It wasn’t bothering her nearly as much to be here as one might expect. She wasn’t just good at masking it; I couldn’t detect a hint of fear in her scent either.

“This is Batok’s flagship,” I agreed with her. “For now.” That made her smile, and it made the bossy Kertinal glance over his shoulder at me and glare. He didn’t like the obvious implications in my words, but he could go fuck himself. This ship wouldn’t be the same once I got done with it. Even if Batok got away, which was a possibility because I couldn’t calculate every eventuality, this ship wasn’t going to be his pride and joy any longer. 

The room they brought us to would have been the captain’s room on the Varakartoom, a place in which the officers had meetings, and the captain could work in private. This room was nearly empty but lavishly decorated. The temperatures were close to subzero to accommodate the Hoxiam’s preference, even if that made the handful of female slaves sitting on pillows at his feet freeze and shiver.

The Hoxiam male looked exactly as I expected. Huge because he was well-fed, and probably on a steady diet of poor unfortunate souls, rather than livestock. He even had a round, protruding gut, hinting at being overweight. Most of him was covered in thick, shaggy blue fur, and his eyes were sunken deep in his face, two glowing orbs of aquamarine. Some scars slashed through his pelt along his shoulders, evidence of his fighting days before he rose to the rank of crimelord. I was willing to bet that any male that had left a mark on him had ended up down his gullet for the crime.

Actual ice sculptures on pedestals lined the walls, shaped like threatening warriors with stern faces. One reminded me of the sinister, now dead, crimelord Drameil, and I did not think that was a coincidence. Anyone would be frightened to see the countenance of one of the Sythral glaring down on them, let alone one as feared back in the day as Drameil.

The Kertinal bowed deferentially in front of his boss, then took up a position at his right-hand side. The rest of our escort fell back, way back, but kept their laser rifles aimed at us to keep us in line. They feared their boss even more than they respected him, which meant the Kertinal was either foolish or very certain of his position. Maybe that gold band around his biceps meant he was even more important than I’d first assumed.

“So, you’re the one that stole from me,” Batok growled. He hadn’t risen from the lazy sprawl on his large chair. He leaned with one elbow on the armrest and twirled his other hand through the long, green hair of the Xurtal female kneeling in front of him. She was trembling from more than just the cold, her eyes were open so wide from terror that I could see their whites. Maybe she wasn’t eye candy, maybe she was intended to be his lunch.

Harper wasn’t showing any fear, though she had stepped closer when we came to a halt. Her slight weight rested against my side, and her hands were curled into the belt around my middle, which was empty of weapons and gear right now. She had to be cold. Her lips had turned an alarming shade of purple, but she was steady as she gazed at the big boss.

I rolled a shoulder. “So what? You weren’t interested, or you wouldn’t have left my female to die in that vault.” I bit back the anger that wanted to come through, the growls that sat heavily in my chest. My hearts pounded for Harper, for the vengeance I wanted to mete out against this bastard. I had to play this cool, I couldn’t risk my mate getting hurt in the fray should combat erupt.  

The Hoxiam opened his mouth in a grin that was unnatural in how wide it was, splitting his head nearly in two as his jaws opened. For long seconds we were all staring down into his dark red mouth, rows upon rows of glittering, triangle-shaped teeth, and the black of his gullet. Then he snapped his jaws shut and satisfaction glittered in his aqua eyes at the signs of fear among his troops. 

Harper trembled next to me, affected for the first time, and I pressed my wing more tightly against her. She was safe. If that bastard tried to eat her, I’d rip his head from his thick, furry neck. Nobody knew the true strength of a mated Mithrakon male, but I’d unleash it all for her. She calmed immediately, and I wasn’t the only one who noticed: Batok rumbled with discontent when he couldn’t cow those he wanted to.

“Why would I care about a cheap, skinny human? I care about the implants. Where are they? Give them back and I might decide not to eat both of you…” Batok rose to his feet, towering over us with his eight-foot-tall build. The green-skinned Xurtal female got pushed over, but she did not make a sound despite the nasty tumble onto the cold metal floor.

“Those implants? Pretty sure your goons blew them up when they blew up my shuttle,” I said. I hooked a thumb over my shoulder to indicate the Krektar and the Rummicaron at our back and had the satisfaction of hearing them shuffle their feet in unease. They weren’t sure if they’d screwed up or not. I wasn’t either. Did Batok need that information back? Or did he want to see it destroyed so it could not get him in trouble with powerful empires like the Aderians or the Kertinal? Or maybe even his fellow crimelords? 

Batok crossed his arms over his chest and started to approach, this was an intimidation tactic but I stood my ground. Harper didn’t move either, but I firmed the grip of my arm around her middle, ready to yank her to safety if the need arose. To keep my expression calm when he got within reach was hard. I wanted to break his neck; I wanted to rip into him with my claws. What I wanted even more was to see him dead at my feet, but Harper didn’t need to witness that kind of violence.

“Well, I guess I’ll just eat you then. You’ll be tasty once I’ve plucked your feathers…” Batok grinned to show off his giant maw and gullet, and I feigned a yawn as if that bored me. He was a bully and not a clever one, and it was obvious he didn’t know how to deal with a male who refused to fear him.

“That would be a mistake,” I told him coolly. “A big mistake. The implants might be gone, but that data isn’t.” I didn’t reach out to touch my own experimental implant, where that data was currently stored. If he knew it was only in one place right now, he’d kill us on the spot and be done with it. I needed to send the information to the Varakartoom to ensure I had the right leverage, but until then, bluffing would have to do. I was very good at that, I always won at Keflo, much to the dismay of my crewmates. 

Batok froze in place, his huge grin dropping, but he was crimelord for a reason and recovered quickly. “Oh, yeah?” he drawled, adopting a lazy tone that made him seem unconcerned when I knew he was. Concerned enough not to make true on his threat to eat me. “I guess this is the part where you demand I release you and that skinny bite? Exchange my data for your lives?”

I waited, drawing out the silence until I saw anger spark in Batok’s eyes. “That is how this works, isn’t it?” I said. He didn’t like that either, and he restlessly paced in front of me. The guards and his slaves collectively held their breaths at the sign of their boss’s temper. Harper bit her lip, but she still didn’t shake with fear, didn’t smell of it, and I was so damn proud of her for that. This trip hadn’t been easy, but she’d faced all the darkness of her past and come out on top.

“Take them back to their cell,” Batok eventually snapped, and he swung his massive, clawed paw at the guards behind us. When it swung back, I was prepared, ducking beneath the backlash intended for my face. My hands itched with the desire to retaliate, but I reined in the urge by the skin of my teeth. A growl did emerge, rattling menacingly through the air.

Batok pretended nothing had happened and turned to stalk back to his pillow-covered seat. His slaves scattered at his feet, and the Kertinal glared at me as if dodging his boss had personally offended him. I winked, and that made his orange eyes glow with rage. It would not surprise me if he tried to strike at my back when the male started to escort us back to the ship’s brig. But he held his temper during the walk, he did not even say a word when we reached our cell and were once again locked inside. 


Chapter 23

Harper

My mind was in chaos on the walk back to the cell. It felt like I had just fought a war with myself, with my memories, and with the terrifying crimelord. All I’d done was stand there, and I felt completely wrung out. I kept thinking that my grandma would be disappointed that I hadn’t done more, shown more spine. She would have gone in there, guns blazing, and torn that crimelord a new one.

