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 CHAPTER 1—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “I loved you in the Predator movies,” I tell the auctioneer as he drags the woman standing next to me into the six impatiently waving arms of her brand new owner. 
 
    The auctioneer turns sharply and sneers down at me—all of his eyes hard, mean, and small—and I become distinctly aware of the fact that I shouldn’t be antagonizing him. I have no way to protect myself—and my little cargo—if he retaliates. As far as we can tell, he can’t understand us, but having his attention focused on me makes me shut my mouth right the heck up, just in case we’re wrong. 
 
    ‘Us’ being the bunch of us humans in this pen together. All women. 
 
    Plus a guide dog. 
 
    What was that? You’re wondering how a passel of terrorized women—and a canine—ended up in an alien auction? 
 
    Yeah, right with you! We’re more than a little curious too. 
 
    We just woke up facing a mass of aliens, all bidding on us—therefore, I deduced that we’ve been abducted and shuttled across space in some sort of cryogenic sleep/stasis. 
 
    Hey: I read sci-fi, and I know things. 
 
    At least, that’s my best guess considering the last thing I remember, I was way, way less pregnant than my unbelievably large, protruding belly currently is. 
 
    I have to keep telling myself don’t panic. 
 
    (Cue the Toy Story scene where Buzz is attempting to reassure the local sheriff that there’s no time for panicking—and the sheriff explodes that their circumstances are the perfect example of when it’s acceptable to panic.) 
 
    Their dialogue flits through my head, and on a normal day, it’d make me smile. I collect movie quotes. I love movies. 
 
    Oh, but to back up to the pregnancy thing: if you’ve seen V, or heck, any alien-themed movie in the history of alien movies, I can guess what you’re wondering. Thankfully, unlike every terrifying sci-fi plot ever, the no-vacancy state of my womb is not due to alien-interference.  I am not a space-creature’s incubator—I’m not having an alien-implanted baby—I almost, almost might prefer that, but my condition is the result of trying to run away from my abusive stalker ex, and not succeeding. 
 
    Ugggh, that was an ugly altercation. 
 
    As were most of them, where he was concerned. My life was not good once he entered it, and my efforts at trying to get him out were not as successful as I needed them to be. 
 
    Initially, when I’d realized I was pregnant, I’d thought that if Hot Mess was in the dictionary, my name must definitely be sitting next to the entry. 
 
    Now this. I got snatched by aliens? Seriously?! This is a winner. Perhaps I was a bit premature about my Hot Mess status. Either that, or I’ve upgraded to Steaming Hot Mess. 
 
    As I glance around, I wonder how many of the rest of the women here also thought that their lives were racing to the crapper, only to wake up to the reality of having been abducted by aliens. 
 
    Probably all of us. Plus, no matter what shitshow we were dealing with in our lives, being taken to another planet and put up for sale kind of puts a whole new perspective on things. My current concerns have nothing to do with keeping safe from Richard—or the nightmare of the court system. (Should the legal system fail us during future custody battles, and if he gains any rights or access to her, that is true terror.) 
 
    I’ve been feeling the stress in a big way. To suddenly wake up and have all my worries just *POOF!* gone? It’s such a relief that it’s almost a welcome development... except for the whole being-sold-to-aliens part. 
 
    Yeah. ‘Cept that. 
 
    I tug at my shirt—my favorite shirt, which reads ‘WARNING: I speak in Movie Quotes’—trying to pull it down far enough that the slight breeze doesn’t tickle over my brand new ‘outie’ belly button (when did THAT happen?)—but just like every time I’ve tried, my shirt pops back up like one of those old school (in both senses of the word) classroom maps that used to roll up over the chalkboard. 
 
    At least my yoga pants are stretching like a boss. These things are amazing. My bra, however, which had been loose and comfy when I put it on, feels like I’ve been molded into it. It’s one of those stretchy, cotton-spandex sports numbers that can fit an apple in each cup or a cantaloupe—and that’s exactly the size range they’ve been forced to support on me. Last I was aware (i.e., my entire post-pubescent life prior to waking up on this planet) I’ve had apples, but now my breasts, for the first time ever, are cantaloupes. They’re so ridiculously plumped that they’ve outgrown the height of the bra, and it’s causing serious quad-boob. I’ve got spare tit puffing over the tops of the cups like marshmallows that got nuked. 
 
    As for my stomach… just wow. I peek down my shirt and yep, there’s my birthmark, so I’m really still me—but I feel like this is not my body. I’ve woken up… what? Four months pregnanter? I feel huge—I LOOK huge: I have to be six months along, easy. 
 
    Or… what if I’m more? I could be due any minute—how do I even know? They didn’t exactly cover an ‘I don’t know how long the aliens have had me in stasis’ scenario in the birthing class that I prematurely signed up for. Everyone else in class was a month from their due date—and then there was me, barely pregnant but cramming information like I was about to be tested on my diagnosis of a life-altering illness. 
 
    Not that I thought of this little girl as an illness. The moment I met her on the ultrasound, I was wholly, irrevocably in love. But life-altering? Without a doubt, yes. I place my hands over my stomach, softly—struck dumb at the instantaneous changes in my body. 
 
    Except there's no way they happened in an instant. I was abducted and have no memories for months and months of my life. 
 
    Before panic can consume me, I remind myself that I’d been certain my ex was going to catch me and actually manage to kill me the next time he got ahold of me—so on the scale of ‘what’s worst?’ ...An alien abduction? Let’s just say aliens just did you a favor, Beth. 
 
    I choke on a hysterical-sounding snigger. 
 
    A loud shout comes from my left, and my head snaps up sharply. The interruption of my racing thoughts works to distract me from my advanced condition, at least for the moment. From the sounds of it, this alien crowd we’re surrounded by is excited, and with every one of us that gets hauled out of here, the remaining members of this mob start to sound more and more desperate. Yiiiiiikes… I do not want to go anywhere with an alien—not any of them. But unless I gain some magic powers in the next few minutes—or an invisibility cloak—it’s obvious from watching the others’ fates that I can kiss my freedom goodbye. 
 
    Walking carefully, getting used to the size of my new stomach and the sudden inflexibility of my middle, I circle around the huddle of humans standing with me, and come to the gate I spied earlier when I first came to. Maybe it leads to some holding room or sale barn or ship berth—whatever’s on the other side, at this section of fence, it doesn’t have aliens drooling over the top portion of it, and that’s good enough for me. Because the other side is where buyers are waiting for us to get shoved through the hatch and into their hands. I know I don’t want to be there, so I’m going to try my luck here. With the rest of my fellow humans blocking me from the aliens’ view, I hunker down and take a closer look at the locks. 
 
    There are three, old, simple pin tumbler-type locks. 
 
    Repeated viewings of MacGyver and Burn Notice episodes have drilled in the assurance that all one industrious person ever needs in a pinch is a hairpin. Sure, advice fed from television escapes might be too coated in Hollywood to be trusted as reliable sources, but it’s not like I have MythBusters here to show me how it’s really done if it can really be done. 
 
    But I have to try something. In all likelihood I’m about to become an alien’s plaything; I need to be able to tell myself that I didn’t just stand here and wait for it. 
 
    I slide my fingers into my hair, which feels ratty and flat—though not dirty. It just feels like I’ve slept hard on it. My fingers snag and bump into metal, and I blow out a relieved breath that I pinned back my bangs on my illustrious abduction day. If Angus MacGyver and Michael Weston were real people and not television characters, they’d be cheering me on right now because I’ve got the magic TV-escape ingredient: bobby pins. 
 
    I may not know what the next step in the plan is, but this first part is solid: I’m getting out of here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    When a ballsy alien joins us inside the pen and the auctioneers don’t stop him from looking us over, it starts freaking everyone out. He’s strutting in front of my fellow humans, making them press back on me like wary wild horses avoiding lassos. 
 
    Someone trips on me and I curse the new alien under my breath for scaring them. But it’s not all bad: I’m inspired to work faster. 
 
    The alien parades back and forth, his steps confident—arrogant even. Like some ego-inflated rooster. 
 
    “What a jerk!” I try to ignore the increasing crush of legs pressing against my back as the women crowd me, and I concentrate on my goal. I’m almost on the last lock, and I’m so close, so close, spring for me, come on— 
 
    A hand closes over my arm. 
 
    To describe moments like these, everyone says, ‘And my heart stopped’—but yeah, no. Nope, if your heart actually stops, you’re literally having a heart attack. There’s no skipping beats without tripping into big problems. 
 
    Logically, I know this. But I’m telling you, when a big alien hand slowly closes his fingers over my wrist, my heart actually tries to die. 
 
    I’m caught! 
 
    Bracing myself, I look up at him. 
 
    And stare. 
 
    I’d been expecting the mean auctioneer—but that’s not who’s touching me. It’s the ego-rooster, the overconfident alien who’s been peacocking for everybody. He’s crouched next to me—so tall I have to crane my neck—and this close, I see he’s like a reverse Medusa from legend. He’s so beautiful, I’ve gone still as a stone statue, caught in the stunned stupor that hits you when insanely hot guys set their focus on you. 
 
    “Jarekt, narra,” he says. 
 
    Whatever he’s just said to me? It sounds exotic and beautiful. But I’m pretty sure this guy could tell me I’m a cockroach and it would still sound attractive, so... 
 
    His eyes mesmerize me, and they may as well be dancing like snake charmers—I cannot look away as the corners of his lips curve upwards in a detonation of a smile. 
 
    Good. Heavens. This knowing curl of his lips is danger, danger, danger. This is a creature so handsome, he’s stunning my wits right out of my head—and as his smile slowly grows, it’s clear he’s aware of this fact. 
 
    I’m so shell-shocked by his appearance that I’m not even the tiniest bit embarrassed when I catch my gaping reflection in the black of his pupils. How can I help myself when my heart (metaphorically) trips as I focus on the mesmerizing grey of his laughing eyes? 
 
    I pull back, trying to find something on him that’ll make him less potent to me… but there’s nothing to turn me off. This creature is alien perfection. And he is alien—despite the fact that he has skin and hair much like me, his ears—his ears are not human. They actually look a little elfin, but not in a cute-elf way: with sharp points at their tops and an angled grace that’s only accentuated by the natural hollow to his cheeks, they give him a rakish air of danger, somehow. 
 
    And I’m staring. Somebody should save me from myself. Maybe if he spoke, it would break the spell, but, still smiling, he only stands up and holds out his arms, almost like he’s inviting me to look my fill. 
 
    And then I realize: that’s exactly what he’s doing. 
 
    I relax my hands—which I’d been holding into defensive claws—and finally, I can break away from his gaze. I take him up on his offer and look more of him over—which is only fair, because he’s most definitely doing the same to me. From what I can see, he’s got the kind of body and toning that only the sleekest-muscled athletes possess. His hair is so dark it’s almost black. His jacket is black, looks leather, and if ever there was a hybrid between a seventeenth-century captain’s coat and the Rocketeer jacket—this is it. 
 
    It’s pretty badass. 
 
    His pants are also black, and although they look like a sturdy fabric, far be it from me to guess what kind of materials aliens use. A multitude of pockets and straps are concentrated on the upper thighs in deliberate asymmetrical patterns, and the effect is downright cool. 
 
    By comparison, I have to wonder what he must see when he looks at me. I’ve got an oval face with chestnut-brown hair, styled into a bob with fly-away bangs so that I look like a lionhead bunny up top. It’s a cute style, and it flatters what I’ve got to work with—or at least it did the last time I saw myself in a mirror. 
 
    Cautiously and against my better judgement, my eyes travel back to his face, and his smile widens, making his lips lift. His teeth... all end in points. 
 
    Not like horror-movie vampire or werewolf teeth. Maybe hot-zombie: I think his hotness is rotting my brain—because even his pointy teeth look sexy. 
 
    The auctioneer gets impatient enough to slap the looped-up leather of his whip against his thigh, sick and tired of watching me moon over my buyer, apparently. As a side note, only Indiana Jones-looking men should wield a bullwhip. Harrison Ford-type guys can pull off the commanding-hot look. 
 
    This alien cannot. He shouts something rough, sounding irritated, and he reaches out for me. 
 
    Before he can touch me though, the ego-rooster shoves him. It’d almost look negligent, but he does it with enough force that the auctioneer stumbles back. 
 
    They start exchanging words, many of them, and while they’re busy, I try to melt into the crowd of women around me. But before I can disappear, the ego-alien narrows his far-too intelligent eyes and catches me by the arm. We gaze at each other a moment, before—with a surprisingly gentle grip—he starts leading me away from the others. 
 
    I want to dig in my heels, but I’m afraid of losing my balance and hurting my baby. And what will fighting get me? Probably a whipping and maybe a worse owner than this one, who so far, hasn’t been mean to me yet. 
 
    Feeling like I don’t have any other option, I follow him, only a little bit reluctant. 
 
    So far, us humans have been sold off one-by-one—but my alien must have some moolah, because he stops us by the blind woman and her dog, and he snaps his fingers at the auctioneer—making that guy grind his many teeth. 
 
    Oooh, my alien must not be afraid of whips. 
 
    My alien hunkers down beside the dog and the woman, (still keeping a hold on my arm) and to my surprise, he starts speaking softly to them. 
 
    He sounds… charming. Coaxing—and his voice makes me want to trust him, even if I don’t know any of his words. 
 
    Evidently, I’m not the only one affected because when he takes the blind woman’s hand, she only flinches for a moment before she gives in to his urging and stands. 
 
    To my shock, my alien then turns and hands her off to a BIG alien who’s waiting nearby—a scary one. My alien starts walking with me but I twist back and stare, seeing that the other alien’s face has electric red and blue hatches, or some type of craggy slits running laterally along his cheeks, and odd, sort of bell-shaped ears that hang off the sides of his head on stalks. 
 
    Super scary. 
 
    To add to his oddness, at his shoulder stands a giant alien horse with crocodilian-dangerous eyes and fangs that poke out from under its upper lip. It has antlers and a zebra tail. Though, instead of black and white stripes, it’s green and oddly patterned—about as close to being a zebra as I am to a gorilla. 
 
    The pair of aliens are horribly intimidating. The crowd thinks so too—when this alien man and his creature starts walking, other aliens give them space. 
 
    It helps that his horse whips around and bares her teeth, squealing before she kicks backwards into the crowd. When one alien gets pushy, she plants a hoof in his head, popping it open like a watermelon dropped on the sidewalk. 
 
    I’m gasping—but the horse’s owner doesn’t even notice. He’s too busy with the blind girl’s German shepherd, who—really understandably—is totally, absolutely, one-hundred percent freaked out and is trying to bite off the alienman’s leg. For a second, I’m scared that the alien is going to kick the dog away and leave it behind, but instead, the alien doesn’t do more than murmur at the shepherd before he’s bending a little to examine the blind girl’s eyes. 
 
    My heart chills, wondering if he’ll be upset that she doesn’t see… 
 
    But he only nods to himself, and picks her up. 
 
    Jet black and burning gold and gleaming white flashes as the shepherd throws itself on the alienman and clamps its powerful jaws around his leg, giving him a violent shake—or trying to. 
 
    The big alien doesn’t even slow down. He just walk-drags the snarling animal along, and behind him, the scary alien horse watches them curiously for a moment before following. 
 
    “Narra,” says my alien, “Hecato.” And he smiles when he tugs on my arm a little to encourage me to keep moving with him. 
 
    When I focus on what’s ahead of us instead of what half of our procession is doing behind us, I see that the mob we’re pushing through is a sea of glittering alien eyes, all watching us very, very hungrily. Feathers, fur, scales, slime, extra eyes and legs and bubbled skin—some look like seriously dangerous-looking individuals, but ALL of them are giving my new owner plenty of space. I mean, they still look like they want to snatch me and the woman being carried behind me—but the crowd doesn’t overtake us. Even though they could. 
 
    I eye my ego-rooster from the side. His confidence is evident, sure—but he’s only one guy. His alien friend looks more physically intimidating to me—and neither of them look as monstrous as some of the creatures surrounding us. Yet it’s my owner though who is getting the lion’s share of the crowd’s wary respect. Why? 
 
    And he’s just soaking it in. His eyes are sharp as they scan ahead. He struts past everyone like he owns the world and gives exactly no fucks for anyone in our way. 
 
    I begin to worry about my alien’s sanity right about the time he starts swinging our joined hands. Like we’re strolling through a park, not facing down an angry gathering of extraterrestrials. 
 
    He happily calls something over his shoulder to his friend, tossing him something small and flashdrive-like, and then my owner starts dancing with me like a loon. 
 
    He’s so unconcerned—we’re surrounded by extremely hostile-looking individuals, yet he’s oblivious, concerned only with entertaining himself. (Okay, and maybe me too.) 
 
    Or, rather, he’s seemingly oblivious: when something with more than one mouth smiles at me in a way that suggests it’d like to be the next one in line to dance with me—or eat me, it’s so hard to tell with so many teeth on display—I clutch at my alien’s arm—only to find that he’s already glaring down the other alien. 
 
    When the thing backs out of the throng and scuttles away, I glance up to find my alien grinning down at me like I’ve pleased him. 
 
    I relax a little. It’s difficult to fathom, but his presence is making me feel safer, even if his behavior seems reckless. 
 
    He’s giving off an enthusiastic, almost vivacious air, and he’s wearing an irrepressible smile that almost, almost pulls an answering one from my own lips. 
 
    Thankfully, he ‘only’ makes us dance in a circle before we continue leading the way for the others in our mini party, but he starts humming a tune and moving to the beat of it—and because I’m trying to keep pace with him, I’m basically forced to join him for the ride. 
 
    When we start passing more spaceships than aliens, I realize we’ve navigated to some sort of parking section. My alien’s grip slides from my arm and moves to cup my ass. I give him a stern warning glare, but I’m interrupted when he steers me to a gargantuan shark-shaped ship that cuts such aggressive angles—even as it harmlessly sits on the ground—that my mouth goes dry. 
 
    With trepidation, I take in the double tails, the triangular fin slicing into the sky up top; it’s all wicked curves and deadly sleekness. Confidently, my owner steers me up its gangplank, and I hear the growling of the dog behind us as its mistress is carried up too—followed by the clop of hooves as the horse-alien joins us walking up the ramp. I turn back to peek at it and see that it’s still acting as our rear guard; it kicks out at an alien who tries to follow us, and when its hooves connect with heads and various alien body parts, I hear sickening thumps and snaps. 
 
    I don’t know why I expect the interior of the ship to be creepy and horror-set dark, but it’s not. Glowy, macaroni-orange light softly illuminates the area inside the entrance, which opens to a bright, cavernous bay. 
 
    Everything, from the floor we’re standing on to the walls that close us in, is made of a sort of polished metal in interlocking sections. It’s all so precise-looking and streamlined that it’s jarring to see a massive pile of wood chips off to one side of the big space, and what looks like pop-up stalls, nearly the kind you see at horse shows, if horse shows were set in outer space. They’re a different sort of material than the ship is built out of, maybe the alien version of durable plastic or the ruggedly-tough, high-impact fiberglass that vehicle bumpers are made of—whatever it is, I can see hoofprints denting the walls of the closest stall, and the tracks are split-hoofed, like a deer-type unicorn rather than a horse. I peer at the equine-ish creature in our midst, and focus on its feet. 
 
    Huh. It’s got unicorn feet. 
 
    The animal yawns, displaying long jaws decorated with serrated teeth. 
 
    I gulp. Those aren’t unicorn teeth. 
 
    I freeze when I see the carcass hanging high on a meat hook in the stall, like humans put up hay nets for horses. 
 
    That’s not unicorn food. Not unless there’s a freaky, meat-eating, sci-fi version of unicorns with a pair of antlers instead of a horn.  
 
    The alien horse starts ambling in the direction of the hoof-print decorated stall, passing us all like, “See ya, suckers.” 
 
    With some words exchanged to my alien, the big alien behind us follows in that direction too, still carrying the other woman—and still dragging her dog by way of where it’s got ahold of his leg. 
 
    The woman has to be completely freaked. Her hands are curled over the massive arms of the alien who has her, and her eyes look glassy and huge. She has to be wondering what the heck’s happening. “I’m Beth,” I call to her. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything back. 
 
    Her alien glances at me, and my alien looks down at me, but they don’t try to shush me, so I continue. “It looks like we’re splitting up.” I scramble to think of something more to say, but when she still doesn’t say anything back, I’m not even sure if she can hear me. 
 
    Thinking that I should go to her, I start to fight against the pressure my alien is applying to keep me moving alongside him—but then I see her alien softly pet her back, and murmur to her. 
 
    Even the dog’s ears cock, and its neck arches like it’s curious at this. 
 
    The woman takes a shuddery breath and she buries her face in his neck. 
 
    My alien says something to me too, and adds a nudge to my butt to encourage me along. When I glance up at him, he murmurs something, his eyes flicking to his friend, the woman, and the dog. Then my alien gives me a reassuring sort of smile. 
 
    With one last glance back at the trio, we leave them. Nerves are twisting my stomach. What happens now? 
 
    I’m led up two flights of see-through, grated stairs before he takes us across a catwalk, which passes over the entire bay. When I look down, I can see the big alien sitting in the shavings, hugging the woman on his lap while her dog paces beside them, looking a little less agitated. 
 
    My alien’s manner has turned almost gentlemanly as he continues to guide me along. His hand isn’t even inappropriately cupping my butt anymore; it’s rising to a low spot on my spine. The heat of his touch radiating against the soreness in my lower back is so welcome, I decide I don’t need to try to move away. I have just enough energy to process that he’s swept us into a room where the lights have changed from snaking corridor-length tracks to wide, rectangular panels, bright and stark, and the floors and walls have switched to something gleaming, with a burnished metal look—all very high tech. 
 
    Just like this medical table we’re suddenly standing in front of. 
 
    I try to leap backwards but slam into his hand, which mercilessly checks my momentum. 
 
    My muscles lock. “No way,” I tell my alien, turning to him with a fierce stare. “We’re not doing this. We’re not experimenting on the pregnant woman.” 
 
    My alien takes one look at me and starts laughing. 
 
    He doubles over with it, and I glare down at him harder. Yeah, ha ha; hilarious situation—for him, maybe. 
 
    I try to fry him with my eyes. 
 
    When he controls himself, he straightens, sending me an amused shake of his head, and adding a couple of happy-sounding words I don’t understand. He shuts the door behind us—and if I’m not mistaken, compression locks clang, signaling that we’re locked in together. This seems absolutely bad, and I’m feeling very #TeamIDontWantToBeHere—especially as he starts rifling through drawers and pulls out something that looks like a gun. 
 
    I tense all over, and Batty Koda’s line from Ferngully runs through my head. Inspired, I shout, “I will scratch you up so bad, your mother won’t recognize you!” 
 
    Warily, keeping my hands up and my fingers held together in claw-formations, I watch as the alien takes out a small computer chip-type… chip. He sets it into a slot in the wall. 
 
    A holographic screen bursts to life. 
 
    (Wait—holograph or hologram? There’s a difference, and I feel like I should know this. My SyFy Channel card is probably going to be revoked now. I knew I should have made time for that Stargate binge-a-thon. This is what happens when you don’t take advantage of helpful TV programming.) 
 
    Suddenly, glyphs, runes—characters of some sort—start spitting in front of me in small streams. They’re emitted in a one-two pattern, along with a tone of sound. 
 
    They mean absolutely nothing to me. 
 
    (Holograms were the three-dimensional images in Stargate, right?) 
 
    But although the alien activated this glut of data, he’s not watching it. 
 
    He’s watching me. 
 
    Challengingly, I face him. “What?” 
 
    (‘Holographic displays?’ I swear I’ve seen that term before. Screw it: until I have Google, Siri, or a dictionary, I’m going to call this whatever I want.) 
 
    He shakes his head and points back to the characters flashing by. 
 
    I do as he’s indicating, facing the screen again, but I slant a glance at him out of the corner of my eye. I’m about to attempt to explain that having me stare at alien language is pointless, but his whole attention is still trained on me, like he’s studying me— 
 
    “Deutsche, Servus,” the computer intones. 
 
    I turn to the holo-gram/graph in shock. Was that… that almost sounded like German. I think that’s what ‘Deutsche’ is, but... nah. What are the odds I heard that right? 
 
    “English, Hello,” utters the computer with a complete lack of interest, before moving to another one-two word combo, this one in an alien tongue. But I’m pointing frantically at the screen, shouting, “Hey! That’s mine! I speak English!” 
 
    The alien’s already figured this out though, having watched me brighten in shock when I recognized the words. He starts typing something, and I see a mass of English roll by on the screen, formatted almost like dictionary pages. 
 
    He presses his hand behind his ear, and his eyes squint—and maybe it hurts, or he’s concentrating, or he’s just realized he’s hungry but he left his lunch on the kitchen counter—but I think I can guess what’s going on. Like I said, I’m pretty well versed in sci-fi (my missed binge-watching opportunities aside) and I’m starting to feel a little more confident on what’s happening here. “If we’re following any sort of helpful plotline, you’re downloading English to your translator right now. Nice,” I praise him. And it is nice. If we were stuck in a book or a movie, doing this right here will help him understand me. 
 
    My alien grabs my head. 
 
    Purely out of instinct, I yelp, ducking and knocking his hand away. 
 
    One eyebrow rising, he tells me, “Kayzeh, narra.” He points to a metal arm that’s lowering from the ceiling—nearing my face. 
 
    FUCKNO. I duck. 
 
    His hand slaps over my eyes. 
 
    Do I go Tasmanian devil on him and beat him away from me? 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    Instinctively, I hunch and hug my stomach. 
 
    His arm wraps around me, fitting over my protectively-held arms, which creates a band of pressure across my breasts. 
 
    Which hurts, because my boobs are sore. “Owwww!” 
 
    He pauses, and when my hands fly up to grab his forearm, he adjusts us so that he’s holding me under my arms, with his forearm fitting under my breasts. It hurts less (really; not at all)—and WOW the relief! My back breathes a happy sigh at the alleviation, and my ribcage expands as my cantaloupes get an airlift. He seems like he’s trying to be careful as he maneuvers me until— 
 
    Until my back comes into contact with a cold, flat, horizontal surface. 
 
    Panic swamps me. 
 
    I suddenly have even more empathy for the other human woman on this ship—for her to not know what’s going on has to be utterly terrifying. For me, I can’t stop myself from struggling. 
 
    But at the same time, because I can’t shut off the voice in my head that’s telling me ‘Be careful! Don’t struggle so hard you hurt the baby!’—I don’t go as wild as I want to, even with our imminent safety on the line. 
 
    “Kayzeh, kayzeh,” is murmured to me before I hear a loud beep and a whir. 
 
    Slowly, four fingers uncurl from where they had been capping my vision—and I jerk to hop upright, but he’s still got me caught fast. I see what the source of the whirring noise is though—the metal arm is scanning me with a red beam of light, slowly directing the beam down my knees, my calves, my feet. 
 
    It beeps again, and the arm retracts, drawing away. 
 
    My alien’s arm does not. I push at him. 
 
    He leans over me, and I can feel him watching me, waiting for me to stop looking at the scanning arm and give him my attention instead. 
 
    Huffing in aggravation, I finally do. 
 
    His eyes are smiling as much as his mouth is. He starts speaking to me, his tone sounding cocky. I imagine I can almost get the gist of his entire conversation based on the gleam in his eyes as they rake over me. 
 
    He gives me a dirty-hot grin. 
 
    I’m pretty sure this alien is propositioning me. 
 
    He holds up a needle and syringe. 
 
    Or I’m wrong. 
 
    I do the impossible: I pull an octopus and ooze out of his hold. 
 
    (Seriously. Octopodes can get out of anything. Sidenote: why can’t octopi be the Latin plural? Octopodes sounds very awkward in my head—but no worse than octopuses. Every time I come across octopuses, I hear the Octopussy movie start playing. Then it’s all James Bond growling wryly in hot-Scottish that if there’s no men allowed on the island because it’s exclusivly for beautiful women, then as his way of fighting the good fight against sexual discrimination, he’ll have to drop by. Rawr!) 
 
    Anyway. 
 
    I escape the syringe coming at me, slipping off the table and slaming myself harder into the wall than I mean to in my attempt to back away from him. I only meant to put my back to it, not break my back. “YOwww!” I howl, and I’m about to send the alien a glare of pure blame for putting me in this position in the first place, with him waving around medical instruments like a maniac (not really, but kind of)—but the look on his face stops me. 
 
    His lips are tugged up in a hissed sort of grimace, and his brows are drawn low. “Narrrra,” he purrs at me, the sound so apologetic and regretful and pretty, that it confuses my body into going still. 
 
    This single moment of indecision is all he needs. He catches me like a praying mantis—not that creepy, but just that fast—and just that effective. 
 
    I clutch my stomach and implore him with my eyes as much as my voice. “I’m pregnant—what if whatever you want to inject me with isn’t safe for the baby?” 
 
    His eyes travel to where I’m gripping my flesh-beach ball in a protective hold. With his free hand, he reaches out, stroking the strip of my skin that’s exposed by my baby-bump baring shirt. His expression deepens, his eyes warming with wonder—and it makes my throat close over. 
 
    ...Until he ruins it by raising his eyes to my chest, and trying to move his questioning touch to the future milkbar instead. 
 
    I block him like we’re practicing karate moves, I even add one of those “HuhWAAH!” sound effects as I do it—because who does that? Who just reaches out to honk someone’s body parts? If it doesn’t belong to you, then don’t— 
 
    My lips press together at the realization that this alien does think he owns me. And if we’re digging into technicalities, I suppose in this place, there are probably laws that say if he paid for me, then he really does own me. Therefore, he probably thinks he can do whatever he wants. 
 
    He is mistaken. 
 
    I didn’t sign up for this. No! Jim Carrey’s line in Liar, Liar plays in my head, because no! NO. I’m not anyone’s, I belong to me. 
 
    I warn him with my eyes that he better not come near me with the needle. 
 
    He seems amused: one side of his mouth is pulled a little higher than the other, making his cheek round and dimple, and his eyes look too pretty, dancing the way they are. He sets down the syringe, walks to the wall, and taps a screen. The image of the blind woman’s alien comes to life in front of us, 
 
    HOLOGRAM! Ha, that’s totally the right word! I knew it’d click. Eventually. 
 
    Where was I? Ah, yes: I watch them as they exchange a few words. My alien turns, and gives me a come-hither gesture with two fingers, paired with a smile I don’t trust. 
 
    I bare my teeth. “Let me tell you where you can shove those fingers.” 
 
    His smile turns to a dirty grin—and I remember he can probably understand me now. 
 
    There’s a mechanical chime, and the computer says, “Chip upload complete.” My alien raises the thing that looks like a gun.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    My alien—sans raised gun—beckons me to follow him to a doorway that leads to a bathroom. He leaves me, and the relief at being able to relieve myself softens my indignation over him thinking he could quality-check my goods. 
 
    When I step out to rejoin him, the other human is here, along with her alien. 
 
    Also her dog, who is very, very distrustful of everything remotely alien. When the aliens load the gun that mine’s been waving around, and they pin us down and shoot us with translator chips, I find I really sympathize with the dog’s reservations. 
 
    When they restrain the shepherd and shoot her with a translator chip too, well, that doesn’t endear them to her any better, let me tell you. 
 
    But now all of us, even the canine, understands alien commands—yay. I overhear that we’ve got access to most every known language, to understand and to speak it. For my alien’s ‘crew’ though, he’s forcing upgrades remotely so that they’ll soon have human English available on their translators. 
 
    While the aliens rapidly discuss the vaccine that my alien had started to prepare for me, I head for the other woman, with the intention of offering reassurance in the form of… whatever I can offer her. It’s not like I can do much, but hugs, a shoulder to cry on, a sympathetic ear, any of it, all of it, I’m here, I’ll do what I can—but before I can make it to her, my alien grabs me. 
 
    The other alien asks his woman, “Can you understand us, female?” 
 
    Her dog’s eyes actually narrow at him. 
 
    The woman gulps. “Yes.” 
 
    My alien announces, “I consider this a kritted success. Now, we’ve got a job to do. Quest luck, as the hobs say.” Then he stops, his forehead knitting kind of attractively for a psycho. “Or is that Rakhii? Tevek, if we had one of those…” 
 
    “Goodbye,” his friend says good naturedly—but with clear finality. 
 
    Giving me a wink, my alien tilts his chin, and his grin slowly broadens to one so blinding, it takes me a moment to react when his hand slaps me on the ass. “After you, my beautiful slave-bride.” 
 
    I’ve. Had. ENOUGH. Of. This. 
 
    I snatch up his slapping hand and bite him. 
 
    Shocked silence fills the medical room. My alien stares down at me like he can’t believe what he just felt. Then, proving he’s been damaged up top—he starts howling. With laughter. “Have fun with your new wife!” he calls over his shoulder to his friend, his hand falling to my lower back—but not straying any lower, I’m gratified to note—as he ushers us out. 
 
    He bumps my shoulder as we’re walking side by side. “So, my nippy little purchase. You can understand me?” he asks. 
 
    Tipping my head back to meet his gaze, I give him a cool nod.  
 
    He grins down at me. “Good. We have work to do. But first: tell me about you.” 
 
    He’s hauling me down one corridor after another, and I’m sure that if he turned me loose right now, I still might never get free. I feel like this ship has turned into a labyrinth. “Tell me about your kind,” he prompts. 
 
    Sure. Why not? I cover the basics: I’m human. I’m from Earth—and he is really intrigued with this planet he’s never heard of. But it quickly becomes obvious that his interest is less academic and more enterprising as he turns this session into an interrogation: how many wenches do you claim to have on your planet? Do they look like you? 
 
    “In general?” I ask. 
 
    He frowns. “Of course in general.” He looks me up and down and very seriously informs me: “A finer female than you doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Strangely warmed by the compliment, I’m not sure if I should tell him that there are women far, far more beautiful than I am—I don’t want to encourage him to steal people from Earth. Luckily, (?) I don’t have to say anything—he goes on, talking rapidly, making plans that somehow almost don’t sound villainous mostly due to the fact that he’s so earnestly excited by the prospect of this new find: humankind. 
 
    Basically, there were a whole lot of credits (alien money) spent on buying up human women today, so when he finds this place of plenty (Earth), he can make a FORTUNE in credits, and— 
 
    He interrupts his own machinations to make a rapid subject change. “I took a click and prepared an entire half-cocked speech in my head for when you ask me to let you go home.” He frowns down at me, not like he’s unhappy—more like he’s a little crestfallen that he’s been robbed of a chance to put on a performance. “Why haven’t you asked me to return you to your home?” 
 
    Because home isn’t safe for me. I won’t say this situation is better, but at the moment, in this instant, I’m not facing immediate harm. This alien has made me feel just a little bit safe, and I realize with a start that I’m not feeling worn down. 
 
    I didn’t even know how drained I’d been feeling until all of a sudden, I’m not on the run from a threat. A little alien abduction? No biggie! This situation is almost, oh, let’s call it ‘tentatively leaning towards an improvement.’ 
 
    My chances of survival—and my baby’s chance for survival—has the potential to be better odds in this alien’s hands, which should be a terrifying thought. Except that for all that he’s zany, he’s not been so bad, so far. “Because if you’re making plans to go to Earth and kidnap more women, it’s unlikely you’ll let me go?” At my reply, he gives an almost imperceptible, shivering bounce, this full grown man-alien, and I take note of his suddenly hang-dog expression. I scratch at my temple. “Do you want to give me whatever speech you had planned? You look like you’re ready to burst with it.” 
 
    “Yes!” He brings both of my hands together, making me clap like a caught seal. “That would be great. Yes, please.” 
 
    I try not to smile, mostly because I’m afraid he really is unbalanced, but it’s hard, because he’s a tiny, tiny bit entertaining. “Okay. Will you take me home?” 
 
    His chest swells, and he grins at me before he affects a scowl. He stops walking. He stops smiling. “Hear me well: No.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “I’m Ekan. I’m your master now.” 
 
    I stare up into his mercurial-behaving, forbidding face. 
 
    Quote Moment: This is just like the scene in Aladdin, where Jafar stomps Genie under his boot heel and lays down the new law. 
 
    New Master; new rules. 
 
    But then Ekan’s cold expression instantly melts to an immensely playful one. Using the grip he has on my shoulder, he wiggle-sways me back and forth between his hands for a moment. “Just joshing!” 
 
    Then he draws back, appearing momentarily pensive. “Although, I suppose I do intend to have full mastery of your body and over your desires, so,” he rolls back his shoulders, “‘Master’ is as good a title as Ekan when you address me, you lovely little spawner.” 
 
    Spawner? 
 
    His eyes drop to where he’s still clutching me. “Creator, your skin is unbelievably soft.” 
 
    Charming. “You thinking of making a dress out of it?” I ask. “Buffalo Bill-style?” 
 
    He really does seem to have a thing for touching me. He’s rubbing his thumb down my arm, and when he reaches the inside of my elbow, his eyes light up as he learns my skin here is even softer. Then his eyes snap up to mine, startling me with his quick-change in demeanor as he turns serious. “What’s ‘Buffalo Bill’ style?” 
 
    Kat Stratford’s dad from 10 Things I Hate About You groans in my mind. Because Gah! I do not want to be giving this alien any ideas! 
 
    In the book and movie Silence of the Lambs, there’s a serial killer who abducts women and skins them so he can make dresses from their hides. He’s given the infamous moniker Buffalo Bill, after the historic figure who reportedly did a little something similar to Native Americans and prairie bovines. Do I want to share this? HECK NO. 
 
    I shouldn’t be giving this alien any material to encourage further plots. He seems like a real enterprising sort. If he so much as gets a hint that there could be a market for dresses made of human skin, Earth could be emptied of all humankind. We’ll either be sold—or tanned. My tongue dries up. 
 
    (Which, if someone had designs on preserving human parts, will probably make the pickling process easier. My brain helpfully whispers: What’s a dried human tongue worth?) 
 
    Gross, Brain. Gross. 
 
    Ekan’s (unnerving) curiosity melts into a teasing grin. “My, my, you’ve shown me such fire, and now you’re cowed?” 
 
    My eyes narrow. 
 
    He smiles even wider. “There she is.” He chucks me under the chin, and I have visions of sinking my teeth into his hand. He must be able to almost see them right along with me because his own teeth flash and he laughs—then the demented man tickles me along my jaw like he’s not worried for his fingers nearly as much as he should be. 
 
    “You’re insane,” I inform him. 
 
    He engulfs my hand in one of his, and his expression resettles into one of quieter amusement. “It usually takes beings a few less clicks to reach this conclusion.” He uses his hold on my hand to make me twirl in place. I do it jerkily at first, not sure what he’s really guiding me to do. I just let it happen by the second and third rotation. It’ll serve him right if I get motion sick and barf on his big boots. 
 
    Meanwhile, he keeps talking, like this is totally normal. “I can’t lose my standing—I’m going to have to amp up my rotation’s quota of unpredictable maneuvers.” 
 
    I plant my feet to stop him from making me dance around more than he already has. “Is there any chance you could leave me out of anything involving this quota?” 
 
    He gapes. “Absolutely not! You’re the most fun toy I’ve had in my hands in the age of a star.” 
 
    The Emperor's New Groove is a favorite movie of mine. This alien-version, real-life Emperor Kuzco is something altogether different when he’s got you hostage. 
 
    “‘Toy?’ Yay me.” He’s making me tired. Either that, or it’s all the walking—but I’m pretty sure it’s him. He could put a set of triplet baby chinchillas to shame with his zest for… everything. 
 
    He cups my hands and makes us clap together again, loudly. “That’s the spirit!” And with that, he starts leading me wherever he has plans to be. 
 
    We snake through one corridor after another, a much longer process than it took to arrive, and I wonder where he’s taking me. As if he’s sharing a confidence, Ekan hunkers closer and offers, “Your vaccination was skipped until you and the litter’s safety can be determined, so try not to play host to any germs you encounter.” 
 
    “I’ll try to restrain myself.” 
 
    He forces me into a side hug. “Your cooperation excites me beyond reason.” 
 
    Sliding my hands between us, I push away from him, and only succeed in getting loose because he lets me. “It doesn’t seem like it takes much to drive you there… beyond reason,” I clarify when he looks at me in question. 
 
    His dry chuckle is so much more pleasant than it ought to be. He sounds delighted. 
 
    He catches me, bringing me against his body again. Not keen on him being quite this affectionate, I try to dart under his arm, and he finds this uproariously funny. He half-lets up on his squeeze-grip of me so that I can breathe, but I’m still being forced to walk against him. I sort of feel like those monkeys they strap onto the herding dogs at the rodeo: I’m in for a ride, whether I want to be or not. Jovially, he inquires, “What shall I call you?” 
 
    He almost doesn’t give me a chance to answer. He just keeps right on talking. “I don’t mind naming you. I’ve never had a pet! I’d love to name something of my own—” 
 
    “OKAY, stop right there,” I say, and he literally stops walking, so I tug on his shoulder until he leans down far enough that I can cover his still-running mouth. “I’m Beth,” I admit. “And you know, this is probably a good thing that you asked my name. They say victims should humanize themselves with their captors. Maybe it’ll help you—aka my unbalanced captor—to see me as a person, not a pet—” 
 
    He starts laughing, straightening up and hugging me to his side like I am just the coolest trinket. “Beth,” he tries on. “Beth is perfect! What a beautiful name for my new favorite gift to myself!” 
 
    “Wow. Well, there went that hope of being humanized in your eyes. You’re a dick.” 
 
    His brows bounce. “If my translator is correct, you’re comparing me to a cock.” He slants me a look. “Are we specifically referring to mine, personally?” He gives me his most serious expression yet. “Because I’m impressive beyond reason.” 
 
    “You’re all sorts of beyond reason. And you’re giving me a headache.” 
 
    He pats me. “Save it for later. Work first; beg off after.” His eyes light up. “Begging... oooh, I think I’ll enjoy this.” 
 
    The horror of this prospect must be painted all over my face, because he glances at me and does a double take before he grabs me up a little messily—sort of like an unsupervised toddler cuddles his first kitten—and rushes to tell me, “Don’t worry, don’t worry—I’ll play good with you. I vow it.” 
 
    I’m seriously wishing he’ll tell me he’s ‘just joshing’ again—but when he doesn’t, I’m not settled in the least. An A for effort though? 
 
    We step up to a door that suddenly slides open, showing sky, before a clank signals that the ship has dropped a ramp. We walk the steep decline down to the ground. The whole way, Ekan keeps ahold of my arm—but not so much to stay me from running: he’s letting me use him for balance. The grade of this thing is unreal. “Where are we going?” I brave up and ask him. 
 
    “You’re going to work for me. In order to do that, I need you to get dressed. I don’t happen to have women’s clothes in my wardrobe, so we’re going to appropriate some for you.” 
 
    Appropriate? “What I’m wearing won’t suffice?” I ask, waving at my tshirt and yoga pants. 
 
    “Hardly,” Ekan scoffs. “Too much fabric for what I have planned.” 
 
    I give him the wary look this concerning pronouncement deserves. 
 
    Ekan’s answering smile is all flirtation. Sultry too. Potent. Dangerous. 
 
    I don’t do danger. 
 
    It’s one of my life lessons-turned-rules. Been there, moved in with that, had a hell of a time escaping. 
 
    Ever seen the movie Ladyhawke? 
 
    When the sexy knight-to-wolf shifting Etienne Navarre tells the thief he catches that he needs a guide, the thief, Phillipe, tells him he wouldn’t go back to Aquila’s dungeons for his own mother. But Navarre is compelling, and he sort of tramples Phillipe’s protests and strong-arms him (trusses him up in ropes, actually) into helping anyway (perhaps I should be thankful Ekan has no rope). At one point, when Phillipe falls back on pickpocketing, he starts talking to God, saying he knows he promised he’d never steal again—but may the Lord have mercy, because God knows what a weak-willed person he is… And that’s me. I’m so weak right now. Even when I know better, I am attracted to danger. 
 
    And Ekan? He’s danger up, down, and every which way. 
 
    I gulp and edge away from him. 
 
    But only for a half of a split-second, because Ekan merrily drags me right back beside him—and keeps me there. 
 
    This time, when he leads me through the crowd, we’re still getting stares, but they feel less intense. 
 
    Still, Ekan seems less relaxed than he was before, his face now sharp, his easy-smiling mouth almost unrecognizable with the way it’s currently set. I wonder if he misses his dangerous-looking friend and the alien warhorse. 
 
    Even his formerly grabby-hand has stopped getting friendly with the inappropriate places on me—it’s hovering over the handle of what looks a lot like a pistol strapped to his thigh. 
 
    We pass tents selling all kinds of things—spaceship parts, people (aliens), food—and finally, a few booths up, we see a wagon with its doors open, clothes and hats bursting from it and displayed on hangers dangling from an accompanying cabana. “Ah, a garb stand, just ahead!” Ekan announces. 
 
    My aching feet urge me to ask him a question. “Hey, ‘master?’” 
 
    “Mmm, I like this form of address,” Ekan muses aloud. “Do it again.” 
 
    I hunch over and bug out one eye, cocking my head up at Ekan like Igor in Young Frankenstein. “Mathhster?” 
 
    Ekan almost trips away from me before he grins and takes me by both elbows. “Do that again!” 
 
    Snorting, I point in the vicinity of my toes to draw his attention. “Since you want to outfit me, I thought I’d tell you that I could also use something more substantial than these sandals. They’re super cute, but they’re killing my feet. I guess the last time I got dressed, I didn’t think I was getting abducted and going to have to walk quite this far.” 
 
    Digging around his pockets, Ekan has the audacity to tsk. “Who doesn’t factor this into their daily preparations, eh?” 
 
    I make a show of shrugging. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    He pats my back, eyes on the crowd. “Don’t feel ashamed, I’m happy to help you fix this. I’ll abduct and sell you until we get it right. You’ll breathe the game.” 
 
    “Ha ha…” I croak. “I know we haven’t known each other long, but sometimes it’s like I can’t tell when you’re joking.” 
 
    “I should think not, when I’m being absolutely serious.” 
 
    My lips seal shut. 
 
    When we reach our destination, the woman selling ‘garb’ gives us a shocked smile. “A Gryfala gracing my wares with her presence!” 
 
    Ekan raises my limp arm by my wrist. “Isn’t she stunning?” 
 
    The woman looks so happy. “You are!” 
 
    Well. It’s nice to get such a warm reception when buying clothes. This is exactly the opposite of Julia Roberts’ treatment in Pretty Woman, and it’s nice. I’ve been to upscale clothing stores on Earth that treated me snootily: this must be what royalty feels like. “Thank you,” I tell her, feeling embarrassed but weirdly good at the same time. 
 
    The woman brings her hands together, steepling her fingers. “What a blessing! I saw a Rakhii pass by today. It looked like he was searching for someone. Maybe a princess?” she asks me, smiling hugely. 
 
    “Ha,” I start—but Ekan covers my mouth. “A Rakhii?” He almost moans the word. 
 
    He turns in wide circle, making me spin with him as he stares around us like he’s starving and desperately looking for anywhere that sells food. “Do you recall what direction he went?” 
 
    The seller’s excitement cools. If I’m not mistaken, she doesn’t trust Ekan’s interest. “Oh, I’m not sure I paid attention. I was busy selling, you see. But if I were you, I wouldn’t get any ideas—” 
 
    Ekan straightens, and his smile is like a megalodon shark’s: all teeth and untrustworthy intentions. “You are most definitely not me then.” 
 
    The seller shakes her head. “You Na’riths. Leave it alone.” She snaps her fingers in a bid to get his attention. “Would you like something for your lady?” 
 
    She sounds like she’s using lady not only like a polite reference, but like the female-of-superior-social-position definition. 
 
    I really like this woman. I stand a little taller. 
 
    Ekan seems to shake himself. “Do you have anything for her feet?” he gestures at my legs the same way someone would point to a lame racehorse. ‘Well Doc? Think she’ll ever be able to run again?’ 
 
    The woman looks me over sympathetically. “I have some Rakhii shod-wraps. They’re used when females are carrying a litter.” 
 
    “Awwwww, Rakhii...” Ekan shoves his hands into his hair, gripping it, sounding crazy with pain. “I wish we had a Rakhii. I want one so badly.” 
 
    “Are you whining?” I ask him. Suspicious, I ask, “Are these pets?” 
 
    He tips his head, exhaling through his teeth. “Perhaps they could be made into pets.” 
 
    The seller scoffs loudly. 
 
    Ekan concedes with a nod, fingers still knotted in his short locks. “All right, I wouldn’t label them as such to their face.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I mutter. “I see how it is.” 
 
    The seller reaches up and slaps Ekan on the arm. 
 
    A hat rack falls over, spilling a rainbow of feathers and felt (or the outerspace equivalent to felt) to the ground. 
 
    “I should have known bad luck would come!” the woman hisses at Ekan like it’s his fault, before she crouches and scoops them up. 
 
    Exhaling heavily, he drops his hands from pulling at his hair and he focuses on her. “Thanks—and sorry,” he says, shaking himself and blinking like he’s coming out of a trance. Then he looks to me, eyes skimming me up and down. “Eh, shod-wraps sound good.” He focuses on the seller. “Can you make a delivery of wares directly to our ship? We’ve got some errands to pace out after we leave here.” 
 
    The woman holds out her hand, and Ekan fishes into his pocket and gives her a little plastic-looking stick, similar to what he’d tossed to his friend earlier. 
 
    “Delivery charges are extra,” she informs him. 
 
    He points to me. “What if I order enough clothes to outfit two of her?” 
 
    The woman beams at him. “Delivery’s on the wagon then.” 
 
    He nods and slaps his flat stomach like that’s exactly what he thought she might say. “Good deal!” He waves to my feet. “Let’s fit her in a pair of wraps. Package up a spare in case the first gets soaked with the blood or the guts of our temporary business partners—” I give him a sharp glance and he pats me on the head, smiling big when I snap my teeth, “—and let’s see what you have in the way of skirts that will drive a male wild.” He turns us with flourish, and without hesitation, he starts going through clothes like he picks out women’s garments every day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Much to my horror, the outfit I’m to wear… well, there’s really not very much to it. Not nearly enough to earn the designation of being referred to as clothes. I’ve been ushered into a silk-screen-like paneled off area, where Ekan made me take off the clothes I came in with before he handed me what he wants me to wear. In order to step out, I have to put on something, but this? It’s barely enough to qualify as anything. It’s a two-piece ensemble that consists of a matching leather-like wrap for my chest, and a hip-hugging ‘skirt’—if you can even call this scrap of fabric a skirt. It’s really nothing more than a glorified snatch patch. 
 
    But. All bitching aside, it’s… disturbingly comfortable. My belly can protrude all it likes, and the belt cinch rides so low it’s actually a form of belly support. The top hugs my milk-plumped boobs and my skin gets to breathe lots—and lots—of air, which is an unexpected plus. 
 
    Still… I stare down at myself. “You must be joking. Ekan! There’s not even panties! I can’t wear this in public.” 
 
    Ekan shrugs, tugging me out from behind the partition. “Fine. Go naked in public.” 
 
    I gape at him, not sure if he’s serious. 
 
    With relish, he takes in how the top and bottom scraps fit me. Then he spins me all the way around and lightly squeezes my buttcheek—which is in easy-grab access thanks to the tiny, mini skirt-like quality of this bandage I’m wearing that wouldn’t cover a papercut. He ignores my muffled shriek and sidesteps in time to miss the kick I aim at his shin. “Look at this pleasing form,” he says admiringly. “You’ll make me money bare or clothed.” 
 
    His indulgent grin melts into pursed lips, and I get a premonition that giving this alien any time to ponder and reflect gives him too much time to destroy my life. “Perhaps bare would be better. You might make me more credits if they can see every inch of this lovely flesh, Beth—” 
 
    “Stop,” I huff. “I’ll wear this, okay?” I struggle to wrestle down the stupid blush care of him even obliquely saying nice things about my looks. Just because he’s sort of saying something nice doesn’t change the fact that he’s forcing me to wear a nipple-patch band and crotch-teaser ensemble for everyone to see (and for just about everything to show) in order to make him ‘credits.’ On the heels of this thought, I get a chill. “Are you going to whore me out?” 
 
    “Nebulas abound, NO,” he gapes at me like he’s wondering if I’m the one out of the two of us who’s completely bonkers. “I’m showing your assets off to the best advantage.” His gaze skims over me, and the heat in his eyes cranks up a couple thousand degrees. “You possess a lot of lovely, lovely assets. And I’m going to take advantage of your likeness to an impossible commodity. You’re a perfect counterfeit.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    Ekan drags me into a stealth kiss that makes our teeth click and my heart pound funny and he pulls away like he expects to be slapped. “Never apologize!” 
 
    I huff up at him. “I wasn’t.” Did he really just kiss me? “I was saying—” 
 
    Ekan teases the edge of my skirt, almost touching me, but not quite. “I’m going to sell you—only temporarily,” he adds when I start to screech in alarm. “But don’t tell the buyers this,” he adds quickly like some sort of psycho afterthought. “That’ll damage our success.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t want that,” I grumble. 
 
    “Precisely!” He team-slaps me on the butt, like a football player complimenting his Tight End on a good game, and dodges artfully when I reach back and aim to dig my nails into his hand. 
 
    He’s totally unfazed. He looks so earnest when he tells me, “It’s beautiful how you’re in harmony with me; we’re going to get along great, you and I.” 
 
    He waves to the woman who sold us my new wardrobe. I thank her, because it’s not her fault that Ekan dressed me like a tropical island streetwalker, and she confirms that she’ll have the rest of our purchases delivered to Ekan’s ship. With that, we start off through the crowd again. 
 
    I’m quiet as we walk, thinking. I’m surprised that my owner even notices. He taps me on the back of my wrist. “Feeling all right?” 
 
    For an alien who professed to have plans to ‘temporarily’ sell me, it’s nice of him to ask—not to mention appear to be so sincere about hearing my answer. “I was just wondering how the other woman is getting along with her alien. Is he going to sell her too?” 
 
    Ekan snorts. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Will he hurt her?” 
 
    “Who, Breslin?” It’s obvious that I’ve shocked Ekan with my assumption, if the way his jaw is fit to catch flies is any indication. “Bres isn’t going to hurt her.” He waves my concern away like it’s ridiculous. “Really, I did them both a favor.” 
 
    I stop walking to peer up at him. “How do you figure?” 
 
    Ekan tugs me, keeping us moving. Our surroundings have an addition unfolding into view. There’s a pocket of ships on one side of us now; a giant spacetransport parking lot facing the massive bazaar. And Ekan’s leading me away from the goods and sellers and towards all the many, many parked ships. “He’ll make her ridiculously happy—he’ll dote on her—he should thank me.” He moves his shoulders in an odd but relaxed way. “Eventually, he will thank me, even if he never comes out and says so.” 
 
    “To have this level of (crazy) confidence. Must be nice?” 
 
    Ekan grabs my hand, making me twirl in place, which makes this skirt feel like I’m flashing—oh, just the whole world. “He’d still be mooning over her if I hadn’t intervened. But he’d be doing it from afar, because some other male would have bought her up, and that odd symbiont.” 
 
    I don’t even touch on the part where he thinks a German shepherd is a symbiont, because I don’t believe he deserves to be corrected. But I am curious. “Would you have bought her dog?” 
 
    Ekan rolls back his shoulders. “You mean if there hadn’t already been a terrorized human clinging to it? If it had been alone, I’d have marketed it as curiosity and sold it to highest bidder.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a philanthropist.” 
 
    Ekan gives me an over-fond look considering we really don’t know each other. “You’re so keen! Not many people see this about me.” 
 
    Speaking purely as his commodity of the hour: I wonder why this is. 
 
    “But ridiculous as it may be, the higher the purchase price climbs, the more it heightens the buyer’s sense of value for the item,” he finishes. 
 
    This is… not an entirely preposterous philosophy. I don’t have to admit this out loud though. 
 
    “And, beings tend to take better care of the things they deem worthy treasures,” he says breezily before changing the subject. “We’re about to embark on our first quest.” He squeezes the center of my hand that he’s so happily holding hostage. “You seem somewhat nervous regarding this part; but no need. You’ll do well at being resold.” 
 
    “This is good to know.” 
 
    He reaches across himself to pat my shoulder. “I thought it best to reassure you.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s nice to be served a reminder that not everything is going to go my way in life. I mean, it’s not like I don’t have that shoved in my face enough to really let the lesson sink in, you know?” 
 
    His grey eyes dance even as he rubs behind his ear a little ruefully. “Are humans by chance capable of a thing called ‘sarcasm?’” 
 
    “Oh, you bet we are,” I confirm. 
 
    Ekan nods. “We Na’rith can be sarcastic too.” His ridiculous cheek bones cut a sharper definition when he grins. “I can tell you’re excited that we have this in common.” 
 
    “Thrilled.” 
 
    He spreads his—and therefore, our joined—hands, and his smile grows blinding. “There you go, displaying our shared trait once more!” 
 
    When he takes my hand up again, he flashes to a personality that seems to be more serious in nature. “Come on, we’re leaving in a span, maybe less. We have to make these quick if we can.” 
 
    ‘These?’ “What’s a span? Is that like an hour, a whole day, a week…?” 
 
    His steps hitch, and he throws me a concerned sort of glance. “A day and night’s worth of spans make up a rotation. Clicks make up a span. A couple hundred rotations make an orbit, or in this section of the galaxy, a solar. We Na’riths are fluent in a little of everything. You’ll be a quick study,” he assures me with a genuine smile. “You’re so bright.” 
 
    “Ah, thanks.” This is really happening. I’ve been abducted by aliens and their measure of time is in clicks, spans, rotations, and orbits. Oh my stars! “What is it exactly that you want me to do?” 
 
    “Escape.” 
 
    I catch up to his stride so that he’s not hauling me alongside him. I’m feeling at a bit of a disadvantage in the speed and agility department care of my unwieldy stomach-bulge. “You’re going to let me go?” 
 
    “You can bet your nearly-bare assets I will,” he says, not even bothering to look down at me as he gazes past aliens, scanning the area for something. 
 
    I side-eye him mightily. Yeah, right. I have a bullshit meter, and it’s screeching an alarm up and down for Ekan’s answer. “You’ve what—changed your mind? Your heart pulled a Grinch and grew three sizes and you’re going to let me go home now?” 
 
    He frowns. “What’s a grinch?” His gaze grows distant and he murmurs, “What’s the market for them and their hearts that grow?” 
 
    I ignore his scary questions. “Any chance I can take a friend with me? How about that other girl and her dog?” 
 
    His big chest makes a thumping sound next to me—he’s scoffing. “There is no chance in any universe that Breslin would allow you to bring her into this plot, so we,” he shoots me a smile that makes my inner thigh muscles feel warmer—can thighs blush?—“are looking for old ships, narra.” 
 
    Narra. I didn’t even know what it meant and from the first time he said it, it’s nearly been making me throb with heat. But now I have a translator, and it tells me: beautiful female. “H-how do we tell which ships are old?” 
 
    The alien stops walking and his handsome smile turns to confusion. 
 
    I try not to be affected, but it’s like when clouds roll over the nice sunny patch of grass you just sat down in. Come back, sweet sunshine! It’s a good thing he’s got a terrible, offensively annoying personality. I can’t afford to follow him around like a besotted puppy; as previously diagnosed, he’s pure trouble. 
 
    “How do we tell?” He’s repeating my words like he can’t quite understand where I got lost in the concept. There’s a heavy, heavy dash of disbelief when he asks, “Is this your first time seeing space transport?” 
 
    “No…” I shrug and nod my head. “Sort of. I’ve never seen a ship in person. And all our space stuff is new.” 
 
    “Space… stuff,” he looks like he can’t quite wrap his head around the idea. He mutters, “Just how early is your civilization?” He eyes me like I might break out a chisel and a rock at any moment. “Surely yours has managed to build ships…” 
 
    “Yes!” I defend. Sort of… “We’ve made it to the moon.” 
 
    Ekan’s brows lower. “Which moon?” 
 
    “Our moon,” I stress, feeling my cheeks heat. “So we haven’t made it this far out in space, obviously, but someday we might get here.” 
 
    He blinks. “This is going to be like stealing candies from a spawnling.” 
 
    I think he’s referring to his plan to harvest women from Earth, and if he is, sadly—he’s probably not wrong. 
 
    “Our goal is to find ships that rely less on technology and more on real, tangible hardware and outdated mechanisms. Does your planet have old ships?” His eyes gleam and I feel caught, unable to look away. 
 
    I swallow. “Yeah. In museums.” 
 
    He tips his head to the side, and oh how it does all the right things for the muscles of his neck. I valiantly try to follow his words as he speaks, instead of getting tugged into pregnancy-hormone-overdrive thanks to his neck muscles. 
 
    I need to get laid. 
 
    Not here—at home, obviously. Though odds for that are not looking too good right now. 
 
    His thumb starts tapping on the back of my hand, like he’s got extra energy and it’s escaping from his seams like steam finds its way out of a teapot. “Well then, find me a museum piece, narra.” 
 
    Shaking myself, I look around us, studying the options. He may want an old one, and I may have no grandstand plans of hacking one and piloting home (like I have any idea how to fly a ship, or how I would find Earth, or how safe I would be when I made it home if I made it home) I instinctively search for one that looks like it could make a really long flight, all the way to Earth, without blowing apart. Too much rust, that one’s got a broken wing (how are they flying that?!), no, that one’s too small, this one’s too—I point to one that has a few aliens jogging around it like they’re checking it for take-off. “How about that one?” 
 
    I don’t even breathe when Ekan suddenly catches me up in his arms and—careful of my baby bump—hugs me tightly and says, “That’s a Rutlass Class 4—a good fifteen, twenty orbits old. What a good eye you have! We’re going to make beautiful sums together.” 
 
    Before I have a chance to decide if this is really good or really bad for me, he’s set me back on my feet and he’s tugging me after him by my hand. 
 
    His entire manner has changed to a focused one, and I’m struck with the unsettling impression that Ekan is basically a handsome alien squirrel. One that must have moments of pure brilliance if he’s managed to live this long—because I have a feeling he spends most of his time darting and dashing and playing in the middle of traffic. 
 
    And guess what? Squirrels are scary bastards if they hold your life in their hands. 
 
    Ekan stops suddenly, wrapping himself around me, squid-on-pilot whale style, before he pecks a kiss into my hair. 
 
    For my part, I’m stunned still. 
 
    Not letting me go, he whispers, “Show me your lock kit.” 
 
    In the movie Miss Congeniality, an FBI agent goes undercover as a Miss America contestant and at some point when she’s wearing an outfit that hides absolutely nothing, she gets asked in a deeply sarcastic fashion why she doesn’t have an armored car. (The swimsuit she wore in that movie? That little number had more fabric to it than what I’m wearing right now.) Our situation reminds me of her scene. I give a Miss Congeniality-worthy answer: “That must be in my other almost-a-dress, sorry.” 
 
    “What other dress?” Ekan’s still whispering. And he kisses my hair again, with more purpose this time. 
 
    I squirm a little in his hold, but not because his kisses or his hug feels bad. “I don’t have a kit. I used a hair pin on those locks in the pen.” 
 
    “Oooh,” he purrs. He drags his cheek over the top of my head. “How enterprising!” His tone has turned crisp with excited curiosity. “Well, then, reach into my lower left pocket.” 
 
    Haltingly, I do as he asks—and when I encounter something that does not at all feel like a lock pick kit, he stiffens. And then he really stiffens. “Ekan?” I squeak. 
 
    “That backfired,” he says hoarsely. “I thought it would be fun to razz you by having you grab me. Turns out, I misjudged the order of who would feel teased. If you’re so inclined, feel free to—” 
 
    I draw my hand out of his pocket like someone tried to light my fingertips on fire. 
 
    He sucks in air past his teeth and digs into a pocket along his thigh, pulling out a small flat pouch and pressing it into my palm. “Hide it.” 
 
    “Where?” I whisper furiously. “Next time you want your helper to hide something, let her wear something that gives her a place to—” 
 
    He squints and sucks air past his teeth. “Do you have a spare vent you could—” 
 
    “Don’t even go there,” I warn him. 
 
    His lids drop low. “Are you laying out boundaries for later, or are we still discussing the lockpick kit?” 
 
    “I’m running away from you.” 
 
    He sighs and his arms fall away from me. “All right. We’ll be forced to get one over on these pirates a different way. Follow my lead.” 
 
    I glare up at him. “As opposed to what we’ve been doing all along?” 
 
    He brushes his thumb over my lips, really testing my restraint at not biting him. “There’s that sarcasm.” 
 
    “I’m glad you picked up on it.” 
 
    He gets bedroomy eyes again, and seeing this makes my already too-interested female parts sit up. 
 
    Pregnancy hormones are the worst. I’m attracted to every guy—evidently even the batshit crazy ones. Alien ones. To dispel the hotmist this deranged alien is perfuming my senses with, I squint up at him, showing him how suspicious I am of his motives. “You’re seriously going to sell me, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Without question.” 
 
    I try to squint more, but I didn’t have any extra squintage to go, so I just squeeze my eyes shut. “I don’t want to get hurt. I don’t want to do anything dangerous. Promise me this won’t be dangerous?” 
 
    He makes us dance in place until I open my eyes again. And as soon as I do, I find that I don’t trust the gleam in his. “Beth, I promise I won’t let you get hurt. But do you really want to do this without danger?” 
 
    Haltingly, I interject reason—or try. “I don’t want to do this at all actually—” 
 
    But he keeps talking right over me, like I’m not disagreeing with him, like I’m laying down too many boundaries in the fieldsport we’re playing together. “Noooo, that’s no fun. Let’s play a game.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll like your game.” 
 
    He pretends to look offended. “You can’t possibly be wary yet. You’ve never played with me before.” 
 
    I huff a laugh. “You’re so wrong. I’ve played every game before. I’m very wary, and it’s not gonna take me a turn playing with you for me to know that you’re trouble.” 
 
    He grins down at me. 
 
    I wish I wasn’t susceptible to trouble. 
 
    His smile is stupid-attractive. As in I am attracted, therefore I must be stupid. My eyes automatically do the narrowing thing at him, not trusting him for anything, and his grin widens, and then his gaze travels down, down, down my body. 
 
    The look on his face when his eyes—heated now—meet mine again, makes me happy-shiver. Which is bad. He looks like he’s thinking dirty thoughts, and let’s give me the benefit of the doubt that I might not like the sinful things he has in mind. With my main ‘vent.’ There's a chance. “Were you being literal when you called these guys pirates? Are there really spaceship pirates?” 
 
    He smirks. “Sweethearts—" he pauses, and his brows lift. "Do you have extra hearts, or just a single?" 
 
    "Extra what?!" 
 
    He nods. "Just one, eh? Na'rith's too.” He cuts me a roguish grin. “Though we have enough love to fill many hearts. You’re going to be so... full of us.” His naughty smile dies. “Hm. No, no. Just me. I’m keeping you for myself.” He waves his hand in the air like he’s dispelling his extra (chaotic) thoughts before answering my original question, although his last couple of statements only gave me more. “As I was saying: you’re surrounded by pirates. You’re currently owned by the galaxy’s best pirate.” 
 
    Ekan is a pirate. That explains so much. Every show and book and movie depicts them as being rakish, cutthroat, etc, etc. The entertainment industry didn’t land far off—if they landed off the mark at all. 
 
    He winks at me. “Brace yourself: you’re about to be resold to more pirates!” In a confiding tone, he grows more serious as he shares, “Not anywhere near my caliber, you understand. They’re not Na’rith—and I’m a luck source.” He tugs me closer, my stomach bumping his hips. “We’re quite rare.” He catches his lip in his teeth, and if my womb wasn’t already occupied, I’d be pregnant right now from this move right here. “And in each ship, there can be only one.” 
 
    HIGHLANDER QUOTE BY AN ALIEN. Swoooon... 
 
    Down hormones! DOWN. 
 
    I clear my throat. “God help us if there were more of you.” 
 
    He beams at me, his eyes traveling down to my stomach between us, before making a lazy trip back up to my face. “Perhaps some day in the future, you would enjoy making more of me. What an exciting prospect, eh?” 
 
    We’ve known each other like two seconds, and he just told me he’s a pirate. I understand that I should be running. 
 
    Although, by going along with whatever he’s got planned, I just might get my chance to run before he can implement any Ekan copy-making. It’s too bad I didn’t pick science classes instead of economics: working my way through the NASA program instead of busting my tail for a business degree would at least give me a clue on how to fly far, far away from this dangerously potent creature. “10-4, Rubber Duck. I read you loud and clear.” 
 
    Smiling so big it’s basically proof he’s unbalanced, Ekan takes my hand and swings our arms playfully—all while seeming to ponder over what I just said, almost absently. “Rubber Duck,” he mouths, testing it out. 
 
    “Convoy,” I tell him. “It’s a movie.” 
 
    He eyes me from the side. “My fascination is roused. You’ll have to tell me what a movie is when you return yourself to me.” 
 
    He seems very sure that I won’t escape him. How does he know I don’t have the skills to hijack a ship and pilot it? My voice comes out quieter than I intend, but there’s no hint of teasing left in it. “Whatever hijinx you’re planning, it’s not only my safety we have to worry about you know.” The truth of this makes my stomach clench. 
 
    “Beth,” Ekan says with absolute seriousness, squeezing me in a hug, “No harm will come to the spawn. I vow it.” 
 
    “She’s my baby,” I correct on the whoosh of air that leaves me. I’m so relieved, I don’t immediately push Ekan away when he starts petting my hair. Although frankly, it’s a little surprising he can manage to be comforting. I should probably absorb as much of this moment as I can—because I could be wrong—but I’m guessing his playthings typically require lots of comforting by the time he’s done with them. 
 
    “I vow you won’t come to harm either, and your mane is unparalleled,” he declares in one breath, petting my hair extra admiringly. Against my will, my eyelids sink down. His hand is gentle, and warm, and heavy, and he feels good. Him stroking my hair feels really, really reassuring, somehow. “Would you,” he asks huskily, “Be particularly opposed to it being shorn?” 
 
    I jerk away from him. 
 
    “Just a little,” he clarifies. “Gryfala mane clippings go for a fortune. Yours would serve as an excellent imitation.” 
 
    I show him my Batty Koda claw. “Stay away from my hair.” 
 
    He glances at my finger with a little interest, but ultimately decides to ignore my warning. “You need to trim it from time to time anyway, don’t you? I wouldn’t sell all of your mane—I want to play with it too much.” His eyes go a little unfocused as he reaches out again. 
 
    I back away from him as much as the length of our arms allows, which is a consideration when your captor has you shackled with his big hand over your wrist. 
 
    He tilts his head, and his lips purse attractively. “None of the mane hairs I’ve ever seen for sale have been near to being anything as lovely as yours.” 
 
    I gape at him. “Now you’re trying to butter me up?” 
 
    His eyes do the attractive gleaming thing again. A glint, I believe it’s called. It’s dangerous. So’s his grin. “I like the sound of this. Where is it exactly that you’re feeling buttered?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    On our way to the ship Beth picked for our first mark, I get the shock of the rotation. “Look what the waste-scummer dragged in,” I say under my breath. Beth hears me, but thankfully, the being approaching us does not. 
 
    He’s watching my Beth with far, far too close a sense of fascination to be paying any attention to me. 
 
    This won’t do. 
 
    I call to him. “A Dendro! I haven’t seen one of your kind in an age!” And Creator, it’s still too soon. We almost never deal with them, and it has nothing to do with business and everything to do with the way they treat their ‘breeders.’ They envenomate their females, and we’ve learned that once they’ve bitten a woman, it hurts her if you kill her captor. 
 
    And this one wants to sink fang into my Beth? 
 
    Never. Teveking. Happening. 
 
    With scales covering them from their unsmiling snouts to their wide-set toes, they’re somewhat intimidating looking. That they’re constantly in their battle garb doesn’t help to set anyone at ease around them, and this one is no different, dressed for the gladiator ring he likely makes his living by. Clad only in a circlet of leather strips around his slim waist (a Pteruges, they’ll be quick to inform you by swordpoint if you call it by any other name), his scales black enough to look burned, he certainly cuts a fine figure. But this one’s dark eyes are so rapt on my new acquisition that it immediately sets my senses to feeling all the more threatened. 
 
    “Ekan?” Beth breathes, her fingers coming up to catch inside my elbow. “You’re not going to sell me to him, are you? Get me out of here, please,” she hiss-pleads. “My skin wants to yelp and crawl right off my body.” 
 
    The Dendro, able to hear Beth just fine, grins hugely—and I nearly stumble the krit back. They can smile! Who the hells knew? 
 
    To Beth, I execute a Qolt-worthy move and manage to whisper without even moving my lips. “At all costs, get away from this one as soon as possible, agreed?” 
 
    “I want to junk punch you so bad right now,” she doesn’t bother whispering at all. 
 
    The Dendro grins even wider. 
 
    “Junk punch?” I give up the pretense of whispering and ask her outright. 
 
    “Let me demonstrate, please ask me to demonstrate,” she pretends to beg me. 
 
    I stare down at her. “I really like the sound of your pleading. Maybe I should keep you a little longer.” 
 
    The Dendro frowns. 
 
    Beth glares up at me. 
 
    I rub my hands together. “And all is right in the worlds.” 
 
    “What do you want for her?” 
 
    I drag my attention away from Beth, and eye the Dendro. “Everything you’ve got.” I bare my teeth, the closest thing I can manage to a pleasant smile for such a loathsome creature. 
 
