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Chapter 1

Tasseloris

My skin prickled between my shoulder blades, my hair lifting around my head with unease. Along my temples, my Iredese flared with color—a response to the sense of being threatened. Twisting my head slowly, I fought to get the instinctive reaction under control. This was why the crew kept treating me like the newbie, wet behind the ears. It didn’t help that I was literally green—that just made the jokes worse—but I was determined to earn their respect.

I knew what I’d see before I’d fully completed my turn: Solear. The Asrai male had silently entered my bunkroom and was staring at me from the open doorway, an intense look in his glowing red eyes. His face was marked with the typical Asrai deathmask, making it seem as if I were staring into the eyes of death himself—a skull glaring at me with a macabre grin and sharpened teeth, ready to shred and rend. As a Viridara male, my instincts resembled those of prey rather than predator, and it was hard to shrug off the urge to flee at the sight of Solear, who was definitely all predator. 

“What do you want?” I made myself say, injecting false cheer into my tone. Nobody ever knew what set off the Asrai male, and only Aramon, his twin, knew how to keep him in check. With Aramon away on his “honeymoon” with his new mate, Evie, there was no one here to keep Solear leashed. For some reason, the male kept singling me out, showing up wherever I went and just watching me. I was trying not to read anything into it, but it was hard not to believe that he was deciding how to kill me—or eat me.

Predictably, Solear did not answer my question. He never talked; I could not recall a single instance when he’d said even a single word. Normally, Aramon was his intermediary. The two shared a telepathic bond, so the talkative twin would know exactly what Solear wanted. I felt a little hint of sympathy when I considered how lonely the silent Asrai had to be now that his brother was having fun in the city without him. Not enough sympathy to try and make friends, though—Solear was much too intimidating for that.

“If you’re just going to hover and stare again, why don’t you make yourself useful? Help me finish packing.” I gestured at the supplies I had lined up on my cot and the backpack they were all supposed to fit into. As we were on Viridara Three—one of the dozen colonies terraformed by my people—this scouting mission fell to me. I’d already earned my place as an excellent scout among the crew, but this terrain made me even more suited for the mission. Unfortunately, I knew all too well the dangers a Viridara planet could bring, and I was afraid I was packing too much in an attempt to be prepared.

Solear stepped silently into the four-man bunk room, his shoulder brushing along the pair of bunks on the other side as he kept a careful distance between us. For the first time, I contemplated his behavior, not so much as that of a predator—it was something in his posture that made my brain tingle. My Iredese winked out, my hair shifted and flattened against my head, losing some of its volume. That shuffle along the cots to come around to my side—it was more like a skittish animal than a predator intending to charge… Had I misunderstood Solear all this time? Then he snarled, baring his teeth, and I winced. Nope, not a chance. He was ready to bite my head off.

Stepping back instinctively, my shoulder collided with the bunk, sending several of my carefully drawn maps fluttering from the wall to land on top of my supplies. Solear’s growl cut off, and his head shifted from me to look down at my handiwork. On thick parchment, I’d carefully inked maps of each of the locations where we’d had missions. A precise map of the woods of Yiophus was the biggest, but then, I’d spent a long time in the jungle by myself there.

My first impulse was to snatch the maps up and hide them, but Solear looked entranced. I held my breath as I waited, time impatiently ticking away inside my head. I needed to be at the hangar bay in five minutes; this was no time for dawdling. It felt like a moment that couldn’t be rushed—Solear was quieter than I’d seen him all week. His red eyes were locked on one of the smaller maps—one I’d made of the desert camp from which we’d retrieved his brother’s mate.  

Compared to the other maps I’d made, this one was still only a simple sketch. It outlined where the tents had been situated and some landmarks that had surrounded the camp. It was not my best work, and I had drawn it more as a way to get the place out of my head than with the intention of keeping it around. My penmanship had been precise, but that was about all that could be said of the thing. I understood why it had meaning to Solear, though: after visiting that camp, his twin was no longer his alone. Aramon had brought his mate back, and what had once been two was now three, and Solear was the third wheel.

Despite the urgency of this mission, I rooted through my maps to locate the one I’d made of the retreat on Ov’Korad. Solear had not visited that place, but it was where his brother had courted Evie, his fake princess. I held out the piece of parchment to him, and he snatched it from my fingers with a hiss. “You can have them,” I said to him. “Both maps. If you want…” I was not sure of anything right now, but this was Solear acting at his strangest.

His red eyes were locked on my face as he rolled both pieces up and slid them through a loop on his belt. I wasn’t quite sure if it was a dare or if he was trying to say something to me. Since he could growl and snarl just fine, I’d always assumed he could talk, but what if he couldn’t? That was a novel idea—and it was proven wrong almost immediately afterward. He bared his teeth—a snarl, but not quite. His lips pulled back over his razor-sharp, filed-down teeth. “Thanks!” he hissed.

I was still staring at him, stunned, when he ducked his head and yanked my open bag toward him. What had just happened? And what in the blazing stars was he doing to my carefully ordered supplies? He tossed a few things out of my bag, tucking others into it with quick, efficient moves. I remembered that I’d told him to help if he was going to keep me company—was that what he was doing? In less than a minute, nearly everything that had been on my cot was tucked into the bulging backpack. And Solear even yanked something from one of his pockets and tucked it inside. I did not quite catch what it was, but I was going to make doubly sure I checked that when I got down to the planet.

With two minutes left to spare to get to the hangar bay, my pack was done, and Solear flung it against my chest with another rough growl. He stalked from the quarters I shared with three others, not a single backward glance or word said. Wasting one of my precious minutes, I stood staring after his retreating form, baffled by our interaction just now. What was that? Was—stars help me—Solear actually trying to make friends? Cupping my hand around my mouth, I raised my voice. “Thanks, man! I appreciate it.” 

Spinning on my heel, I put on a burst of speed to race to the nearest elevator that could take me to the hangar bay. The Varakartoom had landed on Viridara Three, its spaceport right next to the largest city: Bloom. I had never been to Bloom, and I had no desire to see the city now. It would be an exact replica of any other major port on one of the colonies. The Viridara liked to build things that reminded them of home, while I tried to forget “home” as much as possible.

The hangar bay doors slid open smoothly for me as I approached, and I darted through them with only seconds to spare. The bright lines of color that decorated the interior walls of the ship blurred as I skidded to a stop. I did not really need the guides to find my way—my sense of direction was infallible—but many of my crewmates did.

When I located the shuttle assigned to me for this mission, my Iredese flared along my temples. Thatcher and the Sineater stood shoulder to shoulder—two dark figures in their armor, their heads bent close together as though they were whispering secrets, but their lips were not moving. Thatcher was human, and he had come to us badly injured—so badly that he had been under our doctors' care for months without waking. Having met three human women, I was pretty certain that there was nothing normal about the male.  

The Sineater was just as much a mystery—and a dangerous one. He made all my instincts to flee rise to the surface, hence the response of my Iredese. This was not a good mood to start this mission in. First Solear, now these two here to put me on my toes. This was a simple scout-and-retrieval mission, wasn’t it? Locate our contact, bring them and their intel on Jalima back to the Varakartoom. Simple. Easy. Their presence made me feel like they either did not trust me to complete this mission or that I was about to learn it was far more dangerous than expected.

The writhing, silver creature that always accompanied Sin slunk from around the back of the shuttle. It had taken the form of a Fantreal horse, native to Sune. The elegant, cloven-hoofed creature flicked its tufted tail and twitched its four silky ears. Then, it opened its maw and bared razor-sharp teeth that definitely didn’t belong on an herbivore. I clutched the strap of my pack in my fist to keep myself from reaching for the laser pistol strapped to my thigh, my hair ruffling around my shoulders as it fluffed up to make me seem larger. I winced, hating that instinctive response. This was exactly why they still treated me like the newbie—though I’d been part of the Varakartoom’s core crew for almost two years now.

“Ah, young Tass, I see you’ve finally deigned to join us?” the Sineater drawled, straightening from his huddle with Thatcher. The human was the true newbie—he’d only been part of our crew for a year—but nobody treated him that way. The Sineater was the ship’s second-in-command, and he was not a male to be trifled with. I was pretty sure he came as close to indestructible as a being could get, thanks to that slinky, shape-shifting pet of his. They were an odd pairing to see together—unless you considered that the Sineater ate dark feelings, and Thatcher was a banquet of them. I did not want to consider that, so I forced myself to focus on the mission.

“I am exactly on time,” I told my superior officer with as much confidence as I could muster. My hair lifted around my head again, and I gritted my teeth, forcing it down with sheer willpower. I was not going to show either of them that I was a little nervous. This mission was supposed to be a two-person job, which probably meant Thatcher was going to accompany me. Oddly enough, at this moment, I almost preferred Solear.

The Sineater barked out a surprised laugh, the sound low and a little sinister as it trailed off. With it, I felt the tension leave my body, leaving me calm and settled inside my skin. Had he done that? Taken my nerves? I was never sure with him. “Easy, Tass. You’re not being reprimanded.” I was tempted to bare my teeth at him, though I did not have sharpened canines like the Sineater did. To at least half the crew, including the Sineater, baring one's teeth was a show of aggression. He managed to make that comment sound patronizing. It was frustrating to deal with a male who always spoke in riddles, always sounding like he meant the opposite of what he said.

Having had enough of it, I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded at the shuttle. “Who’s coming with me? It’s supposed to be the person who had contact with whoever we’re meeting down there. Is that you, Thatcher?” I sincerely doubted it. Not only was the human not native to the Zeta Quadrant, but he’d only been here a year and very much kept to himself. His people skills were probably about as bad as Solear’s—the only difference was that he was a vocally snide asshole while Solear just growled.

Case in point: He lifted his head to give me a dark glare and raised his hand to flick his middle finger my way. I knew that was a rude gesture, and my Iredese flared in response. Beneath my skin, an itch started that I struggled to suppress. I could not afford to lose control—not now. “I figured,” I said to Thatcher. “Because who in the blazing stars would know you, right?” That made him open his mouth, but the Sineater stepped in front of him, shutting him up before he could tear into me verbally. It was a bad idea to poke the beast, but I had had enough of all the posturing this morning.

“Enough. Tass, Thatcher, you’re going to have to put aside your differences and make this work.” The Sineater leveled me with a firm look, but I did not wilt, and this time my Iredese—and even my hair—remained unruffled. “Your original partner for this mission, Brace, backed out,” the Sineater explained, and this time he drawled it as if he were bored—ready to be done with this whole thing ten minutes ago. “So Thatcher is coming as backup.” 

Backup? I didn’t need it, and he would just get in the way down on Viridara Six. I had accepted a partner before because he was the one with ties to this contact we were meeting. That made sense for the mission. But Thatcher? No way. “Absolutely not,” I snapped. Even a year ago, I would never have considered snapping at Sin or standing up to the orders I was handed. Viridara Six changed things; it brought out the worst in me, perhaps. “He’s got zero people skills, Sin. And he’ll just get in my way down there. I know this planet like the back of my hand. I don’t need backup for a simple retrieval.”

The Sineater stared at me with dark eyes, peering at me from his gaunt, gray face. Over his chest, silver tendrils writhed and flowed, curving along his armor, but nothing else moved. We stood there, staring at each other for a long minute, and I felt the time tick away inside my head. This was time-sensitive; we were wasting precious minutes with this confrontation. I was just about to say screw it all and stalk to the shuttle when Sin jerked his chin. That was all it took. Thatcher muttered a very vile word under his breath, then stalked from the hangar bay. I had won.  

“Very well. You go alone,” Sineater said, crossing his arms over his chest. He stepped aside. He rattled off strident instructions on how often I had to check in while down on the planet, and I acknowledged those with a nod as I tucked my backpack away and strapped into the pilot’s seat. I was already halfway through the preflight checks when I felt him lean closer over my shoulder. That was all he did—lean, followed by a huff. He turned on his heel and stalked from the shuttle, silent as a wraith, his creepy, slinky pet following him.

Finally alone, I took a deep breath, and a smile pulled at my face. I did it. I had stood up to Sin and Thatcher and gotten my way. Now that was good luck for a mission! Certain that with such good fortune, nothing could go wrong, I cleared my exit with the crew on the bridge, and off I went, at last.


Chapter 2

Elyssa

I knelt beneath a tall bush, the wet dirt seeping into my pants. Why was I in the woods again? Right, because everyone and their brother was after me right now. My fingers flew to the Caratan chain that stretched from my nose ring to my earlobe. The marks of my family and clan were familiar shapes against the pads of my fingers. I’d done this a million times—touched them for good luck, as a reminder that I was not alone. But I was alone.

Ever since Elpherian died, I had been alone. I was all that was left of our family, all that remained of a once-prestigious and important Elrohirian line. I felt the weight of that resting heavily on my shoulders. Not for the first time, I wondered if this burden had made my brother turn toward crime. Huffing, I dismissed that notion. No, Elpherian was an asshole, and he’d done what he’d done for the money—not to save our family line. If that had been the case, he would have tried to arrange a good marriage for me. But instead, he’d kept me locked up on his damn ship or in his mansion—under his thumb, where he could control every move I made.

Curling my lip, I batted away a fluttering bug and imagined I was slapping Elpherian’s smug face instead. It was odd how I could be sad that he was dead and immensely relieved at the same time. Not that he’d done me any favors by dying—not really. I might no longer be under his damn control, but I still hadn’t had many choices.

Narrowing my eyes at the clearing, I wondered if I’d made a mistake by coming here. What if Brace didn’t come through for me? Dealing with a Hoxiam was dangerous business; they weren’t exactly known for their warm, fuzzy feelings or their generous hearts. Generous appetite? Yes. Kindness? No. But Brace had been a gladiator coming through crimelord Jalima’s stables when I met him. We’d bonded because we were both trapped in lives we did not want. When Brace escaped, he’d left me a way to contact him. He didn’t need to do that, so I had to believe that he really wanted to help me if he could.

Regardless, I had dirt on the crimelord who had hurt him. I was pretty sure he’d help me for that reason alone. It was hard to be patient and wait when I knew danger lurked just around the corner. I hadn’t been able to shake my tail, so getting to Viridase Six had not gone unnoticed by Elpherian’s former friends. Had I managed to shake them in the port city, Bloom? I hoped so, but I was no expert at this kind of thing. Subterfuge and lies were Elpherian’s game, not mine. I’d been too isolated most of my life to develop much in the way of street knowledge and people skills.

Tall trees rose high around the clearing, which remained bare of the otherwise verdant foliage because of the rocky ground. Birds darted low across the sturdy grass that did grow there, snatching insects from the air that buzzed and swarmed close to a small pond. It was both macabre and pretty; that feeding frenzy looked like a dance.

Darkness was rapidly falling, and with it came a damp cold that bathed my skin and raised bumps along my flesh. My snazzy jumpsuit and tall boots had seemed very appropriate for a walk in the woods that morning, but I was beginning to realize I wasn’t dressed warmly enough for a night on Viridara Six. I should have brought a coat—maybe some food—because I’d been waiting for a while, and dinnertime had come and gone. Where was Brace, damn it? Why was he taking so long?

The rustling in the bushes behind me made me twitch. I craned my head left and right, searching for the source. I should have brought a light too since I’d left my comm behind in my hotel room. This was crazy. It was probably just some animal—nothing to worry about. Or was it? I didn’t remember much about the animal life on this planet, and Brace had set this location for our meeting. When I’d taken the shuttle transport to the edge of the city, there had been warning signs aimed at hikers. What did they say?

With a rising sense of unease, I recalled that they had warned me about returning before dark or being prepared for the consequences. What consequences? Wasn’t I in enough trouble already? The rustling noise came again, spooking me enough that I crawled farther into my bush. Hunkering down as low as I dared, I wondered how many bugs and worms were keeping me company right now. “I’m far too skinny—all bone,” I muttered under my breath at what was probably an imaginary predator. “I don’t make good eating, I swear.”

Ironic that I had been worried about getting eaten by the local fauna when I was meeting up with a Hoxiam. Brace’s species was known for preferring a steady diet of sentient beings. I had heard more than once that Elrohirian and human flesh was at the top of their list. Supposedly, we tasted very good, even raw. Now thoroughly freaked out, I considered crawling away and forgetting about the whole thing.

If I gave Elpherian’s ex-goons what they were after, maybe they’d leave me alone and I could get on with my life. It was that “maybe” that kept me rooted in place. Maybe they would let me go—maybe. They could just as soon take the intel and then have their way with me or sell me on the black market. A single, unprotected Elrohirian female? I was easy pickings for males like them. 

The rustling was getting louder, but it was also moving away from me. I froze, waiting, my eyes as wide as they could go as I searched for any sign of what it could be. When I finally saw them, my stomach clenched painfully and my breath caught in my lungs. It was them. They had followed me here. I had to get out—right now. I began to crawl backward, out of my bush and around the tall trunk of a tree. If I’d had my comm, I might have tried to get a warning out to Brace, but I didn’t, so the point was moot. 

I was still wrestling with the guilt of putting him in danger when I rounded the next tree. I’d put enough distance between myself and the noise that I risked getting to my feet so I could start running, but I glanced over my shoulder one last time to make sure I wasn’t being followed. What I saw made me freeze again, my toes digging into the dirt, horror coursing through me. A surface-to-air missile? What the blazing stars?

Three males of various species were rolling the missile out of the trees and into the clearing. A fourth was sitting astride it, working the controls as rapidly as he could while his tail lashed wildly behind him. I saw the approaching shuttle above the trees then, though I hadn’t heard it yet—a black dot with blue streaking out the back, its glow making it easy to see against the dark sky. It was not a standard shuttle, but one that was sleek and fast.

Not fast enough. The males in the clearing were faster as they armed their deadly weapon. It launched with a flash of light and several shouts as people ducked for cover. A shockwave caught me by surprise, hitting me in the chest and sending me tumbling through the wet underbrush. My head collided with a tree root, and my vision went blurry. A roaring noise drowned out all other sounds, deafening in its intensity. I blinked and fought to regain my equilibrium as I struggled to my feet, only to stumble a second time when something struck the ground with devastating force.

It felt like the world trembled, my legs shaking so badly that I dropped to my knees. Trees shook so violently that leaves fluttered to the ground around me. At the same time, the night lost some of its chill and darkness made way for orange and red light: fire. I didn’t want to look and see if it was true, but my head moved of its own accord. 

There, in the clearing I’d debated entering not even that long ago, Elpherian’s goons were packing up their devastating weapon while whooping and laughing. They knew they’d done what they came here for—or at least one of the things they were after. Further beyond them, trees were on fire, and a surprisingly large shape lay smoking and burning. That was what remained of the shuttle, and I could not imagine that anyone aboard had survived that horrible crash or the missile that had struck it.  

As if it weren’t already deadly enough, I saw dark shapes moving closer to the fire, laser rifles in their arms. They were nothing but shadows against the fire—silhouettes—but it was enough to reveal their deadly intentions. If someone had survived that crash, they were here to finish them off. I felt terribly sorry for Brace; I had never intended for him to get hurt. I shouldn’t have reached out to him after Elpherian’s death. This was my fault.

I felt dizzy and nauseated, but I had to get moving. If I stayed here, they would find me. Then I’d be as dead as Brace and whoever else was on that shuttle. I could not let my stolen information fall back into the hands of the wrong people; otherwise, they would have died in vain. I bit my lip and held back the tide of emotions that clogged my throat. This was certainly not what those goons had intended, but my resolve to see this through had only grown stronger. No more waffling, no backing down. If Brace couldn’t help me, I’d find a way to get this intel into the hands of as many media outlets as possible. The newsfeeds would have a field day with what I held. I owed it to the one male who had tried to be my friend once upon a time.

At first, the roaring fire and the shouting voices made enough noise to cover my tracks. Still dizzy, I struggled to make good time, and then the darkness won out over the fire's light. Where was the trail that led back to the city? Was it even safe to follow it back toward Bloom? I needed to get aboard a ship and out of here as soon as possible, but surely they were expecting a move like that.

Biting my lip, I forced myself to face the dark, humid jungle interior instead. One foot in front of the other—just keep walking. Distance was all that mattered. I’d figure out where to go from here when daylight returned. 

It never got that far. I thought I’d covered my tracks, that the darkness and the noise had hidden me. I was wrong. Their voices came to me first, loud enough that I could understand them word for word. They were blatant about it, letting me know they were hunting me and that escape was futile. “There she is. You can run, but you can’t hide, little Batan!” one of them jeered loudly. He wasn’t wrong. I could now hear their footsteps to my left and my right, brush cracking and rustling as they did nothing to hide their presence.

Breaking into a run, I gave it my best shot anyway. I was not giving up without a fight. No way—I owed Brace better than that. With a stitch in my side and my thighs burning, I zigzagged around trees and headed straight toward a rock formation rising out of the jungle ahead of me. Its shape was dark, looming, and threatening, and I vaguely recalled it as a landmark feature from one of the tourist brochures in my hotel lobby.

What was it about that place? Some creature that lived there? Caves? I couldn’t remember, but it was my one anchor in the dark—a way to orient myself and keep going. Everything hurt now; I hadn’t known running was this painful. My breathing was coming so fast that it burned in my throat, every step jarring up my legs, and even my sturdy boots seemed unable to offer the right support for this terrain.

They were hunting me to exhaustion—that’s what it felt like—following me as they herded me toward the rocky landmark. Did they know what was there? Did they know something I did not? Thinking was hard when panic rode me this hard, and the lack of oxygen didn’t help. Did I swerve? Double back and hope they missed me?

When a huge boulder suddenly rose in front of me as I swerved around a thick tree, I was forced to abruptly skid to a stop. My hands collided with a slap against the stone surface, the stinging pain reverberating up my arms. A dead end—how had that happened? I turned and pressed my back to the rock, my hands fumbling as I tried to free the laser pistol from my bag. I’d bought it on the black market during my months on the run, but I’d never fired it before.

“Stay back!” I warned the first male who stepped around the tree, and I raised my weapon with trembling hands. “I mean it. Stay back, or I’ll shoot you.” The male was Elrohirian like I was—tall, elfin, with a Caratan chain decorating his sharp cheek. Behind him, more males followed: a Pretorian, two Rummicaron, and a Kertinal. I heard more rustling in the woods, so I knew this wasn’t all of them, and already it was overwhelming to me.  

So many of them, and all of them dangerous. How could I possibly escape this? The feeling of despair was overpowered by my sheer need for oxygen, my lungs heaving like bellows to pull more precious air into my chest, while my side continued to ache something fierce. I felt as weak as a Batan pup, barely able to keep the barrel of my pistol aimed at the chest of the male in the lead. I knew it was desperate, and they knew it too.

The Elrohirian grinned—a sinister, malicious kind of smile that reminded me uncomfortably much of my dead brother. “I don’t think so. You can shoot me, but you’ll never be fast enough to shoot all of us. You are trapped, female.” He smirked as if he took great pleasure in that. “Shoot me, and all you do is make this incredibly painful for yourself. What’s the point?” Ah, he made that sound so reasonable. The jerk. Nothing better than the threat of bodily harm to make a person cooperate. Come to think of it, that had been my brother’s favorite tactic too.

Out of sheer spite, my finger squeezed the trigger. They all deserved a cold walk in the vacuum of space. May the god of darkness and ice claim their souls. 


Chapter 3

Tasseloris

My hands felt good around the yoke of the shuttle—confident, competent. When was the last time I’d flown one of these alone? We were all required to have basic flying skills for ship-to-surface transport. I must have flown by myself the last time when I got my qualifications. How bizarre. I blinked at the sensors as I oriented myself toward the city and the jungle that surrounded it. That last flight had been in space, and it was very different to fly inside a planet’s atmosphere.

I could also not shake the feeling that the clock continued to tick down, heading for a climax I could not name. What was it counting down to? This meeting with the contact? I knew shockingly little about this mission when I thought about it—just that I was supposed to locate a contact with vital information on Jalima’s operations. A contact who had apparently come through Brace, our elusive, mysterious chef aboard the Varakartoom. Brace, of all people, knew someone who knew things about Jalima? I’d never seen that coming.

I wasn’t even sure I knew what species Brace was. I’d never seen more than a glimpse of his hands when he slid food beneath the kitchen hatch. Excellent, fantastic food, mind you. But the male who cooked it was as elusive as he was grumpy when he snarled at us through the metal hatch. He had zero people skills. I was starting to see a trend here—most males on the Varakartoom were a little nuts when it came to social skills. At least the ones I’d been dealing with today.

Darkness had settled over the planet, but Bloom was glittering with lights. Tree-lined thoroughfares glowed with lanterns, and people were still out in droves in the heart of the city, where parties always brewed. I felt a pang of homesickness that I quickly pushed away. This was not a time to reminisce about my childhood on a planet just like this; I couldn’t afford to get distracted.

The beep of an alarm called my attention then, and I forced all those pesky feelings and distractions from my mind. Flicking my comm line open, I hailed the Varakartoom even as I worked to alter the course of my shuttle. The meeting coordinates had been set, and we’d had no warning that they were compromised, but clearly, they were. “Captain,” I said without preamble. “There’s a missile locked onto my shuttle. Commencing evasive maneuvers.” My fists tightened around the yoke as I twisted the small vessel into a sharp twirl, but I was not Aramon, our expert pilot. This type of flying far surpassed any of my skills.

“Eject, Tass. That’s an order!” I heard Asmoded, my captain, growl roughly over the line. It was all the permission I needed, though frankly, survival was at the top of my mind anyway. Leaping from the seat, I snatched up my backpack with one hand and ran for the hatch at the back of the ship. It was already opening under the loud screeching of several alarms. I did not wait, diving out of the gap before it was fully open. Then I was tumbling headfirst toward the ground.

I slapped at my collar just in time. As my helmet slipped into place over my head, sealing me inside my armor and protecting me from heat and cold, the shuttle exploded. Wreckage and debris were flung in every direction, chasing me to the ground. Hunching my head, I twisted my body to change my direction and fired up the boosters embedded in my boots. They propelled me up, but they weren’t going to be quite enough to keep me from crashing to my death. For that, I’d need to pull out something far more dangerous and powerful than technology.

Heart thundering in my chest from the adrenaline—your imminent death did that to you—I closed my eyes and forced myself to focus. My body fought me as it fought for survival in those fast seconds. It did not want to go quiet so I could concentrate, my instincts screaming at me. With a growl of frustration, I pulled, and in my mind, things began to unravel. With a wrenching feeling, things began to unfurl, no longer just in my head, but all along my body. My armor split along my back, the seams specially designed by Ysa at my request.

My body jolted as the sails that had unfolded caught air, billowing and pulling, but thankfully slowing my deadly descent. With the boosters in my boots, I had just enough control to steer myself around the rapidly approaching trees as I came in for what was certainly going to be a rough landing—though no longer deadly. The shuttle crashed to the ground before I reached it, setting a section of forest on fire. I couldn’t see who had shot it down, but I was going to make sure every last one of them paid for this. Aramon was going to give me so much crap for getting one of “his” shuttles blown up. And then they shot me.

I didn’t see the laser fire in time, only felt it streak across the left side of my body. It burned through one of the sails I’d unfolded, the leafy material combusting and scorching my shoulder blade, where it had been anchored. With half of my parachute suddenly missing, I swung wildly to the left, crashed against the tree, and went head over heels in a spin toward the ground. I had just enough time to fold the remaining sail around my body to protect myself, and then my body struck the hard, unforgiving surface with a crash. Everything went black.

I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but when I blinked heavy eyes back open, I knew I was in serious pain. Everything felt like one big bruise—throbbing, aching—warning me that moving so much as an eyelash was a bad idea. Stars, that hurt. What had happened? It took long, agonizing seconds for memory to sink back in. When it did, I didn’t feel any better. I’d screwed this up. Here I’d been, thinking I could handle this mission on my own, and I’d managed to get shot down, get a shuttle destroyed, and I was willing to bet the contact was dead.

There was no point in feeling sorry for myself. I had to call this in, and then I was going to get payback. Maybe there was even a way to salvage this; the contact had information for us. Could I still locate it if I took out the goons that had shot me from the sky? I was eager to try, and that kind of motivation helped. Groaning in pain, I managed to sit up, my remaining sail unfolding from around me. Reaching over my shoulder, I grabbed it by the root and yanked it free. Now separated from my body, the leafy sheet began to wilt and wither, browning at the edges, then curling in on itself until little remained but a scattering of brown flakes and dust.

I staggered to my feet next, head spinning from the movement, and I was forced to pause with my hand pressed against the nearest tree trunk. There was a stick protruding from my side; it had managed to pierce my armor and lodged itself between two ribs. My left wrist was banged up badly, and the comm device strapped to it had been shattered by the fall. Shards had wedged into the black carapace beneath it but hadn’t broken the skin. There would be no calling for help, but maybe the tracker in my suit still worked. The captain would send down men to investigate this crash—there was no way they hadn’t noticed.

Sagging against the trunk of the tree, I wrapped my fingers around the piece of wood embedded in my flesh. It had to come out; there was no other way. Biting down on my bottom lip, Iredese lit, and my hair bristling around my head, I yanked the stick out with a growl. Spots danced in front of my eyes—the pain intense—but it ebbed and flowed as I breathed through it. Red blood seeped from the wound through the tear in my armor, and I pressed my hand against it, applying pressure.

“Stars, where’s my pack?” I groaned, casting my eyes about and searching the ground nearby. The sail had still been around me, so the pack couldn’t have gone far. I located it wedged beneath a root right next to the spot I’d woken up in. Stumbling toward it and kneeling to dig around for my first aid kit were almost insurmountable tasks. I made it—just. But the pressure bandage and a shot of Dravion’s healing stimulants made a huge difference. With a much clearer mind, I reassessed my situation a few minutes later.

The fire still blazed, but its noise was not enough to cover the sound of male voices. They were far away, and the distance appeared to be growing. It gave me a heading, and it meant I was not in any danger where I was. It was possible they were looking for me, but I doubted it. Who in their right mind would assume that anyone survived that? The dark of the night had covered my leap from the back, I was certain of that, and my suit and my biology would meddle with a scanner looking for biosignatures, if they even had one.

Hauling the backpack onto my shoulders, I checked my weapons one by one, assured myself the bandage was in place, and then set out. Along the way, I refamiliarized myself with Viridara’s flora. There were so many plants I knew, and even if I did not know all of their names, I recognized their uses with an innate ability no one but another Viridara would understand. Purple leaves from the Haysher bush would numb my pain if I chewed them, and a mush from the berries of the Virad would hasten wound closure and blood clotting. I took a grateful moment to smear the juice on my skin beside the bandages and watched as my green skin absorbed the purple smears in seconds.

I wasn’t going fast and could no longer hear the voices. Skirting the wreckage, I started to pick up the tracks of the males who had inspected it. They led back in the direction of a clearing beyond the largest burning piece of ship. That had to be the meeting point my contact had set for us—a perfect spot to land a shuttle and speak privately. That they had shot me down this close to the meeting spot could only mean that the contact had been followed, compromised, or was dead.

A soft mewling sound drew my attention when I reached the edge of the clearing. I crouched, the wound in my side aching fiercely with the motion. Popping another Haysher leaf into my mouth, I chewed viciously and wished the pain away. Searching for the source of the sound, I quickly realized it wasn’t one of my enemies. This was the sound of something else, and thoughts began to tickle the back of my brain as I considered the options.

All terraformed Viridara worlds were next to identical as far as flora and fauna went. So, though I’d never been to Viridara Six, I could expect exactly the same animals as I had seen and lived with on Viridara Eight, where I’d grown up. There, I saw movement twitch beneath a slab of jagged black steel. It was a piece of hull that had been blown off or flung away by the crash. Unmistakable as anything but a piece of hull from the Varakartoom’s shuttle, the sinuous black lines were unique.

The metal was heavy and had pierced the ground at an angle, a pile of rocks supporting much of the jagged piece. It trembled, and the mewling noise came again. Casting my eyes around the clearing, I assured myself that nobody was there; it was abandoned. Tracks indicated that a heavy, wheeled thing had moved there, surrounded by dozens of footsteps—the surface-to-air missile that had been used to shoot my shuttle. Whoever had used it had left, taking their machine of destruction with them.

My footsteps were as quiet as I could make them as I left the cover of the trees and began to cross the clearing toward the debris and the source of the mewling. Was it a rodent? A forest scuttler? Trapped in its nest by the metal piece? The sound it made wasn’t quite right for something mammalian, but it did not occur to me what it could be until I saw the pink tendril trailing from beneath the black shard.

“Oh, no… That’s impossible,” I caught myself saying out loud. It was crazy to even contemplate the possibility, but that tendril...it left so few options that this was the only one that made any kind of sense. Sinking to my knees with a groan, I held my wounded side with one hand and braced myself on the other to peer beneath the metal. A large, green eye blinked back at me, and my breathing stalled in my lungs. “How did you get here, little one?” I said when my tongue finally managed to curl itself around the words.

The Entling was stuck. Some of its tendrils were caught between metal and rock. Its small body was wedged in a crevice between the rocks, which had probably saved it from getting crushed when the metal panel struck the ground. There was no way it could get out without help.

Lifting my head, I glanced around, wondering where its sire was, but there was not a single trace. This one looked small, young; it should not be out of its pod yet, but here it was, anyhow. There was no other option but to delay my quest and free it. “Make yourself small, little one. Curl up,” I instructed it, though I was not sure how much an Entling this young was able to understand. The Sires could supposedly speak, but only to the priests, so I wasn’t even sure how much was fable or truth. I mimed what I wanted by holding my open hand in front of the small crack I could see it through and then gently closing my fist.

Tendrils withdrew from around the panel, and the metal began to slide, perilously tipping closer to where the small Entling was pinned. I immediately braced it with both hands, but it was a large piece, too heavy for me to shift on my own without better leverage. Groaning, because none of this had ever come easy to me, the way it was supposed to, I forced myself to focus on the parts inside my brain that could unfurl the way that little Entling could. Twice in one day? I had never managed that before, but I was not the same man I’d been when they’d thrown me out, discarded me like so much garbage. Not even good enough for the compost heap.

Everything ached, all the bruises on my body clamoring for attention. The wound throbbed in my side, and my jaw hurt from how hard I was clenching it. I forced myself to push it all aside, sucking furiously on what remained of the Haysher leaf tucked in my cheek. Numbness spread then, blessed numbness. Finally, I could focus. My shoulder blades itched along the spots where I’d grown the leafy sails. This time, I did not need a parachute to guide me safely to the ground; I needed extra arms so I could shift this heavy piece of metal and free the Entling. In the back of my brain, the distracting thoughts began—the ones that always picked at my mind when I needed to focus. My crewmates would think me an idiot for wasting time and energy on this; my former teachers would pick at my shape and form, at my technique. My mother would nag until my ears bled that I was not trying hard enough.

Almost, they won out, those doubts and insecurities, but then the Entling mewled again, and my heart felt like it was bursting inside my chest. No, not on my watch. I was helping this little one. An Entling that surely had to be lost, stolen, or worse: orphaned. Metal squeaked as it scraped past rock; the dirt it had sliced partially into buckled and shifted beneath my feet. I had not even felt it when the vines sprouted from my shoulders, but there they were, lifting the metal like I’d envisioned. With a final growling heave, the whole panel came free in my grip, and I flung it away from the Entling.

It was a tiny thing when it slipped from the rocks and rose to its full height, and the grateful glow of its green eyes was all the reward I needed. Pink tendrils writhed from a slender waist, almost like a skirt. Green, twig-like legs stuck out from beneath it, and pink flowers bloomed all along its shoulders, chest, and the crown of its head. The Entlings and Sires had no gender—they were plant beings, after all, distant relatives of my own species—yet I wanted to call this one a "she." It was the pink flowers and the dainty, elegant shape.

She pointed her narrow chin at me, and a pink tendril elongated, reaching for the thick brown and green vines that had sprouted from my shoulders. Shifting the vine toward her, I watched in wonder as her thin pink one curled around my much more tree-like appendage. Then she pulled, and I ducked my head toward her. Though I was kneeling, she still barely came up to my hip—so tiny and fragile, so young. Her arms were more like several large leaves folded together, but it felt like a tiny hand was cupping my chin, nimble and soft as a breath of air. “Cheeeem?” she said, the sound similar to her earlier distressed mewls but edging toward a true vocalization that mimicked speech. My heart began thundering in my chest. Was it true? Did the Sires indeed master speech when they matured?

“You’re safe now,” I whispered. “Where is your pod? Your Sire? You need to find them.” I did not move because I did not want to spook her, but I thought that maybe her large green eyes took on a sadness. She withdrew her tendrils and her hands, growing impossibly small before my eyes. When I backed away and rose to my feet, she seemed as tiny as the grass I walked on. It felt wrong to turn and walk away, to leave her. But there was nothing else I could do. Taking an Entling was considered a heinous crime, as was harming one. A Viridara civilian wasn’t even allowed to touch one, but I was going to argue that in this case, she had touched me.

At the edge of the clearing, I paused and looked back, searching for any sign of the small, pink-hued Entling. She was gone, and she’d left no trace of herself. I hoped that meant she was safe. Turning to the tracks I needed to follow, I continued on my way, and it wasn’t until I’d taken several steps that I noticed the difference in me. My side no longer ached, and not because I’d gone numb from the Haysher. Yanking the bandage from my wound, I stared in amazement. My injury had healed—it was gone.

There was no time to consider the implications, though my mind struggled with it anyway. A shout went up in the distance, and then another—high-pitched, scared. They were male, but then a new voice joined them: a female, high and shrill. I knew instinctively what was happening, and I also knew that I couldn’t miss this opportunity. As I began racing toward the sounds, I felt the ticking of that clock again, a timer that was running out.