Then I tried picturing that and couldn’t. I realized that even my indomitable grandmother would have been scared of an alien like him. Being brave didn’t mean not being scared, or being a total risk-taking badass. She would have been shaking in her sensible shoes, and she would have been impressed with Nick’s cool attitude. I was too hard on myself for being scared. I’d hidden it really well, I should be proud of that.

I needed to focus on my strengths, the things I was good at that would be useful in this situation. I was good at talking, good at asking questions, but this wasn’t an interview for an article. What else could I do? I’d distracted those guards enough to steal something from their belt, even if I didn’t know what it was. Maybe I could do that again. 

Nick was so cool this entire time, in control of himself. That made me feel like he was certain we’d get out of this situation just fine; he knew things I didn’t. His instincts had ruled him so much before… But maybe that was different now that I had slept with him. I hadn’t told him he couldn’t call me his mate; I guess in my mind I really was his now. It just felt right. No, it felt more than right, and a clawing terror gripped me at the thought of losing him.

As my grandma would say, “You’ve gone and done it now, love. Taken the big leap.” I’d heard her say that phrase a hundred times while she watched her soap operas to unwind, commenting on each silly thing the characters did as loudly as if they were her family. I didn’t feel the pang of pain and grief that thinking of my grandmother, my parental figure, usually brought since her passing. For the first time, I felt okay, because I wasn’t alone anymore. I wasn’t lonely.

I felt relieved when I realized how big my feelings had grown, not even the slightest hint of fear. Nick and I worked, and we’d keep working well together. The profound thoughts were ruined when one of our guards started talking. “You smug bastard, you better hand over that information. Even if Batok doesn’t kill you right away, he’ll eat that skinny thing in two bites.”  

I glanced from beneath the curve of Nick’s wing to the male who’d spoken and refrained from telling him to shut it. That wasn’t going to help. Besides, we couldn’t hand over that information, we needed to stall for help. I wanted to use that information to take Batok down. That was going to be my ultimate revenge, and it would save a lot of lives in the process.

“He’s the one sending us away while he thinks…” Nick drawled. “If he lets the two of us go, he can have the data. I don’t care about it. Just make sure he knows that killing us will see that information spread to every corner of the quadrant.” I missed my next step when I looked up at Nick in surprise. I was sure he was trying to stall for more time. That’s what he said we needed, more time. But was he seriously considering giving Batok that data? We couldn’t do that. His wink said it all, so quick I almost missed it, but it invited me in on a secret. It invited me to trust him. 

We reached the door to the cell block, and the gloomy, dark atmosphere made me want to back away. It was making the brig on the Varakartoom seem downright cozy; while this place shouted misery and despair. My eyes sought the only occupant of the cells, the gargoyle-like alien. He was pacing the back of his cell and glaring as the guards hustled us closer.  

Nick’s hand tightened around my middle, his fingers slipping in an undulating motion against my skin. I looked at him again, certain he was asking for my attention. His tigerite eyes glowed, the yellow stripes shimmering in the sharp artificial light. “I need a distraction,” he whispered, the words nearly soundless. Then he jerked his chin at the guard in front of us, the Kertinal with the orange stripes. “Now,” he said as we came abreast with the Tarkan’s cell door.

I jerked into action instinctively, my heart rate soaring with adrenaline. We were on the move, and I didn’t even know what the plan was. He wanted a distraction? He was going to get one hell of a distraction. Words started spilling from my mouth rapid fire and I jerked in his grip, stepping away and flinging out an accusing finger. “You’re crazy! We can’t hand over that information! No way! He’ll kill us as soon as he has it.” I flapped my arms while Nick started uttering denials and backed away. That wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t believable, though the pair of Krektar began to laugh and jeer. 

I spun toward the Kertinal male who was ordering us to settle down in a loud, heavy bass voice. It vibrated over my skin, sub-harmonics striking me deep in my gut when I approached him. I grabbed his arm. “Listen, you get me out of here and I’ll make sure you get it. But you get me out first,” I told the male. “You’ve got the power. I know you do. You’re his right-hand man!” He started to jerk his arm out of my tenuous grip but froze when I must have hit a sensitive nerve with my words.

“Think of the glory you’d receive for solving this situation for your boss,” I added, staring into those orange eyes and giving him my best honest expression. Nick had started a scuffle, I could hear his wing strike the bars nearby, and the grunts of pain as his fists hit the Krektar. The shark-like guard standing next to my Kertinal mark was on the fence, unsure what to do and looking to his boss for guidance. 

“You know that being his right hand is only one step removed from being crimelord yourself,” I tried to cajole. The Kertinal was undecided himself, but it was obvious that he needed to get control of Nick, and soon. He started to shrug me off, yanking on his arm, and I did the same grab for his belt that I’d done with those other guards before. My fingers skimmed the handle of his laser pistol, then snagged on the hilt of a knife. 

“No, you won’t,” said the Rummicaron shark guy. His hand snapped out so fast I had no time to react; he snatched my wrist and squeezed tightly. I felt the rough sandpaper texture of his skin scrape against my flesh and dropped the pilfered knife in reflex to the pain. The Kertinal was between us and it was my luck that the male jerked in reflex too. I fought the iron grip on my wrist, while the Kertinal whipped with his tail and struck the Rummicaron male.

As far as distractions went, this had turned into complete chaos. The Rummicaron’s grip on me slipped when I dropped myself like a sack of potatoes on the floor. Then he was roaring and attacking his boss, and I was suddenly kneeling in the middle of an all-out brawl.

The gargoyle’s cell was open, and he barreled out of it and jumped a Krektar male with a roar. It appeared that one was holding a remote and desperately hitting a switch to no effect. It was his downfall; the Tarkan took him down with a vicious snarl.

Nick had the other Krektar on the ground and was slamming his head into the metal floor panels. When he rose and spun, I could see the blue glow of his visor over his left eye. It did not seem to block his vision as he roared and charged the two remaining guards. 

It appeared the Rummicaron was bleeding badly from a deep wound on his shoulder, and the Kertinal charged him with his horns, striking him in the belly. Then Nick was on him, and with an awful crunch, he snapped the guy’s neck. The gray Rummicaron had gone all pale and white around his shark mouth. His small black eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he thudded to his knees and collapsed. 

Then we were left with the sound of fists hitting flesh, over and over. I didn’t really want to look, but it was instinct to turn and face the threat. Ouch, that wasn’t good. The gargoyle male was kneeling on top of one of the Krektar, raising his fists over and over to punch him in the face. If I had to guess, I’d say the guy was working out some unresolved issues. 

Nick ignored him, dropped his opponent to the ground, and rushed to sweep me into his arms. “Are you harmed anywhere? I didn’t mean for you to get into a physical altercation…” He ran his hands over my skin and then hissed in anger when he discovered the red ring of abraded skin around my wrist. He glared over his shoulder at the already dead Rummicaron who had caused the injury, and for a moment I wondered if he contemplated kicking the corpse.  

“I’m fine. It’s nothing. And it worked, didn’t it?” My words brought his attention back to me, and I took the opportunity to cup his chin so I could pull him down for a kiss. He came immediately, his mouth meshing with mine, his tongue sweeping between my lips, tangling, stroking. I felt my body respond as it always did, eagerly, and with immediate arousal. 

“It did, marvelously,” he agreed when he drew back and pressed his forehead to mine. I hadn’t even realized it, but he’d drawn his wings around me and cupped me close. Always sheltering me. “And now we need to secure our escape route.” He didn’t pull back far but kept me tucked under one arm as he guided me around the still-raging Tarkan to the exit. 