    We talk credits, going back and forth, but it isn’t even a satisfying transaction—the Dendro is too impatient to make the effort to haggle. I find I’m equal parts disappointed and relieved when we reach a price I’m willing to settle for. It’s insultingly low for such a fine specimen as my Beth, not to mention the bonus of the spawn she’s keeping safe in her belly, but I’m ready to move this along. I jam his credit stick in the device reader, rob him, and wave him ahead of me. “Excellent. Now show us your ship.” 
 
    The Dendro tips his head slowly, and all the muscles in my back tighten. 
 
    “No need,” the Dendro says. “Right here will do.” 
 
    I blink at him, easily reaching out and catching Beth when she tries to bolt. “I want to see where you’ll be keeping her.” 
 
    The Dendro reaches for and takes Beth by her other arm, and I want to cut off both of his. Paid for or not, how dare he touch her. “That’s not your concern, Na’rith. This belongs to me now, and I’ll have her here.” 
 
    His audacity is stunning. And this is coming from me, who’s made a career out of being audacious! “‘This’ belongs to you? She’s a she, not a this, and here? On the ground? She, sir, is a princess you’re paying for.” 
 
    Beth raises her eyebrow at me like I’m claiming too much. 
 
    The scales around the Dendro’s mouth tighten. “And I’ll have her wherever I want her.” 
 
    “A princess,” I repeat, thinking surely this thing has to see reason and change its answer. 
 
    It doesn’t—somehow, he’s not affected at all. Instead, one of his scaled hands fists in the material of Beth’s top to hold her fast, and the other slaps back his leather Pteruges to free himself. 
 
    (Normally, I can’t even think the word Pteruges with a straight face. Sure, it sounds very masculine, and technically, it looks it. But let’s be honest: call a skirt a skirt. Yet with Beth the target of his attention, I find I’m not laughing. Not even a little.) “Let her go.” 
 
    The Dendro’s eyes slit, and all three of us have gone still. With a whip-fast move, he’s the first to break our standoff by shoving Beth to the side, snatching his pistol, and aiming it at my chest. 
 
    Beth covers her mouth with her hands. 
 
    “Luck source,” I warn him as I rest my finger over the trigger of a neural-pulser, and use my free hand to pat my pockets, deciding which weapon to test out. 
 
    He hisses a curse, and lowers his aim—not dropping his trajectory off me entirely, but he’s wavering. 
 
    “WHAT the hell are you doing?” Beth shouts at me. 
 
    I flick my gaze to her, and bid her a silent request for her patience. My other hand comes into contact with the butt of my recently acquired 8591 Mercenary firearm. Ah, perfect! I’ve wondered what sort of damage this one is capable of. 
 
    The Dendro growls, making me take my eyes from Beth’s in order to send him a questioning look. He hesitates, growls, aims again. 
 
    Beth covers her eyes. 
 
    I shoot the Dendro with the 8591, and he drops dead, his look of frustrated disbelief frozen on his face. I’ve still got my finger over the trigger of the neural-pulser, so I let my finger off and watch as the blast hits him, making his body ripple and twitch. 
 
    Interesting. I raise the pistol, sighting down the barrel and examining it more closely. I wonder who will offer me the best trade for it: Oquilion or Prow? 
 
    Beth lurches away from the Dendro, moving right into safety: me. “You lucky bastard!” she shouts, her eyes fixed on the body. 
 
    “That’s what they keep me for,” I confirm. I follow her gaze down, wondering what she’s staring at. From her expression, I suppose this all must have seemed like a near-death experience. 
 
    What do I see? I see that we survived to deal another deal. I roll my shoulders back. “Ready for the next one, narra?” 
 
    When she doesn’t answer me, I groan loudly. “I know, I know—this wasn’t very sporting, but don’t judge me based on this transaction. I find your opinion matters to me, Beth, and I don’t want you to think I’m entirely without honor. Today’s just scraping up to be a challenge.” 
 
    “That sounds rough,” she says a little too hollowly for my peace of mind—but she also says it without any empathy whatsoever, which seems like a solid indication of her spark still being intact. 
 
    Human sarcasm: I like it! 
 
    To sum up my feelings; Beth’s speaking to me, she doesn’t sound any more put out with me than before—and having her beside me makes me deliriously happy. With her, with this day, with life in general. “I see absolutely no cause for concern—and do you know why?” I take both of her shoulders and turn her so I can gaze down at her fetching face. 
 
    “Because you’re a crackball.” 
 
    I muse on this for a click, all the while wondering what her pouty lips taste like. “Try again, I don’t think I like the sound of that term for your esteemed master.” 
 
    “Because you like a challenge?” 
 
    I make her dance side to side with me a little, taking her shoulders left and right. “I love a challenge!” 
 
    Her eyes are very round, and it makes her brows shape into sleek bows high, high on her head. She’s so wonderfully expressive, my Beth. “You’re saying that so happily. Crazily.” 
 
    I pet her shoulder, right down her arm, and catch her hand. I make it pet my chest. “You are the most fun gift I’ve ever bought myself.” I squint at the sky a moment, thinking, before I catch a lock of her hair, and bring it up to rub it across my lips. “You’re the most fun gift I’ve ever stolen back from someone too, come to think of it.” 
 
    She turns her limp fingers into claws, offering me a chance to rake them down my chest like it’s a punishment. “When I escape, I’m going to hurt you so bad,” she promises. 
 
    At this, I go still, my happiness in this moment softening into something a little wistful, a little bittersweet. “Should you ever manage to escape me, I don’t doubt it, narra,” I agree softly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    His next attempt to sell me goes about as well as the first. “Aww, shucks,” I console him a tiny bit mockingly. “That didn’t go well. Where I’m from, they say third time’s the charm, but let’s not test that, you know? Can we stop now?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I huff and keep pace at his side. At least he let us pause for a ‘privy break,’ although I was plenty horrified to find out that we had to pay to enter what I thought was a porta-potty, only to be sent in and find nothing but a squatting hole in the dirt. I suppose it beat peeing outside in front of God, aliens, and everyone and all, but (as orphan Annie would say) leaping lizards! At least there was complimentary hand sanitizer upon exit. 
 
    But Ekan’s one-word refusal sparks the replay of the scene from Les Misérables in my head so I start singing the lines—out loud. 
 
    Then I stand tall and copy Ekan’s flatly delivered “NO,” from a moment before, which is exactly what the black-hearted guard, Javert, said to the poor imprisoned Jean Valjean. 
 
    Except my Javert is exponentially more deranged, and I can’t see him ending his crusade to sell me (and steal me back) by jumping off the Pont au Change bridge any time soon. 
 
    Ekan blinks down at me. “What are you reciting? And why did you get so loud? Did your volume modulator break?” His eyes dart away, snagging on something behind me, probably the latest alien making a move towards us, and Ekan gives his head a shake. “Nevermind, you’ll tell me later, just rest easy for now.” 
 
    Oh I’ll tell him later, will I? And rest easy? Rest easy? Has this guy not had his ass sold three times in one day before? (Three times, if we’re counting when he bought me—and believe me—I’m sure counting.) I’d love to show him what it feels like, but he’s busy trying to set up my fourth sale of the day. 
 
    Hot, insufferable, off-the-wall bonkers weaselbag. 
 
    He moves past me—keeping a hold on my hand—until I’m at his back. I don’t walk with him. 
 
    “Betttthh,” Ekan calls. “Have you calmed down yet?” 
 
    I don’t say anything, but he doesn’t even turn around. However, I can still tell he’s amused, because he doesn’t try to hide it from his voice. “Was that the sound of your little fangs grinding? That’s moonringed cute.” 
 
    “Do you have to be a pirate?” I plead hotly. I’m tired of being sold. “Seriously? Can’t you be a baker? A nice, quiet accountant, who just wants a little company?” 
 
    Ekan wheels around to stare at me in disbelief before resuming his steps—moving backward effortlessly. “Yes to the first question and no and no to the next—what other vocations do you have in mind for me? Should I become a vineyard grower? A livestock keeper? A shoe cobbler? Those pursuits would be a waste of my purveying talents.” He holds his thumb and forefingers together before snapping them open in a dramatic fashion. “Beth, my skillset is at home in the surreptitious appropriation and redistribution of goods. And I am good at it. Rest assured, any maneuvers I make won’t be detrimental to you.” 
 
    “I’m reassured.” 
 
    “Excellent then,” he answers, taking my hand tighter and spinning us both almost distractedly. We’ve been walking along some sort of thoroughfare, with the outerspace equivalent of carneys calling out to us. Ekan moves fluidly, occasionally shifting up on the balls of his feet, swiftly spinning and taking in everything with the energy of a kid—so I shouldn’t be surprised when he suddenly changes direction and takes a detour—yet I’m still caught off guard, mostly because he yanks me with him by the hand. 
 
    “Next up!” a carney hawks. “You think you’ve got the limbs for this game? Grab the chance at winning—” 
 
    “I want to playyy,” Ekan says wistfully, dragging me right off the path and to the colorful stall in a row of a myriad of games. “Beth, I need you to play with me.” 
 
    “Is playing with my life not enough for you?” I murmur to him, watching the carney games’ lights. 
 
    Ekan assesses me happily. “Excellent point! All right, play something new with me. Something for fun.” 
 
    Against my better judgement, my lips want to curve up in reaction to the naked excitement in his adorably weedling tone. 
 
    Seeing this happen, Ekan pumps his fist up like he’s already won something. “HURRAH!” 
 
    Around us, aliens give him quick glances, and scurry by. Some aliens also give me glances, but not all of these scurry away. Some of them stop right in their tracks. 
 
    And despite Ekan’s witless-seeming behavior, he pauses and stares down a few of them, his entire body language changing, his posture altering and becoming far more intimidating. “Tevek off; she’s mine,” he warns in an angry drawl that doesn’t sound very Ekan-like at all. 
 
    Hopefully, this means he’s tired of selling me for today too. Either that, or he’s got a personality disorder and he’s going to have trouble unloading me on any aliens he’s scared off just now. 
 
    The moment we’re sort of alone again, he takes both my hands. “What do you want to try first?” 
 
    I take in the sights around us. “I have no idea what any of these are…” 
 
    “These,” he says, tugging my fingers until I look at him, “Are fun. Which one looks like the most fun to you?” 
 
    He’s so exuberant. It’s infectious, and without any permission from me, my lips are smiling again. I’d smother it with my hand, but Ekan’s conveniently got both of them pinned in his. Helplessly, I take another glance around. “I don’t know…” 
 
    Ekan makes an impatient noise. “C’mon, hurry, or I’ll choose for you.” 
 
    “Bully.” I ignore the gainsaying noise he makes. “Uhhh…” I peer at the ones closest to us. There’s a game with flaming rings, some sort of laser-Twister hybrid that I’m sure would get a hole burned through my ass or my vulnerable stomach, so we’re NOT playing that one, and to our right is a bouncing— 
 
    “Three clicks and we’re defaulting to whatever looks like it’ll be my favorite instead,” Ekan interrupts. 
 
    I explode, “I told you I don’t know!” 
 
    Ekan spins me and points to the tops of the stalls, where stuffed creatures and what looks like upside-down ice cream cones in all sorts of colors hang suspended from the roofs. “What prize do you desire most? Let’s narrow down your options that way.” 
 
    He just heckled and heckled me… and then he tries to help me narrow down my choices instead of taking over like he threatened? 
 
    I gaze up at him, thinking that inside Ekan, there might be a sweet guy after all. He’s probably chained to a radiator and Ekan sells him on a regular basis too, but it’s nice to make his acquaintance. I wave at our options, gazing down the row again. “What’s good?” 
 
    “Anything you want is yours, Beth.” 
 
    I twist my neck to meet his happy-dolphin grey eyes. “How ‘bout my freedom?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” he smirks broadly, “Anything but that.” 
 
    I sniff and turn back to the prizes, pursing my lips. “Uh huh.” 
 
    He gives me a mini shake. “Hurry, hurry, pick! Pick!” 
 
    Half of me sort of wants to smack him. The rest of me pretty much finds the fact that he’s still trying to give me the decision on what we play, super charming. I fling my free hand at the chocolate and blue-swirled thing that resembles a soft-serve ice cream cone… only upside down and not melting. “Is that food?” 
 
    “It can be,” is his reply. 
 
    I crane my neck to meet his eyes again. “For real?” 
 
    He tips his head this way and that to nod. “Sure. If you like vytata.” He drops his chin, and gives me an assessing look. “Do you care for sweet things?” 
 
    “I love sweet things.” 
 
    His eyes fill with more excitement, and he forces my hands together between his, rapidly making us do the joined happy-clapping he seems to like so much. 
 
    Maybe we shouldn’t play for sweet things. This alien does not need the sugar. 
 
    “This is our game then!” He marches us up to the carney. “Three tokens, Sir, and you can take that prize,” he points to my cone-thing, “down for my female, because we’ve as good as won it.” Then he looks at the stuffed animal that looks like an otter, a llama, and a dragon faced pipefish shared a test tube in a laboratory somewhere. “And my female’s eyes strayed to that too, so we’ll take that as well.” 
 
    The carney looks unimpressed. “Tickets for a chance to win will be thirty credits.” 
 
    “Thirty!” Ekan looks scandalized. Then he relaxes. “Ten credits, and I’ll kiss her for you.” 
 
    I squawk, and the carney looks at me before aiming a bewildered glance at Ekan. Ekan rolls his shoulders, an alien-shrug. “I’m sure as krit not letting you kiss her.” He hands over his credit stick. “But if you want to see a princess giving a Na’rith her tongue, then agree to ten credits and hand me those tokens. I promise we’ll make it the best kiss your filthy dreams are made of.” 
 
    The carney’s brows rise as his lids lower, unimpressed. “Na’rith, I’ve not had the pleasure of a female in nigh on twelve solars. That’s not hard.” 
 
    Ekan grins. “No, in that case, that’s not what’ll be hard then.” To me, Ekan sends a sexy leer. “Come ‘ere, Beth.” 
 
    It turns out, Ekan gives good tongue. He also makes me give him mine. I want to tell you it was awful, but what can I say? 
 
    Pirates are good at plundering. 
 
    It doesn’t take me long before I don’t care who is watching us. By the time he draws me away from him—his breathing even more ragged than mine, and his eyes looking wild—I’m sure my face is redder than the scarlet paint of the carnival stand next to us. 
 
    He’s bursting with even more energy than before. It’s like kissing has supercharged him, and I’m surprised at how giddy I feel as I watch Ekan expertly knock down targets with first a laser gun, and then by throwing what look like ninja stars. 
 
    My alien may be crazy, but he’s got a good arm. Like crazy good—he’s taking shots with his eyes closed and his back turned! He’s got one target to go, and I stare in open-mouthed disbelief when he aims, fires—and he’s way, way off the mark but somehow, the laser hits a wavy mirror three stalls down, bounces back, burns through a man’s tall hat, and hits the target, knocking free the lever catch and winning the game. 
 
    “WHAAAT!” I shout in shock at the same time the carney throws down a net of toys or treats or whatever the prizes here are. He shout-groans, “You’re a luck source!” 
 
    “That I am,” Ekan says with a proud, sly grin. 
 
    The carney gives my swollen stomach a horrified look. “What if you spawn a princess luck source?” 
 
    One hand shielding my bump, I make finger quotes (to the great interest of the aliens) as I ask, “What about the whole ‘there can be only one’ deal?” 
 
    Ekan’s gaze flits around me, searching. “Where? What deal?” 
 
    I snap my fingers. “Focus! You said there could only be one luck source.” I tip my head to the carney. “No worries, I’m not carrying this one’s anything.” 
 
    “Not true! She carries my adoration,” Ekan professes, wrapping himself around me like an overexuberant anaconda. 
 
    Not entirely successfully, I shrug and slink out of his grabby hands. He’s not being pushy or creepy, he’s just super, super affectionate. Which is at odds with how cooly he manages to kill aliens. I think of his lucky circumstances with them today, and with this game now, and with the reactions he’s had when aliens call him out on being a luck source. 
 
    “Are you actually lucky?” I ask him, curious. I point to the last target he took out with a one-in-a-million… no, make that impossible shot. 
 
    Ekan looks offended, and he gapes at me, being extra dramatic but in a playful-toned way. “What more do you need for me to prove it to you?” 
 
    “Well whatever you do, don’t prove it here,” the carney says sourly. “If I’d known what you were, I’d have never agreed to let you play at all.” 
 
    Ekan throws his arm around my shoulders and I topple back against him with an oof. I have a sudden vision of Marmaduke, the clumsy but sweet Great Dane from the cartoon strip. I yelp, “Pregnant here, easy!” 
 
    “Sorry, narra,” Ekan says sheepishly, and loosens up his grip on me, but doesn’t let me go entirely. Proving he had a reason to cling to me in the first place though, he uses his proximity to whisper into my ear, “My luck makes it so that I always win. And my luck protects me: if the carney tried to shoot me right now, his shot would miss and bad luck would reflect back on him.” 
 
    “And the princess thing?” I whisper back. “‘Gryfala?’” 
 
    Ekan skates his fingers over my shoulder blades thoughtfully, and the carney grumbles at us as he starts pulling down our prizes. Ekan murmurs, “You look enough like them that you’re being mistaken for them. The Gryfala are princesses in their homeworld; ruthless, brilliant females—and out of respect, they’re considered princesses just about everywhere else, too.” 
 
    Ruthless? Brilliant? “Uh huh…” 
 
    Ekan tugs me across the strip, declaring that we aren’t done playing, and now we’ll have to play fast before word spreads that the Na’rith walking around is a luck source. 
 
    Luckily, there are a few on the far end who don’t receive the warning in time. We walk away loaded down with prizes and what I gather is alien junk food, and this whole sidetrip ends up being the most fun I’ve had in… Gosh, I guess maybe since I was a kid, and went to the fair with friends who insisted that I tag along with their family. 
 
    My own parents couldn’t—or wouldn’t—ever take me. The memories make me vow to my baby that I’ll be a better parent than mine were, and I make a vow to myself that I’m not going to give any of the memories a chance to get my mood down. I’m having a good time with Ekan when this all could have been a horrible day. 
 
    I focus on my food. It’s good. I love the taste of the cone-thing; this vytata-thing is sweet, and it’s fun too—it feels dry on the tongue, before it mixes with my saliva and hardens into crystal beads and bursts liquid. 
 
    Sweet liquid. 
 
    Ekan offers me his doughy treat (or is it meat?) that looks like a small, three-eyed bear-eel, but I decline, though I do take him up on his offer of a golden animal-ish shaped puffy treat. It’s a bit like a cinnamon stick and a cheeto had a weird baby together. When I see young-looking aliens carrying these same Cinna-Cheetos around like Teenie Beanie stuffed animals, not food, I get confused. “Are these supposed to be eaten, or played with?” I ask Ekan. 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “That’s weird.” 
 
    Ekan sends me an ‘I’m sad for you’ glance. “Beth, the best things in life are meant to be eaten and played with.” His lengthy perusal of my lower region is pointed and filthy. 
 
    I send him a narrow-eyed glance. 
 
    His mouth curls even higher at the corners. “Why not enjoy your prize in every way you can? Play with it—eat it,” his voice turns coaxing as he eyes me up and down. “I really must profess how much I enjoy the concept myself. If you’re ever willing to let me put the theory into practice for you, simply say so.” 
 
    The area between my legs is definitely interested in his suggestion, but I tell it to calm down as I focus on my prize/treat/toy instead. “Thanks for the offer.” 
 
    “Anytime, narra. Anytime.” He takes my hand that he’s been holding hostage, and sets it on his arm just ahead of the crook of his elbow, covering it to keep it in place. It probably looks very affectionate to anyone passing by. 
 
    It feels very affectionate too. 
 
    I swallow another bite of sweetness, and wonder why I’m getting comfortable with this alien. Then again, it’s not like he’s given me any choice. He’s sort of been a bulldozer—in a disarming, curiously appealing, almost, almost innocent way. Rebelliously, not playfully—surely not—I pull the back of his hand towards my face and use it to wipe my mouth on in lieu of a napkin, making him laugh. 
 
    To distract myself from how the sound of his gamesomeness makes me feel, I ask, “Don’t you have to get back to your ship? Weren’t you kind of in a hurry?” 
 
    He rolls back his shoulders, and although at first, I couldn’t tell if he was releasing shoulder tension or what, I’m now fairly sure that this has to be his alien version of a shrug. That’s almost exactly how he uses it. “Eh. They will never leave without me.” 
 
    To have that level of confidence. His people must really care about him. 
 
    “What?” he asks, catching me. 
 
    I shrug—the human way—and he watches this too. “If you screwed around and made me late, I’d leave you.” 
 
    Ekan grins. “I’ll make sure to screw around with you so we’d be late together, and I would never leave you.” 
 
    “My parents used to forget me when I was a little kid.” Yep—I’m wondering why the hell I’m telling him this. I’m also frantically trying without success to get myself to stop. “They’d be shopping at the store, playing on their phones or whatever, and they’d check out and head home. They got me a cellphone when I was four so that I could contact them whenever I realized I’d been left behind.” 
 
    Vomiting this up for storytime has me feeling crummy. I don’t tell anyone this. Ever. It’s trivial; everyone’s childhood is screwed up in some way. Mine may have been smattered with some neglect, but it wasn’t anything as bad as what it could have been. Suck it up, buttercup. 
 
    Ekan’s expression has hardened as he gazes down at me. The backs of his fingers brush down my cheek. 
 
    I want to pull away—but the emotion in his eyes keeps me still. Watching Ekan—such a bright, zany star—turn muted makes my heart sink a little. 
 
    “Narra,” Ekan starts, before the thick muscles at his throat flex with a rough swallow, “You’ll never be left behind again.” 
 
    I change the subject. “You’ve got people who want you back, right? Surely, someone knows that they’re missing their Ekan?” I imagine someone holding an Ekan-sized collar and wondering which direction their insane pet took off to. It spurs another question: “Is your ship full of aliens like you, or are they like your friend with the horse?” I can’t imagine more than one Ekan. I can picture some super-tired, well-meaning alien family that’s spent years trying desperately to herd and pen this guy up. He’s just a bit of destruction on wheels and I’m sure it’s a full time job. 
 
    And because he’s been nice these past few minutes, fun and endearing, I’m feeling a little obligated to make sure he gets back home safe. Preferably before he drags me into more trouble. 
 
    An alien steps out in front of us. “Ekan?” 
 
    Ekan, who’d just started to walk backwards in front of me (with the intent to do what, who knows) sends a lazy look over his shoulder—then he does a double take, his whole body going on alert. In a move so fast I don’t see it coming, he snatches me close. My food-stuffed-toy-cone starts to topple to the ground. 
 
    Ekan doesn’t even fumble for it. He just reaches out. 
 
    And it lands, cone-handle side down, in his hand. 
 
    The luck! 
 
    Unreal. 
 
    In my ear, he breathes, “THIS IS OUR MARK! Finish your food quickly. I have to sell you to him, I have to.” 
 
    I tip my head back and let the sunshine hit my face as I start shaking my head at the sky. I should have gotten him back to his cage sooner. Is he like this all the time? Manic, attracted to danger, and willing to sell his own damn grandmother? How his shipmates or family or whatever haven’t shoved him in a kitchen freezer and left him there to tone down a little, I’m not sure. I mean yeah, he’s fun, but he’s also a huge pain in the ass. Who keeps up with him 24/7? 
 
    Maybe no one, and that’s how I got lucky and ended up with him. 
 
    “Beth?” Ekan hisses, nudging me at my hip. “Are you ignoring me, narra?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am. I have officially had it with your level of wacky. I’m done.” 
 
    He takes me by the shoulders, and I’m ready for him to spin me—he’s lucky this isn’t my first trimester anymore, or he’d probably be wearing all the sweetness I’ve been eating. “Nooo, you can’t be done, not yet—we’re having too much fun!” 
 
    “YOU are having too much fun,” I tell him. “Can’t we try selling you this time? Maybe that will be more fun for me.” 
 
    He seems to think about this for all of half a second. “Deal.” He grins. “I’ve never been sold before.” He bounces on his feet a little. “This is fun.” 
 
    I poke the middle of my top lip with my tongue. “Yeah. It’s wild, isn’t it. We should try this four more times to you, see how you like it then.” 
 
    He closes his hands over mine, and I know what he wants: couples’ clapping. “YES! LETS.” 
 
    I’m afraid he’s actually serious. “Ekan? Focus. Remember about takeoff? Getting back to your ship?” 
 
    Ekan’s smile falters and he looks around us like he’s an unlucky man who’s been caught in a responsibility rainstorm. You can practically see it pouring down on him, the poor dear. “That’s right. Curses.” 
 
    The alien who’s been waiting behind Ekan loses his patience. He gets right up in our space. He’s got a wide, flat nose, and tusks that jut up from under his lips. His eyes are all for me when he asks, “Is she what I think she is?” He looks me up and down in a way that’s not quite as rude as some of the others have stared at me. His gaze is far more appreciative than predatory, anyway. “And are you selling her?” 
 
    Ekan gestures at himself. “Would you buy me?” 
 
    The other alien makes a face. “Not in hells. Why?” 
 
    Ekan sighs and half-rolls his shoulders for me. “Sorry, Beth. I would like to try again if the chance arises.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you giving it your all,” I reply unenthusiastically. “Maybe better luck next time.” 
 
    But it’s as if I’ve shared a megawatt smile with him instead, because he’s re-infused with Ekan-ness. “Yes, we’ll try again!” 
 
    NO. NO, No, No, NO—HOW did he even come to that conclusion? 
 
    Maybe he can read the murder on my face, because his eyes flash happily before he turns to the other alien. “As a matter of fact, I am selling this rare beauty,” Ekan confirms. “What would you offer for the pleasure of owning such an exquisite creature?” 
 
    I preen a tiny bit at these last two words. I’m ashamed of myself. 
 
    Obviously I don’t know this next alien from Adam, but as he banters a little with Ekan, he seems like the nicest potential buyer we’ve met so far. I almost don’t want to screw him over, but it’s not like I get a choice. Besides, to let him keep me means he’ll think he has a right to do things to me—whatever he wants to do to me, and I’m not down with that, so unfortunately, Ekan will get his way. I’m going to try my best to get out of whatever the new alien devises to put me into. I check for my hair pin—which I’ve only had to use once in these failed sales, but didn’t really need, because Ekan got impatient and shot down a door. He wasn’t impatient in the angry or worried sense; he was thrilled with ‘how much fun we were having.’ 
 
    Yeah, he’s a nut. 
 
    The aliens do the price haggling—which is only a little insulting this time when the guy lowballs and Ekan palms my butt under my skirt like he’s mulling ‘I’m not sure if I want to part with this ass for so little...’—because without further prompting, the other guy raises his offer considerably. 
 
    Ekan takes the payment, and guides my arm into the keeping of the tusk-mouthed alien, who, up close, smells like boiled peas. 
 
    My stomach chooses now to get sensitive, and heaves. 
 
    The alien looks down at me in dismay as I try to control my reaction. 
 
    “Look, I hate to rush you along,” Ekan says to my new, hopefully only temporary (God please, please, please make him temporary!) owner, “But I need to be getting back before our takeoff, and I want to see where you’ll be keeping my favorite princess. She needs somewhere nice—soft, if you’ve got it to spare. She’s got a bellyful of eggs and her back is hurting,” he half-lies as he starts rubbing my lower back where, yes, it feels really good because in reality it DOES hurt. But a belly full of eggs, really? 
 
    “Misfortunate thing,” the tusked guy says, tugging me away from Ekan’s touch and looking at me like he feels for my plight. As he should. I’ve spent the day being kept by Ekan. Anyone in my position deserves major pampering. “I’ve got a nice cot for you. If we move the men around, we might be able to upgrade you to a room with a cubby.” 
 
    ...Move the men around? Cot? Upgrade to a cubby? 
 
    I step away from him and send Ekan a panicked, imploring look. 
 
    “The best you’ve got for her is a cot?” Ekan asks, and to me, it doesn't look like he’s feigning his disdain. He reaches out and catches me by my other arm. 
 
    “That’s probably more than my lifegiver got,” the alien answers good naturedly. He gives the arm he’s latched onto a little yank, pulling me just a hair closer to him, and a skosh further away from where I’d rather be. 
 
    “And your kind wonders why you can’t keep females for long,” Ekan grouses in exasperation. He gestures to my stomach. “This female’s condition is delicate.” 
 
    Overcome with curiosity, I pipe up and ask Ekan, “How does your kind give birth?” I wrap my hand around his wrist so we’re double-joined since he’s still clutching my arm, and ignore the part about the way the tusk-guy’s kind keeps women. I gather it’s not good. Ekan better get me out of here fast or else. 
 
    Ekan seems amused by my question, giving my arm a squeeze. “Biirth?” he draws out the pronunciation like the word is alien to him. “Narra, I was spawned.” 
 
    I scoff. “That explains so much.” 
 
    The tusked alien starts walking us towards his ship, holding onto me who’s holding tight to Ekan, escorting us to where I’m to be kept. “This is unusual,” he says conversationally. 
 
    Ekan grumbles. “After the last time I sold you something pretty, I’m taking no chances that it will be mistreated.” 
 
    “That was a pleasure droid, not a woman.” 
 
    While I’m using a mental ice scraper on my heart before it freezes and stops altogether at the alien’s words, Ekan is looking like he’s no longer in a joking mood at all. “Yes and after that, I wouldn’t trust your crew with an onion. Lead me to her new quarters.” 
 
    Absurdly, I think, aliens have onions? How about that. 
 
    There’s no more talking as the alien does exactly as Ekan directed. And when Ekan sees that my new digs are basically one step up from being a prison cell, he comes to a hard stop. 
 
    This halts me right outside the doorway, because he’s still got ahold of one half of me. There, we examine the bars on the door, and the magnetic lock strip, and my worst fears are confirmed. Maybe Ekan’s too. A hair pin to get out of this situation is laughable; this is no regular bedroom with a flimsy tumbler door lock. 
 
    My new owner does not look pleased at the way I’m still clinging to Ekan—and the way Ekan’s not letting go of me either—but before he can address it, a man swings down from a recessed bed in the wall of the creepy room. “Is that a live female?” he asks in shock. 
 
    I recoil. Mostly due to the alien’s emphasis on the qualifier, live. I yank Ekan down to my mouth’s level and hiss into his ear, “Oh look, my comfy cot comes with a creepy cellmate! Get me out of this or I will haunt you when I’m dead!” 
 
    Ekan pulls up and gives me an odd look. Of everything I said, he proves he’s got a skewed focus. “He’s not your mate-anything.” To the aliens, he gives them a grudging sort of nod. “You’ve upgraded to a holding cell?” 
 
    I look around us. This is an upgrade? What did this dump look like before? 
 
    “Kept losing things,” my new owner says, almost pointedly. “So we’ve made some changes so it’s harder for new things to get lost.” 
 
    Ekan’s gaze snags on the panel next to the barred door, the one with an alarming number of glossy, hi-tech looking buttons that definitely, definitely do not appear like they’re as simple to operate as a pick and tumbler mechanism. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I can't even LOOK at Ekan or I’m afraid I’ll burst into tears. Stupid hormones, always wigging out when you’re being sold to a new, scarier alien. 
 
    “Nebulas born and ended!” Ekan exclaims like a madman, stepping forward to peer at the ceiling before hauling me backwards, the surprise change of the move allowing him to pull me right out of my new owner’s grasp. “Is this ceiling leaking? What do you have this under? The septic tank?” 
 
    My buyer reaches for me, motioning for Ekan to let me go. “Eh, I believe that’s what’s above this.” 
 
    My cellmate scratches his armpit. “Smells like it, I can tell you that much.” 
 
    Ekan edges me to the side, and my buyer straightens, dropping his arm, and starts to sound a little impatient. “What of it?” 
 
    Ekan takes a step back, towing me with him. “I was unaware of the conditions I was selling this Gryfala into, and I always reserve the right to renege—I’m calling on my right, right now. This is how you’d treat a princess? Shame on you!” He gives a decisive shake of his head. “Sale’s off.” Ekan uses his grip to guide me further behind him. 
 
    I want to sag against his back in relief. 
 
    The alien in front of us makes that desire die a quick death, makes my spine snap straight. “No welching, Ekan. I say sale’s still on. Just because you don’t approve of the way we treat our new acquisitions doesn’t give you the right to take my newest one away.” Fear makes my eyes feel too wide, and I can’t miss the alien’s hard smile directed at me—and Ekan. “Hand her over.” 
 
    Instead, Ekan rolls his shoulders. “Let us leave unobstructed, and I may think about refunding your credits.” 
 
    I poke Ekan in the back. Don’t antagonize them! 
 
    Ekan reaches back and pats what he can easily reach—my stomach. To the room, he adds, “But if you don’t want to do this the easy way, I have a few toys I’ve wanted to test out. Let me know what you decide.” 
 
    Two aliens appear behind us—that’d be facing me—blocking our escape. One of them mutters to the other, “Aww, hells. Don’t shoot if you can help it. This one’s a luck source.” 
 
    The other one whispers. “Teveking Na’riths.” 
 
    They both eye me speculatively. 
 
    I circle Ekan, ending up glued to his hip so that my back is to the doorway and wall, and not an alien. Ekan acknowledges their appearance with a measured glare over his shoulder, then he slowly turns narrowed eyes to his opponent. 
 
    “Like I said,” my new, reluctant-to-part-with-me owner, grates, “That female belongs to me now. Show yourself out, or we’ll escort you—but Ekan, consider this done.” His lips curl up over his jutting tusks. “No need for the killing look. You had to lose your game someday—how’s it feel to realize you’re too cocky?” 
 
    With me resting against him, I feel Ekan do the opposite of what I expect him to do: he relaxes. “Too cocky?” I can hear his smirk, and his short laugh is smug. “You only think that because you’ve never seen me naked.” He hits a button on his belt. 
 
    And all the men with weapons squeal, shriek, and scream as everything metal in the vicinity starts to smoke and melt—the bars on the door, the legs to the cot, the aliens’ guns—everything turns into shiny metallic liquid so it looks like the T-1000 model Terminator has exploded everywhere and is racing for the drains in the floor. 
 
    ...There are drains on the floor? I eye them, super disturbed. Seems a little sinister. Then again, this is a cell. Evidently a smelly one located under a septic tank. 
 
    I shudder against Ekan and fit myself under his arm and against his ribs. Gah, this place is giving me the willies. 
 
    My tusked-owner’s hand falls away from me, and he collapses to the floor, groaning. 
 
    Ekan folds himself almost in half to get a better look at the toy on his belt as he gasp-whoops, “That was MAGNIFICENT!” He straightens and almost absently remarks, “Prow complained that it didn’t perform.” He roll-shrugs. “I didn’t seem to have any trouble getting it turned on.” 
 
    I step around him, breathing fast. “Now’s not the time to brag about your tool. Can we get out of here?” 
 
    “Give a man a moment to bask, narra.” 
 
    Footsteps start clattering down the stairs, and Ekan doesn’t hesitate—he barely stops chuckling from his little quip—he shoots them. 
 
    His smile mostly disappears as he snaps into a serious mode, quickly cutting the men around us a cursory glance. A couple of them are still making terrible moaning noises. 
 
    “What did the weapon do to them?” I ask, my stomach pitching, maybe in reaction to the sounds. 
 
    “These are Phytors. They ingest a large amount of heavy metals in their diet. So when my tool,” he gives me a meaningful smirk, “heated the metals around us to the boiling points, their insides turned into a mess. It’s anybeing’s guess on what sort of condition they’ll be in after this, but if any of them survive, we’ll likely resell them to an outfit who employs Phytors to act as living accumulators for metal-contaminated sites.” 
 
    There’s that word ‘living’ getting thrown around again. My teeth clench at how indifferent and dismissive these aliens treat sentient beings. 
 
    Ekan reaches for my hand and holds it in a gallant fashion. “I hate to disappoint you, but I’ve decided against selling you for the rest of this rotation.” 
 
    “Are you trying to be funny?” I stare up at him. I want to blast at him for all the unnecessary risk he took with me, with my baby—but more thudding on the stairs alerts us to the presence of additional crew. 
 
    Ekan sighs, takes a round disk out of his pocket, and tells me, “Cover your ears.” 
 
    Terrified, I do what he says—and when he hits a button, all the men—the ones around us, and the ones on the stairs—stop moving, going completely motionless. 
 
    Ekan gestures that I can take my hands away from my ears, which, by the way, doesn’t seem like a very fool-proof method of ear protection against whatever instrument of destruction that he’s wielding. “They’re dead?” I ask in horror. 
 
    Ekan makes a face. “Would you rather I’d tickled them to the floor? We’ve made enemies, narra. We can’t have them gunning for us.” 
 
    “We? WE? You! It’s your fault we’re even here!” 
 
    He takes my hand again, his eyes scanning my face. “Kayzeh, don’t upset yourself. If you panic prettily every time I kill someone, it’s going to make me a lot harder.” 
 
    I blink up at him. “You mean it’s going to make your life harder?” 
 
    He rolls his shoulders. “Probably that too.” He looks around, and pulls a face. “This is probably not the best time to tell you. I’d rather wait til you’re in a more receptive state, but when you get upset, my cock starts imagining all the ways we can soothe you.” 
 
    I cover my face and moan in horror. “Of all the aliens, I got stuck with you…” 
 
    The sound of air being displaced and the slap of his hand coming down on his thigh manages to give the impression of a lazy, only slightly baffled, concern. “Well you didn’t want any of the other aliens you were sold to today. You can’t say you haven’t had options.” 
 
    I drop my hands and let him see exactly what I think about that statement. 
 
    His smile does not match our circumstances. It’s charming and better suited to a shy choir boy asking a girl if she’d like to help him organize donations for food drives for the needy. I’m busy resisting the power of it, so I don’t expect him to swoop down and sweep me off my feet. 
 
    I gasp, my hands clutching at his big stupid arms. “You are nuts! Totally, absolutely nuts!” I shout at him. 
 
    Totally unworried, completely unconcerned, he performs his shoulder-roll alien shrug. “Do you often measure the suitability of your bedpartners by their sanity?” 
 
    I gape up at him. “YEAH, actually, YEAH, I do!” 
 
    “Huh,” he says, like he finds this kind of interesting. “I’ll have to get around that.” 
 
    “And we didn’t agree to be partners at anything, let alone in a bed,” I warn him, but he only grins, stepping over the bodies of the aliens who he technically saved me from—even after he also technically sold me to them. 
 
    I’m not sure if I should be in shock, or fuming, but I think I’m stuck somewhere in between the two. 
 
    “Beth?” he says when he makes it to the stairs. 
 
    “What?” I ask hotly. “What now? You sure you don’t want to stop and rifle through dead men’s pockets?” 
 
    He glances back over the downed guys. “Eh, we’ll be taking this ship and dismantling it for resale. We’re thorough; we’ll get anything they had worthwhile. But for now,” he boops his nose into mine. “I have more important treasure to play with.” 
 
    I cross my arms, which feels weird since one side of my body is smashed to his chest. 
 
    “Comfortable?” he asks, carefully but effortlessly taking the first step up the ship staircase. 
 
    “I’m great,” I answer. 
 
    “Then why the ‘I’d spit fire on you if you asked me for water’ face?” 
 
    I adjust my crossed arms. “Because, if you can imagine, I don’t like you very much.” 
 
    His smile is slow. It fills his eyes, and stretches his mouth, and curls through my insides like it’s enchanted with the power to bespell me. “Aw, Beth. But I like you.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    Nebula’s hoard, I need a female in the worst way. My nose has decided to add to my torment, conjuring the scent of a female—sweet like ripe vytata, and too delicious to be real. 
 
    I groan and scrub a hand over my face. I grab my credit sticks, sweep my Comm into my pocket, and hit my door lock with the side of my fist. As my door slides open, the imaginary sweet female’s scent surrounds me, and frustration builds in my gut, knowing that just like all the times I’ve tried finding company lately, I won’t find what I’m looking for. This is what happens to Na’riths. It’s a teveking curse. We start to crave the scent and taste of one particular female above all others—our mate. But hells if you can find her. At first, no other female will quite do, and then we’re left hungering and hungering, not able to stomach much in the way of interactions of the intimate sort with anyone who isn’t her. 
 
    It could be solars before we stumble on the whereabouts of our mate, the female our crew will share one day. 
 
    It’d be a delight to have her join while we still have time to try for the blessing of children. To become koundreths—fathers—to her offspring… we’ll be proud of our children, whether they be ours by blood or by bond. 
 
    Some ships are lucky—in fact, my spawner made my koundreths very lucky men—she found them. They tell the tale that she captured other Na’rith ships for fun, boarding them, seeking the crew she wanted to take as mates. Na’riths are a peculiar race; females and males are capable of being with anyone, but for males, our reproductive biology will sync only for our true mate. 
 
    Our female could be of a bold sort. Right at this very click, she could be seeking and testing, trying to find her rightful mates. 
 
    But that thought is not the comfort I intended—in the scenario my mind outlined, the fact that she’s not on our ship means she’s trying out another crew, and the idea of her with others and not here, where we want her, where I need her, is enough to make me want to put my fist through a wall. 
 
    What if she gives up finding us, and settles for the wrong crew? 
 
    Why am I torturing myself with these thoughts? 
 
    The phantom scent wafts to me, seeming even stronger, mocking my yearning. Jaw locked, I step into the corridor, and right in front of me, as if the Creator handpicked an angel and set her on our ship, on this deck, before my room—here she is. 
 
    Disbelieving, I blink, hoping with everything I am that the apparition doesn’t disappear. 
 
    We stare at each other for five incredible breathes. 
 
    Her intensifying scent, the sound of her real, live breathing, her wide eyes and hunching shoulders all tells me... she’s no apparition. 
 
    I nearly drop to my knees. Instead, I settle for stopping a few paces in front of her. “Please, please if the Creator loves me, you’ll tell me one of these machaii gave you directions to my room, beauty.” 
 
    Her cheeks heat fetchingly. It fans the flames on a hard dose of my lust and I bite down on a groan. 
 
    She hooks a thumb over her shoulder. “Ekan sent me up here… he said—well, I think he was just kidding, but he—” 
 
    I catch her by her shoulders and draw her into me. And I can’t help it; I nose into her mane, inhaling the most beautiful, comforting scent, at once both relaxing and exciting, the best in all the worlds: my mate. 
 
    Into her mane, I murmur, “Ekan found you?” 
 
    Her voice sounds reedier than it did a click ago. “You could say that. He bought me.” 
 
    I huff a laugh into her hair. “Figures. He collects the best treasures.” I wrap my arms around her shoulders and give her a reassuring squeeze. She doesn’t hug me back, but I imagine she’s processing her own emotions. It’s overwhelming—and for her, it must be doubly so. Her life will be changing the most. A Na’rith female always boards her mates’ ship. She leaves everything she’s grown to love behind, to put her full attention on growing new relationships, new loves. A new home. I wonder what her family crew was like. If we’ll measure up to the care her koundreths paid her spawner—and if we’ll be able to match everything they’ve provided for and surrounded her with as she grew up. They must have doted on her. 
 
    We’ll dote on you too, female. We’ll give you everything you’ve ever wanted in your own males. 
 
    Slowly, I ease back enough that I can get a good look at her. My senses had momentarily gone into overflight, revved too far beyond reason to take in details about her, instead stuck on the shock that is her presence. 
 
    In response… she remains still. She doesn’t tip her head back to meet my eyes. I run my fingers through her mane, then catch loose strands that form a curtain at the sides of her eyes—her forelock, I realize—and press the mass of it behind her ears. “Are you shy?” I frown, noticing something about her ears. 
 
    They’re rounded at the tops. 
 
    Taking her by the shoulders again, I set her further back from me. And in doing so, it registers just how much smaller she is than other females I’ve spied. 
 
    Nebulas abound—how many orbits has she seen? 
 
    The heat of her stomach is still pressed up against me, and it occurs to me that I’ve never encountered a spawner with such a bellyful before. I wonder how soon she’ll release young. I take a moment to ease back more, and surreptitiously take it in. This won’t be the first Na’rith female that went into swell not of her crew if she found another race she tolerated. But flicking my gaze up to her ears again, I have to wonder if she herself is the product of such a union. “Are you a hybrid?” I ask. 
 
    She finally gives me the full power of her eyes. She almost seems humored, or perhaps even taken aback by my question. I can’t decide. “I’m a human.” 
 
    I scratch a spot on my jaw with the backs of my fingers. “Huh. What species cross is that?” What other race looks similar to a Na’rith? Even if she took after her spawner, surely she’d show some traits of her sire; but she doesn’t have extra limbs, or wings, or webbing between her fingers—I’m at a loss to even start guessing. 
 
    She makes a choked sound before taking a slow inhale, reminding me of my own lifebearer when she was trying to explain a complicated concept that I just was not picking up. “It’s not one. Not a cross, I mean. A human isn’t a hybrid—I’m a different ‘kind’ than you.” 
 
    I look down at her stomach. “You… You’re not… You’re not Na’rith at all?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, bringing the thumb-side of her fist together with the flat of her other hand, making a popping noise. “Awkward, right? I don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Not true!” I stay her with a welcoming hug; a quick grab and release. “Never think that. Of course you belong here, with us.” I feel my eyes widen as a thought occurs to me, considering her unfamiliar parentage. “Unless you don’t sense us like we can sense you.” I stare into her eyes. “You can feel that we’re your mates, can’t you?” 
 
    It’s her turn for her eyes to widen. Or, make that, go wider. “EKAN!” she hollers so suddenly that I’m startled. 
 
    “EKAN!!!!” she shouts again, her voice roaring down the corridor. “GET YOUR ASS BACK HERE! RIGHT. NOW.” 
 
    Torn between amusement and concern, I try to hide my smile. “He’s needed a female that will get control of him.” I point in the direction she so stoutly shouted for him. “Sounds like you’re the lucky spawner for the job.” 
 
    She shoves a hand through her hair. “Are you kidding? That one couldn’t be controlled if you superglued him to the wall and horse whipped him until he stopped trying to sweet-talk you.” 
 
    At this, I laugh. “Wouldn’t lose sleep trying that method.” 
 
    She mutters, “Right—it’d probably just excite him.” 
 
    I resist the urge to double over and guffaw. “Ah, it’s good you already know one of your mates well! What’s your name?” I ask her. 
 
    She starts pacing. “Beth. I’m Beth. But…” She rubs her palms on her bare thighs. 
 
    Her muscled, round-curved thighs, somehow strong and soft at the same time. I want to bite them. 
 
    “I’m not your mate. I’m… look, can we cover this part when Ekan gets here?” She bares her teeth and glares in the direction I can only presume he flitted off to. 
 
    When she folds her arms, I notice something I previously missed. In an attempt to make interesting conversation, I address her outstanding feature. “Do all humans…” I test the name, but no, it still doesn’t sound the least bit familiar, “have bisected breasts?” 
 
    Beth makes a sputtering sound, and from her ribcage to her shoulders, exposed and visible to perfection thanks to her fetching costume, her upper half seems to inflate with an indrawn hiss that I haven’t heard since I accidentally insulted my lifebearer. 
 
    Horror fills me. “I think I need to apologize—was that rude to ask? Please forgive me if it was—I know nothing of humans, but you should know I find the state of your breasts more than pleasant—” 
 
    “Gosh where IS Ekan?” Beth cuts in, leaving me to conclude that she’s oddly sensitive about discussing her anatomical differences. Perhaps the state of her spread breast is not natural, but due instead to injury—a firefight, or some other unfortunate circumstance, and she’s not comfortable revisiting memories or the topic. 
 
    You’ve had your mate all of five clicks and you’ve upset her. Well done, Oquilion! I berate myself. 
 
    Her teeth take hold of her next words, making it sound as if she’s carefully biting out everything she says. “When Ekan shows up again, I’m going to kill him dead.” She’s so agitated, she tosses her head, flipping some of her mane. “You always hear them say that in the old movies—and it sounds ridiculous right up until you meet someone who makes you need to make damn sure you’ve done it right. He’s such an ass!” 
 
    I study her. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Beth throws out her arms—then she slaps them akimbo, hands flying to hips. “What could possibly make me nervous? What about today would ever leave me feeling—” 
 
    I hold out my hand. “I just realized. You’ve been out and about with Ekan for some time, haven’t you? He’s been missing for at least a span.” 
 
    Looking very sorry for herself, she confirms, “I’ve been with him for what feels like weeks—maybe lifetimes, even—but it’s really only been maybe an hour or two. An awful, awful hour or two. He sold me.” 
 
    “Did he.” Damn, he’s good. That’s brilliant. I know him too well to fall for anything he tries to sell, yet I’d still agree to buying Beth from him in a heartbeat. “I’m sorry,” I offer my condolences along with my hand. “I can only imagine what a rotation with Ekan is like for the uninitiated. May I offer you refreshments and treats to make up for it?” 
 
    “Treats?” She locks eyes with me, and, taking a fortifying breath, she searches my gaze. 
 
    Then she takes my hand. I feel like cheering. 
 
    She’s decided to trust me. I reign in my elation. “You could say I’m out of my depth here. If you were a Na’rith female, I’d invite you to wait for Ekan in my room, where I promise you wouldn’t be bored. Neither of us would be—we could run wagers to keep ourselves entertained. I bet I could make you orgasm until you passed out, and for the first four, I’ll only use my tongue.” 
 
    Her step back in retreat, paired with her wild-eyed glance tells me she’s not ready for this—and I’ve gone too far. I don’t tighten my grip on her fingers, but I do lightly give her hand a tug, hoping to keep her anchored with me without making her feel trapped. “If you ever decide that’s a way you’d like to pass time, just let me know. Offer is always on the table,” I finish lightly. 
 
    When she relaxes and gives me a relieved smile, I playfully lick my lower lip. “Or against the wall. With your leg over my shoulder—” 
 
    “Stop!” A laugh bursts from her, a shocked one, before she holds up her hands. “Just…” she covers her face. “This is the weirdest day.” She points to her stomach. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    My gaze bounces down to her belly, then back up to her eyes—before my vision sinks to her breasts again for about three clicks. With effort, I make it back to her face—her lovely face. 
 
    The shock of her scent being real, being here—it nearly bowls me over when I take in my next breath. “Yes, I’d noticed you were belly-swollen. Is the sire a human too, or another race?” 
 
    One of her eyes narrows, but I don’t know her enough to discern what this means. 
 
    But the mere thought that I will be getting to know her, learn her expressions, mannerisms, likes and dislikes—it’s thrilling. I catch both of her hands, noticing how she instantly stills at my touch. 
 
    I’m so excited to get to know her, to share everything with her. “I have to tell you—I’m hyperpsyched to finally have you here. I can’t begin to describe how momentous an occasion this rotation just became.” I look her up and down. “And you probably already know it’s best to starve Ekan’s ego as much as you’re able, but tevek…” Once I’ve glanced down, I can’t pull my eyes up or away from her shapely legs under her revealing skirt. “He really has a knack for hauling in the most incredible treasure. You’re worth thanking him for. I’m Oquilion, by the way.” 
 
    She breathes a sound that might be a laugh. “Hi—and thanks.” Then her eyes cut to the side, and she fidgets in place before taking a step back. Retreating. 
 
    This… this is not the behavior of a female excited to be wooed. 
 
    Something a little painful lodges in my chest as I wonder what event would make Beth not look forward to the beginning of the Na’rith mating dance. 
 
    Not wanting to make her more nervous, I tone down my attraction. Outwardly, as much as I’m able, at least. “Do you, ah... know where Ekan scampered off to? Did he offer any… window of time before he’d return?” The question exits my mouth already lamed, like a three legged yanak tasked to cartwork, because even if he had told her when he’d return, Ekan’s wide estimates of time are legendary and rarely adhered to. 
 
    But just then, from around the corner arrives Ekan, laden down with every cryo-dried, canned, bottled, bagged, and liquid food our top deck galley has to offer. 
 
    His gaze collides with mine, and he stops dead. 
 
    A few packages slide off his overflowing burden and drop to the floor, thanks to his shift in momentum. He ignores them, starting forward, his gait no longer easy. No longer a swagger. 
 
    In essence: no longer Ekan. 
 
    Well I’ll be rutted. 
 
    Ekan’s gaze is proprietary. Territorial. He wants Beth—not to share as our mate, but for his very own. 
 
    He’s looking at me like I’m competition. 
 
    He’s looking at me like he has every intention of getting rid of the competition. 
 
    A silent laugh rumbles in my chest. Well, well, well. Who’d have thought it possible? The great personality trait common to luck sources—the entire element that balances their insufferableness out really—happens to be their eternally good natures. Evidently it’s not hard to be anything but cheery if every game you play, you win, and all of your tevekups turn out all right. 
 
    Beth isn’t a game though. And if he tries to play with her, he might lose more than just a match—there are four other males on this ship she can always run to when she doesn’t like her odds. 
 
    Beth calls out a greeting. “My mentally unstable captor returns—hooray.” 
 
    Utterly taken with her, I smile. 
 
    Ekan growls at me. “Not your female. Mine.” 
 
    The accompanying scowl he sends me should probably feel more threatening than it does—but I only smile wider. Ekan, ruffled! This is glorious. 
 
    Beth glances between us, before bearing down on Ekan, looking relieved to see him and more than a touch irritated with him at the same time. 
 
    I can sympathize with her mixed reaction. When it comes to Ekan, we all have cause to feel it quite often. 
 
    Beth watches with interest as Ekan passes her to carry his load of food to his room, which is just across the way and a little zig zagged from mine. He crosses to his bed, and takes a little care as he lets his load implode and drain from between his arms; packages, jars, boxes—all spreading out across the only clear surface his room has to offer. Swiftly, he lays out a plate and a hydration sleeve and even a cloth napkin. 
 
    I bite back a grin. “You decided to bring her the galley instead of taking her there?” I’m taunting him. I know exactly why he didn’t bring her there. 
 
    “And give you jacklegs the chance to swoop in? Hells no.” To Beth, he says, “Sorry for the delay, narra, I dropped in to chat with Bres and his female.” 
 
    Breslin has a female? I bet Meesahrah’s already tried to eat her. My curiosity isn’t going to rest until I meet the woman, but I decide I’m not ready to leave these two alone just yet, and I settle my shoulders against the wall, ready for a show. “Do you know Beth isn’t Na’rith?” 
 
    Ekan’s shoulders tighten imperceptibly. Less to do with my question and most to do with the fact that I’m still here, in his domain during what should be his alone-time with our mate. “If that bothers you, that’s fine by me.” 
 
    What he means is if her heritage is a problem for you; more for me. 
 
    I roll my shoulders. “Doesn’t bother me a wit. Beth is the finest of humans.” 
 
    Beth pauses in the act of nibbling on a cracker, her cheeks going warmer in color even as her eyes roll in her head. 
 
    As if she’s able to dismiss my claim. I’m not simply flattering her; being that she’s the only human I know, I can title her the finest and still do it with impartiality. 
 
    Ekan starts laying out small portions of food, and I realize he’s arranging a sort of tasting tray for Beth. To me, he says, “You thought she was one of our females? Not a Gryfala?” 
 
    Still watching him preparing her plate, I answer, “She looks nothing like a Gryfala.” 
 
    “You’ve seen one?” Ekan falls still. Then he shakes himself, returning to the turmecht soup he’s measuring out. “I should be asking if you’ve ever seen our females. Beth looks nothing like them. Don’t you have a lifebearer?” 
 
    I snort. “Yes, and Beth looks like my lifebearer.” 
 
    Ekan considers me. “Cog-damn, really?” 
 
    “Truly.” 
 
    His eyes are wide, shocked. “Stunner spawner! Family reunion time for Oquilion,” he crows. He shoots a look at Beth, making a show of checking out her attributes even as he tilts his head in my direction. “This machaii should have introduced me to his lifebearer solars ago—” 
 
    “TEVEK OFF,” I growl. 
 
    Before Ekan can say something that will really make me wish I could introduce his face to my fist, Beth surprises us both by tossing back her head and filling the air with her laughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Ekan’s got the energy of a classroom of kindergarteners after mowing down their Trick ‘O Treat bags, and maybe like three or four litters of puppies. 
 
    Okay, whoa—that analogy sounds way wrong. He’s not bunches of five year olds eating puppies: he’s got the energy of kids hyped up on sugar, and also like spazzy puppies. 
 
    There. Moving on... 
 
    Ekan gives a forceful goodbye to Oquilion—Oquilion, who waves at me sort of roguishly for a man being bodily removed from his friend’s bedroom. 
 
    There’s one chair in here, but it’s covered in a mish mash of stuff. Ekan starts to sift through the items, but quickly gets bored of sorting so he unlocks big suctioned feet at the bottom and tips the chair, dumping everything off of it and onto the floor. 
 
    I rest my hip against the side of his bed and treat myself to another spoonful of whatever the jelly-like stuff is among the alien hors d'oeuvres. It tastes a bit like bananas and pecans, but with no texture. Eh. Not the worst thing I’ve had to eat. 
 
    Ekan starts to drag the heavy-looking chair over to me, but it keeps catching on the stuff he spilled off of it, and on the lone rug in the room. Finally, he drops it and moves to look at the legs. “Why is it hooking?” he asks in frustration. 
 
    “Lack of opportunities, education. Comes from a background of poverty. You know, the common reasons for a chair to start hooking,” I offer helpfully. 
 
    He stares at me. 
 
    I shrug helplessly. 
 
    He kicks his things out of the way and finishes dragging it next to me, then indicates for me to have at it. “Sit, narra, before you drop. I’m starting to feel a niggle of something foreign, and I don’t much like it.” 
 
    “A niggle of what?” 
 
    “I think this might be guilt.” He makes a face. “I’ve heard about it. Never thought I’d feel it.” He cuts me a look. “Not an admirer.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on him even as I sit back and struggle not to groan with relief. “Whyever would you feel guilt? Did you do something you should feel really, really guilty about?” 
 
    He smiles faintly. “Oh, just afraid I might have overtaxed a spawner with my schemes and games today.” He selects the rubbery red celery-looking thing I’ve been avoiding touching, and forces it into my hands. “This is good for you. Grows strong spawn.” 
 
    I take it from him and crunch into it. “About that. Can we call my baby a ‘baby?’” 
 
    He shrugs. “We can call my offspring whatever you like.” 
 
    “Your offspring?” I cough on the space celery—which tastes more like a very unripe leek. “This is my baby.” 
 
    Ekan crosses a pair of distractingly well-muscled arms. “I bought your moonringed fetching little self, narra; therefore, you belong to me. It follows then that the spawn you carry is also my property.” 
 
    “I dare you to say that again,” I snap, hoping he’s smart enough not to repeat himself. 
 
    He’s not. “I. Own. You.” A grin tugs at his lips and he adds, “And your little rib-kicker.”  
 
    I’m up out of the seat so fast, I surprise us both. He faces off with me, seeming to recharge now that there’s the possibility of an altercation on the immediate horizon. I’m going to give him the smackdown of his life. But before I can launch myself at him—to attack him, not to kiss him stupid, no matter how hot his smile is and how it’s making my heart race like an idiot—out of nowhere, the light in the room dims. 
 
    Or it seems to. But it turns out, the recessed track in the ceiling is just temporarily blocked. 
 
    By a body. A vast, towering, mountainous alien is taking up the doorway and it’s mortifying, but as soon as his shadow falls over me, I panic. It could be the big, purple Barney dinosaur behind me, the 1990’s neutered television version of a T-Rex, but my prey-wired brain says looks like a predator. A big one. RUN!—so I lunge forward and latch onto Ekan like I’m a sticky-footed tree frog. He’s going to have to peel me off of him if he doesn’t want to be my shield. 
 
    “That was an interesting reaction,” Ekan murmurs. For once, his voice doesn’t sound playful at all. 
 
    “I wondered where all the food had gone,” comes a voice so low in frequency that whales on Earth can probably hear him. “It was like it just disappeared. I thought to myself, ‘Who is addled enough to clear out the top galley?’ And then I knew the answer. I didn’t believe my nose though when I started for your room and caught a female’s scent.” I can feel unfamiliar eyes looking at me—but I don’t raise my own to meet the newcomer’s gaze. “And Creator. Not just any female.” He sounds half shocked. 
 
    I slink around Ekan, my hands alternating what points I’m clutching him as I go so that I’ll be harder to drag away, should the giant grab me. I only breathe again once I’m behind Ekan, and he’s fully between me and the big guy. 
 
    Ekan pulls out one of his many weapons from somewhere—what is he, a walking armory? “Tiernan,” he acknowledges, and that’s as far as he goes in giving attention to the other alien’s arrival as he messes with his toy. Despite wanting to slap/throttle/kiss him a minute ago, I scoot tighter to my absent-minded owner, and when he pats my back, I dig my face into his shirt, pressing myself into his side for a semblance of protection as he continues to chat with the newcomer. “Isn’t she a pretty little thing? She was a two-for-one deal too. I get myself the best damn gifts.” 
 
    “Not going to tell me her name?” this Tiernan says. He sounds amused. 
 
    “I’m not going to give you the advantage of an introduction, no,” Ekan says mysteriously. He flicks something on his weapon, and when I peek at him, I see he’s made it glow teal and magenta. 
 
    Tiernan moves closer. And I don’t see how huggable his immense arms have the potential to be. I don’t discern that his face isn’t as imposing as his frame. I only process two things: his tremendous size, and the severity of his expression—a disservice to him on my part, because his severeness is due to the intensity of his attraction to me, not because his features are formed out of a sense of coldness or sharpness or cruelness. 
 
    But I won’t figure this out until much later. 
 
    Tiernan reaches around Ekan and effortlessly catches me by the nape—and I breathlessly squeak and try to climb my oblivious protector. Being that I’m who-knows-how pregnant, I don’t succeed, and Ekan does nothing more than pat me again reassuringly—but he’s not even looking at me when he does it—he’s looking above my head, at Tiernan. 
 
    Rough fingers caress the side of my throat, making me shudder. An otherworldly-sized thumb glides across my lower lip. It pulls down, taking my lip with the movement. 
 
    I hiss at him before I bite back the reaction, thinking better of it. 
 
    But Tiernan asks, “What did I just see?” He thumbs at my lip again, but I’m not opening up for anything. “Is this why you sent me a Comm asking questions about flat-toothed species and the type of plants they might eat? Ekan, next time, give me enough information to make informed suggestions.” To me, the giant offers a rumbly, “You really are a pretty thing. Let me have at your mouth.” 
 
    Although my body perceives a threat, a tiny part of me registers that Tiernan is the same kind of alien that Ekan is, that Oquilion is, and based on my very limited contact thus far, I’d put Na’rith’s in the ‘these are okay aliens’ category. Plus, when I finally manage to dart a look up, Tiernan’s smile is wide, friendly. But I’ve been stuck all day with Ekan, who—despite the fact he basically hasn’t stopped smiling—is completely insane. Purely by association, I don’t trust this new guy’s smile for an instant. And I really don’t trust his sensual touch on my face. Fear heats my body and words boil out before I can stop them. “I’m warning you right now: if you try to put anything near my mouth, I’ll bite it off!” 
 
    Tiernan goes very still. This close, I finally notice his eyes; the lack of malice in them. They’re full of curiosity, and at my words, this only sharpens. 
 
    “That’s only puffery,” Ekan scoffs, voice easy. As he fiddles with a setting on his weapon, he adds a distracted, “Her teeth are fairly dull and her jaws have no capability for serious bite pressure: she’s bluffing.” 
 
    Tiernan finally breaks the hold he had on my gaze, making me sag in relief, and he turns to make a face at his friend. “I hardly think that’s the issue here.” 
 
    “There is no issue,” Ekan mutters, still playing with his stupid space gun. The clip makes a sharp snap when he pops it out to check the row of colorful darts that are lined up, one atop another. “She can’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Ekan,” Tiernan intones with a patience I have to admire. I’ve only been around Ekan for four sales of my person and I won’t be patient if I get my hands on a blunt object I can clobber him with. No, actually—I want a spiky object. I want to find something with big, big spikes. And little ones: I want it covered in all kinds of painful spikes—dull ones too, just so they hurt more. (Cue the “Why a spoon, cousin?” Scene from Robin Hood. Man that’s a great line. Alan Rickman was a phenomenal bad guy and knew how to deliver his one-liners.) 
 
    Tiernan’s continuing, still using his I can’t believe I have to spell this out for you voice, “You are mistaken. The issue that you should be concerned about is why this female believes she has to defend herself.” Suspicion tumbles into his voice. “Ekan? What did you do with your ‘gift’ after you bought her? You sold her, didn’t you? Did they hurt her?” He doesn’t give Ekan time to answer. His thumb finally leaves my lip as he drops his hand to catch my fingers, and he tugs me until I’m standing instead of cowering. “I’ve seen enough.” He looks right into my eyes, and I don’t want to trust him; he’s a strange man, a huge man—life experience has taught me to be wary. But now that I’m calmer, I recognize something about him is weirdly soothing. “Little female, what’s your name?” 
 
    Anyone would be little next to this guy, but for him to call me little so flatteringly is oddly endearing to hear. “Beth,” I puff out quietly. 
 
    “Beth?” he asks, and my body wants to sway into his. Sympathy is a strong drug, and Tiernan is doling it out like a badass mothertrucker. 
 
    But I don’t let myself move into him. Instead, I lock this ridiculous impulse down and kick it to the curb. 
 
    “Would you like to join me for the rest of the evening? We have a greenhouse,” he adds, like this sweetens the pot even more than escaping Ekan, “and you might—” 
 
    “Don’t move,” Ekan cuts in, his voice low, and for the first time, he sounds deadly serious. 
 
    Tiernan stiffens. 
 
    My eyes are fixed on the slash Tiernan’s mouth makes when he curls his pillowy lip and hisses. It’s not a sound of surprise, but aggression. His glare narrows dangerously, and I follow his gaze down to see the weapon Ekan’s got aimed at his knee. “What in the tevek are you doing?” 
 
    I’m totally taken aback. Ekan’s been so playful all day. Even when we were surrounded and he nearly got us killed, he was still nothing but jokes and bad-boy grins. 
 
    He’s not grinning now. And he sure doesn’t look like he’s joking. 
 
    Not taking his eyes off of a bristling Tiernan, Ekan carefully snags my arm and tows me so my back meets his hard-planed stomach. “I know it seems like Beth wants to escape me—” 
 
    “Hard concept to fathom,” Tiernan drawls, eyes still slitted. 
 
    “—But she can’t. I bought her as my gift to myself.” Ekan lowers his weapon. Tiernan’s nostrils flare. “And you know I never share my toys.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    “I feel disgusting after auctions,” I tell Beth as I yank her into the karzy with me. “Care to join me in washing up?” 
 
    She backs out of my hold and moves away from me until her spine meets the door that’s slid closed behind her. “Thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
    I kick my boots off, not bothered when they land on opposite sides of the room. I can always find them easily when I go looking. I rip off my socks, tug my tunic over my head and shrug out of it, then strip off my pants, enjoying the way Beth signals her interest by turning an assortment of increasingly heated hues. I’m not deterred when she tries to look anywhere else but at my body. I’ve heard this is a common reaction for a female if she’s not Na’rith—at least initially, and thankfully, it’s a very small room. She doesn’t have many options—certainly none as fine a thing to stare at as me. 
 
    I wash myself, hissing when the water flashes from boiling to freezing—Beth must have availed herself of the commode and flushed. I emerge as naked as I went in, and Beth’s gaze continues to avoid me in a manner that is distinctly not Gryfala-like in the least, no matter how much she outwardly almost resembles one. 
 
    And apparently, she resembles Oquilion’s spawner. Heh heh heh—note to self: send a Comm to his spawner and flirt with her in front of him. His reaction was too enjoyable not to milk out a couple more fun squeezes. 
 
    As I cross to Beth, she doesn’t cower from me, but if her stiff posture and the rolling whites of her eyes are anything to go by, she’s a bit wary. 
 
    I don’t like it. I don’t want Beth afraid of me. I much prefer it when her eyes are sparkly and her words come out with the special bite she’s sort of patented just for me. “Beth, love, could you come here?” 
 
    I don’t know what she assumes is the reason I’m calling her over, but I can take a guess, and whatever she has in mind makes her cringe as she complies. It’s slight, but I spot it. An unfamiliar pang hits my chest, and I roughly rub the heel of my hand over the area to quiet it down. 
 
    This isn’t the plucky female who gave me hells when she felt I was treading on her tail. I miss that Beth. I want to get her back. 
 
    “You can use my tooth sprayer, and I’ll show you how to operate the rain booth for whenever you’re ready to avail yourself of it.” I hand her my dirtied shirt. “To your left is a machine that washes clothes. Has your civilization mastered something like it?” 
 
    Her eyes flash with irritation and her nostrils flare—her lips might even purse a little—but she looks less cautious of me. She looks like she might spit on me, but coming from her, I like this fine. I gesture to the machine. “Next to that is a drying drum. I’ve no idea what level of intelligence humankind operates at, but you seem to follow commands with aplomb. You should know that thus far, I’m very proud of you.” 
 
    Oh, she’s definitely pursing her lips now. Also, her eyes are narrowed; it’s giving her an ever-so-slightly dangerous look—and Creator! You can mark it that it’s starting to heat my blood. 
 
    I cough to cover my grin. “There’s a round yellow button—see that? It starts the washer, and the maroon button starts the drying drum. A word of caution for the dryer though? It’ll auto-stop when the average load of laundry is done, but because you’re only washing my things—” I pause to sweep my gaze up and down her body, “Although feel free to strip for me and take care of what you’re wearing too. Anything of yours touching mine sounds like a good time for me.” 
 
    “How would you like the touch of my hand right across your face?” she purrs. With bared teeth. 
 
    Her eyes are slits of loveliness. My mouth curves up as I gaze down at her. “I might like it.” I enjoy the way her lashes lower. Not from fear—not anymore, no, I’m fairly sure she’s only attempting to hide the fact that she so badly wants to shank me. “Anyway, if you’re only drying my things, be sure to count thirty of…” I realize I have no idea what human measurements of time and timekeeping could be. “Thirty of those beautiful, angry, furious breaths you’re taking now.” 
 
    I move past her, crossing to the drawers set into the wall and gathering a clean set of clothes. Then I begin the task of transferring my weapon cache from my spent outfit to my fresh one as I dress. 
 
    When I’m finished, I point to the rest of my pile of discarded clothes. “Wash and dry those for me, and I’ll bring you a treat, agreed?” 
 
    Stiffly, Beth nods. It’s not enough; I want more from her. “Come give me a goodbye kiss, narra.” 
 
    She bares her teeth again, but she controls herself admirably quick, closing her lips and leaving nothing but an impression of flashing white, jaws slightly parted in an unguarded—or overwhelmed—expression of aggression. 
 
    It makes my heart rate quicken. 
 
    I watch her as she makes her way towards me, the question clear in her eyes, wondering how liable I am to leap on her at any moment. When she glares up at me, I don’t lean down for her, and I feel my lips curve up when she huffs. 
 
    She waves a hand at my head. “You going to get closer or do you want me to beg you?” 
 
    It’s my eyes’ turn to widen. Astonished, I ask, “Would you?” 
 
    Her eyes narrow before she jerks her chin down, breaking our gazes entirely and muttering under her breath with such a vehement storm of feeling that it sounds like she’s purring for me. 
 
    I like this too. 
 
    When she finally has control of herself, she tips her head up—and nearly falls back, because my face is in hers. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I tell her. And I must say it with too much of what I really feel: intensity—for her. I think it intimidates her. 
 
    She swallows hard, and the anger in her eyes starts to die. I don’t want it replaced by fear, I don’t—so I swiftly straighten. 
 
    The suddenness of my movement causes her to twitch—and her arms even lift, crossing a little in front of herself like she’s ready to block a strike. 
 
    I don’t frown, even though inside, I feel a painful crack in my heart. Instead, I force my mouth to curve up. “Actually, rewards come with good behavior. Let’s see if you can master my command to do laundry first, eh, narra?” 
 
    She hisses a short breath and spits out a word that sounds like it could have been, “Ass!” 
 
    Her reaction has a cheery whistle bursting out of me before I call a jaunty, “See you in my room later. Happy laundry-slaving!” as I stroll out the door. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    Much later, yawning into my fist, I make my way to the karzy off my room. I haven’t found Beth anywhere, though I’d imagined with the yard time I’d given my new acquisition, that she’d try something drastic—perhaps some vibrant escape measure. 
 
    That sounded fun. I was really looking forward to it. 
 
    But no, when I step into the karzy, here she is. Still... here? “Have you been in here since I left you?” I ask, cold settling along my stomach. She looks more tired than when I left her. Why didn’t she lie down? Sit down? I stayed out of my room, thinking she’d relax best with me gone. 
 
    At the sound of my voice, Beth jumps, seeming even more pistol-shy than when I stripped naked in front of her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shifts, a nervous movement, even though her eyes roll with a beautiful show of human sarcasm. “Aren’t I your prisoner?” 
 
    The almost overpowering smell of clean laundry is distracting me—it’s a nice scent, to be sure, but it’s odd that it’s so strong. It’s been spans since I left her to wash my set of clothes. 
 
    Then I realize I can hear the drying drum moving. As if it’s being operated. “Think of yourself more like my exotic trained pet, not my prisoner—I do,” I answer absently. Vaguely, I enjoy the way she clenches her hands. It’s almost as if she’s imagining stroking (or perhaps squeezing) my throat. “Are you washing something else?” I ask. “What is it?” 
 
    Now Beth shies away from me, startling sideways. 
 
    I move forward, towards her—and the drying drum. 
 
    Feeling curiosity at her behavior, I tug open the door and find… tiny clothes. 
 
    With great consternation, I lean back, around the drying drum door, and glance at her stomach. 
 
    Beth shields her belly from me, or tries to. 
 