Chapter 4

Elyssa

My wrists had been bound tightly in front of me, and the Elrohirian male was now working to bind my ankles. He made sure I knew exactly how vulnerable I was with each motion of his hand, brushing it blatantly along my thigh, cupping a feel of my ass and breasts. I hissed in fury but said nothing. There was nothing I could do. “You shouldn’t have chosen this path, Elyssa,” the male drawled with a satisfied smirk. “Why would you do this? Wasn’t your brother good to you? Where’s your loyalty?” He tsked as if this annoyed him, but I knew he was far too pleased about having me in his control.

This male was cut from the same cloth as Elpherian had been, a bully, a control freak, and a sadist. I was not surprised by what he was saying or doing, but that didn’t make it any less terrible. I was no stranger to fear; I’d lived with the shadow of it most of my young adult and adult life, ever since my parents had been killed in an accident and I’d become my brother’s responsibility. At some point, that fear for your safety stopped being so debilitating, and rage and anger took its place. I had had enough of this; that’s why I’d chosen to reach out to Brace and do something good for once in my life.

“We’ll talk loyalty when you’re not holding a knife to my throat,” I said to the male who so reminded me of my brother. He rose to his feet, towering over me with an angry scowl. The Caratan chain that dangled from his nose ring to his earlobe declared his Clan, his family, and his profession with proudly gleaming disks of gold. It was not lost on me that he had more statements to make than I did on my chain. He was something in the eyes of Elrohirian society, and I was not.

“You don’t have to talk at all. Unless it’s to tell us where you hid the information we are after.” Before being tied up, the asshole had patted me down, emptied my pockets, and taken the meager supplies in my satchel. They had not located any type of data storage, and I knew this was the only reason they had not proceeded to use me for their entertainment before killing me. As soon as I handed over what they were after, I was a dead woman.

Raising my chin as haughtily as I could with my pulse pounding in my throat, I looked him square in the eye. “I hid it somewhere. Kill me, and you’ll never find it. Kill me, and in ten days’ time, that information will be leaked to every major news outlet in the Zeta Quadrant.” My voice didn’t tremble as I bluffed as hard as I could, and I could see how they shared uneasy glances with each other. There was no data in a secret location, and I definitely hadn’t talked with any major news outlets. But as long as they believed that was true, they wouldn’t kill me.

The Elrohirian male appeared to be in charge, and with a snapped curse, he gave me a nod. “Tomorrow, you will take us to where you hid it.” He didn’t say it outright, but I knew what the threat was. I was dead if he thought I was playing them—but maybe, if I gave him what he was after, he’d let me live. There was no other option but to stall them as long as possible and hope for a chance to escape in the meantime. No one was coming to rescue me. Brace was dead, and even if he had survived, I doubted he would have considered me his responsibility to save. I was on my own.

Biting my lip, I watched through tired eyes as Jalima’s men began to make a quick camp for the night. It appeared that they did not feel like trekking through a dark jungle anymore than I did, and I was relieved when they made a fire. Surely, that would scare off any predators? The smoke did seem to help keep the bugs away, and with my back against the stone cliff, I was somewhat sheltered. Cold was still seeping into my bones from the damp ground, and with my hands and legs bound, no position was comfortable.

I counted at least twelve people by now. There were several more Kertinal, a pair of Asrai, and a Tarkan who kept giving me uneasy glances. There was also a Hoxiam like Brace, whom they kept collared, though the lights were suspiciously lacking on the thing. I had a feeling that male was no slave, but Viridara did not readily allow a flesh-eating Hoxiam into their colonies. Too many people were watching me to try and sneak away, so I tried to curl into a more comfortable position and ignore my empty stomach. If I couldn’t escape, I should rest as much as I could to save my strength for tomorrow.

“She could be lying, Tahirel,” one male hissed from across the campfire while he glared at me. “She probably doesn’t have anything on Jalima, and we’re camping out in the woods for no good reason.” The Elrihirian male, Tahirel, did not take kindly to that kind of criticism and complaining. A quick slap-down followed, and the Kertinal who had dared to speak out was quickly assigned the first watch of the night. People were rolling themselves up in blankets around the fire, getting ready to sleep, and I was completely ignored but also completely surrounded.

Things were quieting down then, but the jungle seemed alive with noise around me: the rustling of leaves, the creaking of a tree branch scraping against the cliff, and the sounds of hundreds of insects and night creatures—bird calls I did not recognize, one in particular eerie enough to remind me of ghosts and death. Far away, there was also still the sound of a large fire roaring, and if I squinted in a certain direction, I could even still see the glow of the wreck burning.

I heard it because all my senses were still on high alert—so wired that, even when exhausted, I couldn’t shut anything off. Whether the poor Kertinal who had been ordered to keep watch heard it, I wasn’t certain. Elrohirian hearing was much better than that of most species in the quadrant, and this was a high-pitched noise to which my ears were extra sensitive.

Jerking upright from my slouch, I craned my head left and right to look for the source. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and my stomach did a somersault. Every instinct inside of me said that something really bad was about to happen, but I couldn’t tell what. Was it the high screech that shivered through the night, eerie and cold, like nails on glass? Slipping to my knees, I prepared myself for the worst, certain that a predator was going to leap from the trees at any moment. What did happen wasn’t far from the truth. 

The ground opened up beneath the fire as if whatever was down there was drawn to the heat. With a crack, the earth split, and the fire crashed to its depths in a flurry of ashes and sparks. The sleeping people closest to the fire were tossed about, and one unfortunate soul went the way of the fire, tumbling into the hole. The others leaped to their feet, drawing weapons and shouting. For several seconds, everything was absolute chaos, and nobody knew what was happening. Then it happened again—the ground split right beneath the feet of a cluster of males.

The sinkhole that opened this time was not as deep, and with horror I saw the jagged edges and points of a hundred teeth inside that pit. If I’d been scared for my life before, the fear I felt now was a thousand times worse. What in the blazing stars was that? I couldn’t recall anything about pit monsters with a thousand fangs in the tourist brochures. What was that thing? 

With my feet tied together, I was extra vulnerable, unable to run or jump. The ground was closing again, and though several of Jalima’s goons had managed to leap out of the way, I heard the crunching of bones and the screams of the dying who hadn’t escaped. If that thing decided to open the ground beneath me, I was a goner—swallowed in a single bite, though I was certain it was not going to be a quick death.

Tahirel appeared out of the dark at my side, his scowling features now accompanied by wide, fearful eyes. That wasn’t good. His knife flashed, cutting quickly through the ties around my ankles, but he did not free my hands as he yanked me to my feet. “Run” was all he said, his fist tight around my upper arm as he propelled us away from the cliff and toward the woods. Almost immediately, the ground seemed to buckle beneath my feet, and a hole began to open. 

I threw myself to the side, and Tahirel did the same, landing heavily on top of me. My breath slammed out of me on a pained gasp, but there was no time to feel pain. I was already elbowing myself back up, scrambling to my feet on unsteady legs to begin running. A scream ripped from me, breathy and high, as I had little oxygen to spare. It was chaos all around me—males fighting with laser pistols and knives against whatever was in the ground, and also against shadows that leaped from the cliff above ground. This was like nothing I’d ever seen before, though that didn’t say much; I’d lived a very sheltered life.

Predators didn’t attack like this—I was certain of it. What kind of crazy dangers could a lush, peaceful planet like a Viridara colony possibly hide? My brain just couldn’t make sense of a threat other than Jalima’s men right now. Wasn’t that enough to deal with? Then I saw him, and even less made sense.

A Viridara male came racing out of the woods and threw himself, heedless of his own safety, into the fight. It was very clear from his apparel that he was not one of the males under Tahirel’s control. The black armor he wore was already torn along his side and back, hinting at beautiful emerald skin streaked with purple. His body moved like poetry, like water, as he slid around males and wreaked havoc on the ground creatures with carefully aimed blasts from the pair of laser pistols in his fists. Instantly, the tide of battle was turning—people stopped screaming and started fighting back, rallying around him: the green stranger.

Across a gaping pit filled with teeth, beneath a squawking canopy of flying things, our eyes met. His were black as night—dark pools with no iris and no white. They were large, and his face was narrow and sharp. As our eyes met, spots flared along his temples, glowing bright and golden. They looked like eyes, giving the illusion that he had an extra pair on each temple. It should have been terrifying, but instead, it was beautiful and exotic.

I had never seen eyes like that, which was silly because, since arriving on Viridara Three, I’d been surrounded by Viridara people all day, every day. They all had eyes exactly like that—no exceptions—and yet… this guy was different, and I didn’t know why. It was the high of the battle, the danger that surrounded me—that was the only answer. It was the only way I could explain how my hormones went utterly nuts at the sight of him. He was the sexiest male I’d ever seen, moving so gracefully yet so economically as he dispatched these terrifying ground monsters. He made it look like he did this everyday without breaking so much as a sweat.

I felt like time had frozen, but it was me who had stopped in place to stare. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he fought. Our brief moment of eye contact was broken because he had thrown himself wholeheartedly back into the fight. Seriously, did he just somersault over a guy to fire his guns at the next beast? That was a superhero move right there. The way he moved was incomparable to any of the other males—like this jungle was his home. Using a tree as a springboard, he swung one-handed from a branch and kicked with both feet. It was then that I realized he wasn’t just fighting the beasts—he was fighting everyone.

Our eyes connected again just as Tahirel tightened his grip around my bicep and began pulling once more, urging me in a gruff voice to run and keep up or he’d put a gun to my head. Even as I was forced to backpedal awkwardly, I held that connection as long as I could with the stranger. That look made me feel like I knew him—like I’d known him all my life. The fine hairs on my neck stirred again, but this time, the sensation was joined by the rough perking of my nipples beneath my shirt. This was the kind of look I’d read about in the romance novel collection my mom had left me—the love-at-first-glance kind of look. Too bad life had taught me not to believe in that sort of thing.

It felt like I was wrenched away by a hook in my chest when the connection finally broke. A pained gasp escaped my throat, betraying my weakness. It was echoed in the loud roar my green action hero let out. He was coming after me, but Tahirel was not going to let me go. He propelled me into the woods, away from the fight, and into the darkness. I knew, even without seeing, that my stranger was doing everything in his power to reach me. I also knew it wouldn’t be enough—there were still dozens of opponents: pits, flying creatures, and Jalima’s goons between us.

Tahirel was a coward for running, but he was a smart one.  


Chapter 5

Tasseloris

When I woke up, light was filtering, warm and nourishing, through the leaves above me. My head was pounding something fierce, and for a second, I thought I’d gotten dared again by Aramon to chug an entire bottle of Aderian wine. That had been a disaster, and my body had felt as messed up then as it did now. Even the roots of my hair ached, but the thick strands were raised and swaying gently in the breeze. That was different; they didn’t do that on the ship. There was only one kind of place where my body would have that kind of reaction. I groaned. Stars, now I remembered where I was.

Blinking away the remnants of confusion and exhaustion helped. My arm felt heavy when I raised it, but it got easier once I’d rubbed at my tired eyes. There was a cliff rising to my left, a chasm to my right, and the familiar shape of trees native only to the Viridara worlds. I was home—or as close to home as I’d been in a long while.

I sat up slowly, tilting my aching head left and right to take in the destruction that surrounded me. There were dozens of Takchaw pits, the chasm a particularly large specimen. A smattering of singed or burning corpses of the Kovar birds of prey dotted the battlefield as well. The birds often hung out at the tops of cliffs and joined in the mayhem when the Takchaw woke—a sort of symbiotic relationship. But they were not the only dead that surrounded me; there were several males of various sentient species too. A Rummicaron with beady black eyes lay staring sightlessly up at the sky only a couple of feet away, while a pair of Asrai lay in a tangle of limbs at the bottom of the cliff.

I knew they were part of the group that had tried to kill me. One of them still had the control unit for the ground-to-air missile dangling from his belt. That was plenty of evidence, yet I still felt a pang of sadness at the sight of all this death. It was doubtful anyone would ever find the bodies, given how quickly the jungle reclaimed anything. What I did not see anywhere was any sign of an Elrohirian. So they had gotten away. She had gotten away. I was not sure if that was good or bad news.

Rising to my feet was slow going, and I swayed unsteadily once I got there. The ground was there to support me, firm and true beneath my boots, ready to catch me should I fall. Glancing down, I wondered if I should take the boots off and receive the full blessing of the land. I might need it while I contemplated the new knowledge that sat in my stomach like a pile of lead: the female with the tied hands and the large sapphire eyes.

“Well, damn it,” I muttered, rubbing my knuckles against my sternum, where a deep ache sat that had nothing to do with bruises. “How am I going to fix this?” A mate in the middle of this mess was both unexpected and a horrible complication. On top of that, given her tied hands, I was pretty sure she was the contact I had been supposed to meet. No wonder they shot me out of the sky before I got here; they had known I was coming because they had her. Luckily, I was the best tracker this side of the galaxy, and Jalima’s scumbags were not going to be able to hide from me.

I did not bother to check the bodies of the dead for any supplies. I did not even take a comm, certain that kind of line would be compromised. My backpack I’d hidden a ways back in the branches of a tree, and it was the work of a moment to retrieve it. Then I was on my way, regaling food and water to a task to occupy me while I walked. My eyes never left the ground, tracking the stumbled steps of the female—my female—and the longer strides of the male who had taken her.

A few minutes after I set out, I discovered that more tracks had caught up with the pair of Elrohirians who had slipped from my grasp last night. My female was now outnumbered four to one, but I was not worried about facing them once I found her. My hand touched the spot on my collar where the tracker of my suit was embedded, certain it would not be long until my backup arrived. Even without any backup, I was confident I could take them. They were in my house, so to speak—I had the home advantage on a Viridara planet. I might hate being back in many ways, but surrounded by familiar plants, I was in my element.

With a group of five to track, my female included, it became that much easier. They did not even bother to hide their tracks, and their path was mostly straight, aimed away from the city and deeper into the jungle. I could not fathom why they were doing that. Bloom was the only way off the planet, and if they had Brace’s contact, why would they stay?

I pictured the female as I walked—her pale, frightened features, bright sapphire eyes, and tangled, pale hair. She’d worn a Caratan chain, which proclaimed her Elrohirian just as easily as her delicately pointed ears did. But her chain had been oddly lacking in the medallion department. I tried to recall what I knew of the custom, but all I could remember was that most chains I’d seen tended to have five to six disks hanging from them. Hers had only four. It didn’t seem right. Why was that?

“Krekik?” The sudden sound startled me, and I jerked to a halt, scanning the trees and underbrush around me. It was not a sound any animal I knew made, and I would have heard or sensed them if they had managed to get that close. This was something else—something different. There, at the foot of a tree, nestled in a hollow between two roots, was a flash of pink. Oh no. If that was what I thought it was, I could be in serious trouble.

She popped her flower-crowned head up when my gaze landed on her and repeated the cutesy, delicate sound. Her emerald eyes gleamed and glittered as a sunbeam hit her tiny face. It was the Entling, and she elegantly waved her leafy hands at me, swaying in the breeze in such a way that it almost looked happenstance—like she was simply a plant in a breeze, flowers aimed for the sun. “What are you doing here, little one? You need to go find your Sire. This isn’t safe.” It wasn’t safe for me either if she kept following me around. Her Sire would not take kindly to it, and if a Viridara saw… I would be a dead male.

Of course, the pink Entling did not understand what I was saying, blinking her large eyes at me and smiling serenely. Then she shifted her leafy hands again, and I discovered she was holding something, raising them as if she wanted me to take it. A flower—pink, of course, but with a purple heart that matched the markings decorating my body beneath my armor. I had no use for a flower, but her liquid green eyes made it impossible not to reach out and grab it. Her leafy fingers were soft as silk, the flower so tiny I was afraid I’d crush it in my clumsy fingers. She made a soft, cheerful noise, blinked at me, and—I swear—she smiled. I was pretty sure Entlings were not supposed to act like this; she should be scared of me. So why wasn’t she? Because I’d saved her?

Slowly backing away, I thanked her, flower loosely clutched in my fingers. Now what? Was she going to follow me again? I craned my head left and right to search for any sign of danger or her Sire. There was none, as I’d known already. The Sires did not wander this close to a city, away from the sacred groves. If there was danger, I would have noticed that too, because I’d been tracking, and my senses were heightened to notice even the slightest changes in my environment. I did not have time for this—my mate was in danger.

It could be considered rude or sacrilege by some, but I thanked the pink Entling once more, dipped into a bow, and then began tracking again. If she followed me, so be it, but I would not wait for her. I could not waste any more time on interactions that might get me killed if anyone saw. My mate needed me, so I could not take such risks. 

Of course, this Entling seemed to have a mind of her own, wholly unaware of the danger she put me in by trailing after me. I could not hear her move, and she left no trace, but the tiny creature was right behind me each time I looked over my shoulder—her green eyes glowing warmly at me, a smile on her tiny, delicate face. She thought I was safety. She thought I’d protect her. And she was not wrong. I could not blame her for following me, even if it complicated everything. 

“Focus,” I muttered, reprimanding myself for letting the Entling distract me from my goal. She would hide if we encountered any obstacles. My only concern was my female. Her image flashed in my mind again, and this time, I was distracted by the thought of her pale hair. Would it be as soft as it had looked? It would be better if I were to inventory my opponents in my head. I needed to think of them and what I would do to them once I’d caught up. The Elrohirian male who had dragged her around with his filthy paws. The distinct footsteps of a Tarkan male with his clawed paws. There was a Rhico, too, recognizable because of the large boot size and heavy tread.

Two admirable opponents—both had thick skin that protected them. It would have made them hard to digest for the Takchaw, which was possibly why they had escaped last night’s massacre. They were not going to escape me—I vowed that to myself. They would not escape, and they would pay for harming my woman and frightening the little Entling. They would pay for forcing me to trek through these woods and remember the past.

“Pay attention, Tasseloris,” my mentor growled, his impatience slapping me in the face as if he’d struck me with his open palm. Master Eryngium stood to my left, draped in his drab brown robes as if he were the King of the Glade. In a sense, he was; he was the most powerful man I knew, and I wanted to please him more than I wanted to please my parents. If only I could—but nothing I did was ever good enough.

Eyeing the looming shapes of the Sires that sat at the center of the Sacred Grove in a circle, I wondered what they were doing. They had not moved once since we’d gotten here, and Eryngium had started my lessons. Each Sire was as large as a tree, and some had their arms raised to the sky, their leaves soaking up the sunshine. Others were hunched down as if they were resting or sleeping; those had buds along their shoulders, some as large as I was myself. What were they for? Was that how they reproduced?

“I said, pay attention! How do you expect to grow anything if you can’t focus for more than two seconds?” Master Eryngium was thoroughly fed up at this point, and I couldn’t blame him. This was my fault; I couldn’t seem to make my mind focus on the things he wanted me to focus on. It was boring to just listen to my breathing, feel the grass beneath my bare toes, and do nothing else. What did he think would happen? Nothing ever happened.

I really wanted to please him and make my parents proud, but what if they had made a mistake? Clearly, I did not have the gift. I did not belong here, and soon, they’d know it too. Raising my head to the sky like Master Eryngium wanted me to, I opened my eyes. Focus. Focus, and make things grow.

The Sire on my left had a smattering of tiny blink blooms with purple hearts along its chest and shoulders. Several dotted its craggy green and brown face as if they were freckles. The blooms were pretty, but the Sire was not. It was a large, twisted shape of gnarled roots and warped limbs. Could it even move from where it sat? It had not moved in a very long time, if the grass and vines that had grown over its legs were any indication.

And then, it blinked open an eye—large and green.


Chapter 6

Elyssa

I lay in an exhausted little tangle at the bottom of a tree, cradled between two large roots. A rope had been tied snugly around my neck and then looped over a branch above my head. I could not reach it to undo the knots without strangling myself. My fingers were going numb at this point anyhow, making any fine motor skills impossible. The leather twine that bound my wrists had dug into my skin and left red welts. In some places, the skin had broken. Didn’t predators smell blood? Were they drawn to me because of those cuts? Great. I really hoped I was wrong. The last thing I wanted was a repeat of last night.

Instantly, my mind flashed to the green Viridara male who had shown up out of nowhere to battle the mouth-holes in the ground and the swooping birds with their giant beaks diving at us from above. He was not an ally of Tahirel. If I hadn’t already recognized that fact last night, I knew it now. Jalima’s deputy had been cursing the male’s presence all night as we fled through the dark forest. He had called him a mercenary—Varakartoom scum. That meant nothing to me, but it had clearly worried Jalima’s men.

His black eyes, his green skin, and his hair marked him as Viridara, which gave him the home advantage out here. His black armor had been damaged but was high-tech. So he’d been in a fight before he got to us last night and saved the day—of that, I had no doubt. Was that damage because he’d been in a shuttle crash? Could he be a friend of Brace? I dismissed the hopeful thought as soon as it surfaced—doubtful. Brace was a cantankerous bastard, hurt by his life, scarred by his fights. He wouldn’t trust a green-faced, young male like that guy—a fighting hotshot and a risk-taker. When Brace got out, he said he’d buy a restaurant and cook food all day. He wouldn’t be associated with some kind of mercenary. So why was he here? And who was he? Tahirel and his goons did not know his name, just that he was bad news.

This could be an “enemy of my enemy” type of situation, but I found it hard to trust anyone I did not know. There hadn’t been many people in my life I could trust, and a mercenary was such a shady figure that they ranked at the very bottom of the list—only a step up from Jalima’s men, hardly better than what my brother had been up to all his life. It was a moot point anyway—he was not here and could very well be at the bottom of one of those toothy holes by now.

Nearby, Tahirel and his surviving men had lain down to catch some sleep. They had stabbed the ground with wooden spears they had improvised, testing for any more of those creatures before making themselves vulnerable. One male sat on a tree root close to me, his gaze watchful as he scanned the woods. He had not looked my way, but then, I was pretty much helpless anyway; I couldn’t escape this rope without killing myself. Rhico weren’t very good at being quiet, but they made excellent guards. They needed very little sleep and had good hearing, though not-so-great eyesight. This one was beginning to show signs of exhaustion, though—the night and the race through the woods last night were catching up to him.

They had caught up to me hours ago, but I couldn’t seem to fall asleep. My thoughts kept spinning—fear for my future, unexpected desire for the Viridara stranger, and worry for Brace. What was I going to do? Stall. I’d set that plan in motion, and I’d keep it up as long as I could, but eventually, Tahirel was going to figure out that there was no data hidden somewhere secret. Then he’d do a more thorough search of my body and discover I had a datachip on me after all. I had to escape before that happened.

My eyes were aching from the smoky campfire over which my captors had roasted some kind of rodent a few hours ago. I had not received a single bite, but my stomach was so empty I was past the point of feeling hunger—for the moment. Tahirel lay with his back toward me, wrapped beneath a thermal blanket, his head tucked onto his folded jacket. He looked neat and somewhat prepared, while his companions had just gone to sleep where they sat. Nobody else, apparently, had a blanket, and the Rhico keeping watch did not even have a coat. His gray arms were thick and bulging, his skin covered in tattoos of images that appeared nonsensical but vaguely threatening at the same time.

When the Rhico’s head drooped to his chest, my heart leaped in response. He was nodding off—this was my chance. I forced my aching body to shift upright, my bound hands carefully holding the rope around my neck to keep it from growing too tight. Scanning my surroundings, I searched for something sharp. A pointy rock would work—anything to cut the rope. It was the only way out of these nasty bindings. Could I scoot close enough to the Rhico to snatch the knife from his belt? I wasn’t even sure if he was asleep or just lightly dozing. Would he notice if I moved closer? Only one way to find out.

The leaves and dirt under my knees seemed to rustle awfully loudly when I began to move. Every crack and whisper made me wince, certain that the Rhico would wake—and if not him, surely Tahirel. I held my breath and waited, poised so close to the Rhico that I could feel the warmth radiating off his thick skin. Morning had been upon us for a few hours now, but the cold of the night had yet to leave my bones. Nobody moved. Nobody had noticed what I’d done.

I shifted my bound hands away from the rope at my throat, slowly—so slowly—reaching for that gleaming knife. My fingers brushed the leather of the hilt, and the Rhico snorted and shook his head, the sharp horn on his snout glinting dangerously as he twisted that huge head left and right. It was very tempting to snatch the knife quickly then, to have a weapon. But I would never be fast enough to cut the rope around my neck without severing my jugular by accident. I could try to stab the Rhico in the back instead, but after that, Tahirel and his remaining goons could easily overpower me—and they’d be hopping mad. On top of that, I wasn’t sure if the knife was sharp enough or if I was strong enough to even sink that blade into the Rhico. They were very tough opponents, with even tougher skin.

The Rhico tossed back his head and yawned so loudly that I could hear his jaw pop. Then he rolled his shoulders, blinked his beady eyes, and I knew I’d lost my opportunity. Cursing inside my head, I tried to casually shift to my hip so I didn’t appear to be so close to him. He did not seem to notice my nearness but jerked his head suddenly to the left, ears twitching. He’d heard something. I held my breath and focused too, hoping to hear what he had.

There. A whisper of leaves out of place, out of tune with the rest of the forest. The scuttling and chirping of birds had also lessened, as if they were waiting for something. The predators of this planet I did not know about, but I feared them all the same. Could it be one of them? Or had we faced the worst already in the form of those holes with teeth and the big, clawed birds of prey? My mind wanted to leap to another option: the Viridara male. I told myself that was impossible, and if he had survived, why would he have followed us? Unless, of course, he was after the same thing Tahirel was after—my stolen information.

No, he had to be dead—eaten. I could not get my hopes up, especially not because I’d found him so incredibly sexy last night. It had been the worst, most inappropriate time to feel any semblance of attraction. I had to be mistaken, and I had to stop hoping that he was alive. He was dead, and the only reason I kept thinking of him was because he was a mystery.

Biting my lip, I scooted even further away from the Rhico with the creepy tattoos. The rope bit into my neck, and my breathing hitched as I struggled to draw in air through the tight loop around my throat. My hands immediately went up to ease the noose, but for a few panic-filled moments, all my attention was on my air supply rather than my surroundings. When I drew my first easy breath again, I refocused and was shocked to see the Rhico topple sideways off his tree root. He struck the ground with a thud that reverberated through my body, and I was not the only one who felt it. Tahirel jerked upright, laser pistol in hand, sharp eyes searching. He gave me a quick warning glare, but he dismissed me as the threat instantly. That was a little humbling, but it did give me the chance to observe what was happening.

The Rhico had a hole in his back that was bigger than my fist, and it went all the way through, punching out the front through his rib cage. Whatever had done that had to have been incredibly strong to slam through a fully grown male Rhico like that—and without making so much as a sound. No wonder Tahirel had instantly dismissed me as the threat; there was no way I could have done that. Blood was rapidly spreading from that hole, but the ground seemed to soak it up as quickly as it left his body. It made me uncomfortable to watch, so I looked away.

Tahirel had risen to his feet now and was talking into his comm device as he spun slowly in a circle and searched. The others were also up, weapons drawn. I could see the fear on their faces. These hardened criminals had been rattled by the attack last night, and now another of their number was dead by some inexplicable means. They were spooked. They were getting superstitious, and when one of them fired at what looked to be nothing more than a branch swaying in the wind, it was like a powder keg blew up. They all began firing into the woods around them. Only their boss kept it together, shouting at them to stop wasting their weapon charges. 

I tried to duck out of the way, scared their wild firing would hit me, but all I managed to do was yank on the rope around my neck again. Gasping for air, I was on my bound hands and knees, dragging air frantically through my bruised windpipe. When the rope above me suddenly snapped, it unraveled and spooled, and finally, I could breathe. I twisted my sore neck, searching for answers, and saw a pair of black eyes glittering at me from high above. There was the gleam of a knife blade as it caught a sunbeam, and then he was gone.

Blazing stars, it was the Viridara male. He had survived last night’s mayhem. He was here! My heart thudded against my ribs, beating frantically with a fresh surge of hope. He was helping me—did that mean he was the good guy after all? I wanted so badly to trust him that it hurt. Tired beyond exhaustion, I had been on the run for so long that the dream of having someone to lean on was too tempting. I couldn’t trust that feeling—because I wanted it so badly. Did that even make sense? I wasn’t sure of anything right now.

“There he is!” Tahirel yelled, and for the first time, he fired—the shot sizzling through the air and slamming into the tree above my head. There was a rustling noise, and then I saw a shadow blot out the light as it leaped from the tree straight for the Elrohirian leader. I blinked, then raised my fists to rub at my tired eyes, but the shapes did not make any sense to me: long green wings, a writhing set of thick green tentacles, several black-clad limbs. And then a head raised, and I looked straight into a pair of eyes blacker than night. What in the name of the god of cold and death was he? Because, by Vamor, that was not normal. That was not Viridara at all.

I was not the only one terrified and confused by his appearance. The Rhico was dead, but all the others were abandoning what little gear they had and running for their lives. I had never seen a Kertinal with notches in his horns look that terrified before—eyes wide and glowing, his tail whipping wildly behind him as his long-legged stride propelled him behind some bushes. I could hear their steps, the breaking of twigs, and their cursing as they ran for their lives, but in the clearing, silence reigned.

My legs felt unsteady when I climbed to my feet, my knees shaking, my thighs burning, and my toes feeling like ice inside my pretty boots. Without the rope around my neck, I was also free to make a run for it, but something kept me rooted to the spot: the black eyes, the chiseled jawline, and the way this strange, not-Viridara seemed familiar to me. It was him—the guy from last night—but not him at the same time. How was that possible?

The large green wings were more like a pair of giant leaves, sprouting from his shoulder blades along with a pair of writhing, twisting vines. Vines, not tentacles—they even had leaves sticking daintily from the coiling lengths. The rest of him, when he rose and turned to face me, was still normal—devastatingly normal. His armor outlined his sleek body and each bulge and dip of his muscles, from his six-pack to his defined pectorals. I was even treated to the dips of his hips, and if not for the belt with several pouches, the bulge at his crotch would have looked obscene. He might have extra appendages that were bizarre, but his body was a work of art.

“Are you all right?” he asked, taking a step toward me. It was the first time I had heard his voice, the first time in days that someone had spoken to me with any semblance of kindness. A roiling pit of emotions opened up inside my belly at that question. Was I all right? When was the last time someone had asked me that? I couldn’t recall. My brother had certainly never cared about my state of mind, and since his death, I had even fewer people who cared about me. Zero, in fact. Unless I counted Brace—and right now, I wasn’t even sure if Brace was still alive.

His voice was so calm and polite—too friendly. I wasn’t sure what to make of this. Was he friend or foe? He was clearly chasing after us, or he wouldn’t be here now, so what did he want? Until I knew that, I couldn’t trust him—but I wanted to. Very badly. My exhausted, bruised body was more than ready to surrender to someone else for a bit, to find shelter where it could. I swayed, my head dipping, and then I shook it, my trembling bottom lip struggling for control. The medallions dangling from my Caratan chain chimed gently as they swung together, but the sound was not soothing to my jangled nerves.

He took a step toward me, and my eyes snagged on a hint of pink and purple. It was a flower, tucked partially beneath a panel of his armor where a tear allowed me to see pieces of his gleaming green skin. Why was he wearing a flower? His hand came up, and my eyes left the pretty bloom to look at that open palm. “It’s gonna be okay. You are safe now,” he said. 

I didn’t believe it for a second—at least, my mind didn’t think I should believe it. My body? It was so onboard with that sentiment that it simply shut down. Enough was enough—the stress of last night, the stress of fleeing my brother’s home, and the stress of evading those who chased me. It couldn’t take more, and at that first offer of safety, it leaped.

Swaying, my knees began to give out. I tried to lock them so I’d remain upright rather than fall over like an idiot at the feet of this big, handsome, green stranger. He stepped toward me, his black eyes growing wide with alarm. Viridara did have an iris and pupil, but they were so large and dark that they did not appear that way. Like a prey animal, my mind helpfully supplied, but this guy exuded nothing but lethal, predatory grace. He was definitely not anyone’s definition of prey. I, on the other hand, very much felt like a small, helpless animal.

Fainting was the last thing I wanted to do, but I had little choice in the matter. I gave it a good fight, but as my vision began to gray around the edges, I knew it was all over. The last thing I remembered seeing as I collapsed was the stranger’s face right above mine. Gah, his cheekbones were sharp enough to cut, and those weird extra eye spots his species had gleamed golden at his temples. His lashes were dark green and enviously long, and his dark lips looked incredibly tempting. I slipped into darkness, wondering what it would be like to kiss him, and I did not even know his name.


Chapter 7

Tasseloris

She had fainted. Her body was so light and frail as I held her in my arms, cradled tightly against my chest. She was tiny compared to me, and I worried that I’d hurt her if I tried to move her. Had she gotten injured in ways I hadn’t been able to see? I could smell the blood from the cuts and abrasions on her wrists, but she did not smell sick. She smelled good—tired, but good. Her scent was female, a little exotic, and uniquely hers while also marking her as Elrohirian.

Though tempting, I could not stand here with her in my arms until she woke up. She needed help, and I needed answers. If I’d had my comm, I’d have called for help in a heartbeat, pride be damned. Dravion, our doctor, would be able to take care of her injuries on the spot and ensure there was nothing worse than exhaustion and bruises going on. My mind flashed to the moment I’d seen her and noticed the noose around her neck. What a barbaric, cruel way to keep her in line while they rested. It had infuriated me so much that I’d leaped into action without formulating a proper plan of attack. It was the only reason the others had gotten away, leaving us in a clearing with a dead campfire and an even deader Rhico.

We could not stay here, and I needed my backpack with supplies so I could bandage her wrists. I wished she’d stayed conscious long enough to tell me her name, but it hardly mattered. We’d have time for that later. Right now, I needed to heal her wounds and get her to safety.

Distracted by my female, I had let the Elrohirian male go, and he’d snuck away behind my back. I would have liked to press him for answers while my female rested, but I was not going to track him down now, no matter how obvious his trail was. Turning, I strode away from the clearing in the opposite direction from where Jalima’s males had fled. There was a cave nearby that would make for a suitable resting spot. I’d sensed it—a void in the dirt, a place where plants did not grow. It was the perfect place to rest, safe from the Takchaw, who could not penetrate rock.

“Kreeepiche?” The sound came from my left and slightly above. I already knew what I’d see before I looked, but I looked anyway. There she was—the little Entling—dangling upside down from a tree branch. Her pink tendrils and petals tilted up toward the sun, her green eyes huge in her delicate little face. She was as cute as my female was, and also still nameless.

“You can’t keep following me, sweet one,” I said to her with a deep sigh. Not only was she going to get me killed if anyone saw me with her, but I had my female to keep safe. I could not protect them both. “Find your Sire,” I insisted again, but it was clear that the little Entling did not understand—or maybe did not want to understand—what I said. She made another sweet little chirping noise and then let go of her branch to float lightly to the ground. I ducked around her and kept walking, and I knew that she was following. Fine, I’d make this work somehow.

I held my pretty woman against my chest, one-armed, once I entered the cave. The supplies I needed were in my backpack, and it took a moment to extract them from beneath my sails and the vines I’d grown from my shoulders. If Master Eryngium saw me now, he might actually be impressed. Most plantists could only master one of these skills one at a time, not both at once. The sail was heavy, but I managed to shift it aside so I could free my bedroll. Once that was spread on the ground, I gently placed my female on it.

The Entling was still at the entrance to the cave; she had not come in, but her curious eyes were watching everything. I glanced at her and then started saying things that would see me killed if any Viridara heard. “If you’re going to stick around, you might as well make yourself useful, you know.” I gently picked up my mate’s wrist and showed the little Entling the wounds the ties had caused. After I’d cut the bindings, I had been appalled to discover just how deep the wounds were. “Some Virad berries would help with this. Can you bring me those?”

The Entling made a soft noise that could be agreement, and then she twirled away, her pink vines lifting as if a breeze had caught her. With the Entling gone—hopefully to bring me what my female needed—I focused on her lax, prone form. She wore tall leather boots and some kind of fashionable jumpsuit with a sash around the waist. It looked elegant and not at all suitable for a trek in the woods. Dirt had smudged her knees, and a tear in her left sleeve showcased the pale skin beneath. Dark circles sat like bruises beneath her eyes as well, a testament to her rough night—evidence that maybe she’d had trouble sleeping for more than a single night, actually.

I pulled my med kit from my backpack next and got to work with the limited supplies I had, using the tissue regenerator to heal her wounds and giving her a shot of Dravion’s replenishing stimulants to boost her system. She looked like she needed it. She looked like a woman who’d been on the run awhile, with nobody to look out for her. That was in the past because now she had me, and I’d make sure nobody could harm her. Soon, she’d be back to smiling, with pink in her cheeks and, if her clothing was any indication, a shopping trip to look forward to.

First, I had to make her comfortable and fed, but those were all things that were easy to take care of. I tried not to let myself get distracted by her pale, silky-soft hair, or the way her curvy chest rose and fell as she breathed, outlined by her fashionable jumpsuit. So pretty, so stylish—she was in a league of her own, and I was nowhere near good enough for a girl like her. If I let it, I could hear the reprimands and complaints of my mother echo in the back of my head, but I was done listening to the voices of the past. I might still be struggling to find the right focus, and to control it when I did pull forth my powers, but I had done it. Master Eryngium was wrong; I was not a failure, and my mother was wrong too—I was not something to be ashamed of. When my mate woke, I’d make sure she only saw the competent, powerful male that I was.

“Cheecheek?” The Entling was back. She stood just outside the cave, unwilling, it seemed, to cross onto the rock and lose her touch with the earth. She was holding out her cupped palms, the leafy shapes larger than they had appeared previously. In them lay a pile of Virad berries, all of them thick and lush, shiny with health. Whoa, she’d done as I asked? So she did understand some of what I’d said, enough to know I wanted her to collect these.