His visor was already glowing, or rather, it still glowed. He’d been working on something since the moment this fight started. “The Varakartoom is nearby and engaged in talk with Batok right now. They’re serving as a distraction while we make our escape. We’ll have to steal a shuttle, but I’ve got a path plotted to the hangar bay. I’m clearing it now.” 

I didn’t know what he meant by that, but it was soon obvious. We encountered absolutely no one. Our path was literally clear. Since he’d confiscated a com device from one of the dead guards, he was also in constant contact with his ship; conferring in low tones with his captain or the second-in-command, the creepy Sineater. I didn’t understand how Nick could casually talk with that male after the last time he’d seen him. He’d been the one pummeling that creep’s face into a pulp then.

When it was silent for a minute, I ventured to ask what I really wanted to know. “We are making sure Batok can’t ever eat anyone again, aren’t we? We’re turning that information over to all the authorities in the quadrant?” I needed to know that this guy couldn’t lock up any more unsuspecting people in vaults and that he wouldn’t eat that pretty green-skinned girl that had been sitting next to him earlier. Even if that gargoyle guy had gone on a little mental back there, I didn’t want to see him eaten either. He had helped us in a way. 

Nick tilted his head and his eyes took on a feral cast, his mouth pulling into a silent snarl that displayed all his sharp canine teeth. “That male is going down. But we have to do it in a way that doesn’t tarnish the Varakartoom’s reputation.” He grumbled the last words with obvious annoyance, but I understood. The ship and its crew meant everything to Nick, they were his family in this quadrant. That’s why he’d tried to remove the danger to them, to the Captain’s mate, by sneaking away with me.

“How?” I asked him, but I hushed when I heard the sound of voices from around the corner. I heard the shuffling of many footsteps and the clink and clang of metal chains. Boots thudded more heavily in the lead, and it came from around the nearby corner.

“This is weird. Don’t you think this is weird, Hak?” a deep voice grumbled. Someone answered, but that voice was too muffled for me to understand what was said. Nick pressed me to the wall and covered me with his wing, and now I couldn’t see a single thing. The footsteps passed quickly, but I got the impression there were at least a dozen of them. “Why would Batok order us to take all the slaves to the hold?” the deep voice demanded even more loudly, but his words trailed off as they turned another corner.

“You’re going to take him down,” Nick said as he lifted his wing and let me away from the wall. “You’re going to write the best article ever and expose all his secrets to the quadrant. Then I’ll put the evidence in the hands of every single authority, including a pretty map to his location.” He grinned as he pointed his finger to the floor, indicating the ship we were on. “Not as satisfying as ripping him to shreds myself, but you deserve the honors.” 

The pen was going to be mightier than the sword this time. I liked that idea very much. It made me feel all warm inside to know that Nick trusted my ability to write a good story. Of course, he already knew exactly what was in that encrypted data source we’d stolen, he knew what power we held. The power to destroy the entire empire of a crimelord.

“You know, Nick. I love you so much for that. It’s going to be awesome!” My fingers already itched for my tablet so I could get started. We shouldn’t stand around in this hallway, but when Nick swung me in his arms for another kiss, I gladly went. It wasn’t every day I told a guy I loved him, the moment deserved to be marked with a little passion. Sealed with the tangling of our tongues and the mixing of our breaths. 

“I love you, my little Novi. My bright, beautiful mate. I love you so very much,” Nick said when we pulled apart. I was breathing rapidly, my entire body tingling with desire. I vowed I would drag him to the nearest bed as soon as we were safe, this called for all the sexy celebrating. For more of that honeymoon magic I’d experienced with him in the shelter of that tiny little tent. 


Chapter 24

Mitnick

We got to the hangar bay without incident, and once there, the chaos I’d caused ruled. Only a handful of guards tried to herd several dozen slaves into a corner while sharing baffled looks with each other. The slaves themselves proved such a distraction that they didn’t even notice Harper and me arrive. “Stay here for a minute,” I said, and I carefully urged her to huddle behind the shelter of some crates. 

I made short work of the guards with my pilfered laser pistol. They dropped like flies, but it caused the group of alien slaves to scream and cry as they tried to run for cover. That was when another of Batok’s guards entered the hangar bay with a pile of things in his arms, just as I’d ordered him to do via his com device. The male stared in shock, dropped what he was holding, and fumbled for his weapon.

I turned to aim my gun, but I didn’t need to. Harper rose like a vengeful goddess from behind him and struck the male in the back of the head with a large socket wrench. A quick check of his pulse told me he was out but not dead, but that was all we needed. Pulling my weapons from the pile, I also located Harper’s precious tablet and pressed it into her hands. “There you go, sweet Novi. Completely intact. They tried, but they could not break my security.”  

She squealed as she snatched it from my hands and pressed it to her chest; her grateful eyes, all the reward I could ever ask for. “Now let’s get out of here. I’ve disabled the engines. Batok has been locked up in his fancy room, alone. He’s not going anywhere.” It was too bad that a well-fed Hoxiam like him could go without food for a very long time. He wouldn’t starve to death like he’d almost caused Harper to do. But he would suffer from terrible hunger by the time the nearest ship picked him up. I hoped it would be the Kertinal, they were close by. The Kertinal would not go soft on this bastard. 

It took a little doing to convince the slaves that Harper and I wanted to free them and send them on their merry way. They didn’t trust easily, and in their vulnerable position, I knew they wouldn’t want to board a ship full of mercenaries without some cajoling. They probably thought we were stealing them so we could sell them for profit. 

Aramon’s impatient calls on my stolen com device didn’t make matters any easier, but Harper had a way with words. She knew how to set them at ease with some gentle promises, some curious and kind questions. She fearlessly went around to take off chains and unlock slave collars. I didn’t like how much time that took, but it worked to convince them to board the shuttle I’d prepped for us.

The flight was going to be very crowded, but thankfully very short. Nobody complained when the hatches closed, they were probably used to much worse. Harper settled in my lap when I piloted the small shuttle out of the hangar bay and turned it toward the Varakartoom. Batok’s flagship was already dead and adrift after I’d finished with my sabotage, and I smirked at the sight of its powerless engines. 

“What about the gladiator?” Harper asked. “We left him behind… Shouldn’t we rescue him, too?” Such a kind heart, my mate. I shook my head and pointed to the viewscreen on my left, where readings showed the locations of the planet, the orbiting station, and the ships. Ours was just a tiny blip, the Varakartoom a much larger one, and Batok’s ship a long oblong shape. From it, another dot shot, and it arrowed into space, away from the Varakartoom.

“I’m pretty sure our Tarkan friend made his own escape,” I told her. “I’m going to vent the air in most of the ship’s hallways now. Should make it harder for them to repair anything and regain control.” My fingers flew as I used this shuttle as an extension of my implant and visor to do the work, and then I settled them back on the yoke and flew us into the Varakartoom’s waiting hangar bay. 

I had stolen my mate from a crimelord, twice, and once if we were really counting, from a notorious mercenary captain. This time it felt like a triumphant hero’s return as I settled the shuttle inside the Varakartoom’s familiar bay. I was returning with my mate, and she was truly mine now, courted and won. I had repaired the threat to the Varakartoom, and I’d even set our vengeance on Batok into motion. Nothing could be better, except maybe the approval of my captain over the union between Harper and me. 