    I make a wordless noise of quiet admonishment, because she really has nothing to fear from me and I thought earlier she was starting to believe this. I look back at the clothes, wondering who brought her items to fit our very first spawn. Who’s been keeping spawn-sized items? 
 
    Then I get a good look at the pile. None of the items are much larger than a sock—yet they bear a disturbing likeness in color and appearance to my shirts and suit pants. “Beth?” I ask hollowly. “Are those… did you…?” In a daze, I reach for a shirt that cost me nearly three hundred credits. Blood washes out of this fabric beautifully, and it’s softer than the inner thigh on the loveliest female. I love this shirt. 
 
    This shirt that’s now the size of my hand. “Have you shrunk my entire wardrobe?” 
 
    “I did,”  she manages with admirable solemnity—at least right up until a snicker bursts free. Horrified, she claps a hand over her mouth, but it only manages to half muffle the nervous twin-snicker that follows. 
 
    I stare down at my shirt, dumbfounded. “You deserve a beating,” I say in disbelief. 
 
    Instead of snapping a retort at me, she shrinks back. 
 
    I flick a glance at her, taking in her posture that suddenly holds none of her pluck, nothing but regret. I frown. Could this have happened by mistake? She is an alien—I told her to count her breaths, but it’s possible her kind doesn’t measure time anything like mine or any other race I know. 
 
    But then I turn my attention to the rest of the pile. My Creator. It would have taken spans and spans to reduce my whole wardrobe into something that might fit a freshly spawned babe. One load, maybe two could be mistakes if she made an error and had to adjust her timing, but all of them? 
 
    The back of my throat spasms, but I force myself to contain my reaction a little longer. I turn my full attention to her. 
 
    Despite the fact that her body is cowering, defiance shines in her eyes, and her small ears notch back the slightest fraction, as if she’s challenging me. 
 
    Somewhere inside my Beth is a fiery spirit just waiting to tussle with me. 
 
    I want to free that part of her. 
 
    I also want to toss her down on my soft bed of now-spawn-sized clothes and rut her until we’re both satisfied. This little show is making me even wilder for her. 
 
    As if she can read my thoughts, her eyes narrow to those pretty sparkling slits I find so fetching and she bares her upper teeth. 
 
    That tickle in my throat intensifies, but I choke it down, lunging for her. I want her. She tries to scamper back, but I edge her into the corner and block her escape by using my body. I raise my arm, fully intending to plant it above her head and make her an offer I hope she won’t refuse—when she flinches. 
 
    Terror pours off of her—in her scent, in her already-pained grimace, as if she can feel a strike I’m about to deal her. 
 
    I’m sickened. And considering how aroused I’ve become, sick is not the sensation either of us were supposed to be feeling just now. “No, no, no,” my voice is a rough whisper. “Narra, I said you deserved a beating; I didn’t say I’d give you one. I’ve never struck a female, and this—” I give in to the laughter that’s been crawling up my throat the moment I digested the atrocity she committed to my clothing. 
 
    Beth flinches at the sound, clearly not expecting it, and I regret ever trying to hold it back. I’ve tried telling others that a specimen such as myself isn’t meant to temper the awesomeness of my reactions, and here’s proof. 
 
    I indicate my clothing. “Your sparking at me isn’t going to earn you the feel of my hand on your ass.” And curses for that, because she has a fine, fine ass. I’ll not hesitate to pet it, kiss it, bite it, and spank it if she ever gives me a signal that she’d like me to. “See me?” The humor in the situation dies as I take in how absolutely shamed Beth looks. 
 
    Voice barely above a whisper, she manages, “I see you.” 
 
    I lean back enough to give her the illusion of space. “How can you when you won’t give me that fearsome fire in your eyes?” 
 
    Like it’s the most difficult thing she’s ever done, she drags her gaze up to mine. 
 
    Immediately, I want to draw back. Her eyes are lifeless, dull. When Tiernan noted her fear of harm before, I’d long already been cataloguing it, testing ways to dispel it. She likes being razzed, and she likes affection—if she’s not already afraid. Who made Beth afraid? Who would DARE? “Was it the auctioneers?” 
 
    She blinks, her gaze clearing a bit. “Was what the auctioneers?” 
 
    “Who hit you?” I ask softly. 
 
    Just the question makes her flinch again, and fire rips across my chest, filling me with the alien urge to punch something—someone—namely, whoever put fear into my Beth-gift. 
 
    I must make some sound, because she raises her head—and stares at me. Stares at me like I’ve grown eyestalks. 
 
    I clear my throat, and make an effort to loosen my uncommonly tense shoulders. “You said this is all of my clothing?” 
 
    She bites her lip, regret soaking her expression. “Except for what you’ve got on… yes.” 
 
    I can’t pinpoint precisely why it sticks me so deeply that she’s exhibiting fear. I don’t like her growing upset, that’s part of it, but it’s more. That I inspired this level of deviancy in such a sweet female is both thrilling and hilarious… what a display! But somewhere along the way, someone taught her to have real, true fear of retribution. And that’s a shame. Beth’s only dealt me what I’ve had coming, what with ordering her to sashay around in the outfit I put her in today, and then with ordering her to wash and dry my clothes. She’s just giving me volley for volley. If she knew me better, she’d know she has no reason to worry. “I’m not going to punish you, Beth,” I tell her. “However… your actions have consequences.” 
 
    I expect the way she tenses. But I hate the way her voice is empty of all her hardihood. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Nothing to you,” I assure her. I watch as hope enters her expression, even as her body jerks like it’s rejecting the possibility of getting away with no penalty. I leer at her without entirely meaning to when I force my lips a breath from hers and add, “But you do realize…” 
 
    Eyes large and blinking to stay focused on mine, she warms my mouth as she asks, “What?” 
 
    I smile against her skin. “Thanks to you, now I’ll be forced to walk around naked.” 
 
    Her jaw slackens. 
 
    I take advantage, and steal a hells of a topgallant kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    Startled, Beth laughs. 
 
    Pleased with myself, taking credit for bringing this reaction out of her, I preen, running my fingers through my hair—then I think of a better idea, and I take Beth’s hand, and make her run her fingers through my hair. She feels so good, I lean into her touch and tell her, “That’s it, just like that. Training you so well.” 
 
    And this makes her want to toss me a retort in a bad way. And probably slap me. The air around her nearly shimmers with her effort not to respond. 
 
    Oh how I want her to snap and respond. 
 
    She doesn’t, but evidently concluding that I’m not monster enough to strike her for her little fit, she breathes easier, the shakiness leaving her. She stands a fraction taller, and drops her hand from its attention on my hair to rub low at her back. I wonder if the spawn she’s incubating pulls at her. How could it not? She’s got the belly of an overdue yanak—but without the fur. Her belly skin is bare and tight like she’s about to have her offspring burst out of her at any moment. 
 
    What a terrifyingly alien idea. 
 
    “Are you tired?” I ask. My hand joins hers on her back and I feel overstuffed with elation when her shoulders, which had been pitched about her rounded ears, lower to rest at their normal level. There’s my Beth-gift. She got even with me, I didn’t punish her for it, she trusts me a fraction more—I’m delighted with the progress we’re making together in a mere rotation.  “I like you, my well-trained human.” 
 
    In no way do I consider her well-trained, but I do love how she’s looking less afraid, and her responding growl of irritation makes my lungs feel like they’re filled with Yaardvakian air—the lightest member of the family of gases. 
 
    I offer her my hand to take, and when she doesn’t take it, I assist her by taking up hers. “We’re landing soon, and I need to help Breslin roll out,” I start. “But before he leaves for his homestead, I wanted to offer you the chance to say goodbye to the other human on this ship. Do you want to see her off?” 
 
    Beth’s expression turns anxious. “She’s leaving?” 
 
    “Krit,” I murmur, staring into her eyes. “If it were anyone else, I’d coax them to stay just for you. Unfortunately, Bres has to get back, he’s got livestock that can’t be on their own for too long a stretch at a time. He’s got to go.” 
 
    Beth is happy to meet the other female, Sanna, who has calmed down nicely with Breslin’s special ways. He has that effect on things, females especially. 
 
    I’d be working harder to keep him away from mine, but as he and I roll his wagon out of the bay, Beth’s all kinds of nervous about him, keeping a wary eye as he goes about hitching his beast to the wagon he and Sanna and her strange, furred creature will be riding in to get to his plot of land. 
 
    If it weren’t pouring rain and black as Qolt’s heart out here, I’d offer to take them directly to his place, but his livestock are of the aggressive sort—and they see in the dark fine. 
 
    No beast is going to be eating my Beth tonight. If anything gets to eat Beth, it’ll be me. 
 
    Beth sheds a few tears when Breslin’s wagon rolls away. “At least Sanna’s alien seems nice to her,” she says, trying bravely to marshal her emotions. 
 
    “Breslin’s already well on his way to being madly in love with her, and I assure you he’ll be very nice to her.” I urge her back into the ship, drying her off with a towel, and it pulls my mood to something more quiet to see her so morose. I raise my arm to offer her a snuggling place, and to my surprise, she moves herself right to it, warming my side. 
 
    My heart revs, and I’m happy once more. “You look ready to drop where you’re planted. Come to bed with me, narra.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Ekan’s room is like a mirror to his mind—it’s chaos. Happy chaos. Lots of shiny things; weapons, gadgets—all sorts of stuff, and there’s clutter everywhere, like he brought in pretty little discoveries, got distracted, and took off. The hooking chair from earlier is still by the smorgasbord of food spread out on the bed. 
 
    Ekan manages to pull it about three feet back, before he turns and digs into the food pile, searching for something. He comes up with what looks a bit like duck hunter orange jerky—and he holds half of it out to me after he tears it in two and crams one side of it into his mouth. 
 
    “No, but thanks,” I say. 
 
    “Iffyurrshurr,” he says with his shoulder roll move as he stuffs the rest of it in his already packed cheek, and finishes scooping the bed free of food by filling up the seat of the chair. 
 
    Despite the fact that the bed is half-set into the wall, sort of like that tusked alien’s ‘cubby’ offering, it’s a huge bed. And clean, if you don’t count the disordered clutter surrounding it. The ceiling to the half cubby is high enough Ekan could stand up on his mattress without clonking himself, if he wanted to. 
 
    He searches a couple of wall cupboards, where there looks to be spare sheets kept next to knives, a ball that lights up when he bumps it (when he does, it squeaks—leading me to believe it might be a toy, not a weapon), and when he doesn’t seem to find what he’s looking for, he herds me towards his bed. 
 
    “Lie down before you pass out,” he says distractedly, and when I get one knee up on it, he boosts me from behind, copping a feel of my rear end as he ‘helps.’ 
 
    Before my lips can form a protest, he flips me so I’m no longer on my hands and knees—I’m flat on my back, facing him. 
 
    His eyes heat, and whatever was distracting him is forgotten—he’s all about eye-licking me. 
 
    He flings his shirt off, revealing an incredibly toned body—and just like earlier today, he’s a sight to behold. But in this setting, in these circumstances, he somehow manages to look even bigger when he’s not wearing a stitch. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you my entire lifespan,” he says with feeling. 
 
    Romantic, right? ...NO. Not even if we were in a movie—I don’t know this alien well enough to be able to tell if he’s being serious with me or not. He always looks like he’s joking, but the location I’m currently lying on, plus his clothing removal, let alone his declaration, feels super darn serious. 
 
    Ekan starts working at the fastening of his pants, with an intention I can’t mistake. 
 
    My body tenses. THIS IS MOVING TOO FAST! Yes, sure, I can admit this alien is stupid-attractive—I wouldn’t judge myself in the morning for falling into bed with him. And sure, I’ve already had sex-thoughts about him in the short time we’ve known each other—but there are so many things to consider! Like alien dicks doing stuff dicks aren’t supposed to do. Alien STD’s. Weird reactions to alien bodily secretions of all kinds—including the aliensperm kind. What if alienjizz burns like ginger juice? Causes a rash? An infection? Fuck’s sake, it could do anything, I don’t know! 
 
    But do I even have a choice? 
 
    This alien bought me. He owns me now. 
 
    Pants unbuttoned but not pushed down, Ekan starts climbing the foot of the bed like a pretty man-panther. My eyes tap on the band of skin showing at the exposed area of his front before my gaze skitters to his face. His eyes are locked on my boobs, which have been trying all day to escape the confines of this ridiculous top. “How would you like to be wooed?” 
 
    Shakily, I manage, “Do I have to have sex with you?” 
 
    Ekan stops his progress to sit up and slap the back of his neck, his expression turning wry. He rubs there a moment, before dropping his hand. “Never had a female ask me that.” He scratches his chest and runs a sad look around the bed, like we’re wasting a perfectly good opportunity to romp all over it. 
 
    He rebuttons his pants. 
 
    I sag in relief. “I’m sorry.” Sleeping in his pants won’t be fun for him. “I hope you’re not too uncomfortable. I know you wear a lot of weapons…” 
 
    He smirks. “I’m used to sleeping with a hard weapon, believe me.” 
 
    “Right.” I fiddle with the edge of the blanket. “Ekan? Am I your prisoner?” 
 
    He drops onto his knuckles, walking forward with them slowly, the bulging, shifting muscles of his arms only eclipsed by the site of his pants-clad thighs as he follows with his knees. “You’re my mate.” 
 
    I swallow hard. “Oquilion said something like that.” 
 
    “Rut Oquilion,” Ekan grumbles—but then he points his fingers at me. “Not literally.” 
 
    Relief that he’s teasing almost causes me to relax. “Will you tell me about this ‘mate’ thing?” 
 
    Ekan drops himself carelessly to the bed beside me. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    I ease up on my elbows, so I have a little height advantage. “You sound... tired.” I’m more than a little hopeful about this. 
 
    He rolls to his back beside me and folds his arms under his head. “I am tired. I worked hard today.” 
 
    He slyly darts a look up at me, and I realize he said this to get a rise out of me. 
 
    Weirdly, it helps brush out the last of the fear. And it makes me feel a little bit tetchy. He should really stop talking. “I could hit you right now.” 
 
    He smiles. “I don’t recommend it.” 
 
    I wouldn’t hit him—I hesitate to so much as smack someone in play-affection anymore. Especially men. I’ve learned that it invites them to smack back—harder. But I think he’s actually referring to the repercussions of his luck-thing. Like the carney who he said couldn’t shoot him unless he wanted to pay for it. “You’re trying to save me from having bad luck?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    Something occurs to me. “You said you were too tired to have a discussion on mates right now, but you weren’t too tired to have sex?” 
 
    His head lifts from his arms and he eyes me like I might be crazy. “I’m never too tired to rut.” 
 
    I hold up my hands. “Okay, okay.” I don’t want to push him to where he feels he should prove it to me. 
 
    “How do you like my pillow?” he asks me. 
 
    I push it towards him. “I had noticed that there was only the one.” 
 
    He gives it a nudge back in my direction, smirking. “What’s mine is yours, narra. But since you’ve commandeered it, I suppose I’ll have to find an alternative bit of softness to rest my head on.” 
 
    I pinch the blanket and tug it up. “Want to roll this up and use it?” 
 
    He smiles at me, head lolling on his crossed arms. “No.” 
 
    “You sure?” I needle. “You’re going to chivalrously give up your one single pillow and the use of your lone blanket to the pregnant woman that you’ve worked so hard to sell all day?” 
 
    Ekan winces. “Perhaps the female who worked very hard today deserves all the little comforts I can offer.” 
 
    I stare down at him. “Wow. Is this really you? Did you really just say that?” 
 
    His smile is crooked and his eyes are endearingly soft. “Surprised?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Without a word, he shifts, bringing the side of his fist to the wall, pounding a button which lowers the lights in the room to a soft glow. I don’t know how well he sees in the dark, but this is a nightlight for me, one I’ll almost definitely be taking advantage of if I wake up and have to pee. 
 
    Somehow, I doubt Ekan normally sets a nightlight for himself. I think about that for a long time. 
 
    “Thanks for not leaving me in the dark,” I finally whisper to him. 
 
    His hand lands on my hip, making me jump. But he doesn’t grope me—his fingers spread out across my skirt, his thumb brushing slowly back and forth in a comforting sort of way before he replies, “You never have to worry about being left, narra. And certainly never in the dark.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    I rub my eyes. “Ekan?” Tentatively, I shake his shoulder—but it doesn’t move. It’s like trying to muscle a 32-oz slab of rump steak while it’s still attached to the bull.  “I’m sorry; get off me.” 
 
    I’m on my side and Ekan’s head is on the side of my stomach. Ekan’s torso is draped on my bottom half like a very heavy heating blanket. 
 
    “Ekan?” I call, more urgently this time. 
 
    “Hnnh?” His fingers flex, inappropriately brushing contact points at my butt and my front because both his hands are wrapped around my upper thighs like I might otherwise try to escape from him or something. I don’t know at what point in the night he decided to ‘find an alternative bit of softness to rest his head on,’ but in sleep, the way his fingers were kneading me says he’s really digging the substitution. 
 
    Heavy and good-smelling, I like feeling Ekan up against me—but he’s going to melt me alive. “You're too hot. Please get off me.” 
 
    With a hefty inhale, one that expands his chest against the side of my leg and feels oddly nice, he lifts his head, and I become aware that my skin where he’s left it is wet-damp. He’s drooled on me. 
 
    “Ugh!” 
 
    Lazily, Ekan swipes it off with his big hand. “I can move. But I like being against you.” 
 
    I shove his arm. “Yeah, well I don’t like to be cooked in my sleep. I need temperature control. I have standards for my captivity.” 
 
    The nightlight shows his smile as he smoothly rolls off of me and to his back, stretching and yawning like an overgrown tomcat. “Fair enough. I have expectations for my captive.” 
 
    He takes ahold of my arm, and after a moment, I see he’s trying to encourage me to move on top of him. But I’m awake now and my bladder is putting out the warning bleep. “I have to go—” 
 
    He tugs me down and I land over him with a soft “Oof!” 
 
    Something sharp pokes my stomach—from the inside—and I freeze. 
 
    Ekan bolts us upright. 
 
    We both stare at my stomach. 
 
    Ekan whispers, “Did our spawn just…” 
 
    I don’t argue about baby ownership or even appropriate nouns when referring to infants. “Baby kicked,” I confirm, my hands shooting to the spot just as Ekan’s hands are covering me. 
 
    Another kick, and we both chirp in shocked awe. 
 
    But I have a pressing concern. “Okay, seriously—I really have to pee.” 
 
    Ekan sits up. “Here, let me—” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I tell him. “Thanks.” 
 
    He rises anyway. “And give the others a chance to capture you on your way to and fro from the karzy?” 
 
    He steadies my arm as I slip off his bed. “Thanks,” I say. “What’s the ‘karzy?’” 
 
    “It’s the room you wash yourself, your outfits, and you take care of your waste needs—waste goes down the cludgie,” he supplies, his eyes on my belly, not my face. He escorts me like I’m in labor, not headed to empty my bladder, and he’s so intensely into escorting me, I fully expect him to wait outside the door until I’m done. 
 
    Instead—he walks right in. 
 
    “Um,” I start. “Privacy?” 
 
    He nods like he understands my concern, and points to the door that’s sliding closed behind us. “The others won’t be able to see you.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I explain as patiently as I’m able. “And I would like you not to see me peeing either.” 
 
    He looks surprised. “It would bother you?” 
 
    I hobble to the toilet, dropping the seat so I don’t fall in. “Do me a favor and amscray. We can argue about this after I finish or I’m going to pee on myself right here in the bathroom.” 
 
    “Karzy,” he says like the term bathroom for a bathroom is the height of crazy. “Or cludgie.” But he turns his back to me, and honestly, that’s better than I was starting to hope for. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say in relief once I’m done. I head for the sink and wash my hands, passing him as he moves for the toilet. It’s weird, hearing him lift the seat and start peeing with no hesitation, like he’s not self conscious to be urinating in full view of a virtual stranger—and an alien to him, to boot. 
 
    He nudges me aside to get to the sink, and when he tries to take my elbow like I might need to lean on him for support, I pat his hand and push it back in his direction. “Babies move. This is new, yeah, but it’s normal.” 
 
    When we reach the bed, he won’t let me decline his offer of help to get on, and with his hand boosting up my butt he murmurs, “Lie with me, narra.” 
 
    My insides clench at the way he purrs the order so that it sounds like a gentle request. The question is—is he asking in the dozing sense—or the biblical kind? 
 
    He climbs up next to me. “Getting hot?” he asks silkily. 
 
    “Not yet,” I answer. “But we’re doing nothing more than sleeping—got it?” 
 
    “I hear you, narra,” Ekan replies softly. 
 
    He didn’t make me sleep with him earlier, but when he tries to spoon against my back, and puts his hand on my stomach, I can’t relax. This interaction tastes a little softer, but I still have the sense that Ekan’s had his amorousness activated. 
 
    This is confirmed when he uses his nose to brush my hair away from my neck, and he starts to nuzzle me. 
 
    All of my I’ve-been-craving-sex receptors light up—but my brain says this is such a bad idea. My body might be willing, but my head isn’t ready to jump into bed with an alien. 
 
    Um… figuratively speaking. 
 
    Before this can get out of hand, I try to engage his upstairs brain. “Being that you’re an alien and all, you’ve never heard the tale of 1001 Nights, have you?” 
 
    Ekan pulls his tongue back in his mouth just before it can touch my cheekbone where he’d been aiming it. “I’m intrigued. Go on.” His hand softly strokes my stomach and my legs go weak. If I were standing, this would be a problem. Being that I’m lying in bed being spooned by sex-on-an-alien-stick, this is a PROBLEM. 
 
    I cough and catch his hand to stop it from petting me. He may be brushing it over Baby, but all my reproductive parts don’t care. They like his nice touches. Too much. “Can I interest you in laying down a bet?” 
 
    Ekan pulls back even more, this time in surprise, clearly happy with this turn of events. “A wager? Oooh, Narra, now you’re speaking my language. I love wagers.” He shifts to rest on his elbow. 
 
    “Okay, good,” I tell him. “Because we’re gonna play a game.” 
 
    “I love games,” he purrs, and his eyes promise that this is true. In an instant he’s over me fully, his hands on either side of me, the lower half of my stomach lightly bearing the weight of the upper half of his flat, attractive stomach. 
 
    This is not an improvement, but my body is a hussy—it wants to wriggle and test the feel of him against all of me. Instead, I manage myself and continue. “I’m going to tell you a story, and if you like the story, then we go to sleep.” 
 
    Ekan stops his trajectory towards claiming my lips. “Are you trying to bargain me into not kissing you the rest of this night’s rotation? 
 
    “That’s my goal,” I whisper. This close, I can smell his breath. Who doesn’t have funky morning breath? This alien, that’s who. He smells kissable. It’s bad. It’s so, so bad. 
 
    He smiles. “What are you offering if I don’t find your story…” his gaze drags down until his eyes zero in on my plumper-than-ever-before breasts. “Pleasing?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We never do settle on what I’d owe him—and I don’t have to pony up a thing because he loves The Dark Knight. I even get into acting out the roles—I talk like tetanus has given me lockjaw for Batman’s voice, and I’ve watched it so many times I can do a pretty impressive joker impression, slicking back my imaginary greasy hair and looking at the world from under my sinisterly set eyebrows. During my performance, Ekan’s attention doesn’t so much as wander once—he’s so enthralled, that when the story ends, he shouts, “You can’t mean to stop there!” and he catches me swiftly by the wrist. 
 
    Maybe it’s because it’s unexpected. Maybe it’s because he’s so intense when he does it—but I flinch. 
 
    For a second, it almost looks like sadness flickers across his face. His touch, which was already light, turns even lighter. He doesn’t let me go, but he’s making an effort to treat me more carefully. He shouldn’t have to—what he did wasn’t wrong, he’s paying for someone else’s treatment of me. It makes me a little sad, and more than a little ashamed. 
 
    Despite the fact he sold me today, killed aliens in front of me (yes, yes, all to protect me—I didn’t miss that fact, but he sold me to them) he has been really nice. 
 
    “Automatic reaction. It’s like a bad habit that I can't quite quit,” I offer weakly. 
 
    Ekan opens his mouth, his eyes almost a subdued, seafoam grey as they lock on mine—but then he shakes off whatever he was going to say, and it’s like he can recharge himself with excitement. “Please, I want another. Wager me or don’t; narra, I want to hear you tell me another story.” 
 
    I should make another bet with him; I should build up all the favors I can with this pirate—but he’s so genuinely appreciative, so earnestly enjoying my delivery, that I’m flattered, and I don’t ask him for anything in return but his warm approbation. I settle on telling him the story of Diehard, and by the end, with my breath heaving like I’ve just crawled through a mile of ventilation ducts, I’m a very pregnant John McClane as I watch Hans drop the thirty-five floors from the top (side) of the Nakatomi plaza (Ekan’s bed). 
 
    By this point, Ekan’s developed such a man-crush on the mastermind, uber-cool thief Gruber that he’s torn between being outraged and celebratory—because who can stop themselves from rooting for the barefoot All-American cowboy who coined ‘Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker!’? 
 
    “That was excellent!” Ekan declares. “Sleep, woman!” he surprises me by ordering, tugging me down and tucking me beside him without feeling me up first. “Get rest. Tomorrow you’ll tell me of this ‘sequel’ you speak of!” 
 
    As he hits a square button on the wall of the cubby and the lights wink out—all but my nightlight—I smile into the darkness, feeling like Scheherazade with movies as my modern collection of Arabian Nights. Finally, my obsession for entertainment has paid off! 
 
    This pirate just got hooked.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Ekan rises from the bed first—though he wasn’t the first one of us to wake up. I’ve been drowsing beside him for what feels like an hour, struggling to get the motivation to get upright. A sleeping Ekan can cuddle—he’s warm, and for the most part, only lightly, unconsciously handsy. Despite this, it’s overall been the most restful night I’ve had in years.  
 
    My bladder, though, demands its due. It’s the pregnancy version of the old rise and shine: it’s time to rise and pee. Fun times. 
 
    As I groan and try to straighten, my spine does a Rice Krispies impersonation—snap, crackle, pop! For whatever reason—maybe the constant weight of growing a whole other person, if I was asked to venture a guess—my back seems to have formed into a permanent ‘s’-curve. But this morning, I feel like I’m a bent slinky who got kicked down the stairs one too many times. And my throat feels funny. 
 
    “Would you like a little help?” Ekan asks in a pleasant, morning-rusty voice, offering me his hand. 
 
    I take it, and start to say thanks—but it gets lodged between my tonsils like my words have turned into chunks of Brillo pad. My throat feels like it’s been torpedoed—which reminds me of the movie K-19: The Widowmaker. It’s about a cold war era ballistic missile nuclear submarine with a damaged reactor, where irradiated steam leakage ravages and destroys the crew. 
 
    Uuuugh, my throat feels like those poor crewman: burned. Blistered. 
 
    This is what I get for growling like Batman during storytime last night. 
 
    Ekan hauls me up, but the shift from sitting to standing causes a change in pressure, and this activates nasal stuff: congestion wallops me—it feels like someone socks me in the sinuses. “Ughhhh, crap!” I. Am. Sick. 
 
    But hot damn, my sick-voice is phlegm-phenomenal. My voice is low, crazy deep, and seriously smoky. “I sound like the lovechild of James Earl Jones and Jessica Rabbit,” I groan as I fall back on the bed. 
 
    “If you’re not ready to get up...” Ekan says—and suddenly his lips brush over mine. 
 
    I twitch away, but before I can warn him, Ekan’s putting the morning moves on me, his mouth covering mine, his hands slipping to my boobs until he pulls back enough to finish, “I can think of a few activities we can do right from here—TEVEK!” he shouts. 
 
    Because I’ve coughed on him. 
 
    “S—” *COUGH!* “Sorry!” *Cough! Cough!* I sound like a Basset hound getting drop-kicked. AaaRUFF! GARFF! 
 
    It’s not pretty. 
 
    Ekan’s damn near backed away from me like he’s seen the Widowmaker too—and I’m starting to look like one of those crewmen. His eyes move over me and he stares in dismay, muttering, “Krit. This is what they warn you about when you buy from an auction. You risk diseased merchandise.” 
 
    “Hey!” I growl—and wowww—if I thought my phlegm-voice was sensual, it has nothing on my sickie-growl. Phlegm-sultry. 
 
    Ekan finds it a little less appealing, if his stricken expression is anything to go by. Have I stumbled on an Ekan-deterrent? He responds almost absently, “I wasn’t referring to you directly.” 
 
    Like I might disintegrate on contact, he tentatively pets at my hair, which feels like a mussed nest. “You were fine yesterday,” he says in bewilderment. “Whatever sickness has befallen you, it hit you hard and fast...” He jolts and his eyes catch mine. “I could craft a fabulous inappropriate comment out of that. Are you feeling too pitiful to appreciate it?” 
 
    I smirk at him. “Take a guess, Romeo.” 
 
    He eyes me like he’s not sure what to make of my reply, or the nickname. “I gather that’s a ‘not right now.’” He motions for me to follow him. “You have to relieve yourself?” 
 
    I really do. We head for the bathroom, and he proceeds to follow me inside again. I don’t waste time arguing with him about it. I glare at him as I fix the seat, drop to the toilet, and groan in scratchy-throated relief.  “Remember that topic we covered—the one about privacy?” I call to him. 
 
    Ekan, who’s standing in front of the mirror, gazing at his reflection—ha! Go figure, his hands on his hips, sends a mild look vaguely in my direction. “You said you didn’t want me to look. I won’t.” He shoves his pants to the floor. 
 
    His bare ass says aliens go commando. 
 
    “Ahhh—!” my voice gives out, too strained to actually manage a scream or do much more than wheeze-squeak. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He looks back at me as if I might be the crazy one. “I told you last rotation. Your actions have consequences—and someone destroyed all of my clean pants.” 
 
    I squeak again. “Oh.” I behaved myself every time I got a peek yesterday. I didn’t glance below his belly-buttonless stomach, and I’m behaving myself now too—and I want to keep it that way. “Can you cover yourself up in something?” 
 
    “You mean if I had anything to change into?” He yawns and stretches, and when I see something swing by his leg, I race to cover my eyes. 
 
    Ekan has an evil laugh. 
 
    I glower at him through my hands. “I strenuously object.” 
 
    Ekan’s fancy spaceship washer and dryer machines take like five minutes to run, so if he wanted clean clothes bad enough, he could just toss in the outfit he wore last night. But this alien is loving my discomfort. Of course he has no plans to end it anytime soon. 
 
    I however, am motivated to fix this. Averting my eyes, I call out, “I’m volunteering to wash your outfit. Just let me get through my morning needs in peace first, please.” 
 
    Ekan adopts a mock-severe expression. “I’m trusting you not to shrink the last of my clothes to something that wouldn’t fit my di—” 
 
    I cover my ears. “I won’t, this time, I promise, I won’t!” 
 
    “...dimples,” he finishes with a grin as equally evil as his laughter. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Once I wash Ekan’s only outfit, thereby ruining all of his fun so that he no longer has an excuse to parade around buck ass naked just to watch me blush (and I really don’t doubt for a second that that’s exactly why he’s doing it), we head down to what he tells me is one of two kitchens on this ship, or in spaceship-speak: galleys. 
 
    I take a seat at the lowest chair the kitchen offers and Ekan feeds me the foods I managed to pick out as good-tasting yesterday. Yet nothing tastes very good today. “It happens when humans get sick,” I explain. “Taste buds are off, I guess.” 
 
    Ekan peers at me like I might be ready to croak on him. He runs a hand through his hair, looking strained. “I’ve got a few tasks I should really complete before the doors of opportunity get barred—but I don’t want to leave you alone and sickening.” 
 
    I wave him off. “Take me back to the room, I’ll be fine. Being sick is going to wipe me out.” When I see his confusion, I clarify, “Make me tired. So it’s best if I just rest. Sleep this crud off.” 
 
    He doesn’t look convinced. “Anything I can do to make you more comfortable?” 
 
    Touched he’d ask, I’m silent a beat, thinking. “Uh, tea is nice,” I decide. 
 
    “Tea?” He frowns at a point beyond me. “I’ll ask Tiernan what plants we grow that’ll be suitable.” 
 
    I rasp a “Thanks,” and try to run a hand through my own hair, fighting against matted tangles. “I could use a shower.” 
 
    “And something for your mane,” Ekan says, his fingers joining mine to comb out my locks. “I’d almost consider looking into the possibility of obtaining a hob.” 
 
    “Is that an outerspace brush?” 
 
    Ekan leans back in his seat, grinning at me. “They can certainly wield a brush. Hobs are males who have been trained in the needs of their Gryfala princesses.” 
 
    “There’s that Gryfala name again.” 
 
    He scratches his chest as he bumps his big toe along my foot, just a casual-friendly hello there between our bodies. “Anything else I can get you before I leave you shut up in the room?” 
 
    “Wait, you’re not going to lock me in, are you?” I ask in horror. 
 
    Ekan freezes and appears a little guilty. “It crossed my mind.” 
 
    “Well uncross it! What if I want out?” 
 
    “The others…” he starts. 
 
    I stop glaring at him and start worrying. “Is it not safe?” 
 
    Ekan’s expression morphs to a pained grimace. “No, you’ve nothing to fret over. In fact,” he sighs as he stands. “Let me take you right to Tiernan. He can get you your tea, and then you’ll have had a chance to stretch your legs before you rest.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I’m nervous that we’re going to Tiernan’s domain; I think I’d rather be locked up in Ekan’s room than left with the Na’rith giant I met yesterday. What is he, seven feet of terrifying? But it didn’t seem like Ekan was keen on me visiting with any of the others, so I keep my preference to myself. I figure I’ll inform him of my choice only if he really does intend to leave me alone with the intimidating alien. 
 
    I’m relieved that Tiernan invited me yesterday, because by the time we arrive, Oquilion’s joined us and is trailing us—okay: me—intently, and when we all barge through the doorway into the tranquil, humid room full of plants, Tiernan looks seriously annoyed. 
 
    Until he spies me with the guys. 
 
    Tiernan is crafty; he doesn’t shoo the other two away or order them to leave—he takes full advantage of their appearance by putting them to work. Hard work. In no time, he has Oquilion and Ekan both helping him drag potted trees to different spots; dirt spilling, Tiernan barking orders—the guys straining, grunting, sweating. 
 
    I sip my tea. Tiernan took a break to steep it for me, and by the time it was ready, he’d taken his shirt off and slung it over something that looks like a terrain cart of some sort. 
 
    Muscles upon muscles upon muscles. Tiernan—not the terrain cart. Keep up. 
 
    Was I nervous about coming here? Fanning myself (it’s the humidity), I prop my feet on an overturned planter and observe the men with rapt appreciation. 
 
    Before I can pour myself a second cup though, Oquilion and Ekan beg off and start to make their escape. I’m stunned that Ekan will leave me—he looks torn, but he keeps checking an electronic device: it seems he doesn’t always play, and duty calls. 
 
    I take a moment to eye Tiernan, who—despite his size—is carefully deadheading little blooms from pepper-looking plants. 
 
    Biting my lower lip, I nod to Ekan, and add a wave goodbye for both him and Oquilion. 
 
    The guys wave back but they make all haste for the door, like they’re afraid if they linger, they’ll find themselves carting potted fruit trees from one side of the room to the other. Again. 
 
    Tiernan sets his trimmers down, and spares a glance at his retreating crewmates. “Should have timed that,” he chuckles to himself before he turns his gaze on me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Better,” I’m happy to report, meaning the words. But I can’t quite meet his eyes. 
 
    Tiernan takes up his trimmers again, the soft snip-snip almost hypnotic in its steady rhythm as he moves from little plant to little plant. “I’m intimidating you, aren’t I?” 
 
    My eyes snap up from his hands, but he’s looking at his plants, not me, so my shoulders lose their instant hunch. “Your stature is just a tiny bit intimidating to a normal-sized mortal like myself,” I try to admit in a teasing tone. 
 
    I miss. 
 
    My admission makes Tiernan’s brow frown harder than his mouth. 
 
    “It’s not you,” I quickly try to assure him, but my voice weakens—due to my throat thing, not from fear—but Tiernan starts hard, like he can’t tell the difference. His clippers catch a pepper stem by mistake, and the budding pepper plops to the floor. 
 
    “It’s me,” I assure him. “I’ll be fine, I’m just like this with big men.” 
 
    Tiernan hesitates. It’s so short, and his voice comes out so devoid of inflection, I’d almost miss his anger if not for seeing the tension steal across his huge shoulders. “Was it a big man who hurt you?” 
 
    I push myself to my feet. “I’ve got to pee—is there a bathroom here, or should I go back to Ekan’s—” 
 
    Tiernan slowly pans his gaze, catching my eyes in a gently chiding way that lets me know my deflection is not fooling him. 
 
    I really do have to pee though. 
 
    “Follow me, please.” 
 
    Silently, he leads me to the bathroom, and to my intense relief, he does not try to horn in and follow me in like some aliens. 
 
    When I emerge, he’s looking over a pair of gloves, seemingly content to wait for me. The patient way he does everything is so different from Ekan. It’s a relaxing change. 
 
    “Would you rather wait in Ekan’s room for the day?” Tiernan asks, his face an unreadable mask. 
 
    Being given an honest choice is a change too. A nice one. And I’m surprised that… now I sort of want to stay. “I won’t say no to the company if I won’t be in your way.” 
 
    No hesitation, Tiernan’s eyes meet mine. “You won’t.” 
 
    “I don’t want to keep you from whatever you need to do—and I don’t want to get you sick either.” 
 
    His lips twitch at the corners, sort of like he’s trying to smile but his mouth doesn’t do it often enough for the muscles to easily cooperate. “You won’t.” He indicates I should join him. I move about an arm’s reach away and we begin to head back in the direction of the pepper plants. “Na’riths are travelers,” Tiernan says. “We aren’t ailed by much and we inoculate against everything that’s a bother. I doubt your kind has something we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    “You hadn’t seen me before yesterday,” I point out, and again, Tiernan’s lips try to twitch up. 
 
    “Fair point,” he concedes. “We could quarantine you.” He draws his wide, blunt nails over his square, thick thumb, as if he’s considering it. “That’s recommended with plants, when you introduce alien species. But you know what I’ve found?” 
 
    I step around a spill of blue-colored mulch, making a wordless sound to encourage him to tell me. 
 
    He catches my gaze and holds it meaningfully. “I’ve found there are flowers that thrive best if you drop them right into an established plot.” 
 
    I smile. “If you knew the paces Ekan put me through yesterday, I think you’d agree I’ve been dropped all right.” Breaking our eye contact, I search the vast room around us, greenery hanging, sprouting, growing, and crammed amongst one another for as far as the eye can see. “So this is your job here—you grow the food?” And some excellent tea. It’s even better than the loose-leaf, specialty stuff you can only find in tiny Canadian and upper New York tea boutiques. Put it this way: if he grows chocolate mint leaf anything, I’ll be his forever. 
 
    “I suppose it might be considered more of a hobby. The bulk of our meals are comprised of your standard ration kits. But fresh food is appreciated when we don’t have time to make port stops, and I find the activity of a grower to be soothing. Technically though, my job is to take my part in missions.” 
 
    “Pirate missions,” I muse. “I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    A rumble makes me glance sideways, and I realize the sound is Tiernan’s low, low chuckle. 
 
    I shake my head to clear away the National Geographic-type factoid narration playing between my ears. Elephants emit low frequency sounds that can travel for kilometers… “What do the other guys do when they’re not doing pirate things? How many guys are there?” 
 
    Tiernan’s corded neck cranes back as he gazes at the ceiling above our heads. “Let’s see…” We’ve arrived back at the table and chairs. “Ekan tests weapons—” 
 
    “He what? You trust Ekan to—” 
 
    Tiernan indicates I should sit. We both do, but his chair groans so piteously that I eye it, expecting it to snap under his big frame. “Who better? There isn’t a weapon that will harm him.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say, realizing how damn handy a naturally lucky person must be. “That’s… useful.” 
 
    “He has his moments,” Tiernan agrees. Then he scowls just a little. “Have you met Prow?” 
 
    I’m about to say no—but that’s when I become aware of a presence beside me. My spine stiffens, and my hand shakes a little as I return my teacup to its chipped saucer—the only cup and saucer on the ship, Oquilion had informed me when Tiernan had him fetch it like he was preparing to serve tea to the queen. 
 
    (He stirred my tea with a stick though, because, I learned, they don’t have any spoons. It’s not a necessary utensil to the Na’rith crew, therefore, they don’t use them. They do have a type of stirrer stick and that was interesting; edible once steeped, with a slightly sweet, almost buttery flavor.) 
 
    “Didn’t mean to startle you,” an unfamiliar voice offers. He holds out his fingertips. “I’m Prow.” 
 
    Glancing up at the owner of the blunt, large fingers, and big hand in front of me, I see a square jaw carved out of a strong face, and a serious widow’s peak up top with a dark blond head of hair. I’ve never seen sideburns that I could like, but Prow’s left strips that trace and accentuate the shape of his face; the effect has me rethinking my ban on the whole style. He’s got a maze of crows feet at the corners of his blue eyes, and the way he’s smiling, it’s pretty telling that he’s earned every one of them. His eyes are playful as I weakly take his hand—but I pull away just as quickly. “N-nice to meet you,” I manage. I’m not scared, but his abrupt appearance did throw me off enough to unnerve me. 
 
    When I squirm in the uncomfortable silence that follows, and finally face forward, I see Tiernan is glowering at him. 
 
    “Hey,” I say. “Don’t blame him for my reaction. It’s not his fault.” My cheeks heat, because I’m aware the problem is in my head. I didn’t used to be like this. I take it as good news though that Ekan’s over-handling of me yesterday seemed to tone down the edges on my twitchiness—and he managed it in just a few boot camp-like hours of Ekanness. There’s hope for me yet. “So, Prow,” I manage through a strangled throat that has nothing to do with fear this time and really does have everything to do with whatever bug I’ve caught. “Let me catch you up to speed. I’m Beth—” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard about you,” Prow assures with a full smile and in warm tones that make my toes curl. 
 
    Stomping my feet to the floor, I try to clear my scratchy throat. “Good things, I hope…” 
 
    Prow grins. “Great things. I heard that Oquilion was shoved right out of Ekan’s room and Tiernan here almost lost his kneecap when he tried to lure you away for some innocent playtime. Seems you’ve got Ekan turned upside down,” he says, and his tone is gleeful, like a brother watching a sibling getting a satisfying comeuppance. 
 
    Or so I’ve seen on TV. I’ve never had siblings of my own to know. 
 
    Prow drags out a chair and spins it around, sitting on it backwards and ignoring the glower Tiernan’s aiming at him even though it’s strong enough it should be turning him into stone. “And with you coming from lock up with a mess of other females and catching something from someone who was a little diseased and infectious, Ekan’s worrying himself like mad, trying to get information on healing Gryfala. He’s hoping your kind is similar enough,” Prow offers congenially. 
 
    Referring to my sale pen as ‘lock up’ makes it sound like I’m the criminal. “Ekan’s worried?” 
 
    Prow grins. “I didn’t know he could be either. It’s awesome.” Looking like he intends to remove the empty seat next to me, so that we have nothing between us as an obstruction, Prow’s hand curls over the back of the chair—and Tiernan’s lip curls up in an unmistakable snarl. 
 
    I stare at Tiernan, alarmed—but Prow? Prow laughs. And laughs. 
 
    Undeterred, he drops the chair with a loud thunk and looks at me like he’s a very happy man. “You’re turning everyone inside out. I can’t wait until you meet Qolt. Ekan’s forbid it for now—do you know if your species coaxes out mate bondings? I’ve heard that sharing is something Na’rith males eventually get used to once they settle into harem life with their mate, but he sure seems to be struggling.” He shares this so gleefully. 
 
    “Woah,” I hold up my hands. “Hang on. Go back,” my voice squeaks the word, “Mates—bonding—harem life?!”” 
 
    “We’re nothing like Rakhii,” Prow says with a rolling-shrug, “We won’t kill each other over our mate, but Na’riths feel a particularly strong attachement. Tricky to work around with so many males. Keeps mated life interesting.” He looks me over with critical interest. “What of your kind? Do you keep harems?” 
 
    I wheeze the word on repeat. “Harems? Harems?” 
 
    “Guess that’s a no,” Prow says with a delighted curve of his lips and an ever-deepening crinkle around his eyes. 
 
    Who is Qolt? There’s another pirate? And Ekan doesn’t want me to meet this one? 
 
    HAREMS? 
 
    “Shh, have some more tea,” Tiernan rumbles, his words coming fast enough they’d almost sound panicked at my reaction if it weren’t for the measured speed of his movements as he pours me a refill and presses my cup into my flapping hands. 
 
    Prow pulls a brush out of his pocket. “By the by—this is for your mane,” he says, and sets it on the table. “Thought you might like one.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say automatically, on some sort of robotic autopilot while the word HAREMS! bounces around my brain, and visions of Tiernan, Ekan, Oquilion and Prow crowd around Ekan’s spartan little one-pillow cubby, with me in the center of the bed. A shadowy fifth figure hangs back in the doorway—Qolt, since I’m having trouble imagining him. 
 
    Whenever I imagined a harem, I always envisioned more pillows, I think inanely. 
 
    Scowling, Tiernan shoves back his seat without another word, and stalks down a row of greenery. 
 
    I try to sip my tea, and Prow happily helps me find cloth to mop up what I spill of it with the way my hands are slightly trembling. 
 
    Tiernan returns, dropping down into his seat, making it creak like this is the last warning it’s going to be able to give him. He pulls himself to the table in a move that looks as gentlemanly as his next one: he holds out a long stemmed flower to me. 
 
    “Oh,” I pip. “Thank you.” I take it, holding it in one hand, and I give up trying to manage a cup of hot liquid; I pick up the brush instead, clutching both gifts and trying to process the events of my life up to this point. 
 
    HAREMS. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” I say faintly to Prow. 
 
    He nods. “I heard. Would you like help with your mane?” He tilts his head to the brush I’ve got in a death grip. 
 
    Tiernan’s big hand claps down over Prow’s shoulder almost before Prow can finish the question, and certainly before I can answer. He hauls Prow out of his seat saying, “Time to put you to work: let’s go.” 
 
    Still wide-eyed, I watch two impressive aliens muscle sacks of dirt, mulch, and heavy planters while they growl and exert lots of grunting effort. As before, I find I don’t regret the show. With the idea of a male harem planted in my head, the display spins into my fantasies as I sit. 
 
    Eventually, I manage to calm down. 
 
    And because it’s just that darn good, I even finish my tea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Ekan appears out of nowhere and snags me with a now-familiar arm-around-my waist move. “Do humans take naps?” 
 
    Instantly, I forgive him for taking liberties (not that I minded him hugging me to his side, if I have to be honest). “Pregnant humans love naps. We sort of need them.” 
 
    Ekan’s expression flashes to one of worry, his eyes scanning me quickly before he puts on his playful mask once more. “Then narra, let’s take a daybreak and go to bed.” 
 
    I collapse onto his mattress gratefully. He immediately drops next to me, using my hip as his pillow again once I’m settled. He pats my side. “I’ll wait until you’re not dripping with illness before we rut our brainpans loose.” 
 
    I blow my nose very pointedly into the handkerchief Prow procured for me earlier in the day. “Thanks bunches. Why are you so crazy?” 
 
    Ekan’s lips curve up, but he looks almost… vulnerable. “Maybe I’m showing off for a female. Perhaps I believe it’s worth making an ass of myself if it succeeds in making her smile.” 
 
    This shuts me up. 
 
    I adjust the pillow against my neck. 
 
    Ekan adjusts how his neck is laying over my hip. 
 
    It almost makes me smile, even though, surely, these guys have a spare pillow, or a blanket we could roll up and use for one. Evidently, Ekan didn’t go looking for one, and for reasons I don’t care to examine, I didn’t ask anyone if they had a spare to loan us either. 
 
    We doze, and when I regain consciousness, I see Ekan’s eyes are peeped open too, but he doesn’t bounce up with boundless energy like I expect. It’s nice to soak in a little quiet together—who knew he even could? 
 
    Tentatively, because his head is right there, I brush my hand over his hair. He nuzzles deeper over me, and I tense—but he doesn’t take it farther than that. He lets me play with his hair, and it surprises me how much I like it. He’s basically an overgrown cat; very pretty, very warm, but I’m watching for the moment when his eyes go wild and a spazzy spell overtakes him. 
 
    Cats. Sure, sometimes they can be jerks, but they’re so self-sufficient, and funny, and they make awfully comfy lap decorations. They’re not hard on the eyes when they’re draped on top of you either. I sift my fingers deeper into Ekan’s hair. “Ekan?” I rasp in my Jessica Rabbit and James Earl Jones-blend voice. 
 
    Ekan shifts, sitting up a little, his eyes opening again. “Mm?” 
 
    Since there’s no daylight on a spaceship, Ekan set the room to nightlight before we zonked out. Now, his arm brushes me as he reaches over to tap on the wall. Brighter light fills our space, and I see Ekan in his just-woken glory. 
 
    Not a bad sight. 
 
    I get right to the point. “I heard about this harem thing.” 
 
    Ekan gives his head a shake, just one, and sits up a little more. “Not for you. You’re all mine.” He peers at me. “Tell me though,” he reaches out, skating his thumb over my dry, slightly cracked lip. He glances around his room, squinting at his piles of things. When he gets up and starts rifling through drawers, I don’t interrupt him. 
 
    He returns to me with a round ball of what looks like… wax. I jerk back slightly when he drags it over my bottom lip. I can’t tell if he notices my reaction or is choosing to ignore it in favor of a kind of hardcore, 48-hour desensitization therapy. “What’s the process for human females colonizing with mates?” he asks soft enough that my eyes jump to his.  
 
    I run my lips against each other, gazing into the calm of his greys. “Thanks.” 
 
    His matter-of-fact retrieval of lip balm on my behalf affects me almost as deeply as all of his heavy flirting has managed. Because he’s not trying to impress me, or woo me—he saw I could use help and he was moved to do something nice for me. No deals. No trying to sell me. No strings attached. 
 
    He watches my lips when he replies. “Feel free to show your appreciation in physical displays.” 
 
    Nevermind. I throw my head back and make my throat sore when I groan. “I’m ignoring your suggestion,” I inform him, and he flashes me a smile. “Traditionally, we don’t ‘colonize.’ Most humans pair up in… pairs.” 
 
    Ekan looks genuinely stunned by this news. “That’s wonderful!” 
 
    “I’ve always thought so too,” I say. “But your friends—” 
 
    “Crew,” Ekan corrects. 
 
    “I was getting a distinct, definite friend-vibe,” I muse. 
 
    “Jacklegs,” he scoffs. “We stopped being friends when I brought my female aboard.” 
 
    Warmth curls in my stomach and it better be the baby moving, not me melting over some idealized view of his possessive words. “So you have no plans to share me.” 
 
    Ekan’s gaze snags on my chest. “Correct.” 
 
    “Do the other guys know this?” I ask. 
 
    Ekan grimaces at my chest. “Those rakehells all know.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He sighs and his eyes raise to mine. “It’s the female’s prerogative to choose who she spends her time with, mostly, so they’re aiming to be your choice no matter what I say.” 
 
    I scoot myself closer to him on my knees, really wanting to hear his answers. “What do you mean, ‘mostly?’” 
 
    Ekan lifts a strand of my hair, and starts to slowly play with it, swishing it over my jaw. “I mean that if you were a normal Na’rith female—and not my female belonging to me, me, and only me—” 
 
    Despite myself, I smile at his insistence that I’m all his. 
 
    “—You could have any male you choose on this ship. But we Na’riths experience mate synchrony, where an entire crew desires a future with the same female. From time to time, you’re bound to get stolen.” 
 
    My eyes bug out of my head. “WHAT?!” I rock back and end up dropping to my butt, and to save my balance, I land on my elbows. 
 
    “Not from the ship,” he’s quick to assure me—if this sort of answer can reassure me. “Just between the crew mates. Na’rith like to… well, Beth, you know we love to steal,” he says in the same matter-of-fact way I might say people love to breathe oxygen. “We see something worthy, and we’re infatuated. So we take it: it’s what we do.” 
 
    I’m still struggling to process. “You guys steal women from each other?” 
 
    As if he’s been with me through this entire pregnancy, Ekan expertly slides his arms under me and helps me sit up sort of perpendicular to him, with my shoulder resting over his hard thigh. “You. We would steal you right out from under each other.” 
 
    I stare at him. 
 
    “Sometimes in the literal sense,” he feels the need to add. 
 
    I try to swallow. 
 
    “But you have nothing to worry for!” he insists, petting back my hair. “I’ve warned them all away from you; they’re aware of who you belong to.” 
 
    My lips purse at the smug way he’s added this last part, and he grins at me before he goes serious. 
 
    “Beth?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Just don’t…” he reaches out, and pets my stomach, making my skin tighten and relax under his hand. “Don’t get near Qolt, all right?” 
 
    And I think to myself, who is this Qolt? And WHAT level of bad is he if my fearless pirate is warning me away? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    When I’d asked Ekan as we rose from our nap what I, as his belonging and glorified possession, was allowed to do, he’d alien-shrugged and said I could do whatever I liked. 
 
    Then he asked me if I’d like to see the treasure room. 
 
    UM, YES. A treasure room on a pirate ship? YEAH, TAKE ME THERE! 
 
    “I vow I’ll roll with you on piles of precious gems just as soon as I finish this deal I’ve got simmering,” he’d promised—and while I was having visions of Scrooge McDuck doing the breaststroke past mounded hills and in pools of golden coins, Ekan was ducking in and stealing a quick kiss. 
 
    It was kind of cute. 
 
    I sigh. Okay. He can be really cute, when he’s not driving me up the wall. 
 
    “You look lost,” someone calls. 
 
    I turn and find Oquilion. 
 
    “I’m looking for something to do,” I tell him. “What the heck do you do on a pirate ship?” I’m thinking my sole option basically consists of exploring. I have to find some way of getting my exercise. 
 
    Oquilion checks his wrist, where he’s got what looks, for all intents and purposes, like a watch. What it is about an alien (living on a spaceship) wearing a wristwatch that’s hard for me to wrap my head around, well, I’m not sure, but I’m a little flabbergasted. 
 
    “Do you play cards?” he asks me. “I have some time.” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah…” Then I shake my head. “But probably none of the games I know are the games you play.” 
 
    Oquilion grins. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    Before we make it to the table in a sort of relaxed dining chamber tucked inside the scullery, (Oquilion offered his room, but the memory of the other offers he made me when he invited me to his room was too loud to ignore and brush aside, so I chose the neutral ground of the dining table to play) someone shouts, “BRACE!” 
 
    Dimly, I’m aware that the voice sounds like Prow, and since Prow is nowhere down this corridor, there must be a very clear-sounding speaker nearby. I only have time to ask, “Brace for what?” right before Oquilion dives for me, smooshing me into the wall of the corridor—but mindful of my stomach, not putting too much pressure—and he reaches up and grasps a handle above our heads. 
 
    Huh. I didn’t even know there were handles in the walls, why are there… 
 
    BOOOOM! 
 
    The floor under my feet rocks, my back knocks up against the wall, and my stomach bumps gently into Oquilion. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I choke out, panicked. 
 
    “Nothing much to worry about,” Oquilion soothes. “Ekan’s boarded a ship to acquire some of their goods. Evidently they’ve learned of it, and they’re attempting to shoot us off of their hull.” 
 
    “Ekan’s doing WHAT? We’re—they’re shooting at us?! Off of their…” 
 
    “We’ve latched on to their hull,” Oquilion confirms with a gentle nod. “Our stealth shields are excellent; they wouldn’t have detected us, not with our tech. That means something went a bit awry inside the job. Not to worry though; Ekan’s a—” 
 
    “Luck source,” I finish for him—with him, since he’s saying it at the exact same time. 
 
    “We’ve been stalking this shipment for some time,” Oquilion offers conversationally as he straightens a little—but he doesn’t take his hand off the handle, and because of that, I don’t try to get out from where he’s got us tucked together. “They even managed to give us the slip; we thought we’d lost the chance at their haul for good, but then there they were. We didn’t dare pass the opportunity.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I agree faintly. “Pirates.” 
 
    “That we are,” Oquilion agrees cheerily. 
 
    “BRACE!” Prow shouts again, and this time, I absolutely pinpoint the speaker his voice is piping out of. It’s positioned about three feet above my ear. Yowch. 
 
    KABOOOM! 
 
    We rock even harder, but the aftershocks aren’t yet shaken away when through the same speaker, I hear Ekan hollering: “SUCCESS! Let’s cut lose before their patrol can follow us out—” 
 
    There’s a zzzolt! sizzling sound, and Ekan’s voice doesn’t sound buoyant anymore when he hisses, “Well, that hurt you more than me, didn’t it? That’s a bad luck boomerang, patrolman, and don’t you deserve it—this was my only shirt!” 
 
    The transmission goes quiet. 
 
    “Did he say ‘us?’” I ask. 
 
    Oquilion’s eyes are doing a little zouk-lambada dance—not from my question, but because I think this activity is having a different sort of effect on him than it is on me. He seems to be growing excited in direct proportion to the danger level that feels as if it’s increasing. “Ekan and Tiernan went aboard.” 
 
    “Tiernan?” I gasp. Why the thought of the giant Na’rith sneaking on this ship to steal their goods in secret shocks me, I’m not sure. He told me he pirated. Of all the pirates I’ve met thus far, he sure looks like he can take care of himself in a dangerous situation—but I guess it’s just that he seems too nice to sneak onto a ship with the intent to steal. 
 
    A smaller explosion rips under my feet, or so it feels like. I must turn green, because Oquilion bear-hugs me and laughs. “That’s outgoing,” he says like that’s explanation all by itself. 
 
    “Outgoing?” 
 
    “Return fire,” he clarifies. “Krit, I should have taken this shift. This is great fun!” he crows. 
 
    “We are definitely experiencing different emotions at the moment,” I inform him. 
 
    “Beth?” Oquilion asks, letting go of the handle so he can kneel. “Are you feeling well?” He places the back of his hand not on my forehead, but on my throat, and I suppose that makes sense since my voice is affected—maybe he thinks the throat is therefore the spot on a human that you check. “Is it your sickness?” 
 
    “It’s the excitement,” I correct. 
 
    His eyes search mine. “Do you still want to play cards?” 
 
    No, I don’t feel like playing anything at the moment, but I also don’t want to stay in this hallway, waiting to hear if Ekan and Tiernan are all right. “Is it safe for us to walk? What if there are more explosions?” I ask, and point to the handle, since we’ll have to leave its safety. 
 
    “Oh,” Oquilion waves this away. “We have these all over the ship for just such occasions. Don’t fret.” 
 
    “Oquilion?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please take my mind off of what’s happening.” 
 
    Beginning to look concerned, he takes my arm carefully and leads me to the kitchen chamber. There are four steps down into this nook, and the doorway is shaped like a soap bubble that’s being blown off your hand; bulging wider on top, and slightly smaller on the bottom, vaguely bubble-oval shaped with a short lip we have to step over. Oquilion holds my hand to steady me as I do. 
 
    There’s one table in here with enough chairs to sit six people, which is handy. Every vertical space is crammed with cupboards, drawers, and cabinets, all of them with doors that snick closed and stay closed when you shut them—a necessity when you live in a vehicle that makes aerial maneuvers, I’d suppose. 
 
    There are card games and board games galore, and to my surprise, Oquilion keeps me invested in each of the games, keeping my attention on playing rather than worrying, and he’s a great teacher. 
 
    Prow’s the first to enter the kitchen and find us, and he’s soon joined by Ekan, who is looking victorious. If I thought the man was an energy squirrel before? 
 
    He’s basically live electricity now. 
 
    “BETH!” he shouts, his arms outstretched like he’s about to grab me right up. 
 
    He does. “Oooph,” I protest. “Ease off, you overaffectionate psycho…” 
 
    “Don’t squeeze her,” Oquilion barks in alarm. 
 
    Prow’s boots clomp over—not that I can see him behind Ekan’s hard chest as it’s smooshing my face, but I hear him fine when he punches Ekan in the back and says, “Stop it. You’re going to smother her.” 
 
    Feeling the strike—even through the barrier of Ekan’s body—makes me tense up. 
 
    Ekan backs off of me. “That would be terrible!” He says it breezily enough—but his eyes look more serious than playful as he gazes down at me, and I know he noticed my reaction. 
 
    “I appreciate that you recognize that,” I inform him blithely, (and a little more shakily than I’d like). I stare up into his still-mostly-elated expression until I feel grounded again. 
 
    Ekan’s hand skims my shoulder softly, and gives me a reassuring squeeze. It feels like we’re having two very different conversations when he teases with his words a heartbeat later. “I recognize a fair bit. If you were smothered, I wouldn’t be able to play with you at all.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why you shouldn’t smother a female,” Tiernan says sarcastically as he enters the kitchen. “Nebulas and damnation, how did this jackleg end up in our crew?” he asks the other two. 
 
    “Dunno,” Prow says, like he’s still trying to figure it out. 
 
    “I think we lost a bet,” Oquilion offers, surreptitiously leaning over and flipping up my top card—which is technically cheating, but that’s been half the fun of him playing with me. He’s showing me all the ways to rig a game. He flicks a new card in my direction, even though I’ve been hauled out of my seat and can’t exactly reach my hand to continue the game. 
 
    “Shut your yammerer cannons, all of you,” Ekan tells them, but he doesn’t sound bothered at all. To the contrary, he’s still in a great mood. He glances down at the game in progress, and without asking, he snatches up my (losing) hand and takes my spot. 
 
    “Hey,” I protest—but Ekan’s ready for it, and although he doesn’t look up from examining the cards, his smile spreads right before he tugs me down onto his lap. 
 
    “This is a terrible hand,” he informs me. 
 
    “A lost cause?” I ask. 
 
    “Ha,” Ekan kisses the side of my face, messily and loudly—not sexy at all, yet somehow… super sweet. “With me in the frame, nothing is a lost cause.” 
 
    “Your legs are going to fall asleep,” I warn him. 
 
    Ekan gives me a genuinely confused look. 
 
    “I’m too heavy to sit on your lap,” I whisper. 
 
    Ekan’s eyes drop to my cards—now our cards, and his brows twitch. Not up, not together—they just twitch. “I’m not sure whether you’re insulting me, or yourself, but I’m ordering you to stop.” 
 
    Not sure what to say to that, and deciding to ignore the flutter in my stomach that doesn’t feel like Baby, I tackle another concern. “What did you steal?” I ask him. “And why do you smell like… smoked...?” I’m not quite sure what he smells like. But I rub my nose, because whatever it is, it’s making me itch when I try to inhale at him. 
 
    “Smoked spices,” Tiernan answers. “We’re now the proud purveyors of a bay full of spices and salts.” 
 
    I sit bolt upright. “You risked your lives for a couple of McCormick’s racks?!” 
 
    Tiernan’s eyes almost glow. “Who is McCormick—and what sort of spices does he carry?” 
 
    I wave him off. “Pretend you didn’t hear that. Are spices really a commodity?” 
 
    Tiernan spreads his hand, and Ekan adjusts his hold on me, his arm banding gently around my stomach. “We’re flying in space, past planets who’ve had variable success at being terraformed. Everything mineralized and grown on sunlit soil is a commodity.” 
 
    When I think on it, it doesn’t seem so outlandish. Once upon a time, East India spices were big business for the rest of the world to get ahold of on Earth. They were used in everything from food to medicine. And Tiernan’s right. It’s not like cayenne pepper is growing by itself in outerspace—same for deposits of minerals. Moreso for minerals I’d think, because Tiernan’s shown me the greenhouse where they’re obviously growing some things, but there aren’t exactly going to be mineral caves stalactiting on pirate ships out here in the great black. 
 
    “Huh,” I say finally, and settle in to see how a real card game is carried out among pirates. 
 
    We play like that, the guys all joining in to give me pointers on how to cheat—and of course, with Ekan directing my hand, we win. 
 
    Also because Ekan’s the one directing my hand, we suddenly have screwball stakes. “I demand sexual favors,” he insists without warning. 
 
    Prow drops his cards. “Ugh, count me out of this.” 
 
    Oquilion’s making a face too. “Sorry, narra. You two are going to be playing alone.” 
 
    Tiernan uses the flat of his hand to slide his cards away too. “You won’t get me under this vekwit for all the credits in the known universe.” 
 
    I can’t help it; I’m laughing. My hands slap over my sides to hold my stomach, and in this moment, I feel carefree. I’m surrounded by good company, I feel their kinship; I’m feeding off of it, the friendship is that strong. My stomach is full of warm, pretty decent food, and I might be feeling a bit under the weather, but I’m still feeling good. 
 
    The alienman I’m sitting on spreads his hands over my thighs, holding onto me, but surprisingly he’s not trying to take further liberties—despite claiming that I owe him favors of a sexual nature for tapping into his luck source powers. 
 
    Still chuckling softly, I lean back, into Ekan’s front, and just… relax. 
 
    “Tired?” he murmurs. 
 
    “I’m good,” I tell him. And that’s how I fall asleep; wrapped up in Ekan’s arms, in the scullery just off a pirate ship's galley, filled with thieving, cheating aliens I’m starting to like a lot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    I wake up on a bed, Ekan’s bed, with his hand running over me idly. 
 
    “Awake?” he asks. He taps my throat softly with the side of his thumb. “Tiernan said you should have another draught before you drop off for the night. It’ll help your throat feel well in the morning, or so he hopes.” 
 
    “Okay.” I yawn and stretch before I try to roll towards my other side—and can’t. “Help me turn over, please.” 
 
    “Sure,” Ekan says agreeably, and he’s so quiet, I wonder if he’s tired or if he’s getting sick too. I haven’t known him long, but he doesn’t seem like he’s the kind of guy that can be quiet. 
 
    Conversationally, I offer, “At my size, they call this capsizing.” 
 
    Finished rolling me, he pats my hip, reaches over me for the mug, and hands it to me—then he helps me sit upright when he sees it’s taking me effort to manage too. “If you hadn’t noticed, I need no help finding trouble. Don’t try to bait me into commenting anything about your size.” 
 
    I suck in a breath to argue for the sake of arguing—heaven help me, but with Ekan, I’m starting to find squabbling is fun—but I must catch spice motes off of Ekan that somehow haven’t critically attacked me til now—and without warning, I sneeze. 
 
    I leak pee. 
 
    Horror fills me. This isn’t like ‘Oops, I wee’d a little when I laughed’—this is a flood of pee. 
 
    Ekan draws back his knee, which he’d just been sliding between mine like I might not notice, or protest, if he moved stealthily enough. And with his lips starting to softly graze the side of my face—like as long as he doesn’t kiss my germ-ridden mouth, all systems are safe to go—he asks, “Is my leg… getting… wet?” 
 
    I push back from him, cursing. 
 
    “Is this normal?” Ekan asks slowly—but not hesitantly. Something about his tone strikes me as odd, but I’m too appalled at my body to examine it or guess what his motivations for asking are. 
 
    “I’ve heard it can be,” I tell him. “Oh my goodness, I’m so, so so sorry—” 
 
    “Will this happen again?” 
 
    I wince. “Was there peppery-type spices in the ones you stole? Because I could be wrong, but I think a whiff of something clinging on you set me off. How are you not sneezing?” I cover my face. “I bet if I suddenly coughed, it’ll happen too.” I moan into my hands. 
 
    “For how long?” Ekan asks in a weird voice. 
 
    I wince. “If I had to guess, I’d say until I deliver.” Ekan pulls my hands away from my face. Forced to meet his eyes, I add, “But hopefully not! Hopefully it’s a one-off thing. I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    But I don’t get a chance to burn in my mortification. Ekan’s jackknifing off the bed, even while he’s starting to strip naked. “Up, up, narra—let’s not waste this opportunity! We’re going to use your body’s warfare against your admirers.” 
 
    I try to resist, I try to stop him from towing me off of the bed with him. “At least let me clean—” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it—let’s hurry. We can’t waste this opportunity.” Thankfully, he stops stripping once he’s taken off his shirt. I’m really not at a place to appreciate the sight and it’s kind of a shame for the view to be wasted. 
 
    I try to appeal to the good in him, if he has any. “Tell me I’m misunderstanding your evil plan. You want to pawn me off on the other guys, knowing that I could urinate on their beds?” 
 
    “Narra, I’m counting on it.” He stops suddenly, and for one wild moment, I think he’s seeing reason right up until he asks, “You should have that draught.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes. 
 
    “For your health, you should hydrate.” He widens his eyes and holds out his hands in a placating gesture. Then he ruins it by adding, “Considerably.” 
 
    He reaches over me, grabs the draught, and presses Tiernan’s mug into my hands. He makes me finish all of it, and tries to get me to work on a refill as he drags me into his diabolical plans. 
 
    As I’m towed along behind him, I ask, “You’re not going to warn them, are you?” 
 
    He chuckles as if my question is the epitome of absurdity. “Of course not.” 
 
    “You’re a terrible person.” 
 
    “Why? Because I want to laugh with my crew?” he asks so innocently, I’d almost believe him. 
 
    “You want to laugh at them—that’s not the same thing at all!” 
 
    He rolls his shoulders back, like this distinction is negligible to pirates—and maybe it is. But this prank is gross. And messy. And that’s exactly his point—because who wants to have sex with someone that’s sick, sneezing, and involuntarily urinating on themselves, you, and the bed you sleep on? 
 
    None of them will want to get romantic with me like this, and it will be hard to forget after this, so his plan is terribly effective. But this isn’t right. This isn’t a harmless joke. I would be—well, pissed if someone did this to me. 
 
    I tug back on my trapped hand, attempting to hold onto some dignity even while my thighs are wet with my urine. “I have to warn them what could happen if I sneeze.” 
 
    “You won’t warn them,” he warns me. 
 
    Over my protests, and with relentless—if gentle—force, Ekan ushers me to Oquilion’s room, and tells me in a low enough voice so as not to be overheard, “If you spoil my fun, I’ll have to find alternative ways to enjoy myself.” 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” 
 
    He squeezes my hip, squishing me into his side. “I’ve always wanted to freeze brand my name on my woman. It’s a common practice among Na’rith groupings,” he shares. 
 
    “That’s… That’s so...” I sputter, “Savage! That’s barbaric!” 
 
    He rolls his shoulders again. “I gather it’s quite erotic for the participants.” His dirty, dirty eyes heat as he waves his hand over my backside, indicating my ass. “I once saw a female with nine names climbing up to an indecent place.” His eyebrows bounce, and he grins at me. “Care to hear where I think you’ll like my name taking you?” 
 
    My retort is a witty, “I’m so mad at you right now,” because Oquilion’s just opened his door to us, looking surprised and confused. 
 
    I want to warn him. But I also believe that Ekan just might do something crazy—like freeze brand his name on me. 
 
    “I’m cautioning you: she’s disgusting in bed,” Ekan intones gravely, like he’s fully disclosing my condition to his friend. 
 
    Oquilion’s brows rise imperceptibly. Which is a funny look with his hair spiked all over the place from sleep. “Of all people, I’d have thought you would appreciate that quality in a female.” 
 
    Ekan inclines his head almost demurely. “Oh, I do, I do—but her illness is off-putting. You’ll see.” 
 
    Oquilion looks at me with a heaping measure of welcome sympathy—and a lot of heat. And because I feel disgusting, it’s especially flattering to be considered any level of attractive at the moment. With a huff (that comes out sounding like a congested snuff), I yank out of Ekan’s grip and stride into Oquilion’s room. 
 
    “Oh Beth darling?” Ekan calls with syrupy, saccharine concern. When I spin on my heel (as much as I’m able in my condition) I’m just in time to catch Ekan’s balled up shirt as it flies through the air. “My narra is comforted by my scent when she sleeps,” Ekan informs Oquilion. 
 
    What a damn liar. Not that his smell isn’t nice—but that’s not why he’s doing it, what a cheater! 
 
    Through slitted eyes, I refuse to return his jaunty wave goodbye, and I can’t muster up a return smile for Oquilion either as he struggles to hide his pleasure at my presence in his room. 
 
    He dims though when I stop at the side of his bed, refusing to climb on. 
 
    “You don’t have to…” he starts. “I can take the floor.” 
 
    If anything, I should be the one taking the floor. But if I do that, I’ll kill my back and probably hurt myself. Pregnant women are not built for roughing it. “Don’t be silly,” I tell him. “Thank you for taking me in—I just don’t want to make a mess in your bed...” Ekan already told him I was disgusting. I can say that much, right? But I’m reluctant to get too daring. I’d bet all these pirates’ money that Ekan’s got his ear pressed up against the door, listening so he can enjoy the joke—and making sure I don’t spoil his fun. 
 
    Oquilion takes my hand, looking very sincere when he says, “Don’t worry about a thing, Beth. Everything I own will wash. Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    “Fine,” I say glumly, which makes him chuckle as he nudges me to get on and pick a side. 
 
    Like Ekan, Oquilion has only one pillow to his name. We both stare at it until Oquilion asks, “Do you want the pillow or your first mate’s shirt?” 
 
    He doesn’t even sound covetous when he says ‘your first mate.’ I can’t do this. “What’s a freeze brand?” I ask in trepidation. Like my body is a ticking time bomb, I oh-so-carefully shift to my side and opt to rest my head on my curled up arm. 
 
    Oquilion’s brow furrows and he shoves Ekan’s shirt under my cheek. “Why do you ask—” 
 
    “*ACHOO!*” 
 
    Warmth spreads, a horrifying warmth, and I know when it hits Oquilion, because he rolls to his back with a hissing chuckle. “I knew he had an ulterior motive, I knew it! There was no way he’d hand deliver you to me without a hidden agenda.” 
 