Kneeling in front of her, I was impressed by how tiny she was yet again—and how fearless she was of me. She was staring at me with a smile and a trusting look in her huge green eyes, and I felt a surge of protectiveness wash over me. Okay, fine. The Entling didn’t know where her Sire was, but I was strong enough to take care of both of them. Both girls. “Thank you, sweet one,” I said to the Entling, and this time I was far less gruff about it. “You did good.” There were only about ten berries—more hadn’t fit in her hands—but they were thick and juicy, more than enough to make a paste to cover my mate’s wounds.

The pink-and-green little creature watched avidly as I squished the berries in my metal food bowl with a spoon. Then I applied the paste to the Elrohirian female’s wrist with my finger and wrapped white bandages around each wrist to protect the injuries. I found myself talking out loud as I worked. “This works as a clotting and healing agent for Viridara, but Elrohirian and Viridara can interbreed, so I hope it works for her too.” Oh, why did I mention breeding? Was I crazy? Now my cock ached painfully in my pants, and my thoughts filled with all the things I wanted to do to this female. My mouth on her skin, between her thighs, her moans in my ears as I sank deep into her tight passage. Now I had a hard-on, a way-too-curious Entling staring at my every move, and a very much still unconscious mate whose name I did not even know.

I should give the Entling a name if she was going to stick around. It was a good distraction as I set about making a fire and food for my female. I couldn’t allow myself to think of her sexy body again, or I’d never get anything done. She’d think I was a total pervert when she woke and found me drooling at her feet. First impressions mattered. “You’re curiously pink for an Entling,” I said to the little creature, firmly yanking my mind off my female and onto my chosen distraction. The little creature had drifted a little closer, a few tendrils sliding onto the rock and several reaching behind her to stay in touch with the dirt.

Frowning at the sight, I went to the edge of the cave and used my own set of draping vines and my hands to scoop up some rich, loamy earth and scatter it across the rock in a trail to where I’d been working. When I sat back down, the Entling was still at the cave opening, but her wide eyes were luminous, glowing with an inner light. I was certain it was happiness. She seemed to dance as she twirled over the trail of rich earth to come to my side. And then, she shocked me by making the leap from the pathway I’d made for her onto my thigh. From there, her leafy fingers reached up, and with another graceful twirl, she rose on her tendrils.

Frozen in place, I waited to see what she’d do, her weight so slight I barely felt it when she settled herself on my shoulder. Some of her pink, skirt-like tendrils slithered around my neck for purchase, and she settled her tiny head in my hair with a deep sigh. Okay then… I guess she really liked me. I recalled Entlings climbing over their Sires and sitting on their shoulders in this manner. Did she think I was her Sire now?

A soft sigh distracted me from the surprising realization. My mate was beginning to stir, her head twisting left and right, her brow scrunched up. She was not waking easily, as if she fought the rise to the surface. I could understand that; nothing good had been waiting for her here until I’d rescued her. She did not know yet that she could trust me to protect her, but she would know it soon. Then her eyes blinked open, and I was staring into the deepest sapphire. I sighed at the sight of that beautiful gaze, and the little Entling on my shoulder mimicked the sigh with a soft chirp of her own.

By the blazing of the stars, I was a lucky man to have found a woman like her. She was gorgeous and brave; I felt so blessed. “Hello,” I said to her, my mouth dry as I searched for anything more to say, but nothing came to mind. Suddenly, I felt as speechless as Solear, and I wondered if he felt as foolish as I did, unable to find the right words.


Chapter 8

Elyssa

My body was fully convinced it had to fight when I woke up. Tension raced through my muscles, my fists were balled beneath the blankets, and my heart began pounding in my chest. Jalima’s men had taken me captive; they’d tied a noose around my neck; they would kill me when they discovered I was leading them on a fake expedition to get data I was carrying on my person. Blinking open my eyes, I was fully prepared to leap into action—then all that fighting instinct jolted to a halt and dissolved in confusion.

I wasn’t in that improvised camp. There was no noose, and there were no creepy goons standing guard. There was a roof over my head, a rocky roof, but a roof nonetheless. I was also finally warm, from the tips of my toes to my chin. There were blankets over me and soft padding beneath me. Someone had gone to great lengths to make me comfortable, and though my wrists throbbed a little, they had been bandaged too. I recalled then the green Viridara male with the impossible appearance. Was this his doing?

Raising my head, I found him sitting next to me, a tall, looming shape in the gloom of a shallow cave. His eyes were black pools of darkness, his hair raised, the thin, leaf-like strands unfurled to make him seem larger than he was, and he was already freaking huge. My breath caught in my throat at his expression, which felt possessive, as if he was laying claim to me with just that look. It would have scared me, he did scare me, but there was that pink and purple flower, and now there were many more… What warrior wore pink flowers on his armor?

His body was a sculpted work of art, but his high-tech carapace of black metal was damaged in places. Over his ribs, along his side... There was a gap on his thigh, revealing emerald skin. Then there were the weapons strapped to his body: knives, pistols, a long, sharp blade that came perilously close to a sword—or maybe a machete. Green wings, shaped like giant leaves, curled around his shoulders, and a long set of vines draped from beneath those. They moved as if they were limbs; one was holding a spoon and stirring a bowl that smelled of fragrant stew.

The flowers were located above the gap in his armor that crossed high over his chest. A pink bud sat there, and then more pink leaves draped down from his shoulder, while a whole circle of pink blooms sat on that side in his hair, like a lopsided wreath. Then I saw the eyes—a second set of them. I wasn’t talking about a Viridara’s Iredese, the eye-like spots they opened when they felt threatened. This male wasn’t feeling threatened, and his spots were not visible. No, these were big green eyes set in a tiny green face. They were peering at me from the Viridara male’s emerald hair, which had camouflaged the creature so I almost hadn’t noticed it.

“Hello,” the male said, his voice a deep, satisfying rumble. Again, I should have been scared in his presence; rationally, I knew this. This was a stranger—a powerful, dangerous one at that—but the pink and green creature on his shoulder and his sensual voice… I wanted to relax and curl up in these blankets, listen to him talk for hours. That voice, his eyes—they made me believe that my running had finally come to an end, that I was safe. Wasn’t that what he’d said to me right before I’d passed out? Oh, damn it! I’d passed out in front of this stranger. I was such an idiot.

“Who are you?” I forced myself to ask. I was still pretty tired and weak, but I also hadn’t eaten in at least twenty-four hours. That stew he was stirring with his damn plant-tentacle was looking mighty tempting right now. Sitting up was hard. My body didn’t want to move; it wanted more sleep. My strange host slipped his free vine around my back to help prop me up. I wasn’t sure if it was better or worse to be touched through the blankets by that weird appendage. It did not feel warm. It did not really feel like an arm, but it was still a part of him, and he did not withdraw it once I was sitting. He kept it curled around my back as if he did not trust me to support myself.

“I am Tasseloris of the Varakartoom,” he said, his voice lightening with what was clearly pride as he spoke. I found it disconcerting to be looking into his dark eyes and not knowing whether he was looking back at me. Pupils and irises conveyed so much, and to stare into a gaze without… No, that wasn’t true. He did have them; his iris was simply the same color as his pupil and so large it filled his entire eye. Like a beast of prey, like the bovines I’d enjoyed watching on one of my brother’s many properties back on Elrohir.

“What’s your name?” he asked in return, and he leaned toward me as if he were dying to hear my answer. A full-body flush set in that I could not explain. Why did I respond to him like this? I kept wanting to trust him, to reach out to him; my body was relaxing into his supporting vine as if that were totally normal. The desire to lean closer and lick the sharp line of his jaw was overwhelming.

“Elyssa,” I whispered, my eyes darting from his face to the tiny little green thing perched on his shoulder. Telling him my first name couldn’t hurt, could it? I needed to find out why he was here before I trusted him with anything else, and I needed to try to convince him to take me back to the shuttle crash so I could find out if Brace had survived or not. “Who’s your friend?” I nodded at the green face, which was both similar to and very different from Tasseloris. He was Viridara, but with extras somehow. But this little creature was not. For one, they didn’t come in that tiny a size. I’d seen baby Viridara before—they looked very different. It was too much like a plant in some ways and too humanoid in others.

Tasseloris tilted his head, and I wondered if he’d shifted his gaze to look at the passenger riding on his shoulder. “I don’t know her name yet. We’ve only just met, haven’t we, sweet one?” Ah, damn it. The way he cooed at the little creature made me melt—it was so cute. It finally unraveled some of the tension I’d been holding onto; surely, a guy that nice to a stray—whatever that was—couldn’t be bad. The little creature cooed back at him, and I swear she looked as besotted with him as I felt. If he cooed at me like that, I’d probably look that way, too. He hadn’t aimed it at me this time, and already, my stomach was a mess, and warmth ached between my thighs—a throbbing pulse in response to that husky voice.

When he turned his head, I was certain he was looking at me again, and I really hoped he didn’t know what I’d been thinking. By the god of cold and death, did Viridara have a good sense of smell? I could not recall, and Vamor bless me, I really wished I did. Did he know that he’d turned me on just by talking and looking so good? This was the exhaustion talking—I was delirious from hunger. “Let me get you some food, Elyssa,” Tasseloris said, and my heart leaped. Had he read my thoughts?

I watched his green hands move with confidence as he scooped fragrant stew into a bowl and placed it in my lap. They were big hands, long-fingered, and scrapes decorated several of his knuckles. He’d been in a fight, but I already knew that. He’d been in several fights, rescuing me and others from those mouth-holes in the ground last night—then me from Jalima’s men this morning. The reminder of his ability to do violence didn’t sober my libido the way it should have; it only inflamed it.

He was watching, hovering close to me, his vine still wrapped around my back in support. I picked up the spoon and took a delicate nibble, then moaned in surprise at how good that stew tasted. Before I knew it, I was digging into that bowl with fervor, devouring every bite to fill the aching emptiness of my stomach. I didn’t become aware of my surroundings until I’d finished every last bite and my spoon was loudly scraping against the edge of the bowl. I raised my head, heat stealing into my cheeks when I realized what I’d done. That was rude, and what if he’d put poison in the food? I’d been way too trusting. I knew nothing about him except his name and the fact that he was a mercenary.

“Ah, thank you for the food. I must have been hungrier than I realized,” I said. His mouth tilted into a smile, lips curling, eyes twinkling, and my abdomen clenched tightly in response. He was devastatingly handsome when he did that. It wasn’t fair for a male to smile like that. I was completely unprepared for its effects. Swallowing roughly, I tried to make myself focus on the things I wanted to know. “Why are you here? Who are you?” I wanted to know if he was after me, but it seemed dangerous to just ask that. What if he wasn’t after me now, but would be then? He was a mercenary, and if he knew people wanted me, he might sell me out. I struggled to believe he’d do that, but just because his smile looked trustworthy didn’t mean it was. My brother had been very good at making people trust him.

He sat back on his heels then, taking the empty bowl with him. “You’re welcome, Elyssa,” he said, and my veins sang in pleasure at the sound of my name on his lips. I was responding to him so strongly. I’d never experienced that before, and I didn’t want to contemplate what it could mean. Good things like that did not happen to me. “I am Tasseloris,” he said again. Then he made a coughing noise and corrected, “Tass. My friends call me Tass.” Was he telling me I could call him that? Was he implying that I was his friend?

“Tell me, Elyssa, were you in the jungle to meet someone?” How did he know that? So he was here for me. My mind raced with possibilities, all of them bad. But he derailed my spiral by adding, "Brace. You came to see Brace?" His tone was baffled and a little confused, as if he couldn't figure out why anyone would want to meet Brace. But to find that strange, he had to know the male himself, or it wouldn't matter. Silly hope leaped once again in my chest, and my whole being seemed to want to lean into that. See, we could trust him, he was a friend of Brace, maybe Brace had even sent him to help me.

I forced myself to tread more carefully than my eager heart wanted me to, but I did nod. He already knew about Brace; I might as well admit it and see where that led me. His mouth twitched, and then he was smiling again. “I can’t believe you know him! He’s such a recluse… I didn’t think Brace knew anyone except the crew, and even that’s debatable. Most of us have never even seen his face!” Never seen his face? What did he mean by that? And crew? A suspicion began to form in my head, but I did not need to express it. Tasseloris, or Tass as his friends called him, seemed happy to keep talking.

“Brace is our chef on the Varakartoom. He’s been there longer than I have, so you must have met him years ago. Is that right? He was supposed to come down with me to meet you, but he backed out at the last moment.” That answered one question. If Tass was even speaking the truth, Brace had not died in that shuttle crash—he hadn’t been in it. Unless this was an elaborate lie from my green host to get me to trust him: act like he knew my contact, like he was here to help me, and I’d hand over what I knew, no questions asked.

Staring at his handsome, animated face and the cute pixie with her pink crown perched on his shoulder, I could not believe that this male would betray me. He probably meant every word he said; as earnest as he sounded, it was hard to fake that. I relaxed a little as he talked, sharing with me an anecdote about the one time he’d almost figured out which species the elusive Brace, the chef, was. I knew, but I was not going to share that secret if it was one that Brace wanted kept. So Tass was probably the real deal, a little too sweet and innocent-sounding to be a mercenary, but I could not forget how menacing and dangerous he’d first appeared to me. Nor could I forget his fighting skills, as he’d literally backflipped and somersaulted through the battlefield.

When my companion fell silent, I filled that silence by explaining. “I knew Brace years ago, yes. When he was a gladiator owned by Jalima. I contacted him because I have data on Jalima’s operations.” When Tass gave me an eager, almost dangerous grin, I knew this information was exactly what he was after. So I raised a hand and spoke the same bluff I’d given Tahirel yesterday. “Not on me. I hid it. It’ll be sent to all major news outlets in ten days if I don’t check in.” None of that was true, and this time, the lie tasted weird on my tongue. Sending Tass on a fool’s errand did not feel nearly as satisfying as doing so to Tahirel had felt.

“Okay,” he said with a nod, “we’ll get that data and give my crewmates a chance to catch up to me.” He tapped the collar of his armor on the right side of his neck. “My comm is destroyed, but they’ll track me down and retrieve us soon enough. Don’t worry, Elyssa. You are in good hands. I will keep you safe.”

When he said it like that, it sounded like a vow. Silly me—I believed him.


Chapter 9

Tasseloris

My female was more exhausted than she wanted to let on. I suspected that she did not believe she could trust me, but I would earn her trust soon enough. If I had been on the run for as long as she had, I would struggle to accept help when it was offered to me, too. From what little she did share with me, I got the impression that it had been months since she’d last slept peacefully. That was a long time to sleep with one eye open, so I was not surprised that her exhaustion was getting the better of her now.

We were in no rush. If, like she said, her data was safely hidden, we still had more than a week to retrieve it. Camping here for the rest of the day and night would only give the Varakartoom a chance to catch up to me, and I’d feel better knowing I had some of my brothers with me by tomorrow. I had not traveled that far from the wreck; it shouldn’t take them more than a few hours to find me.

Elyssa had curled up in my bedroll and fallen asleep after our talk and a second helping of the stew. It was a berry- and herb-enhanced reheating of an emergency ration, and I was glad she found it to her taste. Often, these rations tasted like crap, but here on a Viridara planet, I knew what to add to improve their taste. The Entling did not need that kind of sustenance, but she’d delicately nibbled on a spoonful out of curiosity. I had finished the leftovers and then gone out to set snares to augment our food supplies. I could not shake the feeling that we might be on our own a little while longer. We’d certainly remain down on the planet until we’d retrieved Elyssa’s data—that’s what the Captain had sent me down for, after all.

Night had fallen, dark settling over the forest, when I returned to the cave to check on my sleeping female. My perimeter wards had not shown any sign of activity, but I still scouted the woods to make sure we were safe before I settled next to the campfire again to keep watch. “A name,” I murmured quietly as I watched Elyssa sleep. She had her hand tucked beneath her head, her mouth curled in a slight smile. The delicate point of her ear stuck through her pale hair, and her Caratan chain glittered in the fading light of the campfire.

The Entling tilted her head my way when I spoke. She’d drifted closer to Elyssa, giving into her curiosity now that my female was asleep again. Any closer, and the Entling would be able to reach out and touch my mate’s cheek. I could already tell what had drawn the sweet one’s attention: the glittering gold chain and its small golden medallions. They glittered prettily, and the Entling was drawn to them. “You shouldn’t bother her while she’s sleeping, sweet one. She needs her rest.” Pink flowers ruffled along the Entling’s head and shoulders, as if she were offended. “Pinky, how does that sound? Petals?” The latter was the name of the Viridara port city I’d grown up in, and I discarded it immediately, even if it did suit her.

“What about…” I dug deep into my memory to come up with the name of my favorite great-grandmother from my father’s side. The woman had passed before I’d taken the Plantist tests, and she’d always been kind, if a little senile. She also always carried a pouch of dried, sweetened berries with her and wore flowers in her hair. I hadn’t thought of her in years—forgotten, pushed away along with the memories of growing up in my mother’s household and, later, the Sacred Grove. “Nelumbo Necifura? Nelly for short?”

She did not respond to the name with a sound, but more blooms began to open along her spindly arms and all along the tendrils that gave her the appearance of wearing a skirt. I took that to be a good sign. “Nelly it is.” Nelly and Elyssa—my girls. How odd. I’d left on this mission thinking I was going to prove myself, alone. Now my goals had shifted to include two entirely new beings, and I hadn’t even thought of how they were going to fit into my life yet. Elyssa might be able to live aboard the Varakartoom, but I could never take an Entling off her planet… Problems for later.

I watched as Nelly danced around Elyssa’s sleeping figure, humming a gentle tune that lay on the edge of my hearing—notes I almost heard, notes I missed, and bell-like sounds I definitely heard. The Entling was growing less fearful of stepping onto the rock, as if she was beginning to learn that it wasn’t dangerous to her. I didn’t think it was, but I knew I had to double-check when I had a chance. As a boy, I recalled seeing my first Sire during a Festival of Flowers. I remembered marveling at the huge, tree-like creature as it strode along our cobblestone streets. It had not harmed the huge Sire, but then, the Sire had been around longer than the city of Petal. Did that mean Nelly was safe to touch rock? Or would she be safe only when she had grown up to be a Sire herself?

What about Elyssa? Who was she? Where had she come from? That she was on the run was obvious, and that she knew damning information on Jalima also had to be true. The crimelord wouldn’t have sent males after her if he didn’t fear what she could do. She had admitted to knowing Brace during a time when he’d been owned by Jalima as a gladiator. I didn’t even know Brace was once a feared fighter of the sands, let alone that Jalima had been his owner. It made sense, though, because our captain, Asmoded, had a vendetta against the crimelord and a penchant for collecting males with similar goals—like Aramon and Solear, like Jaxin, and now, it seemed, like Brace.

I was still pondering all these questions when Elyssa began to stir in her blankets. A soft moaning noise escaped her, her head thrashing against the pillow, her legs sliding beneath the blankets. She was having a nightmare of some kind—a dream filled with darkness, maybe even bad memories. She tossed and turned, making pained noises, but she did not rise. Unable to stand seeing her in distress, I went to her side and gently cupped her cheek. “Wake, Elyssa. Wake up, you are dreaming!” She did not wake, but her head twisted into my palm, pressing closer. Eyelids flickered with the rapid movement of her eyes, but her expression was starting to go lax again, the distress smoothing away as if it had never been.

I waited until she seemed to fall back into a deeper sleep before I gently lifted my hand away. Instantly, a frown furrowed her brow, and she began moving restlessly again. Okay, my presence soothed her; that was good. I tried not to preen smugly at that knowledge. She was suspicious of me when awake, but asleep, she knew exactly where she belonged and that she was safe.

Settling on my side, I curled one sail beneath me to lie on and slipped the other over the two of us. Then I drew her carefully into my arms and snuggled her against my chest. Her relieved sigh and the way her slender body relaxed against mine were my reward. Her scent and the instant arousal her nearness evoked were my torture—but worth it, so worth it. “Sleep, Elyssa. You are safe,” I murmured against the crown of her hair. I’d rest with my girls for a while and be fresh and ready for action when my crewmates showed up in a few hours.

Nelly seemed to agree with this plan. She drifted along the sail doubling as a blanket, then settled into the crook of my neck to nap herself. Perfect.

***

Elyssa

I woke up warm and rested. This was the first time in a long while that I’d woken up slowly, rousing from slumber all languidly, like I had all the time in the world. I had to be in my bed back home on Elrohir, and my servant Asweana was going to yank open my curtains and bring me a breakfast tray any minute. It smelled good, but I couldn’t place the scent. Was it some kind of new herbal jelly the chef was testing to go with his fresh bread?

Blinking open my eyes slowly was difficult, my eyes felt a little gritty with dust. I rubbed at them with the back of my hand and instantly noticed the pale white bandage wrapped around my wrist. My breathing stalled in my throat, and I forced myself to assess the situation. This wasn’t my bed. How had I been able to think it was? This was nothing like the silk sheets or fluffy pillows, and yet, I was very comfortable.

There were bandages around my wrists, a well-worn bedroll that smelled good but also like a male; it jarred my memory, flushing away the pleasant prospect of a lazy morning in my brother’s Elrohiran mansion. No, I’d never have those again. I was a woman on the run, hunted by Jalima’s males until I either struck a blow that made them back off or they killed me. The question was, could I trust Tass? Warmth in the pit of my stomach told me that I wanted to, that my first instinct was a wholehearted yes. In the light of day, I forced myself to make a more rational assessment.

I was alone inside the small cave, and the fire had been banked. Only coals glowed in the fire pit, but wood had been stacked nearby, waiting to be used. There was no second bedroll, but a backpack with supplies was leaning against one wall. A curious scattering of loamy earth lay in a circle around the fire pit and came all the way to the edge of my bedroll. A dip in the dirt there was curiously shaped like a man—a large man—as if Tass had lain down at my side, too close to be polite, and slept right next to me. My stomach didn’t just feel warm now; it clenched and swooped, excited by the thought that I’d been that close to him. Now I was sad I had been asleep for it. What would it have felt like to be in his arms? I was fooling myself; had I been awake, I would have told him to get lost.

Sitting up, I tried to get my bearings in a different way. Where was this cave? And where was Tasseloris? I still wore all my clothes, though my boots had been left near the fire, getting warm and dry. A canteen of water sat on the floor next to the bedroll, along with a neatly packaged energy bar. I drank my fill and ate without reservations while stomping into my boots and heading for the cave entrance to peer outside.  

It was light, but it was still early. The cave was situated on a slight incline, and I could see out over a stretch of the forest. Mist clung to branches, and silver and violet streaked across the still-gloomy sky in a bright array of colors to the west. There was no sign of my strange mercenary companion—not so much as a footstep in the dirt. Not that I was any good at tracking things, but I imagined the muddy ground should have lent itself to boot prints. My feet were leaving them, so why hadn’t his? Or had it rained since he’d left? I felt an odd sense of abandonment wash over me at the thought, as if I did not like the thought that he’d left me behind. It was silly. Besides, his backpack was still in the cave—he’d come back for that, if not for me.

If my thoughts had the power to summon him, he appeared beneath a tall tree. His armor looked a little worse today, the gap over his ribs allowing me to see his green skin and the darker purple stripes that decorated him. His Iredese were flared—bright golden spots that danced along his temples—and his hair was raised in a wild, voluminous mane of leaves and strands around his head. He looked tall, imposing, forbidding in the way he had his sharp jaw gritted. When he raised a hand and waved, his tone was friendly as he greeted me. Around his raised hand, the small plantish creature danced, partially in the air, partially clinging with pink tendrils to his thick wrist.

“Tass!” I called back to him. “Is everything all right?” I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had him rattled, but he had smoothed away his tension—his Iredese shutting, hair fluttering to lie against his head once more. He was all smiles as he bounded up the hill in a few great leaps, and I peered curiously behind him to see if he was leaving any prints. None. Of course, he knew how not to make tracks, but how did he avoid them in the freaking mud?

I hadn’t realized I was standing in a slight drizzle of rain or that I’d moved out of the cave opening toward him. Not until he raised one of those massive leaf-like appendages that draped like wings off his back. It was a massive umbrella that he curled above my head, his black eyes glittering and his mouth stretched in a wide smile. “Feeling better this morning, Elyssa?” he asked me. So he was ignoring my question. I wondered if he just didn’t want to tell me or if he thought this question was more important. I knew what it would have meant had my brother done this, but somehow, I didn’t see Tass as the type to keep secrets. His expression was just too open and eager when he looked into my face.

“Better,” I agreed with him, my arms sliding around myself to ward off the chill in the air. This was a jungle, and I’d never been to one before, so I didn’t actually know what the weather was supposed to be like, but it was colder than I expected it to be. Mostly, today, it was miserably wet and foggy. “So now what? What’s going on?” I knew he probably expected answers from me as much as I wanted to know about him—unless he already knew exactly who I was. He claimed he was here in Brace’s stead, that he was supposed to be meeting me. Could I really believe that? My brother’s home and friends, the nasty people that had often visited our house—none of that made me inclined to trust quickly.

“My brothers should have caught up to us by now. There must be something delaying them. It’s not great, but we will manage on our own. We’ll eat, and then we will set out to retrieve your data. The faster we can leave here, the better.” To my surprise, he raised one of those weird tentacle vines sprouting from his back to hold up a pair of fat, already plucked birds. I assumed those were going to be our breakfast. My stomach turned—not at the thought of eating freshly hunted bird, but because of Tass’s plan. He was basing it all on a lie, but I couldn’t bring myself to correct him. Not yet. I had to be sure I was safe with him first.

Allowing him to lead me inside, I watched as he stoked the fire for cooking. The little plant creature was dancing along the trail of dirt, twirling and making gentle cooing noises. She brushed by my leg each time, closer and closer, until I knew it was not a mistake. She was checking me out, touching me with her vines. Was it curiosity? I was also curious; I’d never seen a creature like her before. A plant that wasn’t a plant, an animal that wasn’t an animal. Was she an adult of her species? Could she talk? She looked so similar in shape to Tass and me—two arms and legs, a head and eyes, even a mouth.

“Nelly, leave our new friend in peace, will you?” Tass drawled from where he was crouched next to his cooking birds. He was smiling, but tension was visible in the tightness along his shoulders and in the way his leaf wings were raised rather than lying smoothly against his spine. The pair of vines were also coiling and writhing, twisting and curling. It had to be my imagination, but it almost felt like the vines were eagerly twisting my way, only to be yanked back each time before they could reach me. I wondered if it was a reflection of the turmoil inside him—and why did I think that was hot?

Nelly, the plant girl, spun to a stop a few feet away from me. Her large green eyes blinked up at my face, all of her curiosity right there for me to see. I smiled, endeared and already feeling safer because of her presence. There was no way Tass could be bad news with a tiny pixie like that for a friend. “What is she?” I dared to ask, my curiosity about her outweighing my need to know more about Tass at that instant.

Tass lifted his head away from his cooking birds to glance at Nelly, a frown furrowing his brow. “You don’t know? Did you not pass through Bloom before you ended up in the jungle? Pamphlets on the Sires and the Entlings are everywhere. It is Viridara’s biggest attraction.” Begrudgingly, he added, “Besides the lantern festivals.” As if the lantern festivals—which I did know about—were not really worth knowing. I tried to recall the many touristy folders and displays lined up on a shelf inside my hotel. I remembered looking at them because I found it so charming that they had paper folders to look at—very old school. Granted, I’d been on the run, afraid for my life, and very tired when I checked in, but for the life of me, I could not remember something as cutesy as Nelly.

I shook my head and rolled a shoulder in a half shrug, half expecting a lecture from my Viridara companion. Had I offended him by not knowing? This was the first time I was on a Viridara world, and Elrohir, where I’d lived most of my life, did not trade with any of the numerous colonies. Until I left my homeworld on this mad run for safety with my purloined data, I’d never even seen a Viridara. Let alone heard of Entlings or Sires, whatever those might be.

Tass chuckled. “Don’t look so guilty. I’m sure there’s plenty I don’t know about your home planet.” He raised one of the spits with a roasted bird on it and held it out to me. “Breakfast.” I took it and carefully nibbled on the crispy skin and soft, tasty meat. My host let me sit on the bedroll for comfort, but he was done eating in a few quick bites himself and was too restless for sitting. Instead, he inventoried his supplies, lining them up on the floor before carefully repacking each item. His Entling—or Sire?—hovered at his elbow and cooed at all the shiny things, her vines reaching for whatever caught her fancy. Tass let her, and when he did intervene, it was clearly because she’d tried to snatch up a weapon—of those, there were quite a lot.

“This is your homeworld?” I asked in between nibbling on the warm meat. There were over a dozen Viridara worlds, and, very originally, they were even named One through Twelve—or were they at Fourteen by now? I somehow had not pegged him as a local, given that he supposedly knew Brace, wore high-tech armor, and was called a mercenary by Tahirel. Now that I thought about it, I hadn’t actually asked Tass if that last part was true or not, but he certainly looked the part.

I was oddly relieved when Tass gave me a curt "no" as an answer, but after a beat or two of silence, it seemed he couldn’t stay mad about my assumption. “I come from Eight, but all Viridara worlds are exactly the same. The landscapes vary, and the names of the cities change. But the worlds are terraformed after Viridara herself—replicas. Seen one, seen them all.” Well, that sounded boring. Maybe that explained why I knew so little about this planet. I’d picked a location at random within reach of what I thought I could travel without discovery, but really, it had been Brace who had suggested our final meeting place.

“Are you done eating?” I was startled by the question, but since my stick with bird was almost finished, I couldn’t exactly deny it. When I nodded, Tass rose and began dousing the fire, kicking the remaining coals apart and covering them with dirt to smother any sparks. “Let’s go then. Lead us to your data. The sooner we get out of here, the better.” At the words, my stomach dropped—not in a pleasant way like earlier, when I thought Tass might have slept protectively at my side. I hated that I was lying to him, but I still had no definitive proof that he was on my side. My brother had been the best conman around; he’d even managed to appear like a wealthy, respectable Elrohirian male in the social circles he’d frequented. You couldn’t trust just because they had a pretty face and a winning smile. So I kept my mouth shut and vowed I’d give it another day. Ask questions. Learn the truth.


Chapter 10

Elyssa

“Aren’t you worried those men Jalima sent after me will track us down?” I asked a few hours into our walk. I’d picked a direction at random, and Tass hadn’t questioned it, but how long would that last? I felt hopelessly turned around at this point, certain we were lost—if not for the confident way my very strange Viridara companion navigated the currently wet, misty, and gloomy jungle.

“No,” Tass said, his leafy wing rising to hover near my shoulder. It prevented a nasty splash of water from landing on me. He’d been doing things like that all morning, and he was incredible at predicting when one of the large leaves above our heads got too heavy with water and would dump its load. That didn’t mean I wasn’t cold and wet, but it would have been a lot more miserable if not for him. I was starting to enjoy the views, especially the one right next to me.

Distracted by the way the water drops were rolling down his armor, his green skin, and his very muscular chest, I almost missed what he said next. “They can’t find us unless I want them to find us, trust me. You don’t need to worry about that scum.” He jerked a hand toward our left, waving vaguely. “They are currently regrouping over there. But they don’t know where we are.” I didn’t understand how he could know that unless he was psychic, had super hearing, or had scouted them before. Oh, he probably had scouted for them, when I was sleeping and he was catching our food.

“Okay,” I murmured, nibbling on my bottom lip as I thought this through. Pretty soon, Tass was going to figure out that I didn’t know where we were going. This wasn’t going to last a whole day. I needed answers, and I needed them fast. “Tell me why you’re here. Tell me why I should trust you.” Wow, those were barely even questions—they’d come out as demands. Breathless, I waited to see how he’d respond. Would he snap? Would he be upset that I wanted to know more? Doubted his integrity? That was what my brother would do: deflect with anger, make you feel small and worthless until you wanted to believe him just so he’d stop.

Tasseloris halted in his tracks, his form shivering and rustling as he resettled the large “sails,” as he called them, along his back. One of his vines snaked out from behind him and caught me around my waist, not fully closing—more like a half-embrace. The grip was firm enough that when it pushed me forward, I went, stumbling through the muck toward him. His hands caught me before I could fall—one arm sliding around my waist, the other cupping my shoulder. That one slid along my nape, then jaw, cupping my chin and raising it so our eyes met.

“Trust me?” he said in a low tone that could be mistaken for anger. There was a vein ticking along his temple, and I was certain it meant he was very close to letting his Iredese flare to life. “You can trust me, Elyssa. I have told you nothing but the truth, but you haven’t been so nice, have you?” Ah, stars, he knew. How long had he known? I still couldn’t tell if he was mad, either; his black eyes were indecipherable pools of darkness, his expression tight but not aggressive. He had none of the tells my brother had when he was mad but hiding it.

I nibbled on my bottom lip and resisted the urge to reach up and touch the medallions dangling from my Caratan chain. On second thought, maybe it was better if I fiddled with the chain dangling from my nose ring to my earlobe. My palms were pressed very inappropriately on his chest, the left hand perilously close to touching skin through the tear in his suit. Why was I thinking about what that strip of emerald would feel like, rather than my answer? I was going crazy, that was the only answer. My panties were embarrassingly wet, as if I liked the way he’d manhandled me into his arms. Why had he done that.

With his large hand holding my chin, I could not avoid his gaze, and I was certain he was seeing all my thoughts and feelings plainly on my face. He was staring at me, patient but firm, and I squirmed in his grip as I tried to figure out what to say. In the end, I went with the truth. “I did not hide the data about Jalima in the jungle.” Baldly stated, it felt so stupid that I’d misled him. Of course I could trust Tass; he was my protector… He was Brace’s friend, and he’d proven he’d protect me when he’d rescued me from Tahirel.

My lashes fluttered as they lowered. “Are you going to kiss me?” Holy crap, had I just said that out loud? Clearly, he was still mad that I’d gotten us lost in the woods for no good reason. Tass blinked twice with his large black eyes, the veins on his temples pulsed, and then the Iredese glimmered golden. See? Mad. But he didn’t look mad when his mouth twisted into a half-smirk I found far too sexy. Then his head lowered, and his mouth crashed into mine—an explosion of passion as he did what I asked. This was not just a kiss but a claim, and I felt it down to the very tips of my toes.

His vines curled around me, tugging me closer while his hand kept a tight grip on my chin so I could not escape. With his other arm, he stroked along my spine before cupping me beneath my ass and lifting me straight out of the mud. Our tongues tangled, sensation lancing through me as our mouths mimicked the act of sex. It was the longest, most devastating kiss I’d ever experienced—I never wanted it to end. Tass flooded my senses, my brain, until I couldn’t think straight. Everything had gone dark, as if the sun had set while our mouths were fused, but it was his sails wrapping us tightly into a private cocoon.

When he abruptly lifted his head from mine, I was not ready for that. A mewled protest escaped me before I could rein it in. My heart was pounding furiously in my chest, and my breathing was just as rapid. I couldn’t make sense of what was going on around me either. Everything was dark, and then it was too bright when he slid his sails down. The jungle was still misty, gloomy, and wet. Dampness clung to everything, and dripping sounds were prevalent. They weren’t the only sounds, though. Over my ragged breathing, I heard other noises too, my sharp ears picking them up now that I wasn’t quite so dazzled by that kiss.

Tass had not let go of me; his arm kept me pinned to his chest with my feet dangling in the air. But he was on high alert, his Iredese glowing brightly and his vines raised threateningly around his shoulders. “What’s happening?” I asked, unable to make sense of the rustling and squelching I could hear. It seemed to come from all around us, either because it echoed somehow or because we were surrounded by whatever this was. Then I heard someone curse—low but fiercely—under their breath, and my stomach twisted with fear. “I thought you said they wouldn’t be able to find us!”

“Quiet,” Tass hissed. “They shouldn’t. Which means there’s a tracker on you.” I wanted to protest fiercely that it wasn’t me, why couldn’t it be on him? But that didn’t make any sense. I was the one who had been tracked to the meeting place and then held captive by Tahirel, the leader of Jalima’s men down here. Tass had to have the patience of a saint to put up with me, or… he had ulterior motives. I hated how I kept circling back to that, but now that we weren’t kissing, it was hard not to be suspicious. Nobody had ever done anything for me out of the kindness of their hearts, least of all my brother, my family. So why would Tass? And he was a mercenary.

I couldn’t spend more time on these worries. There were much more pressing matters—like how badly were we surrounded? Did we need to fight our way out? And by "we," that really meant Tass, because I had zero fighting skills to speak of and no weapons to rely on. Could we locate the tracker on me, ditch it, and run before they discovered us?

Tass hadn’t been paying attention to me, so I had to assume he wasn’t going to search for the tracker. I racked my brain as I considered the options. It wasn’t in my boots—I was damn sure about that. I’d had them custom-made and then done final tweaks myself; I knew every inch of stitching, leather, and rubber. My satchel, with its meager supplies, had been lost when Tahirel caught me. Which left my clothing, or me… Dismay filled me when I considered the final option, but I realized I could not dismiss it. It was exactly the kind of thing my brother, Elpherian, would have done—a way to control my every move.

Sick to my stomach, I almost didn’t notice the change in my mercenary companion or the difference in the sounds that surrounded us. They’d gotten quieter, more stealthy, and there was no more swearing about the muddy jungle ground. Tass had gone tight as a bowstring next to me—against me. “We’re going up. Stay quiet,” he whispered. His vines hooked into the tree branches above our heads, and up we went, sailing into the air. I tucked my face against his chest as my stomach dropped, muffling any noise that wanted to escape at the shock.