When the shuttle hatch opened, the two of us were the first to stride out of the ship. We were greeted by a motley crew of people. I saw Mandy and Asmoded, but it was Aramon who rushed, moaning, to the shuttle and shook his head. “What did you do? You got our shuttle blown up and came back with this piece of wreckage? You’re gonna pay for this, Mitnick! And we didn’t even get to fight…” 

He moaned melodramatically and then abruptly straightened and dropped his hands to his side. His gaze locked on one slave that stepped out of the shuttle behind us with a regal tilt to her head. Her small green nose turned up. I’d never seen the expression on Aramon’s face that he wore now, but I was certain I couldn’t wait to find out what it meant.

“Harper!” Mandy shouted, and she ducked around Asmoded’s protective arm, then leaped over the coil Saisir raised equally protectively. “You’re back! Look at you! You’re even glowing, am I congratulating you on mating Mitnick?” Harper’s eager greetings were drowned out when the two hugged and my attention was yanked to my captain. 

I froze in place, all that triumph I’d been feeling a moment ago vanishing to make place for a feeling of absolute dread. What if we were good, but he didn’t want me on the ship anymore? What if the Varakartoom couldn’t be my home? Suddenly, I realized that I’d never even asked Harper what she wanted. Where did she want to live? 

“Mitnick,” Asmoded said, with the sharp nubbed ridges of his brow firmly lowered over his golden eyes. He looked like he could be angry, but he could also be happy. With the captain it was always hard to tell. He reached out a hand and clasped it around my armor-clad shoulder, the clawed fingertips digging into the black carapace. 

“Good to have you back,” he added, his head tilting so that his long black hair streaked with green slid down one shoulder. He was looking at the pair of hugging females while taking in Harper’s radiant smile. She was talking a mile a minute to Mandy, flinging her hands through the air for emphasis. I was starting to feel the knots ease in my stomach, suddenly certain that he’d wanted more than anything to discover that I’d been treating my mate right. 

“Yes, Sir,” I agreed. “Glad to be back. I can assure you the threat has been neutralized. Or it will be once Harper has written her piece.” He nodded approvingly, then straightened and moved to hover on the base of his tail at my side. He was staring at the two dozen slaves Harper and I had rescued from Batok’s ship. Several crewmembers, led by our ever efficient Quarter Master, Flack, were urging them through checkpoints. They were handing out a fresh jumpsuit to wear and performing quick medical checks.

“We can drop them off on Ratesh,” I suggested, “They’ll buy this shuttle from us there too, so I can reimburse the ship for the shuttle we lost…” I always settled my debts, and that was a big one. Aramon had made a big fuss, but he was right, our shuttles were top-notch and we used them on our missions, to be one short was a loss. I had syphoned plenty of funds out of Batok’s accounts too, and would continue doing so over the next few hours. Repaying my debts wasn’t going to be an issue. 

“Certainly, and I have another job lined up for you already. You can do it remotely. I’ll garnish your wages for the difference,” Asmoded said agreeably, while giving Batok’s much less impressive shuttle a nod. I didn’t tell him that wouldn’t be necessary. I liked how that would require me to stick around until it was done.

Those were all the words we exchanged; my captain left the hangar bay quietly, trusting the crew to fashion this chaos into order. They would, this wasn’t our first time dealing with refugees or rescued slaves. 

It took a bit longer to extract my Harper from Mandy, and even longer before the two of us had reached the med bay. I wanted her to get checked over by the doc and she was arguing with me every step of the way. “I’m fine, you’re the one that got shot in the neck, not me!” The hum of voices followed us, the injured slaves were being taken to Dravion before they received a cot for the journey. I wanted to get my mate to the doc before then, he’d be too busy to give her all his attention once the refugees reached him. 

“I’m not the one with a bump on the back of their head, I didn’t pass out for several hours. That was all you, mate,” I warned her. Catching sight of one of the nearby elevator shafts, I took my chance, overriding the lock in my usual fashion. Harper squeaked when I picked her up and then that squeak turned into a laugh when I winged us up the elevator shaft and into the right corridor. “Dravion, we’re back! Can you check Harper?” 

The half Grorlanx, half Aderian male, stuck his head out of his domain with a frown that turned into an eager smile. I eyed the third eye on his forehead with a hint of unease when I saw it flutter, but the eye didn’t open. Harper grumbled when I placed her on the medical cot, but after a quick turn with a tissue regenerator, Dravion declared her healthy as can be. “No lasting effects from stasis, or your wild adventure.”

“It’s your turn!” she insisted. “Come on, Nick. Even if you just do it to reassure me?” Ah, how could I say no to that? Certainly not to those pretty blue eyes as she fluttered her lashes imploringly at me. I didn’t even care that Dravion smirked smugly when I hopped onto the cot next to my mate. He could smirk all he wanted, when he found his own mate, he’d do the same. 

I feared we’d get stuck in med bay when the influx of ex-slaves in need of healing would arrive. If Dravion started talking and asking questions, we could be here for a while. But the male never said a thing, and we were on our way before the crowd hit. “No more sleeping in med bay for me?” Harper said teasingly as I guided her through the ship toward my quarters.

A growl instantly rippled from my throat, a fierce denial that made her smile. “No, you’re staying with me. I thought we established that part by now?” I tried to make it into a joke, but it was the truth. Harper was mine, and I wasn’t letting her out of my sight. She was definitely not sleeping anywhere but with me. 

“Is that so?” she asked, curling her hands around my neck and tickling the back of my feathered crest with her fingertips. “I think you should remind me of your claim again, on your bed, maybe in your shower. What do you think?” Both my cocks sprung to attention at the naughty tease, and I shouldered through my door with brute force, then I came to a stumped halt at the sight of the destruction that greeted us. 

I had a vague, very vague, recollection of the night that the captain had Harper’s stasis pod taken from my quarters and to med bay. I didn’t recall this though, but I recognized the marks for what they were, laser fire from my drones. “Uh… I think you might need to redecorate a little, Nick,” Harper said, still smiling as she took in the same view I was. “And you should fire your last decorator. They suck.”

“I should. I’ll get this fixed. Don’t worry.” I glanced at the large desk that took up a good portion of my room, which was covered in various projects. Mostly drones I was upgrading and testing, but several other small devices were in various states of dismantlement. “And I’ll fix up a desk for you, too. Once you break the news on Batok, with a little help from me, you’ll be a star reporter.”

Harper’s smile was radiant. “The bed looks fine to me, mate. Why don’t we start there?” She was right, my bed had been made with military precision, just the way I was used to keeping it. It was possibly the only neat space in my room. Right now, that was all we needed. My mate was safe, Batok was going to be done for in the most poetic way possible, and my job on the Varakartoom was secure. 

I placed her on the bed, leaned down over her, and claimed her mouth. She moaned eagerly, her hands roaming over my body and I let the passion sweep us away. We were celebrating. Life, our love, and our future together. We had a lot to celebrate. I was starting by tearing her clothing from her body. She wouldn’t need these since I had been stockpiling plenty of lovely things for her to pick from. Later. 


Epilogue

Harper

“Look, everyone! Look!” I crowed as I charged into the mess hall aboard the Varakartoom. It was lunch hour, and the tables were filled to bursting with the crew. Mandy and I had been sharing tea and comparing notes in her quarters when my tablet started vibrating with dozens of notifications. (Okay, I knew it was a datapad, but old habits died hard). She wasn’t far behind me and just in time to see the crowd of eating mercenaries go silent and stare at me in utter confusion.