    My face is on fire and guilt is giving me heartburn. Oquilion waves my feelings away though, and helps me up to the bathroom. The nice thing about your owner not providing you with panties is that you have no panties to get wet when he does his best to help you piss on his friend’s bed, and the material for this mini skirt just needs a wipe down. 
 
    When I’m all clean, and my cheeks no longer feel like they’re on fire, Oquilion pulls me into the comforting wall of his chest for a very nice hug. I relax against him, breathing his non-spice scent in. Under my ear, I feel his voice when he asks me, “All better?” 
 
    “Hmm,” is all I’ll commit to, and this makes him man-snicker. 
 
    I’ll note that this also sounds good under my ear. Oquilion is so nice. 
 
    He asks, “How tired are you feeling exactly?” 
 
    My eyes pop open. My alarm bells are being tripped by whatever I just heard in his tone—something devious. “Whhhhy? It’s time for bed—what do you think?” 
 
    His hands slide up my arms and give me light squeezes. “Aw, narra, I’m going to owe you an apology and a nap.” 
 
    I’m already shaking my head no, but he just gives me a clever smile that says he’s up to no good. “As much as I regret to disturb you again, we have to show Prow. Believe me: Prow deserves you.” He quickly corrects: “Uh, deserves this.” 
 
    My mutters of disbelief are ignored as he tows me across his room, and jerks open his door. 
 
    And lounging in the corridor across from us, shoulders against the wall, is Ekan. Grinning like the Cheshire cat—and holding up a mug of steaming Tiernan’s-brewed-tea. 
 
    “You can’t have her back,” Oquilion says. It would make me feel all adored and wanted—if he didn’t immediately follow it up with barely restrained excitement in his deep voice as he declares, “We have to give her to Prow!” 
 
    “I know it!” Ekan crows—and they look so happy together. 
 
    Good. They can keep each other company after this, because I sure won’t. 
 
    I fume. 
 
    Ekan presses the mug into my hands and they make me drink two hydration sleeves on the way to Prow’s before Oquilion is knocking on their victim’s door, trying to kill his gleeful smirk before it can look too suspicious. 
 
    Ekan whispers a low reminder. “Act sick.” 
 
    “I AM sick, you insensitive pair of donkey’s asses—” 
 
    Ekan brings his fist to his chest. “Are donkey’s asses handsome then? Or do they look more like him?” He points to Oquilion, as if he’s uglier than sin. 
 
    Unperturbed—refusing to be perturbed with all this upcoming fun to be had—Oquilion’s eyes are basically doing a breakdance. He knocks again, bringing his knuckles and the heel of his hand to the door in a pounding beat. 
 
    I shake my head and glare at them both. “Shame on you two,” I whisper. 
 
    The door finally opens. Like Oquilion, Prow’s hair is also tousled in sexy disarray, and his eyes are dangerously narrow-squinted—until he sees me at Ekan’s side. “Beth?” Concern is plain in his voice. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Doggone it; he’s sweet. Before I can say a thing, Oquilion clears his throat and offers, “To answer your question, liquid nitrogen applied to a metal branding implement is an effective method of freeze branding maverick… stock.” 
 
    My spine snap-freezes. Liquid nitrogen. The element that is so cold, it froze the mercurial shame-shame finger-wagging T-1000 Terminator when Sarah tried to shoot his evil ass dead and failed. 
 
    Prow blinks in sleep-foggy confusion. “What?” 
 
    Ekan waves at me, indicating strongly that I should go in. “Beth is disgusting with her sickness. Do you want her?” 
 
    Tight lipped, I keep my nose in the air and refuse to look at any of them. 
 
    Prow makes a mumbled protest about them both being assholes—endearing him to me—as he takes me by the elbow and tucks me into his side. 
 
    The cursed shirt—the offending item of clothing that Ekan liberally, intentionally resprinkled nasal-itchy peppercorn-like grinds on as he and Oquilion marched me here—is tossed to me again before Prow’s door is slammed in their twinkling-eyed faces. 
 
    Like the nice guy he is, Prow gives me a hug, says sleepy, reassuring things, and it’s not long before I’m in bed with him, pulling a sneeze-n-pee on him too. 
 
    Prow falls out of bed laughing. 
 
    He races to meet with the other two idiots in the corridor, and proving he’s no more mature than his friends yukking it up in the hallway, he immediately shoves the refilled mug that Oquilion’s holding into my hands and urges me to drink it. Stonily, I do, and against my will, I listen to formerly-nice-guy-Prow making giddy plans to use me as the ultimate weapon of mass destruction: he wants to set me up to play the Trojan horse for Tiernan. 
 
    “No,” I refuse stubbornly. 
 
    Prow tries to wheedle my disapproval away. “Narra, you don’t understand—never, not in all my solars, have I succeeded in pulling a win on Tiernan.” 
 
    “You guys are supposed to be like brothers—is this how you would treat your brother?” I meet each of their eyes, earnestly trying to appeal to the good inside of them all. 
 
    “YES,” they assure me in enthusiastic unison. 
 
    “Gah!” I groan, and cover my face. None of my white-picket-fence-perfect television show families ever did this to each other. Either my favorite sappy afterschool specials didn’t properly prepare me for what the inner male is truly like, or aliens are kind of devious and space pirates are a little (or a LOT) morally bankrupt. 
 
    Prow tries once more to implore me with his eyes; a pair so deceptively sweet they’d put a blue-eyed husky puppy out of the begging business. “You’re so perfect! Beth, please help me do this.” He looks so earnest that if I didn’t know what he was asking for, I’d never suspect him of being so underhanded and sneaky. He plucks three hydration sleeves up and tries to push them into my hands. “Drink these.” 
 
    “Before or after I finish this?” I ask hotly, wiggling my mug. 
 
    “Careful now; drink it, don’t spill it,” Ekan says, and I glare at him. 
 
    He just gives me his Grinch smile, unrepentant. 
 
    “You are all rotten!” I tell them. 
 
    “I’ll rub your feet all rotation tomorrow,” Prow promises. 
 
    Oquilion nudges him aside, and bows gallantly. “Beth, I’ll rub you wherever you want. Anytime.” 
 
    “Tevek off,” Ekan says, sounding almost scandalized. “Only I get to rub her.” 
 
    “NONE of you are ever going to touch me,” I hiss at them—and then I stare into my mug in a little shock, because it’s empty. “I hate to undermine myself, but it turns out that I was sort of thirsty, and I’m sad to say, it seems that I could use a refill—” 
 
    Prow’s pressing the cursed hydration packets back into my hands, obviously hopeful that I’ll refuel for him and really make him proud. 
 
    How. Disturbing. 
 
    This time, Ekan and Oquilion hide around the corner, grousing a little that Tiernan is so suspicious—evidently, they believe that if he sees them, he’ll know they’re up to no good. 
 
    With the way Prow’s grinning, I sure as heck wouldn’t trust him either, but I’m not about to tell them that—let Tiernan have a running chance at stopping this madness. Prow takes me up to Tiernan’s door, his expression unnaturally delighted for this hour—but before he can have his fun doing the knuckle rap dance, I call out, “Knock, knock!” 
 
    Prow gives me a very interested look. “On your Earth, your doors are voice activated?” 
 
    We hear rustling behind the door, so I ignore his question in favor of venting my feelings on this whole business. “What are a group of Na’riths called?” I slap a hand over Prow’s mouth and supply my own answer. “A migraine.” 
 
    Tiernan opens the door, brow furrowed threateningly at Prow, who doesn’t appear worried and who gives the same ‘Beth is very disgusting’ story as the other two, and who forces me to take the cursed spice shirt. 
 
    Tiernan immediately swings the door open wider, shaking his head at Prow. “Despicable.” 
 
    He welcomes me in, slams the door in Prow’s face, and this time, I get to laugh—because wisely, somehow Tiernan just knows to lay down clear waterproof greenhouse curtain material over his sheets before we climb in to sleep. 
 
    Tiernan gets me settled on his bed, under his blankets, and starts petting my back. I could be imagining it, but he seems both amused and resigned when he pushes the spice shirt my way. He’s being so, SO nice—and I think he’ll protect me from being freeze branded. I can’t keep it from him. “They don’t want me to tell you but—” 
 
    “Shhh,” Tiernan says, still stroking my back. “I’m aware they’ve got some kind of game going on.” 
 
    I cheep, “And you don’t want to know? Your friends are bad! They are trouble!” I cry in a faux-Jamaican accent ala a talking crustacean from a childhood mermaid movie. 
 
    He scoffs. “It got me you, didn’t it?” 
 
    That’s really sweet. “Aww. But—but you don’t know—” 
 
    “Beth,” he says on a laugh. And he tugs me to his chest— 
 
    And it’s his spicy shirt that makes me sneeze. 
 
    “There it is,” Tiernan says—not mad, not worried, not surprised. He expected foul play and took measures to mitigate the damage. He gets up, grabs a towel to sop up the plastic sheet under me, and dampens a washcloth, handing it to me to take care of my legs and skirt. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumble, wiping myself down. 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” He sets a second towel down next to me. “In case you need it, narra,” and he plants a forehead kiss on me that makes my toes—and my heart—curl and sparkle, just a little bit. 
 
    Then he settles himself beside me. “If you get thirsty, there’s a thermos of tea,” he reaches to a recess next to his pillow, and passes it over my head to a recess in the wall on my side. “Beside you.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re really great.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he says—and yes, he’s definitely amused. 
 
    “You’re not going to pass me off to the mystery guy?” 
 
    His thick lips twitch up—with amusement, I’m pretty sure. “Qolt?” 
 
    “He’s the one,” I say, rolling onto my elbow. “Where is he, by the way? I’ve never even gotten a glimpse of him in passing. Do you guys keep him locked up?” 
 
    Tiernan snorts. “Hardly. He tends to keep to himself. At this moment in time, he’d best be on the bridge, manning the ship and overseeing our general safety.” His finger traces the sensitive skin of my elbow. I didn’t know my elbow liked to be touched. But it sure, sure likes to be touched by him. “We’ve got a female to care for; we can’t be letting some other crew get the sneak-up on us.” 
 
    “Uh huh. Glad someone is steering this thing. So... the sneeze-and-pee tricking-crusade is done?” I purse my lips and eye him cooly. “I’m not going to be hustled off to prank Qolt?” 
 
    Tiernan’s brow cocks. “I can spend my night in bed with a beautiful woman, or I could give her away to another? Do I look like these other fools?” 
 
    I smile at him, huge. “No, you don’t, sir. Good for you.” 
 
    Through the door, Prow’s voice is muffled. “I’m never going to succeed in skylarking you, am I?” 
 
    “BIG mistake to give me away,” I call back. “Backfired HUGE.” (Yep. That right there’s an adapted quote from Pretty Woman.) 
 
    Tiernan’s tone is wry and a little, tiny bit smug. “It doesn’t look good, does it?” 
 
    Ekan’s voice is a little fainter, either because he’s further away from the door or more shocked. “I don’t understand—this wasn’t the way it was supposed to go…” 
 
    Tiernan’s rough chuckle makes all my parts vibrate like the Operation game if the tool touches your body, except there’s no red buzzer, and it doesn’t feel like a bad thing. “Green rooks, all of you.” 
 
    It’s an insult to which Ekan snorts good naturedly. 
 
    “I swear you have a latent luck source gene,” Prow grumbles, his voice moving away. “Night, Beth!” 
 
    “Night,” I answer, and despite peeing on myself four times tonight—these crazy guys have made me feel very… included. For the first time ever, I wasn’t observing fictional family hijinx through the plasma screen of my TV—I was smack in the middle of it. It was crazier and maybe a little more real than I ever imagined. They made me their pawn, but they also made me the center of a (somehow!) good natured game. I wasn’t left on the outside looking in, yearning to belong. 
 
    I work to my other side and wriggle back a little, until big knees fit to the backs of my knees, and the tops of Tiernan’s sleep-pants-covered thighs are warming my hamstrings nicely. Ekan’s already gotten me a little bit addicted to the simple pleasure of touching another person with no pain on the menu, and I trust Tiernan enough to give me this much with no expectations for more. 
 
    A brawny arm drops over me, and rests there. 
 
    I sigh in pure bliss. Perfect. 
 
    My spacemen can be strange. But they’re also really... nice. 
 
    And with that, I fall asleep next to the quiet, comforting presence that is Tiernan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19—TIERNAN 
 
    TIERNAN 
 
    When my Comm to Oquilion brings up a view of him massaging his temples, I ask, “Not feeling well?” 
 
    Oquilion jerks his thumb behind him. “They’re giving me a headache. The good news is, at the rate Ekan is going today, we won’t have to share Beth with him anymore. Perhaps never again—” 
 
    Suddenly, their shouting drowns out our conversation. Beth’s voice rings out. “I said you ARE a huge dick!” 
 
    Ekan’s rebuttal is smug and a little baiting. Creator, how he razzes her. “Ah. I heard ‘have,’ not ‘are.’ You can see why I was confused.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I literally just let her out of my sight with him. He wanted to be the one to feed her breakfast.” 
 
    Oquilion snorts. “He wants to assert himself as her only mate, is what you mean.” His smile turns smug as he gives me a look. “He’s your responsibility this rotation.” 
 
    Normally, I’d want to ignore this because it is my Ekan-rotation. The shift that each of us rotate amongst each other so we can monitor the danger level of our luck source’s activity. Ekan prefers Prow over the rest of us because Prow gives him the most freedom. I’d grouse about that, but it happened to be Prow’s rotation when Ekan wandered off only to stroll back with Beth, so… 
 
    Well. I’ll give him his due: sometimes the trouble he stirs up for himself brings about something incredible. 
 
    But I can’t leave our incredible Beth to Ekan’s company—or clutches, rather—not if he’s riling her up this early in the day. “I’m heading back.” 
 
    “I’ll hit the bridge,” Oquilion replies, meaning he’ll relieve me of my post. 
 
    Ekan and Beth are still sniping at each other when I reach them. They haven’t even managed to make it to the closest galley without a quarrel arising—and I know precisely who's to blame for that. 
 
    Beth’s voice arrives to my ears first: “I’m just saying; you aren’t five broke college boys—how can this place have no silverware? It’s no wonder no woman will have you! It’s seriously uncivilized.” 
 
    Unimpressed, Ekan enunciates like she may have missed something vital. “We’re pirates. And ‘silverware’? Do you mean cutlery? Exactly what do you think pirates do? Never once has a job gone easier thanks to—nor has my life been spared by—a spoon.” 
 
    Oquilion is shaking his head at them. He gives me a weary roll of his eyes. “Manning the bridge will be a welcome break. Quest luck, as the Rakhii say.” 
 
    The tips of Ekan’s sharply-pointed ears raise high. They say the sharper the ears, the more trouble the Na’rith gets into. His are sloped like the curve of a blade. “Wait, wait—I was just contemplating the origins of that parting phrase the other day. You believe it’s Rakhii-borne too?” 
 
    Oquilion response is a firm, “No Rakhii, Ekan,” as he leaves me to deal with them on my own. 
 
    I pass by Ekan, and cuff him upside his hard head. 
 
    His hand flies up to clutch the back of his brainpan as he spins. “What the tevek was that for?” 
 
    I stumble for my action against the luck source, but it barely checks my stride. I start to pass by Beth, who is raising her hands, looking like she’s about to clap, or cheer—or do her own cuffing of Ekan—and I cup her elbow to begin steering her away. 
 
    “Gibbs him again!” she cries nonsensically. 
 
    “You can’t just make off with my Beth-gift! I was in the middle of playing with her,” Ekan calls. 
 
    Beth growls at him. 
 
    I run my hand down her arm until I find her fingers. I tug at them to gain her attention. “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starving,” she answers, her aggression leaving her as she decides to ignore Ekan entirely and focus on me. She walks faster to keep better pace with me. “That’s where we were headed. We would have made it there if he hadn’t opened his mouth. Do you guys have ‘man-lipstick’ here? It’s stuff you apply to a man who needs quiet time. On Earth, we call it ‘duct-tape.’ Upstairs kitchen or downstairs kitchen?” 
 
    Kit-chen. It’s interesting, the little words in human that she drops here and there when her translator should auto-supply her with our words. “We’ve tried an affixative like it,” I share. “The luck bounced back on the applier though, and it was almost two rotations before Qolt could speak again.” Beth’s mouth drops open at the shock of luck-repercussions. “What have you tried in the tanks?” I query. We stock an assortment of lake and sea-bourne foods, growing them fresh in raceway tanks that line the walls and form an island between the cabinets, each fitted with filters that pull the fish waste up to fertilize the plants on the deck above us. 
 
    For a moment, Beth wrinkles her nose. “Nothing yet. I’m not sure I like alienfish.” 
 
    We clatter down the steps towards the lower deck’s galley and she takes a stool at the bar while I retrieve a net and a frying cup. 
 
    I scoop out an iiwykia—something Beth comments looks a little like an Earth prawn, which I gather aren’t her favorite by the way she covers her mouth—but after spinning it so that it’s sizzling hot in the frying cup basin, I hand it to her and we find it’s quite to her tastes. 
 
    “It’s sort of cheddar-cheesy,” Beth muses. “May I have another, please?” 
 
    Instead of giving her another male, I dip the net back into the water, and chase and corner a female. “Try this one. Females have a chewy center and a mildly nutty flavor. It’s a little different from males; you might like it. Plus, they were a pair—now they won’t be roaming alone, one without the other.” 
 
    Beth’s face falls. “I hate to stifle you, but I need you to not share my food’s life story with me, or I can’t eat it.” She grimaces. “If I’d known this ahead of time, I don’t think I could have eaten the first one.” 
 
    I acknowledge this with a grunt. Nothing wrong with having a tender heart; I like this trait fine in our Beth. The iiwykia sizzles as I spin her around the frying cup. When she’s ready, I nudge Beth to take a bite of the steaming hot meat. 
 
    Reluctantly, she does—then her eyes go very round. “Candied pecans!” she says around her mouthful, and whatever that means, she must like it very much. She chews and savors and when she’s done, her voice is oddly lower and ever-so-slightly demonic. “GIVE ME MORE GIRLS. I NEED ALL THE GIRLS, RIGHT NOW.” She clears her throat and shakes herself, adding a delayed, “Please.” 
 
    A few clicks later, and I’ve captured so many pairs I’ve lost count, with me eating the male for every female Beth consumes. I’m hunting another female for her, but I tsk when I tug the iiwykia from the driftwood she was hiding under. “Scummy luck. Sorry, narra.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Beth asks, crowding me, her stomach pressed to the glass and her hands curled over the lip of the tank. “What’s the matter with my sweet, sweet food?” 
 
    Not even trying to suppress my chuckle, I point to the iiwykia’s back. “See the glowing dots?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Those are offspring,” I explain. 
 
    “Okay,” Beth says. “What do those taste like?” 
 
    I give her a disturbed look. “We don’t eat precious mothers with offspring here.” I send a judgemental glance down at her own proudly protruding belly. 
 
    “Right, and I respect that,” Beth says earnestly. Then her eyes dart to the iiwykia again. “What about runts?” 
 
    I gape at her. 
 
    Beth sends an angelic smile up at me. “Just kidding!” She darts another look at the iiwykia and whispers, “Sort of.” 
 
    “I’ve heard enough.” I release the iiwykia and set the net in the strainer on the counter. “You’re cut off for now.” I give her a mock frown. “You should probably be a little ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    Beth stares into the tank. “I am.” And if I’m not mistaken—she mouths “But only a little...” to the bug-eyed iiwykia that stares back us from the other side of the glass. 
 
    I take Beth’s arm. “You. Come with me.” 
 
    She snickers as I lead her to the greenhouse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20—TIERNAN 
 
    TIERNAN 
 
    After she pulled her fourth muscipula sprout clear away from its taproot, it became plain that replanting is not Beth’s strongest skill. 
 
    My movements slow with determined restraint, I pluck the latest unlucky seedling out of her unfortunate, death-dealing hands, and sweep up the carnage. I only pat her shoulder when she tries apologizing again—and then I brush away the dirt trail I left on her. “Let’s... start you on trimming,” I tell her as I retrieve and set her up with scissors in two sizes; one for the miniature trees, and one for thinning back vegetable plant stems. I show her what to cut, and where, and we stand side by side in the quiet for several moments, with only the snip and clip sounds of our shears passing between us. 
 
    Heat creeps up my neck when I notice Beth’s attention keeps straying to me. I don’t know why her focus is speeding my pulse; we’re quickly getting covered in plant sap and dirt, but she might as well be licking the side of my throat for how hard my heart has started beating. 
 
    After sharing my bed last night, and after enjoying a highly entertaining—if iiwykia decimating—meal, I should be growing less nervous that I’ll mishandle her, but after frightening her so badly when we first met, I’m afraid I can’t be too careful. 
 
    I don’t want to make her fear worse. 
 
    I wish I didn’t frighten her at all. 
 
    I wonder if she can see some sign of my reaction to her, a pounding pulsepoint or two, because she looks like she changes two shades of color before she averts her gaze to what’s under her hands and breaks the silence, asking, “Did you garden with your parents?” 
 
    I scoff. “I only had the vaguest idea of what a garden might look like. I didn’t know food could taste fresh until I set out on my own.” 
 
    She gives me a wide-eyed glance, so I add, “Jesting. But barely. If I tried fresh foods, it came directly from a vendor we snagged, or whatever planet we landed on—not our ship. No one had a clue how to grow anything.” 
 
    “Where did you learn then?” 
 
    “Here and there, I suppose. A lot of trial and error. I bought a stalk of something pretty one day and wanted to keep it.” I give her a deprecating smile. “I even named it.” 
 
    “Did you?” Her hand flits up to cover where a heart would be if she were Na’rith, as if she’s touched by my admission. “Did it live?” 
 
    I suck my lower lip over my teeth, missing how raptly she watches me do it. “Killed it by naming it alone, I think.” 
 
    She laughs, like I intended her to—although the story is no exaggeration. I expound with, “It’s taken practice to cultivate success with greens; though I developed an interest in them, I lacked teachers. None of my koundreths—the men who raised me, who make up my parent crew—or my spawner ever remember any of their parents spending time in a growing room—so if the trait trickled down, it’s from an ancestor a ways back and I didn’t inherit much in the way of ability. I had to build up to what I manage now. But garden cultivation was a skill that paired well when I joined this crew. Creator knows none of these other machaii care to raise our food.” I start to snip off an early stalk of lukaacha, but I point it out to Beth instead, indicating she should cut it. I don’t smile, but inside, I’m already amused as I wait for her reaction. 
 
    She nearly drops her shears. “It looks like it’s bleeding!” 
 
    “Sap,” I explain, and my cheeks feel like they’re swelling. The muscles in my face aren’t used to smiling, and even though I’ve restrained myself around her, they’re still getting a workout, even in small doses and displays. “Take a bite of the shoot and leaves.” 
 
    Beth laughs a little, and my eyes narrow—struggling to determine what about my suggestion prompted her amusement. 
 
    Seeing my reaction, she only laughs a little harder. Dutifully though, she takes the shoot and chomps on it. “Like a carrot,” she says thoughtfully around her mouthful. “And a sticky graham cracker. Weird.” Then she grins. “Okay, so on Earth, we have this thing called a Panda bear…” 
 
    She proceeds to tell me of an Earthen creature who eats plant leaves, along with the woody shoot stems that they grow on, and she tells me of a rather popular blague among her people that’s humorous because it’s a play on her Earthen words. 
 
    “See, ‘shoots’ has two meanings: one is the plant-type, and one is a bang-bang from a weapon type. And ‘leaves’ has two meanings: one grows on a shoot, the other is an action, you know, when you walk out…” she sighs. “And in your language, these are all separate words entirely, so this joke is literally lost in translation.” 
 
    Bravely, I place my hand on her back, and rub up and down slightly. For some reason, the idea of this seems more intimate than even a pat, therefore, I’ve been debating with myself for several clicks as to whether I should comfort her with the polite touch on her shoulder, or this more personal connection as soon as she began to flounder in her explanations. “Plants don’t tell many blagues. I spend a lot of time with them. Consequently, I’m afraid I’m not used to reacting to humor.” 
 
    From the doorway, Ekan scoffs. “The lighting in here is simulated sunlight. Secretly, we keep hoping it will supply him a vitamin that can make him a cheerier bastard.” 
 
    In my somberest voice I turn to Beth and deadpan: “Is it working?” 
 
    Hearty laughter bursts from her. I’m so enchanted and taken with the sound that I start when her hands land on my arm and she leans heavily on me, chuckling. 
 
    Rut the simulated sunlight—just give me Beth. 
 
    Ekan joins us, eying our closeness. He reaches out to draw Beth his way. 
 
    I block him. “She just found some calm. Do not start rattling her cage,” I warn him sternly. “For Creator’s sake, she’s full of spawn. Acquire some compassion.” 
 
    Beth starts humming, and oddly, uses part of what I just said to make up a song in different voices, as if she’s enacting a play all by herself. “It’s Phantom of the Opera,” she says dreamily. “I would never have given Gerard his ring back, never. It’s really fine that she didn’t keep him and Raoul—I mean I would have, but this way, at least I’d get one. Dark and damaged is fine by me. Mine, mine, mine, all mine.” 
 
    As with any alien, it’s expected that they’ll lapse into periods in which you have not the faintest of what they’re skipping about. I roll my shoulders as I run my thumb over her cheek, wiping away a smear of dirt. 
 
    Beth’s lips tilt up shyly. 
 
    Ekan sighs—lighter, my intuition tells me, than he wants to. “My sire warned me that someday I’d have to learn to share.” 
 
    “Implying you can manage to?” I mutter. 
 
    “Ha!” Beth says. “And what did you think of that?” 
 
    Ekan feigns incredulous outrage. “Narra, I thought he meant toys, not a woman.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    One rotation later… 
 
    (In humanspeak: the next day.) 
 
    As I show her how to fit a pre-measured meal sleeve into the nonparticulate radiator heating slot, Beth observes, “I can handle this. We basically have these too: microwave entrees with dubious nutrition.” 
 
    “They’re nutritious,” I contend. “You must not care for your microwave meals overmuch?” We’ve found that our mate is a bit of a hesitant eater. These are easy for her to prepare when she’s hungry… unfortunately, they just aren’t much to her taste. 
 
    She grimaces. 
 
    “We’ll keep trying things, narra. We’ll catch something you find palatable.” 
 
    “Where?” she asks with a laugh. “At an outerspace grocery store?” 
 
    My translator offers ‘Grocery, grocer; a person who sells items in gross.’ I shake my head. “Nothing quite so extreme. We’ll net a ship, and appropriate—” 
 
    “Steal,” she corrects. 
 
    “Raid,” I counter. 
 
    She makes a face caught somewhere between horror and discomfort. “Raiding sounds worse than stealing!” 
 
    I give up on attempting to soften the reality of our favorite activity. “If they don’t have what you want, we’ll net another and steal again.” I chuck her chin. “Don’t fret, we’ll keep at it until we find what you need.” 
 
    She pushes my hand down. “I’m not ‘fretting’ because I’m afraid you won’t find foods I like to eat.” She squeezes her eyes shut and takes a long breath like I’ve only seen her wrestle with when she’s conversing with Ekan. 
 
    I don’t like to think that I’m anywhere as near a challenge to her as Ekan. Problem is, I fail to see where I’ve navigated wrong. “Then what is causing you to fret?” 
 
    “Oquilion, you can’t just rob someone of their food.” 
 
    I can only stare at her. “You’re objecting to the method in which we obtain goods? How are we supposed to eat?” 
 
    “A good start would be not stealing.” 
 
    My brows nearly crash together, and my lower jaw falls. “Beth—you’re on a pirate ship.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” she groans. 
 
    Next she’ll claim she wants to be involved in no skullduggery. Thinking for a moment, I try to approach this from another angle. “We won’t be taking their property by force.” Technically. 
 
    Beth’s expression lightens considerably, despite looking more confused than ever. “You won’t?” 
 
    I nod, taking her under my arm. “See—provided we’re not taking the stealth route—we immobilize a ship, board them, look over what they’re carrying, and ask them where they’re headed. We make sure their shipment gets delivered.” 
 
    Her eyelids lower, and her lips puff together as if they’re asking for a kiss. “Out of the goodness of your hearts huh?” 
 
    I roll my shoulders. “For a price.” 
 
    Beth drops her fork to the table like she’s lost her appetite. “You should have just stopped at ‘you don’t take property by force.’” 
 
    I retrieve her fork and press it back into her dismay-limped fingers. “I’m beginning to see that.” 
 
    Prow’s boots thud down the stairs, and he appears in the side doorway. “Beth!” he calls, pleased to see her. 
 
    She leaves me to embrace him, hiding her face against his side. His smile fades as he sets his hand on her mane. “What’s upset you?” He looks around. “I didn’t even think Ekan was down here…” 
 
    Beth snorts and pulls back enough to speak. “For once, it’s not him. Not directly,” she adds grimly. “I just learned that this ship charges other ships to rob them. That’s… that’s beyond wrong.” She bites at her lips. 
 
    “Kayzeh,” Prow says, sending me a bewildered, worried glance. “Dispossessing a couple beings of their property? This is where the skip is?” 
 
    Beth makes a face. “You say that as if I have a frayed wire or something.” 
 
    Prow’s brows bounce subtly, but he keeps his yammerer shut to that. “Let’s see how we can patch this.” He takes her by the shoulders, forcing her to face him full on, giving her the full power of his light-hearted, empathetic gaze. “Narra, we escort ships and their goods. We provide a useful service—we stop them from being attacked by violent pirates.” 
 
    Her eyes are narrowed, perhaps considering. 
 
    “Na’riths have cultivated a reputation for guaranteeing that goods arrive to their destination docks on time and unscathed,” he continues. 
 
    All true… He’s only leaving out the part about our cut. 
 
    Prow wraps an arm around her back, and as she returns the gesture, I’m left to trail a little behind them as he guides her to a seat at the table, wondering how I managed to lose my Beth-time. 
 
    I need to learn to manage her better. This inhibition she has with stealing is a foil to the progression of our relationship. 
 
    She takes up her foodsleeve, fighting not to grimace as she squeezes the paste into her mouth. “So you guys are trying to claim that you’re basically a hybrid of a floating space mafia and Robin Hood?” 
 
    From the door nearest the tanks, Ekan bounds into the galley. “What is this I hear? What’s a mafia?” 
 
    Beth covers her eyes. “Forget I said it—you’re not going to get any bad ideas from me.” 
 
    The idtrek moves into the empty chair beside her and tosses his heavy thighs over her lap. Which is mind boggling, because with her stomach puffed up with spawn, she doesn’t have much lap to offer. “Beth; bad ideas are often the best ones—and I definitely want to hear all about yours.” 
 
    I scowl down at him. “You’re going to crush her, machaii!” 
 
    He doesn’t so much as spare me a glance. Ekan takes Beth’s hand, dragging it down his throat, making her stroke him. “I’m not sitting on her. She’s fine. She’ll like it.” 
 
    “She,” Beth growls, “Thinks you’re nuts.” But she doesn’t tell him to move. And she doesn’t fight him for her hand’s freedom—although this may be simply because she’s aware of the futility. 
 
    After all, once a Na’rith gets ahold of what he wants, he tends to consider it his. 
 
    “Nuts, hmm. I’m getting a couple options from my translator,” Ekan says, idly toying with her mane as she spears him with slitted eyes of fire. “But I like the one that means you believe I’m big-balled.” 
 
    Beth slaps herself in the face, and keeps her hand there until Ekan collects that one too. Now the fool’s got both her arms, and he’s still pinning her legs. She purses her lips at him. “It seems I’ve got five options to choose from on this ship, with at least three of them being on par with your hotness, but significantly less wacky. You should know that in a game of Bang, Kill, Marry, you’re going to get rubbed out, and not in the way you’ll like.” 
 
    “Explain,” Ekan purrs. 
 
    “Get off of her,” I order him. 
 
    The look he sends me is not playful. “I’ll use my toy however I like.” As Beth stiffens in his grip, he begins nuzzling the top of her mane. “Besides, she’s growing fond of me.” He drags his nose along the side of her face. “How am I to learn how to treat her unless I practice? If she doesn’t like something, my Beth will tell me.” 
 
    “Your Beth has tried!” she shouts. “You don’t listen.” 
 
    “Sorry love, what were you saying? Just joshing, just joshing. Can you fault me for finding it more fascinating to listen to what you don’t say?” He nips her rounded ear, and even Prow bristles beside them. “Whisper your every Ekan-punishment fantasy to me, narra,” Ekan flicks the length of his own ear to encourage her, adding what’s probably supposed to be a deviously handsome smile. “I might like it.” 
 
    The smile or the words must actually work, because Beth’s blood changes the color of her face. She doesn’t let him win her easy though. She pins him with a stare that would wither a male if he possessed a bigger receptor for fear. 
 
    “Your confidence is astounding,” I mutter to him. 
 
    “So is the size of my cock,” Ekan shares easily. He tips his head like he’s sharing a confidence with me. “Think there’s a correlation?” 
 
    Beth stands, dropping his legs to the floor. She takes up her meal and strides off, calling, “Enjoy swinging that around—by yourself.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    With Beth still not quite feeling well, we mostly leave her to recover—even Ekan tones down his ass-headed teasing. When she regains her health, she begins to venture to us, sharing her company, and seeming to enjoy ours just as much, if possible. Our Beth is a treat, and we love her pluck. 
 
    We’re all at the table, everyone present but Qolt, and we’re teaching Beth to play tay mek lokk, when a beeping emanates from Ekan’s suit. He steps back and starts slapping himself; the pocket on his left upper quadrant, the pocket on his right, followed by his hip pocket, his rear pocket and across his body to his other hip. 
 
    “Hey Macarena!” Beth calls out—and then she giggles to herself, much to our collected bemusement. Finally, she asks, Ekan, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Ekan answers absently. “Looking for my Comm.” 
 
    She sets her cards down. “You’re going to have to be more specific. What does your Comm look like?” 
 
    “It’s about eleven standard space parameters long, and six and a half standard increments wide,” he explains. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you how big you wished it was,” Beth snickers to herself. 
 
    We all erupt in laughter. 
 
    Ekan’s wearing an expression so proud, you’d think Beth had just given him something he’s wanted very badly. “That was a good one. Who knew I’ve been sharing my bed with such a sharp-tongued female?” 
 
    An arm wraps around the back of Beth’s chair—making Ekan’s smile for Beth turn into a glower for Oquilion—who, in fact, had the honor of hosting Beth last night. 
 
    Oquilion is undeterred. “Don’t fret, Ekan. I’m happy to have Beth under my blankets as much as her tongue prefers.” 
 
    Beth’s cheeks heat, and she rolls her eyes as if exasperated with both of them. She picks up her cards and makes a show of studying her hand. 
 
    She doesn’t dislodge Oquilion’s claiming arm. 
 
    I wonder how deep an indication of her favor this nonaction is. Ever since Ekan played his prank with her reaction to sneezing, she’s rotated between each of us, spending the entire sleeping increment in each of our berths. It’s as if Ekan’s game broke down a barrier, making her feel comfortable enough to spend the nocturnal hours with us. 
 
    My gaze shifts to Tiernan, because we likely have him to thank for this. Ekan too, once he relaxed enough to share the wealth—but if she hadn’t felt safe with Tiernan, if her experience hadn’t been pain-free and a positive one, it’s doubtful she’d have tried any of the rest of us. 
 
    Pain free. Yes, we’ve all noticed Beth’s little flinches and onset of nerves when she encounters loud, sharp sounds, raised voices—and raised hands. 
 
    Ekan finally locates his Comm and taps out a reply to whoever contacted him. Then he stands and swiftly exits—walking out of the game without a word. 
 
    “Should we wait?” Beth asks, her wrists resting lightly on her belly as she holds her cards. 
 
    I reach across the table to refill her drink—another tea that Tiernan brewed from a blend he had Beth taste test to her liking—and I give her a quick shake of my head. “Not a snap. The only way any of the rest of us have a chance at winning is if he leaves the rutting game. Let him chase whatever’s got him preoccupied.” 
 
    Two of Ekan’s turns get skipped, and I filch three of his cards. Beth catches me, and before her admonishment can leave her lips, I steal a kiss. It’s short, but so sweet, I want to drag her off with me the moment I pry my mouth from hers. 
 
    But while I steal from her lips, Oquilion’s arm doesn’t move off her shoulders. I watch out of the corner of my eye as I razz her, but his muscles don’t tighten. I decide this isn’t so much a territorial display. He just doesn’t want to let her go, and I don’t blame him. I’d want to hold onto Beth too, especially if she’d spent the night in my bed. 
 
    Strengthening this impression, Oquilion doesn’t try to dissuade me from wooing her as the rest of the game rolls on. 
 
    When I move to lift another one of Ekan’s cards, Beth grabs me by the jaw and pulls me down for a kiss. I’m shocked into a sputtering silence. 
 
    The kiss goes on so long, my fingers go numb and I drop my own cards. By the time she pulls back, I’ve forgotten all about Ekan’s—which, by the way Beth is blushing and grinning and trying to dart her eyes between me and anywhere else but me—was exactly her intention. 
 
    She looks pretty—and she looks pretty pleased with her result, too. 
 
    So am I, narra. 
 
    Oquilion laughs at my dumbfounded floundering, even Tiernan is smiling—Tiernan!—and Beth takes pity on me and helps me collect my card pile. 
 
    When she sits back down she takes my hand—the one with fingers, not cards—and holds it in hers. Oquilion dropped his arm from her when she stood to help me, and now as a clear bid to reconnect, she leans a bit, just enough that she lightly rests against him. 
 
    Looking a little stunned and a lot hopeful, Oquilion raises his arm again and tucks her under it. His awestruck gaze meets mine over her head, and I relax entirely. There’s no competition here. Oh, sure—it won’t be long before we have a great time vying for her attention. But for now, we recognize that Beth needs to be eased into a Na’rith mating arrangement, and everything she’s giving us is more than worth waiting for. Better to take our time and be cautious rather than move too fast and upset her. Our Beth is fragile. 
 
    Tiernan explodes upright in his seat. His cards flutter everywhere, and his chips pop up and roll around and right off the tabletop. 
 
    Used to his calm quiet, it’s a shock to see him shocked—and he’s staring at Beth… who is covering her mouth as she surveys the mayhem. 
 
    “Nebula’s belt.” Oquilion’s grinning at Tiernan archly. “Did something attack you under the table?” 
 
    My gaze leaps to Beth—and my jaw drops as she covers her face to hide and snicker. “I wanted you to feel included!” she protests, laughing and sounding embarrassed. “I was trying to find your knee. I didn’t mean to reach that far!” 
 
    Oquilion chuckles. “Oh, narra, I don’t think he minded…” 
 
    “It’s not a big table,” I pretend to observe. “But I bet Tiernan’ll be wanting to cut it in half and make it even easier for you to include him anytime you like.” 
 
    Tiernan snorts and collects what’s left of his chips and cards as he takes his seat, color rising like a dark band around his neck and traveling into his hairline. Before his silence can stretch on long enough to make her more uncomfortable, he rasps, “Feel free to include me all you want, Beth.” 
 
    Beth drops her face into her arms on the tabletop and gasp-laughs, “I can’t believe that happened…” 
 
    “I’m not regretting that it did,” Tiernan returns, flashing an honest-to-Creator smile and sounding quite smug—justly so. If Beth had touched her feet to my lap under the table, I’m afraid I’d be so excited I’d embarrass myself. 
 
    Ekan interrupts the byplay as he enters the scullery, looking so satisfied, it’s as if he’s ringed by his own personal nimbus of jubilation, dropping into his seat and taking up his cards with nothing more than a hearty laugh when he sees what’s become of his stack. 
 
    “I’ll just have a turn, pardon me,” he says merrily as he reaches for a new card—and with this single, random pick, he takes one look at his hand and tosses down his whole set, face up. “Tekk tekk!” he calls. 
 
    The teveker has managed to pull a winner. No surprise—to us. Beth’s still amazed by his luck and makes an excited gasp. 
 
    He grins at her—and at our combined groans. 
 
    “Why do we play with him?” Oquilion asks in disgust, dropping his hand. 
 
    Tiernan flicks one of his wayward chips in Ekan’s direction. “Somebody keeps letting him out of the upstairs freezer.” 
 
    Beth makes a choking sound. “You wouldn’t lock him in the freezer! Then you’d have bad luck!” But she’s laughing. 
 
    “Which is why the downstairs freezer stopped working,” Tiernan tells her gravely, and Beth isn’t sure if he’s having her on or if he’s telling the truth but she’s laughing harder anyway. 
 
    “Good thing it broke when it did,” Ekan pretends to shiver. “It was so cold, my stones climbed into—” 
 
    “STOP!” Beth cries, covering her ears. Her skin instantly coats itself in the colors normally reserved for the hottest flames, and seeing this, Ekan is quite pleased with himself. 
 
    It’s hard to despise him for it. A flame-colored Beth is pretty moonringed fetching. 
 
    “We’ve got a lead on a good ship,” announces Ekan, suddenly changing the topic and turning as serious as he really ever gets. “We’ll be in its orbit in just a few spans. It’ll be a quick job, but it’ll take four of us.” 
 
    We look to Beth. 
 
    Her smile dies. “You guys will be leaving me all alone to steal stuff?” 
 
    Ekan grabs his chest. He looks dumbstruck. “The muscle that pumps all my blood just squeezed like you’ve wrapped yourself around it—you almost make me want to shout that we’ll stay! But sorry, narra. This ship’s cargo is ours just as soon as we get the chance.” He stands. “Is it time to retire? Ready to bounce naked with me in our bed?” His brows hop up and down in a pantomime of how he’d like bedtime to go. 
 
    Beth’s color intensifies. But her expression has cooled, telling us all that it’s not time yet to razz her quite this far. Her head tips before she delivers a negative. “You’ll be naked and bouncing alone. I’m sleeping with one of the other guys tonight.” 
 
    Ekan’s wincing. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, narra. I’m sorry. Just for that, I’ll let you actually have a choice instead of insisting that you grace me with your loveliness… would you please grace me with your loveliness?” 
 
    “He knows how to apologize?” I ask, amazed. “All this time?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard evidence of it,” Oquilion chimes in. 
 
    “Don’t succumb to his blandishing, Beth,” Tiernan mutters. “Teach him manners.” 
 
    Beth shifts back slowly, wearing a contemplative expression that makes the three of us here who didn’t share her company last night just a bit uneasy. Oquilion’s gaze flicks to mine for a beat, and I read him just fine—he’s wondering if she’ll end up with one of us… 
 
    Or will Ekan pull a trick and take her for himself after all? 
 
    “Where I’m from,” Beth starts, “When we want to make an arbitrary decision, we play a game.” 
 
    Instantly, she elicits four masculine purrs of approval, making her grin hugely. She tosses her cards down and picks the top chip off one of her chipstacks on the table just in front of her stomach. “We flip a coin.” 
 
    “A game of chance?” Oquilion says with a little interest, wrapping his arm around her tighter, bringing her in closer to himself before he looks past her at me. 
 
    I roll my shoulders. “I’m up for a game.” 
 
    Ekan motions to Tiernan and then at us. “This will be grand! Count me in—” 
 
    “No,” we all say in unison. 
 
    “That’s fine,” he says easily, dropping back into his seat. “I’ll steal her all to myself tomorrow.” 
 
    She gives him an amusedly disapproving look that I don’t think she means for him to take as her approval, but that’s exactly how he takes it, blowing her a triumphant kiss.  
 
    “Keep the luck source scum out, and I’ll bravely go up against Prow,” Oquilion declares as if we’re about to go to battle. 
 
    I look to Tiernan. “You in?” 
 
    Tiernan stands and begins collecting the drained cups off the table, tidying up. He sends Beth a warm look. “I enjoyed your company to a supreme degree, narra. Never think you aren’t welcome in my bed. Unlike these machaii, I know it should be the lady’s choice.” 
 
    Beth claps regally, and beams at him. “Now THAT’S the right answer!” 
 
    A crease appears in Tiernan’s cheek. You’d almost think his stern face was cracking. 
 
    Oquilion makes a face above her head. “But that’s not a fun answer.” When she turns a look up at him, Oquilion coughs. “Right! Shut mouth, play, don’t rut this up: got it!” 
 
    Half a span later, I determine coin flipping is grand! Especially when it’s me who gets all the luck. Tonight, it’ll be me sleeping with Beth’s soft hair tickling my face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    I say goodnight to everyone but Qolt (whom I still haven’t met), and Prow starts leading us to his room. 
 
    Here and there, I’ve picked up a little about Qolt—a very little. I did learn that he and Ekan are brothers though. I found that surprising, because I always imagine siblings having a close bond. But Oquilion told me that while Ekan is ‘cog-damned hard to rile,’ when it happens, it’s almost always something to do with Qolt. Tiernan was about as verbose: “One’s a combustible and the other is flashfire. Best if they keep apart.” 
 
    About the time they reached their teenage years, they kept quite apart. Qolt jumped ship; leaving his family crew in favor of striking it on his own for a few orbits. Qolt doesn’t talk about his solars away, and all Ekan ever told the guys was that Qolt came back with a right hook more wicked than a bilge rat’s. 
 
    “Is Qolt a luck source too?” I ask Prow. 
 
    He tugs on a lock of my hair, smiling when I tip my head back to look up at him. “No,” he says. “For being brothers, they aren’t much like each other, and there’s always been a bit of a rivalry between them. Qolt is Ekan’s trip wire, and he loves getting a rise on his sibling. They work well together, but if left for too long, they squabble like children. When they really get going, Qolt feels the satisfaction of the moment is worth the bad luck it’ll bring to strike Ekan. That never ends well.” 
 
    “They really hit each other?” I ask in horror. I thought and hoped that if I had brothers or sisters, we’d have this idyllic relationship of love, and closeness and… not hitting each other, my stars. 
 
    “Qolt hits Ekan; I’ve never known Ekan to hit back. He doesn’t have to—his luck will knock Qolt around for him.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s crazy.” 
 
    “Mmhmm—” Prow freezes mid-agreement, and hisses a curse. 
 
    “What?” I ask—right before a ball of black, shiny webbing sails through the air and blows up in front of us. 
 
    Prow thuds to the floor. 
 
    I realize the webbing didn’t touch me—but it wrapped around him. It’s a net. 
 
    “Prow?!” I’m inhaling to scream, to warn the others that we’re under attack, when Oquilion strolls out of a little nook in the corridor just a few feet ahead of us. “Beth,” he calls. “Can I escort you to my bed tonight?” 
 
    From the floor, flopping against the stretchy, diamond-patched squares keeping him prisoner, Prow spits, “You son of a two-credit whoreship—” 
 
    “Eh, eh,” Oquilion says, bending down and stuffing something through Prow’s mouth-area of the netting. A gag, I realize, when Prow’s words muffle. “No insulting my parent-crew.” He stands and offers me his hand. 
 
    I stare at it. At him. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    For the first time, Oquilion starts to look concerned. 
 
    “You just attacked Prow to—to—how could you—” 
 
    Prow barks something past his gag, no longer fighting—because he’s laughing. 
 
    Smiling ruefully, Oquilion kneels, tears his gag off, and slaps Prow amicably on the shoulder. 
 
    Eyes screwed shut, snorting in his effort to speak, Prow manages, “It’s all right, Beth!” 
 
    Throwing up my hands, my voice strains. “This is NOT all right—” I start. 
 
    Prow’s body is shaking so hard he’s having trouble extricating himself from the webbing. “This is the Na’rith way, narra. He stole you fair and square.” 
 
    “Stole me,” I repeat woodenly. Ekan warned me about this. 
 
    “Yap,” Prow confirms briskly, finally able to move, and rolling to his back. He kicks out his legs, forcing the net to stretch enough that he can reach his hands around inside of the form-fitting, squeezing netting, and retrieve his knife. “Go on, Beth. You should get some sleep.” 
 
    Instead of offering to, oh, help his friend and crewmate get free, Oquilion urges me to follow him, not caring at all that Prow’s on the floor, using his serrated blade like a hacksaw on the net’s ropes. 
 
    Dazed, I fall into step with Oquilion, but look back at Prow no less than three times. On the third scan, Prow stops sawing and gives me a jaunty wave—and winks. 
 
    “Oquilion?” I say faintly. 
 
    He exhales a breath and throws an arm around me, like maybe he was afraid he might have taken his game a little too far, shocked me, and I’d rebuff him. “Yes, Beth?” 
 
    “Pirates are weird.” 
 
    He sighs lustily and gives me a squeeze. “Ah, Beth, but you’re doing so well with us!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    That night, I jolt awake up from a dead sleep. “Oquilion? Do you hear something?” 
 
    A masculine snuffle answers me. “Huhmhh?” 
 
    “There’s a…” I try to listen for what woke me. “There it is again,” I hiss. “It sounds like a giant rat is scurrying in the ceiling—do you hear it?” 
 
    The scurrying stops. 
 
    Before Oquilion can form a better answer than whatever he’s mumbling, he gives a muffled snarl as he’s whipped off the bed. 
 
    Frantically, my hand flails over the little shelves around the wall, trying to find something to defend us with as I watch the dark shape that is Oquilion drop his shoulder and slam into his attacker, taking them both down. 
 
    "Help!” I shout. The line about somebody needing to call I-X-I-I in the movie Hercules zips through my mind, making me suck in a hysterical breath. (Seriously one of the funniest underappreciated lines in a Disney flick, folks.) 
 
    I stop panicking when I recognize Prow’s huff of surprised laughter in the midst of the scuffle. 
 
    I start grinding my teeth. 
 
    Oh no, they didn’t. 
 
    “BOYS,” I shout—and the room goes silent. Finally, my hand manages to hit the light, flooding the room, illuminating Prow splayed on his stomach, Oquilion’s arm around his throat. What Oquilion might not have known until the light came on, was Prow had slipped his knife out and had been ready to stab backward at his crewmate—surely he’d have given him a warning first, surely. 
 
    “That’s it,” I hiss through clenched teeth. “I don’t care if you’re pirates! I’m putting my foot down. DO NOT ever wake me up like this again. NOT EVER. Not unless there is a bona fide emergency.” I seethe as I glare in disbelief between the two of them. “You both should be double ashamed of yourselves. I expect this sort of immature, underhanded behavior from Ekan—not you two. If Ekan’s behaving better than you, you have to ask yourself if you need to reevaluate what you’re doing!” 
 
    Prow holds up three fingers, and I suppose it could be a gesture of alien-peace, or the Na’rith way of indicating politely that he’d like to speak—or maybe this is the alien way of saying his air has been cut off too long and he needs to tap out. 
 
    I wave my agreement. Oquilion sheepishly eases up on him. 
 
    “Ekan is here,” Prow gasps. 
 
    Crisply, I ask for clarification. “Excuse me?” 
 
    I hear Ekan’s sigh of “Snitch,” float to my ears—it definitely sounds like Ekan—and then I hear a metallic creak, followed by a heavy thud. 
 
    I look up to see part of the ceiling hanging open. Under it, is a crouched Ekan. He’s decked out in all sorts of gear, and is looking dashing in all-black tactical-type pants, and long sleeve shirt. It might be borrowed. Or stolen. Probably from Tiernan, because it looks a little big on him. “Hi, narra,” he greets with something that could pass for an authentically repentant smile. 
 
    I stare at him. 
 
    He indicates the grate overhead. “I climbed through the ventilation shaft. I figured I’d let Prow take care of Oquilion, then I’d get Prow, and then I’d get you, and we’d go back to my room.” Hesitantly, eyes anxiously searching mine, he adds, “Yippee Ki Yay?” 
 
    “Nice,” Prow says from the floor, at the same time Oquilion folds his arms over his chest and grunts a surprised, “Air vents? Never would have thought a man would fit.” He looks ridiculous, criss-crossed with reddened marks like his skin was pushed too hard against the ropes of the net. A part of me feels sorry for him. The other part of me says all three of them deserve to be trussed up in a net. 
 
    “Cog-damned near didn’t,” Ekan says with a grin. “But as luck would have it, I managed to slide in.” 
 
    One of Oquilion’s brows rise and his smile is a little bit not-nice. That’s when I notice that one of his eyes is swelling—if he’s anything like a human, it’ll turn black-purple by morning and he’ll be wearing a shiner for days. These boys do not play easy on each other. “I think you’re about to find out what it feels like not to have all the luck sliding anywhere.” 
 
    “Say again?” Ekan asks as if he misheard. 
 
    I take Oquilion’s pillow, and like all the beds I’ve been to, he only has the one. “Goodnight boys. Oquilion, can you steal Ekan or Prow’s pillow?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” he confirms. 
 
    “I suggest you do that. I’m taking yours.” 
 
    Oquilion sighs fondly, his swelling eye watering slightly. “Spoken like a true Na’rith, narra.” 
 
    I glare at the other two. “If you want to sleep with something under your heads, I suggest you work something out between yourselves.” 
 
    They send each other calculating looks, and I push past them. 
 
    The guys follow me—keeping a safe distance from my growling range—all the way to Tiernan’s room, squabbling loudly enough that Tiernan’s opening his door just as I’m reaching up to knock. He doesn’t look happy—but he’s glaring at them, not me, so I get it. 
 
    Tiernan’s voice drips disgust. “Our narra’s not Na’rith to enjoy these games—she needs rest.” 
 
    The guys all look chastened, and Tiernan opens his door wider, motioning me in. 
 
    The three idiots marvel after me. Oquilion muses, “You know, Tiernan hasn’t overtly tried to steal her away once, yet he ends up with her just about every time.” 
 
    Prow fingers a cut over his eyebrow that’s starting to bleed. “That is not a normal strategy.” 
 
    Ekan tips his head like a demented bird. “This machaii bears watching.” 
 
    “Watch this indeed,” says Tiernan—and with a very satisfied grin, he shuts the door in their face. 
 
    “Jacklegs!” I call to them in a playfully insulting parting, and Tiernan throws back his head and roars with laughter. 
 
    Feeling happy that I made Tiernan happy, I darn near sparkle. 
 
    I can’t bask in it though. I dash into his bathroom, not even able to wait long enough to drop off the pillow first. I have to hold it on my lap while I pee. I tuck it under my arm while I wash my hands, and when I walk out, I toss it gratefully on the bed and awkwardly dive after it. “Sleep,” I say. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Tiernan agrees, his big body shifting to his side, a silent offer to cuddle if I want him. 
 
    Of course I inch over and snuggle under his heavy arm. 
 
    It’s so nice, maybe I should thank the guys tomorrow for driving me to Tiernan’s bed tonight. I fall asleep with a smile, thinking I should say it just like that, too. 
 
    Before I drift off, I feel a ghosting of lips on my temple, and I’m filled with a gooey-soft warmth all night long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    DAYS LATER... 
 
    My uncle had this miniature bull terrier, Zeebolt. Except for the absurdly exaggerated shape of his face, he was a normal enough dog—until you walked out and left him alone during a storm. 
 
    Separation anxiety, storm phobia; whatever you want to label it, that dog lost his shit and became a wreck when thunder rolled. Now suddenly, that’s me—I’m a mess of anxiety and nerves until my ‘owners’ return to me. 
 
    Another crash almost drives me to my knees. It sounds—and feels—like the loudest, closest lightning, unbelievably powerful. But it’s not lightning at fault—it’s a firefight. 
 
    The guys are trapped in their mark’s ship again. 
 
    They weren’t exaggerating when they told me that most of their raids are silent and uneventful. Normally, they are completely silent and uneventful. It’s unreal how they can clamp onto another ship, like some sort of hybrid ghost shark-lamprey. Normally, they manage to sneak on and sneak off without a hitch; no alarms raised, therefore no danger. 
 
    Today is not one of those runs. 
 
    The blasts that our ship is experiencing are awful. My teeth clench with fear as I try not to imagine what the guys are encountering over there as they fight their way out. 
 
    Each shock wave from the enemy ship when it fires on ours makes the floor rock under my feet, makes all the stuff that's bolted and strapped to the wall shake and clatter. It’s scary. Even if it wasn’t, after nonstop immersion in their company and camaraderie, it’s too quiet without them horsing around. I miss the guys. I’m worried about the guys. To have them go off to get potentially captured, shot at, attacked… I’m scared, and I feel so very, very alone. 
 
    Although I’m not truly all by myself. There is one pirate left on this ship. 
 
    Sickness-wise, I’m in the clear. And physically, up until the guys left, I was feeling great. Now my nerves are frayed raw and the anxiety is making my stomach pitch. I need a distraction. 
 
    But do I really want to risk an unfriendly one? Qolt is like The Beast from The Sandlot. I’ve never seen him, but I’ve heard nothing but warnings to stay away from him; therefore, I shouldn’t seek him out. Of course, it all turned out great in The Sandlot when the boy hero does cross The Beast (aka Hercules)—plus, there were S’mores—but experience tells me that life rarely imitates movies so nicely. 
 
    Another explosion rocks everything hard—me included—and uncontrollable tremors shiver through my body. I drop to a crouch, which is unholy hell on my back. Grimacing, I put a hand on the floor to keep myself steady, and start rubbing along my spine, right up until the next ear-splitting, thunder-quaking crack reverberates through the ship as our forcefield absorbs a hit. 
 
    Unbidden, I yelp in fear. 
 
    Just like my uncle’s storm-phobic dog. 
 
    I’m going to lose it. I can’t take much more of this. Shooting to my feet, I find I’m more unsteady than I thought, and have to catch my balance on the wall before I bang into it, or fall. I heave out a breath. Chewing on my lip, I try to brace my weight instead of nervously hopping from foot to foot. 
 
    I’m more or less standing just outside the command center. Neutral space, basically. The rest of the guys are going to be back soon, if I can just wait it out. They’re going to be fine. 
 
    After all, I didn’t make them promise to return to me safe. That’d be such a rookie mistake—everyone knows that getting this promise is the quickest way to guarantee the death of the vow-giving characters. 
 
    It’s a movie trope that never fails. I sure as heck wasn’t testing it on my guys. 
 
    But they’re pros. They’re going to be okay. They have to be. I haven’t known them very long, but if something happens to them… 
 
    My throat develops a you’re-about-to-cry lump and the backs of my eyes do the oncoming-tear-warmups; stinging, heating up, getting all puffy and swollen, no doubt. I slap my hands over my face and soundlessly growl. Stop freaking out, Beth! Baby hormones, phobias, whatever the cause and case, I need to get a grip. I could use something to take my mind off of what’s going on around me. 
 
    You’re like twenty steps away from the mystery guy. Do it, Do it, DO IT! 
 
    Nope, don’t do it; if he’s mean and he makes you cry, you’ll feel like crap and still be scared. 
 
    Inner me is a wishy-washy piece of work. A definitive answer once in a while would be appreciated—especially if inner me directs me to make good choices. As it is, I have no idea what’s too cautious, and what’s a bad idea. But I’ve already been fighting curiosity about this Qolt. To be this close to someone who could be a comfort to me when I’m in this state is a little like torture. 
 
    The chaos around me is having a profound effect on my state of mind; seeking out his presence seems like a reasonable decision at the moment. It’s possible he could be super, super shy and not say anything to me at all—and that’d be fine, then he wouldn’t be saying anything mean or otherwise. My need would be filled, and I would no longer be alone with this fear. 
 
    ...Just alone with Qolt. 
 
    I’ll only be alone with Qolt until the guys get back—which will be safely and very soon. Until then, at least I won’t be alone-alone. 
 
    Worth noting is my option to amscray. If I don’t like the vibe I get from the mystery pirate, I can always slink back out. 
 
    I have to say though—if Qolt was such a bad guy, he’s had chances to corner me, but he hasn’t. I’ve never so much as seen a glimpse of him. 
 
    We’ve both been warned away from each other, and he’s kept to that directive—which tells me he must not be anything like Ekan. If someone instructed Ekan to stay away from something, I’d give it about thirty seconds before he bubbled over like a vinegar and baking soda volcano and broke the imposed rules. 
 
    But Qolt has stayed all by himself, not even joining us on game nights. 
 
    The ship is big but not that big. He has to hear us laughing and shouting and horsing around. I picture him as Quasimodo—technically sitting in the heart of the city, yet so lonely and removed and isolated. 
 
    That thought has me taking two big steps forward before my rational self shakes me, telling me I can’t afford to romanticize this stranger. 
 
    He could be a man who likes to hurt women, my experience tells me. And he’s going to be very excited to see you all by yourself, with no one around to protect you. 
 
    Heart hammering, I step away from the room, just like the other four times I’ve tried to go in. I hate that I’m scared of a man I’ve never even met—a guy who’s given me no reason to get freaked—but I just can’t quite make myself cross the threshold. I don’t know if it’s my past creeping up on me, or if I’d be this nervous naturally, but I’m unable to walk into that room with the idea that there’s a man in there who could hurt me. So I waver at the edge of the door, close enough that I feel just a sliver less anxious, knowing that just a few steps away, one of my Na’rith crew is there, even if we’ve never officially met. Not all my guys are gone, and the rest of my guys are going to be fine. 
 
    “Hey machaii!” Ekan’s jubilant voice bursts from the speakers, filling the cabin and spilling out into the corridor where I’m huddling. “Put the disengage command into motion: weeee’re back!” he sings, sounding incredibly happy for a man who could have been killed. 
 
    His zaniness sort of makes my lips relax enough to smile. 
 
    I don’t expect the unfamiliar, dark chocolatey-voiced response. “Pleased to hear you’re still alive.” 
 
    What a pretty voice. My ears perk up, and my knees turn weak. I edge a little closer to the doorway because my ears make bad choices. I have a thing for accents, and Qolt’s is close to one of my favorites. It’s almost Scottish. I am in serious trouble if I get propositioned by a Highland serial killer. The guy could roll up in a white panel van, wearing a bloody butcher’s smock, throw open the door and gesture me inside with a red-stained meat cleaver—and if he spit out an order in a brogue, “Come ohn, lass. GehT En!” 
 
    ...Yeah. I would. 
 
    Stupid ears! 
 
    “Thanks,” Tiernan is the one who answers, voice dry. “We got what we came for.” 
 
    “Did we doubt we wouldn’t?” Qolt returns lazily, almost purring, and my eyes roll back in my head. “Hey, Ekan?” he drawls. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The Disengage is commencing, but don’t rush back: I’m catching Beth—and once I have her, I’m going to take my time with her.” 
 
    My ears flood, turning the rest of the transmission to underwater garbles. My head snaps up and I start to scramble back—but it’s too late. Arms band around me, and I’m dragged into a very broad, very hard chest. I’m scared to see, but I force myself to look up into Qolt’s face… 
 
    And I almost scream. 
 
    Unlike the Na’riths I’ve gotten to know, Qolt’s covered in raging scarlet—like he’s bathed in blood. He’s even got blood-red glints in his eyes—but just as suddenly, he turns blue. 
 
    I stare up at him, confused, stunned. But then I get it: there’s a light somewhere in the control room—just a light, and it’s flashing colors that are reflecting on him. Whew. Him not being demon-red makes him a skosh less frightening. But where Ekan’s dolphin-greys of carefree and eternal happiness are constantly on display, his brother has hard eyes, hard like oxide-treated gunmetal and just as dark a grey. These are the eyes Ekan might have if he wasn’t a happy-go-lucky sort of soul. 
 
    Qolt is not a happy-go-lucky man. 
 
    I gulp. 
 
    But this moody-dark look? I have to say, Qolt’s rocking it. He’s also drop dead gorgeous. Like, no wonder Ekan considers him a rival. My poor ego-rooster. Ekan’s a beautiful specimen in his own right, but if he stands anywhere near his sibling? He may have all the luck, but he’s the ugly brother. 
 
    “Hi, Beth.” 
 
    Pretty voice! my head sings like an idiot. My insides calm a tiny fraction. Shakily, I return the greeting. “H-h-hi…” 
 
    His smile is devastating. “I’d say there’s no reason for you to be afraid—but I’m the pirate they warned you about.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25—QOLT 
 
    QOLT 
 
    I’ve waited so patiently for her to come to me. 
 
    But she never did. 
 
    And for a span this rotation, she chose to struggle alone with her fear. My decision to allow her the freedom to come to me for the reassurance she needed was a poor choice on my part. She doesn’t know me and she’s afraid of me, so I should have just grabbed her then, like I wanted to. Waiting only gave her more time to work herself into becoming more afraid. 
 
    But she came so close. Beth is curious, she’s so cog-damned curious: I’ve kept count of every time she nearly crossed into my territory—I was sure today would finally be the day she honored me with her attention. 
 
    Instead, every time she started towards me, every time she came near to closing the last of the distance between us and come to me, she’d pace at the perimeter, fretting. 
 
    I’ve been strung tighter and tighter, until finally… 
 
    I stole her. 
 
    I’m so hungry for her, I can barely think straight. And as soon as I hugged her to me—it’s insanity, how good she feels in my arms—Beth’s panic dissipated. Some part of her recognizes me. 
 
    We’re meant to be together too. She already considers this crew as hers—she can’t leave me out from the glow that is her beauty. 
 
    And she is beautiful. I’ve listened to her speaking, teasing and thoughtful. I’ve heard her laugh—it’s incredible—and it rocks my chest from the inside. 
 
    But all of her beauty has been for the others, never me. 
 
    I nuzzle into her mane, and inhale. This makes her freeze in my arms, so I hug her closer. She smells like summer calm. 
 
    But she’s stirring a storm in me. 
 
    Even full of spawn as she is, I’m easily able to carry her. I prowl to my room, absorbing her contact. She’s so soft, and so warm. 
 
    There’s no way I’m letting her get away now that she’s danced this close to seeking me out. I was given warnings by everybody—I’d been ordered to wait for Beth to seek me out, to get close to me on her own terms. 
 
    Was I able to reach out and catch her? Then she came close enough. 
 
    I call to the ship, “Set up a time-lock for deck five. Remove entry permissions on the East-sector for everyone after us until—” 
 
    “Y-you’re locking them out?” Beth asks. 
 
    My eyes capture her gaze. “I’m buying us time,” I tell her. 
 
    The ship’s confused. “Repeat command.” 
 
    Only one of us can talk when the ship needs direction. I shift so that I have a hand free, and I run a finger down her silken cheek before I cover her mouth. 
 
    Her panic is immediate; gritting my teeth against the scent of it, I tell the ship to keep the rest of the crew from interrupting us until I’m damned good and ready to let her go. I already know I’ll never be ready, but the ship isn’t magical. We’re Na’riths: they’ll break in. 
 
    Gusts from her nose warm my hand, filling other parts of my body with heat too, and I rest my forehead against hers, just enjoying her. After a moment, she moves so she can press herself against my chest, right over my heart, making me feel the fiercest flash of possession. 
 
    I’m glad I have some time with her, finally. It’ll take work for the others to break the lock. Plus, Ekan gets sloppy when he gets voked. And this? Oh, he’s going to be voked all right. 
 
    I look down into Beth’s rounded, shining eyes. 
 
    Gazing into their depths, finally getting to enjoy her up close... I smile, and watch her eyes drop to focus on my teeth, which are sharper than hers. 
 
    I’ll be sure to take care when I nip her skin. 
 
    As if she can see the plans for us that I’m enjoying in my head, her nostrils flare and her fingers flex where she holds me. Such a light touch, but my body’s reaction tells me everything I need to know. 
 
    I don’t normally go out of my way to cross energy sabers with a luck source, but when I do, it’s got to be worth it. I heft Beth higher in my arms, enjoying everything about her: her smell, her weight in my hands, and the feel of her curves against my hard planes. 
 
    Beth is worth everything. 
 
    By the time I cross the threshold of my berth, I’ve adjusted her arms to fit around my neck. For her part, Beth’s kept them there, tight, and her legs have stayed thrown over my arm, not even kicking at me. As much as I’d wish she’s as excited to be joined with me as I am to her, I’m aware that her reluctance to fight is likely no more than consideration for our spawn. 
 
    I’m considering our spawn too. Supporting her back with my other hand, I bury my nose in her mane, everything inside me roaring with a primal feeling of possession. In a blink, I’ve gained an instant family to care for. 
 
    Keeping my movements slow and careful, I set her down and let her go. “Get on the bed.” 
 
    My eyes narrow when she flinches. 
 
    I wait until she meets my gaze, and I lean in, blocking the light so that she’s wrapped in my shadow. “When I have you, you’re mine. You’re my female. I’ll take care of you, and I won’t hurt you. And when you’re with me, you belong to me—understand?” Running my other hand over the silken swell of her belly, crossing over her leather-bound breasts shown off to perfection in this ridiculous top… I suck in a deep breath, excitement coursing over my body like electricity, tightening my muscles, making them twitch. Ekan is a cog-damned sadist, parading her around in this outfit while we’re all salivating for her. My fingers reach the dip at her throat, and my hand circles her at the base of her neck. 
 
    “Qolt,” she starts. “I don’t—” 
 
    Involuntarily, my eyes slide shut at the sound of her lips caressing my name. I teveking love the way she says my name. 
 
    My fingers cover her mouth. “The only answer I want to hear is ‘yes, Qolt.’ Unless or until you can give me that, unfortunately, you won’t be allowed to talk.” 
 
    Beth’s eyes flare wide. 
 
    “I’ve been watching you,” I tell her. 
 
    “Creepy,” she mumbles against my fingers. 
 
    I give her a chiding look that she flushes under. My face crowds hers so I can smell her, touch my cheek to her cheek. “I’ve been waiting for you to come to me.” 
 
    Her breath hitches when my nose traces over hers and our lips brush. 
 
    I pull back and our eyes focus on each other. “And here you are.” Without raising my voice, I repeat a firm, “Beth? Get on the bed.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, she does, but she’s still talking, her entire accent changed, something guttural and rolling which sounds like, “Geht en tae the van, Beth. Good lahss—sownd as fuhck plan.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she mutters. And she might add under her breath, “Why do I find the dangerous ones so damn attractive? Why is a little scary a lot hot? I’m okay not panting after Mr. Rogers, but there’s got to be a middle ground...” 
 
    Her movements are slow, as if she’s afraid quick or sharp motion will draw my attention. Pointless—she already has all of my attention. 
 
    Ripping my shirt over my head, I toss it who-the-hells-cares-where and stalk towards her. Climbing up behind her, I pause when she scrambles to the head of the bed, presenting me with her side, hunching on all fours. 
 
    Borrowing on my lesson from earlier—the longer I leave her to grow anxious, the more time it gives her to tremble, and amplify her panic—I reach out, and snatch her by the calf. I start to pull her towards me. However, her hands cling to my bedding, and I’m afraid that if I drag her, her body will stretch until she collapses and falls to her stomach. 
 
    I don’t want to hurt Beth; not her or the spawn-bulge. 
 
    Rearing up, I take hold of her hips, enjoying her unparalleled feminine scent as I lift and reposition her safely, guiding her down to her side. 
 
    I join her so we’re facing one another, and from her shoulder to her hip I start to stroke her until she relaxes by a measure. But when I reach my hand under her skirt, she tries to sit up. 
 
    I push her back down, cupping her pussy, making her gasp. “This is mine. This pussy is mine to lick, to suck, to rut, and to fill. When you’re in my room in this ship, you belong to me, deevy?” 
 
    Her eyelids flutter, and she gives herself a little shake after I finish speaking. Her scent says she’s less afraid, so, not waiting for the agreement I know she doesn’t trust me enough to gift me with yet, I draw her leg over my hip, clamping it there to keep access to her pleasure center. 
 
    She shivers. “Don’t hurt my baby.” 
 
    I feel my gaze soften. “Narra,” I rumble. 
 
    Her eyes have not gone soft. In fact, the set of her mouth has turned hard. “Clearly, you’re not afraid of what I can do to you—but if you hurt my baby, the crew will kill you.” 
 
    The crew. Not our crew. She doesn’t consider me part of the crew—her crew—because she only knows the others. 
 
    But I’m her crew too. 
 
    I’m worthy of being one of her mates. And I’m going to prove it. “Beth,” I soothe, navigating the slightly awkward restriction of my other hand by rolling my weight further back on my weight-bearing hip. Once I’m able to articulate my wrist and fingers, I begin petting her between her legs, learning her. I skim over her, not dipping in, just brushing and teasing and caressing. “You don’t know me well enough to give me a chance with you,” I tell her, bending my neck to kiss the lovely curve of her rounded shoulder. “But that’s fine. You know that as a Na’rith, I’ll have just as much fun stealing this chance.” I lock eyes with her. “And believe me, I’ll be very good at plundering for your treasure.” 
 
    After a few moments, the scent of Beth’s coaxed lust hits me hard. I inhale it greedily. I don’t think I imagine the slight whine in her throat when I pull away from where I’m learning her. I bring my fingers to her lips, pressing on the bottom one. “Suck my fingers,” I order her. 
 
    Reluctantly, she opens her mouth, and when her tongue laps against the length of them, it’s my turn to whine. She’s as good as engaged the Nitro switch for my cock. “Good narra,” I praise hoarsely. “Get them nice and wet.”  
 
    She proceeds to suck me into fifth gear—and I still have my pants on. 
 
    It has a like effect on her. The leg of hers that I’m keeping over my hip starts to press and shift over me, her hips moving a little restlessly. She begins dropping excited kisses along my wrist— 
 
    And sucking. She’s licking and sucking me, giving me a lovebite. 
 
    Her approval of me makes my heart swell so fast my chest hurts. I want to pay her homage and reverence with affection equally ensorcelling. 
 
    “Give me back my fingers, narra,” I growl. “It’s time to put them to another use.” 
 