We landed on a thick branch, and immediately, Tass was pushing me back, tucking me into a spot where the tree split. “Stay,” he murmured, and I feared he’d leave to fight a battle alone down below. But he only turned his back to me, shielding me with his body. One vine came to curl around my waist and the tree, effectively tying me in place so I could not fall, while his sails flared wide, giving him the ultimate balance as he lay in wait for those approaching.

When they came, there were dozens of them, circling around our hiding place with guns at the ready. I recognized some of these men, having seen them at my brother’s home on many occasions. Most of all, I recognized Tahirel and the male he was walking beside—De’tor, a Kertinal male with a high position in Jalima’s power structure. It would not surprise me if this male had taken my brother’s spot as right-hand male after Elpherian had been killed a few months ago. His purple glowing streaks and mane were a surprisingly good camouflage in a forest that was all greens, browns, and pink and purple blooms. The shrubbery at ground level often had purple leaves as well.

De’tor was a bad male, a very bad male. Elpherian had been a bastard and a killer when it suited him, but he was a male who enjoyed the finer things in life and tried to pretend he was sophisticated to boot. De’tor did not care one bit about appearances. He was a blunt instrument of destruction, whereas Elpherian had been a sharply honed knife in the back. If he was here, that meant things were getting deadly. This was no longer a situation I could walk away from unless they were the ones who ended up dead.

Tass was the one who opened fire, and he had rightly judged that De’tor was the true threat. If not for the personal shield the male wore, that first shot would have killed him—I was certain of it. A second shot winged Tahirel next to him, and then two more males dropped before they managed to rally and return fire. It got really hairy then—chaotic. Fire flew, Tass leaped from his perch to avoid it, and somehow, I went unnoticed in all of that. Unnoticed and useless. To my horror, Tass had leaped, but the vine that secured me to the tree had been left behind. No longer part of his body, it was turning brown, withering, but remaining a dried, yet shockingly strong, rope. What the blazing stars was he?

Sailing through the air, his leafy sails kept him aloft as he glided from tree to tree, using a pair of pistols to fight. And when the charges in those guns ran out, he pulled out his machete and dropped to the ground to fight them hand to hand. That’s when he lost the sails—they simply crumbled into dust and blew away on tendrils of fog and wind. His remaining vine was a deadly whip to contend with until De’tor managed to cut it in half. It was then that the tide of battle began to shift. Outnumbered twenty to one, the odds should have been impossible, but Tass had made it look easy to take out half their number. Now things changed.

I had to do something. I couldn’t remain stuck in a tree, waiting for the inevitable. After this, how could I not believe that Tass was on my side? I had to help. Wrenching the dried vine free from my waist took far too long. There were no weapons up here, nothing to throw. The battle had moved away from my tree, though, which I was certain Tass had done on purpose. I couldn’t run if a tracker was on me; they would find me again unless I figured out where it was right this instant. It did not feel right to run anyway—I would not abandon Tass.

Getting out of the tree was hard and left my palms all scratched up from the rough bark. Once on the ground, I finally had access to weapons, and that made it worthwhile. Several males lay where they were felled, and I headed straight for the pair that Tass had shot down in that first volley. They’d never gotten a shot off, so their guns had to be fully charged. It was a good plan. If I could spray some laser fire into that cluster to Tass’s right, I was certain he could defeat De’tor.

The metal of the weapon was cold and wet against my sore hands. It almost slipped from my grasp as I yanked it from the dead male’s grip. It was much heavier than I expected it to be, so I dropped to my knees and cradled it in my lap while I took aim, my finger already on the trigger as I sighted down the long, thick barrel of the thing. This was not a pistol but a rifle or something—I had no clue—just that it was probably going to make a big boom. I braced myself, urgency pounding in my veins. Tass was getting hurt, and the damaged armor he wore wasn’t giving him the right protection. Slashes of red blood decorated his back and chest. One gaping cut across his thigh had hobbled his left leg.

“Drop it,” a cold, vicious voice said from behind me. The tip of a barrel poked hard into the small of my back, and a shiver shot down my spine. No. By Vamor, how could I have forgotten about Tahirel? I should have known he was still crawling around like the vermin he was. 

My entire body felt numb—my fingers especially—when I did as he wanted and dropped the weapon in the dirt next to me. He kicked it out of my reach with the tip of his steel-toed boots, the metal against metal clanking jarringly together. Then he raised his voice. “Surrender, or I shoot the girl. Now!” Tass raised his head, his dark eyes connecting with mine. I willed him to keep fighting, to escape and come back for me later. Anything but surrender. The fight halted as everyone froze to see what my mercenary was going to do.

His body twitched as if he fought to restrain himself, but he dropped the machete and raised his hands in the air. No, don’t surrender, Tass! I was certain they would kill him as soon as they had the chance. There was a certain resignation to his expression that told me he knew it too. De’tor raised his gun with a vicious grin on his black-and-purple visage. My breath stalled in my lungs, and now it wasn’t numbness that filled me but a full-body ache at what I knew was to come. I wanted to close my eyes, but Tass was looking at me, and it felt cowardly to do so. He deserved my full attention in his final moments.

Then the pistol whipped forward—not with laser fire, but with a sharp blow that struck Tass in his Iredese-brightened temple. My big green mercenary collapsed as he lost consciousness, slamming down into the mud with a thud I felt vibrate through my knees where I sat. Stunned, I blinked several times at the sight, certain I’d seen that wrong. Why would De’tor be stupid enough to spare him? Not that I wasn’t grateful—I was immensely relieved they had not killed him. But why?

I was not the only one who was confused. Tahirel yanked me to my feet by my arm and began dragging me to his boss, a snarl twisting his handsome Elrohirian features. “Why did you do that? He killed half our men again. Are you crazy?” He was a bold male for questioning his boss, but maybe he had enough clout to speak his mind. He was certainly getting approval for this line of questioning from the surviving males who either stumbled to their feet or had remained unscathed from that crazy fight.

De’tor clearly did not like being questioned; his expression grew murderous as he stared down my captor with brightly glowing purple eyes. But he proved to be smarter than he appeared, not just a brute. He had to be smart to have risen so highly in Jalima’s ranks, and this was when he showed it. “Have you ever heard of a Viridara male with powers like this one?” he snarled, and he slashed his hand down to where Tass lay face down in the mud. I feared he’d suffocate, but his head had twisted just enough that he could breathe. If any more rainwater pooled around him, he’d begin to drown, but surely it wouldn’t come to that.

I shook my head, just as most of the surviving males, including Tahirel, did. Tass was a mystery to me, his sails and vines a puzzle. It shouldn’t have shocked me when De’tor began raving about Tass’s value as a gladiator for Jalima’s stable. “Imagine what kind of crowds he’ll bring. The boss is going to be so pleased with this catch. Tie him up, tie him up really well. He can’t escape.” So that was it. De’tor had seen the credits roll in if he could pit Tass on the arena sands. He wasn’t wrong; with his skills and his strange powers, he’d draw huge crowds. Greed was the ultimate motivator, and today, I counted myself very lucky because of that.


Chapter 11

Tasseloris

When I woke up, a splitting headache took all my attention. I breathed through that pain until it began to ebb and fade into the background. That wasn’t much of an improvement; other injuries clamored for attention. My chest and back were a shredded mess, my thigh throbbed and ached, while my left leg below it had gone disconcertingly numb. The pain was so bad that it was all I could think about with each slow, deep breath I pulled into my lungs.

And then another thought filled my brain, leaping suddenly to the forefront: Elyssa. My female had been captured, and they had tagged her with a tracker. Adrenaline roared through my body then, pushing away all aches and pains as if they were nothing. I jerked upright, senses wide open, ready to fight.

Darkness had fallen, and the jungle had gone quiet as rain fell in sheets from the heavens. I was protected from the downpour beneath a Kanfira tree, its shape like a giant umbrella with thick leaf coverage. This was a good spot to camp, and I wondered immediately whether it was luck or wisdom that had made them pick it. The Takchaw were repelled by the Kanfira’s extensive root system, so they posed no risk. Likewise, the thick canopy of leaves kept away the Kovar that roamed the skies in search of tasty prey.

I could see shapes around a campfire to my left—at least six. They were roasting tasty ground birds on spits, and my stomach rumbled with hunger in response. I pushed that feeling away, just as I was doing with the pain in my battered body. Where was Elyssa? I did not see her near the fire, nor could I smell her presence. Had they taken her elsewhere? Panic unfurled in the pit of my stomach. Had they killed her?

I couldn’t think like that if I wanted to survive; I had to act as though she needed me whether she lived or not. Despair could not get a foothold—that would definitely spell the end for us both. That meant I had to free myself from the tight magnetic shackles they’d locked around my ankles and wrists and cut the chain they had hooked to a spike driven deep into the ground nearby, which kept me tethered to the spot. My wounds had been bandaged in a very rudimentary fashion, preventing me from bleeding out but not offering any additional healing. They wanted me weak and wounded so they could handle me, but they had made the mistake of leaving me connected to the planet, the rich dirt, and the plants of my native world.

Three guards sat near me at the base of the tree in the cold, away from the fire, and resenting it. The Rummicaron among them was the only one not bothered by the cold, misty, and very soggy jungle night. Viridara Three was entering monsoon season, the worst time to be camping out here—a practice that was already heavily discouraged because of how dangerous both the flora and fauna were in the wilds. The threesome was watching me with weary eyes, their hands on their guns.

I allowed a pained groan to surface as I lowered myself back to the ground in an ungainly flop. Pretending to pass out from the pain of my injuries was not hard, and they bought it when I did not move again. I heard the ruffling of cards as they resumed their Keflo game, with muted voices exchanging banter as quietly as possibly so their boss wouldn’t notice their lack of vigilance.

I had collapsed onto my side, my arms in front of me where they couldn’t see. Squinting at the magnetic cuffs, I tried to figure out how to undo them. That was training I’d been given aboard the Varakartoom, the Sineater a relentless taskmaster for such things. He’d taught me with lock picks, stray pins, or scrap metal that could be forged into an appropriately shaped tool. None of those items were at hand, but I was very  motivated; I had another option. 

Fear for Elyssa and the pain in my body made it harder than ever to push my focus in the right direction—to unfurl the powers in my mind and search for the right way to access them. There was another added obstacle this time: my body was depleted. Growing a vine or a sail took nutrients; it took from my body to grow them, and my body had very little to give. I had to try anyway—failure was not an option. Elyssa needed me, and I needed to bring this mission to a successful end. There was no way I would let my brothers find me cuffed and bleeding; I’d never hear the end of it.

Closing my eyes, I pushed every distraction away. Find the source, make it bloom. I had to dig so deep and far for the bud that lay dormant in my mind—a small green bulb of endless possibilities. This was just the image I’d been taught to picture when I had been training to control my plantist powers; it held no actual meaning. Somehow, it seemed to me that the little bulb was tiny and browned when I finally had it clear in my mind’s eye. Damaged, injured. It was a reflection of how wounded I was.

“Come on,” I urged in my head. “Grow, unfurl.” The bulb seemed to shiver and shake, but it did not want to grow for me. No vines with thin but strong tips to tackle the magnetic cuffs, not so much as an itch along my shoulder blades. And then my concentration was shot when something curled over my ankle, slithering along my leg and higher. Eyes opening wide, I tilted my head to see, certain it was a Takchaw feeler or something far worse than a carnivorous plant.

“Pprrt?” Nelly said, whisper-soft. Her huge green eyes seemed to take up all of her tiny face. She was at my feet, hiding her tiny body behind my boots, but I did not know if she had done that on purpose or by accident. I did know that if my guards saw her, she could be in terrible danger. It was sheer luck that she’d wandered off just before that big fight earlier.

“Go away,” I whispered. “It’s dangerous. Hide, sweet one. You can’t help me.” I didn’t know if that was what she wanted to do anyway. She certainly looked worried and rattled as she began gliding silently along the ground. Not away—of course not—but higher up my body. There was a little furrow between her large eyes, as if she were frowning, and her flowers had all snapped shut into tight, bristling buds. If I had to pick an emotion, I’d say she was as angry as she was worried.

At my thigh, she paused, the pink tendrils and vines at her waist twitching restlessly. She was hunched down, definitely using my body to shield herself from prying eyes. The Entling was being smart; maybe her tiny, cute appearance had made me think she was younger than she was. Her leafy fingers touched the edge of the bandage, lifting the blood-soaked patch to peer beneath it. Then she procured a thick, juicy Virad berry and began pressing it into the gaping wound.

It hurt like a bitch, and I bit down hard on my lip to hold back the shout that wanted to emerge from the shock. My mind spun wildly when I realized what Nelly had done. I tried to recall—had she seen me do that? Was she mimicking what I’d done? Yeah, on Elyssa’s wrists. Clever girl. What else did she have up her sleeve? I had underestimated her, but an Entling was an expert at hiding. Maybe I could ask her to find Elyssa…

The Virad berry juice was a good call. The cut on my thigh was dangerously deep, but the berry would ensure the wound would close entirely over the next few hours. If I had another shot of Dravion’s replenishing stimulants, I might even be right as rain again by then. It would have to be the next step, and while Nelly came and went several times with a new berry to apply, I surreptitiously tried to search for my backpack. Had it been left behind at the site of the battle, or was it here somewhere?

Once Nelly was satisfied that she’d coated the entire foot-long cut on my leg, she moved on to crush berries into the open cuts and burns along my chest. It continued to hurt—the Virad berries had no pain-numbing properties—but I was not about to ask Nelly to spend precious time locating some Haysher leaves for me to munch on. Already, I felt some of my strength returning, and when the enterprising little Entling came back again, I halted her by whispering her name: “Nelly. I need you to find my backpack. Can you do that? Don’t let anyone see you. Find my backpack and find Elyssa. Do you remember her?”

Nelly’s flowers fluttered along the crown of her head, briefly hinting at the pink inside before she snapped them shut again. A smile spread across her face, and a leafy hand went up to stroke her cheek from nose to pointed ear. Yes! Elyssa—she was indicating the Caratan chain that had intrigued her so much. “That’s right. Elyssa. Find her, find my backpack, come tell me where they are.” I did not ponder how the little Entling could possibly explain those things to me. Maps, locations, orienting myself in the wild—all those things were natural. They were especially simple when I was in touch with all the plants and trees native to my world, a plant-sense that no other species would ever understand the Viridara had.

She flicked her tendrils at me, the pink tips snapping against my cheek. I wasn’t quite sure if she was annoyed or just saying goodbye, but there seemed to be some extra flounce in her motions when she scuttled back into the bushes—hopefully to do as I had asked. Now I was alone, but I was stronger already and not nearly so worried. It was up to me to do the rest, and I was going to make a vine grow and uncurl so I could pick these damn cuffs.

Shutting my eyes, I pushed out everything around me. There was only the pattering of the rain as it hit the canopy of the Kanfira tree. There was only the cool, welcoming earth beneath my weary body. And then, there was only Elyssa, beautiful and smiling in my mind’s eye. Her pink mouth plush and inviting; her blue eyes bright, sparkling sapphires. I was doing this for her, I would master this power. I would control it. For her.

***

Elyssa

Sitting on a fallen tree log, my toes felt like ice inside my custom-made boots. Everything had gone to shit, ridden the ferry down into Vamor’s underworld. Vamor, you were officially not my favorite ancient god anymore. I couldn’t see Tasseloris, and I’d realized that Nelly was missing too—she’d been missing since before the fight. I hoped that was a good thing.

It was very hard not to feel sorry for myself right then, but Tass was injured, and if we did not escape, he’d be forced to fight as a gladiator. That was worse. I had to find a way to help him. If that meant trading the information they were after for his safety, I would. I totally would. I bit my lip as I pondered how to play that. Could I still convince them to let both of us go? Or would that be a reach? Somehow, I did not think De’tor was going to agree to such a bargain. And why would he? He held all the cards.

My hair had gone all fuzzy from the constant damp, curling against my temples and tangling with my Caratan chain. I felt like a wet, bedraggled mess and would kill for a hot shower right now. I doubted such a shower was going to be in my future, so I pushed it from my mind and forced my racing thoughts to slow down. A plan—that’s what I needed. A good one. And I needed to figure out where the tracker was that my asshole of a brother had probably gotten implanted in my body somewhere. I was a deep sleeper; all he’d needed to do was sneak into my bedroom and inject it.

De’tor and Tahirel were at the campfire, huddled together as they discussed plans. The remainder of Jalima’s men sat by the fire to stay warm or were stationed around the perimeter of the camp to keep guard. Nobody was watching me right now, but they had tied me up with some vines they’d scrounged from the forest. They didn’t think I could escape, not with my protector down and out. I was determined to prove them wrong and somehow be of help to Tass.

Wiggling my fingers, I began by finding out how tight my bindings were this time. My wrists were still bandaged and healing from Tahirel’s last round with a rope, and they burned and ached with remembered pain. It hadn’t been the Elrohirian male that had been in charge of searching my person and tying me up this time. I must have looked so sorry and fearful, that the Asrai male who had done the job had taken pity on me. He hadn’t done a thorough search, hadn’t taken the opportunity to cop a feel, and my binds were not biting into my flesh. When I wiggled, there was movement, though not much.

Casting my eyes about, I discovered a sharper piece of wood sticking up from the log I was on, a little further down. It might work to fray the vine against if I managed to scoot toward it without anyone noticing. Each time one of the guards circled near me, I was certain they’d notice that I was inching down the log, but they never said anything. Then, I was rubbing my wrists against the sharper stick—though still disappointingly blunt—and it felt like I was finally doing something.

I froze each time someone glanced my way. I was close enough to the fire to see them all, but I couldn’t see Tass, whom they’d tied up on the other side of the giant tree. What if he was bleeding out? That cut on his thigh had looked especially bad. Despite being on the lookout for any sign of motion, I still nearly jumped out of my skin in shock when Nelly suddenly popped up on the log next to me. The tiny plant girl flared her flowery crown at me, then snapped it shut, each flower forming a tight green bud with a pointed end. Her green eyes blinked open and shut, her tiny mouth split wide in a grin. Then she motioned with her hand along her cheek, following the spot where my Caratan chain hung.

“Hi, Nelly,” I whispered to her, certain the gesture was meant to indicate me—as if she were saying my name in sign language. Twisting my head, I looked left and right to make sure no one was watching; it would be very bad if they saw her. “Have you seen Tass? Is he okay?” I had no clue if she could understand anything I said. I spoke Elrohirian, after all, while Tass spoke his own language. She seemed to understand my mercenary, but it was doubtful she’d have a translator. It was already mind-boggling that she existed in the first place—I’d never heard of a species this tiny and this closely resembling a plant.

Nelly lifted two of the largest vines of her pinkish, skirt-like section, swirling them in the air behind her. I was pretty sure she meant to indicate the pair of vines Tass had sprouting from his impressively wide shoulders. It made no sense, given the situation, but the tiny girl mimicking the big mercenary made me smile. She had pulled a fierce expression and puffed up her tiny green chest to do so, and it was freaking adorable.

Then the little flower girl got down to business. She hopped onto the log beside me and pressed silky-soft, leafy fingers against my hands. No, not my hands—against the vine wrapped around my wrist. To my surprise, it began to thin and break almost immediately, falling apart beneath her nimble fingers. In seconds, my hands were freed. “Thank you!” I cooed quietly at her. “Good job!” She beamed a wide smile at me, and then, quick as can be, clambered up my arm to perch on my shoulder.

Her weight was very slight. She felt as light as a feather, and I worried that a simple breeze would knock her right off. Her vines curled around my neck, but they, too, were so soft I barely felt them. The one she raised to point was visible from the corner of my eye; she jabbed it toward a bushy, dark spot closer to the campfire. Did she want me to go there? It wasn’t where Tass was—I knew that—so why did she want me to go there? Her vine slipped from pointing to sliding along my cheek, touching the medallions on my chain.

Fine. It was the closest hiding spot, and I needed to get out of sight now that I was free. It wouldn’t be long before another guard came by and realized I’d slipped my bonds. The ground was not as muddy beneath the giant, thick canopy of the tree where De’tor and his men had made their camp. It helped obscure my tracks, and I did my best to step on the harder, knobby bits that seemed to be tree roots. Near the bush, I dropped to my knees and crawled inside. The downpour of rain masked any noise I made, and I was certain that was the only reason I remained undiscovered.

As soon as I was inside the bush, which had soft, feathery leaves that tangled in my hair, Nelly leaped from my shoulder. She moved gracefully through a denser part of the branches and then shifted some leaves with one of her hands. Immediately, I saw why she’d sent me this way: Tass’s huge backpack with supplies. It lay on its side right at the edge of the bush, taken but forgotten, it seemed, as Jalima’s men ate and chatted at the campfire.

They were suited for the outdoors no more than I was and were loudly complaining about the cold, the wetness, and the hard ground they were going to be forced to sleep on. But I would have checked Tass’s things for anything useful if I were in their position. The fact that they hadn’t bothered showed a little of their arrogance. It didn’t cross their minds that Tass would know more about this place and how to prepare for it.

“It’s too big for me to carry,” I told Nelly when the little plant girl gestured with her free hand, a little impatiently nodding her head at the same time. “And they’d notice it. It’s in plain view.” As I said that, I did realize that the top flap lay angled my way. If I lay down on my belly, I could slip my hand beneath the tight branches and under that flap. Maybe I’d be able to pull Tass’s medkit from the backpack; I’d seen him put it at the top when we left the cave that morning. The medkit wouldn’t be too big to carry, and Tass needed it. I did not want to add the darker thought, “If he was still alive,” but it bubbled to the front of my mind anyway.

Scooting closer, I did exactly what I had pictured. It was a tight fit to get through the shrubs’ firm and unyielding branches. The ground was also cold and unpleasantly rough and lumpy, as if I wasn’t on packed dirt but concrete. A branch got caught in my hair but narrowly avoided jabbing into my scalp, and then my fingers were brushing along the fabric of the pack. Scooting a little closer, I got my hand beneath the flap and instantly felt the waterproof satchel that held the medical supplies. It was smooth and hard to grasp, but I found a tab and pulled with all my might.

“Yes,” I whispered in victory. “I’ve got it!” And then my world got turned upside down. Hands grabbed hold of my ankles and yanked, and I went bumping and scraping out of the bush, hair ripping from my head where it had gotten stuck. I screamed in fright, kicking and twisting, but it was no use. The pair of males that had hold of my legs were far bigger and stronger, and they pulled until I was out, then tossed me at the feet of De’tor without care for my well-being.

Clutching the med kit to my chest, I rolled until I came to a stop against the toes of the Kertinal male’s big, shiny, black boots. I didn’t want to raise my head to look at him, but I knew I had no choice. Tass would face this head-on, and I was determined to follow his lead—to act in ways that would let me be proud of who I was and what I’d done. It was about time I learned to stand up for myself and right the wrongs my brother had inflicted on the world. It could start here: by being brave and being smart.

Rising, I made sure to keep the med kit with its dark cover pressed against the equally dark ground, deflecting his attention to my face by rubbing at my Caratan chain and pouting. There was nothing I could say that would explain what I was doing in that bush, other than that I had botched an escape attempt. When my eyes clashed with De’tor’s purple orbs, I could see that he did not expect an explanation. He looked annoyed, as if I was interrupting him on important business. That was an expression Elpherian had worn often and well, and I was very used to it.

Since nobody seemed to want to manhandle me right now, I rose unsteadily to my feet. I left the med kit on the ground and began to make a show of dusting off my clothing and stomping my boots. “If you want Jalima’s all-important data, you should stop treating me like this,” I said as petulantly as I could. I flapped a hand and began to bemoan the damage done to my outfit as loudly as I could. There was some truth to it—I hated how my pretty jumpsuit had gotten all messed up—but mostly, I exaggerated how upset I was about it. Let them think I was a vapid idiot; that’s all my brother had ever seen in me. I’d gotten over that, and their opinion mattered even less.

When De’tor loudly cut me off and started barking orders, I knew his attention had wavered. He wasn’t looking at me but at Tahirel. I gave the med kit a hard kick and saw it slide right back underneath the edge of the bush. A pair of pink tendrils slid around it and yanked it even deeper. Good—that meant Nelly had it. Maybe she’d get it to Tass.

Tahirel was smiling broadly when he stepped around De’tor and took hold of my arm. The creep licked his lips and let his eyes dip along my body with avarice, leering shamelessly. I had only heard De’tor order the male to take control of me, to tie me back up, but it was clear Tahirel had much worse in mind. He yanked me after his boss, around the bush, and toward the blazing campfire. Its warmth scalded my front when he made me trip toward it; my ankle twisted, and I almost landed face-first in the fire.

Then I was spun around and pushed down on a tree stump with rough hands. “Let’s get you tied back up, little escape artist,” Tahirel drawled, and his hand pinched tighter around my upper arm. “Try that again, and I’ll make you pay,” he added. His other hand dropped to my thigh, sliding higher, and in reflex, I jerked my leg and kicked him in the knee. He growled; others laughed, but De’tor curtly ordered him to stop playing. I drew in a relieved breath when Tahirel simply tied new vines around my bandaged wrists. That hurt, but at least he was not letting his hands wander now. “We’ll play later,” he warned. I jerked my knee up as if I was going to kick him again and hissed a curse, but that just made him chuckle.

They weren’t going to leave me alone this time, and Tahirel sat down next to me, eyes peeled on my face. I held my breath, waiting to see what he’d do, but all he did was watch with a mean smile. The fact that his features were like my own—pale skin, blue eyes, and blond hair—didn’t help. I felt like every Elrohirian I knew was evil, that they couldn’t be trusted, and yet my species had a reputation for being fair and just. Just my ass; all I’d seen were criminals.

Eventually, his attention did waver, and he looked back at his comrades at the fire, drawn into conversation. At least I was no longer cold now, but that hardly seemed like a victory when I couldn’t feel the tips of my fingers from the tight bindings. Nor had I succeeded in helping Tass, and I’d almost gotten Nelly discovered. As if thinking of her summoned her, I caught a pair of emerald eyes shimmering from a knoll of thick grass. It was quite a distance from the bush, on the other side of the fire. 

Timing it perfectly, she raised herself from between the grass just as no one was looking. Then she lifted the med kit just enough for me to see the black edge of the case. She had it! “Go!” I mouthed. “Take it to Tass!” I was pretty sure that was a useless endeavor; she could no more understand my language than read my lips. Jerking my chin in Tass’s direction was the next best thing.

“What’s wrong with you?” Tahirel demanded immediately. I hid a wince and rubbed my chin against my shoulder with a defiant glare. His mouth pinched, but he said nothing else, presumably buying that I’d simply had an itch. When I glanced back at the clump of grass, there was no sign of Nelly or the med kit.


Chapter 12

Tasseloris

My head throbbed, temples pounding, but I’d done it. The vine I’d grown was thin and reedy, barely long enough to reach over my shoulder. That didn’t matter—thin was exactly what I needed anyway—and it fit perfectly into the lock. Getting the magnetic cuffs off my wrists was the easy part. Now I had to make sure I could get out of here while avoiding notice. Once in the woods, I could forage what I needed to regain my strength and heal my wounds. After that, nothing would stop me from freeing Elyssa.

All that was left to do before I got out of here was find out where they were keeping her. Closing my eyes, I focused on one of the parts of my plantist abilities that had always come easily: my sense of the earth, of the plants around me, and of each beating heart. She was there—I knew it—I just had to find her. Vibrations traveled through the ground on which I lay, telling me exactly where my three guards were playing their game. The steps of the males who walked the edge of the Kanfira tree’s canopy were easy to hear too. I sensed the shrubs, the bushes, the thick grass that poked up between the Kanfira’s solid roots. I felt the heat of the campfire where it blazed and could count the males that sat around its warmth.

Somehow, though she should be no louder or brighter than the signatures of the others, it seemed that way. Elyssa’s rapid heartbeat pounded against the earth, warmth seeping from her skin where she lay. And then I heard the footsteps approaching her, and I feared for her, but I could not utter a single warning. When they yanked her from beneath the bush she’d hidden under, her voice was loud and high—scared. I hated that sound; my female should never have reason to be scared.

The commotion was distracting my guards, and though it felt wrong to move away when she was in danger, I took advantage. Rolling to my feet, I wrenched the cuffs from around my ankles with the help of my small but sturdy vine, and then I was slipping into the forest—unseen, unheard, and soon untraceable. I was too wounded to manage climbing a tree, so a winding path and some distance would have to do. My ears were tuned to Elyssa’s plight the entire time, my senses wide open to pick up every vibration in the ground, every change.

They had tied her back up at the campfire, but they had not harmed her yet. I was certain the same bastard who had tied her up last time had gotten his hands on her again—I could smell her blood in the air. For that, he would pay. I’d cut off his hands, see how he liked that. Nobody touched my female.

I passed a Haysher bush, but this time, I did not take the leaves to help with the pain; I could not afford to compromise any of my senses right now—not when I was beginning to believe that help was not coming. Somehow, my tracker had broken, the signal was jammed, or the Varakartoom was dealing with her own issues. I was betting on the latter. My shuttle had crashed, and the Viridara could be an obnoxious, bureaucratic lot. They were probably grounded and detained until the shuttle crash had been thoroughly investigated.

Picking up plants and other herbs I found useful along the way, I began patching myself up. More Virad berries were crushed into my wounds, but they would only hasten the healing so much. I needed to circle back and get hold of my med kit; even one of theirs would do. Sadly, my senses could not tell me where unmoving, inanimate objects were located. I’d have to rely on scouting with my eyes for those.

When a soft cooing sound came from my left, I realized another thing my plant-sense had failed to notice: the Entling. Somehow, her tread was so soft that she did not disturb the earth, and her connection with it was so tenuous that I could not sense her like I could the shrubs, the plants, or the trees. Relieved to see her, I smiled when she blinked at me and opened her pink flower crown. “Nelly, sweet one, did you find Elyssa? She’s in trouble—we need to help her.”

The Entling gave me a look that could only be described as stern, and then her gleaming eyes vanished as she turned. With a huffing, groaning noise, she began pulling something from between the purple-spotted ferns that covered the ground here. I began to lower myself to one knee with effort, my wounded left leg fiercely protesting against the motion. To my astonishment, Nelly was hauling my entire medical kit out of the bushes. The thing was as large as she was and probably twice as heavy, but she had somehow managed to pull it all the way from the camp to here. Either I’d covered a shockingly small amount of ground, or she was much stronger than she looked.

Thanking her for a job well done, I quickly gave myself one of Dravion’s cocktails to boost my system. It was the last one in the kit—I’d already used one and given Elyssa the other. Taking care of my injuries and replenishing my resources took precious time, and I got antsy the longer I remained in one place. Nelly was roaming nearby, keeping watch for any followers with her clever emerald eyes.

From the shouting that was going on at the camp, I knew they’d discovered my absence. There was even the telltale fizzle of laser fire and I wondered if one of the guards had paid the ultimate price for failing at his job. I had recognized the Kertinal male that had taken charge; De’tor was one of Jalima’s favorite enforcers. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d done such a thing. I just hoped he wouldn’t take it out on my mate, who had nothing to do with my escape. Although she had probably helped Nelly get her fingers on my med kit.

“This is probably the best it’s going to get.” I still felt like a mess, and Ysa, the Varakartoom’s head engineer, was going to be pissed at how broken my armor was. She’d custom-made the back panel for me to accommodate the vines or sails when I grew them, and she’d likely have to redo the entire job and trash this suit when I returned. Running my hands through my hair, I took stock of what I did have available to me right now. No weapons except a pair of small, hidden throwing knives and a garrote. I’d have to fight with my fists and my plantist abilities, using them in ways I’d never been able to before. I’d always admired Master Eryngium’s ability to draw not just on growing vines and sails, but on making the environment work for him. I had to make the forest move; it was the only way.

My leg did not protest when I began a circuitous journey back to the campfire, where they were holding Elyssa. When I began to hear their voices, I slowed down, urged Nelly to hide, and searched for the most likely spot to begin my assault. They wouldn’t know what hit them.

I sank to my knees in a soft, loamy spot, bent forward, and dug my hands deep into the earth. “Move,” I whispered, then closed my eyes and unfurled the powers in my head. They came effortlessly this time, as if it had never been a problem for me to reach them in the first place—like they had always been there, waiting for me to do exactly this. I grinned—a fierce, murderous kind of grin. Oh yeah, it was time to make them pay.

***

Elyssa

I didn’t like the look of things, not at all. I thought they were getting ready to camp down for the night before they walked us back to Bloom. Maybe Tahirel had convinced his boss to follow up on my lie about the data, and they would let me delay and mislead them further into the jungle. That would give Tass a chance to rescue me, sick and tired though he probably was of having to do so. But no, De’tor was communicating with someone else, and it sounded an awful lot like he was arranging transportation.

At least Tass had gotten away, and De’tor’s reinforcements were frantically searching the forest around us. One of them was supposedly an expert tracker, but the Rummicaron male seemed utterly stumped. That would have been funny at any other time; a discombobulated Rummicaron was an odd sight indeed. They did not express emotions—and if they did, it was anger sooner than anything else. This male was very flustered and possibly scared of his boss’s reaction to his failure. I smirked because I knew nobody would be able to find my mercenary if he didn’t want them to, injured or not. The male did not even leave footsteps in soft, muddy ground.

“What are you gloating about, bitch?” Tahirel demanded, his hand pinching my upper arm to grab my attention. He had it instantly, fear coating the back of my tongue with a bitter taste. De’tor was mean, and he liked to control his men with brute force, but he did everything for a reason—at least, that’s the impression I was getting. One that matched what little I knew of him through my brother. Tahirel, however, seemed to take great delight in hurting me every chance he got; there didn’t even need to be a reason.

Curling my lip, I channeled some of my brother’s haughtiness as I said, “You’ll never find him.” Sometime during our kiss and the deep, dark stretch of this wet, foggy night, I’d solidly come to believe that Tass was on my side. Maybe that was a survival mechanism at play, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was true—that he was stronger than all these men combined out here, where he had the home advantage. I also believed that if not for my stupid mistake, he might have won that first fight, and we wouldn’t even be in this mess.

Tahirel didn’t like that show of defiance; he was a lame-ass bully that way. Honestly, living with my brother for most of my life had fully prepared me to deal with a guy like him. I was sick of it, so I did the very thing that always drove Elpherian up a wall: I crossed my eyes. It was a juvenile, silly thing to do, but it was an action he couldn’t control, and it showed my disrespect. It worked exactly as I expected—he hissed, and his hand shot up as if he meant to slap me.

At the last moment, he reined in the motion, his shoulders stiff as a board. De’tor’s purple-streaked tail, tipped with a gleaming silver knife, swung between us. I jerked back, surprised at the male’s silent approach. He towered over me—and over Tahirel as well—as we sat on the log near the fire. My captor and bully instantly rose to his feet and pulled me up with him. “What is it, sir?” he asked, the obedient, polite tone he reserved for his master probably sticking painfully in his throat.

“I want to have a talk with our prisoner. Leave,” De’tor said. It surprised me—that order, for what appeared to be the Kertinal’s second-in-command. Tahirel had been at my side ever since my escape attempt, and before that, he’d been glued to the side of his master. The Elrohirian male opened his mouth as if he wanted to question the command but snapped it shut almost immediately after. With a nod and a final, rough squeeze of my arm, he stalked away.

That left me alone with the big, bad Kertinal boss, who, in turn, was now rumored to be Jalima’s right-hand man—the position once held by my brother. I could see in De’tor’s expression that he was well aware of who I was. We had met, though not formally, and I was certain he knew more about me than I did about him. He gestured with a hand at the log, politely urging me to sit back down. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, but disobeying didn’t seem like the wisest choice.

Once I was sitting, he braced himself in front of me in a very military-straight position. He had his hands clasped loosely behind his back, boots hip-distance apart, and knees locked. Even his tail was perfectly calm as it hung behind him, not betraying so much as a hint of what he might be feeling or thinking. When I saw the male like that, I was reminded of the military draft the Kertinal Empire upheld. Each male or female was required to serve a minimum of five years in their vast and powerful army. There was no doubt that De’tor had picked up this pose there.  

“Tell me where the data is, Elyssa,” the male said firmly, his bass voice layering in the deep sub-harmonics so typical of Kertinal voices. I knew he’d ask me that, but bluffing to this male seemed a far scarier proposition than lying to Tahirel had been. Tahirel was the type of male I knew well, but this De’tor—he was something new. “Out of respect for your late brother, I am still willing to spare your life. You understand that? Give me the data now, and I will let you walk.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, purple lines on his skin glowing with a sickly hue, his eyes gleaming brightly. They reflected orange from the fire at me, and it felt like I might be staring into the portals of the underworld, where Vamor’s reign over life and death began. De’tor might as well be Vamor; he held my life in his hands. What I said now would see him make the choice—tip the scales to life or death.

I believed him, though. If I gave that data they were after to him right this instant, he truly would let me go. I posed no threat to Jalima or anyone else without it. It was a one-time offer—of that, I was certain. Deny him now, and I would never hear of it again. Mouth dry, I said the same thing I’d said to Tahirel and to Tass—much to my regret. “I don’t have it on me.” I raised my bound wrists toward him and made sure he heard all the fear that trembled through my body. “I’d give it to you right now, but I don’t have it! I hid it. I can take you to it, though. If you let me go, if you let that mercenary go, I’ll take you to it. You can have the damn info. I don’t care about it!”

He curled his lip, exposing a sharp set of canine teeth. I could see in the glitter of his eyes that he didn’t trust me, and I feared that meant he wouldn’t believe me. I held my breath as I waited for his answer, biting my tongue to keep myself from piling more words onto that lie. I would only give myself away if I did that; less was more. Eventually, he nodded curtly. “Shortly, a transport will come to pick us up. You will direct it to this location, and then we will be done with this matter. Double-cross me, and you and that mercenary will die. Got it?”