Nick rose from where he’d been sitting next to the twins, Aramon and Solear. “Show me, Novi. What’s the news?” he asked while wearing a shit-eating grin that told me he already knew. I had the sudden suspicion that my datapad had lit up with those messages because of him. It was right up his alley. Didn’t matter if he knew or not, he was leaving the floor to me, proud to let me be the one to share the news.

“The Kertinillian army found Batok’s ship,” I declared, and with deft fingers I swiped the news feed images onto one of the large mess hall screens. In several places, they announced my name in bold letters as the article writer or journalist, but that wasn’t even the good part. It was extremely satisfying to see the leaked footage of Batok dragged in chains from his ship and onto Kertinal soil.

I recognized him, because I would never forget his evil, awful face, but he had become half the person he’d been. Literally. His blue fur hung from his bones in flaps, his frame seemed half the size it used to be, and there was no sign of that pronounced gut from before. He’d been starving for weeks until they found him, and it was the least he deserved after eating so many poor people and being such an evil alien. 

I knew it wasn’t nearly as important to the rest of the crew as it was to me and Nick, but they cheered and clapped. Aramon hooted with laughter as he pointed and imitated the weak little shuffle of the diminished crimelord, and several of the other males surrounded Nick and me to congratulate us. They clapped Nick roughly on the shoulder, but they didn’t touch me. My mate still got a little too possessive to allow that, but apparently nobody minded and I was starting to get used to it. 

“Well done, Harper,” Dravion said warmly when he got his turn in front of me. He stuck out a tentacle, the only one besides Mandy who dared to risk touching me. I took it and shook it firmly, which made Aramon hoot with laughter as if that was the funniest thing in the world. Then Dravion winked at my bristling mate and slipped away once more.

“Okay, enough celebrating with my mate,” Nick said, and he snatched me in his arms and cradled me against his big, armor-clad chest. “Rounds are on me tonight. Break out your finest Aderian wine, and your worst Rummicaron ale, Brace.” That was apparently a tradition on the ship, and the words were met with laughter and cheers.

I peered at the metal hatch that separated the mess hall from the galley, trying to catch a glimpse of the elusive Brace. He was already pushing bottles through the crack beneath the hatch, but like always, he was very good at not giving anything away. It ate at my curiosity, but I was certain I’d find out who he was one day. 

And then it happened. One bottle started to roll and in reflex, he snatched it back up with a hand before it could crash to the ground. That moment was enough for me to see the fine blue pelt that covered his fingers, and the longer fur trailing up his forearm. A Hoxiam, one just like Batok. 

Nick carried me out of the mess hall, unaware that my mood had been dampened by the first hint of unease. The rowdy noise echoing down the hallway behind us was spirited and cheerful. These mercenaries didn’t need much to start a party, and this was plenty. I focused on how happy I was about seeing Batok’s demise, and how big a part I’d managed to play in it. This Brace was not Batok, he was more scared of me than I was of him. He was the one hiding. 

“Sorry to interrupt the festive mood,” a dark voice drawled over the ship-wide intercom. I recognized that voice immediately, the Sineater. I still hadn’t gotten used to the idea that I shared a ship with him, even though Nick had sworn that Sin would never eat my feelings again or even so much as approach me. In the three weeks since we’d gotten back, that had certainly been true.

“He’s not sorry,” Nick said, still smiling as he turned his walk into a jog. His destination was obvious: our room. “He’s enjoying this immensely. I can promise you that. Just like I’m going to be enjoying you immensely in a moment.” He waggled his eyebrows and the feathered mohawk on his head flicked forward, displaying all of its vibrant colors.

“We have just been assigned a new mission. The party will have to wait until we have cleared Rakesh airspace.” Then he started listing specific crew members that had to report to the ready room just off the bridge for a briefing. I knew Nick wouldn’t be on that team, because he’d seen the communications when Asmoded bartered with the ship’s new employer. But I knew Aramon was going to be extremely disappointed, and I couldn’t wait to see how he’d deal with this mission.

“That sounds exciting,” I said. “Do you know where we’re going?” That was the part that hadn’t been clear yet, from the little Nick had shared, and I was dying to find out. Now that I was free, I wanted to see everything, and I wanted to write all about it.

Nick nodded, but he didn’t explain because by then we’d reached our quarters. The door swished open on his silent command. He strode past the newly painted and repaired walls and ducked around the fancy room divider I had picked. I sailed through the air and bounced on our soft mattress and silky sheets with a startled squeak.

“Yes, and it will take a while,” he said, his tigerite eyes shimmering in their odd, striated bands. “I’m so proud of you, little Novi. Batok is never going to forget your name as he rots in a Kertinal prison.” That was all it took to forget about other Hoxiam and made me feel instantly safe again, back in that festive mood that had brought us here.  

“I love you, Nick,” I said, and I shimmied out of my shirt. “I love you very much. I’m so lucky you were the one that found me. You can steal me anytime.” My pants were a little harder to take off, and I was wriggling them down my hips in what surely had to be an awkward manner, but Nick’s eyes seemed on fire for me.

“And I love you, Harper. And it is me who’s the lucky one.” Then he proceeded to prove himself wrong by making love to me so thoroughly that I lost count of how often I came. It started with his tongue, and it definitely ended, twice, with both his cocks buried deep inside of me.

THE END 

Looking for your next book? Check out The Naga Outcast’s Unwanted Mate here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CGGGWW9T 

I thought I was dead, but my pulse is racing when I see the beautiful, terrifying creature that woke me.

Vera

My family maneuvered me like a worthless pawn, then cast me away. I was supposed to be executed but even that didn’t go right. When I wake up, my whole world is tilted on its axis when I lock eyes with a monster.

He’s half snake, half man and somehow he’s the most alluring thing I’ve ever seen. When he touches me I can understand him and he says I’m his mate. But how’s that possible? I’ve never belonged anywhere.

When more of his kind chase us, cast us out, and try to do everything they can to keep us apart. I must fight for what I want, fight to keep the one place where I’m wanted. In the arms of my mate.

Zathar

Cast out by my own Clan, by my very mother the Queen. I am left adrift until a skyship falls from the heavens, carrying with it my mate.

She is curvy and soft, everything I never knew I wanted. She’s perfect, and I will give up anything, climb any mountain, even crawl through the haunted ancestral caves if it means I can keep her. If only she’ll believe me when I swear she’s my heart.

This is a standalone novel, and book one in the Serpents of Serant Series. This steamy sci-fi monster romance features one barbaric outcast Naga Prince, a human woman unwanted by her own kin, and a steamy HEA.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CGGGWW9T 


Appendix

The Varakartoom Crew

Captain Asmoded: The illustrious captain of the most notorious mercenary outfit in the Zeta Quadrant. Asmoded is a Naga with black scales, edged in gold and flecked with bright green on his back. He is gruff, cool, and very protective of his crew, mate Manyin, and his son Saisir. 

Zhu Manyin (Mandy): A former archaeologist, twice kidnapped, this human has found her mate in Asmoded, and her home on the Varakartoom. 

Saisir: At eighteen years old, this Naga is the mirror image of his father, Asmoded. He was raised thinking his father was dead, beneath the wing of the evil crimelord Jalima. Recently reunited, he and his father are making up for lost time. Saisir is an amazing marksman and is vying for the position of sharpshooter aboard the Varakartoom. 

Aramon: The chaos-thriving, morally gray pilot of the ship. He is Asrai, and his twin brother is Solear. Aramon tends to get possessive of the ship and is intensely loyal to Asmoded. He is very talkative and often rude. 