    Her eyes slide open, looking dazed as my fingers ease from her lips. I draw my thumb down her front, over her sweat-slicked throat, her tightly-bound breasts and bare belly, and finally, to the spot between her legs 
 
    Beth cries out when my wetness-coated finger slides over her clit. 
 
    Digging her fingers into my shoulders, slowly, she teaches me what she likes by writhing on my hand as I tease her. 
 
    Following the heady scent of her pooling sweat, I nosedive between her breasts to lap at her damp, fire-hot skin. She is so pillowy. But her top is too restrictive. I bite through the front fastening in one snap, and her chest bounces hard as her tits explode free of it. 
 
    Best teveking view I’ve ever taken in in my lifespan. 
 
    Her shocked gasp turns my cock to stone. 
 
    I suck her heavy flesh into my mouth, groaning like a starving man. But I freeze when her fingers sift through my hair, and her elbow comes to rest on my shoulder, our skin clinging. 
 
    I feel so connected to her; I don’t ever want to lose this. I lose my breath though as I resume sucking on her skin, lapping at her, covering my teeth with my lips and delighting in my mouthful. To my surprise, her nipples begin to dampen—a lot. 
 
    I pull back, and lap experimentally. “You’re leaking fluid everywhere,” I say in amazement. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Beth moans, her fingers spreading over my head and tightening to my scalp to keep me in place. 
 
    Her nipple-taste is mild, a little sweet, and it feels beyond deviant to feast on what she’ll be suckling our spawn with. It also fills me with a fierce pride: this is mine. Beth and everything of Beth’s belongs to me, and until someone steals her away, Beth belongs only to me. 
 
    Pulling back, placing soft kisses in trails that are less than her body wants, I start to rise up. 
 
    “Mmgrr,” Beth pants. 
 
    I almost smile in response. I think I’ve beguiled away her ability for coherent speech. My heart is banging against my chest as my breath saws into my lungs. “What I’ve had of you is so teveking good. I need to taste you everywhere.” 
 
    Letting her leg free, I pile pillows behind her and roll her to her back. “I want you to watch me,” I tell her. “I want you to see how much I want you.” She’s breathing through her mouth, her lips bright red from our kisses. Her eyes are heated, and trained on mine. 
 
    Nebula’s star-making mist! Just this from her fills me with pleasure. 
 
    Adjusting the bedding that props her up, I drag her to the edge of the bed until she’s forced to fold her legs up for me, or dangle them over the side. 
 
    She draws her legs up, closed together. 
 
    Nostrils flaring, I stare down into her eyes, waiting. 
 
    Staring right back, Beth drops her knees, exposing herself to me. 
 
    Growling, my own knees thud to the floor. My shoulders hit the insides of her legs and she widens her spread, laying herself open like a table at a feast. Creator—for the first time in my life, I’m a lucky Na’rith. 
 
    I kiss her lips here until she’s bucking on my face. I lick and suck on her until she’s whimpering, begging, writhing, her fingers catching and pulling my hair so she can keep me where she wants me. 
 
    When her crescendo hits, with her rump resting in the palms of my hands, her thighs shaking against my ears, her screams of pleasure calling out my name—I shove to my feet. 
 
    Barely feeling the ache in my knees or the numbness turning to spikes in my back, I rise over her, and dig my hand under her nape, gathering her hair in my fist. I use my grip to lift her head up enough to meet my mouth. “Who are you with?” 
 
    Her breath hitches, but she opens her eyes again, her gaze locking with mine. “You.” 
 
    My voice husky, it’s my turn to beg her. “Say my name, Beth. Who do you want?” 
 
    Beth licks her lip, and I want to suck her tongue—but I want her to want me to. 
 
    When she doesn’t say anything, my jaw tightens. I pull away from her, straightening. 
 
    “Wait,” Beth says softly—and instantly I’m stopped, not moving a muscle, not daring to breathe. “Qolt?” 
 
    My entire body tenses. 
 
    Beth draws her knees up a little, so that her legs are less splayed and more intentionally positioned to take a partner. “Come here.” 
 
    I fall over her—but brace myself up enough so our stomachs are only brushing, careful of the little spawn. My mouth crushes against Beth’s, and my thighs crowd the backs of her thighs as her knees ride up my ribs. 
 
    I praise her with my lips, my tongue, and a little nip of my teeth, making her moan so loud that I’m throbbing when I finally rip open my fly, the buttons snapping off their threadings and pinging across the bed. Shoving back my mating membrane, I fist the club of my cock, and prepare to surge inside her. 
 
    Panting, Beth brings herself up farther on her elbows to look between us, her face and throat painted bright with her heightening desire— 
 
    She shrieks. 
 
    My mating membrane retracts back with a snap. “Tevek!” I curse, eyes screwing shut as temporary nausea rolls through me. 
 
    “What IS that?!” Beth screeches, scrabbling out from underneath me. 
 
    “My cock,” I manage through my clenched teeth. I gesture to her stomach. “What got you full of spawn?” 
 
    “Nothing like your—your thing! Oh my—are all you Na’riths packing—that?” She’s starts to clutch at her throat, but the brush of her arm against her breast reminds her she’s topless and she starts searching for her item of clothing, scowling when she sees there’s no fixing it after I bit through the fastening. 
 
    The glare she sends me has my club swelling up again. I give her a pained smile and jerk my chin at her top. “Sorry. Got carried away.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    Out in the corridor, a sudden cacophony of scuffling, roaring, cussing, cursing, and thuds signals the arrival of luck-bearing, imminent invasion. 
 
    I tuck myself back into my pants, finding enough buttons are still intact that nothing’s hanging out. 
 
    Ekan bursts into the room, frothing mad. “You’re a teveking idtrek, Qolt!” His words are issued in nothing less than a snarl. “What have you done?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “What have I done?” Qolt asks slowly, projecting lazy satisfaction. “Whatever I wanted—just like you, brother. I see why you enjoy it so much. This was…” He licks his teeth, one side of his mouth curling up suggestively. “Fun.” 
 
    “FUN?” Ekan’s turning purple from the top down, even out to the tips of his pointed ears. He sends me a look, an assessing, you’d-better-be-unhurt-or-he’s-dead look. 
 
    Arms crossed over my chest, I feel my face heat because I’m topless in a room that feels full of men (even though it’s only the rocketing rise of testosterone from two males preparing to battle)—but I do appreciate Ekan’s protective concern. “I’m fine.” 
 
    I see the flicker on Qolt: he’s visibly relieved. 
 
    But then he looks at his brother, who’s watching me, and I literally see the moment in which Qolt decides he wants to shove Ekan over the edge of Outrage Mountain. I feel my face transform to stupefied horror when Qolt essentially slips on a mask, sending a comically big leer in my direction—so obscene, Ekan can’t miss it—and he’s not even facing him at first. “That you are, narra. Anytime you want to scream for my club again, just—” 
 
    Fun-loving as a loon and usually cool as a cucumber under all kinds of pressure—Ekan slowwwly turns all the way to face off with his brother, and LOSES. HIS. SHIT. 
 
    He catches Qolt by the shoulder, his teeth bared, but Qolt doesn’t look worried. He smirks at his enraged sibling, it’s smug as all get out, and I know before Ekan cocks back his fist that Qolt’s going to take it in the teeth. 
 
    He does. 
 
    And the fight is on! The two men start snarling like rabid dogs, and the sound of fists impacting with vulnerable flesh makes me shudder and feel phantom aches. 
 
    Adrenaline bleeds through me, making my eyes widen and my heart pound. I hate that I react to loud shouts, but I do. Even if the shouting is happening all in fun (obviously not the current circumstances), and even when the sounds are not directed at me (like now, when they’re roaring only at each other)—it’s like I’ve got some form of PTSD. A little danger-flavored sex is fun times, and I’ve known that about myself and I’m fine with that part of me, but I hear a raised male voice, and I’m in trouble. My skin prickles, my heart rate speeds up, I get the anxious rush in my system and I want to run, or duck, or cry. Maybe all of those things. 
 
    I can almost taste the anger and aggressive hormones filling the air, and I’m starting to shake. 
 
    “Narra, come here, come away from these inconsiderate jacklegs.” 
 
    The voice does not come from the guys breaking everything in the room as they throw each other around like extra-large punching bags. I twist to find Tiernan, his big body crouched beside the bed. 
 
    His eyes move over me, his jaw tight as he takes me in. I’m covering as much of my chest as I’m able to, and technically, not a lot more boob is exposed than when they were bound up in Ekan’s little Bandaid bras, but I still feel more naked than ever. Tiernan takes me by the elbow to help me up, so that I don’t have to drop my hands. He rips the sheet off the bed, and I huddle under it, and when he tucks me to his side, I huddle into him, too. With a glower in Qolt and Ekan’s direction, he starts urging me away from the skirmish/melee/deathmatch. When he’s steered us to the safety of the corridor, I see we’ve joined Prow and Oquilion, who both look about ready to wade into the fight. 
 
    But Qolt’s already getting beaten by his brother—and he’s going to get all the bad luck if he tries to resist the ass-kicking Ekan is determined to deliver. 
 
    “This isn’t a fair fight,” I shout to the three men standing with me, trying to be heard over the sound of the brothers’ violence. 
 
    Oquilion rolls his shoulders, like he’s trying to relieve tension rather than perform one of their alien-shrugs, at least I think. His jaw is hard. “Qolt’s getting better than he deserves.” 
 
    Prow almost lunges forward. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    Obviously anxious for this answer, Tiernan tightens his grip on me. Wordlessly, I shake my head. 
 
    It’s a long few minutes in which I wonder if Qolt’s a dead man—either at his brother’s hand, or because if Ekan stops, I’m afraid the other three will take up where he leaves off. But finally, finally—almost as abruptly as it started—it’s over. 
 
    Teeth beginning to chatter, I eye the combatants, who have gone still amid the damage to the room—items ripped off the walls, what looks like electronics crushed on the floor, circuit boards and whatnot fractured by booted feet or bodies crashing into them. 
 
    Ekan, chest heaving, lips drawn back in a tired snarl, drops Qolt—who’s bloodied but still grinning. The scene from the movie Deadpool zips behind my eyes, where the hero (or is that antihero?) of the film surveys his damage to the injured, beaten-bloody, smirking villain. 
 
    And Qolt is beaten bloody—it’s dripping from his nose, or maybe his split, swelling lip. Or from the oozing gash above his swelling eye. He, however, appears pretty darn pleased with himself. 
 
    Ekan does not look pleased. In fact, he’s suddenly starting to look less and less purged of his aggression, and he says something completely unexpected. “She gave you a lovebite?” He takes two steps back, shoving his hand through his hair. His jaw is clenched, and he’s staring at Qolt’s wrist. 
 
    I squint at the miniscule smudge of a mark on Qolt’s wrist too. “Are you talking about the hickey?” I wave to encompass all of the mess that is Qolt’s messed up face and chest. “How could you even tell?” 
 
    This is not a helpful question to ask. 
 
    I know this when Ekan bares his teeth at Qolt like he’s ready to dive back in to finish him for real this time. 
 
    I bite my lips. 
 
    Qolt tips his head back to send Ekan a direct grin and a dirty stare, declaring, “Don’t look so torn up; yeah, I earned this—but Beth might give you a little pity-nip later.” 
 
    Now, I’m an alien here, so I’m not about to claim that I catch all conversational nuances—but even I know it’s gauche to trap the woman everyone’s been sort of soft-dating, have your way with her, then goad your brother about what you did with said woman. For shame, Qolt. 
 
    “Stop it!” I snap. “You don’t need to be nasty.” 
 
    Qolt sends me a very bad, very wicked grin. “You’re right: I’ll save my nasty all up for you, narra.” He blows me an unwholesome air kiss. “After all, you are a rutting delight at taking ‘nasty.’” 
 
    I don’t have to respond to this. I don’t have a chance—because this, it turns out, is Ekan’s limit. He rips open the pocket that sits at his hip, pulls out a gun, and shoots Qolt in the head. 
 
    “NO!” I scream—a beat too late I realize, because the sound of the shot is already vibrating in my ears. 
 
    Before the horror can finish rolling through me, Ekan glances in my direction, and waves off my concern. “Don’t fret, Beth,” he says over the beginning of my immediate protest. “It’s set on low, and this teveker’s head is thick as a brick.” 
 
    Qolt topples over and thuds to the floor. 
 
    Ekan nudges the toe of his boot into Qolt’s bare shoulder, lifting it off the floor—and dropping his foot away sharply when Qolt’s sex-sweaty skin tries to stick to him. Ekan’s voice is about five hundred degrees cooler when he adds, “I’ve never had the opportunity to test out this weapon, but at worst it might scramble his brains a bit,” and without pausing to take a breath, he finishes on a near hiss, “And that’s fine with me.” 
 
    We all stare down at the Na’rith laid out on the floor. It feels like a lifetime ticks by as we take in his stillness. 
 
    “Are you sure—” I start, panicked. 
 
    Qolt groans, and my lungs fill with air: he’s alive! Slowly, he shifts enough to roll to his side, his eyes squinched shut as he holds his head between his hands. “Ugggh, tevek. No more drinking.” 
 
    Ekan, who’d been opening his mouth to say something, goes quiet instead. 
 
    Qolt inhales through his mouth once, twice, as if he’s nauseous, or it hurts to breathe—and then he draws his hands away from his head a fraction, wincing slightly, and he glances around—and his eyes land on me. His face turns stunned. “Jarekt, narra. Jarekkkt.” 
 
    That’s the first thing Ekan said to me too, the day I was auctioned. I didn’t know what it meant then, I just knew it sounded pretty. Now my ears hear jarekt, and my translator supplies his greeting: hello, beautiful. I wonder if this is what it feels like to be bilingual. You hear the word, then your brain matches the word to your mother-tongue’s equivalent almost instantaneously. Despite my implanted ability, I’ve noticed that when there is no match for alien-to-English Earthen, it’s like my translator throws up its hands: ‘Good luck, girl—you’re on your own.’ 
 
    Qolt’s gazing at me like he’s never seen me before. 
 
    Apprehensively, I worry my lip as I stare back at him. My stomach rolls hard, stunning me—am I going to be sick, or did I just feel my baby roll over? 
 
    Ekan shifts impatiently. “Tell me you’re rutting with me right now.” 
 
    Qolt’s wondrous expression for me turns flat when he eases back and sends Ekan a quelling look. “Private conversation, jackleg.” Almost distractedly, he looks for me again. “But if anyone’s speaking of rutting, I’d rut with you, narra…” His face morphs to confusion. “Why don’t you come over here, and we’ll...” His eyes cut to Ekan, then to Prow and Oquilion, and Tiernan. Qolt’s voice is almost angry, and maybe I’m just imagining it, but he also sounds a little scared when he demands, “Why in the tevek is everyone here? Get out of my room and…” he trails off. My heart starts racing as his shocked eyes lock with mine before he makes a stunned scan of my clad-only-in-his-bedsheet body. 
 
    His jaw almost drops the floor and his hand slowly rises to his head. “How much DID I drink?” 
 
    I can’t hold back anymore. I pull away from Tiernan’s astonishment-loosened grip, and rush for Qolt. I try to drop to my knees but miscalculate my ability to balance—but Qolt’s arms fly up to help me ease myself down safely beside him. “Oh my goodness, I—I don’t even know where it’s safe to touch you. Are you all right?” 
 
    His eyes glitter as he leans back, considering me. “Can I make a suggestion on where I want you to touch me?” 
 
    I huff at him. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    He reaches for his head, and then his busted lip, seeming to take stock. “I have a feeling you could make me feel much, much better.” He tries out a lady-killer smile, but when he brings his brows together to complete the masculine-pouty look, blood leaks from above his eye. Yeah, it kills the effect. He swipes at his face. “I’m Qolt. Tell me I’m a lucky Na’rith and that bedsheet you’re wearing is mine.” A wrinkle forms so deep on his smooth forehead that it makes him look as afraid as it does confused. “Should I ask you your name first or apologize—or is that agonize?—that I might need a refresher on how you came to be wearing said bedsheet of mine?” He inhales deep, his chest expanding, the cut of his muscles sharpening for a moment before he lets go. “You smell good. And,” he inhales, and a slow, satisfied smile rolls across his mouth. “So does this room.” 
 
    My skin turns a rosy shade of boiling lobster. I smell—and so does his room—a little bit like sex. 
 
    But my embarrassment takes a back seat to my concern. I’m so worried for him that tears sting my eyes. 
 
    He must see some evidence of this because his own eyes widen, and he lunges forward. “Don’t cry, narra!” Then he pulls up sharply, wincing hard as he reaches for his head again. “Owww… cog-damn, I got into something strong.” 
 
    I reach out, and brush back his hair to examine his head. Despite having blood on him, nothing looks serious. And although I saw him get shot, I don’t find a burn or any sort of visible damage. I guess Ekan’s gun could fire something that really is less dangerous. 
 
    But clearly, this doesn’t mean that Qolt came out unscathed. I take his hand and hug it to my chest. His fingers flex, and his thumb sneak-brushes my sheet-covered left boob. I ignore him, shakily asking, “Are you… are you all right?” 
 
    His voice creaks. “Put a man’s hand on a woman’s breast and ask him how he’s doing. His outlook will always improve.” He gives me a crooked smile before his eyes waver, dropping to the nipple-dents I’m making in his sheet. “I’m doing great,” he answers almost dreamily. 
 
    Behind us, I hear Tiernan’s rumbling comment, “Solid steering, Ekan—shoot him in a jealous rage to warn him away from Beth—and now watch him getting healed by her kisses. Well done.” 
 
    “That fired back all wrong,” Prow agrees. “If you hadn’t fried his brains, he’d probably be thanking you for this. Hells, he might still thank you since he doesn’t need a brain to see he’s got Beth’s attention.” 
 
    I ignore them, and pet Qolt’s hair softly. I also ignore how nice his hair feels as my fingers run through it. The man is injured; now is not the time to enjoy these things. But as if to stymie my efforts to avoid this inappropriate appreciation for his fine self, Qolt—his lashes lowered to his battered cheeks—catches me by the wrist, and brings my hand to his mouth, where he presses a gentle kiss to my skin, about the area where I gave him his hickey. 
 
    My toes curl. 
 
    “If I didn’t tell you already: nice to meet you,” Qolt tells me, lashes slowly rising, revealing a pair of very fine eyes, such a warm steel grey now they almost match Ekan’s. “Very nice to meet you, narra.” 
 
    “Crite!” Oquilion barks. 
 
    Qolt’s hands jump back to his head. 
 
    Oquilion winces. “Sorry—if you’re not playing us…” He swallows, a look of dread overtaking his expression. “If you’re serious, you need the infirmary.” 
 
    “There is nothing playing around with this skullache,” Qolt laugh-groans, “But hells no, I don’t need the cog-damned infirmary,” he says, trying to draw himself up indignantly but only succeeding in half falling on me. “Scum take it; sorry, narra,” he curses as I help support him. 
 
    Using my free arm, I struggle under him, trying to tuck the sheet under my armpits like a giant bath towel. 
 
    Oquilion tries again. “Not to alarm you, Qolt, but you… something’s not right about you.” 
 
    “Heh,” Qolt laughs and grimaces all at once. “I could’ve told you that when I first came aboard.” He fingers his/my bedsheet. “Nice sign-on bonus, by the way.” 
 
    Ekan draws himself up, body stringing even tighter. “What did you say?” 
 
    But Oquilion’s continuing like he’s not going to be deterred. “One of my koundreths pulled a bad deal in a gem mine and took a pickaxe to the brainpan. The doctors on that rock managed to save him, but he wasn’t rigged right after that. His short term memory was fragmented.” Oquilion appears supremely unsettled, and very grave. “Not that you don’t deserve your damage, but… we should really get you checked over.” 
 
    In school, when they were teaching us about the Iron Horse racing across America, the case of Phineas Gage was touched on. He was a railroad construction worker who got an iron rod rammed through his head, right through his frontal lobe, and as a result, he became dramatically different in personality. “I’ve heard something like that too,” I share, worry eating at me as I glance up at the man sprawling on me. He almost doesn’t resemble the Qolt who was on top of me in a very different way just a few minutes ago. I clutch the bedsheet tighter and take more of Qolt’s weight as he sags heavier against me. I poke him in the ribs. “Are you falling asleep?” 
 
    He tries to sit up, slurring, “Not if I can help it. Least let me finish you first.” 
 
    Prow snorts a laugh. “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ekan, though, seems frozen in an involuntary cringe. 
 
    I pull my eyes away from him and focus on his wounded brother. “You probably shouldn’t sleep,” I continue, placing my hands on either side of Qolt’s massive ribcage, mindful to be gentle where Ekan’s fists surely connected—and to keep my elbows tight to my own sides so that my bedsheet doesn’t drop and give everyone even more of a show than we’ve already had. “Where I’m from, men with head injuries who sleep could die.” 
 
    His eyes trying to close again, Qolt swallows thickly. “Sounds about right.” He’s still for a beat before his eyelids jump to half-mast and his pupils dilate as he focuses on my face, so near his own. “Give me a click and maybe we can find an alternative that feels better than sleep.” 
 
    My hand slides up his side until I’m cupping his jaw. “Ease up, Romeo, you’re hurt.” 
 
    At my use of Romeo, Ekan stiffens—and I realize I’ve called him Romeo before too. 
 
    Maybe it’s my use of an endearment he thought was for him alone, or maybe it’s his guilt over whatever is wrong with Qolt, but he holsters his gun and clears his throat. “Do you want help to the infirmary?” 
 
    Qolt squints. “Eh?” 
 
    Ekan grasps at his bottom lip with his thumbnail and index finger, worrying it. “Tevek. Let’s get a look at you—” 
 
    My hands fly to Qolt’s chest when his arm suddenly encircles my hips and he drags me into his chest with much more force than I’d expect from such an injured man. Then again, he’s not human, and even Ekan doesn’t know how the shot affected him. “If ever I’ve earned favors with you, let me cash them in now and give me time to enjoy the company of this fine lady. You can drag my rakehelly ass to the infirmary later.” Qolt’s eyes drop to me, to his sheet wrapping me, and he licks his lower lip. “Much, much later.” But he winces again after he says this. 
 
    “It seems his motor skills are in fine form,” Tiernan points out as Qolt’s fingers tease along my thigh. I catch them only for him to tease along my palm, really sweetly. “Machaii,” Tiernan addresses Qolt with cold finality, “You go to the infirmary on your own power, or we’ll drag your sorry ass there—what’s it going to be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    They drag Qolt kicking and cursing to the infirmary. While they wrestle him out the door, I sneak away to grab a fresh tinytop and miniskirt set—and it’s amazing how dressed you can feel in practically nothing. When I’m no longer pregnant and I don’t feel like I’m a giant oven to this cute little bun I’m carrying, I might need real clothes with actual coverage simply because I’m not running quite as hot. It would serve all of them right if I start strutting around in a parka and mukluks after I deliver. 
 
    I make it to the infirmary just behind the struggling mass of men. Qolt’s still insisting that he’s fine, so he’s refusing their assistance—loudly. The guys are going to have to hold him down if they want to run scans. 
 
    And that is exactly what they want. 
 
    Qolt puts up a much more impressive fight than I did when Ekan brought me here that first day. He struggles to such an extreme degree that he manages to give each one of the guys a reason to knock him around as they take hits trying to keep him on the table. They’re feeling less and less concerned for his well being right up until they find that Qolt’s sustained a fractured skull at some point in his life. 
 
    Qolt looks as shocked as we do. Then his expression closes down. “That crack is nowhere near the blaster injury site. It’s old. I told you: nothing’s wrong with me that wasn’t already wrong before. Now let me up, you sacks of machaii.” 
 
    With no indication of damage—at least nothing new that shows on the equipment available to them—they let him up. Tiernan leans towards Ekan, and I’m standing close enough to hear when he murmurs, “Too many hits could have scrambled something.” 
 
    “Tevek,” Ekan grits out. “I know it.” He moves to block Qolt, and goes so far as to bravely put a staying hand on Qolt’s shoulder. “Just—” 
 
    Qolt snarls at him and shrugs it off. “No. We’re done here.” He dismounts from the table, shoves the guys back, and stalks out of the room. 
 
    “That went well,” Prow says with a sickly version of his usual grin. 
 
    Everyone’s head whips up when Qolt stomps right back into the room, and right up to me. “You should eat,” he orders randomly. 
 
    I look to the other guys. Nobody seems sure what to say, so I turn back to look up at Qolt. “I could eat.” 
 
    What follows is the most uncomfortable meal in history. Prow begs off because someone has to sit in the Captain’s chair and pretend he’s busy, but the rest of the guys all crowd into the kitchen and park themselves, all staring at Qolt with varying degrees of reaction—mute horror for Oquilion, guilt for Ekan, and a closed off expression for Tiernan, who stands with his hip resting against the counter, his arms crossed. 
 
    Qolt ignores everyone. Well, not me—he gets two plates out and proceeds to play house with me, like we’re a couple making a quiet meal together. Not like we just had sweaty almost-sex, not like I panicked when I saw his alien junk, not like everyone’s gawking at him for being damaged, and not like he just took a painful head shot with a space gun. 
 
    When we move to the table, he takes his seat, I start to take mine—only to have him jump to his feet, making the rest of the guys tense—but Qolt just moves behind me to push in my chair like a gentleman would do on Earth. It’s very gallant. 
 
    Evidently, it’s also completely unexpected. At least, coming from Qolt. 
 
    Ekan’s mouth is hanging open, Oquilion’s rubbing his temples, and Tiernan’s eyes are just two slashes under big, lowered brows. 
 
    Nobody speaks, and I look over at Qolt, but it’s like he doesn’t even notice the tension. He’s just watching me, his Excalibur-grey eyes expectant. 
 
    Grimacing, I take the first bite of my food. Its looks are deceiving; hashbrowns is not at all what it tastes like, although I thought it resembled a pile of just that. It tastes more like unsalted wax beans, which I guess isn’t so bad. Boring, but edible. I take a second bite. 
 
    Like this was some signal he was waiting for, Qolt nods like he’s satisfied, and rolls several round, pink and red spiky things onto my plate. I had purposely avoided taking these a second ago when Qolt was trying to reach past my blocking hand to load my plate up like we were at a buffet, and I should be making my choices based on my need to feed my brood of twelve baby hippopotamuses. Hippopotami? This is just like the octopus problem. What is it with the latin names in the animal kingdom? 
 
    And what are these spiky things?! “What are these red things?” I ask, scared. 
 
    “They’re Qolt’s favorite,” Ekan says faintly, staring at where Qolt is pinning my fingers so that I can’t stop him from flicking two more onto my plate. 
 
    “He fights us for them,” Oquilion adds, his features pinched in a way that says he’s concerned with what he’s watching. 
 
    Tiernan tells me their name. “Lyatubmar. It’s a fruit you eat once you peel it.” His lips are pursed, and he’s studying Qolt with an intensity Qolt has to be able to feel, because he roughly scrubs the back of his head, like Tiernan’s focus is causing him to itch. 
 
    Without a word, Qolt returns to the pile of the lyatubmar, cracks one with a deft whack of his fork, and splits it open. 
 
    Out pops a dry, grey… grape-thing. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not right,” I mutter. 
 
    Even though my lips barely parted enough to let the words out, it’s far enough that Qolt’s able to pop the lyatubmar into my mouth, lightning-fast. 
 
    “Uglaaag!” is the sound I make. 
 
    “You can take it. Swallow it all,” Qolt says. 
 
    Now I make a choking noise, and it has nothing to do with the food in my mouth. I give him a sharp look, but his face is blank of innuendo. 
 
    “Does it taste bad to you?” Oquilion asks in surprise. 
 
    “Don’t feed my Beth unless I approve of it,” Ekan warns, bristling like someone just forced a pill wrapped in a piece of cheese down his cat’s unwilling throat. 
 
    My chair judders under me—and thanks to the unexpectedness, I accidentally gulp the whole lyatubmar down. 
 
    Qolt is what’s causing my chair to move, because he’s in the middle of dragging me *right* next to him. He spares me a glance, sees that I’ve swallowed—and he winks at me. 
 
    I dish him up my frostiest glare. 
 
    But he’s too hot to be negatively affected by my frosty; he just snorts, and of course he looks handsome doing even this. Then he locks eyes with Ekan, and in opposition of Ekan’s order not to feed me, he declares, “She’s my Beth now.” 
 
    And that’s how lunch ends: Ekan dives for Qolt—Oquilion tackles him before he gets there, and Tiernan catches Qolt by the shoulder, shakes his head, and takes me—and my heaping plate—and escorts me to the greenhouse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Hours later, I’m feeling more settled after spending quiet time with Tiernan. The greenhouse is a pretty peaceful place—the humidity is awful, but you can’t beat the quality of silence here. And after everything that’s gone down today, it’s nice to absorb some tranquility. 
 
    When it’s more or less bedtime, I hug Tiernan goodbye, enjoying the way he holds me with no evident agenda, before I wander to Ekan’s room. I’ve been worried about him, and I find I was right to: I find Ekan sitting on his bed in the dark, gripping his head between his bruised-up hands. 
 
    “Hey,” I say softly, approaching him slowly. I reach out and pet his hair, amazed when he holds still and lets me—he doesn’t even try to cop a feel. Actually, that’s sort of worrying. This is Ekan. “You okay?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to actually injure him,” he confesses, looking too serious for the Ekan I thought I was getting to know. “When he said he was taking you, I worried how you’d… I was afraid of how you’d be affected, if you became afraid.” He swallows and glances at the cuts in his hands, care of hitting his brother’s teeth and bones. “My concern built up until I was just so angry, and then he taunted me—at the time, Beth, I didn’t care if I hurt him.” 
 
    I move to squeeze his shoulder to offer comfort, but he cringes away from my hand, his guilt too heavy for comfort. “I despise this feeling,” he shares, lip curled. “Shame stings. Feels like teveking fire-heated wax is being poured on me.” He starts to rake his hand through his hair, but encounters my fingers. He catches them, bringing our hands to his chest. 
 
    “It’s only like this with him, you know,” Ekan murmurs so quietly I barely hear him. “I don’t… the others, they aren’t capable of provoking me to anger—not like that,” he says with a grimace. “But Qolt? Every cog-damned time we start to argue, it ends up in a fight.” His eyes flick up to me, his expression earnest. “But I need you to know: that’s his effect on me. I would never hurt you.” 
 
    “That was not one of my worries today. I’ve pretty much come to trust you, more or less.” 
 
    Ekan snorts, mustering a look that falls way short of his usual easy humor. “More or less? Is this about my vocation again? You think pirates are the only ones who brawl?” 
 
    “Well,” I say with a shrug, “You think we’d be having this conversation if you were a shoe cobbler?” 
 
    I feel a great amount of relief when Ekan gives me a smile, a real one. “What would you do all day with a shoe cobbler? You’d be bored as hells within a span.” 
 
    I deign to give him a grudging nod. “I suppose without all the looting and shooting and card sharping, there might come a time when I’d look at my cobbler and wish for a little excitement.” 
 
    Ekan’s arms wrap around my hips and he hauls me onto his lap. “Wager on it. I’m bored for you already just imagining our life without card sharping, looting, and shooting...” His thin smile dies. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, taking his face. “What can you do to make this situation right, where you don’t feel like this?” 
 
    Normal Ekan would offer up a lecherous comment here. 
 
    Ekan really must be broken, because he doesn’t. “Find a port with cog-damned good doctors. Have them take a look at him.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, patting his knee. “There you go. When?” 
 
    “Already changed our course. The best ones we have access to are on the other side of this system, and we’re headed their way.” Almost forlornly, he takes up a lock of my hair. 
 
    “Want to snuggle til you feel better?” I ask, a little disconcerted at this morose version of my enigmatic pirate. 
 
    His eyes heat up a little, and seeing this makes me happy. “Yes. Always yes if you want to.” 
 
    He moves behind me, dropping his long, muscular legs on either side of mine, which also happens to afford the front of his pants an intimate seat against the itty bitty scrap that covers my derrière. 
 
    We stay like this, enjoying the simple comfort of being close. 
 
    At least for a few minutes. “You’re poking me,” I point out, amused. 
 
    Ekan snorts into my hair. “Please, narra; this is nothing. If I had my way I’d be poking you a lot more.” As soon as the words leave his mouth, his chest expands against my back as he sucks in his breath. “That was a jest. Poor taste—apologies.” 
 
    Ekan apologizing for dropping a ribald joke? I bring his arm tighter around my middle, and enjoy a fresh burst of pleasure when he brushes his hand over my belly, spreading his fingers until he affectionately cups ‘our spawn.’  
 
    A crazy idea takes hold of me. “You know what you need?” 
 
    “You’re already here, Beth.” Ekan drops his heavy chin on my shoulder. 
 
    I cover his hand with both of mine. Okay. Maybe I like Ekan like this. A lot. I drop my hands to Ekan’s thighs. Once I have leverage, I wriggle slightly—just enough to brush against his hardness. 
 
    Ekan draws away a little. “Beth?” 
 
    I twist enough to be able to see him. “You should get off.” 
 
    His head jerks back and his brows shoot together, a brief but unmistakable expression of hurt crossing his face before he tries for a carefree smile. “Didn’t mean to smother you.” He starts to get up. 
 
    I slide my hand down to his knee before he can move away. “I mean, get off-get off, you know, with me here—I’ll watch.” Yeah, I have a motive—I want to observe exactly what these pirates are packing because ohmygaaaah!!—it’s WEIRD. 
 
    Now Ekan pulls so far away from me he’s almost leaning sideways. “‘Get off’ as in…” 
 
    “Masturbate in front of me,” I confirm, nodding, trying to adopt a scholarly bearing. 
 
    Ekan stares at me, his grey eyes almost silver with shock. “What?” 
 
    I glance down at my hands. “I was wrecking plants in the greenhouse until Tiernan put me on sweeping duty, and I never did get all the dirt out from under my nails, so I’ll sit this one out. But you,” I meet his eyes, and smile, “You go right ahead. I’ll play cheerleader. Literally, if that’s your thing. You like pom-poms?” 
 
    “What?” Ekan repeats, blinking. 
 
    I drop my head back with a sigh before straightening and adjusting until I’m on my knees, facing him. “Get up. Whip it out. I want to see it.” 
 
    Ekan’s jaw drops. He slowly pans his gaze from me to the rest of the room, like he’s not sure if this is real or not, or why or how it’s happening if it is. 
 
    I move for the fastening of his pants. 
 
    Ekan almost jumps off the bed—but, I’m happy to see, his eyes are starting to dance again. “Madam, please—I know it’s hard, but restrain yourself.” He slowly draws the heel of his hand along the thick outline of his erection. 
 
    I smirk up at him. Now this is the Ekan I know. “You need music? Clapping? Compliments?” 
 
    “I could always use a toy,” Ekan offers. 
 
    “You have toys?” I ask with interest. “Next I was going to offer to service you with dirty hands.” 
 
    Ekan looks considering. “I adore the idea of you having dirty, dirty hands you want to service me with. But I also enjoy your interest in my toys.” He raises a brow. “Are you certain you want to witness that?” 
 
    I shrug, a maneuver he always watches with interest. “I’m intrigued. Let’s see you get off with a toy, please.” 
 
    Apprehension seeps into his eyes. He tilts his head. “Now that I think on it, this might not be the wisest bad idea I’ve entertained. You’ve got me ready to avail myself of her now, believe me, but I can take her to another room.” He glances to the door like he’s thinking over options. 
 
    I rear back a bit. “‘Her?’” 
 
    Ekan turns back to me, and nods. “Vera.” 
 
    I blink. “Oh yeah. This I have to see.” 
 
    Ekan walks to his Comm panel, and calls, “Vera! Your presence is requested.” 
 
    A moment later, there’s a crackle piped in through the speaker—which is odd, because the speakers on the ship are very clear—and then I hear Tiernan’s voice, a very annoyed, especially irritated-sounding Tiernan’s voice, and I realize he is the source of the crackle—he’s growling. “Teveker!” 
 
    Ekan chuckles and presses the button so that he can drawl, “Did I interrupt? Only one of you is coming, huh?” 
 
    A minute later our door opens, but it’s not Tiernan who enters, bent on beating Ekan to a pulp. I’m not prepared for the silver-skinned robot who sashays through instead, walking right to Ekan, and who, bending over, grabs her slim, non-pregnancy-swollen ankles. Because her rear end is facing me, I see everything as this position exposes a very realistic looking vulva. 
 
    There’s something white sticking out of her… opening. 
 
    I scramble off the bed, circling her so that my view changes immediately—and movement from Ekan has me glancing at him to see he’s not looking at the robot: he’s watching me. 
 
    “Do you want me to send her away?” His worried look for me breaks as a small smirk flits over his expression. “You know, Tiernan won’t mind if I return her sooner rather than later.” 
 
    I can’t answer him yet. My eyes are drawn back to the robot. Her face is blank—as in literally, whoever created her face gave her no expression. Two eyes, a nose, and two sculpted bumps that work as lips; but her features are all just suggestion. 
 
    Her ears are notably elfin, even more pronounced than the guys’. She also has one perfectly round boob in the center of her chest. 
 
    I can’t stop staring at it. “You have sex with her—with this?” I ask in a voice strained a couple octaves higher than my normal range. 
 
    “I won’t if it upsets you,” Ekan says so, so seriously that I can finally tear my gaze away from the metal woman and focus on the alien. He looks super worried, which isn’t an expression I’m used to seeing on Ekan. He doesn’t take his eyes off me when he orders, “Vera; go.” 
 
    “Wait,” I blurt, even as the robot immediately stands straight at his command, her boob rebounding against her chest for one bounce at her sharp movement, like one of those punching balloons on strings. “I… I want to see.” 
 
    Ekan stares at me. 
 
    Vera starts to go. 
 
    I assure Ekan, “It’s okay. Believe me, you have me so curious. Don’t leave me hanging now.” 
 
    Ekan watches me for a beat longer, but calls, “Vera; wait,” before she reaches the door. “Vera; your presence is requested.” 
 
    She returns to him immediately, and bends over again. In horrified fascination, I watch as Ekan rounds her. When he gets to her backside, he grimaces a pained grin, and turns away to grab the trash can. He holds it out and says, “Vera; remove the sleeve.” 
 
    Without even turning her head, Vera mechanically—robotically—reaches around herself to strip the white thing—which looks like a big, soppy, long condom once she pulls it from her slit. 
 
    “Absolutely the height of rudeness,” Ekan mutters. But I see the flash of his mischievous smile; he’s aware he stole her mid-activity, and he finds this hilarious. 
 
    He presses a raised area on Vera’s side and something ejects: it’s a triangular dart-looking thing. With deft movements, Ekan inserts it into her, and although I don’t have the view to verify, I’m pretty sure I know where he sticks it. His hands move to her hips, which conveniently swell out enough they make nice grips for a man’s hands. 
 
    Wow this is weird. I can’t look away. 
 
    I even crane my neck for maximum study. When nothing happens, I look up into the hesitant face of Ekan. “Well?” I urge him. “Get on it with it; I’m waiting.” 
 
    With a surprised huff of laughter, the line of Ekan’s shoulders relax. His breath eases out, a big breath, like he’d been holding it, concerned with how I’d react. After another moment, his big, muscular thighs step up to frame Vera’s sleeker metallic ones. 
 
    Then nothing happens. 
 
    I tear my eyes away from Vera’s bizarre stillness to meet Ekan’s gaze again—but his eyes are fixed on the wall, and his mouth is set a little ruefully. 
 
    “Problem?” I ask. 
 
    “You could say that,” he says. “Remember how my cock likes you a lot? He’s not too comfortable with this situation. Could I ask you to, ah…” He brushes a rough hand up the back of his neck. “Offer him—me,” he corrects, no longer referring to his dick as its own entity, “some assistance?” 
 
    A grin takes over my whole face. Strutting only a tiny bit, I take a step in his direction. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Could you,” he swallows, the strong muscles of his throat shifting, “Kiss me?” 
 
    My heart puffs up and goes a bit gooey. “Aww—am I making you nervous?” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Ekan confirms, his nod telling me he’s having to summon up his courage to do this for me. “There is almost a galaxversally common trait among females: you can be very, very territorial.” He finally meets my eyes. “I don’t want this to upset you.” 
 
    I hold onto him for balance and go up on my toes to give him a kiss to keep him from doing more talking. My stomach bumps against him, and he splays his hand right over my belly button, possessive. When I drop back down, I tell him, “I’d like to see what you Na’rith have, and what it looks like in action.” I wave to Vera. “It doesn’t get any better than this—a demo without another woman being involved.” 
 
    Ekan takes my chin in his hand. “Good. Remember that. She’s not you, Beth.” 
 
    He lowers his fly, and out pops his big, thick dick that I’ve gotten glimpses of, but definitely never got an eyeful with any real detail. 
 
    “What’s this?” I ask, and after marshaling my own courage, I brazenly run a finger along an almost translucent sheath-addition the likes I’ve never seen. 
 
    Ekan wraps his hand around the head of his shaft, and jerks his fist back, which retracts the sheath—and causes it to dial wider and expand around the base of his dick. 
 
    I manage not to voice my yelp of shock. But it’s a close call. 
 
    “This,” he says, following my gaze and correctly pointing out the organ I’m so mystified by, “Is a mating ring. It’s a flexible member that seals to our female, encompassing her from her slit to her clit. It enhances her pleasure, and once our seed is released, keeps it confined until the seal breaks, giving our sperm a bit of a time advantage in the hopes we can fertilize spawn,” he says with an oddly shy-appearing smile. 
 
    Reaching out, I take him in my hand. Ekan sucks in a shocked breath, his hips surging forward and banging into Vera’s butt, catching my wrist between his thigh and her ass, which squishes slightly, the material of her behind reacting like some sort of spongy-rubber combo; squishy-bouncy, not quite real. 
 
    “What is it?” Ekan whispers, his mouth tracing my cheek, his breath warming my face as he thrusts once into my grip, his mating ring cupping my hand, much warmer than my skin, and trapping me against Vera. 
 
    “I’m thinking about Vera’s butt,” I say. 
 
    “I’m not.” Ekan nudges at my cheek to make me expose my neck to him better. “I’m thinking of your rump.” 
 
    I snicker. “So am I, actually. I was thinking Vera’s ‘recoil’ is not as nice as my butt, I feel pretty certain—” I let him go, and Ekan moans into my shoulder, “—and I feel weirdly proud of this,” I finish, feeling very pleased. 
 
    Until I can’t pull back my hand. “Um, Ekan? Your ring won’t let go of my hand.” 
 
    “Cog-damned inconvenient sometimes,” he says right against my ear, making shivers travel along my skin everywhere. “But I wouldn’t say this time was one of them.” He does something and my hand pops free. 
 
    “Thanks for making your dick let me go.” 
 
    “This is the strangest rut I’ve ever had,” Ekan mutters, before he swoops in for my mouth, kissing me until I want to shove Vera to the side and get myself some instead. 
 
    But I don’t because we’ve come this far—I’d kind of like to see Ekan come all the way, so to speak. 
 
    Ekan rests his forehead against mine, his eyes too close as he stares into my eyes, but he doesn’t pull away. “Guide me in, narra.” 
 
    Instead of just shoving him in, I run my hand up and down his belly, making his skin jump and flicker. He sucks in a breath when my hand closes over his cock again—but I’m careful to keep my hand right behind his fat head, and to go nowhere near his seal’s capturing range. His eyes fall closed, and his nostrils widen, his breath coming faster against my lips when I pump him and tug him where I want him to go. 
 
    This is kind of fun, I think to myself, and I laugh out loud, just once. It’s a surprised, power-filled sound. Ekan responds by hardening even more in my hand. 
 
    I tease him, swiping my thumb over his tip and spreading his pre-cum on the hot, swollen knob of his cock. 
 
    Ekan gunts harshly and warns, “I’m about to knock Vera down and take you in her place.” 
 
    “Hold that feeling, you beast,” I tell him, and tug him forward a little more. The front side of my fist bumps Vera’s simulated girl parts, and I guide my alien’s head right to her opening. 
 
    Ekan doesn’t move. 
 
    I reach up and wrap my other hand around his neck, pulling him down enough that I can breathe into his ear and coax, “Come on. Cram your giant cock into that hole and fuck it.” 
 
    Ekan takes Vera’s hips in a rough grip and thrusts into her hard. She jolts under him, but doesn’t change anything—not her position, not a movement of her head, not a sound. She’s only a masturbatory aid. She’s just a toy. 
 
    Ekan fucks his toy like he hates her, his muscles shifting, jumping, straining—he’s beautiful in his power. 
 
    And he fucks into her all the while staring right at me. 
 
    The sound of his skin slapping the flexible material of Vera’s buttocks is loud and obscene. There’s no holding back on his taking her—his chest and sides and thighs and arms have muscles on muscles and they stand out to perfection with every one of his rough, powerful thrusts. There’s no finesse, and no concern for the form under him—she’s his cum receptacle, for real. He’s working her fast, I realize, so that he can come faster. 
 
    As his heavy-lidded eyes stay locked to mine, I’m starting to feel more and more swollen. 
 
    The scent of sex, and a silicone rubber smell, fills my nostrils. The rough tempo of Ekan’s breathing heats my ears as I circle him, watching his back muscles flex as he works and pumps into her. 
 
    This is unexpectedly hot. 
 
    “Beth,” he grits out, and I move to him. 
 
    Eyes a little wild, Ekan catches me with a strong grip at my nape, finding my lips and kissing me hard, and my hand finds his heavy sac and I gently bring my fingers around it—and that’s how he comes—his dick inside Vera, and his lips on mine. 
 
    We stay like that for a moment, both of us panting, and when I shift, my thighs slide, the wetness of my arousal having run down my legs. How about that. Watching Ekan get off for my curiosity-filled viewing satisfaction somehow made me crazy wet. 
 
    Without a word, I take his wrist, and give him a hickey to match the one he was so jealous (maybe even a little distraught) to see on his brother. 
 
    Ekan’s other hand gathers my hair back so he can watch, before he wildly kisses my temple. Something between a purr and a growl is working behind his chest, and the sound is doing things to my insides that, if he knew he could have this effect on me, he’d never stop. 
 
    Smiling at the thought, I bask in the intense heat pouring off of him as I finish making a mark on his skin. 
 
    After a few moments, I lower his wrist and pull back a bit, glancing at the performance area between Ekan and Vera. “What now?” 
 
    He drags his forehead against the inside of his arm to wipe the sweat from his brow. His eyes meet mine, taking measure, I think. “Now we break suction.” He inserts a blunt finger between his membrane and her skin, popping himself free. He catches my intent, curious gaze. “It won’t be this manageable with you. Just so you know.” At my questioning look, he offers, “You’ll be a little too exciting for it to release as smartly as this.” 
 
    Ekan’s looking just a bit sluggish as he removes his cum-catcher sleeve from Vera. It’s no longer the small dart-looking thing that he inserted; it’s been fuck-stretched and now resembles the same collection device that she was wearing when she left Tiernan. 
 
    Unlike Ekan’s really good-smelling, oddly arabica and coconut-esque frothy-filled sleeve, Tiernan’s was empty. 
 
    We literally stole Vera from under him, and he didn’t get a release. 
 
    He must be feeling terribly frustrated. 
 
    I must seem too quiet, because Ekan’s face is suddenly in mine. He pushes a lock of my hair behind my ears, his eyes concerned as they search mine. “That wasn’t too much for you to see, was it?” 
 
    It could have had the potential to be if I hadn’t been included. It definitely would have been if Vera was a threat in any way, but she’s not. She’s still bent over, staring vacantly at the far wall. She’s a tool, nothing more. “No,” I assure Ekan. “It wasn’t too much.” 
 
    He blows out a breath so big it lifts my bangs, and he pops a kiss on my cheek. “Whew!” He drags me to his chest for a lazy, sleepy hug. Then he yawns in my ear, a satisfied sound. “We should probably send her back to Tiernan. And if you follow me back to the bed, I’d love to give you some relief for that pesky need that’s making you squirm.” 
 
    Putting my hands over his pecs, I go up on my toes and kiss him goodnight. “Thank you for the offer, but I have another idea.” 
 
    I believe Vera earned herself a break—and Tiernan? 
 
    Tiernan’s mine. I’m going to take Vera’s place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “That machaii better have removed his club glove. It wasn’t like he had her called right from underneath of him, that jackleg!” Tiernan finishes in a heated mutter before he wrenches open the door. 
 
    “Hi,” I wave. 
 
    Tiernan inhales deeply, and because I know what he was doing before Ekan (and I) interrupted him, it’s obvious to me that he’s in the grip of some intense sexual frustration. The veins along his muscled forearms are standing out, and the pulse point at his throat—pounding when he opened the door—starts hammering. 
 
    I find I really want to put him out of his misery. “So I just met Vera.” 
 
    He huffs something that isn’t relaxed enough to be laughter. “Leave it to Ekan. That’s audacity.” He crosses his big arms over his very wide chest. “Tell me he didn’t rut the robot right in front—” he breaks off when my hand runs down the part of his chest not blocked by his arms. 
 
    “I asked him to,” I tell him, stroking him again. 
 
    “Beth,” he says, enough warning in his voice that my heart speeds up, “I need you to know that I would never hurt you, but I’m too hungry for you to pet me.” 
 
    “I could take care of that hunger for you,” is my answer—and I feel his whole body go tense(er.) “But I’ll warn you: I’m dirty.” 
 
    “Beth!” Tiernan rasps out. 
 
    A smile teases around my mouth; but I clamp my lips together, adopting a clear, innocent expression. “And I came here thinking that you’ll have to do all the work, but you know what? Suddenly, I’m feeling pretty rejuvenated. A lot of excitement, you know?” 
 
    Tiernan’s hands wrap around my face, and he kisses me. He kisses me stupid. 
 
    He also turns us and walks me backwards, steering me to his bed. 
 
    Reaching it, he takes me down carefully, and he wastes no time fumbling with my top. Like Qolt, Tiernan snaps right through the front of it—with his teeth. 
 
    “Ekan’s going to need to invest in more tinytops,” I warn. 
 
    “‘Veker can afford it,” Tiernan shoots back, and leans over me, his beautiful, masculine fingers spreading wide beside my head to brace himself. He stays standing, his height allowing him unobstructed access around my stomach, and his free hand skillfully touches me everywhere. He becomes my master, conquering me with nothing more than the rough texture of his palm stroking so softly over my skin. Under him, I feel beautiful, desired—and needy—with the way he brushes his fingers over my collarbones, and the way he teases the silky skin of my hipbones. 
 
    “Tiernan,” I moan—and he bites my thigh. I gasp; he chuckles. 
 
    He plants a darting kiss under my right boob before he licks a hot path between my breasts. 
 
    I grab his head, my stomach feeling like an ungainly hard ball between us, but Tiernan doesn’t seem to mind. To the contrary, he proves he cares for it very much when he tenderly cups underneath my stomach and plants a kiss above my belly button. 
 
    My heart cannot take the sweetness. Like, I might develop instant hyperglycemia from this. 
 
    Feeling indescribably reactive towards him, I drag him back up to me and mewl into his mouth. 
 
    Tiernan attacks me back, but with shocking, titillating ferocity. Nipping—carefully—with his sharp teeth, sucking, lapping, snarling. 
 
    Suddenly, his pelvis bangs into mine and he grinds us together, our clothes feeling like a flimsy but much annoying barrier. 
 
    To cure me of my half of the problem, Tiernan flips up my skirt. 
 
    I hear ripping, and I bite back a laugh when I learn it isn’t only my clothes that get torn up during sexy times with aliens—Tiernan’s taken the expedient route to undressing. Evidently, he must feel he can afford to replace his wardrobe too. 
 
    One of his thick fingers slides to my opening, feeling how slick I am. He growls into my mouth. “Ready?” 
 
    “So ready,” I breathe, and Tiernan’s cheek brushes my nose as he tilts his head and takes my lips in another kiss. 
 
    When we pull away, we both look down between us. 
 
    I know I can’t not watch; I’m too curious and usually, the entry is one of my favorite turn-ons to the action—but when I get brave enough to get a glimpse of Tiernan, I wish I hadn’t. 
 
    REALLY BIG DICK. Dammmmmn. 
 
    It’s hard, and long, and really, really alien. 
 
    Teeth gritted, Tiernan jacks his mating ring back and lines us up. 
 
    His mating ring expands, the rim of it touching me first. It clasps onto me, making me jump—and it starts to suck. 
 
    THIS IS UNEXPECTED. It’s giving my ladyjunk suction? 
 
    The instantaneous, pulsing pressure makes my clit throb and my labia swell. “Tiernan?” 
 
    Testing my readiness with what feels even bigger than it looked, Tiernan prods his tip at my opening, making me gasp. He grunts. “Tell me if you start to feel too tight, narra.” 
 
    Is this like some common Na’rith equipment complaint during ‘operation?’ 
 
    Rough fingers caress the side of my throat, making me shudder. An otherworldly-sized thumb glides across my lower lip. Then it pulls down, taking my lip with the movement. 
 
    All the while, keeping his movements slow, he advances inside me. 
 
    And ow. OW! The pinch and burn is no joke. I feel like I’ve grown my virginity back. 
 
    It’s not going to fit! 
 
    I make a choked noise and the intrusion backs off. 
 
    “Beth? Is that a good sob or a bad sob?” Tiernan whispers. He pulls out of me all the way, but his mating ring stays in place, extending and stretching between us. And he must read something on my face because he soothes, “Shhh, we’ll fix it.” He reaches for his pillow and slides his hand under my butt, lifting me enough to prop my hips. Instead of moving right back to thrusting, his hands smooth over my sides, my thighs, my stomach, and eventually he moves his touch to my shoulders, spreading his fingers out underneath me to reach the tensed muscles of my neck and back. 
 
    His ring stays clamped to me. The pulsing, steady suck on my clit makes me want to move. It builds, and builds, until I’m squirming, but only when I try to encourage him to continue does Tiernan’s club start carefully advancing on me again. We sort of dance like this, with him retreating and surging forward a sliver at a time, until his thrust and pull gets smoother, slicker, receiving a wetter, happier welcome, and finally, he’s all the way inside. We’re tight, but it doesn’t hurt. 
 
    “Good?” Tiernan asks, eyes searching me. 
 
    My heart feels so full as I stare up at him. My lips curve up shyly. “I am. Thank you.” 
 
    This earns me a sweet kiss. But his gaze is a little too direct, a little too uncomfortably focused when he growls, “Shouldn’t have to thank me.” 
 
    I pull my nose up, making his nose bump my chin. “Well, I want to, so there. And it’s not polite to reject my appreciation for your skills.” 
 
    His lip quirks, and he wraps his big hands all the way around my upper arms. “Beth. You’re about to find out that when I rut, I’m anything but polite.” 
 
    I feel myself weaken when he draws back his hips—and bangs into me so hard I see stars. 
 
    I already knew this; but polite sex is overrated. 
 
    Shoulders pinned by his weight, uninhibitedly jolting and squeaking under him, I love the way he grunts as he fucks into me. Tiernan’s delightfully vocal, his bass-pitched growls making me shiver. 
 
    Slishy sounds signal that we’re creating quite a bit of wet friction between us, and where his ring encircles our entry point, it’s collecting a shocking amount of wetness. It’s an extra strange sensation, but not an unwelcome one. Braced against me like this, Tiernan works me like I’ve never experienced, and I can’t believe the noises he’s causing me to make. Grunting in a way that’s going to embarrass me later, I absorb the hard contact of his body, feeling euphoria climb inside me, higher, and higher and more hungry than I’m ready for. 
 
    When my orgasm breaks, I go light-headed. 
 
    No, really—I’m instantly dizzy even as my pussy is pulsing and squeezing Tiernan strongly enough to make him growl as he pumps through it. 
 
    I gulp. “Tiernan, stop! I’m… I need to sit up!” 
 
    A growl tells me I’ve reached him a moment before he pulls out, climbs on the bed, and moves behind me, tugging my shoulders up over his thighs until I’m propped against him. After a moment, he pants, “Better?” 
 
    Rather awkwardly, we’re still connected by his extended mating ring. But I sigh in relief. “Yeah!” I put a hand up to my head. “That was weird. I even lost my breath. Probably why I went dizzy,” I muse. 
 
    My eyes can’t help but be drawn to the membrane that joins us. It’s stretched across my thigh, slightly damp and super hot to the touch. I pull my finger away when I see his thighs tense and jump in reaction to my curious touch. 
 
    Tiernan’s voice is raspy. “Maybe it’s the position affecting you. Want to try a different one? We could lie face to face if we...” he proceeds to adjust me so that I’m propped up on pillows, and he reclines at an angle from me. 
 
    This won’t give him the leverage he needs in order to properly (or is that improperly?) bang my brains out, but as he shoves his thickness into me again, my happy sigh rings out—and his groan of satisfaction says he doesn’t consider this a downgrade. 
 
    The constant, hot, pressured tug on my slick-feeling clit gets me to O-town again by the time Tiernan reaches his finish. My muscles are tight, keeping me locked in place and shaking with the sensations rolling through me during my climax, when Tiernan throws his head back and empties himself with a resonant, rich groan of contentment. 
 
    And then… we’re stuck together. Fused pubically, exactly as I was warned would happen. As we quietly catch our breath, his ring continues to slowly suck on me. Its pressure is gentler now, almost like it’s being mindful of my heightened nerves. Its suction is dragging out my pleasure; I’m experiencing squirm-inducing aftershocks, and I can say for sure that this is the absolute best and strangest encounter I've ever had. 
 
    Tiernan nudges me with his chin, trying to get me to pick up my face enough so he can have my lips. 
 
    The kiss is nice. 
 
    The look in Tiernan’s eyes is even nicer. 
 
    Ooooh, my stomach flutters at the fiercely pleased way he’s staring at me. Even my toes curl. I want to hug him—so with my arms limply hanging behind his neck, I do—and I want to wriggle my hips, but my movement is majorly limited on account of our position and his… accoutrement. 
 
    But I don’t feel I’m without ways to express how his hot look is making me feel. Since Ekan made such a big deal about Qolt’s hickey, I tuck my face into Tiernan’s neck and go to work on giving Tiernan a really pretty lovebite—and he groans like I’m just slaying him. 
 
    I snicker into his skin, but when I start on a second one, he encourages me to bring my kiss to his lips instead, growling, “I couldn’t be happier for your brand on me—but don’t sore your jaw any worse on my account.” 
 
    This isn't even how I used to ‘sore’ my jaw for a man, but he's right, I’ll be feeling this tomorrow. Mouth-marking three Na’riths will do that. 
 
    I grin when Tiernan moves until he’s the big spoon in our cuddle. He hands me another pillow, saying, “Don’t know if you got a chance to spy around Qolt’s berth, but he had a stash of bedding a light-year high. Said he knew females liked pillows, blankets, that sort comfort, so the moment you came aboard, he began raiding them from everywhere else.” 
 
    “I take it you cleaned him out?” I ask, stuffing the pillow under my stomach. 
 
    “With no compunction,” Tiernan confirms, offering me another. 
 
    I decline it, and instead, I scoot up slightly and rest my head on the hard warmth of Tiernan’s arm. His nose burrows into my hair, and ke keeps it there against the top of my head. 
 
    That’s how I fall asleep—sated, safe, and happy in Tiernan’s arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30—TIERNAN 
 
    TIERNAN 
 
    THE NEXT ROTATION... 
 
    “Oh, narra,” I feign a deep feeling of disquietude, passing a playfully shaking hand over my face before I return my attention to her progress, and caution, “You’re supposed to give the plants a drink, not a swim.” 
 
    “Oops,” she says—but the apology rings false. “Hey,” she says, setting down the waterer and picking up a pot. “I’ll just go back to planting.” 
 
    I eye her actions balefully. “This is almost too awful to watch. You’re spanking those seedlings—not patting them.” 
 
    “Oh, I must be getting confused. Patting—spanking,” she says, lifting her shoulders and dropping them just as suddenly, her lashes fluttering as she sends me a coy look. “Maybe I need a lesson on the difference. Maybe it’s the heat… in here.” 
 
    “You’re goading me,” I say in wonder. 
 
    She flashes me a grin. “I am.” She gestures at her work area where she’s been torturing young plants. “I’ve kind of been hoping that you’ll bend me over this garden bench, but I’m not kidding about it being hot in here—I can’t tell if I’m sweating or just getting coated in humidity, but if it’s the first one, I’m pretty sure I’m going to melt if I get under you.” 
 
    I take her by her elbow and begin to draw her with me, taking her past stacks of mulch, heavy-humus soils, fertilizer, and various supplies. “I might have a way to cool you down.” 
 
    She gasps when she sees where we’re headed. “Is that a shower? Out here?” 
 
    “Handy to rinse off in the rain booth after a planting day,” I confirm, hiding my smile as I nudge her, urging her to enter it. “Let’s get you taken care of, cool you off. And after that narra, you will tap those seedlings properly—I know you have it in you to show our young more care.” 
 
    “There’s no question,” she agrees, “I would show our young more care—I will—but this is our food, Tiernan. These aren’t babies.” 
 
    I pause, eyeing her to see if she’s joshing. I can’t decide if she is or not. “This is our food, and if we don’t help those young plants grow, we will have no food.” 
 
    She angles her head, conceding the point. “True. All right, you need to get naked. Lose the pants, and be quick about it. Or the shirt. Hang on, I can’t decide what I want to watch first,” she bites her lip and looks me up and down in a way that almost gets her mounted with no warning. “Okay, surprise me.” 
 
    Creator, she is perfection. I want to keep her all to myself—which certainly won’t happen, but I can’t help against what I instinctively want. 
 
    For now, at least, I have her in my arms. 
 
    Later, when we’re rinsing off the produce ready for eating, and Beth’s taste-testing the offerings to decide what she wants more of, she steers us onto the topic of luck sources. I’m explaining that luck sources aren’t as common as Na’riths would have the universe believe, when she asks, “So if luck sources are rare, you all are… lucky to have Ekan?” 
 
    Feeling pained, I reluctantly nod. 
 
    She starts laughing, wiping at her mouth and then brushing off her hands. “What was that?” 
 
    When I barely put force behind the words, “That’s… right...” 
 
    She laughs harder. 
 
    Even if Ekan were a mere mortal, he would—and has—leapt in front of us to take all manner of weapon’s fire and harm. Although it’s rare, luck sources are capable of being gravely injured—but Ekan takes that chance and never hesitates. 
 
    I heave an exaggerated, put-upon sigh. “I know I’m not alone when I say Ekan is—” 
 
    Behind Beth, I see Ekan strolling in, so I finish, “—the crewmember who doesn’t have the sense the Creator gave a nit, not to mention he’s a massive pain in my ass.” 
 
    Undeterred, almost as if he’s well aware of what I sincerely feel, Ekan’s ever-present grin only grows. 
 
    Teveking idtrek. But after he let Beth come to me last night, I’m feeling pretty cog-damned decent towards him. If I’d known he wanted Vera in trade for Beth, I’d have hand-delivered Vera and happily escorted Beth straight to my door. It’s a good thing one of the others didn’t happen upon her on her way to my room—these jacklegs would have tried to keep her for themselves instead. Thieves, all these ‘vekers! 
 
    “Enjoy your night?” Ekan asks with a knowing smile. 
 
    I won’t even begrudge him this. I drape my arm around Beth’s shoulders. “Best night of my lifespan.” If I’m not mistaken, Beth’s full-body blush is going to burn my skin, and I don’t mind. I raise plants that treat burns. “How was Vera?” 
 
    Ekan’s gaze drops to Beth, and a salacious smirk the likes I’ve never seen takes over his face. “Oh, Vera was phenomenal. I’ve never had such a fine performance.” 
 
    “That’s sad,” I say. 
 
    His grin widens, staring right at Beth until she slaps her hands over her hot face, only making him grin wider. “No, it wasn’t.” 
 
    I hug Beth tighter and draw her body back enough that she’s got no choice but to see me. I know when she does too, because she moans through her fingers, snickering. Sucking back my laughter, I start seriously, “I don’t mean to embarrass you worse, narra, but I’m afraid this sorry sap has actually made me curious. What did you do to earn such a high rating? You see, I’ve reason to know Vera, so satisfy my inquiring mind—what magic are you capable of?” I bend down enough to drag my cheek over her hair. “Or, I should say, what other magic are you capable of? I certainly got the sweetest taste last night, when you worked yours on me.” 
 
    “Poor Vera,” Beth chuckles, without true concern. “No one appreciates her.” 
 
    “Vera’s not bad,” Ekan is quick to say. “But Vera’s not you.” 
 
    “Good answer,” I say. 
 
    Ekan bows. “Thank you, thank you.” 
 
    Beth eyes the addlepate. “I think, personality wise, he’s starting to settle down,” she informs me sympathetically, like we’ve adopted a doltish, wayward pet and we’re finally seeing improvement. 
 
    “Sounds like Vera had a little to do with that,” I return, brows raised meaningfully, and I enjoy Beth’s cheeks going dark again. 
 
    “Stop it!” she chides, but she’s grinning. “And wow, you guys aren’t very grateful to the robot that has to run around and—and—” 
 
    “Service us?” I offer helpfully. 
 
    Eggs could be fried on Beth’s face. “Yes!” 
 
    Ekan makes a noise. “Truly, Beth, she doesn’t care.” And he’s being sincere, actually trying to lessen her discomfort. “She can’t. She’s just a machine in a female-shape. Serious as a Phytor’s tusks are long, we had to program in her every response—and I mean every response. For the earliest edition, we had this feature where…” His lips peel back as he grimaces, “We’d make the noises we’d want to hear a woman make.” His brows pinch and he’s quick to add, “We manually altered her pitch, of course.” He scrubs the back of his neck. “For the playpack during… playtime. It wasn’t ideal, but you make do,” he says, with a roll of his shoulder. “All’s well enough until you hit the wrong button to start her, and you realize you made a selection mistake because she’s calling out one of the other guys’ program sequences… in their voice.” Ekan’s eyes dart to me before he laughs, his eyes squeezing shut at the horrific memory. “I heard Prow’s voice under me screech, ‘Ride me harder, Koundy!’” 
 
    Beth twitches. “My translator just gave me ‘Daddy,’ ha!” She snorts. “Where I’m from, that’s maybe a little taboo to call out during sex, but it’s pretty mild. It can even be kind of hot.” 
 
    I murmur in her ear, “With you under me, I’m willing to be convinced it could be hot here too.” 
 
    One of Ekan’s brows go up. “I want to hear about all the taboo and hot things you know from your planet.” Then he gives himself a shake. “But imagine you’re on the brink of release, your partner is emitting all the properly programmed encouraging phrases to finish you, and suddenly your partner’s voice turns into the man whom you consider to be nearly your brother…” 
 
    Beth claps her hand over her mouth. “Ack, that didn’t happen...” 
 
    Ekan’s eyes widen. “It did. To all of us.” 
 
    Seeing she understands now, Ekan throws out his hand, “Exactly! Prow’s voice could screech out anything in that moment, and it’d pretty much scar you. But you hear koundy and you know more than you want to about what he likes Vera to scream at him. Let’s just say, it’s an all-around traumatic incident.” 
 
    Beth’s looking a mixture of horrified and hilarioused. “That’s awesome!” She starts to wheeze her laughter so hard that barely any sound comes out. 
 
    Ekan shudders. “I couldn’t get it up for a week.” 
 
    Beth chokes. 
 
    Ekan nods almost solemnly, but the smile playing at his lips gives him away. He’s loving Beth’s reaction to his tale of woe. “Come to find out, some machaii added it to all our programs so that each of us got disturbed during the big finish.” He shakes his head. “Scum sucker. We were all out of commission, and giving Prow sideways looks for his proclivities—meanwhile, we’re thinking he’s getting the full use of Vera by himself since none of us can regain much, ah, focus, so it’s rotations before we realize—it wasn’t Prow who programmed her to say it at all.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    Ekan doubles over, guffawing. “Qolt! He did it to skylark on Prow, and it worked better than he ever expected—he pranked all of us.” He shrugs. “Of course, we had to wonder how Qolt got that recording; no matter what Prow said otherwise, nobody believed he didn’t initially make Vera say it.” He squints, staring off. “Still don’t. Tevek Qolt for spreading that imagery around. There are some things you never want to visualize.” He shudders and eyes her. “Don’t ever share if Prow asks you to call him Koundy.” 
 
    Beth turns and tries to unsuccessfully smother her snickers into my arm. “Got it,” she chuckle-gasps. “And ha ha—way to go Qolt!” 
 
    Ekan’s lips are quirked up—but then his eyes cut to the far doorway. “Speak of the Na’rith…” he mutters when Qolt stalks in, but instead of greeting us—even just greeting Beth—Qolt stomps right past our trio. It’s almost as if he doesn’t track that we’re here. He walks up to an ilsab bulb, rips it out of its hydrosoil plug, and crunches on it—raw. 
 
    Ekan and I stare at him. 
 
    The ilsab is a natural remedy for headaches. I didn’t even know Qolt knew how to identify it, let alone know what it does. If he’s suffering from an aching skull, I could have made him a draught, masked the taste a little to make the remedy more palatable. 
 
    No one eats them raw. 
 
    Beth, who isn’t aware of just how strong and wild the flavor of an ilsab is, let alone how tough an unboiled husk is to get through, looks plenty upset anyway—perhaps more at the distant way Qolt’s behaving. He’s lacking in reaction to any of his surroundings, not sparing her or even his brother (ergo, rival) a glance. “Qolt?” she asks. 
 
    He’s mid-motion, bringing the bulb back to his mouth for another bite—but at the sound of her voice, he fumbles the ilsab and spins to Beth, surprise coloring his expression. 
 
    His features light up at the sight of her; he’s almost unrecognizable. This is the most pleased I’ve ever seen Qolt, I realize. “I was afraid you were a dream,” he rumbles to her. 
 
    I glance down at Beth, seeing her brows curling inward with worry, then my gaze flicks to  Ekan, catching the concerned way he’s looking at Qolt too. 
 
    Qolt steps forward. “Can I make you…” he pulls out his tablet, murmuring, “What time is it?” 
 
    “Time for you to leave,” Ekan warns low, his concern instantly shoving over in favor of re-bristling at his sibling. 
 
    Qolt ignores him. “Lunch?” He looks back up to Beth. “Or dinner. Whichever you prefer.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Beth asks. 
 
    Ekan bares his teeth, silently hissing, but Qolt doesn’t take his eyes off of Beth. He even adds an unconcerned roll of his shoulders. “Food’s the same, so it’s just the time we share a meal that changes.” He smiles at her and advances another step forward—as if he doesn’t clearly see that my arm is around my Beth. 
 
    This is my Beth-time. I refrain from knocking him back but only out of respect to his already scrambled brains. 
 
    “We could start now; hit both,” he offers. 
 
    My arm flexes, and I struggle not to hit something myself. Someone. But I remind myself that there’s no honor in beating an injured man—plus, Beth and I have many, many rotations ahead of us. I’ve enjoyed spending time with her and will get the chance to do so again. 
 
    Even if I have to steal her from these lug-brains later to get my chance back. 
 
    Across from me, I watch Ekan grit his teeth. He wants to block Qolt from coaxing Beth away—which I believe was his very own plan, a process he was skillfully beginning to spin before Qolt’s arrival. 
 
    Foiled but not fighting his injured brother’s intrusion, all Ekan does is swallow hard, jaw muscles jumping, and glance sharply away from the interaction. 
 
    But Beth’s head comes up, her eyes narrowed astutely, glancing between the three of us like she can see our hackles rising at each other—and she doesn’t approve. She doesn’t dislodge where I’ve claimed her, staying under my arm like she’s settled under my protective wing, but she does cross her own arms and straighten her spine. 
 
    Thankfully, before she can become irritated or stressed by her involuntary involvement in our Beth-territory battle, Prow enters; gaze crafty, easily reading the tension in the room. 
 
    He sets right to breaking it. 
 
    He waves a low-sided pan that has probably never been outside of the galley. None of the rest of us have shown a particular aptitude for baking. “Heyf!” he calls affably. “Haff youf tried Beff’s deffert?” he asks through a mouthful of sticky brown sludge that stains his teeth. 
 
    “Chew; then talk,” Beth offers helpfully, one side of her lips twitching before it quirks high. “But, just so you know, I haven’t—” 
 
    Prow rushes us, eyes dancing, and shoves a bit of brown square into her mouth. 
 
    Ekan and Prow both go tense, looking more alike in this moment than I’ve ever witnessed. I too have taken on the same aggression-stiff stance, instinctively reacting to another male feeding my Beth. 
 
    Beth is oblivious. “Ummmm…” she purrs around Prow’s thumb and finger—and everyone stops looking at Prow like he’s a threatening interloper in favor of staring at the beautiful Beth. And the dessert pan. But mostly at Beth. 
 
    When she glances at us, she notices the attention she’s receiving and she covers her cheeks, still chewing. “Stopf it, you’rf mekking meef selff conshiss.” 
 
    “Chew dear; then talk,” Prow advises with overly-innocent eyes that don’t fool Beth for a moment. 
 
    Chuckling, and sending him as stern a look as she can manage while doing this, she swallows her mouthful with a hard gulp and orders, “All of you eat something; quit staring at me!” 
 
    We do as she says. We dive for the dessert. 
 
    “But just so you know,” Beth starts—but she doesn’t get to finish what she wants to say, because Prow’s stuffing another square into her mouth. Laughing, she tries to fight him, but only for a moment before she exclaims, “Gaffff, thiff is sof goof!” 
 
    This is all the affirmation Ekan and Qolt need. They bite into their own pieces—and explosively spit them out. 
 
    *Pthew!* “Tastes like Krortuvian ass!” Qolt complains, scraping his tongue and hacking the leavings onto my (other than some stray mulch bits) clean floor. 
 