I nodded, fighting to keep the despair that washed over me from showing on my face. A transport? That was terrible news. Once aboard a vehicle, we could be anywhere far too quickly—the jig would be up in moments, and Tass would not be able to rescue me. A transport would see him left behind, unable to find me or track me.

It was as if the world tilted around me as it all sank in. This was it—I had failed to delay them in a meaningful way. At least Tass had escaped, and I would have to take solace in the knowledge that I hadn’t dragged anyone else down with me. I trembled, my teeth rattling together, and I blinked furiously as my vision went a little wonky. Everything seemed to seesaw around me. No, it didn’t just seem that way—it really was happening. I blinked again, fighting to understand what I was seeing.

De’tor stumbled in front of me, his tail lashing to help him keep balance on the wildly bucking ground. Males were shouting in panic, raising pistols, and firing into the dark without knowing what they were aiming for. The massive umbrella tree we were beneath was bucking and swaying its branches, letting in sheets of rain in large spots. Roots were also sprouting along the ground—snatching, grabbing, curling, and twisting. They tripped people, captured legs, and squeezed until they screamed.

Somehow, it was like I sat on a rocky little island in all that chaos, my log trembling but otherwise unscathed. That was what finally made me realize this wasn’t an earthquake. This wasn’t random. This was Tass. I began craning my head left and right to search for him, twisting my body to better balance on the log, straddling it and clutching it with my knees. De’tor had noticed my calm, and he was fighting his way back to my side over the bucking ground. He did not panic like some of the others but fired his pistol in a precise and calm manner or sliced with a large knife or his tail.

“What is this!?” he roared at me, aiming to grab my arm when he got close enough. The ground bucked beneath his feet, sending him tumbling back, and I offered him a grin that matched the elation I felt inside. There were no answers; he probably already knew anyway—he’d seen the way Tass fought before. The truth was, I didn’t know how Tass was doing this.

“Surrender, and you might be spared,” I said to him. I flicked my hair over my shoulder with a jerk of my chin. “That’s basically the same deal you offered me, isn’t it? Leave now, and you might live.” A bloodcurdling scream punctuated my words with perfect timing as a male got caught in the twisting, rising roots and was squeezed. De’tor looked—I didn’t—and his expression grew tight, his eyes wide and fearful.

He raised his gun at me then, as if he thought that, like before, threatening me would see Tass surrender. He didn’t count on a vine hurling through the air and punching it right out of his fist. It was the first sign of my mercenary showing up in person, and a sudden quietness fell beneath the tree then. He launched himself after his whip-fast vine from beneath the trees behind me. All this time, he must have been close, and yet I hadn’t seen him.

De’tor and he traded punches and blows, but they were the only ones making noise now. The roots were raised and messy beneath the tree, some males still caught in their tight grasp. There were victims of Tass’s assault everywhere, but not nearly as many bodies as I knew there had been males; some had fled into the woods. The result was the same: De’tor was on his own, and he wasn’t doing so well in this fight.

Tass was a glorious sight, fighting like a demon possessed him. His hair rose around his head in a wild mane, Iredese glowing bright gold along his temples, and his damaged, torn armor only made him seem more dangerous. I was so focused on how he was forcing De’tor to back across the clearing that it took Nelly several moments to get my attention. The little plant girl had climbed onto the log with me, and once she knew I’d seen her, she began to work her magic on the tight bindings around my wrists.

As soon as I was free, I gathered her into my arms and urged her onto my shoulder. Then I ducked for the bush where I knew Tass’s backpack still lay. It was so big and heavy that I knew I would have a hard time carrying it, but I made a valiant effort to swing it onto my back. We’d need every bit of those supplies if we had to trek through the woods back to Bloom. We were days deep into the jungle by now.

De’tor was backed against the tree, his tail—the one with the sharp blade at the tip—the only thing keeping Tass from striking a fatal blow. Tass had only his fists and a single thick vine sprouting from his left shoulder, but it was more than enough. I didn’t know if I wanted him to kill the bastard or just knock him out. I didn’t like being bloodthirsty, but it would be safer if Tass killed him.

The roaring of an engine made my mercenary freeze just as he was about to punch De’tor in the face. A shuttle was forcing a landing straight through the canopy of the poor umbrella tree, branches and twigs breaking and creaking, then raining down all around us. One landed so close to me that I had to dive aside with a scream. Nelly rolled from my shoulder, and the backpack landed heavily on top of me. I must have screamed, because the next thing I knew, Tass was hauling me to my feet. Then I was in his arms, and he was racing into the forest. I did not know if that meant De’tor was dead, and I didn’t ask.

“The tracker, Tass—we have to find it and remove it.”


Chapter 13

Tasseloris

My thigh was throbbing again, but I ignored it and kept up a steady pace with my female held tightly in my arms. The one vine I’d managed to grow I used to prop her up and support the bag of supplies she’d had the foresight to grab. Nelly had skittered up my leg as I booked it out of the clearing and was hanging from my shoulder and throat, her thin pink vines and tendrils clinging snugly. “I know,” I said against Elyssa, though I hated what she was proposing. There was no point in running far with the tracker still on her person—she was right about that.

“Are you sure it is a sub-dermal one?” I asked for the third time. Removing one of those would involve cutting into her fair skin, and I couldn’t stomach the idea. It was making me sick to my stomach just thinking about it. She was small and pale, all wet and cold; it made her blue eyes seem even larger in her face than they already were. It made her seem like a half-drowned Riho—all cute but sad. The desire to just bundle her tightly against me and make all her hurts go away was strong.

“Yes,” she said firmly, fearlessly. “It’s probably in my arm. I thought about it, and I distinctly remember waking up one morning a few weeks before Elpherian died with a sore spot there.” Elpherian? Why was she referencing the death of Jalima’s right-hand man several months ago? It had been an occasion loudly celebrated on the Varakartoom, with good Aderian wine and bad Rummicaron ale, as was customary.

There was a small cave not far from here. We’d be dry in it and safe from the hungry Takchaw. Although the underground-growing, carnivorous plants did not like the wet season and went into hibernation when the first rains hit, I wasn’t going to take any chances with them. It would be the perfect location for a quick stop to remove the tracker. What remained of my med kit sat tucked in the back of my belt and would stretch to treat the small wound I’d have to inflict.

“How did you get your hands on data vital to Jalima, anyway?” I asked the small Elrohirian woman. She was not so different from the three human females who had recently made their homes aboard the Varakartoom, and I began cataloging the minor differences as I sat down inside the cave, her slight frame cradled in my lap. With my vine, I extracted the heavy backpack from her back and propped it nearby against the wall.

Elyssa had bright eyes; they had a hint of bioluminescence that brightened with heightened emotions. Her chin was pointy, her cheekbones sharp, and her ears had delicate points. In that, she was similar in shape to a Viradara female, though my species grew slightly longer points, and my ears could twitch and change angle slightly to orient towards sound, while hers couldn’t move. Then there was the Caratan chain that, by custom, all Elrohirians wore. It draped from a ring in her nostril to her earlobe and was decorated with medallions that declared her name, her family, and other important information.

The woman began to struggle to sit up more in my arms and was already working to open her jumpsuit at the front so she could free the arm in question. “Oh, you don’t know?” she asked. Then she bit her lip, and a wry grin emerged. “Of course not. Brace is like the least talkative person in existence.” I wanted to laugh at that, certain that Solear had Brace beat in that department.

I tried not to get distracted by the discovery that she wore a thin, white, sleeveless shirt beneath the jumpsuit and that the slopes of her breasts were dotted with little freckles. They rose above the neckline of the shirt, and it was all I could see, no matter how hard I tried to focus on what I was supposed to do. Her bright, amused laugh tinkled like bells, and I jerked my eyes from her pretty breasts to her face. “Ah, Tass. You make me feel pretty despite being a bedraggled, unwashed mess.” Her smile made it clear she appreciated that, and I grinned back at her.

“You are pretty—the prettiest female I’ve ever laid eyes on,” I said truthfully. Nelly cooed indignantly from where she perched on my shoulder, and I amended the statement. “Along with Nelly, of course.” But I winked to make it clear that I really had eyes only for my mate. Pink appeared in her pale cheeks, and I decided that was a good sign.

Then, it felt like she’d dropped a bucket of ice water down my spine with her next words: “Elpherian was my brother.” I blinked, certain I’d misheard her, but the slow diminishing of her smile made it obvious this wasn’t a mistake. Her brother? She was the sister of Jalima’s former right-hand man? A male who, until recently, had ranked high on Captain Asmoded’s to-kill list? I wasn’t sure what to make of that. And how did Brace come to know her? How could she know Brace? I recalled her mentioning that he’d once been a gladiator in Jalima’s stable. Was that how? Had she watched my crewmate fight till he bled on the sands?

When she began to rush through an explanation, I felt like someone had taken hold of my heart and was squeezing it. The loss of her parents, the way her brother had kept her locked up on his ship or in his home on Elrohir—it was clear she'd had it rough, and it was a miracle she’d managed to slip away right after his death. Apparently, it had taken Jalima’s men a while to discover that she’d stolen data, but she’d been running ever since.

That brought us back to the reason I’d ducked into this small cave in the first place: the tracker. She thought it was in her arm, and we needed to get it out before they tracked us down. It wouldn’t be long, though—the rock and the rain were hopefully masking the signal. Already, we’d spent way too long in one place to play it safe, but I was glad I had heard her story. Now I understood the strange undercurrents I’d sensed between her and De’tor and why that Elrohirian male seemed a little obsessed. Both had slipped from my grasp in the last battle, but they wouldn’t be so lucky a third time.

“I am glad you’re with me now,” I told her, my voice gravelly from the anger coiling in my gut. My brave female had gone through so much. She was strong, and somehow, she’d kept her spark. I could see it in her eyes. She was braver than I was when she prodded her biceps with her other hand and then declared that it was definitely there. She couldn’t reach it correctly to cut it out herself; this task was going to fall to me. I steeled myself for the job, but it was hard, so I was relieved when Nelly popped up between us and held out a handful of soggy Haysher leaves.

“Chew those,” I said immediately, and I picked them up and raised them to her mouth. She pulled a face as she eyed the dark purple, wet mass I held pinched between my fingers. “It’ll numb the pain. Please.” When she obediently opened her mouth and leaned forward to accept the bite of medicinal herbs, I fought again with my concentration. My cock leaped in my pants at the touch of her lips and tongue against my fingers. Losing that battle, I caught her chin as soon as she withdrew and covered her mouth with mine.

Her startled, eager moan was music to my ears, and though the Haysher leaves gave the kiss a bitter taste, it was still divine. Braced with my vine, I kept her upright, chin clasped firmly so she could not escape. As the kiss began to ebb, I prodded her biceps as she had with my fingers, my calloused skin rough against her silky flesh. She was right—there was a tiny, hard bump beneath her skin, exactly the right size for a tracker. It felt close to the surface, and as the kiss broke, I acted immediately.

Pulling one of the throwing knives that had gone unnoticed during my capture, I struck without hesitation. If I paused, I knew I might not be able to go through with it. She was distracted—the Haysher leaves in her system—it was now or never. Her blood smelled like copper and beaded bright red as I cut her skin. The narrow tip of the knife dug beneath the implanted tracker, and out it came, so slight it did not even make a sound as it fell to the cave floor. I crushed it beneath the toe of my boot and hurried to press a bandage to her skin. Even though the cut was very tiny, I still felt like I’d done her major harm.  

She had not made a sound through any of it, but when I raised my head from her arm to meet her eyes, I could see it had not gone unnoticed. Her teeth dug roughly into her lush bottom lip, and her eyes were wide and startled. Tears made the blue sparkle like sapphires, but she valiantly held them back. “Damn it, that stung,” she muttered. I rubbed the pad of my thumb over her abused lip, and when that made the corner of her mouth tilt into a smile, I leaned in and kissed her again. 

“We can’t stay here!” Elyssa muttered against my mouth, but then her arms curled around my neck, and she clung to me. Neither of us wanted to go anywhere. She held on tight, the same way I wrapped her in my arms and vine, as if that would ward off the dangers that awaited us. Against my better judgment, I kept that kiss going as long as she let me, my hands sliding along the delicate arch of her spine, shaping the soft roundness of her rear, and parting her thighs to press her closer. It was like holding a live wire, power arcing through me at each touch. My cock was an aching bar pressing against my armor and her curvy ass.

“We’ll leave soon,” I told her as I left her mouth to trail kisses beneath the chain that draped her cheek. Next, I nibbled on the edge of her jaw and sucked on the delicate skin at her throat. She moaned—not a sound of protest, but encouragement. The upper sections of her jumpsuit were still draped around her waist, and the thin sleeveless shirt was damp and nearly transparent because of it. “I’ll have you soon,” I groaned as I laved kisses against the upper slopes of her breasts.

Her hands were in my hair, the strands responding to her touch by shivering and twitching, unfurling. That felt good—that felt like pleasure lancing from my scalp straight to my cock. When I sucked her nipple into my mouth, straight through her shirt, she arched her back and shouted, “Ah, stars, Tass. We don’t have time for this!” I wanted to laugh and howl at those words at the same time. She was right, but she didn’t sound like she wanted to be right.

Curling the tip of my vine around her hip, I slipped it between our bodies. I felt it brush against my cock, but that was not the goal. When she shouted again, going tight as a bowstring in my arms, I knew I’d hit the mark. Letting go of her pretty breasts was hard, but it was worthwhile when I got to watch the look of wonder on her face as she came. Her mouth dropped into a little, tempting circle, lips still moist from our earlier kissing, cheeks flushed a beautiful pink, and her sapphire eyes glittering. As the orgasm ebbed and her expression smoothed, I knew I wanted to do it again immediately. I wanted to see that expression over and over, hear her moan and shout again and again.

My vine twitched between her legs, pressing against her slit and sensitive nerves. My cock did the same, aching with unfulfilled desire. It wouldn’t take much: curling my vine, I could shred her clothing, pull open the tab on mine, and sink inside her. The white square of the bandage stuck to her arm—where I’d taken out the tracker not long ago—was the only thing that kept me from doing so. We really did have to go. But we didn’t have to go far.


Chapter 14

Elyssa

My body was a confused, disjointed mess of feelings and sensations. The slight burn of the cut on my arm tangled with the languid feeling of satisfaction in my lower belly. Cold made my skin sting, and the drizzle we traveled through felt like tiny pinpricks. At the same time, Tass’s arms were warm as they cradled me, and his chest blazed with heat against my side. My body felt bruised and tired, but my mind was spinning with rapid-fire thoughts.

Tass had come for me, and he’d done impossible things to free me. Tass was so gentle and caring with me, and so ferocious when he was fighting. Tass… Tass was the only thing my mind wanted to think about, and finally, I was getting ready to acknowledge the things I’d been afraid to admit. As a young girl, entrusted to my brother’s care, I’d trusted him, thought the world of him. And then, over the years, he’d proven to be a terrible, mean, and abusive asshole. I thought I couldn’t trust anyone or my instincts about people, but I was wrong. I could trust one person, and that was the incredible male currently carrying me in his arms as if I were the most precious thing in the entire galaxy.

On his shoulder, Nelly perched, her delicate little face aimed at the woods as though she were helping him keep watch. Tass was just as vigilant, black eyes scanning our surroundings with the same kind of intensity he’d bestowed on me earlier. Like Tass, I felt that the tiny plant girl was a being I could trust. Both of them had been there for me at my darkest hour, and neither had asked for anything in return. Tass wanted the data I had, but he didn’t even want it for himself—he wanted it for his captain and for Brace.

“Almost there,” he said, his vine reaching up to wipe some of the waterlogged hair from his face. “I sensed it when I was scouting earlier.” I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I was as ready as he looked for a safe place to sleep and get warm. A little cave like the one we’d spent the previous night in would be perfect, and I was willing to bet that with the rain, smoke from a campfire would go unnoticed. My belly flushed with more warmth when I considered what we might do to get warm together.

“Then tomorrow, we’ll try to figure out how to make contact with the Varakartoom.” He did not say it out loud, but I could tell that he was a little concerned that nobody had come looking for him. “Would you really have given that data to De’tor in exchange for my freedom?” That question was uttered in a low tone, as if he was the one who couldn’t quite believe it. Earlier, he’d confronted me because he’d figured out I was having us chase ghosts, but he didn’t seem bothered by that now.

“Yes,” I said immediately. It was only fair that he knew how much I’d come to trust him, even if it felt a little scary to expose that kind of weakness. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead three times over by now…” I owed him, and the feeling I’d experienced when our eyes first met had been right all along, even if I hadn’t wanted to admit it because it was too scary. Tass was my mate. I could always trust him with everything. 

“They won’t get another chance,” Tass vowed roughly. “I’ll keep you safe.” But after a small pause, he ventured to ask me about the data. “If you didn’t hide it in the woods, then where?” He looked genuinely puzzled, and I was not surprised. My jumpsuit had no pockets, and he knew I’d been searched twice at this point. So where could I be hiding the data everyone wanted so badly? 

Wiggling my cold toes inside my pretty, custom-made boots, I considered how best to answer him. “Right here,” I said and reached up to tap one of the medallions hanging from my Caratan chain. What I’d done was downright blasphemous, and if another Elrohrian found out, they’d shun me, demand I lose my chain altogether. But what did a medallion that stood for family mean, anyway, when that family was dead and its last member besides me had abused me for years on end? Family meant nothing to me—not the one I was born to, anyway.

Tass was not Elrohirian, however, and he probably didn’t know what kind of customs and traditions I’d abused by doing this. He tilted his head and barked out a surprised laugh—one that sounded a little amazed and impressed, like he approved of my tactic. “That’s smart,” he said when he was done laughing. “Nobody would ever ask you to take the chain off or search it!” And that was exactly why I’d gone to a shady jeweler when passing through the Yengar station and asked them to embed the tiny microchip inside the gold. It did not show up on scans this way, and I had slept better knowing nobody would even consider it as a hiding place.

“What’s on it, anyway? What’s so important that Jalima has sent his current right-hand man after you—not to mention dozens of foot soldiers? You’re becoming a big expense for him…” I had wondered myself why what I held was that important. I’d read the news a few weeks ago: a data leak had cost another crimelord, Batok, his reign. It could simply be an effort to save face, but I suspected it was more than that. Elpherian had known a lot about Jalima’s operations, and that data chip held everything I could pull from my brother’s private computer.

“Shipping routes,” I said, because that’s what the majority of information had comprised. At first glance, innocuous, not at all worth going to these extremes for. A little digging I’d done right at the start of this crazy period had shown me exactly why Jalima cared. “Hundreds, thousands of shipping routes, ship names, and manifests. The real ones and the doctored ones.” 

Tass snorted, his mouth tilting into a satisfied grin. “Ah, I see. Smuggling routes. A way to expose all of it. Too many ships and routes to be able to change them all without great cost. The captain is going to love this. We’ll know exactly when and where Jalima is moving valuable contraband.” I was certain that, if he had his hands free, he would have been rubbing them together in glee.

I didn’t know what his captain had to do with any of this, but at this point, I didn’t care. I just wanted the nightmare to end, for Jalima’s people to leave me alone. If that meant putting a stop to some of the crimelord’s activities, that would be fantastic, but I’d be equally happy if everything got buried and they forgot all about me. Of course, now that Tass was with me and we’d ditched the tracker and De’tor, I was starting to believe I’d make it out of this mess alive—no thanks to my brother, who’d left me in this mess in the first place.

“We’re here,” Tass announced. It was dark and raining hard; I could barely see what he was talking about. Darkness amid the already dark trunks of the giant trees. Then we stepped inside it, and abruptly the rain ceased pounding down on us. I blinked, and my eyes adjusted to the black that surrounded us, and slowly I could begin to pick out details: a cave ceiling that soared up, dotted with many hanging stalactites that shimmered like purple or green crystal. The walls were also curved, as if we’d stepped into an upside-down bowl.

Then I saw what sat at the center of this strange hollow: a steaming pool of water. Moss surrounded the edges, making it look all soft and inviting. Tass was walking toward that pool, and the closer we got, the warmer the air became. It was not a five-star hotel, but right now, it might as well have been. “Is that safe to bathe in?” I exclaimed, leaning forward eagerly to stare at the placid, clear water surface. It wasn’t too deep, as if someone had plunked a hot tub down into this cave and then tried to make it look natural.

“Yes,” Tass said immediately. We’d reached the edge of the moss, but he did not step onto it. Instead, the two of us gazed into that inviting water together and noted the soft, round pebbles that covered the bottom. They were white or pink and looked almost good enough to eat. “This is a sacred hot spring. Only priests and plantists are allowed to visit those. They are crafted to cleanse oneself before visiting a grove.”

“Oh, does that mean we’re not really allowed to be here?” I looked longingly at the warm water again and wiggled my numb toes. A warm soak would probably be the only way I’d ever get warm again, and I was dying to get clean—dying to get my hands on Tass’s bare skin too, if I was honest. This was a much more inviting place to consummate a mating bond than that small little hollow from before.

Nelly slipped from Tass’s shoulder, her leafy hands using my leg to climb down with soft touches I barely felt. She flounced across the moss at the edge of the water, then curled some vines over its heat before wincing and pulling away. We watched her as she stepped back with little prancing steps, followed by an elegant twirl. Unlike us, she did not appear nearly as enthused by our new surroundings.

“I am a plantist,” Tass said firmly, then began to slide me down his body. I wobbled unsteadily, but he did not let go, pressing us tightly together, his vine winding around my middle to anchor me to him. “And you are my guest.” Then he bent his head to mine, and I eagerly met his kiss. It was easy to get lost in that moment, and if I hadn’t been wet and cold, I could have stayed forever. Tass tasted divine—he tasted like home—and filled my chest with warmth.

“Come, let’s bathe,” he said, the words bordering on a command rather than an invitation. I did not want to step away from him, but when he touched the tab beneath his chin and his armor began to part, I followed his lead, shimmying out of wet clothing and boots, baring still-cold skin to the warm steam wafting from the pool. I gazed over my shoulder as I kicked off my panties and was buoyed by the heated gaze in Tass’s black eyes.

The water stung my cold toes as I dipped them in—too hot, or my toes too cold. Tass’s presence distracted me. He’d shed the last of his clothing and stepped up to the edge of the pool, as naked as the day he was born. It was my first chance to take all of him in, to admire his sleek form. While he did the same to me, I shamelessly looked my fill.

Tass’s emerald skin gleamed, marred in places with still-healing wounds. Purple lines webbed across his chest and shoulders or curved around his arms and thighs in intriguing bands. It was the same purple that sat at the hearts of Nelly’s flowers or appeared in much of the flora outside in the jungle. The lines made me want to trace them with my fingers or my lips, and they emphasized the way his muscles sat on his powerful frame—ridged abs, heavy pecs, beautiful shoulders and biceps—while the veins along his forearms made my mouth water.

Then there was his cock. It sat below a small patch of green fronds—leaves shaped like silky feathers. His cock, hard and thick, reminded me of twisting vines—three of them, curling tightly together and twisted in a tight, thick knot at the end. It was thicker than my wrist, the head impressively heavy, and my core ached just thinking about feeling him inside of me. He would be the biggest cock I’d ever taken, and I couldn’t wait to find out if we could make that fit.

“Stars, you’re beautiful,” Tass said huskily, and his thick cock twitched. My core spasmed in response, and I felt wetness as my body readied itself for my mate. “Your nipples are so pink and pretty. I want to taste them,” he added with a groan. He appeared done staring and turned to sweep me into his arms again. His vine helped, sweeping along my thighs and tickling the backs of my knees so I stumbled forward against his chest. Then I was raised into the air, my belly sliding along his thick cock, then higher until the head lodged between my thighs. I ached for him—and ached with pleasure—when he dipped his head and sucked my nipple deep into his mouth.

I was barely aware of us moving as he stepped into the water, my focus entirely on the sensations he drew from my body with his mouth. Each step he took nudged his cockhead between my thighs, tapping my clit and sending sharp lances of pleasure through my flesh. It had been instinct to throw my legs around his hips, opening me to him. The knowledge that he was already so close to sinking into me was hot as sin, tantalizing me with what was about to come.

Then the hot water lapped against my feet, slid up my legs, and wrapped around my waist with heat. It scalded and then soothed, my body trembling from the shock as heat abruptly entered my cold and exhausted system. “Ah, that’s…” I didn’t know what that was—not good, not bad either—but now I couldn’t feel the blazing warmth of his cock where it nudged against my core, demanding entry with blatant, teasing taps.

Tass laughed, his chest rubbing against my abdomen, his black eyes gleaming as he raised his head from my breasts to look up at me. Then I felt his vine slip from my legs to caress my ass before slicking between my cheeks. “I’ll help you,” he said. “That’s good, Tass. Give me more,” he suggested. I slapped his shoulder, laughing, and that laugh morphed into a moan when his vine slipped into my core and stroked along my sensitive inner walls.

Then the water was up to my neck, and heat engulfed me while Tass surrounded me with his body. I felt the smooth edge of the pool as he pressed my back to it, his vine pumping between my thighs until pleasure wound tighter and tighter. “Come,” he demanded, his mouth finding mine and laying claim. I shattered for him, my shout swallowed by him—eagerly devoured—and then he pushed me for more.


Chapter 15

Elyssa

His vine had curled inside my core, filling me, stretching me until I’d burst apart at the seams. Now he withdrew it slowly, flicking the tip along the sensitive nerves at the top of my slit. His hands gripped my thighs, spreading them wide apart, and his cock was back—that thick tangle of vines that formed the head, knocking at my entrance. I was ready for him, and I wasn’t, all too aware of just how big he was compared to the vine that had pleasured me so far. But it felt good, too—that thick knot of alien cockhead, the ridges that made up his shape.

Then he began to push in, and my body squeezed tightly around that invasion. Too tightly—it burned—and he seemed too big, too blunt to ever fit. I shook my head, eyes wide. Oh no. There was slickness from me and slickness on that thick head that wasn’t mine, but the warm water was diluting it. My body was too small to give way to that thick invasion; I knew it.

Tass eased up on the pressure, but his face held a determined frown. Iredese flared bright gold at his temples. “Yes, you can take me, pretty Elyssa.” I wanted to deny that; it didn’t seem possible right now. The shaft itself might fit, but the head was too much—my body would not stretch to accommodate him. It simply wasn’t possible. “We will fit,” he growled, his teeth snapping together to punctuate his determination. Maybe I’d been uttering my denials out loud, but it felt like he’d read my mind.

Hauling me up by my waist, he lifted and pushed me back until I was sprawled on the soft, mossy edge. My hips were precariously near the waterline, my legs dangling into the warm pool. The rest of me—nipples included—got struck by the cooler air in the cave, but enough steam wafted around me that the chill did not bother me. I caught Tass’s hand when he reached for my thigh to nudge it wide. His body was still almost entirely in the pool, water lapping at his wide shoulders, his head at eye height with my exposed, wet core. “It’s not going to fit. You’re too big…” I denied again, staring imploringly into his dark eyes, willing him to understand.

He licked his dark lips, those Iredese glowing. His wet hair rose around his head as the leafy texture fluffed up. Then he ducked, and his tongue lashed at my core, arrowing deep and catching me completely by surprise. Pleasure rose again, and my body relaxed as fear left me. Oral—I could do that. It felt so blazing good. Tass’s tongue was soft as a feather, but the pressure was just right. It was also longer than I expected, pushing deep, then coming back to lick at my clit with eager suckles and flicks. When he dragged the blunt edges of his teeth through my folds, I saw stars at the sudden change of sensation. Hovering on the edge of an orgasm, I wasn’t prepared for the stretch of his fingers as he speared me with two at once.

Tass was nothing if not thorough, lapping until my orgasm crested and spiraled, and my core clutched tight at his invading fingers. Then he did it again, but this time piercing me with three, forcing an orgasm from my body twice until it slickly and eagerly accepted the pumping of four of his fingers, his thumb pressing my clit in tandem with his tongue.

Weak, limp, and relaxed, I lay on that mossy edge, staring up at the cavern’s intriguing ceiling. My body was a mass of sensation, my core stretched and full, then aching when he withdrew his hand. Fingers kept flicking my clit, and I twitched beneath that touch, sensitive after so much pleasure. More wetness and warmth bathed my stretched entrance next, the warmth of it soothing the muscles. A bit of pressure—my body flickering with a hint of unease as I tried to decipher if that was his vine or his hand again. And then I knew: it was his cock.

Eyes flying open, I jerked up on my elbows to confirm—my body growing tight again in anticipation of pain—when it became too much, when he became too much. Tass had risen from the water, and his cock was pressing into me, the large head as big as my fist—bigger. It glimmered with oily wetness, with glimmers of something golden that reminded me of pollen dust. “Tass,” I said, intending to follow that with “stop” or “no, it’s too much.” But my body tingled with pleasure, and then, with a popping sensation, the head slid past the tight ring of muscle at the entrance. Any hint of pain was instantly forgotten as the textured head rubbed against sensitive nerves. I moaned, and then I moaned his name again.

“Yeah, that’s it. Good mate, sweet mate. You can take me. You are taking me right now—feel how good it is, how full you are. Feel me, Elyssa.” And I did. I felt him so good. I felt like I was bursting around him, fuller than I’d ever been, and all he’d pushed in was that thick head of his cock. When his hips pulled back, I felt it pull on my entrance but not slip out, and then he pushed back in again, and it went deeper.

Each time he repeated that motion, I saw stars—the push and pull, the stretch. It was absolutely fascinating to watch him fill me. The thick green shaft was ridged as if it were made of three thick vines twisted together, braided. An orgasm crested—too many to count at this point—and he was only halfway in. My muscles sucked him deeper as they spasmed around him. Then he was all the way in, and the feathery leaves at the base of his cock eagerly fluttered against my clit. It was all too much. My vision blurred, graying at the edges. I shouted and twitched around him.

He roared, his cock jerking deep, and everything seemed to twist and curl deep in my core. His cock could move, like it really was made up of multiple vines. He came, clutching my hips tightly to him, our hips practically fused together. I was pretty sure I passed out for several seconds, my mind spinning, exhaustion and pleasure weaving together. It was sex, and it wasn’t—different from any male I’d had before him. I would never be the same; I’d never want anyone but him now that I’d experienced this.

My arms had ended up around his neck, clutching the thick strands tight enough that it had to sting, but he did not complain. His black eyes glittered with satisfaction, with triumph, with a possessive claim I did not want to deny. I wanted him to stay lodged between my thighs forever, as aftershocks rocked my body and made my core milk every last drop of seed from his thick shaft.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that, but eventually, my skin began to cool, and a shiver rocked my body. Tass stroked his palms along my hips, then my belly, gently cupped my breasts, and finally patted my shoulders. The touches warmed me, but his expression grew serious. “You are getting cold. Come in the water; it’ll warm you.” His hands slipped under my body, raising me until I was cradled against his chest, his huge cock still lodged tightly in my core. Then he sank into the water with me, and all that heat soothed the coldness, as well as the aches and pains caused by the massive stretching of his cock in my core.  

***

Tasseloris

Elyssa was tired, and she’d been through much, but I could not pass up another chance to wring pleasure from her silky body. The tight clasp of her heat as she stretched around my cock was better than anything I could describe, and I did not want to leave it. Fucking her languorously this time, with soft pulses, she came with a sigh, and I followed her over the edge with many kisses against her face and her soft pink mouth. “That’s it, sweet mate. That’s it,” I urged her as she melted.

Afterward, I knew it was time to withdraw from her tight clasp and rest. I pulled out reluctantly and as gently as I could. My seed and her wetness gushed from her core, painting the pool with golden flecks. I was not prepared for her startled laugh at the sight of it or the amused, “You come in glitter?” The pool’s natural filtration system whisked most of it away in short order, but my mate had to delicately scrub at her folds to get the last of it off. I was tempted to ask her not to wash—I liked it a little too much to see her painted with my spend.

Unfortunately, we needed rest, and she deserved to feel clean. Once we got out of the pool, neither of us dressed. She washed her clothing, I prepared food and my bedroll, and then it was time to curl up together and surrender to some desperately needed sleep. Tomorrow, I’d get us to true safety and a bed, and then I’d fuck my pretty mate again.


Chapter 16

Tasseloris

We lay curled together inside my bedroll on top of the soft moss. Elyssa’s naked body was pressed all along my flank—her breasts against my ribs, her thigh thrown over my belly, and her head tucked beneath my chin. I couldn’t see it, but I knew she was smiling. The faintest niggle of worry that had plagued me when nobody from the Varakartoom had come to find us was growing, blooming into full-blown concern. But the languorous mood was still winning out. I’d discuss options with my mate once we’d rested.

“How did you know this place was here?” Elyssa asked drowsily. We’d napped a while after the last round of earth-shattering sex, but the past days had taken their toll on her—on me too. I was beginning to feel better, but the wound on my thigh had been very deep, and it wasn’t fully healed yet. Flexing my leg experimentally beneath the covers, I was happy to feel only slight twinges. The spring had done me good, and I felt more like myself—more in touch with my roots.

“Nelly,” I said, and I nodded in the direction of the little Entling. She was sitting at the edge of the cave, staring out into the rain still pouring from the sky in an endless sheet of gray. A collection of flowers, leaves, and berries lay in neat piles around her. She’d been busy all night, coming and going as she foraged. “The presence of an Entling meant a grove had to be nearby. The Entlings aren’t let out of the groves without a Sire. I’ve never seen one outside of a grove, in fact. On Viridara Eight, I grew up in Petal and visited all the groves that surrounded the port city. I suspected the locations on Viridara Three would be similar.”

I didn’t want to go to a grove, but that would be the next step. It was closer than returning to Bloom to get to a working, untapped communication device. At a grove, the caretakers would be able to help us, and technically, as a plantist male, I was welcome to visit. Technology also protected a grove and would likely even keep Jalima’s males from invading. They wouldn’t be able to find it without insider help anyway. Going to the grove would mean facing my past and my failure as a plantist to harness my powers.

Curling one of my vines, I undulated the tip through the air and smiled. Not such a failure now. Meeting Elyssa and facing the dangers she was in had finally drawn forth the right seed. I’d made the earth tremble last night, and then she’d rocked my world. Things were different now, and I wasn’t alone. Unlike my family—particularly my mother, who had shunned me after I’d failed to master my powers—I knew Elyssa would stand by my side. She’d been willing to give up the data to save me, and she must have known De’tor would kill her as soon as she handed it over.

“A grove meant sacred hot springs for cleansing. Then it was just a matter of getting a sense of the land. Any plantist worth his salt could locate a spring. That was always the one skill I was good at.” I hadn’t meant for that last bit to come out, but there it was. I’d been a terrible student, unable to perform even the simplest of tasks that my peers mastered within days—a disappointment to the priests and to my family. I had been warned that I was a failure to the Sires and to Viridara herself, though, oddly enough, I had never felt like the Sires judged me. The last thing I wanted was for Elyssa to discover what a failure I’d been in the eyes of my people. I did not want her to think of me as a failure at all. This was why I worked twice as hard to prove myself aboard the Varakartoom. I wanted everyone to see me as competent, because I’d never once been considered good at anything before the captain recruited me.

“I’m willing to bet there were plenty of others,” Elyssa murmured, and her words spread across my skin in warm tingles—not just from her breath, but for what they meant to me. When she propped herself up on her elbows, her eyes first trailed over the natural purple lines that webbed my green flesh. Then she raised them to my face, and she smiled. “We’re alike, you and I. I never felt like I was worth much. My brother kept me locked up in his home or aboard his ship, never far out of his sight. Only rarely could I convince him to let me do what I wanted, and any interests I picked up were always wrong in his eyes.”

Not in mine, and I knew she could see that. She was right—she’d heard a lot in that single statement, and she understood it exactly. We had recognized that in each other—scars that matched. I cupped her chin and gently nudged the Caratan chain on her cheek with my thumb. “Family is all-important to the Elrohirian, as is status.” It was displayed right there on their cheeks for everyone to see. There were two small medallions with her first and last name, along with her family sigil and her clan sigil. She was missing the one that declared her profession, despite her age, a clear sign of how her life had been marked by her brother’s control.

I tapped the family medallion, which had come to represent only her and her brother after her parents had passed away. It was this medallion that she’d “defaced” by altering it to hide the data chip everyone was after. The symbolism in that wasn’t lost on me. “We’ll make our own family,” I swore, and watched in awe as that made a radiant smile bloom across her face. Then she twisted her head to look at Nelly, at the entrance to the cavern, and raised an eyebrow in question. My answering smile faltered a little, and I shook my head. “No, Nelly can’t come with us when we leave Viridara Six. We will return her to her Sire inside the grove; that’s where she belongs.”

Elyssa did not like this answer, but she did not object. I had a feeling that Nelly wasn’t all that pleased with it either. The Entling began stuffing her gathered supplies beneath her swaying pink leaves and tendrils, and she did it with a fierce little furrow between her brows aimed my way. Fine, I got it—I did not like it either. Nelly had grown on me; I did not want to say goodbye to her either. But stealing an Entling from her planet and Sire was punishable by death. If anyone saw us with her—other than to return her to her grove—we would be arrested immediately and receive a short, swift trial.

Dawn light was beginning to shine into the cave at a low angle, filtering through the trees and, for the first time in hours, not hindered by rain. As much as I wanted to linger here—bathe again with my female inside the sacred spring, make love to her lithe, sexy body—I knew it wasn’t possible. We had to start moving; we had to reach the grove and its safety today, and I absolutely had to reach the Varakartoom. Our food supplies were running dangerously low as well; I had only ever counted on being down here for a few days.