Solear: The silent Asrai twin of Aramon. Solear is the navigator and has an implant that allows him to hook up to the ship and use his brain to speed up navigational calculations. Solear is feral, never talks, and has his teeth filed to needle-sharp points. His loyalty is to his captain and his brother only. 

Sineater: Also known as Sin, this Talac male originates from the Alpha Quadrant, where Earth is located. He is rumored to be a Son of Ragnar, a near-mythical and immortal creature tasked with keeping peace in the universe. Sin has a silver symbiont that gives him his powers, and he feeds on negative emotions. He is the Second-in-Command aboard the Varakartoom. 

Jaxin: The Rummicaron Weapon Master is supposed to be without emotions but tends to offer a wry sense of humor. He carries around his favorite laser cannon, named Bex everywhere he goes. 

Brace: As the ship’s chef, he is a mystery. He hides in his galley and refuses to let anyone see him. He is only a gruff shadow with a masterful hand at creating delicious foods. 

Flack: Quarter Master aboard the ship, you can ask Flack to source you anything and he’ll take care of it. He is calm, low-key, and unassuming. 

Tasseloris: Goes by Tas for short. He is of an unknown species with green skin and leafy hair. Aboard the ship, he most often fulfills the role of tracker, but when that job is low in demand, he makes up with grunt work. 

Dravion: The doctor of the ship is a hybrid of unusual parentage. Half-Aderian, half-Grolarnx, he has tentacles instead of legs and a third eye he never opens, but which everyone fears. Dravion is calm and has a hypnotic presence on rowdy crowds. He is fascinated with the ‘Seeded-the-Universe’ theory and plans to prove it. 

Thatcher: The sole male human crew member on the ship. Thatcher was rescued in Steel Reforged but too injured to go to a human sanctuary on a Kertinal world. He is mean, dark, and has a terrible temper. He keeps secrets, and only Dravion is truly privy to them. It suffices to say that though human; he has no issue keeping up with the more powerful alien races he keeps company with. 

Ysathae Zylmaris: The gifted female engineer of the Varakartoom. Ysathae is an Ulinial, blue-skinned, and delicate. Her race believes in never cutting their hair, and as such she has a long blue braid almost down to her ankles. She often wears it like a scarf or tied around her waist so it can’t get in the way. 


Alien Races:

Aderian: Empaths, these aliens are anthracite colored with long black hair and completely black eyes. They are scientists and doctors. 

Asrai: A telepathic race, especially between siblings. They have death mask markings on their faces which look skull-like. They are a desert race. 

Elrohiran: Humanoid in appearance. They tend to have their hair in braids, with glowing eyes in bright colors. They wear a piercing with a chain from nose to ear, indicating rank, family, bonds, and clan. 

Grolarnx: A huge tentacled and pink alien from a water planet, they are capable of living in nearly any environment. It is unclear if they are sentient or not, but they are certainly clever and possess an unending appetite for destruction. Grolarnx have a third eye they can use to hypnotize their victims. 

Hoxiam: This ice planet-dwelling species can go long times without food and grow to twice their size when they’ve gorged themselves on meat. Strictly carnivorous, they are banned on nearly every planet because of their penchant for eating sentient species. They have blue fur and a giant maw. 

Kertinal: A military race with a drive to expand their empire. They always have two colors, black with a bright contrasting one that covers them in porcelain crack-like lines. They have horns and a tail.  

Krektar: Wart-covered, with pinkish skin and tusks. This short-lived race tends to work as slavers or mercenaries.  

Lacerten: A matriarchal, hidden race that is extremely advanced but completely withdrawn from the galaxy. 

Naga: A half-snake, half-man race that originates from an unknown planet. They live in two sanctuaries, including one in Rummicaron space. (For more on the Naga race read: Serpents of Serant) 

Ovt: Native to Ov’Korad, the Ovt appear like salamanders walking upright. They are slightly smaller than the average human and have no teeth. Ovt live in a very strict society with harsh punishments for lawbreakers.  

Pretorian: A tree-dwelling species with four arms. Their skin is red, and there is face covered in freckles that color like a mood ring. 

Rummicaron: A species with suppressed feelings; they look like they have the head of a shark. They are a strong presence in the Zeta Quadrant and often swords for hire. 

Sune: A shapeshifter species that can appear entirely human, like a hybrid between a human and a fox, or shift entirely into a fox shape. They zealously worship true shifters of their kind who can shift into any living form. 

Sythral: Are a snake-like race with a strong caste system. They like warm, humid climates. Parchment white skin, no scales, with a mouth with needles that can open extremely far. They tend to come across as sinister, and those from the high caste are especially frightening. 

Talac: A race home to Earth’s corner of the galaxy. They live on an ice planet and have non-conventional pairings: several males to a female. They have gray skin and no hair. They also have mating marks just beneath their skin that only become fully visible when they mate. 

Tarkan: Matriarchal society with a peace and battle form. They appear like gargoyles with leathery wings. Their features soften and look more humanoid in peace-form while in battle-form their skin hardens to rock. 

Ulinial: They are a peaceful, nomadic species scattered across the Zeta Quadrant. They are blue-skinned with blue hair; they are meek and quiet and dislike confrontation. Cutting hair is considered taboo in their culture, and family bonds trump all. They can 'adopt' others into their family, and these ties are as binding as blood.  

Xurtal: Males are red-skinned with gold swirls on their body. The females are green with no patterns. Their planet is a green jungle, and it's said that like species of birds, the males are colorful to attract a mate while the females are camouflaged to better hide.  


Other:

UAR: The United Alliance of Races is in control of the Alpha Quadrant, where Earth is located. It is smuggling out humans to sell in the Zeta Quadrant to fund their war efforts.  

Strewn: Massive independent shipyard that is run by the mysterious Master of Strewn. 

Batok: A minor crimelord that quickly rose to greater importance over the past year. He is a Hoxiam and likes to eat those that displease him. 

Jalima: A major crimelord after he usurped much of the deceased crimelord Drameil’s business and territory. He and Asmoded have a long-standing feud. Jalima is a former gladiator and a Pretorian. 


Excerpt: The Naga Outcast’s Unwanted Mate

Vera

My heart was pounding in fear when they led me into the courtroom in chains. I didn’t look to the left, where I knew my family sat in the benches, but I could feel their angry glares on me anyway. There was the glint of a camera drone as it circled in front of me, its lens zooming as it tried to get the best angle of my face.  

My steps faltered as I shook my hair back, cursing internally that I had no hands free to wrangle the strands in place. Or that the guards had refused me the courtesy of freshening up before they dragged me from my jail cell. Earth justice was always extremely quick these days, nothing like how it had been back in history, more than three hundred years ago.  

Now, the police made an arrest and provided their testimonies and evidence to a judge who decided that same day if the accused was guilty or not. The time between my arrest and my sentencing hearing had been less than three days, and that was fairly long as I was a high-profile case. I never got to say a word in my defense. There was no defense of any kind really… In my opinion, at least, but that was a rather unpopular opinion in this day and age.  

How far I had fallen, the media was reporting. The princess in her ivory tower was finally brought down to the level of the poor plebs. No longer was I in the media as the pretty debutante from the mega-rich Clayborne family that lived in their fancy domes on the moon. Now I stood accused of forging documents of ownership to line my family’s pockets, stealing things out from under the noses of our biggest rival.  