    I glower at him, unimpressed. 
 
    Ekan’s chuckling darkly and giving Prow a look from under his threateningly low brows that promises retribution. “Scummy trick, you sack muncher. Sleep with both eyes open and an energy saber under your head.” 
 
    Prow grins. “That’s not where I plan to sheath my energy saber tonight.” 
 
    Beth raises an eyebrow. 
 
    Prow quickly shoves another dessert bite at her with a very rapidly uttered, “Sorry; that was crass, narra.” He holds her gaze imploringly and repeats with great feeling: “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Narra-whipped,” Qolt coughs. 
 
    Beth raises both of her eyebrows at him. 
 
    Qolt promptly rolls his shoulders and smacks the back of his own head. “Tevek. Look, I call it like I see it; I didn’t say I was opposed to being narra-whipped myself. In fact,” his eyes narrow as if in thought, “Sounds like a delightful way to pass the time to me.” He tips his head. “Care to make me whipped, narra?” 
 
    Ekan’s eyes are slits. “What’s it called if I’m the one whipping you?” he inquires, his tone a touch acid. 
 
    “A nightmare,” Qolt deadpans. 
 
    “Boys!” Beth claps her hands. “Cut it out!” 
 
    I’m still holding the square I took between two fingers—still untouched. With this lot, I’ve learned to expect a set up, therefore I was watching the others and waiting, rather than fall for the lark right alongside them. 
 
    When Prow sees this, he groans. “Tevvvvek.” Then he grins good naturedly at me. “I’m never going to prank you!” 
 
    Ekan’s attention is pulled from Qolt and fastens on Beth as something occurs to him. His fighting stance relaxes at once—and he’s starting to look pleased. “Narra,” he says in awe. “You went along with one of our games?” 
 
    “I didn’t!” Beth denies. “I didn’t make the treats—and the squares Prow gave me tasted good.” She turns to Prow, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    Prow opens his hand, showing slightly smushed dessert squares. “Two batches. One rigged for you lot; one batch for Beth.” 
 
    Qolt blinks at him. “You can bake?” 
 
    Face puzzled, Ekan jerks his thumb back at Qolt. “What he said. Since when?” 
 
    Prow swallows another bite of the good squares. “Since forever. Just takes a lot more work than I’ve ever wanted to put in for your ugly mugs.” He holds out another square and wiggles it at Beth. “But the rest of Beth’s batch is sitting on a cooling rack in the scullery to make up for it, you sluggards.” Then he promptly reaches out, takes Beth’s hand, and plies her with the teaser square, using this bribery to get her to follow him. 
 
    She glances back at me, looking bemused, and I feel my lips twitch in answer to her expression. Just this minute change in my countenance causes the set of her shoulders to ease, and her eyes soften for me. 
 
    She almost seems to forget Prow when I’ve got my eyes trained on her, even as he vies for her attention. 
 
    I give her a full smile then—and send Prow a full smile too, making him trip in shock. 
 
    Because he just helped me to realize that I don’t have to exert effort to steal Beth. I just need to keep offering her a place to regain her sanity: safe harbor. 
 
    That, my sweet narra, I can do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    After a blissfully spent evening of playing cards and fooling away the spans, Beth and I hit my berth—where we did nothing but ‘spoon’—a pastime where we lay on our sides with me curling against her, touching as much of her as I dared. 
 
    At one point, Beth directed my hand to rest over her stomach so I that I could feel our spawn kick. Before that moment, all I could think of was how poundable her ass felt pressed up against me. Once I was feeling the life growing inside her though, it diverted my baser thoughts, calming my ardor, at least a little. 
 
    Beth seemed to draw just as deep an enjoyment from the simple embrace, but she found it difficult to remain comfortable in any one position for long. Eventually in the wee hours, we called the sleep effort a bit of a waste, and got up for the day. We’ve been on the bridge ever since, with me teaching Beth skills she’s starting to enjoy immensely. 
 
    “Prow, did I break it?” Beth asks. 
 
    “No narra,” I assure her, and offer her another handful of freeze dried opta kernels to snack on with me while we wait. “You're breaking in.” 
 
    Our system chimes. 
 
    Beth bolts upright in her seat. “Did I just hit paydirt?” 
 
    “You just accessed their security grid,” I confirm, watching as a system screen pops up, signaling that our ship’s code has eroded our mark’s defenses. We’re into their mainframe. For all intents and purposes, we are now the phantom captain of their ship; we have master access to everything that can be run remotely—and nobody knows we’re even here. 
 
    “What’s next?” Beth asks. 
 
    “Find their weapon’s room, and lock it down. Secure door pass access so we can cut off permissions at will—and craft us a master pass so we’ve got full run of our new playground.” I walk her through just how to do this, and she becomes more and more confident as she learns to create the layers of safeguards. 
 
    Beth is now the master of our next enemy ship. 
 
    She’s loving this. 
 
    Before, she’s felt powerless when we’d leave her for a mission. Makes sense—who likes being helpless? No more—now our narra’s directly involved in making certain we’re as safe as possible. If she wants, she can sit in the captain’s chair and monitor us using our mark’s own security cameras when we’re in the midst of a heist. 
 
    Normally, the cyber side of things and the hijacking legwork is any of the crew’s job—but mostly Qolt’s and mine. Qolt especially has a knack and affinity for all things electronic. But this task can be Beth’s now too. She’ll be able to monitor our progress and assist from the inside. Meanwhile, we’ll feel secure knowing she’s not panicking while we’re out pirating. 
 
    Knowing she wasn’t enjoying heists as much as we were was starting to sap the fun out of stealing. 
 
    We’re Na’riths—stealing should always be fun. 
 
    But here we are, problem solved. Grinning, I throw an opta up into the air, and catch it in my mouth. 
 
    Beth claps for my achievement. 
 
    “You’re absolutely wonderful fun,” I tell her. 
 
    She smiles at me. “Thanks.” She closes one eye. “Am I more entertaining than pirating?” 
 
    I tsk. “Best of the worlds—we have both.” I spread my hands in confusion. “Why choose?” 
 
    Laughing, Beth allows this as an answer, and I start to show her how to hunt for and discreetly latch onto just the right spot on our mark’s ship. I also stroll with her through the process of extending the stealthport, which is the temporary connection bridge that’ll allow us to travel from our ship to theirs—all the while keeping our shields up so they never detect that we’re taking a ride. 
 
    Ekan enters the room, suiting up for the venture and smiling widely when he sees Beth at the helm. “How are you doing, narra?” He spares a glance at me and greets me with a levelly-delivered, “Prow,” in the same way you’d say, hello there, you female-stealing sack of Krortuvian dung. 
 
    Beth’s brow is furrowed in concentration. “I think I’m doing good…” she finishes the maneuver we’re going for, and there’s only the barest rock of our ship when we catch ourselves fast to our mark’s hull. 
 
    “Nice,” Ekan compliments. Beth looks giddy at her accomplishment—and pleased at the praise. 
 
    It’s all so new and fantastical to her that she’s adding enjoyment by light-years to this adventure. She may just give pirating a run for its creditsticks in the entertainment department. Watching her, I feel smitten. I offer her another dessert square—of course I saved back some for her. I knew the other hogs on this ship would gobble the leftovers down like starved animals. “Want to watch something that will disgust you?” I ask her. 
 
    Chewing, she frowns. “Notf reeflly…” 
 
    I jerk my head to indicate Ekan. “You know how long it took us to get set where we want to be?” 
 
    “Yeah...” Beth agrees warily. 
 
    “Prepare yourself,” I tell her, grimly watching as Ekan grins at us and strolls forward. 
 
    With great flourish, he waves at me to unattach our ship from our mark’s so that he can dazzle our favorite passenger with his luck. When I finish, Ekan winks at Beth, and brings his elbow onto the screen, smearing across command keys randomly—but somehow, like almost every time we try this, he accomplishes the same cog-damned thing. 
 
    “WHAT?” Beth shouts as our ship attaches to the mark’s ship again—even softer than she managed to do so very carefully by herself. “You’re kidding! You can do that without even trying? That’s so unfair.” 
 
    I drag her chair closer to mine. “Tell me all about it, narra,” I bemoan. 
 
    When I steal her hand, she doesn’t startle or protest. She just looks at Ekan. “Why don’t you take this job then?” Beth’s clearly confused. 
 
    Ekan starts to answer, but I beat him to it. I give her a droll smile. “If only there was a reliable way to keep him in front of the command monitors. Have you ever seen him sit still?” 
 
    “Sure—” Beth starts. Then her chin dimples, and she blinks. “Wow.” 
 
    Ekan stumbles—but doesn’t fall—as he throws his head back, melodramatically groaning, “Inaction is overrated!” 
 
    Beth smiles in reaction to his clowning. 
 
    “Besides,” he adds with a roll of his shoulders, “I’m at my best in the middle of the fray.” 
 
    Beth’s lids lower, unimpressed. “Would this happen to be because you tend to be the direct cause of the mayhem?” 
 
    Ekan uses his fingers to simulate a pair of laser pistols. He keeps them pointed at the ceiling. “I’m the front line. I need to be directly involved.” 
 
    I shake my head. “In other words, we don’t get shot if we can push him ahead of us instead. Putting him front and center during missions makes the most sense.” 
 
    “Sure it does,” Beth agrees, one side of her mouth tugging up in a reluctant show of humor. “How many of you guys are going on this particular smash-and-grab?” 
 
    Ekan seems to mull the term over. “Sounds too crude for our delicate operations.” 
 
    “I’m staying with you, narra,” I say with a satisfied sigh, taking advantage of Beth’s chair’s nearness and drawing her effortlessly onto my lap. Hitting the recline lever, I lean us back, kicking up my feet and getting almost horizontal under her. It’s a real nice position. 
 
    Ekan doesn’t look like he agrees. He’s suddenly scowling at me. 
 
    “We about ready?” Qolt calls, tromping into the command center and moving right to the wall to grab grip tape for the base pad of his pistol. 
 
    I raise my brows at Ekan. Taking Qolt? This is news to me. 
 
    Ekan sucks on his teeth, gaze moving to his brother. 
 
    I’m going to postulate that Tiernan or Oquilion is behind Qolt’s participation so soon after his injury. They probably want to put him to the test, since he’s so insistent that he’s fine. 
 
    Qolt pauses his movements, brings his wrist up to peer at it, and bites himself. 
 
    Nope, I decide—can’t be Oquilion. It disturbs him too much to spend time in Qolt’s company lately. Makes him think of his koundreth who was never the same after his head injury. 
 
    Qolt finishes fastening his weapon grips, and promptly stomps out. Beth stares after him, chewing her lip. 
 
    He didn’t acknowledge her. 
 
    It’s like he didn’t even realize she was here. 
 
    “You sure about him?” I murmur to Ekan. Because if the man doesn’t notice Beth in the room—Beth—then he’s not fit to rely on in any sort of altercation or firefight. 
 
    “Got outvoted,” Ekan says flatly, confirming my suspicion about who’s behind Qolt’s involvement. 
 
    We all have equal pull on this ship—and then there’s Tiernan. 
 
    Eyes on his brother’s back, Ekan follows after Qolt, with Oquilion and Tiernan tromping out soon after. Beth’s other hand finds mine as our team heads off to make our ship a little heavier, and our pockets a lot richer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    “Keep me occupied,” Beth tells me as we watch our band board the mark’s craft. They covertly pass a serving queue forming outside the mark’s mess hall, stretching all the way through their scullery. Hungry men holding plates stare straight ahead, each one closer to a meal, each one focused on that goal. 
 
    No one is the wiser to our presence. 
 
    Beth shifts until she’s less laying atop me and more sitting on my lap as I recline behind her. Gazing up at the sleek line of her smooth back, I figure I better ask for suggestions on how she’d like to be kept occupied. I’m suddenly not in the frame of mind to come up with a large variety of propositions—I can however recommend several positions. In lurid, high-definition detail. “How?” 
 
    “Talk to me,” she says. 
 
    I can do that. It will however cancel out one of the activities I was happy to offer my services for. A mouth can only be busy doing one thing for her at a time, after all. “About what?” 
 
    I don’t expect her to ask, “What was your life like when you were growing up?” 
 
    My hands are splayed over her the bared skin of her stomach, and my thumbs are covertly stretching up to brush at the undersides of her breasts. I’m sort of mostly past the ability to form coherent sentences. “Hrmuh?” 
 
    Onscreen, our team is using their Beth-programmed passcode to gain entry into the craft’s vault. Beth brings her hands up in a silent cheer before she rocks to the side a little, finally tearing her eyes from our crew. She twists enough to make direct eye contact with me, perhaps in an effort to better engage my brain. 
 
    Ridiculous. If she’s moving on me, the only thing she’s engaging is—well, it’s not my brain, let’s just admit that. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Uhhh…” Think Prow. Use words. “You… want my life story? Not very exciting.” Not as exciting as Beth is. Nothing in my entire lifespan feels as if it’s been as exciting as having Beth sitting on my club—which is starting to thicken, thrilled at her nearness. 
 
    She looks skeptical. “Didn’t you grow up on a pirate ship?” 
 
    I run my hands up her thighs, until my fingers tap the edge of her skirt. “That does have a sort of daring cachet doesn’t it? But it’s not as if they let me join in on runs until I was… maybe twelve solars?” 
 
    She ignores my hands, which are wandering slightly, teasing closer to her knees now. If she’s interested in more, she’s going to have to help me out and give me some sign. Any sign. “You were a baby!” she cries. 
 
    I stop feeling her up to give her a horrified look. “I was twelve!” 
 
    “Something’s very wrong about this place.” Oquilion’s words fills the command center, even though his voice is hushed. “The vault’s empty, and the men aboard look half starved. Some look like crewman, but most look dressed in civvie garb.” 
 
    “From where?” I ask, sitting up behind Beth, catching her hips to keep her secure. 
 
    “All locales. It’s like men from every sector of this quadrant have been drawn to this ship.” 
 
    “What are we even hunting?” Beth asks. 
 
    “Treasure!” Oquilion croons excitedly. (Since this is also his pet name for Beth, I get to feel her shifting on my lap in reaction to this simple word.) “Specifically, gemstones. The mark’s log has entries for zoisite, anyolite, thulite and so on. That’s all we needed to see. This haul is ours.” 
 
    “Oooh, shiny things. I love stealing shiny things,” Ekan hums. 
 
    “Smells like a pungent stew in here,” Tiernan mutters. “A noxious brew.” To the others, he offers, “System check reads no cellular signatures in the next three chambers ahead.” 
 
    Ekan scoffs. “You, my friend, have not been visiting the wonders of brothels.” 
 
    Screen one belongs to Tiernan’s headset, and it pans to Ekan, tilting ever so slightly. Tiernan must be cocking his head in consternation. “That was random, even for you.” 
 
    Screen three is Ekan’s, and the view jigs to the side as he gives his head a sharp shake. “Not random; this smell—it’s a floating brothel.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” asks Oquilion. 
 
    “More than you’d be,” Ekan replies, keeping his voice low. “You haven’t been a patron to paid women’s houses in how many solars? But good call! Last I heard, a new viral strain of crotch itch is making its rounds.” 
 
    Oquilion hasn’t caroused and ventured into doxy halls in a very long time—long before Beth arrived in our lives. His system has been intent on finding his mate, and only his mate— therefore, visiting a pleasure house, let alone any random female, became a waste of his time. 
 
    Oquilion’s camera is staring at Ekan until it almost collides into a wall. “What?” 
 
    Ekan glances over at him. “Crotch itch. Doxy halls are turning into ghost ships, and you know what that means? We’ll be selling out of Vera models, and fast. Better hit a manufacturing ship and get us a bayfull. Like I was saying—truly, you dodged a bullet when your body went mate-locked on you all those solars ago. There’s no protection against the new itch until someone develops a vaccine to hit it.” 
 
    Oquilion adjusts his earpiece. “I’m going to hit you. You’re saying you can tell if a ship’s selling pleasures by the smell? Ekan, we’re six chambers away from the mess hall. Don’t you think it’s more likely that the cook’s been simmering something sour in the soup cauldron?” 
 
    Qolt’s baring his teeth, looking antsy. “He’s right. This is a whoreship. The sour scent is the sweat of desperate men and cheap perfume.” 
 
    “That’s not a polite word,” Tiernan rumbles, but not censoriously. 
 
    “It’s not a polite business,” Qolt fires back, no heat, just rapid conversation as their heads sweep, scanning the room before they advance to the next chamber. 
 
    Beth’s work with their doorpasses is getting them entrance into every room without a hitch. Qolt continues speaking, downright loquacious for him. “Ask one of the ladies what they call their ship, or themselves for that matter. They have no illusions left if they ever had any to begin with, and they don’t pretty up their language.” 
 
    “Picking up life patterns, next chamber ahead,” Tiernan warns. “Fifteen, no, sixteen, seventeen—hells, they’re one right atop the other, messing up the count’s results.” 
 
    “Told you,” Qolt grunts. 
 
    The moment they enter the next chamber, a chorus of breathily cried, “NA’RITHS, ooooooh!” greets them. 
 
    Beth’s body goes rigid in my lap. 
 
    What a very interesting sensation, if I may say. 
 
    The condition of the females is sickening. Dirty faces, arms, stained clothing, matted hair. All thin—too, too thin. 
 
    The women look legitimately excited to see our crew, but then again, Na’riths are known all over the galaxy for giving as good as we get—performance as well as payment-wise. It helps that we’re known for tipping lavishly when we feel we’ve received good service—such as a good rut—and sharing generously when we have something worth sharing—such as good food. For these females, the latter is something they could desperately use. 
 
    “Aren’t we glad our Beth just heard a room full of doxies greet us like we’re long lost friends?” jokes Oquilion nervously, sounding ill. 
 
    Ekan doesn’t seem bothered. “Nah—ignore that, Beth. The rest of us may not be mate-locked like our poor Oquilion here, but we’re loyal to you. And to Vera, if you’re in the mood to play Assistant.” 
 
    “What?” Oquilion asks, camera showing he narrowly misses running into a wall—again. 
 
    Qolt snaps a near-silent “Shush!” at them—more sound than word—and at the bottom edge of our screen, we see him shove his locked arms forward, pistol at the ready between his palms. 
 
    Feminine whispers begin, but otherwise the females have fallen mostly quiet. This allows us to hear muffled screams coming from a room off to the group’s right. 
 
    Ekan bares his teeth at the roomful of women in an unusual-for-him not-smile. “Do you happen to know if that,” his camera tilts towards the room emitting the screams, “Is the way the lady likes to please her clients?” 
 
    The women grow somber, and shake their heads. 
 
    “Right,” Ekan says, before his camera is suddenly in front of the door. There’s a flash of his big boot, and the door explodes. 
 
    “Called it: smash and grab,” Beth whispers. I think she’s trying for levity, but she’s not laughing. 
 
    Neither is Ekan. 
 
    Mere moments after Ekan kicks in the door, I’m snuggling Beth under my throat. The reason for the screams coming from the bed is as ghastly a scene as you’d imagine. 
 
    In no time though, the screams change from the woman on the bottom to the male who was on top of her, and Ekan may laugh it up and be cheery of heart almost all of the time, but he does wicked things with a knife that are not funny in the least. 
 
    Tiernan warns, “We’re about to have company.” 
 
    Heavy boots thudding in the corridor signal a single male’s approach—but Tiernan silently holds up the cellular scanner to show there’s a second body moving in our crew’s direction, and this one’s going slower; therefore, quieter. 
 
    When the first male makes it through the doorway, Oquilion punches him in the face then catches him by the collar of his shirt, hauling him up. “Keep him or kill him?” he asks the ladies. 
 
    “Kill him,” they say in accord, the unity of their voices almost making the answer a song note. 
 
    Qolt jerks his thumb to indicate the male still creeping along the corridor. “Got another one coming. Want him down or dead?” 
 
    “Dead!” one blue skinned female whisper-shouts. “That’ll be Yurl. He’s worse than the Captain.” 
 
    Ekan emerges from the servicing room, wiping the blade of his knife with the dead man’s shirt before he drops the lifeless body in a heap on the floor. “Where’s the Captain?” 
 
    One of the women gestures to the corpse. 
 
    Ekan sheathes his blade, his face a mask of disgusted disbelief. “This is the vessel’s Captain?” 
 
    One woman shrugs, a move not unlike Beth’s human one, though she is far from human with her silvery feathers and tentacle hair. “Was.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    I almost suggest that Beth find a less upsetting pastime than watching the monitors as our crew cleans house on the pleasureship. 
 
    She’s having none of it though, sitting stiff-backed and tense as the doxies direct us to who gets to live, and who gets to die. There are a few of the vessel’s crewmen who have shown enough kindness to the women to earn a spared life. 
 
    But Nebulas far and wide—it’s downright sad how few of the spared there are in comparison to those who the women feel deserve killing. 
 
    When it’s safe for the women to walk free, our crew leads them to the mess hall—but without warning, they block the ladies before they can begin eating, drawing everyone back. 
 
    “This is swill,” Tiernan declares, outraged. 
 
    “Is that a skull?” Oquilion asks faintly, peering into the giant cooking cauldron, and his monitor should turn green for how sick he suddenly sounds. “With… a long mane of hair?” 
 
    Qolt finds the cook hiding in the kitchen. When the male’s shrieks end, Qolt, jaw tight, confirms for everyone that yes, the vessel serves whatever meat is available, even if it’s one of the workers who succumb from illness or misuse. 
 
    Or starvation. 
 
    Beth yarks into a waste receptacle. 
 
    “Well, this has been a clustertevek,” Ekan says wearily, his fingers bumping the top of his camera when he wipes a hand over his face. “And not at all what we came looking for.” 
 
    A group of the ladies makes their way to him, and a leader emerges when the others look to her. She says to Ekan, “And what did you come looking for? You Na’rith came loaded for thieving, not whoring—what brought you to the pleasure house?” She flashes a winsome (if battered) smile at him—and then at Oquilion, who nearly startles up to the ceiling. 
 
    Even Beth snickers a little at this. She’s come back from rinsing her mouth and washing her hands and face, and she curls into my lap this time when she joins me. 
 
    My arms wrap around her and I’m thinking that, while this mission can’t be called a success, this right here—her seeking out the comfort of my arms—can’t be considered any sort of failure either. 
 
    Ekan answers the women’s question. “We came looking for treasure ladies, sorry to disappoint.” He inclines his head and gives them a dashing smile. “But not too sorry; we’re a crew happily matched with our mate.” 
 
    “Awwww,” comes a collective, disappointed sigh. “Another Na’rith crew bites the dust.” 
 
    “Dust is definitely not what we’re biting,” Ekan says with a roguish grin that earns him double the number of wistful sighs. 
 
    “We found two recessed safes besides the vault room,” Tiernan narrates for Beth and me, I assume, “But whatever the manifest shows for gems, they must be long gone, because we couldn’t find them.” 
 
    Qolt’s facing Tiernan, so Beth and I are treated to the view of his blade-grey eyes narrowing in thought. He cuts a look at the women. 
 
    Oquilion follows his gaze. “Rut me,” he suddenly groans. He turns to one of the women. “Who’s Thulite?” 
 
    Slowly, a woman raises her hand. 
 
    “Those scumtube trawlers died too soon,” Qolt mutters darkly. 
 
    “Zoisite? Anyolite?” Oquilion calls. 
 
    Two more hands go up. 
 
    “Here’s the ship’s treasure in every way, and this is how they cared for them?” Tiernan observes. His voice is stiff with anger. 
 
    The women shy back from him, and Tiernan’s camera ducks before he takes his own step back. He doesn’t mean to frighten females, but just like Beth, these women have learned to be wary of imposing men, especially those who look as if they might lose their temper. 
 
    We’re staring not at a room full of sparkling gemstones, but a fortune of another kind. Or, at least they could be, if they’d been offered even the bare minimum of consideration. 
 
    Qolt braces his shoulder against the wall, and crosses his arms over his chest. His teeth clamp and roll an Iechydmaw chewing stick. “None of them look like they were locked in rooms and servicing males because it was the career of their dreams.” He scans the females. “How’d you get here? Where do you call home?” 
 
    Turns out, most of the girls were lured here with the tales and promises that hardworking men were in need of good wives on a mining planet. Some of them went on to be wives all right, but the traders kept back the rest of them as payment for the starry-eyed hopeful group’s air fare, saying costs were higher than expected, and the kept girls could pay off the debt on their backs. 
 
    “Most of us chose our backs,” sums up one of the women, incredibly calmly for a being who was not only betrayed, but horribly maltreated. “It was that or end up in the pleasurehouse’s bowls feeding the rest of us.” She eyes our crew. “What are you going to do with us?” 
 
    Ekan holds up two fingers. “Could you confirm for us if you prefer the term ‘doxy,’ or ‘pleasure worker,’ or…?” 
 
    The woman stares at him blankly for a beat. “Oh, I’m not that fancy. I’m just a common skyfaring whore.” 
 
    Ekan nods, accepting her preference. 
 
    Another female steps forward. Her eyes are flinty, and she scans our crew—Tiernan and Qolt in particular. No doubt she’s taking wary note of who she feels could be the likeliest physical threats to a body lacking the physical advantage of size and male muscle. “If you’re thinking of taking us back home, don’t bother.” She sends a look over her shoulder at the women. “My mother would just turn me again for credits. I thought I was finally going to have a chance to get away; have a real life, a life with a good man.” Her lips flatten, and she faces our crew again. “But I ended up here.” 
 
    “Well that’s depressing,” blurts Oquilion. 
 
    Tiernan reaches out to cuff him, but Oquilion holds up his hand, and does it to himself. “Sorry. My mouth gets away from me sometimes.” 
 
    “A lot of times,” I offer. 
 
    His camera swivels to look at Tiernan, which makes Tiernan twitch—but Oquilion’s using his camera to glare at me. “Shut your yammerer,” he fires back. 
 
    Tiernan gestures to the women watching on, who look very unsure as to whether we’re bantering or about to truly fight. “Both of you can clog your tubes. Let’s not frighten them more than we already have.” 
 
    Ekan points at the woman in front of the bunch. “You. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “Retire?” she offers wryly. 
 
    “Done,” Ekan says. “Got any idea where you want to go?” 
 
    The woman crosses her arms. “That easy? How?” 
 
    A woman behind her mutters, “You gonna give us this ship and we split it thirty ways?” 
 
    Feminine murmuring starts off rather nice on the ears as they confer amongst themselves, but the sounds quickly devolve into hisses and spitting. Someone snarls, “How can we trust that one of us won’t double cross the rest?” 
 
    “To mimic our Beth’s word: sheeesh,” Ekan says, strolling to them. “Ladies, ladies: let’s not pluck each others’ feathers off now that we Na’rith’s aren’t inclined to get excited and watch.” Deftly, he blocks Tiernan’s hand as it moves to connect with the back of his head, saying, “I have an idea.” 
 
    “It better be good,” warns the most spokeswomanest female of the bunch. “The men you left alive don’t have what it takes to run a brothel. But even if we wanted to survive on this, we couldn’t; the men out here only respect the men in charge—not us.” 
 
    Personally, if I had a woman that looked at me with eyes as hard as hers, I’d respect her like nobody’s business, but that’s me. 
 
    Her features tighten. “We’ll be floating meat, just waiting for predators to snap the last of us up.” 
 
    One of Ekan’s brows draws high on his forehead, and he raises his hands. “Calm. We’re Na’riths—not monsters. We’re not leaving you to fend for yourselves.” 
 
    The women glance at each other, then face our crew again. “Then what are you going to do with us?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    Prow’s got Beth tucked into his side when we exit the stealthport. They both look pretty (lamentably) comfortable, so I’m more than a little shocked when Beth gives Prow an affectionate squeeze of her arms and pulls away from him before she moves in to greet me. 
 
    Prow sends me a grin but pairs it with an abruptly thrust out fist. It’s a token gesture, an obscene one meaning teveker. Beth misses it because she’s not facing him. 
 
    She’s hugging me. 
 
    I return her hug with a hesitant sense of gratitude. I force myself not to look behind me for Tiernan, but I catch myself questioning if she mistook me for him somehow. It’s not possible; the man’s a mountain—but the idea of Beth selecting me, out of all her mate options, is difficult to grasp. “Uh, to what do I owe this pleasure?” I ask hoarsely. Just like every time I’ve gotten lucky enough to hold her, she feels amazing in my arms. Previous to Beth, it had been so long since I’d held a female, I nonstop craved a woman’s touch—I just didn’t crave the touch from random women. I wanted to hold my mate. 
 
    “Just welcoming you back, Oquilion,” Beth says into my shirt—and cog-damn, it feels good to hear her say this. 
 
    I squeeze Beth gratefully, tightly—but carefully. Let’s not pop out our spawn before it’s ready, Oquilion. 
 
    “Hoy! This fine ass of mine is not for pinching! It’s been claimed by another,” Ekan suddenly hollers, emerging from the stealthport tunnel. 
 
    Prow raises a fist in approval. “Finally! I always thought you and Tiernan would make a sweet pair.” 
 
    Looking a little harried, Ekan flips him a threatening flick of his fingers, and this time Beth catches the gesticulation. She’s seen a few of our rude signals of course, but this one is new to her. 
 
    She’s not asking us what it means though, and that surprises me. I glance down at her to see she’s focused not just on Ekan—but at the women surrounding Ekan. 
 
    They’re fluttering around him, evidently drawn by his charm even though it’s apparent he’s developing an aversion to their presence. For the first time in all our lifespans, I see Ekan’s looking unenthusiastic for feminine attention. 
 
    I want to teveking roar with laughter. 
 
    But, I manage to bite it back because I don’t want to miss this: here Ekan is showing the earliest sign of being mate-locked. 
 
    Ekan! 
 
    This is hilarious. 
 
    I’m about to assure Beth that she doesn’t have anything to worry about where Ekan and other women are concerned, but I’m sidetracked the moment she emits a distracting feminine growl. 
 
    My cock responds to her sound, but my brain stays engaged enough to discern what’s got her invisible hackles rising. 
 
    A few of the women have their attention turned to the man who’s bringing up the rear of our procession. 
 
    Tiernan. 
 
    Beth’s features are razor-sharp, and her arms circling my hips have strung tight. Her fingers, which had been relaxed on me, have developed ten (...non)intimidating claws—although no doubt by human standards, these are ten fearsome shows of aggression. 
 
    Quickly, I trap her arms under mine to keep her from being able to easily lunge at the females in challenge, just in case she feels riled enough to be inclined. 
 
    My meaningful glance at Tiernan is received with a chindip of acknowledgement. 
 
    He stalks past the cluster of females, and when he completely ignores them, Beth relaxes slightly. 
 
    When he sends a quirking lip at Beth as he goes, she sighs and leans more against me. 
 
    I’m about to grin, but just as suddenly, the group of women begin to study Qolt. They may be fresh from rescue after terrible conditions, but they’re still female—and we’re Na’rith. What can I say? We’re irresistible. And Qolt especially is toothsome in a way women, no matter how dangerous he appears—no matter how dangerous he is—always appreciate. One reaches up and catches him by the shoulder, batting her lengthy lashes at him. 
 
    And to my surprise, Beth’s reaction is a startling, swift hostility. She’s bristling almost as keenly as she did for Tiernan. 
 
    The mate-locked male in me is pleased: seems humans don’t share their toys. 
 
    This is further confirmation that Beth fits us down to the tittle, because we Na’rith tend to laugh at the concept of sharing. Why share when you can just steal it and call it your own? 
 
    I’ve still got Beth’s arm’s pinned, and although she doesn’t make an audible noise of warning this time, Qolt’s head lifts—and he swings his gaze right to Beth. He may have taken a gong shot to his skullbasket, but he knows who he wants to belong to. 
 
    Beth stares back at him, nothing shy in her at all as she conveys to him with her eyes that she’s not happy with him surrounded by other women. 
 
    Without a word, Qolt bares his fangs at the doxy female, sending her backing away, making the rest of them whisper to each other about the peculiar mate-locks of the Na’rith. 
 
    Qolt ignores them in favor of striding forward, right up to me—to Beth—and he takes her face in his hands roughly, and seals their mouths with an even rougher, claiming kiss. 
 
    Ick. 
 
    “Machaii,” I mutter to him. 
 
    It’s clear Beth doesn’t agree with me, and Qolt ignores my insult, drawing out their liplock until I start to think Ekan had the right idea—I’m about ready to shoot Qolt, and too cog-damn bad about the damage—when he pulls away from Beth just as suddenly as he swooped in. He storms out of the bridge leaving Beth panting a little, trying to regain her stolen breath as she watches him go. 
 
    Her arms never left me during the encounter, which left me uncomfortably close to another male kissing my mate. Yet, I’m also appeased that she didn’t let me go. She didn’t set me aside for Qolt, and I’m suddenly feeling over the moons because of it. Above all, I want Beth to want me—even if she also wants four other machaii. I just need her to want me back. 
 
    Seeming to struggle for poise, she combs her fingers through her mane. “What are you going to do with them?” she asks softly enough not to be overheard. 
 
    “We,” Ekan says, proving his ears are tuned to her because he leaves the throng of females in favor of strolling to Beth to answer her query, “Are going to take them to Vfayr, to the Iechydmaw people. Remember Breslin? His homestead is a planet hop or two from here.” 
 
    I run my thumbs along her hard belly, fingers resting on her hips. “Basically, the entire place is one great, sprawling farming settlement...” I offer, but trail off, because Beth’s being odd. 
 
    She’s got little wrinkles around her moonringed cute nose—and when I follow her eyes, she’s giving Ekan a dangerous look. 
 
    He’s got blood and a bit of guts and gore spattered on him, sure—but Beth’s not focused on that. If I’m not mistaken, she’s twitching her nose up and acting standoffish because Ekan smells strongly of the other women. 
 
    Ekan realizes this too if his widening eyes and stunned expression are anything to go by. He must have had one or two brush up against him because even I can smell the light musk of feminine sweat and the stale sweetness of old perfume when I didn’t notice it on Qolt—who Beth also didn’t make a fuss over. 
 
    But make no mistake, she’s not pleased now. She shifts, ready to step away. 
 
    Ekan quickly loses all hints of joviality when he realizes Beth is going to avoid him because of the rival scents. “Whoa,” Ekan pleads, brows curling together, eyes widening. “I adore that you’re showing possessiveness over me, but I’ll shower. Don’t forswear me because some stray fragrance is clinging to me.” 
 
    “Smells like you had some stray clinging to you all right,” Beth mutters tightly. “Just how much grabbing was going on in the tunnel?” 
 
    Ekan is looking gravely concerned. “Narra, I vow I didn’t touch them back, and I fled them as soon as I could.” When he sees this only barely touches her pique, he darts in and kisses her forehead. “You didn’t gnash your teeth at the other three. Why this mistrust for me? If you believe for a moment that I want them when I have you—you’re dead wrong.” He moves to grab her rump—but thinks better of it, and draws away with a firm request: “Don’t stew on this. There’s an emergency shower station around the corner. I’ll wash the wench stench off and be right back. We’ll talk.” 
 
    Beth gasps. “Don’t call them wenches!” 
 
    Ekan frowns. “What are they to you? Doxies? Females? Women? Challengers? Nemesis...” He pauses, eyes going unfocused. “Nemeses?” He gives her an exaggerated, considering look. 
 
    “Octopuses!” Beth blurts in a tone that sounds as if she’s commiserating with Ekan, and the word translates as a many-limbed, underwater lifeform, which is confusing because it appears to have nothing to do with the subject of a nemesis. 
 
    Ekan grins though, uttering, “Octopussy?” in a strange accent. Almost like Qolt’s. 
 
    This has a strange effect on Beth; her cheeks brighten, and she shivers slightly. 
 
    Mystified, I look her over. Ekan catches my eye, and grins. “It’s a movie, Oquilion.” 
 
    “Ahhh!” I glance back to Beth. “May I hear this movie-story?” 
 
    This request earns me a beautiful smile from Beth. 
 
    But Ekan doesn’t give her a chance to tell me anything. He yanks her to him and touches his forehead to hers before jerking his thumb to the corridor. “I’m going to shower your nemeses’ aroma off myself so you stop looking at me as if I’ve been unfaithful. Be back in a click.” 
 
    I cover her wrist at my waist with my hand. When her attention is on me, I angle my head at the room which now only holds our guests. “Looks like it’s up to us to play host. Seems somebody scared away the crew.” 
 
    Beth winces guiltily. “Possessiveness. Sounds like a red flag for an unhealthy relationship.” 
 
    I stroke her back until she stretches into my touch a little. Starting to rub at the spot she reacted at, I correct, “You’re territorial.” 
 
    Beth groans into her hands. “I know! I mean—I didn’t know—I’ve never felt like this before over a guy—let alone five. I’m sorry.” 
 
    My hand skates up until I catch her by her nape. She tilts her head back, locking our eyes. “You misunderstand me,” I tell her. “A man needs to know he’s important, that he’s worth claiming.” I grin down at her, and touch my lips to hers. “You have no idea how good it feels to be wanted by you.” 
 
    Beth surprises me by deepening our kiss. Superbly. Both her hands come up and catch my jaw, and she turns her head, the breath from her nose skating over my cheek. 
 
    She tastes good. She smells good. She feels good— 
 
    “I leave for all the worlds’ quickest shower, and I come back to find you two instructing a room full of impressionable women how to fornicate,” Ekan calls loudly, club-blocking me. 
 
    Beth chuffs against my lips, and I want nothing more than to punt Ekan out of the room and finish what Beth and I were starting. Unfortunately, Ekan has reminded me that he’s not the only one watching on. 
 
    I’m breathing harder than Ekan is, and he must have run from here to the shower and back. I feel—and sound—as if I’ve raced the length of the ship twice, thanks to Beth’s effect. I scan our reluctant (and essentially captive, considering we haven’t given them a heading as to where they should go yet) audience. “Apologies,” I murmur to them, my voice like lavarocks spilled across a planked deck. 
 
    Beth smiles in their direction weakly, and I’m socked with fierce pride that she’s panting harder now than she was after Qolt’s kiss. 
 
    Not that I’m competing with these other jacklegs. It’s just good to know where a man stands at locking lips with the mate we may need to steal from one another from time to time. 
 
    Next time I want her to myself, I’ll try kissing her until she follows me. 
 
    “Ditto,” Beth says to the women, adding an embarrassed wave with a lust-limpened hand. “Got carried away there.” Reaching behind me, she shocks me by taking a generous fingerful of my assflesh and pinching it. 
 
    I jump. 
 
    Beth graces me with a naughty smile. 
 
    “Okaaay, enough of that,” Ekan forces out, pretending he’s about to yark. He snatches Beth right out from under my arm. It looks like he barely took time to dry off from his shower; his hair is dripping onto his collar. He’s changed into a new outfit, one of the generic sets we keep for fast changes. On everyone they look casual and relaxed but on Ekan they manage to look dapper, curse it all. Now Beth’s back to eyeing him like she might be getting hungry, and he’s exactly the thing to hit her sweet spot. 
 
    Ekan hauls Beth to a weapon’s cache on the wall, and with a speaking glance sent to our guests, he manually locks it. Then he faces them. “Any of you familiar with Iechydmaw, the people who were settled on planet Vfayr?” 
 
    A few of the women raise their hands. 
 
    “They’re good men; it’s a backwater place where no one’s going to come after you, and the men there will go wild to woo you—essentially, the same song and dance you were promised before,” Ekan says, cutting his eyes to a few of the women who are starting to look suspicious, “except that you’re flying with Na’rith now, and we don’t need to lie to women to get them to come along for any ride. This is a genuine offer. You want to check out Vfayr?” 
 
    “What are you going to do with us once we get there?” a woman from the group asks. 
 
    “What’s on Vfayr?” another asks nervously. “You said farms—what else are they known for?” 
 
    Ekan’s brows jump once and drop, his gaze rolling down as he whistles low. “Not much.” 
 
    I knock against his shoulder farthest from Beth. “Imagine all kinds of farming,” I tell the women, hoping to reassure them. “Raise animals, produce, work the land, cook—if the pioneer life appeals to you, this is your place.” 
 
    Now it’s Beth who’s frowning. She glances between Ekan and me. “What if they don’t want to be farmers?” 
 
    One of the ladies makes a noise. “It’s not like we enjoy being whores,” she says, and Beth’s cheeks stain with color. 
 
    “Sorry.” Beth spreads her hands. “I just meant…  
 
    Ekan levels the woman with a warning look. Tread carefully, is what his stare says. Huh. Where our mate is concerned, Ekan is capable of being serious once in awhile. 
 
    “We know what you meant,” comes Tiernan’s soothing voice—and just that fast, Ekan’s attention is back on Beth, because she’s giving his chest a goodbye pat. 
 
    The only thing outwardly smirking on Tiernan’s harsh face are his lively eyes as he welcomes Beth in an embrace. 
 
    I punch Ekan in the back. “Way to go teveker.” 
 
    Ekan holds out his hands in consternation. “I steal her from you and we both lose? This isn’t right!” 
 
    The passive set of Tiernan’s face belies just how right he thinks this is. 
 
    Ekan shakes himself, and answers Beth’s question for the women. “If we get there and you don’t want to stay, we’ll work on something else. But trust me, I think you ought to give this place an honest try.” 
 
    Varying degrees of agreement come from them, and Prow comes up behind Tiernan, moving past him and carrying a sack that contains drink packets and foodstuffs for the woefully underfed women. “Take it slow,” Prow advises. 
 
    Qolt drops a crate down at their feet with a thud. “He’s right.” He jerks his head to Prow, backing up his statement. “There’s plenty. Don’t hork it down too fast and make yourselves sick.” 
 
    The women start to tear into the food, but they do manage to pace themselves. 
 
    Watching them, I hate to be the dark-thought advocate, but there are a couple valid concerns we need to address. “Can we talk logistics?” I indicate the females. “Where are we keeping them?” I lower my voice. “I hate to play the naysayer—” 
 
    “That’s really Tiernan’s job,” Ekan cuts in. 
 
    Qolt adds, “You should leave him to it. Makes him happy.” 
 
    Prow snorts. “Looks like he’s concentrating on other things that make him happy.” 
 
    Tiernan, who’s been tracing his fingers idly up Beth’s side, is wearing an unperturbed expression. And no wonder; if I were fingering Beth anywhere, nothing would trouble me either. 
 
    Beth’s looking a bit more colorful in the face, and boy are we going to have fun exploring what makes her blush. But we’ve got to keep her safe too. I wave my hand to get their attention. “Returning to what I was saying—are we giving our guests full run of our ship? We have a mate about to burst with spawn, and now we have potential rival females onboard.” 
 
    Prow sucks back one of the food packets Qolt brought up in the crate. “Oquilion’s got a point. Sounds like the ingredients for strife porridge.” 
 
    We eye him until the silence signals to him that he’s got all our attention. 
 
    His head swivels to each of us. “What? It’s a cooking term.” 
 
    “Heard you use it before, but now that we know you can bake, it opens up a new side to you,” I tell him. I squint. “But it’s been your hobby all this time? How did you hide it from all of us?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Prow says, exasperated. He gestures to Tiernan. “He knew.” 
 
    Everyone looks at Tiernan, who, with his arms crossed over Beth, is the picture of relaxed. The ‘veker regards us lazily, like a well fed winterplanet cat. 
 
    Prow licks off his thumb and tosses his food packet into a waste receptacle. “Anyway, where are we setting up our new passengers for the duration?”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
      
 
    “Eh,” Prow says—not dismissively, just unworried. “The treasure and weapon’s room were the big concerns, besides you. With them warned to play nice with our narra, and with those rooms locked, there’s not much else they can get into.” 
 
    He’s got an arm looped with Beth’s, just as my elbow’s hooked with hers on her other side. Our ship took a pitstop on a trade planet outside of Vfayr, because we have some cargo to drop and there won’t be an opportunity to sell it at our destination. It’s tech, which Vfayrians don’t have much need for—and because our guests are in need of new clothing to replace the rags they’re wearing. 
 
    Thankfully, like most planets, there’s an excellent market here. Nestled right in the walls of their city are booths and hawkers and all manner of things for sale. The city walls are a faded yellow stucco, tall as a ghotofreg, and nothing particularly special—or so I always thought. 
 
    But the color that reflects off the wall is turning Beth’s complexion into gold, and her smile has brightened to pure sunshine. 
 
    At first, the women in our keeping didn’t want to venture out, their current garments in such poor condition they were ashamed to be seen. It was heartugging, and not in the good way. Beth spoke to them to get a feel for sizes and color preferences, and out we set to obtain what they’d need to feel like free beings again. When we returned with our first haul, then they grew excited about leaving the ship and exploring the trade planet—carefully. They had a fear that they’d get snatched and resold—a valid fear, trafficking is a legitimate concern, especially out here in this quadrant of the galaxy. To keep watch, Qolt and Tiernan joined our guard, but eventually the women wanted to split off to see the sights. 
 
    Ekan’s handling the tech sale, and usually we’d worry about allowing our luck source to wander off alone—he is too attracted to dangerous situations—but last time he had free run he found Beth. It cuts him quite a bit of leniency, plus with the promise of a mate to return to, we hope it encourages him to return himself in one piece. Although, as he left us, he called out a cheery/cocky, “Have fun, narra. I’m off to fuck things up!” 
 
    “Well, at least he’s honest,” I’d said with a laugh. 
 
    “Oquilion!” Beth had chided, clearly concerned. 
 
    Fuck is one of Beth’s human words. It didn’t translate automatically, and it kept coming up in the movie-stories Beth entertained us with. She’d tried to describe the myriad of definitions for this word, and Ekan in particular took a real liking to it. 
 
    However, in this context, it didn’t seem his use of the word portended any good. 
 
    Beth wanted to go after him, find out exactly what he meant, but Prow and I convinced her that sometimes, it’s easier to deal with the fallout than to corral the luck source who causes the explosions. 
 
    With everyone else away, this means Prow and I have Beth all to ourselves, with no obligations, no course set. We get to wander and enjoy Beth’s reactions to—everything. She’s awed by it all. 
 
    Partway through our adventure, when we bump into a gravely serious Tiernan and a hair-trigger-Qolt (who looks liable to shoot anyone who looks wrong at the group of women they’re guarding), Beth gets her arms around her males for hugs. She waves to the women before we part ways again, and she wanders us to another vendor. Beth muses, “The women are pretty brave to trust you guys. My first day with a Na’rith, he sold me like how many times?—and he intended to keep me. You Na’rith are kind of wily.” 
 
    “With females, Na’rith tend to deal fairly—almost to a fault. We don’t turn much profit on deals brokered by a crew with a shrewd woman.” I give her a look of mock censure. “But what do you mean, kind of wily?” 
 
    Beth holds up her hands in surrender, giggling. “You want credit for being full-out wily—alrighty then!” 
 
    Stealing her from Prow, I dance my fingers along her side and force a gruff, “Good. Don’t you forget it.” 
 
    “Never,” she vows, rivaling her sun-bright smile from earlier with the brilliance of this new one. 
 
    I make a face. “But you still can’t judge us by Ekan.” 
 
    Prow steals her back to his side so that she’s shared between us once more. “Compared to him, we’re practically domesticated,” he claims. 
 
    Behind him, a man eyes our trio from the awning of a tent. He’s sipping from a large mug of ale, and as we pass, a two-tentacled hand reaches under Beth’s short skirt. 
 
    Beth squeaks. 
 
    ‘Practically domesticated’ Prow cracks his fist into the man’s face and follows him down to the dirt. 
 
    “You all right?” I ask Beth. 
 
    She rubs her rear, looking chagrined. “Yeah. Just surprised me.” Her eyes drop to the skirmish, and she seems a mite uncomfortable—as always—at the violence. She indicates the pair of wrestling men—both now covered in a bit of ale and a growing spray of blood as the skirt-fingerer is pinned and gets his face reformatted. “Probably don’t need to kill him over it.” She accompanies the statement with an ill-looking wave of her hand. 
 
    She doesn’t say we shouldn’t kill him over it; that’s plain to me, clearly plain to Prow who doesn’t slow his fists, and it must be pretty clear to the man cutting up Prow’s knuckles with what’s left of his teeth because he starts bleating—perhaps apologies, or perhaps he’s begging. 
 
    I sound more bored than puzzled when I ask, “What did he say?” 
 
    Prow, with a knee on the man’s chest, brings his fist back, holding. “Don’t know. It’s not translating.” 
 
    I smile thinly, outwardly ignoring the growing crowd of onlookers we’re collecting as I draw a thin-handled blade from my left thigh pocket. It snicks open loudly, revealing one wicked knife. “Let’s motivate him: cut off parts until he starts apologizing to Beth in a language we all can understand.” 
 
    “NOOO! The man screams in Galaxy Standard Tongue—a language most planets have adopted to their translators in an effort to have a universal speech option in common. It’s mostly a growled language, and it sounds cog-damned strange coming out all high-pitched and weepy as tears mix with the blood coming off his face. “I’m sorry—lady, I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Prow says. “Your knife’s inspiring.” 
 
    “I appreciate the compliment,” I tell him. “It’s probably bigger than yours.” 
 
    “Tevek off,” he replies easily. 
 
    “Boys,” Beth says with a sigh, sounding at once a little shaky and a bit exasperated. 
 
    I lick my upper fangs. “Eh. He sounds pretty sincere I guess.” 
 
    Prow drops him. “A start anyway.” To the man he says, “You’ll maybe think better of shoving yourself up some female without her permission next time? That was superbly poor manners.” 
 
    Beth, who, I notice now, is shivering slightly, surveys the crowd. “Well guys? I’m willing to bet anyone who considered feeling me up in this Special Victims Unit-edition skirt will think twice now. Thanks.” 
 
    Stepping over the downed man, Prow goes right to her, throwing an arm around her neck and nuzzling the top of her head before he releases her. 
 
    Not bothered by the blood or the spilled drink on him, she gives him a smile, saying, “My hero,” and looks a bit more settled. 
 
    I open my arms. “What am I, chopped yanak liver?” I tease. 
 
    Beth tethers our elbows again. “You’re my hero for waiting with me and waving your knife around.” 
 
    Dragging my cheek over her cheek, I eye the crowd meaningfully, close my knife, and tighten my arm to tuck her close to my side. “Glad to be of service, narra. Your mates protect you fiercely, and everybody best beware of that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    We sample every bit of food the venue has for sale, buy every trinket a spawn could play with, and by the time we’re halfway through all the market has to offer, Prow and I are loaded down, bookending Beth like we’re her well-trained pack animals. 
 
    Initially, she’d protested when we began to purchase all the items she lovingly stroked or sighed over, especially when she didn’t consider the items necessary. 
 
    “Do you want them for the spawn?” I’d asked. Without waiting for her answer, I’d handed over my credit stick to each happy vendor. “Then these purchases are necessary.” 
 
    And they are. We’ve got clothes, toys, even a crib—Prow’s been grinning like a fool ever since he strapped the hand-carved wooden beauty proudly to his back—we’re as prepared as we can be for our spawn and spawner. Beth also made Prow stop at a tent with cooking and baker’s supplies. Made him cog-damn near blush with her praise for his desserts. Which means we’re now weighed down with ingredients and cookware too. 
 
    Judging by her sparkling smile, Beth’s having a grand adventure with us. “Thanks guys. As my handsome pair of escorts, you’ve made sure I’m having a wonderful time and…” Beth’s voice fades off. “What the—?” 
 
    I follow where she’s looking. “Oh. A cock painter.” 
 
    Prow starts choking fiercely. 
 
    Speaking to the popularity of the pastime, this business is set in a permanent structure, with bottles of colorful paints set out with pots of shimmer and bowls of various metal bits for shining up and piercing your club. There’s a queue of men in line, and a couple in chairs, pants down, getting designs applied. 
 
    “Where I’m from,” Beth says rather faintly, “We do face painting.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” I offer. I try to move her along. Hells, I try to rush her right past it. 
 
    By now, Prow’s chortling. But unfortunately, he manages to spit out, “Ask Oquilion how he liked his cockpaint experience!” 
 
    Beth pushes back against the pressure I’m exerting to get her past the painter’s, and she turns on me, her eyes bigger than the plates a person eats dinner on. “You paid someone to paint your willy?” 
 
    I pull away from her. “My what?” 
 
    Prow nudges Beth, intentionally using her as a bumper to nudge me. “I think she means your club, your cock, your—” 
 
    “I know what she means,” I snap over at the sniggering idtrek. “I can infer that much.” I turn to Beth. “Call it a club. Call it a cock. Don’t call it a willy. Willy is the boy on the spaceport’s play station who’s too skinny and too short to play many games.” 
 
    Beth slaps her hand over her mouth, but it does nothing to hide the snorting sound she’s making. It doesn’t help that her shoulders are jerking up and down. 
 
    “Is this you trying to hide your laughter?” I ask her, trying to drag her past the shop. But Prow’s having none of it. 
 
    “Tell her, tell her,” he goads, “Or I will—and I remember quite vividly how you told everyone what colors you thought were pretty on your—” 
 
    “I was so drunk,” is what I say to Beth. “Let’s start there.” 
 
    “Yeah,” agrees Prow, “Because that makes it better.” 
 
    I point at him. “Clog it.” To Beth, I vow, “It’s why I’ve never gotten drunk again. You’re familiar with the machaii crew I fly with?” She tries to nod, sniffling a little in an effort to regain her composure as she raptly listens to my story. “They took advantage of me.” 
 
    Prow can’t breath, and I think he’s crying. “Tell her—” he gasps, wiping his eyes with the heels of his hand, his body shuddering hard as he tries to suck in air and balance everything he carries. I hope he chokes—the jackleg deserves it. “Tell her what the paint does!” 
 
    Beth’s eyes are still as big as mealplates. “What does it do?” 
 
    Glancing down at our feet, I drag my thumbnail over my top lip. “It ah—it plumps.” 
 
    Prow sprays spit, he bursts out laughing so hard. I try to shove him, good naturedly, right off his feet. 
 
    Beth’s given up all pretense. She’s full-out cackling in a way I didn’t know her human body could vocalize, but I like the sound and sight of it. 
 
    I clear my throat. “It irritates the skin, which makes it swell up until the paint wears off—but everything’s natural, or so they claim. Tingles a bit though, ‘specially when you sit down,” I share, sucking in my top lip and chewing on it with my teeth. 
 
    Prow doubles over, howling. 
 
    Inwardly feeling playful but outwardly scowling, I reach for him—and Beth flinches. 
 
    Just like that, the fun’s dried up. 
 
    It’s such a small move, but Beth’s immediately embarrassed, losing all traces of her jollification. 
 
    “Narra,” I say, glancing at Prow—who’s grimacing, and with his laughter-tears still on his face, he looks ridiculous—“You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    She pretends to be interested in a booth a few hawkers down from us. “I feel stupid every time I jump. I know you guys are just horsing around.” 
 
    Horsing… The image of a vaguely Na’rith-looking creature pops into my head thanks to my translator. I wonder what Earth’s horsing has to do with our razzing—and what horsing would be worth on the markets if we collect a few someday. 
 
    “I know you won’t hurt me,” Beth continues. 
 
    “Hells never,” Prow agrees vehemently. 
 
    “But it’s like my body is programmed to panic just a little,” she holds up her thumb and forefinger, squinting one eye, “Every time I hear or see anything that looks threatening.” She sighs, looking defeated. 
 
    And I hate to see Beth looking like this. 
 
    I work my jaw side to side, and stretch my neck before giving a lazy roll of my shoulders. I jerk my chin at Prow. “You know what might help?” 
 
    Beth finally meets my eyes, but she doesn't say anything. 
 
    I grab Prow by the collar of his shirt. “I could hit him again and again until you’re desentized. I won’t mind.” 
 
    “He won’t,” affirms Prow. 
 
    Beth cracks a smile. It’s lacking dedication, but she’s trying—and after Prow and I trash-talk each other some more as she shoves away from me, Beth’s shoulders relax. Soon, she walks between us easier, almost as free as she was before. 
 
    “Tell me you two are getting hungry,” Prow pretends to complain. 
 
    We’ve barely had time to digest our last food sampler, but I don’t think it’s so much that he’s hungry: I think he’s keeping Beth diverted from getting tangled up in her mind. 
 
    Beth jumps aboard his suggestion like it’s a lifecraft. “I’d love to try more food. What are we having?” 
 
    We drag Beth to every food stand left in our vicinity, having her taste a little of this and that—until my attention is captured. “Wait,” I say, tugging her to a stop. 
 
    Beth looks to the booth we’re standing beside—and immediately her eyes shoot to mine. “You want women’s underwear?” she razzes, gaze dropping to my groin like she can see through my clothes. 
 
    Reaching past her, I snag a lacy pair of panties. 
 
    “You’d look really pretty in those, Oquilion,” Prow offers. 
 
    Beth schools her expression into a studious one, and nods sagely, being a little chit and agreeing with him. “He’s so right. You would look really pretty in those. I mean look at that cut,” her eyes widen, “super flattering, for sure.” 
 
    I slant her an I’ll-rut-the-nonsense-out-of-you grin. “You just watch who these end up flattering later.” 
 
    Beth’s smile turns prim. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Something floral and something sweet teases my nose, and I must not be the only one who notices the scents because Prow oooohs excitedly. “A perfume stand!” His hand lands on Beth’s arm. 
 
    Beth jumps—but before she can get self-conscious this time, I smirk at Prow. “You scum-talk me for a bit of lace, yet you’re fancying fragrances?” 
 
    Prow sends a sidelong peek at Beth’s reaction, and plays this up to keep her engaged. “Way to shame a man, Oquilion. No wonder I have to keep my recreational diversions a secret.” 
 
    “Not secret enough, Koundy,” I mutter—and Beth chokes. 
 
    “Ah, so you’ve heard of the infamous Vera incident,” Prow groans. “Narrra—let me explain.” 
 
    “Oh no—the way we tell the story is so much better,” I assure him, drawing Beth closer to me, as if that will prevent him from corrupting her with some rational explanation for our sex droid giving us orders to be ridden harder—in his voice. If I have anything to do with it, he will never live the day down. 
 
    Prow yanks her—gently—into his arms, pulling her right out of mine. “Beth, would you do me the honor of being my model for finding the perfect perfume? Something that will drive men wild.” 
 
    I widen my eyes at Prow. “All our interactions to this point are suddenly taking on new context.” 
 
    Beth’s holding her stomach, chortling against her will. “Pee break! Stop making me laugh, we need to make another pee break!” 
 
    It’s a good thing she empties, because she laughs the entire time she helps Prow pick out the scent he loves best on her. To make it very clear when they find the right one, as soon as Beth holds it up on her multi-scent-sprayed arm for his inspection, Prow grabs Beth’s cheeks and drags her up on her toes for a kiss, forcing her to brace against him, her hands planted on either side of his fat chest. 
 
    “These muscles,” she breathes when she pulls back. 
 
    “Mine are nicer,” I lie. 
 
    Beth dutifully moves into my arms and evaluates my chest muscles. “Stunning,” she pronounces, but adds, “Both of you.” 
 
    I chuff at her and Prow smirks—but Beth—my mate, at last—grins up at me affectionately, and this entire day (the cockpainter stand retelling somehow included) may be the best day I’ve ever had. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    THE NEXT ROTATION… 
 
    (In humanspeak: the next morning.) 
 
    I stroll into the galley—and out of nowhere, Prow socks me in the jaw. 
 
    Beth gasps, teetering as she tries to leap up from the table. 
 
    Prow reaches out and steadies her. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I assure her when I see she’s staring at me, worried. 
 
    Still standing over me, Prow’s rueful as he admits, “I nearly pissed myself laughing.” 
 
    Beth grumbles to herself, sounding confounded, “He says he laughed, and yet he still hits his friend? Men are so mean to each other!” 
 
    I push myself to my feet, wave to Beth, who looks more than a little alarmed—and a lot confused. 
 
    Still, I can’t help but send Prow a smug grin—and then I wince, checking my teeth. “Thank tevek your hit was a little padded,” I goad him. 
 
    “I will shove you out of this ship,” Prow warns. 
 
    I assure Beth, “It’s all right—this is all in good-natured fun.” 
 
    “The hells it is,” Prow argues, but he’s having trouble smothering his smile. 
 
    “Okay,” Beth huffs. “What’s going on with you two?” Almost defeatedly, she sits back down. 
 
    Prow brings up his hand sharply, stabbing it at my face to really illustrate his predicament. 
 
    I start laughing. I don’t care if he breaks my jaw. 
 
    Prow’s got shiny, satiny fabric stuck fast to two of his fingers, and a thumb. 
 
    “Last night,” I try to say—but I’m chuckling so hard I’m not sure if Beth can make out my words, “I stole your new perfume and sprayed it in front of Prow’s door.” 
 
    “You stole my perfume, and sprayed it on Prow’s door…” Beth repeats slowly. 
 
    Prow is giving me a dead-eyed glare. “And then he knocked on my door—tell her the rest, teveker.” 
 
    “I dashed around the corner—and waited. Prow opens his door to find the pretty panties I bought for you sitting on the floor with a note. He picks them up—and—and they stick to his hand!” 
 
    By this time, I’m dying, but Prow’s kind enough to finish the story for me. “So I’m innocently answering the door, I smell Beth, I find she’s playfully teasing me—and I no more than move to collect my little prize when I find I’ve just superglued a pair of panties to my fingers.” 
 
    Beth covers her mouth. 
 
    Prow’s lips are pursed. “The note under them read, “GOTCHA, KOUNDY.” 
 
    Behind both her hands, Beth makes an unladylike guffaw. 
 
    Prow holds up his messed up fingers. “I tried to remove the panties in full. I hacked them into ribbons, determined not to wear women’s underwear around you lot today—but there was no removing the area where the glue held the fibers to my skin.” 
 
    When we’re done having a good laugh—one where Prow heartily joins in with us—the two of us join Beth at the table. At first, our morning scuffle had her concerned, but there was no trace of embarrassment for her tiny show of anxiety this time around when Prow started pounding the piss out of my face. 
 
    It’s cog-damned wonderful progress, and we enjoy a companionable silence right up until Prow tries to eat finger food for his morning meal. 
 
    Beth pats him on the back. “Look on the bright side! At least somebody gets to wear panties around here.” 
 
    Prow’s stops, his food forgotten mid-bite. “You’re not wearing panties?” His eyes sink down the line of her body like his gaze is lead weighted. 
 
    Beth snaps her fingers and says dryly, “Eyes up here.” 
 
    “S-sorry,” Prow stammers. “It’s just—I’m just not sure how I’m going to get any work done now that I know this. Tevek.” 
 
    Beth blooms scarlet, but she smiles broadly at the compliment, just as Prow intended. 
 
    I clap him on the back, ignoring how he violently tries to shrug me off. “Well now—if you find you need to cover her in order to concentrate, you can always give her what’s left of your pair.” 
 
    The sound of Beth’s laughter is definitely worth the loose teeth. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Still chuckling at Oquilion and Prow’s antics, I part ways with them after breakfast. I actually experience a rare moment of being alone on this ship filled with men. 
 
    Somewhere, there are alienwomen, sure. But the ladies we rescued are sort of like cats—exploring silently and hiding from everybody. 
 
    As much as I don’t want them cozying up to any of my guys, my crew, I do want them to be comfortable. I hope they feel safe. 
 
    A hidden supply closet shoots open and I’m yanked inside. 
 
    “AHH!” I gasp before a hand closes over my mouth. 
 
    Qolt’s voice hits the back of my ear as he rasps, “Miss me?” 
 
    There’s enough light in here that I can see the dimensions of this tiny space we’re occupying. And then I realize—the light is being cast by Vera’s eyes. Oh how creepy! I balk a little, but Qolt doesn’t let go of me. Finally, I give up trying to escape, and I take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. 
 
    He must take this to mean I’m relaxed about this. He removes his fingers enough for me to hiss, “Qolt—!” but at my admonishment, his big hand covers my mouth again, pinning my lips against my teeth with enough force that I can’t make words, and my eyes go wide in reaction. 
 
    Qolt brings his other hand up from my hip, sliding it up until he’s cupping my throat. He tugs back until I’m viewing him upside down, my forehead practically planted into the heat of his chest, and he stealth-kisses me. It is, damn him, one heck of a kiss. When he pulls up, his eyes have gone black, the barest ring of iris framing them in otherworldly molten steel. He sighs, his gaze searching mine. “You know I love it when you say my name. But you have to understand: I can’t have you screaming for help, narra.” 
 
    My excited shivers should turn to dark chills. I think they would too, but he starts stroking my hair out of my face and his action confuses my insides so that I’m hit with happy chills and chest headlights. 
 
    He releases my throat, slowly backing his hand away, straight out in front of me. My eyes snag on his wrist. 
 
    The bruise from the hickey I gave him is as dark as the day I sucked on him. 
 
    Evidently following my gaze, Qolt turns his wrist to catch better in the glow. “I keep it dark to remind myself of you.” 
 
    The memory of him biting himself before he went treasure hunting replays in my mind. 
 
    “You’re my happy thought, Beth,” Qolt tells me roughly. “Never come harder than when I'm sucking my own wrist, remembering you doing it.” 
 
    The area between my legs clenches. But this is nothing compared to what’s happening in my heart. 
 
    Suddenly, Qolt’s nostrils flare again, and the grey in his eyes expands a fraction, his gaze sharpening on me even more, impossibly so. “Don’t panic, Beth,” tells me, his tone lightly commanding, the way you’d remind your cat not to jump on the counter when there’s company coming. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just going to make you feel good. That means no struggling so hard you hurt yourself or your little passenger. I’m going to lift my hand now. Don’t scream.” 
 
    Is he serious? 
 
    The moment his hand let’s up its pressure, I fill my lungs with air. 
 
    Qolt’s hand closes over my lips again. “Naughty narra,” he tsks, and something in his eyes makes the backs of my knees tingle strangely. “I’m going to have to punish you.” 
 
    All of my sexy feelings grind to a halt. 
 
    And that’s a shame. I was starting to maybe look forward to Qolt getting it on with me. He’s hot, and this was scary-hot for about thirty seconds. Now? 
 
    Qolt suddenly goes still too, his gaze scanning me head to toe. “Whoever taught you to be afraid had better be dead.” 
 
    Odds are good he’s still alive, but ha—if my ex tries to look for me now, this time he finally, finally won’t be able to find me. I bet he’s furious. 
 
    The door is ripped open, and I crane my neck to see Prow. He takes one look at us and growls, “Ekan is going to KILL you. Lights,” he orders, and a single orb, brighter than what Vera gives off, illuminates the little space as he stalks inside. 
 
    Qolt sounds like he’s crocodile-grinning to Prow. “Nice fingers.” 
 
    Prow’s poor fabric-glued fingers do some sort of flicking motion I’m willing to bet he wouldn’t do in front of his mother. “Rut. Off,” he warns. 
 
    “That was the plan.” Qolt’s arm slowly moves over and down my belly, lazy-stroking. “And how did you appear at just the right time to save Beth?” 
 
    Prow eyes him. “I was stalking Beth.” He catches my eye-roll of (yeah, okay, pretty much feigned) disapproval. “What?” he says, voice lighter as he gives me an unrepentant smirk. “Oquilion’s stalking you too. He just doesn’t think he’s been caught yet.” 
 
    Outside the door, Oquilion sighs. 
 
    The corridor’s track lights spill in as Oquilion steps inside, offering everyone a diffused orange shadow for a brief moment until he closes the door behind himself. The four of us are crammed together, with Vera, her eyes staring sightlessly and glowing too eerily for my comfort. Prow and Oquilion are giving Qolt meaningful looks, but nobody speaks. 
 
    Oquilion, unlike Prow, looks incredibly sympathetic. “Qolt, I understand you’re struggling. I’ve seen this before. I don’t know how much you overheard or recall, but one of my koundreth’s received a significant head injury, so I know you may be having trouble with headaches, and with processing your actions—” 
 
    Prow scoffs. “If he can lie in wait for Beth in a closet, he’s doing FINE—well, not fine-fine, but—” 
 
    Rolling my eyes at the three of them, I wriggle out of Qolt’s hold, squeeze past Prow and Oquilion, and escape into the hallway for some much-needed space and peace. 
 
    To my surprise, Tiernan’s passing by. “Beth?” he says—also clearly surprised, because him and Ekan are the only ones who weren’t stalking me, apparently. 
 
    Nefarious Na’riths. 
 
    At my back, the closet opens and three pirates emerge. 
 
    Tiernan’s brows crawl right up his head. 
 
    “Whatever you’re thinking,” Oquilion starts. 
 
    “We weren't—” Prow stammers. 
 
    Qolt crosses his arms and glower-smirks. It’s something that he does very effectively, and honestly, you can’t tell if he’s ever had a compromising situation in his life, despite the fact he’s been caught in them twice today by Prow and Oquilion and now Tiernan. At no time has he been flustered. 
 
    Tiernan holds up a hand. “Stop. I don’t want to hear whatever you jacklegs have to say. Beth?” He offers me his arm. “Do you want to get away from… whatever it is these three are up to this time?” 
 
    I give a delicate sniff. “I would love to. Thanks, Tiernan.” 
 
    Tiernan sweetly takes my hand and swiftly guides me away from the troublemakers, their protests following us down the hall stridently. 
 
    I glance up at Tiernan. The moment we’ve turned the corridor corner and they can’t see him, he gives me a warm look that breaks into an evil grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    That night, Oquilion answers his door looking wary—I think because he’s expecting Prow to have involved me in some sort of trickery or set up. 
 
    But nope. “I’m here because I want to be here,” I tell him. 
 
    I’m not gonna lie: the fact that Oquilion’s in this thing called a mate-lock? I’m really digging the whole concept. I’m not saying the man deserves an award for abstaining per se—and yet... hearing he’s been waiting for the chance to be with his one true female makes my heart thump all sorts of crazy. Even when he didn’t have the barest clue of when, or where, or if he’d ever find his mate, he waited for her. 
 
    He waited for me. 
 
    I like Oquilion: he’s funny, he’s playful, he’s considerate. 
 
    And… he’s mine. I can have him whenever I want. 
 
    I happen to want. “May I come in?” 
 
    Oquilion shakes himself, standing taller. “Yes, please. Yes.” His wide chest expands big, and falls hard. He’s breathing deeper; the pulse in his throat is becoming particularly noticeable. 
 
    Slowly, belly way out ahead of me, I stroll into his room, enjoying the excited tension that socks me along my spine as he shuts the door in my wake. I turn slowly, facing him, and his eyes lift from where he was checking out my bare back. 
 
    Or my butt in this skirt that would do a Stripper Barbie set proud. 
 
    My breath catches when I watch Oquilion’s outstretched fingers draw into fists with iron-willpower as he harnesses himself, pulling on what looks like a considerable amount of control so that he doesn’t grab for me. 
 
    “You’ve forgiven me for earlier?” he asks with a slight smile, but his eyes search mine. 
 
    If I hadn’t, his genuine appreciation would go a long way towards thawing my feelings on the matter. “I’m getting used to you stalking me and plotting my abduction for your nefarious purposes.” I finger the edge of my top, this one scalloped, with leather laces that crisscross each breast. 
 
    The laces are a nice touch: they have no justification except to make the eye bounce back and forth over each one. They’re working for Oquilion’s eyes for sure, and I enjoy a deeply satisfying thrill, watching him watch me. “You have no idea how many nefarious purposes I’d like to abduct you for,” he says to the spot I’m grazing with my fingertip. 
 
    Although he tries twice to lift his gaze back to mine, the way I start to run my fingers across my chest proves too great a temptation for him to look away from. His eyes fasten to the exposed swells of my breasts, and I can feel them grow fuller under his heated stare. 
 
    When he reaches out to touch, I catch my lip with my teeth so that I don’t moan. 
 
    “May I?” he asks, his voice rough. 
 
    To show him I’d like this very much, I knit our fingers and bring him up so we’re both touching me together. I keep the pressure light, not sure how sensitive I am. 
 
    Oh, I’m sensitive, but I love Oquilion’s touch. I expect him to compliment me by offering the obligatory-but-welcome ‘You’re so pretty,’ or maybe even ‘You’re beautiful.’ 
 
    Instead, he shocks me by blurting: “I want to bite these.” 
 
    Then his eyes skitter to mine; horror reflected in his gaze. 
 
    I don’t think he meant to confess that. 
 
    Rapidly tripping over himself, he tries to explain. “Uh, that’d be gently—just to taste them, not to puncture, you understand—the natural elasticity of skin gathered against my teeth and gums is a unique experience that I’ve often fantasized about with your generous pair of two as opposed to the singles I’ve enjoyed which were nice, but—but I thought it might be a welcome—” 
 
    “Oquilion,” I cut in, not trying to hide my smile. “I get what you mean—and I’d love it if you’d nom my boobs.” 
 
    He blinks. “Nom…” But then he nods. “Thank you.” 
 
    I bite back a grin. “Anytime.” 
 
    Fire lights his gaze. “I’m going to hold you to that.” 
 
    The mental picture hits me of Oquilion cornering me just to lick and suck my breasts where they puff over the lip of whatever bra-band I’m wearing, like they’re his personal, edible muffin tops. 
 
    There’s a reverent sort of awe in his voice and in his hands as he traces his fingers over my skin like I might not be real, or really his. “You’re so beautiful.” 
 
    Well there it is—and in this moment, especially under his gaze, under his hands, I feel beautiful. “Thank you. You’re crazy handsome.” 
 
    He startles. “I thank you in return.” 
 
    I reach behind me and unlock the clasp to my top. “Want to get started on that boob-loving you promised?” 
 
    Words apparently failing him, Oquilion’s adam’s apple bobs hard with his swallow, and he nods. 
 