Elyssa shuddered as she drew her stained jumpsuit back on. It was the only clothing she had, and though she’d given it and her underthings a washing last night, they were not entirely clean and were still slightly damp. That dampness was not going to go away, considering the season on Viridara Three and the fact that we were deep in the jungle. Everything would feel clammy and wet until we reached the grove—maybe even then. My armor was self-cleaning, and even with a few unfortunate tears and gaps, it still functioned to keep my body warm and dry. Because of that, extra clothing was not one of the items I’d packed in my previously well-stocked backpack.

“Do you think it’s far?” Elyssa asked when she joined me at the mouth of the cave to look out over the wet but verdant landscape. Nelly had settled herself against my leg, several of her tendrils and vines wrapping around me in what felt like a hug—maybe a search for comfort. It felt like I was not the only one who dreaded visiting a grove when, to Nelly, that should be a homecoming.

“No. Not far at all,” I told Elyssa. “And without the tracker, De’tor should not be able to find you again. If we avoid obvious places, they won’t get another chance to get their hands on you.” She seemed reassured by that and, with a determined look on her face, allowed me to lead the way for what was hopefully our final trek through this forest.

Like I had told my female, I had never before been to Viridara Six, but as each planet was terraformed following the same blueprint, I might as well have been. Some parts of the landscape were slightly different, affected differently over time by the weather. Some rock formations had not been drastically altered by the terraforming and were left in place. Those were the unique features of each planet, but they did not drastically change the locations. We had left the Takchaw-infested cliffs behind, which were a tourist attraction only by day. So, it was no surprise to me when I found the hidden entrance to the grove exactly where I expected it to be.

Between the trunks of two large trees that stood like a pair of ancient sentinels, a shimmering curtain of silver-green vines dangled down from their largest branches. It appeared as if the same jungle stretched out beyond and around these trees, but when I lifted the vines, Nelly hissed in displeasure, and the shimmering became a rippling, like water in a pond. “This way. Hold your breath,” I said to Elyssa, and she curled her fingers around my hand and held on as we plunged through the protective barrier together.

A strange new world opened up beyond the veil, though to me, it was also incredibly familiar. This was a homecoming to me, as much as it was to Nelly, despite having never visited this particular grove before. Groves were always warm and humid, with a nurturing stream, but the types of plants that grew in them could wildly differ. It all depended on the needs and interests of the Sires that inhabited the grove. This particular grove was a long, rolling stretch of green, a thick moss cushioning our steps as we walked. Insects buzzed everywhere as they did their important work of pollinating.

I could see hives shaped in intricate organic patterns in the distance, where the Ekra would make their sweet syrup. The Ekra was the biggest export of Viradara—a luxury food desired all across the Zeta quadrant, the secret of whose production was closely kept and guarded. This grove had chosen to home dozens of pinkish flower species, so I was not surprised to see a Sire in the distance with an abundance of pink flowers cascading down its back in waves, almost like long locks of pink hair.

There were also various ancient types of trees, some of them fruit-bearing. A knoll where the Sires and Entlings would rest at night, and, in the distance, a grass-roofed home for the priest or plantist who guarded this grove. I suspected that whoever lived there already knew of our arrival and would soon show up to show us the door—or, hopefully, greet us. My belly clenched tightly with unease. I had declared to Elyssa that I was a plantist and that I would be welcome here, but the truth was that I had been thrown out of the training grove without completing my training.

Stretching out the vine that I’d grown from my shoulder, I made sure it was clearly visible. Then, I concentrated on growing a matching one from the other. It would feel more balanced and look better to the grove’s guardian. Hopefully, that would be enough to convince whoever it was that we should be free to visit and that I was here to return Nelly, whom I’d found wandering, rather than steal the Entling. I’d never heard of a stolen Entling before, but it was my society’s biggest fear. It would not surprise me if there was interest in such a purchase on the black market.

I thought I had fully prepared myself for meeting the guardian of the grove, but when I spotted the hem of a green robe behind some large, flowering bushes, my stomach clenched painfully. When he stepped out from behind the shrubbery, his hands open at his sides, vines weaving behind his back, I felt ten years old again, on the verge of being kicked from the only home I’d ever known. Elyssa’s small hand clenched around my fingers, reminding me that I was not alone. That was all I needed.


Chapter 17

Elyssa

Tass was tense, and that would usually make me fear that danger was lurking around the corner, but this time, I didn’t think that was the case. He was nervous for very different reasons, and it made me want to step protectively in front of him and face off against the tall, green-clad Viridara male who was approaching us. He did not seem threatening—his shoulders had stooped with age, and his beard was long, gray, and mossy. He looked like the mages from my favorite stories, the ones who tried to defy Vamor and cheat death.

“Greetings,” the male called out to us, his voice booming across the green, idyllic little glade we had stepped into. This magical clearing was surrounded by many massive trees that reminded me of the jungle beyond them. And yet, the hilly field and the many flowers, along with the warm, sunny atmosphere, made it feel like we had stepped into another world. Just as the grove felt like a completely different, magical place, its caretaker looked otherworldly and magical as well.

Then my breath was truly taken away when another being stepped from beneath the trees and caught up to the caretaker with several huge steps. A being that defied my understanding—tall and lumbering, but oddly graceful at the same time. It was strangely feminine while also huge and sturdy, with curved limbs of what appeared to be wood, yet long pink waves of flowers that fell around her shoulders like hair. If you’d told me this was what Nelly would look like when she grew up, I’d have readily believed it. It was a shocking thought to consider that this might be her mother—that the Entlings Tass talked about were really the children of the Sires. For this had to be a Sire; there was no other option.

Tass raised his hand and waved back, but there was no smile on his face; his jaw was clenched tight. His temples were fluttering as if on the verge of opening his Iredese in warning. He hadn’t looked this tense when he was fighting De’tor last night, and that worried me. Before I could think twice about it, I stepped in front of Tass and, by extension, Nelly, who was clinging to his shoulder but was half hidden behind his neck and hair. “Hello,” I said, and I waved back. “My plantist friend brought us here. I hope that’s okay. We are in desperate need of making a call and finding a safe haven.”

The male had black eyes, the iris so large no eye white was visible—just like Tass. But his eyes held a vague hint of brown, like tree bark, making them look soft and welcoming. His face was craggy and worn beneath his long, moss-laden beard, and when he smiled, it was obvious he did it often—and a lot. “So I see. The vines…” He flapped a hand at Tass’s shoulders, and the green robe he wore rippled as a pair of very similar vines danced into the air behind his head.

The huge tree-being, the Sire, had caught up to the caretaker by then. She was three times as tall, and she had to stoop down to reach him with her long, creaking arms, but reach down she did. As if they’d walked like that a million times, her long-fingered hand wrapped around his back, supporting him, and he sighed, relaxing against her.

I did not realize that Tass had halted completely and that I was defensively standing in front of him—not until I saw that the caretaker had sped up now that the Sire was supporting him, and they reached us in short order. “I am Plantist Cyperus, and any plantist and his mate are welcome to rest here.” That was easy, and immediately my brain tingled with alarm bells: too easy. Nobody was that gullible or nice, at least not in my world.

When he squinted expectantly at us from his wrinkled green face, I realized I’d fallen silent for too long. Introductions were the polite thing to do, but Tass was still frozen. He’d only briefly touched on what a plantist was, and it was clearly a heavily laden term for him. I’d sensed his feelings of inadequacy about it, though I could not fathom why, considering the impossible, amazing things he’d done. My strong protector—he was all vulnerable and hurt inside this grove, unable to hide his wounds like he had before. Well, I’d protect him when he couldn’t, like he had for me.

Just as our host, Cyperus, opened his mouth to speak again, his expression growing a little tight with displeasure, I spoke. “Forgive us, Plantist Cyperus. We’ve been through a lot the past few days, and we are very tired. I am Elyssa, and this is my mate, Tasseloris.” As I said it, my heart leaped in my chest. I’d confirmed what the older male had inferred before: Tass and I were mates. It felt like I’d just laid myself bare in front of a stranger, but it also felt very right for those words to roll from my lips. When I said it a second time, they felt even better. “Tass is my mate, and he’s been injured protecting us.” I moved my hand to indicate the damage done to Tass’s black armor.

The plantist shifted on his feet, his slightly brown gaze growing sharper as he took in Tass’s appearance with clever eyes. He might be old, and he might speak kindly, but this male was no pushover. I was certain that he would have begun with the probing questions, but with a creaking and groaning, the Sire moved. Her huge but elegantly feminine shape shifted on the moss, drawing all eyes instantly to her. Then she startled me by speaking in a voice that sounded exactly the way I expected a tree to sound—deep, sonorous, ancient, and with a slow, steady cadence that made me feel like I was swaying in the wind along with her. “I am pleased to see you again, young Tasseloris. And I am even more pleased to see that you brought home my wayward Entling.”

My skin broke out with chills, and a shiver shot down my spine. She knew the Entling, and she knew Tass. How was that possible? It was what finally seemed to break my mercenary from his shell. His shoulders jerked back, his vines twitching and curling behind his back. Then his hand went up to gently touch Nelly, where she had huddled beneath his leafy green hair. It flared—a mane rising and plumping—making him seem taller, but also providing more cover for the little creature.

“You are a Sire once rooted in the Petal Grove?” Tass asked, his hand still protectively cupping Nelly’s shivering form. My heart grew warm inside my chest, my feelings for Tass as my mate growing and tangling with all the other things I felt at that moment. He was such a good male, so protective of those who needed him. I was lucky to have stumbled upon the one person honest and true in this desperate attempt to escape Elpherian’s grasp from beyond the grave.

This was when Cyperus took note of Nelly huddling behind Tass, and his eyes went wide with surprise. “This is the missing Entling?” He reached up his hands as if he wanted to grab Nelly, but Tass shifted out of his way, and somehow, I found myself moving between them. That’s when I discovered that while old and stooped forward, Cyperus was still much bigger than me. His shoulders were wide, and it was obvious that beneath the loose robes, his body was still corded with muscle. This was a male who labored long and often in the sun, who worked in his garden for hours each day. Age might have slowed him a little, but he was still very strong—and a little scary—when he leveled a glare at me.

“You dare to interfere in grove business, Elrohirian? You might find your welcome wearing thin.” The threat was not even masked. Ah, that’s the other side of him, I thought immediately. I was relieved to see it, to know that it was there just like I knew it would be. Then Tass coiled one of his vines around my middle—a hug as well as a way to yank me to safety if need be. I appreciated that show of support, feeling like we were united, a team. That wasn’t something I’d ever had before, and it felt good. It also felt like Nelly should be part of this, and she did not seem to want to leave Tass’s shoulder, so maybe she felt the same way.

“Careful, Plantist Cyperus. I do not tolerate any disrespect to my female,” Tass said darkly. He let his Iredese flare along his temples, a luminous gold that pulsed with energy. “And I do not hand over an Entling unless I know she will be safe. I found her far from her grove, nearly crushed in the carnage created by criminals. How do I know she was not sold or stolen from your grove?” Ouch. Those were some harsh words, and I expected this to greatly offend Cyperus, but he stepped back and lowered his shoulders with a pleased nod.

The Sire, with her pink curtain of flowery hair, began to lower to her knees with a deep, humming noise. “Ah, young Tasseloris. I remember your fire so well,” she said. “So much talent, so mishandled.” Tass went stiff as a board again, and I turned to curl my arms around his middle, hugging him the way his vine was hugging me. Mishandled? If he was, that wasn’t Tass’s fault—I was sure of it. He aimed to please in everything, and he was desperate for approval. I knew that feeling all too well.

“Your teachers had no idea what to do with you, and I was very saddened by what happened.” The Sire reached out her arm, which was easily as long as Tass himself. It closed the distance between us and could have swatted one of us like a fly with the power inherent in that kind of limb. She held her fingers open in front of Tass’s face and gently undulated them without ever touching my mate’s skin or harming any of us. It was an invitation for Nelly to climb into her hand, and the Entling did so, finally uncurling from around Tass’s neck.

She floated across that long limb of twisted vines and wood to clamber to the Sire’s tall, flower-covered shoulder. There, she nestled herself beneath her Sire’s chin with soft chirping sounds. “You did well, little one,” the Sire said in what was probably her softest, most modulated tone. It still boomed across the clearing, but it was filled with warmth and kindness. I could see how it settled the tiny Entling, who looked truly minuscule beside her Sire.

“Ah, so you are that plantist,” Cyperus said, his face clearing of any suspicion that had clung to it earlier. He eyed Tass’s damaged black armor anew, but this time, there was none of the judgment in it that I’d seen earlier. “This Sire left her grove because of you. Come, come! You wanted haven and to make a call, if I remember correctly? Follow me to my home, and we’ll take care of both those things.”

He turned and began to hobble away, quickly helped by the massive Sire as she rose back to her feet to follow him. When she turned, I saw that dozens of pairs of large green eyes peeked out at us through the long waves of pink flowers that draped her. More Entlings, just like Nelly. If all of these grew into huge Sires, how many were there? And how long did it take? 

I cast my eyes about the clearing again to figure it out. Wouldn’t there be Entlings larger than this? What was the in-between stage? They couldn’t possibly shoot up from tiny Entling to giant Sire overnight. But nothing inside the clearing hinted at answers to that mystery.

***

Tasseloris

Entering the grove and seeing such a familiar place had been much harder than I had expected. The sight of a Plantist coming to greet us was like a sucker punch to the gut. He was what I had once been expected to grow up to be, but my path had diverged—grown tangled and stunted. Then Elyssa had stood protectively in front of me and said the things she’d said. She had claimed me as her mate without a hint of shame, and I’d learned that I did not care half as much about the opinions of others as I did about hers. And Elyssa saw me as worthy.

To discover that the Sire who lived in this grove knew me was also a shock. For a Sire to leave their grove and not only travel to another but to do so by leaving their planet… it was almost unheard of. But this Sire had left the Petal Grove and traveled from Viridara Eight to reach Viridara Three and settle anew at the Bloom Grove. She must have done so while taking her Entlings with her, as they remained Entlings for impossibly long lengths of time—generations. I distinctly recalled a pink-blooming Sire at Petal, now that I was not actively avoiding thinking about it. That Sire could definitely be this one, and she’d had Entlings then, too.

Elyssa held on to me as we walked behind Cyperus, who was amicably talking about the status of his Ekra harvest for this season. It still felt a little like I was missing a small piece of me; Nelly wasn’t clinging to my shoulder, and I’d gotten very used to having her there. I could see her green eyes peeking at me from the highest vantage point atop her Sire’s shoulder, her position indicating that she was the oldest Entling spawned by this Sire.

“Watch your head,” Cypures said as we reached his home. It was a low building, partially dug into the ground, and, as he had warned, I had to duck low to fit through the small, oval-shaped door. There were several wooden steps to climb down, and I felt a hint of unease because this meant we were leaving the Sire—and thus Nelly—outside. Though I’d told Elyssa that we’d have to leave the Entling here, it felt incredibly painful to consider that in a few hours—or maybe a day—we’d have to say goodbye forever.

The plantist keeper of Bloom Grove had a very cozy and modest home. It was not kitted out with much technology, but I caught sight of several drawings and paintings along his walls. He indicated that we should sit at a large trestle table in the center of the tiled floor, and I sank down slowly onto the seat, Elyssa tucked under my arm at my side. When the roof across from me began to lift, my breathing eased, and I began to feel the first hints of relaxation. The Sire was peering in beneath the moving panel, and Nelly was sitting right next to its cheek, where I could see her.

Soon, we had steaming mugs of herbal tea in our hands, and the plantist was fussing over my shoulders, where I’d had to rapidly shed and regrow vines and sails over the past few days. He was tsking loudly about the strain on my body and stirring more herbs into my cup after his first assessment, which should help to replenish me. He had also placed a fairly old model of a comm device on the table in front of me, and I was tapping messages into it as he worked.

“You must be the cause of that crashed shuttle not far from here,” Cyperus stated as he poked a finger at the nearly closed wound on my thigh. I hid a wince and nodded. Dravion had a better bedside manner than this, but nobody knew how to care for a plantist better than another plantist. 

“I was aboard that shuttle when criminals in Jalima’s employ shot it down. We’ve been working to stop them and root them from the jungle ever since, but with no backup, it has been an exhausting endeavor.” I found it prudent not to mention that it was Elyssa who had drawn them into the woods in the first place and that they were after something she carried. Let him think Elyssa and I had arrived together and had been working together from the start. If he discovered how new our mating was, he might not trust her, which would be highly unfair and also unwarranted.

My first message had reached the Varakartoom, and when I got a reply, I drew in a relieved breath. “Not safe to call. We have been banned from leaving the port or the ship until the investigation closes. Undercover support has been sent on foot. Expect them soon; they will arrive in the next twelve hours. Lay low. We will contact you when we know more.”

It was more or less what I expected had happened. The Viridara police would have tracked the shuttle to the Varakartoom, but they could not act without angering the entire nation or until they were cleared of wrongdoing. So who could be the undercover support? I knew that it was nearly impossible to leave a ship under that kind of lockdown. They would have put a plantist on a ship like the Varakartoom—she had too much of a reputation as a troublemaker not to. Nobody escaped the scope of a plantist’s domain without them knowing it. That’s why I was such a good tracker.

“Good news?” Cyperus asked as he returned with a bowl of smelly green paste, which he began smearing on the healing wound on my leg. “You look relieved, son.” I nodded slowly, still pondering what to say. We were getting the aid I had been hoping for, but I wasn’t sure how much to reveal. If Elyssa weren’t so tired, I would have walked out of here already—ripped off the bandage of saying farewell to Nelly and left. But she needed rest, and a safe, comfortable bed to get it in. Out in the jungle, we’d be back in the rains that came with the monsoon season.

“Yes, backup should find us soon, and my ship is unharmed,” I agreed. Tucking my chin down against the crown of Elyssa’s head, I savored the moment. Until now, I couldn’t be sure why nobody from the ship had shown up to aid me. Now I knew it was the stupid rule-abiding police who were keeping them detained, but nothing harmful. Soon enough, they’d discover that my shuttle had been shot down without warning by a surface-to-air missile, a highly illegal weapon. And they’d start finding the bodies and be able to tie them to Jalima. We should be able to rest easier for now because there was no way an outsider could find the grove.

Knowing my crewmates were safe but detained felt like a weight off my shoulders. I could focus on getting Elyssa to the ship safely and De’tor and that nasty Tahirel out of our lives for good. My fists clenched as I thought of all the murderous things I wanted to do to the Elrohirian male who had dared to lay hands on my female. It was a good thing Cyperus could not read my mind as he bobbed around his small kitchen to prepare us a meal, and that Elyssa was slipping into a light doze in my arms, giving into her exhaustion now that we were safe.

“My Entling tells me great things about you, young Tasseloris. I always knew you would amount to great things,” the Sire droned in what was probably its softest voice. It was a pleasant, low hum that vibrated through my bones. Elyssa stirred, but her eyes remained closed. I tilted my head to look into the bark-brown facial features of the Sire. They, like the Entlings, technically had no gender, but only a rare handful of Sires were able to spawn the next generation. This one looked particularly feminine, as did Nelly, but that was not the rule for the seedcarriers.

“Thank you, Nelly,” I said, slipping up with the name I’d given the tiny Entling without meaning to. That was my own exhaustion getting to me. My wounds had taken a lot out of me, as had reaching for powers I had previously been unable to control or bring to bloom. The Sire did not seem bothered by this strange way of addressing its Entling, but Cyperus dropped the pot he was holding onto the stove with a startled clang.

When he turned to look at me, it was with a look of consternation. “Nelly?” he asked, his brow lowering in a deep, impressive furrow. I worried that his Iredese might flare, but his temples remained calm and blank. I knew I’d slipped up, but I couldn’t help doubling down at this point. As a child, it had always baffled me that the Sires were just Sire—no name—and the Entlings were equally unidentified.

“Yes, Nelly. It’s short for Nelumbo nucifera. That’s after my…” I was interrupted abruptly by the elder male with a barked laugh. Startled, I only just managed to keep my own Iredese calm and my hair flat around my shoulders.

“Your grandmother, may she rest in peace. Great woman, that—ahead of her time.” So he knew her, then. That was hardly surprising; she had been a famous and very talented plantist herself when she was alive. She’d traveled to every planet, seen every grove, and taught many young talents—including, at first, me. Then she’d passed, and I’d been sent by my family to train with Master Eryngium. It was then that I began to struggle to control my powers, or even access them at all.

“Nelly suits her,” the Sire announced before the plantist or I could say another word. “She says she has become Nelly in earnest and wishes to remain Nelly.” The tight feeling that suddenly spread in my chest was confusing. Was this a good thing or a bad thing? Had I irreparably damaged the path this Entling was on by naming her, or was I giving the Entling the chance at more of an identity?

“That Entling has been itching to explore since the day it got here,” the plantist said. There was something in his tone that made me want to bristle with anger, to stand up and protect the little Entling. There was as much condemnation in that tone as I’d experienced in my lessons with Eryngium and my strict mother. Nelly did not deserve that just because she was different from her fellow Entlings, because she wanted more than to be stuck inside the same old grove all her life.  

I was already moving, shifting Elyssa gently from my shoulder so she could rest her head on the table. The urge to get to Nelly and protect her from the same kind of treatment I’d experienced was all-consuming. The long arm of the Sire stopped me in my tracks; it reached through the open hatch in the roof, all the way down to catch me with long but gentle fingers by the shoulders. “Yes, I agree, Nelly. You’ve found the perfect protector. This plantist will do. Very well, you may go.”

Frozen, not for the first time inside this grove, I stared into the gnarled, wooden face of the Sire, confusion my primary emotion. When Nelly began scampering down her Sire’s arm and settled her slight weight on my shoulder, it was like everything settled inside me too. The Sire slowly withdrew her arm, and I was certain they winked, a broad smile stretching across their face. “Take good care of Nelly, young Tasseloris. I trust you to find the right grove for my Entling.” With that, she was gone, withdrawing from Cyperus’s small home, the hatch in the roof shutting with a soft, moss-cushioned thud.

Left standing in the center of the room, with green paste dripping down my leg and into my boot, I had never felt better. And then Cyperus gave me a short but approving nod, and my heart felt like it could burst.

“Come, let me show you where you and your mate can rest for the night.” 


Chapter 18

Elyssa

I woke from the warmth of a sunbeam shining down onto my face, the light soft but bright as it warmed my skin. Having slept better than I had in months—and for the first time in days, also in a proper bed—I felt rejuvenated, ready to face whatever danger still awaited us outside the Bloom grove. I’d learned so much over a late dinner last night after a long nap, and I’d seen how much it had healed some of the wounds on Tass’s soul. He had positively glowed by the time dinner had finished because Cyperus had talked to him easily, like he was an equal.

Stretching slowly, I smiled when I felt Tass’s warm body press against my back, his arm tightening around my waist. We were resting in a tiny room with a grass roof, with a round window to let in as much sunlight as possible. It was very cozy and cute, and the bed was extremely comfortable. Sleeping properly and enjoying a nice hot shower last night had been exactly what I needed. Now, I felt entirely different things stirring through my bloodstream at the feel of all that green skin and muscle at my disposal.

Twisting in his arms, I wriggled until he gave me enough space to drape my arms around his neck and pull him in for a kiss. “Good morning, Tass. I’m so glad Brace sent you in his place.” I was pretty sure that if Brace had survived that shuttle crash, he would have also tried to help me, but meeting Tass was, hands down, the best thing that had ever happened to me. My only regret was that I’d taken so long to realize how much I could trust him. If I hadn’t sent us in the wrong direction that first day, we might have been out of the woods—literally—by now. At least things had turned out well in the end.

When Tass pulled back from our leisurely kiss, it was to search for the little Entling. Nelly had found a pot of dirt with pretty blue ferns and had nestled herself into them to take advantage of the warm sunlight. His smile at the sight of her made my heart speed up in delight; it was cute, with a dimple and a glitter in his black eyes. How could I not adore a male that sweet on the pink little plant girl?

“Nelly is asleep,” he murmured, and the soft smile transformed into a grin that hinted at the rising heat between us. Last night, we’d tumbled into this bed after our showers—naked but too tired for anything but sleep. Now, I could reap the rewards. I felt his cock flex and stiffen against my belly—a hard, textured bar and silky, fluttering feather touches. “What say you? We try out this bed for real?” He dipped his head and covered my mouth again for a kiss. This time, there was nothing soft or leisurely about it. This was not a morning greeting but the first step in a dance as old as time.

Throwing my leg over his narrow hip, I shamelessly exposed my already weeping core to him. He hissed into my mouth as my wetness glided along his hard, twisted shaft. I felt each bump and ridge of him hit my sensitive flesh, and then I reached the bottom edge, where his erection sprouted from a nest of thick, leafy fronds. They felt like ticklish feathers against my flesh, teasing me when they fluttered against my core.

“So ready for me, Elyssa. Aren’t you? Did you dream about me, my sweet mate?” I loved the dark timbre of Tass’s voice when he spoke to me like that, and with a needy shudder, I nodded. That had to be the truth—I’d woken up needing him, already wet. It must have been his sexy, warm, protective body curled so tightly around me that had turned me on.

“Hush, I’ll take care of you,” he assured me, and then his hands began moving. They glided over my skin, following the curve of my spine, cupping my rear, and urging me to move exactly how he wanted me to. It wasn’t just his hands that touched me all over; he touched me with his vines, too. One circled my ankle and gently squeezed before gently pulling until I couldn’t do anything but fall forward on top of him. I found myself straddling his hips, riding the hard bar of his cock but not sinking onto him yet. He rose, his mouth closing around one of my nipples and sucking just right. Delicious pleasure skated up my spine and arrowed from nipple straight to my core.

“Ride me, Elyssa,” Tass said, and his hips shifted, his vines and hands moving me until I was hovering above the blunt, dark-green tip of his hard cock. As I’d learned the first time, he was big, and I was very small, but the lubricant leaking from his blunt tip would make everything work. The ridges of his strangely twisted cock would feel so good, especially when they flexed and moved inside me. There was no fear this time that this couldn’t work; I just craved what he had to give me—that huge, fat cock and all the pleasure that came with being filled so completely.

Panting as I felt the blunt pressure of his cockhead against my opening, I forced my inner muscles to relax. There was a burn and an ache as he forced the thick head past my tight entrance. It felt like a pop that rocketed through my body when he slid past that first edge. Then he undulated with his cock, and all those twisted ridges rubbed against my sensitive walls. If not for his vines holding me up, I would have collapsed against him from the effort.

He was too much, and then he wasn’t, as I sank down on him another inch. The first brush of the leaves at his hips against my clit, and I saw stars, a moan rippling from my throat. “Ah, Tass.” He gave me a feral grin, and his hands tightened around my hips, lifting me nearly off his cock before plunging me back down. Another inch went in, and then another. When I looked down, I fully expected him to be almost all the way in. No—not even halfway—and that should have been daunting, but it was so freaking hot to see that thick green shaft stretching me wide. I moaned again, shuddering around him, and I felt how he fluttered and twisted inside of me in response.

Every dark purple line that marked his body seemed designed to emphasize his beautiful, lean muscles, and they all made my eyes trail down to his even prettier emerald cock. Wetness leaked down the veiny sides, mine and his combined, easing the way for me to take more with each rise and fall of our bodies. He gritted his jaw, tension tightening the cords of his neck, and I loved how obvious it was that he was fighting to stave off his own pleasure.

By the time his cock was fully seated inside me, I was so full I felt like I’d burst. Sweat coated my spine, and my legs trembled with weakness. Tass and his vines were there to hold me, as were his strong hands. We rose and fell in a steady rhythm, his hips punching up to meet mine each time he urged me back down. Pleasure rocked through me with each push and pull, until it was inevitable that I shattered for him—shattered into a million pieces, bright as starlight—and he was there to catch me as I fell.

Breathing like I’d just run a mile, I let him gently lay me down against his chest, draped over him with his huge cock still filling me to bursting. His hands stroked along my spine and my hair, petting me, easing me until the last waves of pleasure had run their course. “That’s it, sweet girl,” he told me against the crown of my hair, his warm breath stroking like a caress against my scalp. “But you can take more, can’t you?” It was as much an encouragement as a promise.

When I curled my fingers against his shoulders, gripping him, he knew I was ready. His hips shifted, pressing up, and then he began to fuck me with hard, rapid thrusts. This made the first bit seem all gentle and slow, though it hadn’t been. He kept me pinned in place with his arms and his vines, and then he curled the tip of one of those handy appendages between our bodies and found my clit. Pleasured by his pounding cock, his ridged texture, the fluttering leaves, and the tip of that vine against my clit, I was helpless to resist another orgasm. It crashed through me hard and fast, my core tightening around him in a tight squeeze. He could barely move then, and with a loud growl, he came with me, hurtling over the edge together.

His seed left my core tingling, and I knew it would glitter and sparkle, leaving me painted in the prettiest way until I could wash it off. Curled together, the two of us did not move, his cock still deep inside of me as it slowly, bit by bit, began to soften. Beneath my ear, I could hear the steady beat of his heart, and my fingers were tempted to dance across his emerald skin and trace the deep purple lines that marked him. I was beyond satisfied and very much ready for another nap. Thankfully, Tass was more than happy to remain exactly where he was with me.

Neither one of us wanted to get up and face the new day and the things that were waiting for us outside of the sacred grove. This place was like a slice of paradise after the wet, monsoon-plagued jungle. But we had to leave; we could not risk De’tor discovering the grove and trying to find a way to get to me here. That would put the Sire and the other Entlings—not to mention Cyperus—at risk.

Unfortunately, the world and its woes had a way of intruding upon such perfectly happy, private slices of paradise. The plantist who guarded this grove soon came to knock on our door, interrupting our post-sex nap. Tass was immediately awake and alert, rising on his elbows to gaze at the window above us to estimate the time. “Blazing stars, Cyperus must have sensed our backup or our enemies outside the grove. I’m sorry, Elyssa, but our time is up. We’ve got to go.”

We were both subdued as we hurried to wash up before getting dressed. Cyperus had run my clothing through the cleanser, and he’d even mended some of the tears, so at least I felt snazzy and pretty again as I pulled on my outfit and braided my hair. That was a better way to face De’tor and Tahirel, should it come to it, than feeling like a half-drowned Batan. Tass’s armor was not fixable, but several hardened pieces of bark had been left at our door. Tass tied them over the worst damage in his armor in a casual way, as if he was not at all surprised, though privately I wondered how bark could possibly be helpful against laser fire the way the rest of his armor was.

Once we emerged from our little nest—a tiny, half-underground home specifically for guests of the grove—Cyperus met us with a worried frown. He carried a tray with sandwiches that we both eagerly took to munch on while he explained what was going on. “I suspect it’s your backup waiting politely beyond the forcefield. But they walked right up to it, and I don’t like that. There are more stirrings in the forest beyond—men moving stealthily and with a killing intent.”

“I wonder who it is,” Tass said. He was kneeling now to check what supplies remained in his backpack. Nelly was hanging from his shoulder, where she’d claimed a spot covered with the hardened but still flexible bark. She curiously peered into the bag with him, then yelped with excitement when she discovered something shiny in the front pocket. She was faster than Tass, leaping down to snatch it, then huddling behind my legs to inspect her pilfered treasure.

I winced when I realized it was a tiny silver lighter. That did not seem like the most appropriate toy for a plant lifeform, but she would not let me take it from her. Tas tried once and gave up almost immediately. “She’ll give it back when we need it. But we have to leave. If it is De’tor, we cannot let them try to breach the grove.” He waved his hand at the strangely organic, tiny little homes lined up on one side of the clearing, and then he waved at the Sire where it stood next to a tree taller than its hulking shape.

The long draping of the pink flower vines made it seem like it had long, pink hair, and when it raised an elegant, long-fingered hand to wave back, it seemed so womanly and human—shaped just like any other humanoid life form in the quadrant. I could be forgiven for imagining that she was a mother, come to wave her child goodbye as she left home to go to college. Except, when I looked at tiny Nelly, it was more like she had to part ways with her infant, as the Entling didn’t even reach up to my knee. Last night, I had learned that those looks were deceiving—Nelly was much older than I was. They stayed this small for hundreds of years, sometimes longer, before they became rooted for another long while to turn into a Sire.

I half expected the Sire to step forward to say farewell, but they never moved as if rooted in place. Tass inclined his head at her, then picked up Nelly to settle her atop his shoulder. She made herself comfortable immediately, but I saw how she clutched the silvery lighter tightly against her chest. Cyperus did walk with us to the entrance of the grove, his steps slow and plodding on the uneven, mossy ground. With his vines, he supported himself, but he was not as fast as when the Sire had aided him. He took advantage of the slow pace to talk to us.

“I have submitted the appropriate paperwork, Tasseloris, affirming your status as a freelance plantist and sanctioning from the Sire to be Nelly’s protector and guide. Under the guise of finding her rooting spot, this is allowed.” Tass tried not to look like those words struck a chord, but I could see how he struggled to keep the emotions from his face. Affirmed as a plantist? That was something he never expected to hear—to be accepted as such by his species, by the Sire and plantist of a very esteemed grove like this one. Neither of us had expected that Nelly would be allowed to accompany us when we left either, but it sounded like they had been waiting for someone like Tass to arrive precisely so that she could.

“Thank you, Plantist Cyperus,” Tass said politely. “Are you certain you will not get into trouble for sticking your neck out for me? You know my history.” The plantist assured him firmly that he and the Sire had discussed this at length and wanted to right the wrong that had been done to him. I could see a wet sheen in Tass’s black eyes at the response, and, without words, he began to pull a rolled-up piece of parchment from his backpack. His vine caught it and held it out to the elderly male. “Then take this as a token of my appreciation—a way to remember us by.”

I had seen the paper and writing kit in Tass’s supplies before and wondered why he’d carry something like that into the jungle with him. It was hardly practical. When Cyperus unfurled the tight roll, it revealed a beautiful map of the grove, inked with precision and in a wild array of colors to match what plants grew where. I had no idea when Tass had found the time to make something like that, unless he’d snuck out of bed during the night to do so.

The surprised gasp of the plantist matched my own, and as Tass began to hurriedly assure him that it was just a little something and he did not need to feel obligated to keep it, the male shushed him. “This is beautiful, a piece of art, and I will display this on my wall with my other pieces with pride, son.” And then, as if the moment was getting too fraught with emotion for him too, he waved his hand at the vines between the pair of trees that functioned as the gateway into the grove. “Now go, get faraway from here and rid yourself of those who threaten your mate. Bodies are easily hidden near the Takchaw pits.”

There was a laugh that burst from Tass’s lips at those words, and I hurried to throw my arms around the old male’s neck in a final goodbye. Then the three of us were stepping through the gateway, tingles teasing over our skin. As soon as we were through, the world changed from bright and full of possibilities to drab and dreary, and fear for what lurked there rose in response. The gateway was nothing more than a pair of trees covered in climbing plants and vines; there was nothing there to indicate that a lush, still-sunny grove lay beyond those branches.


Chapter 19

Tasseloris

After that parting, I was a mess on the inside. Affirmed as a plantist officially? Even if there was no ceremony, Cyperus had submitted the paperwork—he had made it real. I knew intellectually that the ability to grow both sails and vines was the final test, and I’d done that. By their rules, I had passed, but I still couldn’t wrap my head around that kind of acknowledgment. And then there was little Nelly, still riding on my shoulder, at my side. To be trusted with her well-being was the biggest acknowledgment of all.

Elyssa’s warm, understanding smile was like an arrow to my heart. She knew exactly what was going through my head; that look said it all. She knew I had found the acceptance for that part of me at long last, and as I considered her sapphire eyes, I wondered how I could help her find her place in the universe. My eyes darted to the Caratan chain on her cheek, where the family medallion hid data that could strike a beautiful blow to Jalima’s operations. It was all about family for my female, and I hoped that she would find it with me—and maybe with the crew that had become my family over the years.

Thinking of family made my senses tingle. We had only walked a short distance, and I’d stretched them wide as we went, sensing what passed through the forest in ways only a plantist could. There they were, a pair standing beside a warmth source that could only come from a vehicle idling. With a hand on the small of Elyssa’s back, I began guiding her in the right direction. In seconds, we were close, and I did not need to temper our approach—I recognized that voice.

“I could never live here—too wet,” Aramon loudly complained. “Not that the desert you grew up in is any better—too dry. Nope, give me the nicely temperature-controlled halls of the Varakartoom any day.” I should not be surprised that this was the ‘undercover’ backup that Asmoded had sent for Elyssa and me. If the entire ship was on lockdown by the authorities, with a plantist guard to keep them in, they were the only option. Evie and Aramon had been in the city to ‘honeymoon,’ an Earth custom Aramon had been very keen to experience.

“That’s our backup,” I whispered to Elyssa. “Don’t mind Aramon; he’s all bark, no bite.” We stepped from behind a bush and came face-to-face with the pair. They were standing beside a hover vehicle barely big enough to fit all of us. Both of them were wearing a black set of armor, custom-made by Ysa for the Varakartoom crew. Evie’s long hair was up in a ponytail, shimmering coppery orange, while her eyes were a mossy green that matched the jungle. Aramon, an Asrai, looked as sinister and deadly as always, his image only softened by the way he had his mate tucked in his arms.

“All bark, no bite?” he drawled, sounding mightily offended. “Come here, and I’ll prove you wrong, Tass.” He snapped his teeth my way and then grinned, red eyes dancing with amusement as he cackled a laugh. The twin to Solear, he was the silent male’s polar opposite—always talking, always laughing, and the king of gossip aboard the ship. “You’re one to talk. We’re here to rescue your sorry ass.” Like flipping a switch, he turned his ghoulish face on Elyssa and winked. “At your service. I’m Aramon, and this is my mate, Evie.”