The Claybornes had washed their hands of me immediately, painting me as the black sheep of the family in the media. Making sure everyone knew they had no knowledge of this and that I’d acted on my own. I knew what the outcome of this trial was going to be too; for my family to save face, I had to die. So even though I was innocent, and even though they knew this, they were the ones making damn sure my trial would end in a guilty verdict.  

Either way, the clear winner in this whole thing was going to be our biggest rival, Satara Group. With me the definite loser. Nobody cared about me, just that it made sense for their bottom line that I take the fall. So here I was, marched into this courtroom like the criminal they had already convinced themselves I was. 

No, not even that. When I couldn’t help myself and turned my head just enough to catch sight of my parents… I could tell from the tight displeasure on my mom’s face that she hated being here, that she thought every second of this was a waste of time. She was actually checking the com strapped to her wrist twice in the brief moment I dared look. I knew her; she knew I hadn’t done this because it was exactly the kind of thing she would applaud, and I was always and forever her biggest disappointment.  

Dad didn’t even look up from where he was rapidly scrolling through data on a datapad; working, always working. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him do anything other than work. I wondered if he even knew the meaning of the word relax.  

With sweaty palms and a rattling chain, I was led up to the defendant’s stand. A misnomer because there would be no defense. I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders, trying to make myself look anything but the terrified, heartbroken girl that I was at that moment. If this was to be my final media performance, let them at least see a composed person. So what if my hair was a rat’s nest and my mascara had streaked across my cheeks from my tears?  

I thought I managed to put up a good show for a little while, but when the cool-faced, disinterested judge pronounced me guilty and sentenced me to death, I struggled not to break down and cry. I didn’t want to die, damn it. This was so unfair.  

There was no chance to think about it, no time to contemplate how fleeting my life was and how little I’d accomplished. I was led from the room by two stone-faced guards and briefly confronted by a crowd of reporters and their camera drones. They asked me questions and demanded to hear me speak one last time, but I was so derailed by it all, despite knowing this was coming, that I said nothing. It wasn’t like any of these vultures deserved to hear the last words I might ever speak.  

Brought to a small receiving room, I was chained down to the table by my hands. The guards left and for the first time that day, I was left alone, alone with my racing thoughts. Tears did fall then. I was so scared; I was shaking like a leaf. I really, really didn’t want to die. I yanked on the chains that held my hands but their mag-locks held with a steady hum.  

Panic clawed at me as I looked around, desperately searching for a way out, anything to stop this damn farce. I had done nothing wrong; I was framed. My family knew it. The supposedly wronged Satara Group knew it; they had fabricated the fake documents I was accused of making, after all.  

The whole justice system on Earth was meant to be fair, quick, and just. But look how corrupted it was, how things had turned out. Just as rotten to the core as every other aspect of Earth’s ruling class and the Alliance of United Races, the UAR.  

With the sound of clacking heels preceding her, my mother strode into the small room and gracefully settled into the single chair across from me. Her cool blue eyes surveyed me, nose wrinkled in deep distaste. “Paw, you can’t even hold it together enough to properly represent your family one last time,” she sighed. Her tone made her sound bored, cutting me to the quick.  

“Fuck you, Mom,” I shot back angrily. “You’re not the one about to die for something she didn’t do! You know I’m innocent, and you’re letting me die, you cold-hearted bitch.” My angry diatribe didn’t do anything to her, didn’t ruffle a single feather on her perfectly cold shell. Just like it never had in all my years rebelling against her and the whole damn Clayborne family. I knew exactly why they didn’t lift a finger to stop this. They thought they were better off without me. 

My mother shook her head, tssking as if she were scolding a small child. “You’re such a disappointment. I knew your dad and I made a mistake when we didn’t have your genes polished before inception as we did with your siblings. Thought we were being adventurous pioneers.” She rolled her eyes and tapped at her wrist com, scanning a message that had just come in, like she hadn’t just crushed every last shred of hope that she held some kind of maternal feelings for me.  

She rose to her feet, done with this conversation. “And you were too stupid to even realize that I set you up with those papers, that this fall is your last service to our family.” With a sick smile on her face, she strutted to the exit, “And what a beautiful result it is. You’ve made us so much money with your death.” She tossed back her thick blonde hair, which was as always perfectly styled with never a hair out of place. With a practiced, warm laugh, usually reserved for fancy parties, she walked out the door. 

In her absence, I crumpled, falling forward with my head on my arms across the cool metal table. My eyes burned as tears forced their way out and I shook from emotions. The sense of betrayal was far worse than I should have expected it to be. The mighty Clayborne family had never cared a single bit about Vera, the rebel, the black sheep. So why wouldn’t they set me up to die if it benefited them?  

Still… I had come onto this planet alone, unaltered, and as it soon became clear, unwanted. I was leaving this planet in just a short moment, in just the same way. Always alone, always unwanted, and never good enough.  

The guard who came to escort me to my final destination a moment later didn’t show me even an ounce of sympathy. I knew there was a second door to exit this room, allowing a convict to avoid the crowd and the reporters. This guy took me by the arm and pulled me straight back into that mayhem, making sure the last shots the camera drones took of me were those of my red-rimmed eyes and my tear-streaked face. I curled my lips at them in an angry snarl, enraged by the injustice of it all. Desperate for a way out that wasn’t coming.  

Then he was pulling me through a blessedly quiet corridor, pushing me into a small room no bigger than a broom closet, and shutting the door on me. I had only a second to look up at the small glass pane in the door and see his satisfied smirk. Then fog rolled in from the grate beneath my feet and fell down on me from a hole above my head. Instantly, everything went hazy around me, my head started spinning, and my heart pounded in overtime.  

Already? Was this really the end? I wish I had more time. I wish I could have done more. Fall in love, find a moment of happiness somewhere. Be WANTED for once in my life.

Instead, everything went dark. 

*** 

Zathar

I slithered along the tunnel system at a quick pace, hoping to outpace Iave and Corin. We’d heard the sound of the crash as we were hunting, the sound of something huge falling from the sky right into Bitter Storm Clan territory. They would be rushing to this spot too, eager to get their claws on whatever it was that the gods had seen fit to gift us with. I couldn’t let them get there first; they would squander it with their filthy claws and their recklessness.  

Even if this was their territory, I was going to make sure that whatever prize had landed in our mountains, I was the one to claim it. If it was a good prize, maybe I could use it as bargaining power with the Queen to restore our positions in the Clan. Give my brothers and me another shot at finding our mate among the females of the Thunder Rock Clan.  

I knew Iave didn’t care; he claimed we should try to find other Clans and see if any of their females were ours. But somehow… Just the idea alone of trying my luck with a Bitter Storm female made me shudder, my scales clicking together in discontent.  

We, from Thunder Rock, were all in shades of blue and gray, with the occasional silver, but all of Bitter Storm was red. A warning flag if there ever was one, as they were zealots, determined to eschew any technology and any advancement. I wouldn’t mind a female of a different color, some of the other Clans had shades that were very appealing. But that zealous distrust of anything new, anything different, and any advancement; that I couldn’t get over.  

My two closest friends were following right on my tail; I could hear their steady breathing, the sound of their scales scraping across the rocky tunnel floor. We were close to the point of exit I had in mind. If my calculations were correct, this would take us very close to where this sky-ship had fallen. My mind was already imagining the possibilities, alien tech from the advanced civilizations that populated our skies? Precious metals?  

The Queen loved anything shiny, especially gold. If we found enough gold… I could already see her response as she allowed us to return to the fold. The envious looks of the females that had rejected my brothers and me as I presented the Queen with our treasure.  