    I drop my top. 
 
    Oquilion sucks in a hiss before he lunges for me, hands cupping under my heavy, swelled breasts. 
 
    He licks them. He nibbles them. He covers his sharp-tipped teeth with his lips, and he gives me the gentlest inspection I’ve ever had. 
 
    And it is an inspection—an erotic one, but still. “One is lovely, but two,” he rasps, his breath rough as he thumbs one of my nipples, teasing it until it could cut glass. “Two feels extravagant,” he says, palming them both, squishing them together. “And I approve.” 
 
    He makes them bounce in his hands before he bends, falling on them like he might eat them. 
 
    I’d be worried, but I’m too busy trying to breathe and stay standing. If he makes me come like this, he’d better be prepared to catch me because I think my knees are turning to actual jelly. 
 
    “I love you both so much,” he declares on a groan, his voice vibrating right over my heart where his lips are, because he’s got his nose buried between my tits. 
 
    It makes the spot between my legs clench so hard, my hands fly to his shoulders, and he becomes the only thing keeping me upright. “Oquilion? Time to show me some action. I need you!” 
 
    For Oquilion, these are magic words. He growls around a mouthful of areola, making the muscles in my legs twitch and flutter. He obliges by beginning to draw away from my chest, but before he leaves entirely, he lifts my right breast, and kisses a spot that sparks a recollection of Tiernan doing the same thing. 
 
    I laugh breathlessly. “What’s with the under-boob kiss? You guys all do it.” 
 
    He rubs his thumb over the spot his lips have given attention to. “You have a mole right here.” 
 
    I straighten. “I have a mole?” Then it dawns on me. “Ohhh—my tit freckle. I’ve seen it in the mirror; never had anyone pay it direct lip-compliments before—” 
 
    My words end in a gurgle because Oquilion’s mouth is paying it a compliment again—and thoroughly. 
 
    I had no idea the area could receive so much stimulation, not until Oquilion’s lavishing it with attention and he growls against it, making my head fall back before he eases from me and says, “Shame on your lovers before us.” He deliberately nuzzles under my boob to rub at my freckle-spot. “It’s very fetching.” 
 
    “I believe you!” I gasp. Who knew the area under your boobs likes to be played with too? “We need the bed.” 
 
    Without a word, Oquilion’s got his hands under my butt and around my back, my stomach squeezed between us, and he’s stalking to the bed. It happens so fast, I’m struck by the urge to laugh. 
 
    Right up until he plops me down and rips off his shirt. 
 
    I find myself chest-to-abdomen with him as he pulls me closer, and I like what I find. I’m suddenly starving for him, being pressed into these silky, hard-cut muscles. My gosh he’s tasty. 
 
    “I take great pleasure in the way you look at me,” Oquilion says softly. 
 
    My eyes jump to his, surprised that he’s not ogling my rack. He seemed really happy with his gaze glued there, and Lord knows I could look at his big, beautiful body for a lifetime. The avidity he shows with me is heartwarming—and sexy. “Good,” I tell him. “Because I don’t think I could stop looking at you without feeling very, very sad. Not being able to objectify you anymore would be a pastime I would seriously miss.” 
 
    Oquilion’s lips tip up. “Is that right.” 
 
    I nod. “‘Tis.” 
 
    Now his smile goes happy-crooked. “Then don’t stop on my account—but I seem to remember being ordered to take you.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I agree. “I’m still waiting.” 
 
    “And so patiently,” Oquilion agrees-but-doesn’t-agree, brushing back a lock of my hair behind my ear. A girl could be forgiven for thinking the action has slowed, because she’d be mistaken. When his other arm shifts, I glance down to catch him springing his cock. 
 
    It juts up at me, so, so happy to see me, throbbing with his heartbeat and covered in thick veins. I wrap my fingers around him just behind his wide, pre-cum leaking knob. Hard as freaking stone, too. 
 
    His mating ring presses excitedly into the side of my hand, and experimentally, I push back. 
 
    It collapses under pressure but in no way calms itself. While I explore it, Oquilion is content to explore me—albeit with a more feverish touch than before. His big hand sweeps everywhere and eventually, unfastens my skirt until I’m completely naked. His petting touches are wonderful, but this is as far as he takes us. 
 
    It’s clear that he’s letting me set the pace, and I could not find him sweeter. His patience (perhaps caution) is at odds with his obvious hunger, which is powerful, and building—made evident in both his gaze and his roving, starving hands. It isn’t long before I spin around and I encourage him to help me impale myself. Kneeling between his knees, we work me down until I’m sitting on his lap. 
 
    Oquilion’s arms band around me right under my breasts as I give myself a thigh-burning workout, up and down. I find that the higher I raise myself, the better his cock feels when it strokes so lovingly inside me. It builds and builds until, without warning, my orgasm races through me like I’ve been struck by freak lightning. 
 
    I collapse against his front, forgetting how to breathe, unable to make a sound. I may even start drooling. Oquilion gives me a minute to catch my breath, his broad chest punching my back, his body under mine still strung with tension as he pets up and down my sides, trying to be patient. When I make no headway to rejoin the moving, Oquilion grabs my hips to put me back to work over his cock. 
 
    “Wait!” I gurgle. 
 
    He growls, the rumble echoing through my body. But he goes still. The clamp of his fingers over my hips even lets up in pressure, at least slightly. Obviously struggling, he does as I ask and stops. 
 
    I want to give Oquilion the full-service experience. I rise off of him, thinking that I’m going to end his sex-drought extra special—but I only get so far. 
 
    We’re stuck together. 
 
    In order to fully disengage, I need Oquilion to break suction on his mating ring first. Without a word (perhaps because he’s beyond being able to utter any) he rips his ring back for me to escape him, then squeezes it to his body, flattening it like a cock accordion. 
 
    His hands won’t be able to hold onto my head or play much with my hair during this next part because he’ll be busy keeping his mating ring from attaching itself to my face. Shudder. That’d be creepy. 
 
    But I intend to blow his mind. 
 
    Wrapping both hands just behind his glans, I bring his tip to my lips for a lick. 
 
    “Teeth...” Oquilion manages to grit out—but he trails off, and I glance up at him to see he’s looking stunned. 
 
    I give him a full, sparkling smile. I’m not like the other aliens he’s used to. 
 
    I don’t have sharp, pointy teeth. 
 
    Careful to cover what sharpness my teeth do offer by curling my lips around them, I open wide and take in as much of his dick as I’m able. 
 
    Oquilion gasps above me, making me grin around his thickness. 
 
    Maybe he was already so close. Maybe it’s because it’s been so long for him. But with my first suck, Oquilion explodes in my mouth, filling the back of my tongue and throat with— 
 
    ...HIS CUM! 
 
    I moan around him—making him snarl above me—when I register the taste of his final pleasure: not bitter, not bleachy, not salty—he’s mountain robusta with a splash of coconut milk—and I’m in love. 
 
    I suck him so hard, he shouts loud enough I nearly go deaf. 
 
    If I’d known what Na’rith were packing, I’d have ripped their pants off the first time I had morning Joe cravings and withdrawals. If magic and coffee had a baby, this alien babybatter is it. 
 
    Oquilion’s so good, I’m digging my tongue into his cock’s eye, my ears getting sung to by his died-and-gone-to-Heaven groans, and I’m thinking that if I’d known Ekan and Tiernan’s cum had this potential, I’d have demanded they pull out and go for a direct target so I could swallow down and lick ‘em clean. 
 
    Missed opportunities, clearly—and I’ll be remedying that real soon. 
 
    But for now, Oquilion’s freed up one of his hands, keeping his mating ring back with the other so that he can pet my cheek and catch my chin, guiding me off of him. Probably feeling a little oversensitive. 
 
    I can’t help but notice he’s still hard as rock though. 
 
    Feral-looking eyes locked on mine, his breathing is ragged as all get out. 
 
    I drop my hands to my lap, and his gaze follows, catching on the juncture of my legs before jumping to my lips. 
 
    I smirk. “Having trouble choosing where you want to be next?” 
 
    Humor dances over the strain in Oquilion’s wild eyes. “You could say I’m most definitely struggling to decide where I should plunder my Treasure.” 
 
    Grinning, I mound the bedding up before I lie back, supine. (After I had to have Tiernan throw the brakes on our first session, I decided that the mounded-bedding step is not to be missed. This wonderful bundle of mine must be rocking on my major blood vessels when I’m lying on my back, which puts a crimp in their style, which means they steal my breath, which accounts for the wooziness. Oh, pregnancy. So fun!) “We’ve got time. I’m yours for the whole sleep cycle.” 
 
    Oquilion’s smile is slow and super, super sexy. “I don’t believe we’ll be doing much sleeping this cycle.” 
 
    I sigh happily and wriggle against the blankets at my back. “I took a nap earlier today,” I inform him, “Because somehow, I thought not.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    Someone’s going to get a beating. The knock at my door is insistent though, so I drag myself out of my bed, scratching at my hair, which feels puffed out in every which way, like I licked the barrel of an electric pulser and liked what I was hit with. 
 
    I jerk open my door… and find Beth on the other side. I bring my arms up to the doorpost and stretch, barely noticing the way her eyes rove my chest and shoulders, and up. “Ha, I’m dreaming or that teveker Oquilion roped you into one of his plots—” 
 
    Beth shoves me backwards, and grabs the waist of my sleep pants. “That poor man is out cold, but I do have a mastermind plan that requires your participation. Get on the bed.” 
 
    Am I fully awake? No. Do I want to be if it means this dream ends? Hells no. “Yes, narra—whatever you say, narra.” My body hits the bed so hard the frame makes a cracking noise, but holds. 
 
    Beth’s grinning as she climbs up beside me and starts balling up my blankets and pillows, and settles herself back on them. “Okay,” she says, wriggling to get comfortable and grinning up at me. “Want to get a leg over?” 
 
    “This dream I’m having is getting rather exciting,” I whisper to her reverently as I clamber up and lean in to capture her mouth. 
 
    “Wait!” she stops me. “Before I forget—block your mating ring from pulling a facehugger when we get going, please, or this is going to end before it begins. All right?” 
 
    Confused but happy to oblige her, I agree, “All right. What are we doing, exactly?” 
 
    Beth fits two fingers over the edge of my sleep pants’ waist, and reveals the throbbing head of my club. She licks her lips, which makes my shaft shift from throbbing red to nearly purple. Gazing at it, Beth breathes, “We’re going to have FUN. Bring this closer.” 
 
    I do. 
 
    And when she opens her mouth, revealing soft inner silkiness and a whole lot of mostly-flat-but-still-dangerous teeth, I’m reluctant to insert any part of myself inside the area she’s indicating. I’m wildly attached to my club. 
 
    Beth jacks me forward and engulfs the tip of me with her hot mouth. 
 
    I hiss, feeling bliss but expecting pain. 
 
    It isn’t coming, and I’m sure my pain receptors have just been overloaded when Beth swipes her tongue over the head of me and sucks. 
 
    “Sweet Creator of the Nebula!” I roar. 
 
    I come, right in her mouth, my seed shooting down her throat where I’ve half-crammed my cock. 
 
    I back off of her rapidly. “Beth!” 
 
    Eyes glazed, Beth grins up at me, licking her lips, even bringing up her thumb and swiping at a spilled bit of seed. My eyes widen when she laps herself clean and orders, “Tell me when you’re ready to do that again.” 
 
    After one repeat, I want to enjoy another area of my Beth while I have her, and she obliges like a queen, rising to all fours and moving my bedding to where she can easily rest her spawn-heavy belly on the pile. When she’s ready, Beth looks at me from under her lashes. “Well, what are you waiting for? Climb on and ride.” 
 
    Blissed out of my brainpan, I’m soon doing just that. My face contorts with pleasure as I rock her under me, kissing and nipping and licking between Beth’s shoulders. I cup her breasts and pound into her, stiltedly murmuring about how good she feels as I graze her nape with my teeth—when Beth tosses her hair back and twists to grin up at me. 
 
    “Ride me harder, Koundy!” she shouts. 
 
    My rhythm breaks—I’m instantly choking on shocked laughter. 
 
    My hips punch against her backside jerkily, and I’m falling over her back, guffawing into her neck. “Beth-love, no! You didn’t just ruin my ending!” 
 
    Beth wriggles her rump between us. “Doesn’t feel like you got ruined at all.” 
 
    I’m still hard inside of her. 
 
    Beth sounds so pleased with herself—and fair enough, she’s so cog-damned divine, she has every reason to be smug. 
 
    “Let me make it up to you,” she purrs. “Break your mating seal and I’ll swallow you down.” 
 
    Yap. There’s really no downside when your mate gives you an order like this. 
 
    Really none. 
 
    “I’m going to bake you all the things,” I vow to her. 
 
    Her smile is broad and satisfied and lazy. “I’ll take you up on that later. For now, fill me up with something else you’ve got for me.” 
 
    When we reach completion on both our parts, we rest only long enough to be able to repeat a variation of the mating, harder this time because it takes work to break my seal even though I’m happy to finish in Beth’s mouth at her urging—but then Beth falls over, panting. She slaps herself on one beautiful, beautiful tit. “Okay, I’m sorry; my jaw’s too sore to go on, so you have to do the work between these babies.” She squeezes her tits together, making wicked images dance behind my eyes. “Shoot right here though...” She lets her mouth fall open and shows me her hot, wet, red tongue, ready to catch everything I’ll fill her with. 
 
    This image will be burned in my memory base forever—thank Creator. “Filthy…” 
 
    Beth grins up at me. “Perfect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    I had Beth for breakfast. 
 
    Then, after we’d dozed a bit, she insisted she have more of me—and I’ve been whistling ever since we rolled out of bed this rotation. Qolt’s nostrils had flared when I’d strolled onto the bridge. His scowl had deepened, but he asked no questions, and I offered no secrets. Besides, if Beth visits his berth, he’ll be strutting around with his own cog-damned grin soon enough. 
 
    We’re still on course to Breslin’s settlement, but an innocuous ping sent to me alerts that we’re about to encounter a small delay. The Comm is from an old friend, and seeing his message has me shouting “Detour!” and shoving Qolt out of the captain’s seat where he’s stationed himself today—I think, solely to stress out Oquilion, who is incapable of being convinced of Qolt’s competency to pilot until the man’s head can be professionally examined. (However, not even concern for Qolt’s condition can wipe off the grin Oquilion’s been wearing since Beth rode him ‘til he wore out. And who can blame the machaii? Our mate is exquisitely voracious.) 
 
    “What’s got you in such a cheery twist now?” Qolt grouses. 
 
    I flip to the navigation panel to change our course. “Pasutha sent a Comm to me. He said he needed to see me urgently.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Qolt asks, genuine warmth entering his voice before he remembers he’s supposed to be a sour-tongued machaii. “I can see why you’d be excited.” He tips his head, considering. “Always thought you two made a fine pair, if you swing the fins, gills, and webbed hands way—” 
 
    “Stuff your yammerer cannon,” I tell him good naturedly. “He says he’s in need of a favor—and catch this frequency: he says he’s helping a Gryfala who’s in desperate need of a ride home.” 
 
    Qolt goes still. “Yanak bull pies.” 
 
    Destination programmed, I kick back in my seat. “No jest.” 
 
    Qolt looks disbelieving. “How did an Aneark get ahold of either a Gryfala—or a human, in case that’s really what she is?” 
 
    He has plenty reason to be skeptical. Anearks are a semi-aquatic race. Gryfala and humans… are not. “He told me he rescued her from The Underwater Pleasure Dome.” 
 
    Qolt recoils. “Nebulas far and wide! They trapped a female underwater and forced her service in the Dome?” 
 
    I grimace. “Most females volunteer to work there, so it’s possible that she…” I don’t finish, because it’s too outlandish to believe that a Gryfala would ever choose to be contracted willingly. When any female signs up for brothel life, she’s doing it because there are no better prospects at home—when their will not to starve trumps their desire to live free. 
 
    However, Gryfala are always born into a life of privilege. There’s no scenario in which the sky-soaring females would prefer to be kept contained in a simulated environment under an ocean at the beck, call, and servitude of the males of the sea. If Pasutha’s Gryfala companion is a human like Beth, or if she’s somehow a true Gryfala that got pulled down, the fact is, the Dome took her, and kept her there against her will. 
 
    Captive in the Dome’s service could have been Beth’s fate had Ekan not managed to win her. Sometimes, I could almost hug that annoying machaii. 
 
    Qolt breaks into my thoughts. “Are Pasutha and his female being pursued?” 
 
    “You bet they are. Pasutha’s locked down in a coastal town not far from the beach they surfaced at. The Gryfala was exhausted so he found a place for them to hole up, but the Dome isn’t taking kindly to the escape. They’re canvassing the area to apprehend her—and kill him.” 
 
    “How far away is he?” 
 
    “We happen to be just a half span away from Pasutha’s position.” 
 
    Qolt flips one of his knives in the air, catching it by its blade before rolling it over his hand and sending it to twirling above him again. “I wonder what Beth’s reaction would be to one of her own kind.” 
 
    “Judging by her possessive display over us, I’d say as long as the other female doesn’t show an interest in her beloved and moonringed amazing crew, she’ll be fine.” 
 
    Plus, our Beth is in no condition to spar. 
 
    We both sink into silence. Beth’s been struggling this rotation, citing a general miserable state, swollen and aching and very pregnant. To say her level of discomfort has us concerned would be a cog-damned big underestimate. 
 
    Qolt gets to his feet. “Better get us weaponed-up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    “Pasutha!” I call merrily, and embrace my longtime friend, Pasutha Din. 
 
    An Aneark is an unlikely ally for a Na’rith, and not only because we spend our lives in entirely opposite ecosystems. Anearks—Pasutha in particular—are a law-abiding race who possess acute senses regarding right and wrong. 
 
    As it happens, most Anearks would consider the bulk of Na’rith activities to fall firmly on the side of wrong. 
 
    But he says, “It’s good to see you, Prow,” and gives me a tired-looking smile. “Please follow me.” Under his breath, he adds, “Before we attract more attention.” 
 
    I do as he bids, ducking under the low-hanging doorway and following him inside his room. He’s rented a resting pod; a squat circular structure where sojourners can stretch out on a bed. There’s not much else to the place. “You’ve had some trouble?” 
 
    Looking exhausted, Pasutha scrubs a hand over his face. “I’ve killed more men today than I have in my entire lifespan.” He gestures behind himself, towards the sleeping area. “Her scent is like no other, and has been drawing everyone in the vicinity.” 
 
    “Yeah,” a female voice calls, irritation plain in her tone. “Chanel number fishy whore is unique like that.” She stands rigid on the side of the bed farthest from us. I’m staring at a mass of hair, shapely curves in tattered clothes, and angry eyes. 
 
    I laugh. “Chanel, the perfume—I get this joke!” Beth told me about Chanel when she was helping me select her fragrance. 
 
    The female’s mouth snaps closed; it’s clear I’ve surprised her. 
 
    Pasutha side-eyes me. “You can understand her speech?” 
 
    I send him a proud glance. “She’s speaking English. I have it programmed.” 
 
    His third eyelids nictate. “My translator doesn’t get close half the time. It’s been a challenge, and—understandably—she’s beyond frustrated with my limitations.” He gestures to her, the action charming if a little tired-looking. “Though I do believe I can pronounce her name. This is Greyycee. Greyycee, this is Prow.” 
 
    My gaze travels over the female, and as I take her in, she bristles. I take note of her defensive posture, watch her eyes slit with warning, and see the snarling set to her mouth. I imagine an unwilling stay in the Dome would put anyone in a killing mood the next time a male looks at them. I hold up three fingers. “Three things you might like to know straight off: I have a female of my own, I have no interest in your body—and I’m here to save your day.” 
 
    She relaxes a fraction. “Yippee.” 
 
    Yippee? I brighten. “‘Ki-yay-motherfucker!’” I finish, extending a hand in her direction, excited I can share this human reference. 
 
    A grin ghosts across the woman’s face. “What the hell—you must know a human, and she talks to you.” 
 
    Proudly, I give her a little bow. “I know the best human. Her name is Beth, and—” 
 
    Pasutha’s gills flare yellow. He turns slightly, listening in the direction of the door. “Prow? We’ve got company.” 
 
    Pitching my voice as low as his, I ask, “Any chance they smell like my crew?” 
 
    “Most unfortunately no—how far away is your ship?” 
 
    “Just a Comm away.” I pull out my device and send a message to Qolt. 
 
    Pasutha moves fast, darting back and grabbing the bed by its heavy frame, his arms straining as he whips it upright and wordlessly moves it around to shield Greyycee a click before the door to the resting pod blows open. 
 
    Three Krortuvians barrel in—and stop dead when they see me. 
 
    I look to the one front and center. “Tripe, you’re ugly.” 
 
    The pincers on either side of his thin lips extend slowly, viscous strings of mucus stretching and snapping as he taps them together. I can’t repress a full-body shudder. Seeing this, he smiles. “And you’re a teveking Na’rith.” 
 
    “Please, please tell me you’re going to kill that thing,” snarls Greyycee. 
 
    All three of the Krortuvians’ gazes shift to her—making her fall silent. 
 
    Pasutha raises his hands, readying his defense mechanism. 
 
    If these were any other beings, I might have tried to talk them out of attempting to take Greyycee. It’s not often I blame a male for trying to steal something worth having, and sometimes you can reroute a person’s intentions once they see you’re a Na’rith—but these are Krortuvians. There is no reasoning with them, and there’s no way in hells I’m letting them take this female. 
 
    But three armed Krortuvians against one armed Na’rith—one who isn’t a luck source—means we’re outgunned. 
 
    Then one of the weapons pointed at us gets my attention. “Pasutha?” I call, almost hoarse from the—well? The luck of it. “One of them’s carrying a death knocker.” 
 
    “I know very little about non-aquatic weapons,” Pasutha returns, voice stiff with tension, “But from the name, I gather this isn’t good.”  
 
    My heart is thumping maniacally. “Sutha?” I don’t spare him a look, but I know he can hear my grin because out of the corner of my eye, I see when he shoots me a wary-eyed glance, “This one shorts out.” 
 
    Anearks like Pasutha can produce electricity from their bodies. Pasutha has the ability to generate extremely high voltage. 
 
    Quicker than an eel, Pasutha strikes, snatching the gun barrel and hitting it with a full pulse of energy. 
 
    The Krortuvian doesn’t have time to wrench away. Pasutha’s shock has him locked in place, and I fire on the other two. 
 
    One strike is a killshot, but the third Krortuvian is only wounded. He lunges for his fallen comrade and drags the huge body upright, using him as an ass-ugly—but effective—bulwark. 
 
    My eyes are trained on him, so I miss the fourth one that enters through the door. 
 
    Greyycee shouts “YOUR LEFT!” 
 
    I’d have eaten a laser beam for my carelessness if it hadn’t been for her warning. 
 
    I leap back, and the beam eats up a stream of carpet where my feet had been instead. 
 
    The Krortuvian using his dead friend as a shield shouts, “Fool, he could be a luck source!” 
 
    I’m so caught up in the idea of a Krortuvian referring to another Krortuvian as a fool that I almost delay in shooting the fourth pistol-wielder. I manage to hit him, but my distraction gives the one dragging his dead comrade the chance to rush Pasutha. 
 
    This Krortuvian must believe he’s strong enough to withstand the shock from a full grown Aneark. 
 
    Now here is a fool. 
 
    Pasutha doesn’t let him get close to Greyycee. He lunges forward, striking fast, filling the Krortuvian threat with a charge so bright that I’m temporarily blinded. 
 
    Proving that she’s been privy to his brand of defense before, I’m still blinking the white dots from my vision when Greyycee unaffectedly asks, “Is it safe to look yet, or am I going to get flash-bulbed?” 
 
    Pasutha, perhaps not understanding what she asked, but having an idea of her query, frowns fiercely as he returns to her and takes her arm. 
 
    She stiffens, dropping her hands and shaking off his touch. 
 
    From outside the door, Qolt’s shout rings out. “Prow! Got your Comm. We’re here to save your asses—but move. The crowd gathering out here ain’t friendly.” 
 
    “Greyycee,” I say to the woman standing off by herself now, “You will be safe and welcome on our ship. You can meet my human female there, speak with her if you don’t attack. Would you like to come along?” 
 
    Her smile is more a slash of lips and a baring of teeth. “I know I don’t want to get stuck in here.” 
 
    “Wise,” I confirm. “Let’s get you to the ship then. Ready to run?” 
 
    Her face is stone, determined. “Lead the way.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    “Tevek, tevek, tevek,” Qolt growls. “We’re pinned.” 
 
    Forced to dodge between two buildings to avoid our pursuers, we’ve managed to pick the one alley in this whole planet-forsaken place that doesn’t even offer a seedy window to exit from. Qolt’s right: we’re teveked. 
 
    “Never fear; your luck source is here!” Ekan crows, his voice bouncing off the brick on either side. He strides down the alley towards us like he’s laserproof. His confidence makes our enemies back away from him. They’re almost certain that only a daft luck source would be this daring. 
 
    They’d be right. 
 
    “Great. Now there are five of us trapped,” Qolt says, and he has an odd talent for making every word he utters an aggressive growl. “Unless you can make a door appear out of thin teveking air?” 
 
    Siblings and their snideness to each other, save me. 
 
    Ekan scoffs. “Of course.” 
 
    He slams his hand to the brick wall to our left, leaving behind a glowing red disk. “BACK. AWAY. FROM THE WALL,” he bellows at the brick. He points to the female next to Pasutha. “Get down. Cover your head and neck. This is about to blow.” 
 
    It does. The explosion is near deafening, and splinters of debris fly around us, pelting clear to the other side of the alley in clatters and hisses as the fires made by the incindary device land in the alley’s many puddles, and violently extinguish. 
 
    “You’re a menace,” Qolt informs Ekan, his clipped tone barely above a snarl. “What if there are spawn and females inside?” 
 
    Ekan rolls his shoulders and sweeps his arm out. “I did warn them to back away.” He straightens and brushes brick dust and whatnot off his hands. “And anyway, it was an outward blast radius; give me some credit, brother.” 
 
    Normally, I’d be compelled to punch him for being obnoxious—not that I would: luck source—but seeing as we have a way to escape thanks to his efforts, I can only heave a sigh of relief. 
 
    (And hope any innocents inside backed well away when warned.) 
 
    Ekan turns to Pasutha’s female with flourish. “After you.”  He gestures to his freshly created doorway in the side of the dwelling, proud as can be. Whoever owns this place will probably not be nearly as pleased as Ekan looks. 
 
    For as big a mess as it made though, it didn’t knock all the brick down. The female may need a boost over the jagged edges of the hole, and I’m not the only one who’s thinking so—Pasutha lays his hands over the rough shards that jut up around the ragged crater, jerking his chin to indicate to his female that she should use him to safely climb over. 
 
    I don’t know if Ekan sees the female hesitate, or if Ekan’s just being Ekan—but he hollers, “No need female; give me a click to widen it properly. Incoming!” and he tosses something at the wall that causes another explosion to rip apart more of the home, blasting a clear exit this time. 
 
    The opening is so spacious that we can see the startled family who stares back, gaping at us through the hole that used to be a structural part of their quaint little home. And it is quaint—for being in a scummy part of town, it’s surprisingly homey inside. 
 
    “Sorry for the damage,” Ekan calls to the shocked people. “Couldn’t be helped.” His deranged smile stretches from pointed ear to pointed ear. “Do you have weapons?” He unhooks something from his belt and tosses it to them. A coinstick bag, I realize, as their eyes go rounder, seeming to struggle to believe what they’re seeing. “I suggest you aim for that hole and shoot whoever steps through after us,” Ekan waves to where their wall used to be. “And take the coinsticks with our sincerest thanks. Or apologies—whichever makes you, sir, look less sour,” Ekan addresses the stern looking male in the group. 
 
    The stern-looking male in the group glowers. 
 
    I’m following right behind Ekan so when he comes to an abrupt halt, I slam into him. 
 
    He elbows me back, muttering “I saw it first, jackleg,” and he lifts something from the counter and turns to the family. “May I take this?” 
 
    “What?” the stern man asks, gaze darting from our weapons to the gathering noise of a crowd outside the remains of the wall. 
 
    He barely spares a glance at the spoon Ekan is holding aloft and asking after. 
 
    “Here,” Ekan says, and throws the family another pouch, this one clunking and oddly shaped. “If you need to clear out, set this off—and run. Don’t forget your creditsticks. Should be enough to get you set up in a neighborhood where pirates aren’t blowing up your house.” His tone is carefree, and he’s looking around like it’s simply a cog-damned shame that Na’riths happened to their neighborhood. “So,” he waves the implement he wants to claim, “May I?” 
 
    A look of bewildered puzzlement takes over the whole  family, but they don’t keep him in suspense considering Ekan’s odd request—the man looks to his woman, who nods her agreement. 
 
    With panache, Ekan waves to them and tucks their spoon into his shirt before leading us through their house. 
 
    We step out their front door and shut it politely behind us before tromping down their well-maintained set of wooden steps that lead to a main street. Prow cuts Ekan a nonplussed glance. “What’s with the spoon?” 
 
    Qolt’s almost smirking at his brother. “It looks like you have a teveking nipple.” 
 
    Ekan puffs out his chest, making his spoon-nipple bulge out more behind his shirt. “Beth’s wanted a spoon. This is a spoil of war, and I’m going to deliver it to her as a prize. I found out by lucky accident that gifts make Beth weep the grateful sort of tears and give beautiful, blubbering blowjobs.” 
 
    “Spoons for blowjobs,” Pasutha’s female mutters. “Relationship goals with aliens, geez.” 
 
    We hustle through the streets, the female not particularly well shod—not enough to be racing across the cobblestone under our feet—but she refuses to be carried. 
 
    We make good time, only having to dispatch three or four males terminally stupid enough to attack us for her—then we’re rounding a corner, and our ship is within sight. 
 
    This mission is a success. 
 
    Without warning, Ekan lunges against Qolt, body-checking him to the ground. 
 
    We hear the bullet whizzing through the air a breath before Ekan grunts, and Qolt shouts, “TEVEK!” 
 
    Eyes straining in the direction the bullet came from, I spot the shooter and fire until I tag the machaii back. 
 
    “Way to go, Oquilion,” Prow murmurs, gaze panning around us. 
 
    Pasutha and the female scan the area and point out another hostile, and Prow’s fire drops them. 
 
    “Is he…” the female asks, eyes on Ekan’s still body. 
 
    Qolt eases him to the ground, and drops to his knees beside him. 
 
    Pasutha lifts his arm behind the female’s back, elbow curled, like he means to comfort her. His limb hovers for a long moment before he seems to decide against doing so and drops it, his shoulders set in defeat. 
 
    “Area’s clear for now,” I tell Qolt. “How’s…” I can hardly form the question. I can’t imagine our crew without Ekan. 
 
    Qolt grabs his brother on either side of his jacket and hauls him right up to his face to snarl, “You don’t get to die unless I take you out myself, jackleg!” He shakes him. 
 
    “Qolt!” Prow shouts, hand clapping down on Qolt’s shoulder, his face set to serious concern. 
 
    Ekan coughs. 
 
    Qolt drops him—not far, but Ekan’s head lightly thuds into the ground. 
 
    “QOLT!” I chastise. 
 
    “Glad you made it,” Qolt tells Ekan, voice cracking. He shoots to his feet, stalking a few paces away and taking up the job of being lookout like he needs to do it with a vengeance. 
 
    Prow’s smiling as he helps Ekan to his feet. “Luck sources. But you normally don’t take shots to the chest—how you managed to survive this one…” 
 
    Ekan grimaces and smiles at the same time as he reaches into his shirt and pulls out the spoon—now bent, a scuffed dimple showing where it took the projectile for him. “Ha—look at this. A spoon saved my life! Beth’s going to love this story.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    We’re making our way up the ramp of the ship when Qolt breaks his silence. “Ekan?” 
 
    Ekan, who’s been walking beside him not because he caught up to him—but because Qolt dropped back, consciously choosing to keep pace with him—looks to his brother. “Hmm?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    It’s a rare moment when Ekan doesn’t joke at all. He just says, “You’re my brother. You’re my crew.” He starts to roll his shoulders—but he winces and aborts it mid-motion. “I’d test my luck for any of you idtreks.” He grows even more serious. “Whatsmore, I regret letting my temper get the better of me when I took a pistol to your skull. I regret your damage.” 
 
    Qolt’s sigh is textured. “Any damage I have, I had it before you shot me.” 
 
    Ekan stops walking. 
 
    Which forces the rest of us to stop walking, and Qolt, two steps ahead now, swings around. When he sees whatever is on Ekan’s face, a slow, scum-eating grin reluctantly takes over Qolt’s. “I mean, sure, a shot to the noggin didn’t feel great, but you provided a grand opportunity to enjoy Beth’s sympathy.” 
 
    Ekan stares. “Your memory trouble and your moodiness…” 
 
    “Faked.” 
 
    “You’ve been playing us and stealing Beth’s pity?” Ekan’s words are clipped like he’s biting off the ends of each of them. 
 
    Qolt grins at him. “The whole teveking time.” He tips his head and his smile changes to something that could get him killed. “When she feels sympathy, she gets sweet.” 
 
    Oquilion tackles Ekan before he can unholster his weapon and shoot his brother twice. 
 
    And although Qolt doesn’t see that Tiernan’s appeared at the top of the ramp just behind him, he does feel the moment Tiernan’s cog-damn big hand cuffs him right upside his thick skull. 
 
    Qolt hunches, hissing. 
 
    Oquilion lets Ekan up, and Ekan moves to attack—but Tiernan catches him before he can go after his sibling. Always a wise Na’rith, Tiernan suggests, “Why don’t you find Beth? Tell her what’s happened and get some of her loving and soothing.” 
 
    Ekan relaxes, clearly warming up to this lovely-sounding plan fast. “I have something to show her anyway,” he says. 
 
    Tiernan grimaces. “Tell her; not me.” 
 
    Ekan snorts, patting his chest where his dented nippleguard sits. “Never you mind, Tiernan. Seeing what I have for Beth would surely lay you low. Count yourself lucky!” 
 
    Tiernan’s brows twitch, his expression otherwise placid. “I do.” 
 
    As Ekan disappears into the ship, I call to the woman who has been hesitating to ascend up the ramp any further. “Greyycee?” 
 
    The female stops dead, her body tensing everywhere. “Yeah?” 
 
    I look from her to Pasutha, because although she doesn’t seem taken with him, she does trust him to keep her safe. “Tell us when you two are feeling up to replacing your translators. It’ll require extraction of the models you’re wearing now, and the site will be tender for a few days—but then you’ll be able to converse with just about anybody, including each other.” 
 
    “Goody,” Greyycee says. Then her interest turns even more reserved. “What’s it going to cost me?” 
 
    Understanding precisely what fee she fears we’d exact, I give her a sad smile. “On the house, female.” 
 
    At the top of the ramp at last, Pasutha bends his neck, respect in the gesture even more because I know the significance showing the back of one’s neck is in his culture. “Thank you, Prow.” He looks to the others. “And crew.” 
 
    I start to wave him off, then I bring my shoulder against his in an affectionately rough fashion. “Wading in to save the day is what friends are for. I’m glad we got there in time.” Glancing in Greyycee’s direction, I ask him, “Are you and she—” 
 
    Pasutha’s neck frill tightens against his skin.  “I was beginning heat,” he says, voice going a little ragged at the edges. “I went to the Dome. I was directed to Greyycee. She was compliant, but she only serviced me because she felt she had to, not because she wants me. If I hadn’t been in heat, I’d never have lain with her. Not if she didn’t want me there.” His gills snap shut, and he shakes his head sharply. “So to answer your question; no—I’m fairly certain she hates me.” 
 
    I lick my teeth. “Actually, I was asking if you and she were feeling hungry.” 
 
    Pasutha’s face drops into his hands. He curses quietly to himself. 
 
    Proving she understands he’s struggling with guilt even if she doesn’t grasp all his foreign-to-her-translator’s words, Greyycee sighs. “I don’t know about you, but I could eat. Come on Flipper.” 
 
    Startled, Pasutha straightens, then looks back at me, uncertain. When Greyycee impatiently motions him forward, he follows. 
 
    So do I. “Sutha?” I ask. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “If you ever come across another female that didn’t consign herself willingly, we have a luck source we can lend you.” I clap him on the back. 
 
    Pasutha nods gravely. “I would appreciate the use of his abilities for escape next time.” 
 
    “He’d help,” I assure him. “Our luck source is cog-damn near untouchable.” I shrug. “Just don’t let him drown.” 
 
    Gracie throws a sardonic look over her shoulder. “This is gonna be good. It was a long way up from the ocean floor.” A puckish grin forms over the previously tense set of her mouth. “Ask this guy how he gave me oxygen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 44—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    Returning from Pasutha’s rescue, I’m ready for my bed, and my Beth. But somehow, my visions of curling up comfortably with my mate (after I make her dance with me to see her smile and celebrate the gift I’ve brought her) and asking her if she’s interested in soothing me (or letting me soothe her—I’m not picky and both sound equally titillating) goes to hells fast. I find a female in my room—but she’s not mine. 
 
    “Uhh…” I stumble to a halt. Tevek, I’m sore, I’m tired, and my brain is two beats behind sluggish as I try to understand why this stranger came to the bed my mate shares with me. It’s a luvuud, one of the females we rescued from the pleasure ship. She flutters her unbelievably long lashes in my direction, a luvuud come-hither signal. They extend well past her cheeks, like dark-spiked wings. I suppose they’re fetching in an odd sort of way, if you can get past the distraction. “Don’t luvuud’s believe that a mating bed is sacrosanct? Get the tevek out,” I grate—surprising even myself with how aggressive the eviction order comes, but I’m instantly furious that she’s dared to attempt taking over my mate’s place. 
 
    The luvuud bows her head submissively. “My apologies. I got lost.” 
 
    Lie. Hearing it, my ears sling forward, the tips quivering as I survey the room. 
 
    They land on the cubby where Beth keeps her necklace. The now-empty cubby. Maybe Beth’s out and about wearing it. Or maybe this luvuud came here to avail herself of everything that wasn’t nailed down. 
 
    Irritation flares in me, atypical because I so rarely feel it for anyone who's not Qolt. This is coupled with a near inconceivable physical discomfort at this stray’s nearness. 
 
    Holy craters. I might be joining Oquilion in being a mate-locked male. 
 
    I adopt a stern expression. It feels odd all over my face. “Before you go, I’ll give you the opportunity to return my mate’s belongings peaceably.” When the female doesn’t immediately move, I decide it’s time to retrieve Beth’s possessions by force. I snatch the luvuud by the throat with one hand, and reach the fingers of my other hand into her cleavage. 
 
    I’m a Na’rith: I have fast fingers. It takes less than a click of exploration before I draw out Beth’s necklace—but it feels cog-damned wrong to be brushing anything of mine on anything belonging to anyone but my female. I don’t like how this makes me feel. If I’m due to feel guilt over something, I have plenty of cocked-up actions to draw regret from—I don’t need anyone else assisting me in teveking up. 
 
    This feels as if I’m doing something unforgivable. 
 
    As Beth has already proven, humans have sensitive enough snouts to detect other females, and not only has my hand been on a stray female, I’ve had my hands on her in the bed Beth and I share. 
 
    Cog-damn it! This scenario will not make my Beth pleased, and I question if I should try to explain—and risk having her doubt my integrity—or if I should do the easier thing and burn my bedding, pitch my mattress, and move rooms. 
 
    And perhaps the luvuud sees the bitter indignation and flaring resentment in my eyes, because she cowers now, and this time, it’s genuine. I can smell her fear. 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t take it too personally that someone tried to lift something from me; I might kick their teveking ass, but I’d know it wasn’t personal. If a Na’rith sees something pretty—we take it. It’s our nature. 
 
    However. Na’riths do have some scruples. Stealing from a spawn-heavy female just seems… unsportsmanly. 
 
    Plus. This is Beth’s. 
 
    None too gently, I drag the female to the edge of the bed. “No one steals from a Na’rith but a Na’rith. Have you heard that before?” At her slow nod, I jerk her to her feet. “Did you lift anything else? And so help me, if you’ve crammed anything up your vent, tell me now. Lie to me, and you’re going to have a scope rammed so far up your insides you’ll be choking on it.” I lick my teeth. “This is a friendly warning that you don’t want me to get upset while I’ve got you pinned on the exam table doing an exploratory, deevy?” 
 
    The luvuud loses her color and swallows. “J-just an anklet—that’s all!” 
 
    I haul her up so that we’re nose-to-nose. “Take. It. Off.” 
 
    I know exactly which ankle bracelet she’s taken because Beth’s only been holding on to one—she can’t wear it at the moment but she’s been looking forward to the day she won’t be spawn-swollen. Nevermind the fact that her mates plan to swive her as often as possible so she’s likely to find herself in this predicament again; this is the bracelet she hand-picked out of the treasure room and this is the one she’ll wear. Just as long as I can remove all traces of the interloper. Metal cleans. She won’t be chased away from her possessions because another dared to touch them. 
 
    The luuvud cowers, but doesn’t move to returning the anklet, either because she’s truly overwhelmed with fear, or because she’s got plans. Before I crouch, I warn her in a deadly voice, “Kick me, and I’ll whip you out of airlock.” 
 
    Her leg twitches, but she believes me, because she doesn’t kick out, and luuvuds have strong legs. If she managed to nail me, she’d probably succeed in breaking all the bones in my face. Temper cooling slightly, I stand to my full height, anklet cupped in my palm, my other hand secured around her throat. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The woman’s smile turns from slight panic to coy flirtation. “Wait! Let me make this up to you. I could—” 
 
    I shake her. Hard. “Don’t. Do we need to visit the infirmary together?” 
 
    Mutely, the woman shakes her head in wild negation. 
 
    “Because like I said—unless I need to send the scope up your flesh pocket to retrieve something else my mate values, there isn’t a cog-damned thing you can do for me. Are we on the same frequency?” 
 
    She starts nodding jerkily, and I begin dragging her to the door a little faster than she can walk to keep up. “If I find you in any of our rooms again, I’ll collar you and tie you to the thermoelectric generator for the remainder of our skyflight, understood?” 
 
    I escort her all the way back down to the quarters in the lower decks that we’ve given the females, and with a parting glare, I dump her there. 
 
    Attempting to shake off the dregs of my irritation, I stalk back up four decks and stumble into our room. 
 
    I almost trip over Beth. 
 
    “Whoa!” she laughs as I catch her tightly and steady us both. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble into her mane, my eyes straying to the bed. 
 
    Beth rests her forehead against my chest, opposite the side that I’m wearing my life-saving spoon. “You’ve been pretty well behaved today. I thought maybe you’d like a special goodnight.” 
 
    I curl over her and groan into her mane. “Yes—but no.” I want to reveal the spoon. I want to tell her all about another harrowing adventure. I want to make her laugh. 
 
    But that’s not going to happen. 
 
    Without warning, Beth turns rigid. 
 
    Positive I know why, I don’t try to clutch her tighter when she backs away from me like I’ve just been diagnosed with a communicable disease. “Narra,” I plead, meeting her eyes, which are so full of hurt and disbelief that my heart pangs in reaction, “I’m going to beg you for the chance to explain.” 
 
    Beth’s nodding—the motion too wide and too fast. “You have five minutes to prepare what you need to explain—or to prep what your last words are going to be. I’m getting Tiernan.” 
 
    And with that, she backs away from me, and all but races out of our room. 
 
    Tilting my head back, I groan at the ceiling; so frustrated the sound emerges like a roar. 
 
    Well that went well.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 45—TIERNAN 
 
    TIERNAN 
 
    Ekan stands an energy grenade’s tossing distance away—silent and stricken. Two things anyone can attest are very un-Ekan-like. 
 
    I’m here because Beth came to me seeking a mediator. She babbled that she was fairly certain Ekan had a decent explanation, but in case she was too hormonally emotional—her wording—she wanted a third party with a level-head present when she heard him out. 
 
    Also, in the event that Ekan doesn’t have a good reason, she wanted someone who stood a chance at devising a way to thrash a luck source. 
 
    We’ve just stepped into his room which smells of female—and the scent doesn’t belong to Beth. 
 
    But before Ekan can say a word, we’re interrupted by a piercing screech splitting the air. 
 
    It’s followed by a low, masculine hiss. Qolt’s words jig-jag down the panels of the corridor, carrying right to us. “What did I tell you about screaming? You get the urge; you tell me—I’ll help you make it authentic.” 
 
    There’s a knife’s *snick.* 
 
    “Go ahead. Scream.” 
 
    Wisely, the female doesn’t scream again. 
 
    For having such a pretty face, he speaks a mean game, our Qolt. 
 
    Beth’s been clutching me like a lifeline, but hearing this, she takes a step forward, troubled—but Ekan holds his hands out in a silent bid for us to stall, a hopeful smile creeping across his face. 
 
    Qolt’s voice is closer. “Get up and walk willingly—or I can kick you there. Your choice.” 
 
    There’s a pained whimper. 
 
    Qolt’s turned almost conversational. “You know how some beings try to avoid killing females? Makes them feel guilty.” 
 
    They’re right outside the room now, we can hear the woman’s gaspy, panicked breathing. 
 
    Qolt though, sounds like he’s almost enjoying his surly self. “It’s never made me feel guilty yet.” 
 
    My ears twitch. Qolt’s never killed a female in his lifespan, so I suppose he’s telling the truth—of course he has no reason to feel guilty yet. 
 
    Qolt rounds the corner, dragging a luuvud female with him. “Found this in my room, admiring my knife collection with sticky fingers.” Unceremoniously, he drops her to the floor. “Find you in my room again, I won’t be nice. Deevy?” 
 
    Ekan whoops, the sound as much an exhalation of relief as it is happiness. “She’s already been warned.” He meets Beth’s gaze. “This luuvud got on that bed,” he points to it, “Cleaned out your jewelry, and the only reason I touched her was to get it back.” He holds up his hands as if displaying them. “Nothing more to it than that.” Ekan spares Qolt a look next, a grateful one, before he turns to the woman, clucking his tongue. “I can’t decide if you’ve got dauntless bravery—or stupidity.” He crouches down in front of her. “You like skulking about and lifting things?” 
 
    The woman doesn’t speak. 
 
    Ekan takes out one of his knives, and almost idly runs the side of his thumb over the blade as if this move helps him think. “We’ve promised you women an all expenses-free skyferry to Vfayr. New lives, new opportunities. Freedom. When you’ve asked for something, we’ve given it.” He pierces her with an unimpressed look. “And this is how you treat us? You’re a hand-biter.” 
 
    Qolt offers, “If you’re going to cut her, I have a bigger knife.” 
 
    Beth narrows her eyes at Qolt, and the corners of his lips twitch. 
 
    I’m waiting for Ekan to contend the ‘bigger knife’ part, but it seems he’s feeling a soft spot for his sibling on account of Qolt’s timing in reporting the female’s attempted theft and her prowling of his room. “Nay brother—if we’re going to make permanent marks on a female, I’ve been looking for just the right woman to freeze brand.” He turns a wink on Beth. “I have a special spot in mind and everything.” 
 
    “I predict his bed is going to be very cold tonight,” I mutter. 
 
    “Downright chilly,” agrees Beth. “He may never enjoy a special spot again.” 
 
    The woman sneers around at us. “Your plan is to marry us off to a bunch of poor farmers!” 
 
    Cooly, Ekan defends his friend. “The Iechydmaw are simple farmers, that’s true. Not duplicitous thieves.” His eyes are hard as he stares into hers. “Or thieving whores.” 
 
    Beth and I grimace for the luuvud, but she sort of had that coming. 
 
    The luuvud swallows and turns her head away. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Ekan asks. When she refuses to speak, he sucks air through his teeth, slapping his hands on his thighs before standing tall. “Well then! You don’t want to be paired with a lowly farmer, and we don’t want to saddle a good Iechydmaw male unawares with a light-fingered mate.” He tips his head in a deceptively playful goodbye. “Thus, I have a deal to broker. Pardon me,” he says jovially, politely, before he jerks his chin at Beth. “Narra? Are we in tune again?” 
 
    Folding her arms over her stomach, she crosses to him. They stare at each other for a long moment before enveloping one another in a hug. 
 
    Beth draws back slightly, a perplexed look on her face. “Ekan? Are you wearing a spoon under your shirt?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 46—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    When I hear we’re making plans to pause our trek to Breslin’s farm in favor of hooking up with another ship, at first, I think the guys have found a new mark they can’t pass up. 
 
    What they have in mind is an impromptu meeting with a bachelor Na’rith crew. Ekan contacted them and asked if they were looking for a non-Na’rith mate who’d probably try to loot them blind and escape. 
 
    They said they love a challenge. I guess that’s a big yes. 
 
    Na’riths are crazy. 
 
    When my guys dragged the luvuud closer to the Comm screen they were chatting to the other crew on, she spat on their holograms, and they were instantaneously besotted with her—or so I’m told. 
 
    Na’riths are crazy! 
 
    I thought we’d have this whole day of revelry while two Na’rith crews got together and partied, but my guys were not keen on having other pirates aboard our ship—or keen on having them meet me at all. 
 
    A different woman might have been upset about this, but I trust my guys. If they think for even a second that their ‘friends’ would see me and steal me or give me grief, then I’d just as soon stay behind and basically hide. While I’m hiding, I decide to make good use of my free time and finally meet the other human on this ship. The guys warned me away the day she got here, saying she wasn’t in a very good headspace. 
 
    I can't even imagine. 
 
    Armed with caramel iiwykia that I had to go to great lengths to sneak from the tank when Tiernan got too busy to hawkwatch me, I knock on her door. 
 
    A wary alien answers it. An Aneark, the guys called him, an aquatic-dwelling alien, at least in preference. He’s sure out of the water on this ship. “Hello,” he says politely. “You must be Beth. I’m Pasutha.” 
 
    He doesn’t offer his hand, and I don’t offer mine because I’m not sure what his customs are. But he sounds genuinely friendly and the guys say he’s a good guy, so I give him a smile. “Nice to meet you. I was wondering if I could meet Gracie.” 
 
    Pasutha’s eyes wince—and I’m taking note of that even while he tips his head and says, “She might like that.” 
 
    “She might not,” says a very human voice. 
 
    My neck cranes so I can get a look at her. It’s sad how excited I am to see one of my own kind, even if she is a stranger. “Hi! I’m Beth.” I hold up my cup. “I brought you a treat. How’s the accommodations?” 
 
    “Just great,” is her hard reply. 
 
     Pasutha, eyes darting nervously between us, nods to me and leaves the room—flees it, more like. From her perch on the bed, Gracie watches him scurry by, and I’d classify her lack of interest in his escape as apathy—but she seems too… too angry to be mistaken for existing in any realm of indifference. Her eyes collide with mine again. “I’m having a great stay at the Humane Society for Prostitutes in the Sky.” 
 
    I’m not sure how to address this so I try to address her anger. “You don’t have to lash out at everybody,” I try to say lightly. 
 
    Gracie pins me with a dead look. “Fuck. Off.” 
 
    I’m really not sure how to help her. I’m not qualified to even wade in to what she must be struggling with. Not sure what else to do, I turn to go. I want to leave the caramel iiwykia, but she was very explicit: she wants me out of her space. I clutch the mug over my bump and waddle quickly, trying not to let her see the way my chin feels like it’s quivering. 
 
    Behind me comes a very painful-sounding sigh, the kind that comes from somewhere very down deep inside a person. “Wait.” Gracie makes a sound like she’s growling and groaning at the same time. “I’m sorry I’m being a bitch.” 
 
    I’m afraid to turn back. But I do, and I try to smile as I extend the cup of caramel goodness to her. “They look creepy, but you wouldn’t believe how good they taste.” 
 
    Gracie takes one look at the alien sea creatures in the cup and she silently shrieks—but with a full body shudder, she gets ahold of herself. 
 
    She doesn’t try tasting it. 
 
    Silence hits as we both seem to cast about for what to say to one another. All the polite niceties on Earth wouldn’t be appropriate to ask here. I mean, I don’t dare ask her who she was, or what she did before she ended up abducted, or mention anything at all to do with her life before… before she was sold to an alien brothel. But what else does that leave us to talk about? “Do you… do you want to walk around? I can give you a tour.” I glance around the room. “Get a change of scenery, as much as we can on a spaceship.” 
 
    Gracie sets the mug down on a low table by the bed, and crosses her arms. “I’ve been stuck in a seedy underwater by-the-fuck motel room for what felt like a lifetime. I’m more or less institutionalized now, and the idea of encountering horny pirates while I’m out and about doesn’t sound like my kind of time. But thanks.” 
 
    “No, no,” I rush to assure her, stricken. “They’re not like that—they wouldn’t touch you. My guys are good guys.” I really reach for another smile, but the scenarios she’s been afraid of make me too sad. In her shoes, unsure of who she’s surrounded by, I wouldn’t want to wander out the door either. “And they’re… they’re my guys.” 
 
    It feels good to claim them. I feel proud to claim them. Now I can manage that smile. “You’re safe with them. Honest.” 
 
    She gives me a curious look. “So you’re fucking all five, huh?” 
 
    My shoulders hunch. “Seriously, you’re going to judge me?” 
 
    As soon as the words leave my mouth—as soon as I see her grimace as she interprets meaning in them, meaning I didn’t intend—I wish I could take them back. My words sound like I’m throwing her situation in her face—I’m not. I only meant that I didn’t exactly pick my circumstances, and it’s no one’s business but mine how I deal with the particulars. And this, what the guys and I have together, is acceptable here. We’re happy. So what if I’m sleeping with all five of them? 
 
    Gracie’s teeth flash, but it isn’t in a smile. “I wasn’t judging. That was me trying to make conversation—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it how it sounded—” I say quickly. 
 
    “—But you seem sensitive about this. You should really think about trying to loosen up—although, one would think you’d be plenty loose with five—” 
 
    She bites her words off, but not before they hit some spot inside me that is indeed pretty damn sensitive about this. 
 
    I’m shaking. I don’t rub the goosebumps that are breaking out over my arms. “Feel better?” I ask. 
 
    Gracie’s head drops back sharply, and she blows out a loud breath. “No. I don’t.” She inhales, and it’s almost a calming sound. “Okay. Here’s attempt number three at civil conversation…” 
 
    There’s a long pause while neither of us speaks. 
 
    Gracie pokes her tongue into her cheek. Then she raises her head, capturing my gaze, her eyes a little squinted like she’s trying to figure a way to reform the pieces of a puzzle without the benefit of having the box as a guide. “It’s just that I’ve been trying to figure you out. I figured you were brought here by the alien who purchased you at the auction so you could fuck him and all his friends.” She looks down at my stomach. “I’ve been wondering how you’ve been handling the whole passed-around deal, is all.” 
 
    I hear no sanctimony in her words, but my response is more clipped than I mean for it to come out. “It’s not like that. It wasn’t anything like that. I’m their mate, not their prostitute.” 
 
    Gracie rears back a little. “Well fuck, you’ll have to forgive me. I didn’t know the difference; I am just a prostitute.” 
 
    I sigh and rub my face. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to imply—” I try to reach out to touch her on the arm, a gesture of apology, but she jerks away from me. 
 
    Her eyes are blazing. “Don’t fucking touch—” But just as quickly as the words spew out, she locks her jaw and drops her face into her hands for a moment. 
 
    Unsure what to do, I stand there, gripping my stomach. 
 
    “Look,” she says tiredly, slumping in defeat, “Just go. I’m not feeling right. There’s no point in you taking the brunt of—me, I guess. Just… get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    I start to take up the caramel iiwykia that she’d pushed to the little table beside the bed, but I say instead, “I’ll leave these for Pasutha.” And I do as she asked, and leave her alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 47—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “It was a disaster!” I sob into the pillow. It’s Oquilion’s pillow. I was craving Tiernan’s sagacity but I was afraid he’d smell the caramel iiwykia on my breath—or worse, pass by the now-empty tank after my iiwykia-binge, so I’m hiding in Oquilion’s room. 
 
    Oquilion doesn’t mind—or he wouldn’t, if I weren’t so upset. When I chance a look up at him, he’s frowning deeply. “Is this normal among human females? Are they harsh to each other?” The touch of his hands changes to something less soothing and more clinical, like he’s checking me over for injury. “Did she claw or bite you anywhere?” 
 
    Despite myself, I snort into his pillow. “We’re not cats, Oquilion.” 
 
    “What are cats?” 
 
    I lift my head, and sniff. “On Earth there was this game where two characters would encounter each other and start conversing. If the conversation was going well, you’d see a plus sign above the character’s heads—because they’re happy. They’re receiving positive stimulation from their interaction.” 
 
    Eyes focused on mine, Oquilion gives me an almost hesitant drop of his chin, indicating in a man-way that I should continue to my point. 
 
    “If the conversation did not go well, you get a ‘negative’ sign, a little minus-dash,” I explain while he blinks at me, “It pops up above the character’s heads, and your stats go down because your character’s mood tanks.” I sniff again, my body shuddering with it. “My mood has tanked.” 
 
    “This is not good,” Oquilion offers, his brows flat. White spots appear on his jaw, he’s clenching his teeth so hard. His gaze slices to the side as he stands. “We’ll find somewhere to deposit Pasutha and his—” 
 
    “Wait!” I struggle to get up, accepting Oquilion’s hands when he moves to help me. “No, don’t send them away. Dammit, Gracie isn’t nice, but who would expect her to be? Since waking up at that auction, some of the worst things I was afraid could happen to me—they DID happen to her.” I shake my head. “It’s hard to tell if she’s just naturally abrasive, or just in a really, really bad place from her…” Images of what she must have endured flit through my mind. “Captivity.” 
 
    When Oquilion doesn’t look convinced, I take his face in my hands. “Not all women fight,” I insist. “I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in her safe space. She advised that I leave her alone, and I’m going to give her that courtesy from now on. We’ll be able to steer clear of one another no problem; this ship is huge—and she doesn’t sound like she has plans to wander much. Maybe we can try again when we’re not feeling so frayed.” 
 
    Oquilion leans in close enough that I can feel his exhale on my lips, smell his breath, and stare into his eyes. “Okay, Beth.” His fingers stroke my cheek. “Whatever you want, narra.” 
 
    “Right now,” I say, wrapping my hands around the back of his neck and pulling him closer, “I want you.” 
 
    Oquilion’s smile lights his eyes, even though I must look like a mess. “I can definitely give you me. And Creator knows I’d love to have you.” 
 
    I sigh into his mouth after we break from a soft kiss. “I adore the things you say to me.” 
 
    Big fingers brush my hair behind my ear. “Narra, wait until you experience the things I do to you.” His eyes skim over my tight-feeling top, my breasts swelling for him that fast. “Let’s get these excuses for clothing off.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 48—QOLT 
 
    QOLT 
 
    It’s quiet out here in the pasture. Breslin’s homestead always has a peaceful, wholesome feel you can’t help but breathe deep and absorb. 
 
    ...Least as long as you don’t take into account Breslin raises carnivorous cart animals. 
 
    But they aren’t all fierceness. Like everything, they have a soft spot. “The ear too?” I murmur to the foal, chuckling low. My knuckles graze the animal’s ear then knock it flat when the foal arches its neck, shoving into my touch, demanding I pet it where it wants. 
 
    “Awwww!” comes a sonic squeak. 
 
    I drop my hand from the foal and step back to find Beth. “Narra.” I incline my head to her. 
 
    The foal bites me in the back. 
 
    Beth frowns. “The baby wants you. Don’t stop loving on it just because you've been caught being sweet,” she admonishes. 
 
    “I’m not sweet.” 
 
    Beth considers me for a long moment before her eyes warm. “No, but you have sweet moments,” she says quietly, gazing up at me. 
 
    The foal digs into my shoulder with its sharp teeth. I catch it by the nostrils and the animal freezes, not sure how to react. After a beat, it bobs its head, testing my grip on it, and—playful to the letter like any young creature—it begins bouncing its chin, making my hand go up and down as my fingers stay hooked carefully inside its nose. 
 
    Beth’s grinning as she joins me, leaning into my side. “This is one big baby.” 
 
    I glance down at her, struck by how the sun flashes in her mane, and paints healthy color on her skin. I look back to the foal. “This one’s got to be two solars—or laps around the sun, as the Iechdymaw say. It’s not much of an infant anymore—it’s probably already receiving training.” 
 
    “Still acts like a baby,” Beth says with a laugh as the foal moves lightning fast to dislodge my hand—and then sucks my hand into its mouth. 
 
    Its slobber escapes around my wrist in drool strings that run down my arm. “All right, you long-legged troublemaker,” I grumble at it. “Let go.” 
 
    “Here,” Beth says, breathless with trying not to giggle, “I’ll try to help…” She inserts her thumbs on either side of my wrist to break the Narwari’s hold on me. 
 
    It works, and I pull free, slinging foal spit onto the grass as I shake my arm off. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Beth says with a grin, her eyes shifting back to the foal. 
 
    “Want to pet it?” I ask. 
 
    Her voice becomes nearly hypersonic chirps. “I’d love to!” 
 
    Surprised, but by no means afraid of her enthusiasm, the foal’s ears cross, attention trained on Beth. 
 
    Wiping my arm across my thigh to scuff away the worst of the slime, I move up behind her. “Avoid the mouth.” 
 
    Beth snorts. “You don’t say.” 
 
    I take her hand and raise it up to the Narwari’s head, and the foal squeals. 
 
    Beth jerks her hand back. 
 
    We’re still connected though, so I stretch her touch out again, assuring, “That’s a pleased sound.” 
 
    She twists her neck to throw me an incredulous glance. “That’s a scary sound.” 
 
    I tip my head. “Fair enough. It’ll raise the hairs on your arm, but for a Narwari, this is what delight sounds like.” 
 
    “Strange creatures,” Beth remarks—but she’s gone all soft, smiling as she strokes the foal and the foal digs its ear into her fingers, insisting she scratch it at the exact spot it wants. 
 
    Surreptitiously, I inhale just above Beth’s mane, and my eyes almost roll back. Real sunlight on our skin, fresh, unfiltered air tickling our faces, and my mate resting against me. 
 
    This must be what contentment feels like. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt it before. 
 
    Not like this. 
 
    “Thank you for helping me pet it,” Beth whispers, like she might spook the animal. 
 
    The foal paws the ground with its cloven hooves and hops impatiently, snorting loudly. 
 
    “What’s it want?” Beth asks. 
 
    “It wants more,” I tell her, moving our hands to stroke the side of the animal’s neck, over it’s still-small framed shoulders. It’s in that awkward in-between stage where it’s the height of an adult, but lanky. “I’m glad you asked me to be the one to show you,” I say finally. 
 
    Beth turns in my arms, her stomach forcing her to stand a little further away than when she was back-to-my-front. 
 
    The spawn, trapped between us, kicks me. 
 
    My eyes go round in wonder. 
 
    Beth bites her lips to control her grin. “Give me your hand. The clean one,” she adds—and already, her eyes are shining and her smile wobbles with emotion. She’s been prone to this whenever one of the crew enjoys spawn-cooing time. 
 
    I’ve never had spawn-cooing though. 
 
    I was waiting for Beth to want me to. 
 
    Swallowing thickly, I narrow my eyes at her. “Don’t cry,” I grumble—because if she starts to weep, I’m afraid I’ll catch Narwari dander in my eye or somesuch. It’s the damnedest thing; but I think I already have—my eyes feel suspiciously starry. 
 
    Sending me a far too-knowing smile, Beth gamely tries to suck back her tears. 
 
    Reverently, I lay my clean hand over the bared, hot skin of her stretched stomach. 
 
    Beth’s got her bottom lip caught gently in her teeth, and with her lips curled up like they are, she’s the most fetching thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    The galaxy's smallest foot kicks me right in the middle of my hand. 
 
    I spread my fingers, and I can feel the spawn; I’m cupping it right through Beth’s belly, both of us wrapping this infant in layers of protection. 
 
    Cog-damn it—my eyes are suddenly stinging. Teveking pasture pollen. It’d give any man’s eyes trouble at a time like this. 
 
    Beth must be able to see my struggle because her hands come up to cup my face. 
 
    “Pollen,” I tell her quickly. 
 
    “Uh huh,” she says, her gaze shining as her lips purse. She looks like she’s struggling to suppress a sweet smile. 
 
    A sweet smile aimed at me. 
 
    I don’t move. I don’t breathe—I don’t even blink. But her old lovebite on my wrist flares as if she’s just brushed her hot little tongue over it. 
 
    Beth pulls me down and pushes her lips to mine. 
 
    The Narwari’s teeth sink into my shoulder. 
 
    I growl into Beth’s mouth, a warning for the chit to quit. To my surprise—it’s Beth who responds, deepening our kiss and moaning a little breathlessly into my mouth. 
 
    She likes growling? 
 
    I can growl. I’ll growl all she wants. 
 
    We kiss the air out of each other, we turn animalistic—groping, writhing, and nipping until we’re pressed up as close as our bodies can touch. And all the while, on account of me ignoring her, the spoiled scumbrain foal chews up my back like a rodent left alone with a wheel of cheese. 
 
    I could move away—but Beth’s kissing along the inside of my clean wrist and I’m too afraid of breaking the spell. I’ll happily take a few Narwari scars if it means I have Beth like this in my arms. 
 
    “I want more,” Beth breathes, eyes opening to meet mine. 
 
    TEVEK YES! I’d roar my good fortune, but the Narwari’s nibbling her way across my back, distracting me from getting too excited. 
 
    “Ever rutted in a barn?” I growl to Beth, hand fisted in her mane. 
 
    “Nope,” she gasps against my mouth, “But I’m suddenly very interested in being rutted in a barn by you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 49—QOLT 
 
    QOLT 
 
    I’m gripping handfuls of her rump tightly to keep her from squirming off of my tongue. The edge of her skirt teases my nose whenever I slide my licks above her clit to taste her sweet slit. 
 
    “Qolt…” Beth moans my name into the Narwari blanket I’ve got her pinned on. Breslin’s got some sort of saddle rack setup jutting out of a wall in the tackroom of the barn, and the long stands meant to hold heavy leather saddles are just wide enough to offer Beth a comfy perch while I eat her out from behind. 
 
    She whimpers into her hands, her pleading at a fever pitch, doing a piss-poor job of muffling her ecstasy if I do crow so myself. Her slit squeezes the tip of my tongue hard, and she bumps her hips backwards, trying to rut herself on my face. 
 
    “Qolt, please,” she begs so prettily. “I need more!” 
 
    Oh narra, I’ve got so much more for you than my tongue. 
 
    I stand, unbuckling my pants and shoving them down my hips. I press my hand to her back, forcing her to dip her spine, causing her bellyswell to rub and drag against the Narwari blanket beneath her. 
 
    She sucks in a breath, shifting impatiently under me. 
 
    But I’m a little preoccupied with the view. This position angles her ass up perfectly. 
 
    My wrist knocks against my mating ring, and I smirk, recalling the last time we were about to do this, and Beth’s wary aversion to my equipment. 
 
    There’s nothing wary or averse to her begging body now. “Qolt, now!” she cries. 
 
    “At your command, narra,” I growl to her, making her roll her hips. 
 
    I clutch her hindcheek to steady her, and knock back my mating ring. I groan when I thrust inside her, spearing downward, and Beth shrieks as her insides grip and ripple around my shaft. 
 
    My mating ring slaps to her ass, making her jump. It’s sticking too high up, so I shove my thumb beneath the seal and break it from her skin, readjusting it until it’s cupping her where it’s meant to. 
 
    She gasps when the pressure starts to build. She tries to spread her knees wider, but the width of the saddle rack won’t allow her to. 
 
    I fit my hands under her and haul her up slightly, spreading her thighs and gripping them, trying to keep hold of her but not bruise her. 
 
    By Beth’s increasingly breathy sighs and shivers, I must be doing something right. 
 
    I let her knees rest again on the rack and drop over her, my back arching hard to drive into her slickness, feeling Beth’s insides hug my club every time I slide out and drive into her. My thrusts rock her hard beneath me. I bury my nose into her mane, bringing one of my hands up to fist her silky locks. 
 
    Beth gurgles and drives her rump up higher, changing the angle I’m entering her at—stroking something inside that causes her to sing and sob at the same time. 
 
    She clamps down on me so hard I roar into her mane. My stones draw up as I empty into her squeezing heat, and the experience of Beth’s insides kissing around my club feels cog-damn near good enough to kill me. 
 
    And if it does, I’ll deal. This was worth it. If however we do survive, I decide that we’re not leaving this place, not ever. We’ll rut here until we can’t walk. 
 
    A shocked noise from behind us ruins my plans. 
 
    Beth jerks under me and tries to dive off the bench. 
 
    This is neither safe nor effective, since I’m at least something of a cover, whereas the floor has nothing at all for her to hide behind. 
 
    Plus, my mating ring is still attached. 
 
    It’s stretched far too tautly between us for the organ’s liking. “TRIPE! Hold still, female,” I say to Beth, and turn a killing teveking glare on whoever is behind us. 
 
    It’s Breslin. 
 
    Sanna’s with him, and she may not see with her eyes, but the way her cheeks have high spots of color? She’s bites her lip, and it’s clear she can smell and guess what they’ve interrupted. “So sorry,” she says politely, in a strained voice. 
 
    Breslin looks down at her before meeting my glare again. “It’s our barn!” He gives me a pointedly exasperated look. “There are people milling about, what’s wrong with you?” 
 
    What’s wrong with me? My mate’s the sexiest female alive, and he should be thanking me that I didn’t ride her in the grass under the open sky in front of everyone. Taking her to the barn and taking her in the barn—as far as I’m concerned—shows I have some rutting restraint. 
 
    But I don’t say this aloud. A quick glance at Beth shows she’d like to disappear about now. 
 
    “Let’s give them privacy,” Sanna whispers, tugging Breslin’s arm. 
 
    Amused rather than irritated, he gives us his back. “Deviants.” 
 
    I hand Beth my shirt, and would gladly take the opportunity to free my mating seal if she didn’t feel she had to cower from the pair who intruded on us. She’s huddled down so low, I don’t expect her to pipe up a retort to Breslin. “Says the man who broke his bed.” 
 
    Breslin broke his bed? 
 
    My head swivels to Sanna, my eyes feeling huge. 
 
    Breslin’s face instantly transforms into something very proud, and as he turns his gaze to his female, he’s looking very pleased. 
 
    Sanna slaps her hands over her heating cheeks. 
 
    Breslin gathers her against his side, as affectionate with her as he is smug about what he’s done with her. “We’ll come back later.” 
 
    “Obliged,” I return. 
 
    I look to Beth, thinking that if I’d broken a bed with her, I’d be smug as hells too. “Care to break a bed with me, narra?” 
 
    When the pair are out of view, Beth stands, finally stepping close enough to alleviate the infernal tension on my stretched mating ring. She shoves her sweat-slicked hair away from her face. “You know you’re brother made me the same offer?” She shakes her head. “I can already tell this is going to become some weird, alien-Olympic sex game.” Then she sends me a scorching smile. “How do you feel about going for the gold?” 
 
    I draw my finger over her sunshine-kissed shoulder before capturing her gaze. “Beth, my narra, I’m your pirate for this quest. As it happens, I love gold.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 50—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Breslin’s farm is like a frontier time capsule. Each day follows a fairly simple routine; I feel like we’ve traveled back in time, except for when we retire to our spaceship. Weeks go by surprisingly fast, helped by our constant activity. The guys and I hang around Breslin’s farm for the most part, although we do quite a bit of trekking around the area because my Na’riths are in serious demand. Surprisingly, my pirates prefer to do more trading than selling here. It seems Iechdymaw craftsmanship isn’t seen often outside of the Vfaryian planet, and because of this, there’s a nice market for the handmade goods that we’ll be upselling in the future. 
 
    The women like it here—they like it alot… most of them. Gracie has no interest or intention of mingling, and I can’t blame her. Apparently, Gracie was under the constant threat of being drowned if she didn’t cooperate in the brothel. It had to be terrifying, and a real solid base layer to the mental and emotional scarring that happened to her along with the other bad action. She isn’t okay enough to enjoy much of anything at the moment, so she’s keeping to herself and hasn’t set foot out of the room she shares with Pasutha. Pasutha confided that she uses only primitive bathing methods—a washcloth, barely damp—and that he feared she’d be constantly dehydrated because she avoids liquids. Considering how they kept control of her, finding out that she’s developed a water phobia isn’t surprising. Just heartbreaking. 
 
    Ekan delivered watergel packets to their door when he learned this. 
 
    A lot of the former brothel slaves have happily paired up with the Iechdymaw male of their choice, but even the ones who haven’t settled with anyone still want to stay—and that means our work here is done. 
 
    We’ll be leaving tonight, but before we go, Breslin’s farm is hosting a giant potluck and party. All the farmers bring something, food and fresh produce mostly—but some men arrive bearing rarer things, like canned jams, wooden carvings, metalwork—farewell gifts from good people who’ve fast become friends. 
 
    Instead of simply accepting them, my guys offer trades or buy items outright, when the maker allows. The guys trade for all sorts of beautiful treasures besides these gifts too. Oquilion presents me with a handcrafted copper-wrapped headband with drop-jewels dangling from it that remind me of chocolate diamonds. Prow gifts me with a smoothly sanded, hand-wittled spoon that’s unspeakably eye-catching in it’s simpleness. Qolt traded his favorite knife for a ruby necklace in the shape of a rearing Narwari that weighs almost as much as I do. I told him he shouldn’t have, but heck yes I’m wearing it. (But carefully: I’m vacillating between being terrified it will fall off and get lost forever, and running my fingers over it like I’m Sméagol and it’s my Precious.) 
 