“I never thought I’d say this, Aramon, but I’m glad to see you. Also, can you please explain to me why your brother has been stalking me all week?” I said as I appraised how Evie and Elyssa responded to each other. Females were always a little baffling to me, especially when they were talking with each other. Evie was trained to be the body double to a now-dead Xurtal princess; she was as refined as Aramon was coarse. It was not surprising that she had good manners—the type even my mother could be jealous of.

They had stepped forward to shake hands and were politely exchanging names and greetings. It appeared to be going just fine, so I pierced Aramon with a stare that meant business. I really wanted to know what Solear had been up to while Aramon was planetside with his mate the week preceding this mission. He was the only one who could know.

The male laughed, bouncing on the toes of his boots as if he could not contain his energy. “I told Solear he needed to make some friends now that I have a mate. I told him to start with you—you’re friendly. You make friends easily.” I winced because I’d been doing anything but reciprocating Solear’s odd attempts. At the same time, I felt a rush of warmth for the Asrai twins, members of Asmoded’s crew who had been around almost as long as the captain himself. Aramon had trusted me with his brother’s feelings—how had that happened?

“Well, I guess it’s working,” I offered, my eyes darting from the talkative Asrai to the parked but silently idling hover vehicle. “He helped me pack for this mission—sort of—and he said thanks when I gave him some of my maps.” Aramon beamed and reached out to roughly slap me on the shoulder. “Please tell me you didn’t steal that hover vehicle.”

The maniacal grin I received told me that he absolutely had stolen that vehicle and I began to groan even as Aramon said proudly that he had not stolen it. A lie, and one that his mate refuted with a laugh. “We did steal it, but we’re about ninety percent certain we stole it from De’tor’s men.” She pointed at the dash on the vehicle, where some wires and screens had been damaged, “But we disabled the tracking on it. Don’t worry.”

Okay, that was something at least. If De’tor was a vehicle down, that would help us, and this hover machine would get us out of the jungle in a matter of hours. I did not want to force Elyssa to endure a two-day hike back to the outskirts of Bloom; she had already been through enough. Picking her up in my arms, I smiled as she yelped in surprise, then laughed when I settled her on the seat of the vehicle. “Let’s go. No time to waste. My arrival at the Varakartoom should help clear things up with the authorities. My paperwork should have been processed by then.”

Behind me, Aramon muttered, “What paperwork?” but Evie, sharp and insightful human that she was, asked, “Don’t tell me—Elyssa and you are mates? Congratulations, Tasseloris! I’m so happy for you!” She glided across the soft dirt to my side and hugged first me, then Elyssa. “Welcome to the family! You’re not going to regret living with this crazy bunch for a minute, I promise!” It was exactly the right thing to say to my mate—that instant, warm welcome when Evie realized how important this female was to me. Honestly, it was like a balm to my soul, too, to know that this crew was my home, even these newer additions ever since the captain had rescinded his no-mate rule.

“Ah, bro, that’s fucking awesome.” Aramon slapped me on the shoulder again, and I stumbled forward, briefly distracted. Nelly yelped, indignantly raising her pink-crowned head to glare at Aramon. This was probably when the pair finally noticed that Elyssa was not the only newcomer. Evie awed, fanning her hand in front of her face, while Aramon twisted his mouth in distaste. “A pink flower thing? Really, Tass?”

I caught him by his shoulder with my vine, squeezing tight so he knew I meant business. “You got a problem with that, Aramon?” I snarled at him. “One bad word about Nelly, and I’ll snap your skinny neck.” He instantly raised his hands, grinning wildly as if he loved that I’d just done that rather than taking offense, nodding his head in a quick bob before winking at his mate like it was all a big joke. To him, it probably was. The truth was, Aramon was as loyal as they came, and if I asked him to commit a murder for me, he would in a heartbeat. He’d make sure to bring the shovels too—not that we needed those, considering my abilities.

“Fine, fine, no bad words about your pink flower girl,” he chuckled, eyes sparkling with mirth. “Let’s get moving. We’re losing daylight, and I plan to fuck my mate in a bed tonight.” Evie squeaked a startled, “Aramon!” her face growing as pink as Nelly’s crown. But she was laughing when her mate picked her up and set her on the vehicle in front of Elyssa. Then he hopped on and grabbed hold of the handlebars, his hands expertly flicking over the controls to ready it for flight. As he was the best pilot this side of the galaxy, I had faith that he’d get us safely out from beneath the dense jungle canopy.

Grabbing hold of the tail end of the vehicle, my first foot had just left the dirt when I sensed the vibrations. The rumbling as a vehicle approached—bigger than the one Aramon had arrived on. That was a land vehicle, but more worrisome were the sounds coming from above that indicated a shuttle. It could either be the government, chasing after Aramon to repatriate him and Evie to the Varakartom, or it was De’tor. I had a feeling it was the latter, and the sound of those vehicles indicated large amounts of reinforcements.

I placed my boot back on the ground and turned to Aramon. “Get her out of here. I’ll hold them off to give you time.” The Asrai male was deadly serious, his eyes dark with understanding when he gave me a nod. Then I reached for Elyssa, catching her by the back of her neck to pull her down for a quick kiss. “I’ll catch up. Don’t worry about me.” I reached over my shoulder to grab Nelly, but the Entling stubbornly clung to my hair. I didn’t have time to struggle with her, so I gave up and stepped back, waving at Aramon to take off. Elyssa loudly protested, but away they flew, and I turned to brace myself for a fight. A grin spread across my face at the prospect, and I allowed my Iredese to glow brightly on my temples. This was my chance to punish that Elrohirian for hurting my mate, and killing De’tor would greatly please the captain, too. It was another blow at Jalima’s activities.

The land vehicle arrived first, careening to a stop beneath a large tree a couple dozen feet away but in plain sight. On it, three males sat—one of them a local Viridara with a glum expression on his face. I could hazard a guess as to his presence: he’d been willing to function as a guide to the grove’s entrance. De’tor must have correctly guessed that that was where we’d gone to hide from him. It was the only way they could have found us this quickly and this accurately; they sure as the blazing stars hadn’t been able to follow our tracks.

The two males who were part of De’tor’s crew dismounted, cradling laser rifles in their arms, though they did not approach. I had a feeling I’d encountered these two before, and they clearly did not want to engage me in combat without backup. Then the shuttle came to hover overhead. They could not land it here—not without destroying trees and damaging their hull. But when the hatch opened, males rappelled down—dozens of them.

Shifting, I dug my feet into the dirt and drew in a deep breath; my senses centered easily this time. I did not need a calm that always eluded me—I did not try to reach for that. Blooming in my mind, my powers came easily, quickly, and they made the earth tremble beneath my feet. Roots shifted and coiled, branches swayed and snapped, and vines curled like snakes around the unsuspecting. They fought fire with fire this time, setting things ablaze until pain recoiled through my senses.

This fight was going to be tough, but all I needed was to buy Aramon time to get Elyssa to safety. Then, I sensed movement from the direction of the grove, and I knew I was not alone. Cyperus and the Sire had slipped from the safety of the grove’s shielding to help me.


Chapter 20

Elyssa

“No! Go back! Damn it! Turn around right now! We can’t leave him…” It felt like someone had just torn my heart right out of my chest. Dramatic, but it was the truth. Leaving Tass behind like that felt far worse than anything I’d ever experienced before. It felt similar to how I’d felt when an Elrohirian police officer had come to the door of my home to tell my nanny that my parents had perished in a crash—like I’d never see him again.

Evie, the human woman I’d only just met, held onto me with both arms, awkwardly twisted around in her seat. It felt like her arms were the only thing holding me together and the only thing keeping me on the hover vehicle. If she hadn’t immediately turned to grip me like that, I would have thrown myself off the speeding vehicle to race back to Tass’s side. Tass and Nelly—both of them had been left behind. “We can’t,” Evie said. “They’re after the data you have. They’ll chase us when they realize you’re not there. Tass is strong, and he has the home advantage.”

Yeah, I knew all that, but he wasn’t invincible, and he had Nelly to protect. Knowing Tass, he’d try to draw them away from the sacred grove as much as possible, but how would we find him again after that? He had no comm with which to reach us. “We can’t leave him!” I said again, but I knew that the Asrai male wouldn’t listen. He was gunning the hover vehicle, pushing it to its limit and dangerously zigzagging around trees to avoid crashing. Soon, he launched us higher into the sky via a small clearing, and then we were speeding away above the treetops.

When I craned my head back as far as I could and squinted, my sharp eyesight allowed me to see a faint shimmer—the protective shielding of the grove. In front of that faint glitter hung the dark gray silhouette of a shuttle. That’s where Tass was, and it was already so far away that it was only a tiny blip on the horizon. We’d spent days trekking through these woods on foot, through weather that had turned dreadfully wet. Now, in less than two agonizing hours, we made it back to the beautiful stone cliffs where Tass and I had first met—the location of the abysmal Takchaw attack.

In minutes, we’d left those cliffs behind, too, and we were entering Bloom’s suburbs, where traffic picked up, and suddenly, we blended in. “You’ll turn around to find him?” I demanded of Aramon when the large port came into view—a coming and going of cargoships and passenger ships that filled the air with a constant hum. A particularly menacing black ship appeared to be our final destination, and my stomach clenched painfully. It felt so wrong to be heading to safety when Tass could be dead or dying back in the jungle, all alone.

“I will burn down the whole fucking jungle if that’s what it takes. Don’t worry,” Aramon assured me. I didn’t doubt that he would, but would that be enough? He could already be dead, and unlike my brother’s death—which had felt like freedom as much as it hurt—I didn’t think I’d ever be the same again if I never got to see Tass’s smile. Or feel a hug of arms and vines. Hear the deep rumble of his laugh, with that one tiny dimple.

We landed the vehicle beside the ship’s hangar bay doors, and I felt positively tiny beside the huge ship. From the ground, it was massive and impressive, bristling with weapons and sharp angles—a tank of metal and machinery—with only a handful of tiny windows breaking up its void of a shell. The sight of uniformed Viridara males patrolling around it confirmed what Tass had already explained: the ship had been detained until the shuttle crash that Tass had only barely escaped with his life had been investigated and the Varakartoom cleared of wrongdoing. They took a fire in their forests very seriously.

Our landing brought them rushing to our side, weapons—if not aimed our way—definitely at the ready. I was very grateful I did not have to deal with them and that it was Evie who glided gracefully into their midst to start explaining things. Aramon rushed me to the nearest airlock, and then I was with other black-armor-wearing males. It felt like I was a prisoner as they escorted me onto the ship, but I was glad to see the last of the Viridara police force, too. One of them had to be a plantist just like Tass; when he turned, his silhouette in the distance was unmistakable: a pair of vines rose from his shoulders.

Seeing that was like a punch to the gut. It finally dislodged the fearful tears—the worry I’d been holding back. Doubling over right there in the hallway beyond the airlock, a sob rose, shuddering painfully through my chest. I couldn’t walk. I couldn’t move. All I could do was sink to my knees and clutch at my middle so I wouldn’t fall completely to pieces in front of all these strangers.

Through wet lashes, I saw a collection of big black boots, all of them attached to tough-as-nails, sinister-looking mercenaries. None of them knew what to do with a female having a complete meltdown in their hallway. It wasn’t until Aramon and Evie popped in through the airlock sometime later that anything changed. I was struggling to breathe between hiccups and sobs, and Evie hurried over to curl me in her arms with tender, soothing words. Aramon was barking orders in rapid succession, and one of the mercenaries ran off to do as he’d demanded.

“We can’t fucking leave,” Aramon hissed, and I struggled to contain a wave of despair at that news. No, Tass needed help now—not in three weeks, when the Viridara finally got it through their thick heads that the fire and crash were not caused by the Varakartoom. He needed help now. And if they couldn’t leave, then I would. I was not part of the crew; I wouldn’t be on the ship’s crew list, and that had to mean I was free to go.

Surging to my feet, Evie stumbled up with me but managed to gracefully keep her arm around my shoulders. “Then I will save him!” I declared furiously to the silent hallway of deadly but oh-so-useless mercenaries. “I am not leaving Tass behind. I’m not.” Reaching up, I yanked the stupid family medallion ruthlessly from my Caratan chain and tossed it to the floor at Aramon’s feet. “You can give this to Brace. It’s what he was supposed to retrieve instead of Tass.” Then I shrugged out of Evie’s supportive embrace and stalked back to the airlock, all too aware of the many eyes on me as I did so.

I wiped the tears from my face with the sleeve of my jumpsuit, then grabbed hold of the manual lock that kept the airlock shut. When I pulled, it didn’t budge, and I hissed in frustration, turning to glare at Aramon and the silent mercenaries crowding the hallway with him. There were four of them, all looking confused and uneasy, but Aramon looked grim.

“Nobody leaves my ship without my say-so, Elrohirian,” a sinister, sibilant voice announced. I froze, fear suddenly rushing through my veins—sharp and sickly. My legs wanted to tremble, but I forced them to lock, forced myself to stand tall in front of that door with my chin raised. No cowering, no weakness. Tass needed help, and I was going to make sure he got it. If not for him, none of us would have made it to the Varakartoom. We owed him everything.

The new arrival was a Naga male—tall, covered in black scales that reminded me of the black armor the mercenaries on this ship all wore. His front was speckled with a fine dusting of bright green and gold, and his eyes glowed with intelligence and danger. Hair rose from a widow’s peak, cascading in silky locks around his shoulders, some of it partially restrained by braids. His mouth was pinched with displeasure, and I fought the instinct to shrink into myself, to wither like a misbehaving child. There was no doubt that this was the captain of the ship. Every single male inside the hallway snapped to attention for him; even Aramon seemed a little brighter, a little more behaved.

“But you are right, female. We will not leave a man behind.” Those words took the wind right out of me, and I shuddered, pressing my back against the cool metal of the airlock to stay upright. With my eyes locked on the menacing presence of the captain, I hadn’t noticed that he had not come alone. Another Asrai stood at his left, and a human female was on his right. “Aramon, ready an away party. This has taken long enough.”

“And I’ll take our guest to the mess hall,” the human woman said, and she stepped over the tail of the captain without hesitation to approach me. She had black hair that hung straight down to her shoulders, exotically tilted brown eyes, and a no-nonsense attitude. I couldn’t help but feel calmer as soon as she took charge of me, like there was no other option but to trust her. It helped that I could see Aramon unite with the other Asrai and how the pair was directing the rest of the mercenaries out of the airlock. Of course, for them, it did open. I wondered how they were going to manage to get away if they hadn’t managed to convince their guard yet.

“Come, let’s go, sweetie. We’ll take care of this. Tass is going to be fine.” The human woman did not introduce herself as she urged me to follow her, but that was okay. They were doing something, finally. Evie came with us, murmuring assurances, and I forced myself to explain about Tass.

“Look, he just got some kind of paperwork processed that proclaims him a plantist! Maybe if you explain that you want to rescue one of their plantists who’s in danger, that’ll work! Some criminals shot down one of their own… Maybe they’ll finally let you off this damn ship! Tass needs help now; he stayed behind to fight dozens of Jalima’s men. I saw the shuttle. De’tor is there, and Tahirel.” I was spewing a lot of words, hoping that any of them would help him. If it were up to me, I’d still be charging out that airlock myself, but it was already sealed behind Aramon and the few men he’d picked to take.

At least both women were politely listening to me, murmuring agreements. They were allowing me to let it out of my system, and that helped a tiny bit. It helped enough to say what really bothered me: “I should never have left him. We should have stayed there and helped him…” I had abandoned him, run to safety while he delayed De’tor, and I was certain that cretin had come in force this time. If Tass was lucky, he would try once again to capture him alive for Jalima’s gladiator stables. That would give this crew the chance to rescue him, but I didn’t have faith in that. I was pretty sure Tass had proven too dangerous to contain, and De’tor was going to kill him. 

“Aramon did exactly what he was supposed to do; he got you to safety.” The male voice that announced that spoke in a curt tone, which made me feel like he, unlike the women, was pretty fed up with my blabbering. The sibilant tones told me it had to be the scary-looking Naga captain, and when I twisted my head to look over my shoulder, I was instantly proven right. He was right behind me and the other two women, slithering after us silently but with deadly poise. This guy was a beast, a monster, and as close to a real-life representation of the ancient Elrohirian god Vamor, the deity of death and ice as one could get.

“You mean he got the data to safety,” I said, the snide remark coming from the deep fear locked in my chest—the fear that everything was already lost, that Tass, my bright, beautiful mate, was dead. I pointed at the small medallion he was holding in the scaly palm of his hand. In that grasp, the gold disk looked even smaller—looked meaningless, unimportant, the way the family that disk represented had become inconsequential. “That’s what really matters, isn’t it? That’s what you came here for?”

I’d learned enough from Tass to know that it wasn’t just Brace doing me a favor by accepting my request for help. Their captain had a long-standing vendetta against the Pretorian crimelord, and with that data, they could strike at the male. It had been stamped into me all my adolescent and adult life that you couldn’t trust anyone, that everyone was out for their own gain. It had taken me disastrously long to warm up to Tass and trust him when I’d known from that first glance that he was my mate. Trusting Tass’s captain was beyond me right now.

The Naga male’s features were hard to read, and he flicked out his split tongue as he tasted the air. Sharp gold eyes pierced mine, and I felt like he was staring straight into my soul with that gaze. “I said what I meant,” he drawled, “but yes, bringing me the data—that was important too.” His fist closed around the medallion, and he lifted his head to look at the exotic, dark-haired human. “Sweet mate, make sure this one gets a medical check-up. I have a call to make to the authorities.” With those parting words, he slithered rapidly past us and down a hallway.

“Don’t mind him,” the black-haired woman said. “He’s grumpy because Tass is missing. I know he doesn’t sound like he cares, but my mate is a regular bleeding heart, I promise. I’m Mandy, by the way.” Mandy was the captain’s mate. I struggled to wrap my head around that and struggled even more with the concept of a “bleeding heart.” What was that supposed to mean? It sounded painful, but he hardly looked like a male in distress. He looked deadly, powerful, and utterly terrifying. Mandy was a brave woman for mating a male like that.

My expression must have shown my bafflement because Mandy laughed, though it wasn’t wholehearted. “I mean, he cares a little too much. He takes in all kinds of strays and makes them part of his family. And I’m pretty sure that’s going to include you now.” I was trying to process that—a terrifying man who was secretly kind—as I followed the women. The hallways all looked confusing and the same—dark and gloomy—but Mandy and Evie had no trouble navigating them to reach the mess hall.

As soon as I stepped foot inside the large room filled with tables and the smells of cooking food, I knew: this was Brace’s domain. He had always said he’d open his own restaurant when he managed to escape Jalima’s stables; that’s where I’d expected to find him when I reached out to him months ago. Life had not turned out that way for him, but it had a way of doing that. I searched the room to find him and was dismayed to discover a nearly entirely pulled-down hatch between the galley and the mess hall. Was he there, behind that sliding panel? He wasn’t hiding, was he?

“Go sit down,” Evie said to us. “I’ll see if Brace can make us some tea and sandwiches. You must be hungry, Elyssa.” As soon as my name left her mouth, a loud bang came from the galley, followed by a low voice growling swearwords. It was such a familiar sound that a fresh wave of worry caught me in its talons, as if the sound of Brace’s familiar rumble made me unravel a little more and I couldn’t hold in that fear for Tass and for Nelly.

Shrugging from between Mandy and Evie, I ignored their startled sounds of surprise and raced for the nearly shut hatch. “Brace! Brace, is that you? Ah, stars, I thought you were dead! I’ve been so worried!” I caught the hatch with my hand, meaning to yank it up. It rattled as it began to move, but I never got far. A hand reached out and caught my wrist, holding me in place with a firm, though not painful, grasp. The blue pelt that covered that hand made it obvious it was Brace, but the scars that marred the knuckles were new. Or at least, they were new to me, but they looked old and healed.

“Don’t,” he huffed in a low tone. He had always been gruff, but when I knew him as a young girl, he had been a young male still filled with dreams and hopes. The voice I heard now did not sound hopeful; he sounded… lonely. “It is best if you stay on that side, Elly.”

Screw that, I didn’t want him to feel lonely when I was right here, and I could really use a hug from someone kind. Evie and Mandy were trying, but it wasn’t the same as having the support of your childhood buddy. Brace had once been like the brother I wished I had. It was only for a short period of my life—a few intense months when Elpherian and I stayed at one of Jalima’s homes. I had forgotten how close I’d felt to him until I heard his familiar voice; even the way he swore was familiar.

“No,” I said firmly. “I don’t accept that.” I twisted to look over my shoulder at the two silently observing humans behind me. Evie was looking on with a very polite expression, but Mandy seemed intrigued. When our eyes met, it felt like she was quietly urging me on. “By Vamor, god of death and ice, you better open that hatch and hug me, Brace. My mate is in danger; he might be dead… I could really use a friend. You’re still my friend, aren’t you?”

I knew he was. He wouldn’t have reached out to me and left me the contact details of his comm device all those years ago. He’d done that as soon as he got away from Jalima. I’d looked up the news articles about the escaped “Ice Beast” at that time. There hadn’t been any pictures, but I knew they were talking about Brace. He would not have done that if he didn’t care about me at least a little.

There was a long, protracted silence during which I could hear his labored breathing, accompanied by a buzzing in my ears from nerves. Then his thumb feathered over the pulse leaping in my wrist, and I knew I’d won. “Fine, but you must close your eyes. The rest of you, leave,” Brace growled in the grumpiest, snarkiest tone. Of course, neither Mandy nor Evie moved. I was pretty sure they had been ordered to stay at my side, though I hadn’t heard it.

He released my hand, and though I wanted to shove the hatch back up, I restrained that impulse and waited to see what he’d do. I was glad I did when I heard his heavy footsteps move through the galley to a side door on the left. It opened a crack, and I hurried over to it. He only opened it far enough for me to wriggle through, and he had turned off all the lights inside the galley. But Elrohirians saw well in the dark, especially when aided by a sliver of light from the mess hall coming from beneath the cracked hatch.

That didn’t mean I saw much of Brace other than a hulking outline. As a Hoxiam, he was eight feet tall, and he was clearly well-fed aboard this ship, too. He had fleshed out from the skinny, lean young male I’d known and become a hulking figure. Tass was a big guy—though lean—but Brace was easily twice as large. And he’d hung some kind of cloak around his shoulders, the hood drawn over his face. I couldn’t see anything but the faintest glitter of the many fangs inside his huge mouth.

“Well?” he growled. “What are you waiting for, Elly? This is what you wanted.” He made that sound like an accusation, but when I stepped forward and tucked myself against his massive, thickly furred chest, he was the one who sighed in relief. He awkwardly patted my shoulder, unsure of how to hug me, but that was okay; his presence was enough.

“I missed you,” I said against his fur, tears welling in my eyes. I’d never known how lonely I was inside Elpherian’s control—not until I’d met this male. For those few months we’d known each other, I’d run off to hide inside the gladiator stables every chance I got, and we’d talk—endlessly talk. I hadn’t found that connection again until I met Tass, and with him, it was even more because there was the mate bond that augmented it all.

“Missed you too,” he begrudgingly admitted. My sensitive ears could pick up the sighs the two women in the mess hall let out at that statement. “You really went ahead and fell for that skinny green fellow?” he tsked as if he disapproved, but then his voice turned less growly. “Tass is good at what he does. Best scout there is. If he’s in the jungle, they’ll never get him. Promise.”

I really hoped he was right. A world without Tass—a world without my mate and his strange companion—was not a world I wanted to face. But waiting for him to return to me felt impossible, and even with a hug from my friend and my stomach full of his food, I did not feel better. I didn’t think I could sleep, but when Mandy took me from the doctor’s quick health check to a room, I found that I could.

It was clearly Tass’s room aboard the Varakartoom. I recognized his hand in the maps that hung on the walls beside his bunk. There were three more beds, but they had to be unoccupied, as only one locker for personal things was in use. As I curled up in his blankets, it was his scent that helped lull me to sleep, and I dreamed of him back at my side, his arms and vines around me.


Chapter 21

Tasseloris

I had to keep De’tor’s males occupied as long as possible, and I had to draw them away from the grove while I did it. “Nelly, hide,” I urged the little Entling, using my vine to raise her high enough to climb onto a tall branch. She was very good at remaining hidden, and I did not believe that De’tor and his males were even aware of her existence. All the same, I wasn’t taking any chances.

Cyperus was helping me now, but he was only there to guard the grove. It was my duty to lead them away and finish this fight, no matter how hard it was. I took comfort in knowing that Aramon had taken Elyssa and the data to safety. She was out of reach now, and they’d never get hold of what they were after. Even if I lost my life today, I could go peacefully knowing they had lost as well. I was, however, very motivated not to die today; I had way too much to live for.

I was officially a plantist now—I had a reputation to uphold. Baring my teeth, I made sure the next male who came after me paid for it with his life. They had far superior weapons, though, and I couldn’t avoid every lasershot that came my way as I drew them deeper and deeper into the forest. I had a vague plan for how I could survive this, and it involved finding some still-active Takchaw pits.

Ducking behind a tree, I gave Cyperus a nod of assurance before risking a quick closing of my eyes so I could focus. Sensing the ground beneath my feet, I spread my awareness through the roots of the trees, the life that teemed beneath the surface. There—three miles due east. I could make that.

Weaving left and right, I began to tactically withdraw, engaging De’tor and his combatants just enough to keep them interested. Already, a laser shot had scorched my ribs, and another had found a gap between the bark and the metal that protected me. Though it would be safer in some ways, I couldn’t engage my helmet, as it would dull my connection with the planet.

“Big mistake, facing me on a Viridara world. This is my domain,” I hissed under my breath, rolling beneath a low-hanging branch and rising on my knees, hands in the dirt. I gazed back the way I’d come, already unable to see the grove, though it was still within range of my other senses. Cyperus was no longer fighting; he’d withdrawn to the entrance of the grove. De’tor had focused all his forces on chasing me. But to my left, I sensed the Sire silently stalking through the jungle, picking one off with a scream and the crunching of bones.

Focusing the powers that ran through my veins, I grabbed hold of the world and made it shake. This was something I knew I couldn’t do anywhere but here, yet it was immensely satisfying. Everything here was in tune with me, and I with it—the plants, the dirt. Now that I had unlocked the way to reach these powers, it was easier than ever to make them obey.

Screams echoed beneath the canopy of the trees as males fell and tumbled. Roots rose to grasp and delay, sometimes to break and restrain. A wave of exhaustion hit, and I knew I didn’t have another move like that left in me. I had to recharge, but it had rattled my pursuers enough that, when I sprinted deeper into the forest, their laser fire was too unfocused to strike me. Three miles to the Takchaw—I could make that.

How long would it take Aramon to reach the Varakartoom and return for me? I calculated the possibilities as I ran, swerving and dodging, detouring here or there to make things harder on the males on my heels. It was a two-day hike from here to the edge of Bloom, but the hover vehicle would make short work of that. It could move as the Kovar bird flew, taking the shortest path between here and the port. Damn it, I should have paid better attention in math class. Was it an hour or less? Probably less, considering who was piloting the vessel.

The biggest question was whether Aramon could return for me immediately or if the Viridara police would cause a delay. They might still have the Varakartoom on lockdown, and once Aramon had stepped inside, they would not let him leave again. Grimly, I considered my options if I had to spend another night in the jungle. Would I be able to evade De’tor that long? Probably. Already, I’d estimated that enough time had passed for Aramon to have made it to the ship. That meant Elyssa was safe, truly safe.

I tried to picture her reunion with Brace but couldn’t. I didn’t even know what Brace looked like, other than that the male was a Hoxiam. He only communicated with snarls, grunts, and short, oh-so-curt replies through the hatch that separated his galley from the mess hall—that was it. I was pretty sure only the captain saw his face from time to time, but otherwise, the male was a total recluse. Seriously, we had loads of antisocial males on the Varakartoom. It was like the captain went out of his way to collect them. Solear, Thatcher, Brace—and I could probably count the Sineater, too—they were all about as warm and friendly as a block of ice.

I made the stupid mistake of getting too lost in my thoughts and paid for it by nearly losing my foot when I reached the Takchaws. One of them must have been hungry and had risen dangerously close to the surface. I would have sensed it if I hadn’t been more focused on what Elyssa was doing at that moment. As its maw snapped around my foot, I managed to launch myself through the air just in time to avoid the sharp teeth. My vines caught a tree branch and swung me higher, moving instinctively to get out of range.

It was late afternoon now, but the rush of the first battle was beginning to fade, and I was tired. I’d used my plantist skills so much over the past few days that I wasn’t used to it. My body had been healing, replenished by Cyperus’s skillful hands, but I was not in top fighting form. Who would be after a shuttle crash of that magnitude, followed by the fights and the injuries I’d sustained? But Elyssa was safe—that was all that mattered—and I just had to stall for as long as I could.

When the first males reached the edge of the terrain where the Takchaw lay in wait, I held my breath and watched. I’d left an obvious trail for them to follow, but I’d only stay as long as needed to see how effective this trap was. After that, I’d disappear into the forest and hide, and I’d make sure they never found me.

The screams of the first victim were loud and horrible, followed by the whiz of laser fire as they tried to either kill the Takchaw or end the suffering of their comrade. I did not want to see the carnivorous plants come to harm, but they were plentiful in this area, and it was either them or me. The Kovar had nested in a nearby tree, and they roused with squeaks and squawks to investigate the possible prey, divebombing down onto the unfortunate souls that had wandered into their territory.

It was working, so I turned and, with the aid of my vines, left the scene through the tops of the trees. Behind me, I still heard the sounds of a fight, but they weren’t as numerous as I would have liked. I made the mistake of wanting to find out if Tahirel was among them, because that was a male I very much wanted to see dead. He wasn’t there, and when I located a second group searching the forest, I noticed he was not among them either. Swearing, I focused my senses and searched, certain he’d be there, unable to avoid the hunt after he’d failed to keep hold of Elyssa in the first place.

It was time to turn the tables and hunt them instead. Starting with that bastard. Too bad for him that I was an excellent tracker. Even if he was hanging back like a coward, I would find him. It was a challenge that filled me with excitement, but before I could start, I needed to check on Nelly. I had not been able to sense her through the earth before, as if she had no warmth and created no vibrations. But I knew her much better now, and when I closed my eyes and gripped the tree I perched in, I knew how to search for her signature.

There she was, not far away, also up in a tree. When I found her, it felt like a current of electricity came to life between us—not with a shock or pain, but a gentle hum. I was willing to bet good money that she’d aimed her face my way as soon as I located her and that her green eyes had flared wide with happiness. We met each other halfway, and, as always, it surprised me just how versatile the tiny Entling was and how fast she could move. Knowing her made me understand better the incredible beings the Sires became, and also why Cyperus and Nelly’s Sire had been letting her out of their sight even before I was there to protect her.

She scrambled all over me to check my latest wounds, but the laser burns weren’t bad. They ached nastily, but that was the nature of a burn. She made a few mewling sounds and then began pulling berries from beneath her vines to apply to the injuries. I stifled a laugh and petted the soft crown of pink flowers on her head. “You’ve just taken to carrying those around for me, haven’t you? I swear I’m not usually this injury-prone.” She made a sound that closely approached a disparaging tsking, as if she did not believe me.

“We just need to stall and slowly make our way toward Bloom and the Varakartoom. I’m going to hunt down Tahirel, and then we’ll be on the move. I don’t have to worry that you won’t keep up, do I?” It was a rhetorical question more than anything, and the green-eyed glare I received made me smile widely. “I figured, sweet one. You’re tiny, but you pack a punch.” I stroked the leafy fingers on her tiny hand, and they curled around the tip of my finger and gently pulsed. I felt stronger, rejuvenated from her presence, her support. “Let’s get to work—I have to get back to my mate.” And my crew, but in the grand scheme of things, I found that Elyssa was really the only one who mattered.

For a while, Nelly rode my shoulder as I stalked the jungle for any sign of my prey. I could sense how the males hunting me had broken into smaller groups, fanning out, but they had not gone far from each other. That was a clever search tactic; it would allow the next group over to quickly rush to the aid of the first, and so on. This was why only a small group had fallen prey to the Takchaw and Kovar—they had not trusted my obvious trail. With good reason, obviously.

Though my senses allowed me to find each party, I had to check each of them with my eyes to find the male I was after. So far, neither De’tor nor Tahirel had made an appearance. The search parties had put some good distance between the shuttle they’d rappelled down from and the grove, their heading conveniently working in my favor by going toward Bloom. Maybe they hoped they could still find Elyssa, or maybe they knew that’s the direction I would eventually go.  

It was Nelly who suddenly hissed and pulled on a strand of my hair. It fluffed and raised in response, each strand unfurling like leaves to puff up in size. “I see him,” I agreed as I followed the direction in which she’d pointed with a pink vine. It was the next search party I’d been heading for, and it was composed of three males, like all the others so far. Tahirel was one of them, his pale hair making him stand out between the burly pair of Rhico males. He had fallen back a little, and it was satisfying to see the fear stamped on his face. He was not a male confident and filled with a sense of power; this male knew he'd dropped to the bottom of the food chain and had everything to fear. Good. That was right.

Circling the three of them, I contemplated the best angle of attack. There was a fissure in the ground not far from here, a chasm that had split the earth in two—wide enough that even the big Rhico would not be able to touch both sides. I could drive them to it, corner them, and then strike them down one by one. I'd have to move fast so the nearest reinforcements would not be able to help them in time. Honestly, I would not even care if the Rhico guards escaped; all I wanted was to end Tahirel.

“Hide, sweet one. You are my backup if needed. I'm counting on you,” I said to Nelly, urging her off my shoulder and into the crook of a pair of branches. She huffed and undulated her vines uneasily, but she went. The look in her eyes warned me that she wasn't going to be pleased if I managed to get myself shot again. “I’ll try, I swear.” Then I lowered myself quietly with my vines, my feet touching the damp, loamy earth and connecting me with all the raw power it contained. It was tempting to make another small quake do the work for me, but I did not think I had sufficiently recuperated from the last one.

I stalked them silently, my remaining throwing knife my only weapon, other than my body. I made that knife work, hurling it through the air with precision and striking the closest Rhico in his small, beady eye. He dropped like a brick, crashing loudly through the underbrush and landing on his back. His fellow Rhico whirled to face me, but with his nearsightedness, did not spot me in the bushes. My vines caught him around his thick neck before he could shout for help, twisting his neck with a snap.

That left Tahirel, and the male knew he was trapped. Frozen in place not far from where his two companions had fallen in mere seconds, his sharp eyes zeroed in on me with precision. Unlike Rhico eyes, an Elrohirian had fantastic sight—better than many. He saw me, and he knew that death was coming. Smirking widely, I rose from my hiding spot and began to stalk him. Let him see me coming; there was nothing he could do. Backing up step by step, he was soon going to run out of solid ground to stand on. Would he notice the ravine in time, or would he plummet to his death?

Baring my teeth in a feral grin, I enjoyed the rough swallow as he struggled to speak. “Please, can’t we talk about this? I can pay you. You’re a mercenary—name your price!” I did not answer as he pleaded, enjoying it a little too much to put him through the same fear that he’d put my mate through. Of course, I knew he wasn’t down and out. There was a pistol holstered at his hip, and if he had a chance, I knew he’d take it.

“She can’t possibly be that good of a lay,” the Elrohirian snarled when his words kept falling on deaf ears. He’d discovered the ravine not far behind him and was not moving back nearly as fast now. His sharp eyes did not leave my face, but I knew his peripheral vision was good enough that he’d spot any sign of backup if it was there anyway. “Name your price, bastard. I’ll pay if you get me out of here. I swear. I put away some good money.” Ah, the way his expression had turned sly, I knew he meant he’d stolen that money from the crimelord. I would have laughed at the stupidity of that plan if not for the fact that he’d insulted my mate right before that.

My vines shot forward, catching him by the throat and arms and restraining him so tightly that he was fighting for breath. “Say that again about my mate, I dare you,” I snarled. His eyes bulged, and despair filled them. With that one declaration, he knew there was no escaping my wrath. No male worth his salt would be bribed out of revenge when it came to his life’s partner. That went for any species that mated in the galaxy, and the Elrohirians were one of them.

Raising him high in the air by his neck, I swung my vines so that he dangled over the deep drop of the ravine. “You’re going to pay for what you did to her—every bruise, every filthy grab of your hands, every drop of fear. You. Will. Pay!” I released him, snapping my vines back as quickly as I’d used them to grab him.

As he began to fall, he flailed wildly with his arms. His reflexes were fast, and he managed to grab hold of roots at the edge of the drop. I approached, placing the toe of my boot on his fingers and grinding down. He’d screamed as he fell, was still screaming in fear, and it would call every reinforcement down on our location. I did not have long. Leaning forward, I looked right into his face as I raised my foot and stomped down on those fingers. I saw him raise the gun with his free hand and knocked it out of his grasp with a vine.

Laser fire went wide as the gun tumbled. Tahirel began to fall in earnest, then grasped my vine with his flailing hands. I jerked forward as his weight abruptly caught. Instinctively, I raised the dirt around my ankles, holding myself anchored. Snarling, I slammed the bastard into the rock wall as hard as I could. Of course, bastards like him refused to die, and he clung tenaciously. Then, something did strike me—laser fire from behind. It glanced along my temple, and the flaring Iredese were probably the only thing that saved me, toughening the skin just enough that the shot did not penetrate.