A shaft of light pierced the deep darkness ahead of me, my nictitating membranes sliding down over my eyes to protect them from the harsh brightness. My hand slid to the leather harness straps that crisscrossed my chest, checking that my twin blades were secure. With a leap and a powerful twist of my tail, I curled myself up through the hole, my clawed hands finding purchase on the rocky walls as I pulled myself into the outside.  

I curled my tail protectively around the opening the moment I left it, providing cover for my brothers in case of a threat. Scanning the rocky slopes around me, I noted the deep purple and pink of the forest covering the mountain down below, the thicket hiding any who might be in it. The slope above me was far more sparsely covered with plants. High enough up the mountain that the trees had given way to short shrubbery.  

There was no smoke. Whatever had fallen from the sky had crashed through the ceiling of a cave in the mountain’s flank. One that had housed a huge, subterranean lake. I could see the edges of the crater, see the wreckage of something alien hanging over the edge of it, slowly grinding and sliding further into the black water it had revealed.  

I cursed right as Iave slithered over my coiled tail and into the open, he had his ax already in hand. “That’s not good, is it?” he asked, “If it sinks any further, none of us are getting any treasure.” Despite his disagreement on how to get females for our own, he was fully on board with getting our claws on this treasure from the sky. Already, his keen black and gray eyes were searching out options, calculating our best path into that crater.  

When Corin joined us outside, I didn’t wait another moment, hurrying up the slope. I was a strong swimmer; whatever we’d see when we reached the wreckage of this alien vessel, I was not leaving without at least something. Both my friends were right on my tail and I knew they’d feel the same about it. 

I crested the edge of the crater, appraising what appeared to be half of a sky-ship. The other half had likely already broken off and sunk into the black water, or it had dropped to the planet somewhere else. It was a small, narrow vessel, the front half of it if I was not mistaken. The tip of the nose had broken into the mountain, exposing the lake. It was a splintered, crushed mess. The back half of the piece looked intact; it gave me hope that something worthwhile might be inside it.  

We needed to hurry, tech of any kind was valued by my Clan, but if the Bitter Storm Clan arrived, they would torch it all. They considered anything foreign to be taboo; they wouldn’t rest until each part of this ship was destroyed. If they discovered we took anything, they might even attempt to hunt us down.  

Though the ship was twisted and torn, the back half of it seemed to lie balanced on the edge of the crater, a huge tear in the side providing access. Normally, I would be more cautious and test my approach, but with time running out, I chanced it. Sliding through the crack in the hull of the strange vessel, I opened my nictitating membranes to adjust my sight to the darker setting. This was not going to be a find of gold or jewels, but we might find other tech to scavenge and use; it was still a valuable find. Ships crashed more often, but it was a rare enough occasion that tech was a commodity. We could trade it or use it; the Clan would want it.  

I was taken aback by what I did find inside this ship, not expecting it to be filled with coffins. I froze, my hackles rising, my scales twitching in discomfort. Who were they? That they had been transporting their dead in this manner? Our tribe only buried our most revered, like the queen and her consort; we had cremations for everyone else. Were these important people?  

“Wow… what is this?” Corin asked in a hushed whisper as the three of us stared at our find. “We can’t touch this,” I decreed. We were not so desperate that we’d resort to grave robbing. Iave hissed as he slid past me and curled his large body around the various coffins, looking inside each of them with a curious expression.  

I wanted to follow suit, but it seemed disrespectful. My nose twitched, my tongue flicking past my sharp teeth to taste the air. Something smelled good, very good. I hissed in annoyance but gave into my baser instinct, sliding around the coffins as I tracked the enticing scent. From my periphery, I could tell that Corin was going around the edges of the vessel, carefully avoiding the coffins but checking the walls, panels, and any other likely spot for tech for us to use. Good, at least one of us was doing something productive. 

My eyes snagged on the last coffin bolted to the floor in the row of six coffins. It was nearest the crushed front of the ship, where I could see one arm smashed between two sections of metal. It was covered in red blood, a dark blue sleeve torn and burned. A clawless hand with tan skin and no protective scales was all that was visible of the body. Tearing my eyes from that limb, which was much smaller than my own, possibly belonging to a female, I eyed the coffin I was next to.  

A panel at the top was clear, allowing anyone who wanted to take a look inside of it. This coffin was not big; a full-grown Naga would never fit, not with our long tails. The figure inside it only seemed to take up half the space available. Was it a child? I could see a mane of hair, long and silky. It was a pale color I had never seen before.  

The face was even paler, a pinkish white, with fine bones and a small chin. It was vaguely similar to a Naga female’s face but far softer and rounder. It was oddly appealing I decided as my eyes traced the delicate feather of pale hair that lay on her cheeks and the full pink of her lips, which looked even softer than the rest of her. I had the oddest urge to flick my tongue against them. 

My cock stirred in its pouch, which was disconcerting. Why was it responding to this creature in a coffin? It was dead. I cast my eyes left and right to make sure neither of my friends was watching me. Then I pressed the heel of my palm against my pouch, willing the first stirrings of arousal to go away.  

My eyes were glued to the face of the creature in the coffin. She was slender, with small shoulders that didn’t take up all that much room inside the confined space. Her chest curved like a feeding female, the teats round and soft, another enticing part of this creature. A female; had to be. Her arms were even smaller, thin but softly curving, especially compared to that dismembered arm I’d spotted before.  

Sliding my hands across the surface of the coffin, I pressed against the blinking buttons of light on the top without a clear plan. I couldn’t read the script that scrolled across the screen’s surface. The only one who could possibly do that was a Shaman but he wasn’t here. Whatever it was, I had no business activating the tech on this coffin. Was it going to activate a memorial plate? Show me more of the indecipherable letters?  

With a hiss, I scooted back, rising up high on my tail while my hands went for the grips of my swords. The outer shell of the coffin was sliding back, the transparent lid moving until it clicked down over the bottom part. Leaving the female exposed from the waist up.  

“What happened?” Corin demanded. The male had risen up as well and, from a few coffins away, was staring at this one with a dismayed expression on his face. Iave was curled over another coffin, barely paying any attention to what I had done. He seemed as engrossed with a creature inside that coffin as I had been with this one.  

I shrugged, dropping my hands from the handles of my swords while I leaned in a little closer to better inspect the female. “It just opened. I don’t know…” but my breath faltered when I realized that her soft, curvy chest was moving up and down. Was she breathing? Was she alive? Before I could stop myself, I’d placed my hand on the center of that chest, startled when her skin was warm to the touch. Definitely not dead. 

Her eyes blinked open. A bright blue color I’d never seen before, when I thought I’d seen every shade of blue there was on my clansmen. Her mouth dropped open, revealing blunt little teeth. An ear-splitting scream issued from it that had me clasp my hands over my ears. What the fuck? 

Want to keep reading The Naga Outcast’s Unwanted Mate? It’s free to read in Kindle Unlimited or you can get the eBook here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CGGGWW9T 


Author’s Note

Hi lovely readers!

I really loved returning to my mercenaries for this book! Their crew is just so fun. I love the camaraderie of found family and brotherhood, don’t you? More on Nick and his Harper will be available to read on my Patreon! I’ve already got several bonus scenes planned (including ones with Asmoded and Mandy too!).

I’m returning to my Nagas for Corin’s story next, and then, you guessed it! It’s Aramon’s turn by popular vote in my newsletter.

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, can be found 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.) 
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Sign up for my mailing list here: robinoconnor.ink 
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