Blackness flickered across the edges of my vision, and I lost my hold on my powers. Weight jerked me forward, and I slipped across the ground, pulled by Tahirel’s body. There was only one option to save myself: eject the vine, surrender it back to nature—and Tahirel with it. I began to do that, forcing my body down so I could avoid a fatal fall by holding on with my hands and making myself a smaller target. That’s when I saw De’tor and a dozen more men stride out of the bushes toward me, rifles aimed, ready to rain down fire on me. If I stayed up here, I was a dead man just as surely as Tahirel was.  

Changing tactics, I rolled myself off the edge, my vine loosening through willpower and the scrape of rock against my back. Tahirel began to fall again, but now so was I. My head ached, my temple burned, and my stomach was up in my throat as I plummeted into the ravine. It was hard to form the sails to catch air, but not nearly as hard as on the day of the shuttle crash. My sails worked like drag chutes, slowing me down, but the ravine was narrow. Below me, Tahirel hit the rocks with a sickening thud—a fate that would be mine if I did not slow down more.

My remaining vine grappled for purchase on the walls. I kicked the nearly depleted boosters to life inside my boots, and then I found a handhold. My whole body flipped against the rock, slamming hard against the unyielding surface. It felt like my arm got wrenched from its socket, but I did not let go. Wrapping the vine around my wrist, then the handhold, I anchored myself in place. It was just enough breathing room, though painful, to get my bearings.

Tilting my head up made the world sway and dance. Black spots dotted my vision, but I could still see up to the edge of the rock wall. Above my head, De’tor’s purple-lined face glowed like a macabre demon. He saw me far down the wall and ordered his men to line up and fire. I could hear those words loud as a bell, but my body felt too sluggish to respond. My thoughts were slowing down, spinning; my head ached, and my vision grew blurry.

I had just enough presence of mind remaining to fold my sails around my body before the barrage of laser fire rained down on me.


Chapter 22

Elyssa

“What do you mean?” I demanded of the two males who had come to fetch me from Tass’s bunk. One was a Sune male in his humanoid shape, streaks of a natural pigment decorating his face in interesting patterns. The other was Aramon, whom I’d only met briefly but felt like I knew anyway. The Asrai male was bouncing on the toes of his boots like he couldn’t stay still, his fingers clenching and unclenching at his sides.

“I mean, even with Tass’s change in status, they won’t let us leave the ship,” Aramon said with a snarl that made sharp canine teeth flash in his mouth. “It means those bureaucratic idiots ‘claim’ they will save him themselves. It means we’re sitting on our asses again, if it’s up to them. But we’re not going to let it be up to them. Not this time.” He reached out as if he meant to grab my arm but, at the last moment, refrained. “Come with us.”

My heart was pounding in my throat at the words, aching from the news he’d just delivered. Sit on our hands some more? That wasn’t right, and I didn’t want to accept that kind of decision. I’d napped for an hour, and in that time nothing had changed. Tass needed help now, not next week.

“We have a plan,” the Sune male said, a kinder tone to his voice and an understanding smile in his eyes. This one wasn’t a social mess the way some of the other males aboard this ship were. This guy knew how to talk to people in a charming, polite fashion. “Just come with us, and we’ll explain along the way. My name is Flack. I am the Quartermaster.”

Okay, a name for the face, but that still didn’t fill me with confidence that Tass was going to get the help he needed. Then I shook myself and forced one foot in front of the other—out of Tass’s sleeping quarters and into the gloomy black hallway. I needed to kick this bad habit of distrusting everything and everyone. Tass liked his crew; he trusted them, called them his brothers even. If he trusted them, then so should I. And it wasn’t just Tass—this was Brace’s home too.

“What is this plan?” I said as I began following Aramon while he speed-walked away. The male had no respect for how short my legs were compared to his, but I was okay with that. Hurrying was good. Flack kept pace at my side, his stride adjusted to match mine. He had his hands clasped behind his back, his eyes straight ahead, but I knew he was very aware of my presence. A silky tail swished behind him, the long dark blue plume tipped with white.

“First, we need a distraction,” Flack said, pointing with a thumb at Aramon’s black-clad back and white, skullish head. “He’ll take care of that, then Tass’s rescue party will slip out the back way. And the Viridara will be none the wiser.” That sounded like a grand plan, but I wasn’t certain what my place was in all this. It also filled me with unease since Tass had been convinced no one could leave the ship if a plantist was on guard, and I’d seen one. If that guy had even half of Tass’s skill, I was convinced this plan would fail.

“What do I do?” I asked and was met with a loud, amused laugh from Aramon, as if I’d said something funny, and a bemused glance from Flack. That didn’t bode well. Clearly, neither of them thought I had any part in this. Then why were they escorting me somewhere?

“The captain suggested you observe so you will understand that we leave no male behind,” Flack answered. Ah, so I had offended the Naga captain by questioning him, by demanding he retrieve Tass at once. This was an assurance, but it was also to fix that glaring offense to his reputation. It wasn’t like I didn’t believe he cared, but I felt so helpless that it was easier to lash out.

We’d reached a hangar bay, and inside, chaos seemed to reign. A Unilinial female with lush blue skin and a long braid was overseeing what appeared to be a whole army of tiny robots and drones—at least three dozen of them, some larger than others but all no taller than my knee. She appeared to be controlling them with a datapad, her brow scrunched in concentration, but they were marching around in what appeared to be a completely random fashion.

As soon as she saw us, her expression brightened, and suddenly, all the bots began to line up by the nearest hatch. “Perfect. Aramon, come here. I’ll show you what to do. And you better not get any of my precious bots damaged—not a scratch, hear me?” Aramon grinned and snapped a hand to his chest in what could possibly be interpreted as some kind of salute. From the way the woman pursed her lips, it was obvious she bought that about as little as I did.

She decided not to press the issue but turned to a small hover vehicle with a long, strangely shaped type of wagon behind it. It was clearly supposed to be for cargo, but it was open at the top right now and held straps and supplies tucked against the side, leaving a long space down the middle. Then I spotted the two figures standing behind the hover vehicle; those had to be the rescue party they were going to sneak out during the diversion. I wondered how three dozen silly-looking bots were going to do that, but the Ulinial woman seemed so confident I didn’t ask.

Both males waiting were silent and unmoving. One was an Asrai like Aramon, and he looked nearly identical, so they had to be twins. The only difference, as far as I could see, was that this male had a bit more leanness to him, like he didn’t get enough rest—strung tight like a wire. The figure next to him was eight feet tall, shrouded in shadow and a dark cloak, but I knew who it was right away: Brace.

I was surprised he was there. Although he’d given me that hug I wanted and had briefly talked with me to reassure me earlier today, he hadn’t given me the impression that he’d leave the safety of his galley. To see him standing there meant the world to me. He was the only person I’d ever considered a friend, and he was going to help. Finally, I was beginning to feel like this rescue mission was going to work. I trusted Brace—he’d been a magnificent gladiator when I knew him. He’d be as formidable an opponent to De’tor and his crew as my brave Tass was.

“Thank you,” I said, and his hood-shrouded face dipped in a slow nod of acknowledgment. The other male—the Asrai—stared at me with an intense, fierce look in his red eyes. It made me uncomfortable, and then I saw the small, rolled-up, and worn piece of parchment he was clutching. That looked a little too much like Tass’s work—I could see an edge with some ink. It was a map, drawn in my mate’s precise hand. So the Asrai had a stake in this too. Good.

“Take me with you,” I said in a hushed whisper. I ducked closer to them to ask the question and glanced over my shoulder to make sure that Aramon and Flack were occupied with the bots they were now marching out the door. A part of me knew that I might be a liability rather than a help on a rescue mission, but I couldn’t stand staying behind. Brace shifted his weight on his feet—left, right—a dip of one shoulder, shrugging. Then, his hooded gaze shifted to look at the silent Asrai. When that one bared shockingly sharp teeth in a feral grin, my heart skipped a beat.

“Yes,” he said, hissing the word as if it came from somewhere very deep inside of him. Then he dipped forward and pointed at the cargo trailer and one particular black package lying on the otherwise empty part of the floor. He did not wait to see if I understood or what I’d do, but moved to straddle the hover vehicle and grasp the handlebars. Okay then. Not much of a talker—why was I not surprised?

“Get in and put that suit on. Solear and I figured you’d want to join us. I mean, I think Solear figured, because he brought the armor for you.” Brace whispered the words in a hurry, one of his massive, furred paws urging me toward the trailer by the small of my back. I did not hesitate to obey, tucking myself quickly into the narrow space and clutching the armor against my chest. There was no time to get dressed; I’d have to do that on the road. In a very cramped space, as it turned out, because Brace tucked himself into the compartment with me.

It whisked shut silently, and then I felt the gentle vibrations as the hover vehicle lifted into the air. Brace stuck a data pad between us, and on it, we could see a feed from the exterior of the Varakartoom—the packed dirt that served as its landing pad, the contingent of Viridara guards, and even the plantist standing front and center. Then I saw Aramon march out, followed by his little army of bots. He began gesturing and talking loudly, waving the data pad around.

There was no sound, so I could not hear what was being said, but it was obvious that the Viridara did not like what Aramon had to say. Then the bots started their chaotic milling, and finally, I understood how they thought they could distract the plantist male. At least a dozen of the horde of bots were thumping the earth, either with flat appendages that appeared designed for it or by throwing their compact bodies onto the ground over and over. Vibrations. They had to be rocketing through the area all around the plantist at that moment. That could work.

I held my breath, trying to focus on the feed and on what my body was telling me, but I had no idea if the hover vehicle and trailer were moving or not. If they were, they moved so quietly and with so little humming that they were practically silent. I did not even sense motion, but that had to be deceiving. Not even a full minute later, it was Brace who announced in a growl, “We’re clear.” That meant we were finally on our way to Tass. Hang on, my brave mate—we are coming for you.

***

Tasseloris

When I woke, I felt like I was stuck in a sea of pain—a lake of fire. It was a familiar place to be, but that didn’t make it any easier to force myself to consciousness. Blinking blearily, I vowed to stay away from ravines, shuttle crashes, and surface-to-air missiles from now on. They did not agree with me.

Groaning, I blinked open crusty eyelids and tried to make sense of where I was. My hand ached fiercely, as did the shoulder of that same arm. I could still feel my fingers, which was a good sign—but move it? I doubted that. It was dark around me, and assessing my injuries took a backseat when I saw the rocky wall of the cliff I was hanging from. Oh, blazing stars, I remembered what had happened… That coward of a Tahirel falling to his death, De’tor and his army of laser rifles shooting me as I hung here. How many holes had my body obtained? And how would I get out of here?

My sails hung in shreds around me; they’d taken the brunt of the fire. What remained of my armor had done a good job of absorbing a lot of it too—even the bark pieces Cyperus had made for me had held up well. But my head ached badly; my Iridese on the left side were nonresponsive, as if they’d been burned clean off. I was missing a whole section of hair, and enough burns had penetrated that my entire body was a sea of pain.

The ravine wall was craggy and dotted with protruding roots. If I could free my arm, and if I didn’t feel like I was dying, I would be able to climb that. Breathing deeply through my nose, I tried raising my free arm to get another hold. I had to relieve the pressure on my left arm; it was going to lose circulation if this lasted any longer. Groaning, I swung my hand up, grasping at roots, but I was so weak I couldn’t make my fingers close around anything—it just slipped away.

My backpack lay somewhere at the bottom of the ravine, and even if I could reach it—and the medkit—it wouldn’t do any good. I’d run out of replenishing stimulants from Dravion, and I couldn’t reach most of my wounds to treat them, as most were located on my back and shoulders. The head wound was the most troublesome, as my vision kept going blurry. That was not a good sign. What time was it, anyway? De’tor had left me for dead. Had it been long enough for the Varakartoom to finally send aid?

A soft squeak made me twitch my head up, and for a moment, I thought I was seeing pink flowers. When I blinked, they were gone, and I was certain I’d imagined it. Nelly, if she was safe, was my closest ally. Could I send her to the grove to get help? It certainly wouldn’t look good to Cyperus and the Sire to have gotten this injured on the job within hours of leaving. But they were the closest people who could help. Would I last long enough for Nelly to travel there and back?

Something nudged against my lip, and I drew back, my mouth opening as pain throbbed hard and fast through my skull. A taste—harsh and bitter—spread across my tongue, then became familiar as I instinctively sucked and chewed. Haysher leaves—their bitterness spreading a delightful numbness through my aching flesh. The headache began to recede, and with it, my vision stopped dancing. I saw her then, though I’d already known it from the leaves. Nelly clung to the rock wall in front of me, holding more Haysher leaves in her hands, ready to put them in my mouth.

I bit and chewed until the pain became manageable. “Thank you,” I croaked, still sucking on the wad now stuck inside my cheek. I’d spit that out when I was ready, but for now, I’d let it do its work. “Sweet one, back to rescue me again.” She mewled cutely, but it was obvious that she didn’t know what to do. Neither did I. Move, free my trapped hand, get out of this ravine without falling to my death.

I eyed the way my vine had tangled around my wrist and the outcropping I’d managed to grab. It was on tightly, but a laser shot had detached the vine from my back, leaving me with no control over it. Worse, it had dried into a tough, tight rope that refused to budge. My fingers couldn’t so much as wriggle a smidgen. I thought my sails had just enough floating power left to get me to the bottom. It wasn’t far—only about thirty feet of the drop remained. Up was out of the question right now; I was simply too wounded to try.

“I need to free my hand,” I said to Nelly. She had retrieved a Virad berry and was squashing it against the side of my face. It stung, even though my body was now mostly pleasantly numb from the Haysher leaves. “I don’t suppose you have a pair of scissors or a knife beneath those vines, do you?” I tried to joke. Nelly could break some vines, but this one was dead, and would be non-responsive to her powers. Blazing stars, I was in a bad way. At least they thought I was dead, which gave me all the time in the world to figure out how to deal with this situation—or until my arm fell off, which could be in a couple of hours or a couple of minutes. I couldn’t feel enough of it now to be able to tell.

Nelly picked another berry from her vine skirt and pressed it against a wound on my shoulder. Then she dusted off her fingers, wiping the remaining juice from her tiny hands. With a triumphant squeak, she pulled a shiny silver object from her vines and held it up in front of my face so I could see. It was a lighter—one that wasn’t mine. Vaguely, I recalled that Nelly had stolen it from the front pocket of my backpack just as we were about to leave the grove. Even more vaguely, I recalled that Solear had tucked something into my bag.

“I’ll be damned. It’s a blazing miracle,” I said, laughing even though that made my chest feel funny—and not in a good way. Coughing, I tried not to notice how wet that sounded and forced myself to move. I gripped the wall with my free hand and found footholds for the toes of my boots. When I was ready, I gave Nelly a nod and watched as she scampered off my tied-up arm. I was pretty sure the shoulder was dislocated, badly, but I’d deal with that after I reached the bottom of the ravine.

Nelly flicked the lighter as if she’d always known exactly how to use it, then began burning through the withered, ropy remains of the vine that held my left arm tied to the ravine wall. It had saved my life, that vine. If I hadn’t tied it like that, I would have fallen those last thirty feet and probably died. That was still an option—I was very weak, and my sails were ripped to pieces, with more holes than leaf. I’d have to make it work, letting them slow me as I clawed my way down.

The first piece of vine broke, then the next. I couldn’t feel the heat of the flame against my skin—that was bad. And then enough snapped that my weight did the rest. Pain blazed through the numbness of the Haysher leaves as my body abruptly jolted, and my left arm swung down, limp and useless. I couldn’t control my descent very well. I slipped down the wall, my sails dragging against the air. Bumping over rocks, I found myself rolling the last bit down a gravelly slope—then I thumped against the opposite wall hard enough that my brains felt like they slammed around inside my skull. The spots were back, dancing in front of my eyes.

“I’ll just rest here for a minute, Nelly. And then I’ll get up, promise,” I said the words hazily, sinking into unconsciousness as they rose from my lips. Then blackness claimed me.


Chapter 23

Elyssa

The black armor felt odd to wear—formfitting, protective—yet I felt more exposed than in my several-days-old jumpsuit. That armor had saved Tass’s life more than once, however, so I wasn’t going to complain about a bit of a wedgie. No, this armor was staying on. Tass would want me to wear it too, and I rather liked being in one piece.

It was fully dark by now, and the silent Asrai male was racing the hover vehicle above the trees steadily in one direction. Just after we’d reached the edge of the forest, he’d paused to let Brace and me out of the trailer. I fit on the back of the hover vehicle itself, but Brace still sat inside the trailer, now with the top open. That didn’t mean I was able to see much of him—he’d swathed himself completely in a black cloak and wore the same armor all the mercenaries, and now I, had on.

I didn’t know how long it was going to take for us to get to Tass, and the Asrai did not speak. Brace was also much quieter than I remembered him being, but I’d worry about that later. First, we had to find Tass. How long had it been since we’d left him behind? At least eight hours by my estimation. That was a long time to try to survive with dozens of hunters on your tail. I kept feeling like something was horribly, horribly wrong. He was dying somewhere—alone, cold, confused. I knew it.

I had to muffle a startled scream when the hover vehicle abruptly began to drop between the trees, as my stomach seemed to remain behind. Trees and branches whipped by at uncomfortable speeds, and suddenly I worried that the Asrai steering this thing was going to cause a crash. There was no way anyone could keep up at these speeds and not run into a tree. But we were slowing down—until we came to an abrupt, hovering stop beneath a tall, grayish tree.

My arms ached, and my fingers felt numb from how tightly I’d been clutching the handholds of my seat. Despite that, all I had attention for were my surroundings. Was this where Tass was? I searched left and right and took in every little detail. The ground was muddy, but it hadn’t rained during our journey so far. I could see tracks—a lot of them—and they crisscrossed and seemed to mill about, making it impossible, to my untrained eyes, to detect which way they went. Tass would know—I had no doubt of that—but he couldn’t tell us right now.

There was a long but fairly narrow ravine that bisected the jungle ground here, and some of the tracks seemed to lead right up to it. “Oh no, do you think Tass fell into that?” I asked in a hushed whisper. Neither Brace nor the Asrai, Solear, answered, but I heard the whisper of Brace’s cloak as he got out of the trailer.

“Park the hover bike. This is where the signal led? Seems awfully busy.” Brace sounded very grim, and I didn’t like that. Did he think this was a recovery rather than a rescue mission? He had always been a pessimist—I remembered that—unable to imagine ever being free or to dream of what he’d want to be if he was. It had taken a lot of urging and nudging to get him to admit his dreams, and even free now, it didn’t appear that he’d gone after them. But dreams could change, just like a person could grow, and I was not the distrustful, lonely person I’d been before Tass. I refused to lose hope.

My boots sank deeply into the muddy ground, and as I walked around the hover vehicle, I left deep tracks that looked similar to the ones already there. Did that mean they were fresh? I had no clue. “Careful,” Brace said. “Whoever made those might still be there.” For less than a second, I felt his warm paw rest on my shoulder, the press of his claws against my armor-clad body. Then he was moving away, his cloak swathing him in shadows. “Let’s set up the cannon, Solear. I have a feeling they might be watching.”

I felt useless and restless as I watched the two males work in tandem—silently but effectively. Though there were minor hiccups, Brace kept moving so that not even his crewmate could see into his hood, and Solear kept snarling viciously whenever Brace got too close. Despite those little bumps in their cooperation, a large laser cannon on a tripod quickly took shape, set up between two tall trees, partially behind the cover of a large, twisted root system. It was as if they were expecting enemies to come back along the tracks already made. They were taking very serious precautions to be able to fight them off.

All of it felt like a waste of time when Tass had to be nearby, injured or dying. I did not want to contemplate the “or worse” scenario, but it flashed through my mind anyway. We had to start looking for him, and I was certain he had to be down in the chasm I could see stretching left and right. If I had to bet money, I was certain he’d be in a spot at the bottom, right where those tracks came up to the edge. It was way too easy to picture Tahirel or De’tor, maybe both, standing there, gloatingly peering down at his wounded, injured body.

“I can’t wait for this,” I muttered, and I began to walk around the edge of the roots, focused on that one spot by the ravine. He had to be there. Solear growled furiously, like a mad Ferai beast, and I saw his hand flash forward as if he meant to grab me. At the last moment, he stopped, then twisted to give Brace a furious glare. I wasn’t quite sure what happened or what he was thinking, but the next moment, the Asrai planted a hand on the root system and leaped over it. He was running through the mud to the edge of the ravine, the first drops of a new rainstorm falling down on him as he went.

I followed after him, relieved that nobody tried to stop me. My boots skidded in the wet mud as I came up to the very edge I’d been picturing Tahirel and De’tor standing at. Side by side with the scary Asrai male, we peered down into the dark, narrow ravine. My ears twitched as they searched for sounds, for any sign of life. I heard the rushing of water instead, and horror filled me as I realized what it meant. “The ravine is flooding! He’ll drown if he’s down there!”

Solear twisted his head my way, and suddenly I was staring into a pair of glowing red eyes set deep inside his sockets. The deathmask that marked his face made it look like a skull, and in the dark, with his black armor, it almost seemed to float. It was possibly the creepiest thing I’d ever seen. Then he bared his teeth, and they were not like the normal teeth of my people, with their slightly sharper canines, or like those of most Asrai. No, his were filed down to needle-sharp points, making him look utterly feral and dangerous.

“Got it,” he said, teeth clacking together. I wasn’t sure what he had, but he was clearly convinced he had it. Did he mean he understood the dangers of that ravine flooding—both for any rescue attempt and for Tass? I was so confused, but all that faded to the background when Solear stepped all the way to the edge, his toes right up to the craggy, very unstable-looking drop. Then he turned around and appeared to step right off it. I jerked forward, my hand on my mouth to muffle a shocked scream, and discovered that he’d shot some kind of rope and anchor into the rock as he fell. He was calmly rappelling down. That was the craziest move I’d ever seen someone make, and that was saying a lot since Tass could do some very crazy things.

Fumbling around the belt with supplies that came with the armor I’d pulled on in the dark of that little trailer, I tried to locate a light source. There—several of them. They were small and portable, and I dropped one into the ravine after Solear so I could see what was happening. And then I saw him: Tass. My poor mate lay at the bottom, just as I’d pictured, and right next to him, Tahirel. They both looked dead from the fall. But I refused to believe that.

***

Tasseloris

Something stung my neck—a sharp pinch of the skin right above the collar of my armor. Blinking unsteadily, my vision danced when I opened my eyes, but it quickly began to resolve into shapes and colors: red, black, white, and something bright and glowing. It was Aramon—he’d come back for me. No, that wasn’t Aramon. It was… “Solear?” I croaked in confusion. That couldn’t be right. Why would he be here? Solear didn’t leave the Varakartoom unless his brother was at his side—for missions and little else. I had to be mistaken.

Then he bared his teeth, and the needle-sharp rows were a dead giveaway. Groaning, I began to struggle to sit up. Everything was hurting again, but most especially my left temple, where a shooting pain radiated through the rest of my head. “Is Elyssa safe?” I asked, certain that I wouldn’t get an answer from this particular male. To my surprise, he lifted a hand and pointed straight up. At first, my heart skipped a beat, worried he meant she’d died and gone to meet her ancestors. But no, he meant it literally—she was standing at the top of the ravine, peering down at Solear and me with a light in her hand.

The ravine… Everything that had led me here came rushing back, and I began to assess my injuries and the situation. If Solear and Elyssa were here, that had to mean more support was waiting at the top. My injuries made moving awful, and Solear wasn’t offering any kind of help, warily keeping his distance. I touched the skin of my neck and felt the tiny hole of an injection mark. A shot of Dravion’s replenishing stimulants—that would work.

“Nelly?” I asked. She wasn’t with us, but maybe she’d fled at Solear’s approach. I could hear a faint rushing of water and felt trembling beneath my feet; that wasn’t good. “We have to get out of here. It’s going to flood.” Solear nodded, then pointed, and I drew in a relieved breath at the sight of a rope-and-pulley system. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but the harness would do the climbing for me. That was good because I didn’t have any strength for climbing left in me. I wasn’t even sure how I’d gotten upright.

With plodding step after plodding step, I made it to the rope, breathing painfully through my mouth as I went. My left arm was useless, hanging limply at my side. I was without vines or sails now and felt oddly bare without them to aid me. No matter—I needed only that harness to get up there. To Elyssa, who was waiting for me at the edge of the ravine. My head ached, my thoughts were muddy. The harness—I had to get it hooked to my armor—but my fingers felt clumsy as I grabbed hold of it and pulled.

Hissing, Solear stepped forward and snatched the harness from my limp fingers. I blearily thanked him when he strapped it to what remained of my armor. “The water is coming,” I warned him, although I was pretty sure he already knew that. He’d gone up the wall at my side, and though he had no rope to help him, it was obvious he intended to climb up with me. Okay, let’s go. I flicked the switch, and up I went, slow but steady, bumping along the rock as I went. Solear kept up with me, using his claws and the boosters in his armor to keep pace. He made the climb seem enviously easy, my body aching just thinking about having to go through those kinds of motions.

Something tickled at the back of my brain. Elyssa, Nelly. They were here, but so was someone else… I groaned and touched my head, feeling like my skull was splitting in two from the pain. Someone had shot me in the temple, and I couldn’t sense or control the Iredese on that side any longer. Who’d done that? Tahirel? No, that male lay dead at the bottom of the ravine. All I had to do was glance down to confirm that—his body lay at odd angles, sprawled below, long, pale hair fanning out around his head.

If it wasn’t Tahirel who was the danger, then it had to be… My chin shot up, my eyes meeting Elyssa’s where she was waiting for me high above. She’d gone down to her hands and knees to safely peer over the edge, and all her focus was on me. She wouldn’t see the danger coming; she wouldn’t know about it until it was too late! I began to shout a warning, and her eyes went wide as she turned to look behind her.


Chapter 24

Elyssa

At the sound of Tass’s voice, my heart surged with elation, and then his words sank into my brain: a warning—danger behind me. I twisted to look but saw only darkness—trees everywhere, the fine drizzle of rain that would still build into a rainfall that would soak the world. There was no sign of any danger. I took a deep breath, hoping he was wrong, but Tass was rarely wrong about these things. He always knew.

This was why Solear and Brace had set up that laser cannon—to guard their backs when they rescued Tass. I glanced back and saw that my mate was trying to increase the speed of the pulling harness he was hanging from, pain etched into every line of his face, his teeth digging into his bottom lip. Solear was keeping pace, climbing unassisted by anything but skill and claws. He did not look any more disturbed than he had earlier, but that meant nothing.

I had no weapon, but I turned again to search the darkness for any sign of danger, my heart pounding in my throat. It couldn’t be Tahirel—he was dead—and I would not shed a single tear over that. So that left De’tor. Was he there himself, or had he left behind men to lay an ambush? They still didn’t have the data I’d gotten off Epherian’s computer. Would De’tor be willing to give up on that? Jalima was not the kind of crimelord who forgave those kinds of failures.

The dark was made more impenetrable by the falling rain, but my eyes were sharp and had adapted. Was that a glimmer of purple to my right? Did I see the hint of a silver barrel in those bushes? Then I locked eyes with a pair of purple orbs and knew I was meeting De’tor’s gaze—just as he knew he’d been spotted. He rose, stepping out of the forest as if he had not a care in the world, and my breathing stuttered in my chest. Confronted once again with the far-reaching arm of the crimelord my brother had worked for, I felt like I’d never escape. Then I remembered how Solear and Brace had silently set up that cannon and wondered whether it was us being ambushed or De’tor and his males.

“Elyssa, you made a mistake coming back here,” De’tor drawled coolly, his deep sub-harmonic voice shivering through my body and settling uneasily in my belly. “You give me the data, and this can all still end well. I’ve already shot your lover. You want me to shoot your little mercenary friend as well?” I balled my fists at my sides as I held back the anger I felt at those words. He was the one responsible for Tass’s injuries, for how he’d ended up at the bottom of that ravine until we’d found him. Then my brain snagged on the word “friend.” Did that mean he’d only seen Solear?

“You’re too late,” I said firmly. I rose to my feet and lifted my chin so I could meet his eyes with a glare. Tapping my Caratan chain, I indicated the missing family medallion. “That data Jalima wants back? It’s in the hands of Captain Asmoded now. You lose.” I grinned when that made the male roar. I was goading the beast—maybe that was dumb—but it wasn’t like I could go anywhere. My back was to a ravine, and I was not leaving Tass behind.

“You will pay for that!” De’tor shouted, and he slashed his hand through the air. Immediately, males started rising from the bushes—dozens of them—and they raised rifles to their shoulders and aimed them my way. I was facing a firing squad and would be dead as surely as Elpherian was. Then my eyes caught a hint of pink at the foot of a nearby tree. Its roots partially grew out of the ravine wall, and it had died, struck by lightning that had blackened the top branches. Right as I locked eyes with Nelly, the gates of Vamor’s domain opened. Death rained down all around me.

The tree fell with a loud creaking and groaning, and I dove between the branches, rolling, and took cover behind the solid trunk. Laser fire whizzed past my head, and then a loud boom exploded nearby, making me duck my head between my knees and cover my ears. It was over as quickly as it started. Three booms, one after the other in rapid succession, shook the forest, and in the silence that followed, nobody moved. Then I heard De’tor’s growling voice as he ordered a retreat, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

Crawling on my belly to the edge of the ravine, I reached it just as Nelly did, and the two of us peered down to see where Tass and Solear were. The relief on my mate’s face was bright and luminous, but only one temple flared as his Iredese glowed. “Thank the stars, you crazy female! What were you thinking, goading De’tor like that?” he demanded, only a few feet from the top, breathing heavily as he clung to the rock.

“I was thinking that I love you,” I said to him. “Now get your ass up here before you bleed to death.” We had far too many near misses on this adventure; I wasn’t going to tolerate another. Besides, De’tor might circle back—we had to get out of here. I hugged Nelly to my chest as I watched Solear heave Tass over the edge and drag him to cover behind the tree Nelly had somehow toppled as a precaution.

“You hear that, Solear? All you’ve got to do is nearly die a couple of times, and you win the lady’s heart. Easy…” Tass coughed, but he was somehow smiling at the same time, and I hurried to grab his hand and hang on, ducking close so I could press a kiss to his uninjured cheek. “I love you too, Elyssa. More than anything. But no more goading evil crimelord enforcers, yeah?”


Epilogue

Tasseloris

Elyssa was laughing, and that always made the room seem lighter. I could see several heads turn her way, and I made sure to glare at each staring male so they knew not to do it again. The nearest one, Raukesh, received a slap to the back of his thick skull with one of my vines. He hissed, his battle-form reflexively hardening his already tough Tarkan skin. Then, he ducked his head and hunched down over his food.

Rising, I made my way to where my mate was hanging off the counter, where the food was lined up. She was chatting with Brace, who appeared to ignore her except for the occasional grunt, but she was resolved to keep her friendship with the reclusive male. He didn’t stare at her, not even when she was laughing so brightly, so I was okay with it.

My mate had been on the Varakartoom with me—safe and sound—for the past five days while we got things sorted with the authorities. Showing up with an injured plantist and an Entling had caused quite the stir. Thankfully, Dravion was a masterful doctor, and he’d patched me back up in no time. The Iredese on my left temple were still regenerating, but other than that, I was almost back to full strength. Nelly was still bringing me Virad berries from time to time, and though they wouldn’t really help with the healing process on a closed wound, I dutifully applied them to the missing Iredese each time she did.

Currently, the little pink Entling was sitting prettily astride my mate’s shoulder, surveying the rowdy crowd of lunch-goers inside the mess hall with a curious expression on her face. She’d come a long way from the time she hadn’t even wanted to enter a cave because the rock would force her to leave the dirt she’d once grown in—the dirt that had nurtured her. But she’d made herself at home in my bunkroom, which my former bunkmates had moved out of so that I could have privacy with my mate. I’d stripped one bunk of bedding and applied a nice cover of soil for Nelly, and she seemed to love her new home.

Slipping my arm around Elyssa’s waist, I tugged her until she was in my arms. She giggled, flapping a hand at Brace through the small gap beneath the hatch. “Later,” she said, and then she drew her arms around my neck and kissed me. Touching the Caratan chain on her cheek with my thumb as we kissed, I relished the tinkle and click of the medallions there.

The first thing I’d done when I’d woken up in the med bay was order new medallions for her—specifically, the medallions for clan and family. Elyssa had been the last surviving member of both back on Elrohir, and family had been tainted for her by her brother. She’d deserved a fresh start, a new place to make her home. It was a little unconventional, what I’d done, but the click of the medallions made her smile against my mouth, so I knew I’d done it right.

Captain Asmoded had medallions made with the sigil of the Varakartoom for Elrohirian crew members who wanted to include it on their Caratan chain. That one had been easy, and it now took the place of the clan medallion on Elyssa’s chain.

I’d also had Ysa, our engineer, carve a small wooden one with a tree on it. That was her family medallion, and it represented us—me, her, Nelly. Our little family. Traditionally, they should all be made of gold, but it had seemed right to make that one out of wood.

“You’re still determined to ignore all calls from your mother?” Elyssa asked me as she gazed earnestly into my eyes. Another new development since I’d woken up in the Varakartoom’s med bay. My mother, who’d once kicked me out of the family for failing to succeed as a plantist and uphold my grandmother Nelumbo’s good name. No, I had no desire to please her in anyway. I was done with that part of my life and ready to embark on the next stretch of the journey. That would only include people who valued me for me—like Elyssa, like Nelly, and like my family aboard the Varakartoom.

“No, she can forget about me all over again; she did it once before. Come, I’ve got a surprise for you,” I said, swinging her into my arms. “Tomorrow, we leave. De’tor escaped, but we’re going to have fun playing pirate for a while and harassing Jalima’s ships.” In the meantime, I was going to woo my female as much as I wanted and make love to her in a proper bed as much as she’d let me. Which, thankfully, was a lot.

“What kind of surprise?” she asked slyly, her sapphire eyes dancing with happiness. I picked her up in my arms, laughing when that made her yelp. Nelly scuttled from Elyssa to cling to my shoulder, making cutesy noises and offering me a Virad berry that she waved in front of my face with her leafy fingers.

“You’ll see. Won’t you?” I said, tilting my head so the Entling could wipe the berry on my temple. Then I carried my mate off to the sound of catcalls and whistling from the mess hall, my grin huge when it made Elyssa blush a delicious pink.

THE END

Want more? Be on the lookout for the next book! Saved by the Alien Mercenary. Can’t wait? Check out my Gladiators in the meantime: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09PZ7RN1B 

Want to read a bonus scene about Tass and Elyssa and find out what his surprise was? Check out my patreon: patreon.com/robinoconnor

(P.S. there might be a NSFW illustration of Tass’s package!)


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. 

Mitnick: As the Communication Specialist, he is the de facto hacker. He is a rare Mithrakon, a winged species with a feathered mohawk. First a gladiator, he escaped and drew the captain’s attention when stealing from him. Mithrakon have powerful mating drives, and that resulted in stealing his mate Harper. 

Harper: Kidnapped from Earth present time. Harper studied to be a journalist and has a powerful justice streak and burning curiosity. She is Mitnick’s mate and calls him Nick for short. 

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. Aramon is mated to Evie. 

Evie: This human abductee was raised on Xurtal and trained to be a body double for their princess. Her manners are impeccable, and her negotiation skills are fantastic. She is mated to Aramon.  

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. He is rumored to be a Hoxiam. 

Flack: Sune 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 Tass for short. He is a Virdara 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. 

Rhico: A tough-skinned race of bipedal creatures with heads shaped like rhinoceroses. They do not believe in fated mates but instead have short mating contracts.  

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. 

Viridara: This is a race of multiple planets, all lush and forested. Though not a major military force, they have some clout as a significant supplier of food to the Quadrant. The Viridara are very gifted with plants, green-skinned, and their hair is reminiscent of leaves. 

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. 


Author’s Note

Hi lovely readers!

I’m so glad I wrote this book! It was a bit of a ride to balance writing with the PT program I’m doing at my hospital this year, but I made it! And I’ve only got a month and a half left. Hopefully, afterward, I’ll have a ton more energy and will be able to tackle all the projects. Okay, who am I kidding? That’s impossible because I have way too many stories mulling around in my brain. 

Speaking of which, the next mercenary book will feature one mysterious, cloak-shrouded Hoxiam chef, some sanctioned pirating, and a ton of shenanigans. I can’t wait! First, I will be writing a certain shaman, however.

Also, want to see what Tass is packing? Come check him out on my Patreon:

patreon.com/robinoconnor 

Much love,

Robin

(Pssht! Sign up for my newsletter for free goodies and announcements on the next books! Totally worth it, I promise.) 


Robin’s Mailing List

Want to hear when the next book launches, and how Aramon fares in this new challenge? Or maybe you want to find out who this elusive Brace is, that’s hiding in the galley? 

Sign up for my mailing list here: robinoconnor.ink 

And you’ll be the first to know, and receive the novella The Naga Hunter’s Lost Mate for free. 

Want MORE bonus content? I have a Patreon: patreon.com/robinoconnor 

Get access to NSFW art, bonus scenes, ARCs, and much more!
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Robin O’Connor is an author who loves to write about strong, alien heroes and quirky heroines. She lives with her husband and son along with a couple of hundred books (hers, definitely hers) and probably just as many computer parts (her husband’s). Her house therefore probably resembles something like a mad-scientist’s lab on any given day.  

She’s always working on at least a half dozen projects at the same time but is never without time to answer questions, write up funny extras or hang out on social media to speak with her readers.

Find her at:

Her website: www.robinoconnor.ink 

Her Patreon: www.patreon.com/robinoconnor  

Facebook: www.facebook.com/RobinOConnorBooks 

Instagram: www.instagram.com/robinoconnorofficial/ 
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