    It’s a rustic but charming atmosphere with endless delights to sample, and lots of aliens to hang out with. There are even carriage and wagon rides—both of which I go on, even if the rough rocking doesn’t feel the greatest on my body, because how often does a girl get a chance to ride in an alien horse-drawn carriage? Exactly. 
 
    The women are treated like princesses—myself and Sanna included—so it’s a darn good party, but my back has been killing me since I woke up, and no amount of walking or sitting has helped. In that respect, I’m not having a ton of fun. 
 
    Still, everyone is so grateful to my Na’riths, and they want to show their appreciation. For that reason alone, I’d suck it up. But these people want to send my pirates and me off in the Vfayrian version of a grand fashion—and for this, heck yeah! You bet I (wo)man up. 
 
    If you think that we’re too humble to soak up this outpouring of adoration and praise—you don’t know Ekan. At one point, he lays his hands on the shoulders of two Iechydmaw who are cheering his name, and he shouts, “I love this planet! You people of Vfayr belong to us now!” 
 
    The Iechydmaw laugh just like he intended—and I’m pretty sure we’re the only ones who know Ekan isn’t joking. 
 
    Do any of my pirates naysay the idea though? No. No, they do not—because they’re a bunch of crazy pirates. I mean, who would be ballsy enough to lay claim to an entire planet? 
 
    Na’riths, that’s who. 
 
    Even in my extremely uncomfortable state, I can’t help but snicker and grin at Ekan as he all but bounces through the crowd of people. 
 
    While Breslin hadn’t praised Ekan with words for making his countrymen—and himself—the happiest men in the galaxy, he did move to stand shoulder to shoulder with Ekan, and nudged him. When Ekan had glanced up to his friend, Breslin gave him a reluctant, gruff, sort of grunt-and-bob of his head, like, Okay, seriously good job, friend—and Ekan’s been beaming and strutting around like my favorite ego-rooster ever since. 
 
    Speaking of Breslin; now that I’ve spent time with him, I can see beyond his horribly intimidating appearance. He’s wonderful—not scary at all, and he thinks the world of Sanna. (And her guide dog, too.) 
 
    Sanna is head over heels for her alien, proving that I’m the only one who was a bit nervous about the towering Iechydmaw. In fact, judging by all the women's reactions to the men here, this whole planet is full of a very attractive-looking people. 
 
    I might get a complex about me being too picky when it comes to Iechydmaw looks, but then again, I have five handsome hunks. Perhaps I just can’t see anyone but my own mates. 
 
    And I’m fine with that. I lean heavily into Prow, letting him take my weight, but this makes him concerned enough to stop the story he was spinning to Oquilion, and glance down at me. “Narra?” His hand finds the small of my back. “Still feeling like you’ve been clipped by an Orion-class Assault Carriercraft?” 
 
    His voice is so gentle. I sniff pitifully, and he makes a plangent sound of dismay. 
 
    This alone makes me feel a bit better. Prow gives good empathy. 
 
    “Our poor treasure.” Oquilion moves to take my chin in his hand, peering into my eyes like he might be able to diagnose me by his stare alone. He also gives good empathy. I gaze up at him, feeling all the warm fuzzies for him until he asks, “Is it time for the pool?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. They’ve been asking me this all day. Aliens who’ve been spawned are obsessed with putting the pregnant woman in a pool. “I’ll pass, but thanks. It’s mostly my back that’s bothering me.” I heave a weary little sigh, but my spirits lift just having Prow and Oquilion’s attention. Even if said attention does nothing to cut off the discomfort my body is undergoing. “Did anyone bring Gracie a plate of food?” 
 
    “Pasutha did,” Prow answers, his brows pinched with worry as he takes me in. 
 
    While Gracie made it clear she wouldn’t be socializing, Pasutha ventured out once at Prow’s cajoling. Unfortunately, he feels like too much of an oddity here, and though he assured us that no one had been rude or snubbed him, he said he’d be most comfortable staying out of the activity. I’m glad he at least grabbed some of the Iechdymaw fare though. I’d almost stay here for food alone. 
 
    I try to stretch, and get hit with a new back cramp. I’ve been fighting twinges all day—especially after that last wagon ride. All this sunshine and fresh air were too good not to take full advantage of though. It felt amazing to be out of the belly of the ship, where we’ve been floating through the cosmos—but my body says I better call it a day. “I’m sorry guys. I better hit the hay. Don’t feel you have to stop—” 
 
    Oquilion smooches my forehead with enough lip-force to rock my head back. “Nonsense. QOLT!” he bellows, making me blink rapidly, and when he glances down and notices this, he curses. “Sorry, narra.” He covers my ears and bellows for Qolt again, instructing him that he should round up Tiernan and Ekan. 
 
    I don’t expect Ekan’s going to be leaving his admirers any time soon, so I’m shocked—and more than a little inwardly warmed—when Ekan breaks away from everyone without haste, and strides right up to me. “How you doing, narra? Ready to call it all a night?” 
 
    I drape my arms around his waist as much as my stomach lets me, and nod. 
 
    “Then we go. FAREWELL, OUR GOOD PEOPLE!” Ekan calls to the cheering Iechydmaw crowd surrounding us. 
 
    (Here’s to hoping they’re this thrilled to find they’ve been claimed by five spacepirates, when they realize that was for real, whatever that entails.) 
 
    There are hugs from all the people we’ve gotten to know, with the last ones from Breslin and Sanna being my most treasured. (Although it’s adorable as all get out when Ekan kneels down and gives a goodbye shake to the paw of Sanna’s German shepherd, Kota.) 
 
    Tiernan leads our procession back to the ship, with me on his arm, and Qolt bringing up the rear, and I’m so tired that I’m wobbly as I make my way up the ship gangway—or is that ‘plank’? “What do you call this, the thing we’re walking on?” I ask them idly. 
 
    Moving up beside us, Ekan leans down to my ear and purrs confidently, “My ship.” 
 
    Tiernan puffs a sound that’s almost a snort. 
 
    From the back, Qolt mutters, “You wish,” but even moving ahead of him, we hear him fine. 
 
    “A ramp,” Prow answers me. 
 
    Tiernan’s hand smooths over my hip, “A gangplank.” 
 
    “The stumble board,” Oquilion chimes in from behind me at the same time. 
 
    “Teveking idtreks,” Qolt sighs at us. “And you wonder why I avoid the lot of you.” When I turn enough to glance back at him, he quickly adds a tossed “‘Cept you, Beth.” 
 
    My smile is bright for him. Then I feel my forehead wrinkle, and I turn to Oquilion. “Why the stumble board?” 
 
    Prow snorts. “In a Na’rith’s younger days, when you’re at port, you don’t stay cooped up on your ship—you go carousing. The return though? This ramp’s a machaii to navigate in the dark.” 
 
    I’m still frowning. “Can’t you guys see fine in the dark?” 
 
    Prow grins. “You can’t see tripe if you’re drunk.” 
 
    I toss a sympathetic look back at Oquilion. “So the night you got your, ah, self painted, you had some trouble getting back home?” 
 
    Masculine laughter breaks out around me, rumbling from four throats and sounding divine. 
 
    Oquilion groans. “Name your price, Treasure—what will it cost to ensure we do not speak of the cockpainter experience again?” 
 
    “Ooooh,” I tease. “There are so many demands I should bargain for. We should probably work out your installments.” 
 
    “If your demands involve a bed, and your body above, below, or beside mine, you only have to list them and watch how fast I comply,” Oquilion promises me. 
 
    Ekan grins down at me. “So proud of you, Beth! You’ve created an extortion scheme opportunity on a Na’rith.” 
 
    “Thanks, I think,” I say modestly, and I’m smiling huge as we enter the ship. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I’m not smiling by the time I drag myself from a late night shower and try to crawl onto the bed. 
 
    I’d let myself be absconded with by Ekan, because the guys and I have managed a sort of unspoken periodicity when it comes to who I share a bed with. For the most part, I rotate to a new pirate every night, mostly of my choosing too—unless I’m stolen. I’m starting to get desensitized to that. It’s basically—no, it IS a fact of life here. 
 
    I might never admit it out loud, but when they’re competing, the guys’ antics can be really funny sometimes. I’m afraid to say they amuse me because I probably shouldn’t encourage them, but...  
 
    I like feeling special enough to fight over. 
 
    Tonight though, they know I’m not feeling well, and they can be surprisingly considerate when I communicate that I need tender loving care rather than shenanigans and pirate hijinx. 
 
    I take a moment to give thanks that I’m not struggling through this pregnancy alone. It’d be lonely and a little terrifying at times for one thing, and for another, it’s just a relief not to face every single thing without support. Tonight, I could really use the support. I can’t even make it onto the bed without help up, and my back is punishing me terribly for the fun I tried to have today. Angrily, I scrub at the tears starting to track out of the corners of my eyes. Pregnancy mood swings are the worst. 
 
    “What is this?” Ekan’s frozen in the act of pulling back the covers. When he sees my face, he tugs me over to him. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    He thumbs away the wetness under my eyes, and pretends to peer at it. “This doesn’t look like nothing, hmmm.” 
 
    “I’m hurting. I’m overemotional. It happens with pregnant women.” 
 
    “What! Nobody warned me of this when I bought you!” The goofball acts outraged. “I won’t have this, Beth, I refuse,” he says, his lips traveling softly from my forehead to the top of my hair. “If you’re going to insist on being overemotional, then I’m going to trade you for the new blaster pistol Prow offered me. He can have a weepy female to wet his pillows in all the wrong ways.” 
 
    I give him a flat look, arching my brows. “‘Wrong ways?’” 
 
    “Un-fun,” he clarifies. “You could do many things to my pillow—things I’d pay good money to see,” he says with a leering bounce of his eyebrows. “You could soak it wet; I wouldn’t complain. But tears?” He tsks. “Unacceptable.” 
 
    Contrary to his outrageous claim though, he’s brushing my hair away from my face and pressing me to the bed, tugging the covers over me. “But don’t fret. I’ve wanted that model of blaster quite badly, and Prow knows it. This is perfect timing, really.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I tell him, sniffling. “I hope you and this pistol have a really great night together. Don’t forget to tell me how much you enjoyed it.” 
 
    He squeezes my hip. “Probably lots. I mean, it won’t be nearly as satisfying as having you, of course,” he pretends to muse before he cuts his eyes to me. “But I bet it won’t urinate on my bedding, either.” 
 
    I gasp a protest. “We weren’t supposed to speak of that ever again, remember?” 
 
    He nods. “I remember when you told me you weren’t going to speak of it. You even promised,” he adds with a roll of his shoulders. “But if you’ll recall—I said no such thing.” He grins so big, he’s going to blind me with his smile. “Narra, it’s too good not to bring up again.” 
 
    I groan. 
 
    “And again!” he adds, happily. 
 
    My laughter at his teasing cuts off abruptly, because I feel a pop. 
 
    Ekan, on his knees beside me, goes still, and he’s not laughing anymore either. “Beth, love—remember when you told us the meaning for your human phrase, déjà vu? You didn’t happen to urinate on me in a retaliatory fashion, did you? Because my knees are getting wet.” 
 
    “No,” I say, fear evident in my voice. “Ekan… I think my water just broke.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 51—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Everyone refers to this as the ‘miracle of birth.’ Fourteen hours in, and I call yanak bull pies. There is no miracle in this. This is hell. 
 
    “She’s taking a long time to litter,” Prow whispers. 
 
    “Littering takes time!” Ekan retorts, almost hissing it. 
 
    “Guys!” I wheeze. “I’m not dropping trash at a park. It’s giving birth, okay? Giving biiirth—!” I’m cut off by another contraction. Tiernan is stone-faced as he marks it down. He’s keeping track in both Na’rith time, and human time, for me. 
 
    Not that knowing how fast my contractions keep coming is helping me any. I’ve tried walking, I’ve tried squatting, I’ve had the guys help move me to all fours and tried rocking—nothing’s happening but lots, and lots, of pain. This has all been pretty traumatic for the guys because they assumed I’d be spawning in a pool, since I’m more or less built like a Na’rith. Apparently, spawning is a cakewalk compared to this. The Gryfala, the other species I resemble, drop an egg and that’s that for them. Sure, it needs some TLC and incubation, but there’s no hours and hours of agony. 
 
    Essentially, no one here has a clue how to deliver a baby human. 
 
    For the moment, I’m in the larger infirmary on the medical table—complete with birthing stirrups because the guys adapted their equipment for me per my rudimentary sketches a few weeks back. And I’m concerned, because Baby is sitting up higher than I think she should be, which as far as I remember, means it’s not go-time yet. But these contractions are not messing around. 
 
    The suffering is never ending. I can’t even wail anymore, my throat is so raw. My eyelids are just about swollen shut from all my crying. 
 
    And boy did I find out a thing: nobody ever said labor feels like menstrual cramps. Like the world’s WORST cramps. Why did teachers work so hard to scare us in health class to condom-up? In eighth grade, they brought a former student into class, a fellow teenager with a toddler. The young woman was willing to share her tale of struggles as a teen mother. It was a deterrent for some, sure, but for me they could have led with three words: WORLD’S WORSTEST CRAMPS. It’s safe sex forever for me now, no question. My pirates will be robbing an outerspace condom factory (and there better be a thing) if they ever want to do the nasty again, and that’s really not looking good at the moment. “I’m never having sex again!” I groan. 
 
    “Shhh, let’s not be rash,” Ekan pets my tear-crunchy hair away from my sticky face. 
 
    I try to glare at him. 
 
    Tiernan growls, “Let her be rash, she’s hurting.” 
 
    I try to glare at him next. “I’m not ‘being rash!’” 
 
    Tiernan’s mouth opens, and closes. Then he brings up his hand, and smacks Ekan in the back of the head with it. “I’m sorry, Beth.” 
 
    “What the tevek did I get hit for?” Ekan grumbles. 
 
    Something clatters to the floor; Tiernan lifts it—it’s his tablet. “There’s my bad luck for striking you. It was worth it.” 
 
    I raw-throat sob a laugh, and both men pause for the briefest second before Ekan barks an order. “Quick! Hit me again.” 
 
    I try not to laugh harder. “No, no, don’t—ow,” I tell them, because laughing doesn’t feel good. 
 
    Ekan takes one of my hands and brings it to the back of his head, starting to make me pet him like he likes—but then he slides his hand to the back of my head, and he’s petting my hair instead. “What can we do, Beth?” he asks softly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” whisper back. There’s a heaviness that’s started up. I’ve been feeling it building, like I want to bear down. Like I need to bear down. But I really shouldn’t if it’s too early, that much I think I know. “Have I dilated at all?” 
 
    Ekan moves to look between my legs, and the quiet tells me what I’m afraid of. My labor is not progressing. 
 
    Tiernan’s hand strokes along my hip, my thigh, my knee and over my leg as he moves to join Ekan, and tries to determine how things are going too. 
 
    He too is quiet though. 
 
    From the birthing classes I took super early, I remember hearing veteran birthers share their tales of cervixes— 
 
    ...Would the plural be cervixes or cervices? (Hippopotami, Octopi, or as Benedict Cumberpatch went down in meme history for: ‘Meme, mem? Meh.’) The itty bitty passage with the tiny porthole to my uterus that doesn’t want to unplug to pop out this baby—that thing—women shared their war stories of pushing before dilation. They ended up with a swollen cervix and a whole lot more trouble than they started with. 
 
    I do not want more trouble. We do not need any more struggle on top of this problem-sundae with its sprinkles of terror on top. 
 
    I cry through the building of another contraction. Fear has been flirting with me hard, but it’s digging its claws into me more and more as the urge to push becomes a demand before my body is prepared. 
 
    When the contraction ebbs, neither Ekan nor Tiernan is trying to tease my spirits up, not even in the strained-way that they’ve been trying the last couple of hours. 
 
    “You’re doing wonderful,” Ekan claims, his thumb tracing the shell of my ear so softly, I barely feel it. Worry is knitting his brow. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” I moan weakly. “It’s not supposed to go on this long. I don’t think that I can go on for much longer. It’ll just be you guys and Vera again, I’m scared something is...” 
 
    I’m even afraid to say it, but maybe something is wrong. 
 
    His happy-dolphin colored eyes commanding, Ekan grips my hand almost as tightly as I’ve been gripping his. “Don’t. Don’t think like this. You said it’s normal for it to take time, especially the first time. You will be fine,” he says so fiercely I feel a little stronger. “Our spawn is fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” Even as miserable as I feel, it still fills my heart to overflowing when they claim this baby as theirs too. 
 
    Tiernan moves in to kiss me. “You think we could enjoy Vera without you?” 
 
    Ekan sighs as if he’s replaying the memory. “Beth takes Vera to a whole new plane.” 
 
    Tiernan ignores him and sets his forehead on my sticky one. “I didn’t want to ruin the surprise, but we picked up frozen female iiwykia for your birthing day.” 
 
    They have my caramelly-tasting alien crustaceans? “WHAT?” I gasp. “You’ve been holding out on me?” 
 
    The corner of Tiernan’s mouth quirks. “It was that, or you’d overdose yourself eating a basket of two-hundred cold iiwykia in a sitting. We portioned it out—generously—and we’ve added a lock to the freezer to be sure you only eat a safely allotted amount. But for this? You’ve earned two servings.” 
 
    “Two, huh?” I try to snicker, but don’t quite make it. It’s more sniffling than anything. 
 
    Tiernan brushes his fingers behind my sweaty neck, his lips skating over mine, comforting. I angle my head back to be accommodating—but gasp into his mouth as pain shoots across my lower back, stealing my breath. 
 
    It’s a scary thing when not even the sweetest kiss from Tiernan can soften the edge of the pain. Feeling broken, and scared, I really set into weeping. “Guys?” I can’t see either of them, I’m crying so hard. “Save the baby. Whatever you have to do, save her. I don’t think I’m going to make it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 52—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    “Rut this! I’m dragging the angry human up!” Qolt snarls as he storms away from the infirmary. 
 
    Prow catches him by the shoulder and points out the reason none of the rest of us have taken this measure. “What if she makes Beth’s laboring worse? Beth’s not…” Prow swallows thickly, unable to continue. 
 
    I finish his warning. “Beth may not recover if Gracie upsets her.” 
 
    Qolt’s jaw is locked. He knows we’re right—knew it before he started to storm out. It’s just so cog-damned frustrating to be completely powerless. 
 
    We’ve stood quietly in the human version of a spawn-chamber, a delivery room, lending our support but not wanting to disturb a heavily laboring Beth. Our anxiety’s been climbing with every span that drags on with Beth in pain. Everyone’s strained to the breaking point. As if to illustrate my thought, Ekan exits the infirmary and starts beating the hells out of a wooden crate. Bashing it, kicking it, punching it apart—clearly trying to attack some of his tension that’s built up while we impotently watch Beth’s condition and mindset deteriorate. We can’t do anything more for her than hold her hand—meanwhile, she’s trapped in such an unbelievable amount of pain. It’s driving us mad… apparently some more than others. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Prow asks him, bewildered. 
 
    It’s Qolt who answers. “He’s a luck source.” He sounds almost… concerned. “Whenever their luck power does a whole lot of nothing, they don’t handle it well.” 
 
    Prow points to the remains of the unfortunate crate. “Qolt might be onto something. We can bring the angry human up, let her watch Ekan tearing the place apart. With a little luck-sourced coercion, maybe that’ll put her in a helpful mood.” 
 
    Qolt picks up a piece of crate planking and whips it at Ekan. 
 
    Uncannily, Ekan spins, no surprise in his expression as he rips one of his pistols out of a thigh holster, and fires. 
 
    The plank vaporizes. 
 
    Ekan’s got countless weapons on his person, most of which are pistols that project loud sounds. But there is no sound to this one, no crack of incendiary that will bother Beth’s nerves. Ekan seems so feckless that even I’m fooled into thinking he’s also an inconsiderate machaii. And that he is—but not always. 
 
    Not in this moment while Beth is hurting nearby. 
 
    Breathing hard, Ekan doesn’t take his eyes off his brother. But he looks calmer. 
 
    Qolt jerks his chin in some sort of silent acknowledgement before abruptly turning and stalking back to the infirmary to join Tiernan’s vigil beside Beth. 
 
    I drag my thumbnail over my temple. “We need a hob.” 
 
    Prow replicates Qolt’s success by tossing another piece of crate planking in front of our maddened luck source. Ekan makes this flying projectile disappear too before he doubles over, slamming his free fist on the floor and cursing with a great deal of emotion. 
 
    In response to my statement, Prow murmurs, “Never heard of them concerning themselves with any race but their own.” 
 
    I let my hands fall until they bang against my legs. “Have you ever heard of anyone that asked them too?” 
 
    “Hm,” Prow grunts. “A route worth exploring.” 
 
    Ekan must think so too because he stands and turns sharply, hitting the mainframe screen on the wall and remotely accessing our course and our coordinates. 
 
    “Although,” I muse, “Their females are egg layers. It’s doubtful they’d be able to help her more than what we’ve been able to do.” 
 
    Ekan throws me a questioning glance. “What about Rakhii…” but he trails off. Even as crazed as he is to encounter one, he isn’t deluded enough to propose them as a magical cure for our narra’s dire situation. 
 
    Unless the Rakhii was mated and had therefore had some experience with a laboring female, they wouldn’t have a better clue on how to help a female to litter than we do—and if they were mated, they wouldn’t be likely to answer a distress signal from some Na’rith crew. And we’ll never get near a female Rakhii. 
 
    But perhaps nothing should be ruled out. A Rakhii midwife could be the thing to save our Beth and our spawn. “How far out are we from their planet?” I ask. Perhaps an abduction is in order. 
 
    Instead of answering, Ekan throws a glare at the remains of the crate scattered around the floor, and he proceeds to vaporize most of the stray planks—which incidentally, cleans the area up pretty nicely. 
 
    “I take it you don’t have good news?” I ask. 
 
    Ekan’s head shake is terse. “We’re as good as a rotation away.” 
 
    A grim pall settles over us as we consider Beth having to struggle through another day of this. Only worse, because she’s lost so much strength. She’s tired. She’s in unquantifiable pain. 
 
    Prow’s pinching the bridge of his nose. “Ekan, can you cast your luck out for some help?” 
 
    With a roar, Ekan proceeds to beat a second crate to death—this one not empty—which results in merchandise spilling all over the bay. When he finishes wrecking it all and stands, boots planted, sides heaving, piercing us with a glare he explodes, “I’ve tried! Don’t you think I’ve tried? I’ve held her hands, let her squeeze my bones flat, and begged for her to be able to do this, but…” He hangs his head. “If any of my luck is rubbing off on her, it isn’t helping enough.” 
 
    I clap my hand on his shoulder. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you truly stressed before this moment. Maybe watching Beth suffer isn’t doing your luck any favors. Get out of here. Go to the bridge. Touch stuff. Take a walk and do whatever it is that you do.” 
 
    Without a word—an odd enough happenstance for Ekan—he leaves. And he’s not gone for more than half a span when the sound of a distress ping is piped around the ship’s sound system. It’s a text-based signal, so the ship reads the particulars. 
 
    “Incoming from Gryfcraft—” 
 
    A Gryfcraft is a Gryfala ship, piloted only by three possibilities: a Gryfala, hobs, or (unlikely but not unheard of) a Gryfala’s Rakhii. 
 
    To encounter a Gryfcraft cruising a rotation away from their planetside isn’t uncommon. To encounter one that sends a wide distress signal to any nearby ships when their homeland is so close? 
 
    Unheard of. 
 
    Qolt, Prow, and I are bolting out of Beth’s birthing room and racing for the bridge. I’m crowing, “Ekan, you must be a luck source from a whole other dimension!” 
 
    Boots skidding to a stop at the doorway, we find a rabidly focused Ekan. Agitated, he’s swiping screens and stabbing his fingers on the data panels. Prow calls, “Well? What’s their distress signal for? Will they help us?” 
 
    Ekan bares his teeth and gives an angry shake of his head. “Presently? They’re rutted. They’re been locked by The Roubari.” 
 
    “Tripe,” Qolt curses softly. 
 
    I’m gaping. “They need someone to rescue them against Captain Räuber?” 
 
    The Roubari is manned by a truly cutthroat crew. Captain Räuber hires the filthiest level of pirates— 
 
    No—it’s not even fair to even lump them in the same category as a pirate. If a Krortuvian would sell his own mother to a brothel, the crew aboard The Roubari would rut their own mothers first. They’re the definition of ruthless. 
 
    Ekan rolls his shoulders and cracks his knuckles, but looks no less tense. “Gets worse. Captain Räuber?” Ekan’s eyes slice to us. “He’s dead.” 
 
    “WHAT?” I shout, Qolt’s voice layering with mine as he bellows the same question. 
 
    Ekan crosses his arms over his chest. “Mutiny.” 
 
    The infamous leader of the violent ship gutted by his own crew? It’d almost be fitting, but what it is, is cause for teveking alarm. If The Roubari’s captain is dead, and the crew has struck out at a Gryfcraft, they aren’t simply taking their murdered leader’s cut and disbanding. This is a mob of sky predators who have no mercy. 
 
    Under the brutal, indomitable Räuber, they were a formidable enemy, but at least they were a cautious one. The crew that can engineer a mutiny over him though? We’ve clearly been underestimating the danger they posed. 
 
    On a good day, we might hesitate to cross them. There are only five of us—and our luck source is nearly invincible—not invulnerable. 
 
    With Beth deep in labor, we don’t dare all abandon her to partake in a mission—but that leaves four Na’rith against The Roubari, and these are the kind of odds a crew hesitates to gamble on when they don’t have a pregnant mate to return to. 
 
    Ekan’s hand rakes over his hair. “Distress signal from the Gryfcraft says they have a female aboard.” 
 
    We stare, frozen. 
 
    “Tripe!” Qolt curses with even more feeling. 
 
    Ekan’s nodding to him. “They’re in a bad way.” 
 
    “And about to be in a lot more bad if we don’t hustle.” Qolt goes to the wall, and starts holstering weapons, adding a laser-deflecting chest plate. “What’s our timeframe? Got a plan?” 
 
    Ekan moves beside him, doing the same. “We’ll leave Tiernan with Beth, go in, deal with the scum, rescue the Gryfcraft, and save the day.” 
 
    “That easy?” Prow says, adding a dozen plasma grenades in the same pocket he just poured a canister of dehydrated snacks into. 
 
    “Is that really wise?” I indicate his bulging pocket. “This mission is going to be over before it starts.” 
 
    Unperturbed, Prow pops one of his dehydrated crunchies into his mouth before he brings his palm against his flipped fingers—an impolite gesture if there ever was one. “What? I get peckish.” 
 
    Qolt’s tightening his shoulder holster. “Bite the wrong one, and you won’t be pecking at anything.” 
 
    I shove Prow aside to don my own gear, and we run the fastest check on our headsets which—ironically—are Gryftech we surreptitiously lifted off a Gryfcraft moons ago. That was one close escape, too. Gryfala do not like to share. 
 
    We lock ourselves onto The Roubari and move along our stealth transfer tunnel, our boots thudding in sync, and that’s when Ekan informs us that his code name will be Rubber Duck. 
 
    Qolt asks, “What the hells is a rubber duhhk?” 
 
    Ekan does a very Beth-like jump of his shoulder. “I don’t know, but Beth referred to me by this moniker, and I like it.” 
 
    Qolt misses a step, and I shove him in the back to stop us from crashing together. He finds his pace again, then doggedly returns to his subject. “She gave you a moniker?” 
 
    “Don’t get jealous, Qolt,” I say reasonably. “If she gave it to Ekan, what are the odds it’s complimentary? It can’t be flattering.” 
 
    Qolt relaxes, and grunts, “Good point.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We rescue the occupants of the Gryfcraft—and miraculously, it’s not just any female that they were asking us to rescue—they have a human woman. 
 
    More incredibly? From The Roubari, we rescued another human woman. She’s been a… ‘guest’ of Räuber’s ship since she was auctioned. By the grace of the Creator, both are alive, and all but one of the members of the Gryfcraft are more or less in one piece. 
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t arrive in time to save one of the hobs from being tortured. 
 
    We take the severely injured hob to the second infirmary, and any other day, we’d be fascinated by the human female who’s formerly of Räuber’s ship, because she’s mad with worry over the tortured hob and fearsome with us while she tries valiantly to protect him. If she’s heard of Na’riths from her captors, the reports must not have been flattering. Tiernan trades places with Prow, leaving Beth in Prow’s hands in favor of helping me treat the hobs. The less injured male, Dohrein, has more luck getting the protective female to let him near. Apparently she trusts hobs fine. With our limited assistance, he carries out what repair measures he can on his fellow. 
 
    Once our rescues are safely in our keeping, we blow Räuber’s ship and all of his cursed crew to smithereens. We don’t even rake them over for guns or tech—none of us care. We’re gnashing our teeth, impatient to bring our Beth help. 
 
    The human female not at the hob’s side made use of a shower and is fitting herself in a too-large medical gown. 
 
    At any other time in all of history, Ekan would have been slavering over who she’s paired with—it’s a Rakhii. 
 
    But Ekan got right to the point once we had secured them. “Human female?” he’d addressed the woman being clutched tightly within the Rakhii’s arms. “Will you come tend to our female?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 53—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Eyes still swollen, I hear when the guys return—and also because Ekan’s voice projects even as he tries to jubilantly whisper, “Narra, we’ve returned victorious—and we bring human help!” 
 
    “No way!” I cheer weakly. “You guys will never fail to surprise me.” I try to smile, but I’m really scared. I’d been beginning to mentally play back that devastating Downton Abbey episode where— 
 
    !SPOILER WARNING!! 
 
    —Sybil bites it during childbirth. 
 
    It’s a shocking episode. 
 
    It’s suddenly a terrifying episode. 
 
    Yet his words jolt me with relief. Just the idea of another human is comforting. I would have asked for Gracie, but real life is not like a movie script. If only this were a movie; in all likelihood she’d say something acerbic in just the right way to motivate me to push through—and safely (somehow) move my baby’s progress along enough to push out—ta da! Happy ending for all. 
 
    Maybe this is the perfect recipe for bonding and a show of good sisterhood. But maybe this is too stressful for anyone to reasonably handle, let alone the pair of us. Fact is, I know down to my bones that I don’t have enough in me to bounce back if she says something that hurts my feelings again. 
 
    “Hi,” says an unfamiliar woman’s voice. 
 
    My heart lurches—in a relieved way. One word from her, and she sounds compassionate and not quite as terrified as I feel, and that’s a big plus. I try to peer at her through my ruined eyes. “Tell me you’re a worldclass Obgyn!” 
 
    I think I can see her grimace. “Not even close. Sorry.” 
 
    “Beth,” Ekan breathes—and even through the misery that is labor pains, I hear the barely repressed excitement in his voice. “They have a Rakhii.” 
 
    This actually makes me laugh a little. Which hurts, but a tiny portion of the internal panic that’s been eating at me rolls back, and I can breathe again. 
 
    “Um, yep—Arokh is a Rakhii and I’m Angie,” says the woman, a smile evident in her voice, “And this is Dohrein, a hob. Do you guys have some salve for her eyes?” she asks the room. “On Earth, I think we use something called ophthalmic ointment in this situation, but heck if I know for sure. I just know they smear something on a girl’s eyes if they get like Beth’s during labor. Looks like ouch,” she adds. 
 
    I confirm: “Feels like ouch, too.” 
 
    “I bet. May I lift up your gown?” she says courteously. 
 
    I wave a limp hand. “I’ve had five aliens under the hood today; you go for it.” 
 
    She laughs, and it makes me feel less scared. Even through the next contraction, it still hurts, but it’s like my body is more relaxed. I swear I feel my baby sinking where she’s supposed to be, pressing in a way that feels like she might be getting in position, moving in the right direction. “Speaking of my gown, would you believe this is the most clothing I’ve worn since I got here?” 
 
    Angie sounds amused. “Oh gosh, do your aliens ascribe to a barefoot, naked, and pregnant deal?” 
 
    “Not barefoot; I bought her shoes,” Ekan defends himself. 
 
    “He did buy me shoes,” I concede, “But you get more coverage out of a string bikini than what I was getting out of his outfits for me. Princess Leia looked like she was dressed for a winter in Russia by comparison.” 
 
    Angie snickers. “Russia? Don’t you mean ‘Hoth?’” 
 
    All of my guys erupt in laughter—because they know Star Wars—I’ve told them all about the series. 
 
    “Where’s Hoth?” a deep, unfamiliar male voice asks. One of Angie’s aliens, I presume. 
 
    “It’s a make-believe place, not real. I’ve been telling my crew about movies,” I explain. “There isn’t exactly cable out here so telling stories is pretty novel.” 
 
    There’s a smile in Angie’s voice. “One of your guys quoted Terminator when he met up with us, and I gotta say, it got my attention.” 
 
    “That’s awes—” I start. 
 
    A big thumb strokes my cheekbone, gently interrupting. “Narra?” It’s Tiernan. “Hold still. This is the salve.” He swipes it over both my eyes and ohhhhh thank heaven. Maybe Earth’s stuff works just as fast, but whatever he’s smeared makes the heat in my eyelids instantly disappear, and with each blink, I can actually make stuff out again, see things without a teary blur, despite peering through gel. Whew. Then I gape—because at my feet, staring at my hoo-ha with concern and unease is an alien. 
 
    He takes a good look at what I’ve got going on, and winces for me—I know it’s for me because he pats my knee sadly, like, ‘Shucks, honey, that looks like it hurts.’ It’s an action at complete odds with his big horns, shiny scales, and all his sharp things: spines, fangs, claws, stuff on his tail. This alien looks seriously dangerous. 
 
    And I can’t help it. I snicker. Because of course Ekan wants to keep one of these. “So this is a Rakhii.” 
 
    The Rakhii in question straightens, and seems uncomfortable with the attention. There’s no way he can meld into the wallpaper though. There’s too much of him to try hiding in plain sight. In a word: the alien is HUGE. He makes Tiernan look like nothing more than an overgrown human. His wide-spread, curling horns make him look even bigger—and when his spines flare, the effect is much like a wolf raising its hackles: he increases in size. Optical illusion or not, it’s extremely effective. 
 
    The scaly tail with short swords on the end of it only helps his fierce appearance. 
 
    To Angie, I say conversationally, “My craziest alien’s got a thing for your kind of alien. I like to tease him that he thinks of them like pets.” 
 
    “Hear that?” Ekan crows, striking Oquilion’s chest with the back of his fist. “She called me her craziest.” 
 
    “Yes,” Oquilion agrees. “We can see why you’d be proud to earn the honor.” 
 
    Prow quips, “Always the runner up here, and I’m fine with that.” 
 
    “Where do I fit in?” Qolt asks. “Does this make me third-craziest?” 
 
    “You’ll all fit in the corridor, which is where I’ll stuff the lot of you if you don’t shut your yammerer cannons and give Beth peace and quiet!” Tiernan warns. 
 
    Angie’s ignoring them like I am, trying to adjust a pair of gloves that are one size too big for her hand. “I dare your alien to call my alien a pet to his face.” 
 
    I groan. “Please don’t dare him. My poor Ekan’s not right in the head. Totally damaged. He’ll do it.” 
 
    Someone shifts, and I see another unfamiliar alien, one with wings. This must be the hob-kind, the ones the guys have mentioned in conjunction with Gryfala. 
 
    Angie pats my knee. “So…” Her smile is self-deprecating, “I’ll be getting really personal with you in about a minute.” 
 
    I laugh weakly. “Great. And it’s weird, but just having you here is already making me feel better.” 
 
    Angie holds out a sterile-gloved hand for an air-touch high five that doesn’t get close to meeting my tired, sweaty palm. “Let preface this by saying that I know this information is taken from studying animals not people, but what you’re feeling isn’t weird at all—some creatures prefer not to be alone when they’re popping out babies. Especially if it’s their first time. For domesticated animals, having a quiet, experienced—typically human—presence is reassuring. And this is random,” she adds thoughtfully, “but have you caught the doctors who are speaking out against the practice of having fathers in the delivery room? They say down to a basic level, if dad’s anxious, mom’s anxious, and it slows down delivery.” 
 
    You could hear a grenade pin drop. All the males in the room are instantly tense. 
 
    Angie glances around. “But we’re cool in here, because Beth’s doing fine.” She gestures at my interior organic baby parlor. “Look at her, she’s dilated at least two centimeters in the last couple minutes.” 
 
    Tiernan nearly rips Prow out of the way to check between my legs for himself. When he straightens, smiling, so relieved—all my guys relax. You can feel the tension abate. 
 
    My heart twists a little, knowing how worried they’ve been. 
 
    Also, this is the weirdest thing ever, having everyone—including strangers—stare at my vulva kit for completely non-sexytimes reasons. 
 
    “Can I join you on the table?” Ekan asks excitedly. “To offer you comfort,” he adds, like I don’t also know this will just happen to give him a great vantage to stare at a Rakhii. 
 
    Still. I’d love to have him hold me. “Yes, please.” 
 
    Ekan grins, and darts in for a kiss before he—very carefully—clambers up behind me with the enthusiasm of a six year old going trick-or-treating. His arms come around me, his heavy legs bracket my sides, and when I lean back against him—I relax in a way I haven’t been able to in hours. I sigh, “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Sounding serious, Ekan nuzzles behind my ear, “I’m glad it feels good to you, narra.” 
 
    “If it helps,” Angie offers, “I have a little experience helping kids hit the ground.” 
 
    “Say again?” Tiernan growls. He sounds like he’s ready to escort her right into the corridor if she’s got a track record for dropping infants. 
 
    I put my hand on his arm just as Angie backs up against her alien, who wraps himself around her protectively. The hob alien’s wings flare with a leathery snap—and whoa the color. Black and dartfrog-blue. He’s got danger-colors. Quickly, Angie explains, “Bad choice of words on my part, sorry. I just meant that I’ve helped kids be birthed—lots and lots of kids.” Her smile twists into something a little playful. “I meant to ease your nerves, not stir them up worse.” 
 
    I feel my brow flatten. “Were these... ‘fur’ kids?” I ask suspiciously. 
 
    Her hand comes up—but she stops before she touches herself and unsterilizes her glove. “Hey Arokh?” she asks her alien. “Can you scratch behind my ear for me?” 
 
    He does, and she thanks him. Then her eyes guiltily meet mine. “Yeah. They were goat kids. But a lot of them,” she assures, giving me a nervous smile. “All the parts and steps are basically the exact same. You know, except for the hooves and horns.” 
 
    I give her a weak grin, and a wave of my hand. “Yeah. Except for the little details like that.” 
 
    “Exactly!” she cries. “Ready to do this?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 54—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    “Then, they asked me if I needed a pool to release my offspring in!” I keen. Prow’s thumb ghosts over our clasped fingers, and when I pry my eyes open, he’s giving me a sickly smile. 
 
    When I release his hand, he shakes his fingers out and gives me a sheepish grin. “I knew you were a strong woman. Had no idea you were this cog-damned strong, narra,” he whispers in my ear. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Beth. That’s not even a ridiculous question. I mean, they probably know aliens who spawn in water or something and you’ve heard of water birthing right? They do do that back home.” 
 
    My insides torque down like they’re getting serious about giving this baby an eviction notice. “Only… freeeaks!” I scream. 
 
    “What are freaks like?” the hob, Dohrein, asks. 
 
    Angie angles her head, an indication that she’s collected sweat. Her alien wipes her face for her so that her gloves stay sterile. She’s keeping her hands clasped together in front of her like she’s praying. 
 
    Which is fine by me—plus, all the TV shows depict this is the way doctors do it. Who knows if it’s true, but Angie and I are agreed that it’s the best idea we’ve got to go on. 
 
    Angie glances back at the winged alien. “Freaks is an insult. Not a species. She means that any woman who gives birth to her baby underwater isn’t exactly mainstream.” 
 
    I snort at her pun. 
 
    Around me, my guys tilt their heads back, mouths opening slightly—a collective aha. 
 
    It makes me smile. “How does everything look?” I pant. 
 
    “Not much different than a goat,” Angie assures me. 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her until the building contraction prevents me from keeping my eyes open. “I can’t believe this is happening!” I wail. “I’m going to deliver with the help of a goat midwife!” 
 
    This has been an ongoing joke—because if you can’t laugh at circumstances this crazy, what can you do? Angie’s unoffended. “Hey, I could tap out and a freaking alien could be doing this instead.” 
 
    Tiernan looks troubled as he pets my hand. “You are insulting us?” 
 
    Angie looks aghast. “No! No—sorry. ‘Freaking’ can also be a… it can emphasize… Just trust me. It has a lot of uses and meanings.” When Tiernan doesn’t look convinced, she adds, “It’s even used in place of the word ‘sex.’” 
 
    Qolt lifts a brow at this, and shoulder-slams Prow to indicate he’d like to take his place at my side. 
 
    Prow makes a show of eyeing me as he comically cradles his hand and shuffles towards my feet. 
 
    I laugh weakly, and confirm for Tiernan and Qolt, “It’s true. Wow, I never thought of how flexible that word actually is. We do use it for everything.” Another contraction has me grunting. 
 
    And has Prow, Tiernan, and Oquilion gasping. 
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” I pant weakly. 
 
    Angie glares around herself at sheepish-looking faces. “Nothing. I think this is the first time they’ve seen a baby crown before.” 
 
    “Oh!” I want to laugh, but the sound turns all wrong as my insides expel a living person. 
 
    One who feels the size of Tiernan, even though Angie’s suddenly lifting up the smallest, most beautiful—little—baby. 
 
    No way. I could swear I’ve been giving birth to a fifteen-pounder. 
 
    All the guys crowd around the action, reaching under Angie like she’s fumbling my baby, not cradling her, and Angie barks, “Back off! I got it, I got it!” 
 
    Heh! “It?” My voice comes out faint. 
 
    Angie’s expression gets tight. “Snot sucker!” she orders, cleaning my girl’s face free of babygoo, paying particular attention to her nose and mouth. 
 
    Angie had been amazed when she described Earth’s tool and my Na’riths went to their nifty prefabbing machine and made one to her specifications. When it’s slapped into her hand, she goes to work sucking out mucus and clearing my baby’s airways. 
 
    Then she places my baby girl on my chest. 
 
    I stare into the wrinkled, beautiful little face—and this time, my tears are relieved, grateful ones. 
 
    My guys converge on us, fawning and cooing and if possible, they look more amazed in this moment than I feel. 
 
    Angie uses her elbows to make space for herself at my business end again, the men making way for her in a daze. 
 
    Oquilion glances at her sharply though, starting to look like you could knock him over with a feather. “What are you doing?” he asks her, growing alarmed. “Is there another?” 
 
    Angie’s eyes pop wide. “Um, I hope not.” Her gaze shoots to mine. “Beth? You’d have told me if you were preggers with twins, right?” 
 
    Laughing, I fall back on Ekan, relieved to tell her I’m not pregnant with twins. Ekan’s arms tighten around me, his fitted under my mine as I hold my baby so that it feels like we’re cradling her together. 
 
    Prow exchanges a look with Oquilion, both clearly puzzled. “Then why…” 
 
    Angie shrugs. “Afterbirth, man. All the stuff that held the baby for nine months has to come out now.” 
 
    The guys tense—all of them, even Angie’s aliens. 
 
    “It isn’t over?” Prow just took my hand again, and when my fingers spasm around his, he squeaks a little, making me want to laugh. 
 
    Angie shakes her head. “Nope. And yep. It hurts her too.” 
 
    Qolt puts his big hand on our baby’s back to gently keep her in place as I go to work expelling the less-fun stuff. 
 
    Remembering more birthing war stories, I gasp, “Don’t push on my stomach.” 
 
    “Don’t push on her stomach!” Prow repeats, frantic I think because he’s sure his fingers are going to be goners this time. 
 
    Angie gives him a patient look. “I got it—I wasn’t going to.” Then her forehead wrinkles and she looks to me for direction. “Do we do that?” 
 
    Qolt passes a cooling cloth over my forehead. I send him a grateful look then glance back to Angie. “Ha, guess you don’t with goats, eh?” 
 
    Qolt starts gently attacking the tear tracks on my face next, and my lips curve, a feeling of true relaxation starting to hit me. Everything’s going to be okay. 
 
    When he returns my smile, my heart lurches. Qolt looks like the day’s been about as much of a strain on him as it’s been on me, but he’s happy—genuinely happy. He leans in to kiss the side of my face, and I tip my cheek up to better receive that goodness. 
 
    Angie’s answering me. “No. You stroke her back if she is having trouble, but you let her do it when her body is ready.” 
 
    I explain, “In class, some of the women had…” I breathe deep through the weird slooshing movement happening in my insides, “Done this before. Some said the nurses would push on their stomach to expel the placenta and they said it hurt worse than giving birth! I was so freaked.” 
 
    “There’s that word again,” Tiernan murmurs, and I smile at him. 
 
    “Look how big that baby is!” Angie declares. “You popped it out fine—I think you’ve got this, Mom.”  
 
    I grin at her. “Don’t you mean… maaaaahhhm?” I do a pretty good baby goat impression that has Angie’s lips quirking. 
 
    “Hey now. Don’t knock it. I could have been totally clueless down here instead of being relieved that I didn’t have to worry about horns.” 
 
    Her alien seems pensive, growing super worried for all of goat-kind. “My people only have hornbuds at birth so that the mother is not injured.” 
 
    “No, I was kidding,” Angie assures. 
 
    “Ha!” I gasp. 
 
    Arokh tightens Angie’s ponytail for her as she keeps her red-stained gloves up and clean. She adds, “I was just teasing her—goats don’t have horns either when they’re born. The buds erupt about three days later.” 
 
    I manage one last heave and out comes the afterbirth. 
 
    “What is that?” Oquilion has the misfortune of asking right as Ekan does. 
 
    Tiernan’s hands crack them both in the back of the heads. 
 
    A tray of dirtied rags topples to the floor; Ekan’s bad luck-boomerang at work. 
 
    And although Prow didn’t say anything out loud—he cuffs himself in the back of the head too. 
 
    Qolt snorts. 
 
    I chuckle up at him, then I get a look at Angie’s stained gown. She’s even got a little baby handprint—and it’s so cute, I might ask one of the guys to cut it out and save it for me. 
 
    Maybe that’s gross. I’ll think about it. “You’re a mess,” I tease her, voice a bit shaky. 
 
    She looks down at herself. “Yeah, but you should see the other girl.” 
 
    I grin. 
 
    Rough fingers gently tease a sweaty tendril of my hair away from my face, before tenderly tucking it behind my ear. Lips brush my temple and I lean into Ekan, absorbing his touch. 
 
    They say that there's a flood of oxytocin released during birth and while breastfeeding. I may not have started the latter yet, but I'm coasting on some seriously good feels. All of us are okay. My family—my crew. 
 
    “I’d appreciate if you didn’t spill this confession to Tiernan,” Ekan murmurs to me, “But that placenta looks like a raw flatcake. With a tail.” 
 
    I snicker at him. “Think of that the next time you eat flatcake.” 
 
    He rubs my back. “That is precisely what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    Tiernan’s ears twitch and his eyes slide in Ekan’s direction like he knows Ekan’s earning a brain-duster. 
 
    Ekan grumbles into my hair. “He’s got some sort of sixth trouble-sensing sense.” 
 
    Impulsively, I twist enough to tug Ekan in for a kiss. Mostly to stop his mouth from getting him into any further bedevilment, but also because I’m Happy. I’m Content. And I’m so in love with my family, it’s unreal. 
 
    Prow, close enough to hear us, eases closer and whispers, “I’ve declared it before; Tiernan’s a latent luck source, it would explain so—” 
 
    He stops talking, staring at us with dread. “He’s behind me, isn’t he?” 
 
    We nod. 
 
    Prow ducks—and cuffs himself upside the head before Tiernan can have the honors. 
 
    I’m biting my lips, trying not to laugh. 
 
    I’m shocked out of the impulse to do it when Ekan sits me up and asks Qolt, “You want this spot?” indicating where he’s propping me up at my back. 
 
    Even as Qolt’s body lurches forward, Qolt asks suspiciously, “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. Come on.” Then Ekan grins. “You’ll slide in easier—you’re smaller than me.” 
 
    Qolt rolls his eyes. “Tevek off.” But he takes the spot from his brother with no hesitation now. 
 
    Dohrein looks from me, to the baby, to the afterbirth, and asks Angie what we’ll do next. 
 
    Angie licks her lips, thinking. “Clean up and let Mom sleep. Oh! Need to get the baby to nurse first.” 
 
    I cover my face. “So help me. If you call them udders—“ 
 
    “I would never!” 
 
    I drop my hands in favor of leveling her with a supremely skeptical look. 
 
    Angie tips her head in a conciliatory nod. “Teats. We farmgirls also call them teats.” 
 
    I start to laugh—but then I’m grabbing my stomach. “Oh shit! That hurts. Don’t make me laugh, don’t make me laugh!” 
 
    “Sorry. And hey—I just remembered—a baby nursing helps release chemicals that can help with afterbirth delivery.” 
 
    I stare at her. 
 
    She shrugs. “Whoops!” 
 
    My jaw juts a little. 
 
    Angie holds up her hands. “I’ve been off the farm a few years; I forgot the order a little. If that kid had come out with four hooves, I promise the first thing I’d have done was set her under you and help her latch on.” 
 
    “I said—no making me—laugh!” I reach for my stomach again—and my nether region. Ow ow ow ow... 
 
    Angie winces for me. “Sorry.” She motions to my chest. “Want help? I’ve never done it with a woman before but I’m pretty sure we can figure it out.” 
 
    Five sets of Na’rith ears perk up. 
 
    Behind Angie, even her alien’s long ears have raised. But he looks more challenging. I’m going to guess that Rakhii don’t share their mates. 
 
    I raise my eyebrow at Angie. “Why does that sound so dirty?” 
 
    We share tired smiles, and we get my baby girl fed. The guys manage cleanup duty, and when Angie dusts off her hands and grabs the babyleftovers bucket of ‘flatcake with a tail,’ she asks how we’re going to dispose of it. 
 
    It’s her alien, Arokh, who puffs out his scales a little and shares, “Our people bury ours. It’s a rite that the father performs in thanks to the Creator for each little pup.” 
 
    I can’t help it. I smile like a fool. It sounds so cute. 
 
    “That’s actually cool,” Angie muses. “Unfortunately, we happen to be fresh out of soil, but maybe—“ 
 
    Tiernan straightens. “We have soil. There is a greenhouse on deck four. We grow fresh fruits and vegetables there.” He looks around at the other guys, and finally, at me—and our tiny baby girl. “I would like to claim the honor of performing thanks for Beth’s little one.” 
 
    Angie makes a face. "Mmm, carrots fertilized by Beth’s truly. Tasty.” 
 
    I don’t think she means any offense. But by the pinch of Tiernan’s eyebrows, I think he’s puzzling out why a gift of thanks set to fertilizing the earth would be unpalatable once it’s all leafed out on a plate. “That sounds fine, Tiernan. Thank you,” I tell him with a grateful air kiss, and he takes the bucket from Angie with a formal grace that attests to his intention to perform this task with honor. 
 
    Angie peels off her outer layer of gloves and makes her way to me. “So, is there a daddy back home who’s missing this?” she asks softly. 
 
    Five Na’riths freeze in place. 
 
    Angie’s aliens go equally still—I think because they’re gauging the temperature of the room. 
 
    I sag against Qolt’s suddenly tightened grip with relief. “No. I know it sounds crazy, but Angie? For that reason alone, I’m glad that I’ll never have to see Earth again. And I’d be freaking the fuck out if it wasn’t for my guys here.” 
 
    Angie’s relief is plain. Her grin is unrestrained. “So you like them?” 
 
    Soaking in the comfort of having my crew around me, my lips curl up in amusement. “Like them? I think I might be in love with them.” 
 
    Angie leans her hip against the medical table.“I’m glad for you.” 
 
    Then she looks around at my guys—at Tiernan’s retreating back, and at the four still doting on me. “So… six weeks before you can get frisky.” 
 
    Giddiness fills me as I realize I have an opportunity for a modicum of girltalk. She leans in when I whisper, “You want to know a secret? Where they come from, they don’t have blowjobs.” 
 
    She jerks back from me. 
 
    “I blew their minds,” I tell her with a cat-who-ate-the-tasty-cum-canary grin. 
 
    Wide-eyed, she glances around at my guys, and she doesn’t miss their growing, smug grins—because they can hear our girltalk just fine. She turns back to me, still owlish. “And you’ll be doing that a lot for the next six weeks. You’ll be so ready for some action of your own—” 
 
    I groan. “No way. I can’t even think of having sex right now. Ouch…” I adjust my hold on my darling bundle, who’s out like a light. I guess she’s had a pretty big day too. 
 
    “Yeah,” Angie agrees with a grimace. 
 
    “Yanak pies. Let me see that coin,” Oquilion hisses, and I glance to my left to see him huddled with Prow. Prow tosses a coin up in the air and Oquilion snatches it, growling when it must show two different faces, meaning Prow won whatever game by fair and square means. 
 
    Prow sings, “My turn!” and makes one of those not-nice Na’rith gestures to Qolt to indicate he should amscray. To sweeten the deal, he draws a blaster pistol out of some pocket from somewhere, and if I’m not mistaken—this is the pistol Ekan teased me about, saying he wanted it badly enough to trade me for it. 
 
    Qolt’s turned into a birddog behind me, body taut. 
 
    “Go for it,” I whisper. 
 
    Qolt jumps on it, almost literally. 
 
    Prow claims the spot behind me, very carefully cupping me between his knees and encouraging me to lean against his strong torso. When he starts rubbing my shoulders, my eyelids sink closed, and he adjusts us so that he’s holding our baby with me, his arms under mine. 
 
    It’s sweet. It’s so sweet. 
 
    I lift up one of his hands and kiss his knuckles. 
 
    Then I think of something else I want to mention to Angie. “And hey?” My voice slurs a little from exhaustion. 
 
    She sounds similarly beat when she answers. “Yeah?” 
 
    I cover my yawn with the back of my hand. “Have you tried giving yours a hickey yet?” 
 
    Angie’s back to resembling an owl. “Noooo…” 
 
    I stir enough to manage a depraved grin, and send it in her direction. 
 
    And if the playfully coy glance she gives her alien is any indication, the pair are in for some fun times. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 55—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Her name is Annalise. 
 
    And she hasn’t been set down once. 
 
    From the way her little fists are clinging to Prow’s shirt as she dozes, and the way Oquilion is silently gesturing for Prow to hand her over because it’s Oquilion’s turn— 
 
    (Yes: They’re on rotation, and serious as shit about keeping track.) 
 
    —it looks as if this girl is going to grow up with no idea what her crib even is because she’s never been set down in it. Someone is always holding her. 
 
    I just nursed her for the second time a bit ago, and that surge of baby-bonding hormones really exists because nursing my baby girl makes me feel quietly euphoric. 
 
    It also helps take care of my pesky milk-leaking problem, and Annalise sucking down some of the fullness makes my breasts happier. Everything feels right in the world. 
 
    “Beth?” Ekan whispers against my face. 
 
    He’s wedged on Tiernan’s bed with me while Tiernan and Qolt pace in front of the command screens in the wall. They’re keeping an eye on our ship from here because nobody wants to be too far from the fun. 
 
    I roll into Ekan more. “Hmm?” I murmur into his neck. 
 
    Long, strong fingers tease my hair behind my ear. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
    I take his hand and hold it to my cheek. “If there is ever a next time? Drugs. Get me all the drugs. Got it?” 
 
    He exhales a laugh, his eyes moving to Annalise’s back, no doubt recalling the hours of labor just like I am. “We’ll get right on that. Got a trip planned for your Earth anyway, remember? But I was thinking you might want food. When was the last time you ate?” 
 
    “The Iechdymaw party. Maybe a bite or two since, but I wasn’t very hungry.” Once Annalise joined the world, the guys glommed to her, cooing and watching over her so that I could get some much needed sleep. 
 
    “Give me purpose,” Ekan says seriously. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I smile at him. “I could eat.” 
 
    With a kiss to my nose, he gets up, and with Oquilion on shift quietly doting on Annalise, I drift into a doze. 
 
    My eyes tug open again when I hear something fall to the floor. Heart hammering, I shoot upright, ignoring the flash of pain—everywhere—but thankfully, Annalise wasn’t dropped. 
 
    The sound is thanks to Ekan, whose arms are filled with EVERYthing from the kitchen. 
 
    My eyes light up as I see this also includes two packages of caramel iiwykia. 
 
    I beam adoringly at him and Tiernan, who snorts and turns back to his command screen—but not before I see him unsuccessfully hiding a smile. 
 
    I clap my hands at Ekan. “Iiwykia first, please, and what took you so long?” Yes, I snoozed while he was gone and didn’t miss the time passing, but it’s Ekan. He can handle ribbing. 
 
    Using his nose to nudge back a half bag of bread-type rolls from tumbling off the pile he’s precariously gripping, Ekan’s grin is roguish. “Trust me narra, you wouldn't like it if I came early.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. Then I do a double take. “What happened to your face?!” 
 
    Prow follows him in, answering for him, wonder in his voice. “Get this—the Rakhii attacked Ekan!” 
 
    That giant, scaly, horned monster?! “Are you okay?! Is the Rakhii...” Oh my land, how’s Angie handling this? “What did your luck do to him?” 
 
    Oquilion looks crestfallen. “I missed Ekan getting the piss pounded out of him by a Rakhii?” 
 
    Prow raises his brows cooly. “Shoulda let me keep Annalise.” 
 
    Oquilion’s gaze drops to her, and a tender smile transforms his face. “Nope. Not even watching Ekan take on a Rakhii would be worth missing this.” 
 
    Prow nods grudgingly, like he can’t argue that. He turns to me. “Evidently, Rakhii aren’t affected by a luck source’s powers.” 
 
    “WHAT?” I gasp. 
 
    “It’s incredible!” Ekan crows. “Oh, Beth.” He opens his arms, dropping all the food to the floor—including my iiwykia, how dare he—and he takes me—carefully—by the shoulders. “We have to get one.” 
 
    Prow’s picking up food behind him, and Oquilion’s glowering at Ekan, checking Annalise to make sure she wasn’t disturbed by the noise. I point to Ekan’s injured face and tell him firmly—the same way you would dissuade a dog who wants to dance with a porcupine—“No.” 
 
    “Please! Female, you don’t understand—the POWER we’ll have over everyone in the galaxy, other luck sources included, if we—” 
 
    “Ekan,” I try in my most rational voice—something he could sorely use, clearly—“A Rakhii could kill you. Seriously, you could have died.” My eyes rake over him, wondering how badly he got trounced. 
 
    Ekan scoffs, offended, then he pounces forward. “Bah, narra, no! That’s the thing about Rakhii: if he’d wanted me dead, I would be. He didn’t come near to killing me.” 
 
    “Hold fast—you’re certain the Rakhii didn’t suffer any bad luck?” Tiernan asks. “Are Rakhii immune to you?” 
 
    Prow raises a hand. “All in favor of testing this? Say Aye.” 
 
    “AYE!” four guys shout—one of the voices being Ekan’s. 
 
    “Cog-damn it,” mutters Oquilion, “Would you lugheads take your shouting somewhere else?” 
 
    The other guys look properly chastised, and we’re all frozen, watching Annalise for a few heartbeats. She twitches and burbles, but ultimately, falls back to sleep.  
 
    “Whew,” Ekan whispers, relaxing. Then he cuts me a grin. “She’s been hearing us bicker for rotations. She’s already a female who won’t rattle easily!” He’s so proud. 
 
    And? He’s probably so right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 56—OQUILION 
 
    BETH 
 
    My hands are shaking. 
 
    “Treasure,” Oquilion whispers into my hair, “They’re going to love you.” 
 
    Prow shakes a cup of iiwykia and peers into it like he’s looking for the butter-covered popcorn kernels—but I’m onto him. He’s trying to entice me. “Just like they’ve all loved you. No need to fret. Get over here, narra.” 
 
    He means closer to the viewscreen. 
 
    When I’d declared that I felt up to taking a shower, the guys had excitedly asked if I would feel up to being showed off after. 
 
    I should have asked for specifics. 
 
    We’re all gathered in the bridge, and we’re meeting the parents. We’re meeting allllll the parents. 
 
    I was so shocked that at first, my case of nerves didn’t completely send me running, and each mom—or, ‘spawner,’ rather—has been welcoming and wonderful. Giddy, actually, and each parent crew has kept our introductions and visit brief for my sake because every crew knows we’re making the rounds with all the other crews too. 
 
    It was a good thing Prow’s was first. Loud, cheerful, playful—his spawner and seven koundreth’s were so welcoming. 
 
    (SEVEN!!) 
 
    Tiernan’s was next, and they were terrifying. Not because they were mean—although the men sure looked it. Tiernan has three koundreths, all bigger and scowlier than him. Before I’d met him, just the sight of these guys would have sent me into hyperventilation, and not for the fun reason. But then his spawner—a tiny, one-boobed thing, just like Prow’s mom, had smiled. The effect was like a light prism reflecting in the sun—she turned them all radiant. 
 
    And when I was introduced, Tiernan’s three koundreths shouted wild greetings louder than Prow’s seven dads combined. 
 
    It was a surprisingly heartwarming welcome. They were so genuinely thrilled to meet Annalise and me. 
 
    Then, they proceeded to lovingly lecture Tiernan for keeping my existence a secret from them for months. Their affection for him (not to mention their unreserved warmth towards me) thawed some of my nerves. 
 
    My hands have mostly stopped shaking. It’s only two more sets of polyandrous parent units to meet and greet: no biggie! 
 
    It’s Oquilion’s mom and dad’s turn, and I’m not sure what to expect. 
 
    When their holographic projections appear, they’re sitting in a control room much like ours, with one woman in the center and five men surrounding her. 
 
    The moment Ekan gets a look at Oquilion’s mom, he whistles and catcalls, “Your spawner is HOT!” 
 
    Oquilion’s lips peel back from his sharp teeth, and he snarls at him in a clear I-will-kill-you-dead warning that Ekan doesn’t heed—but Oquilion’s family is laughing uproariously. 
 
    Tiernan clears his throat, and Ekan’s shoulders tense—but when there’s no blow, he tosses Tiernan a curious, questioning glance. 
 
    Tiernan tips his head to me. “Slavering over another female in front of your mate. Well done.” 
 
    Ekan’s jaw drops and so do his shoulders. “Wait!” 
 
    “Don’t let him steal the show, Oquilion,” says Oquilion’s mom, looking ready to burst with anticipation. “Who is that beautiful creature at your side?” 
 
    I feel a blush hit me from my roots to my décolletage. 
 
    Oquilion squeezes me tight and hauls me with him, closer to the holograph, his voice holding barely constrained excitement. “I’ve found my Treasure,” he announces—and I love him so much for being proud of me. “Spawner? Koundreths?” he says, beaming, “This is my Beth.” 
 
    His spawner and koundreths lean forward like this will make us come more into focus. And what do I really know about holographs? Maybe it will. 
 
    The man in the group who resembles an older version of Oquilion, with hair gone attractively silver, looks to Qolt, who’s snuggling Annalise. His eyes flick to his son approvingly. “Looks like your Treasure multiplies.” He winks at me before grinning at the pirate he raised. “Good on you, son.” 
 
    “I’m Cateran,” gushes his mom. “I’m so happy to meet you!” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too, ma’am,” I say, still unsure exactly how formalities are used when being introduced to your alien in-laws, but just like the other families, this one is quick to tell me I’m family now, and I’m to call them by their names or spawner or koundreth. 
 
    I have family. 
 
    I now have a lot of family. 
 
    Oquilion half-turns and whispers to me, “See my koundreth sitting with my spawner?” 
 
    It’s hard to miss him. He’s practically wrapped around Oquilion’s mom, his expression slightly unfocused as he nuzzles her hair. “Yes,” I whisper back. 
 
    “He’s the koundreth of mine who was injured all those solars ago.” He raises his voice, announcing the male’s name for everyone to hear. “This is Picaroon. To his left is Empyrean, behind him is Roversky, to the right is Erialwulf—” He goes on introducing the men who raised him, and no one bats an eye about the way Picaroon is cuddling Cateran—and none of my guys find this display to be out of the ordinary, I guess, because no one’s reacting. Picaroon’s just soaking up Cateran’s nearness. It’s a little uncomfortable to see, but it’s sweet. 
 
    Although, when Erialwulf reaches for a lock of Cateran’s hair to play with it, Picaroon’s unfocused gaze snaps to the connection. He frowns before he hauls Cateran into a more encompassing hug, clearly trying to be possessive. Oquilion’s mom ruins his effort though by reaching out for Erialwulf, and kissing his hand—then keeping it against her boob. Erialwulf is smiling, so he seems to be fine with this concession. 
 
    Cateran’s eyes sparkle with growing excitement as she takes me in. She looks as if she’s about to say something, when there’s a loud ping. 
 
    “They’re back,” Roversky says. His gaze moves to the right and he calls to the ship, “Entry granted.” 
 
    Cateran gazes at all of us, and in the background, we hear the familiar slide of an automatic door. “Guess who we bumped into in all the vastness of the black?” she says brightly. 
 
    “Who?” asks Oquilion. 
 
    Into the frame pops a man with seal-grey eyes. “SURPRISE!” 
 
    Ekan and Qolt jump. “Koundreth!” 
 
    “Two Na’rith crews visiting together?” Tiernan asks in a strained voice. 
 
    “Oh, Tiernan, stop worrying,” Cateran laughs. 
 
    But Qolt and Ekan’s spawner (I presume) bounces onto the screen and corrects, “Yeah, Tiernan, quit worrying! We’ll release the smaller marks back into the sky for you to snap up. We’ve already hit three ships and it’s been so fu—WHAT ARE YOU HOLDING, Qolt? Is that my grandspawn?!” 
 
    It’s a wild visit from there. 
 
    Ekan and Qolt’s spawner, Darla, is a vivacious, ebullient creature, and suddenly Ekan’s personality makes a lot more sense. 
 
    When things settle down enough that we begin talking amongst ourselves a little, Oquilion glances at his damaged father, and sees he’s distracted. He’s speaking gently to Annalise, who Qolt’s brought closer to the holoscreen. To his other koundreths, Oquilion shares low, “Qolt took a weapon hit to the head, and he suddenly wasn’t acting the same. It reminded us of Picaroon.” 
 
    Oquilion’s family shares instant murmurs of regret at this news. 
 
    We stop them. Oquilion assures them that Qolt’s just fine. “He was playing everyone, the machaaii! He must have figured the opportunity would buy him lots of leeway where mate-sharing privileges were concerned.” 
 
    “Sneaky bastard,” Roversky comments, laughing. 
 
    That’s when Picaroon, positioned just behind him now, looks straight at us—and winks. 
 
    Everyone on our side gasps. 
 
    Before we get more of a chance to react, Cateran leaves her seat in order to get closer to Annalise and tweak her holographic cheeks. 
 
    That’s when Darla shows us where Qolt gets his deviousness from. 
 
    With no change in expression, Darla reaches into her jacket, and removes a canister with a red funnel on the face of it. Deftly, she shoves it under Cateran’s chair, securing it so fast, if you didn’t have the view we do, you’d think she’d only bent to tie her boots. 
 
    Ekan’s hand is suddenly against my mouth, just as Qolt’s hands close over my ears. 
 
    Cateran crosses back to her seat, and when she glances at us, she sees me in the speak-no-evil, hear-no-evil—but it’s too late. 
 
    She’s already sinking down in her chair. 
 
    The shriek of compressed air being blown out of a can is startlingly loud, and Cateran jumps just like I do—and I was expecting it. 
 
    Every bursts into laughter—Cateran included. 
 
    Annalise makes a baby burbling noise, but that’s the extent of her reaction. Clearly she heard too many Na’rith pranks in the womb if she’s this unaffected. 
 
    Panting with amused shock, Cateran’s eyes slice right to Darla. 
 
    Darla’s giggling into her mates’ wide shoulders. “Sorry narra! Needed a new target.” 
 
    One of Cateran’s brows hikes in dangerous-looking challenge. “Did you?” she asks silkely. 
 
    “Oh Nebula,” Tiernan mutters. “They’re going to destroy each other.” 
 
    Picaroon chooses that moment to interrupt the contenders. His smile is vacant but kind as he shuffles over to Darla’s guys carrying a tray of fruit. “Fresh,” he tells them. “Iiwykia-coated cider fruit.” 
 
    Darla gasps. “That’s brilliant!” 
 
    I lean forward. “I need those!” I turn to my own guys. “I need that!” 
 
    Tiernan’s eyes are on his boots, his thumb brushing his brow. Prow’s both grimacing and grinning like he’s waiting for an explosion—and he’s looking forward to the results. Ekan and Qolt’s gaze is awed; they’re barely containing twin expressions of anticipation and glee as their spawner bites into my future carmel cider treats. 
 
    She spits it back out violently, just as her mates are biting into theirs. 
 
    Guffaws erupt around us, making Annalise twitch. Surprisingly (or not so surprisingly), she settles down quickly, again unworried. 
 
    “You wretch,” Darla sputters, hacking and spitting on their floor with no remorse. “Onion? You wasted perfectly good iiwykia to wrap it around an onion?” 
 
    (I’m still sort of amazed that aliens grow onions too. And yeah, they taste almost the exact same. How about that?) 
 
    Acting unaffected, Picaroon crunches into one as he wanders back to his seat. 
 
    “That,” Cateran crows, grinning at Darla as she throws her arms around her cheering mates, laughing with them at the success of their prank, “Was no waste! That was a riot!” 
 
    *** 
 
    A few hours later, and Oquilion’s still struggling with the sneaky reveal. He’s in one of the captain’s chairs, but he’s not watching our course or keeping his hands hovered over controls. He’s reclined the seat all the way so that he’s stretched out on his back, staring at the ceiling like he’s wrestling his thoughts and childhood memories up there. Finally, he shouts, “Does my spawner know?!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 57—ENDGAME—QOLT 
 
    QOLT 
 
    A bracket of rotations (months and months) later… 
 
    “You’re increasing at an incredible rate, little spawn,” I tell Annalise, nuzzling into her downy crown. “Soon we’ll be teaching you everything you need to know to run one hells of a ship. You’re going to need to learn your own cutthroat set of Na’rith skills, and regrettably—although your spawner is my delight—no one’s ever going to accuse her of being cutthroat.” I kiss her soft spot. “But I’ll help you, little one.” 
 
    Her tiny fists tighten in my shirt, and I feel my chest crack. I would never have claimed to be the nurturing kind, but these feelings were either lying dormant, or this tiny narra planted a seed in me that’s grown until I’m bursting with an alien tenderness every time she gets near. 
 
    It’s my allotted time to spend with her, and I’m soaking up every moment. To my infinite pride—to the infinite pride of all of us—humans, like Na’rith, learn their crew’s voices right through the walls of their spawner’s stomach. 
 
    Annalise showed recognition for our voices from the moment she was in open air. When the hobs and Rakhii we’d rescued had wanted to hold her, little newly spawned Annalise had fussed for them, but quieted upon return to us. Why such a thing should smack us in the heart strings, I can’t explain—but it made me feel about three of our ships tall when I took her back and she settled in to coo at me. 
 
    This little narra’s stolen my heart. 
 
    She’s stolen all our hearts. 
 
    Right away, to Beth’s great relief, we instigated our own rule: no jacklegging around to where Annalise could accidentally get harmed. 
 
    (Any foul play leading up to the theft and collection of an Annalise-wielding turn before either competitor is in the vicinity of Annalise, is however, fair game.) 
 
    It’s made for some interesting times and a couple of broken ribs since our small human princess joined us. 
 
    I reflect on everything that’s happened over the last bracket of rotations, what Beth still refers to as ‘human months.’ 
 
    Most entertaining: Angie coined us Beth’s stable of studs, and we thoroughly enjoy our title. Especially for the way it makes Beth blush whenever one of her human friends uses it to refer to us. 
 
    The Gryfala—the aliens who bear similar features to humans—took an interest in Homo sapiens, and started collecting as many of them as they could. They’ve set up a preserve of sorts, and have offered their protection to keep their pod of humans from being poached. Quite a few of their planet’s hobs and Rakhii have fallen for the new species, and the Gryfala are fascinated. 
 
    They’re essentially looking at Beth’s kind like a humanitarian project, and their most recent order of business has been to hire a human-friendly Na’rith crew to join their fleet of Gryfala ships bound for Earth—care of Gracie’s suggestion. 
 
    That’s right: Gracie, the abused, angry human we rescued alongside Pasutha. 
 
    She’s done well on herself. She’s recovering from her ordeal—she even chose a mate. She picked out Dohrein, the hob who attended during Beth’s delivery. As a way to pay us back for our help, she bent the ear of a Gryfala—Dohrein’s dam. 
 
    Now we’ve got legitimate work. 
 
    We’re their exclusive hire for shuttling goods from Earth to their planet. And because our ship is a big beast, and fast, it’s guaranteed that we won’t get robbed halfway through the process. 
 
    We’re Na’rith. We don’t get robbed. 
 
    Initially, when Ekan obtained Beth, he had grand plans to find her source planet, and reap as many counterfeit Gryfala as possible. But after housing the rescued brothel women, Ekan quickly decreed we needn’t rush into taking on masses of female passengers. Harvesting females from Earth for resale seems to have entirely lost its appeal. Harvesting other supplies however—now that’s a go. 
 
    Our ship will be able to fit a good deal of the supplies the Gryfala are seeking for their little colony of humans that they’re keeping. We’re slated to pack in everything from coffee beans to puppies—the last are Breslin’s surprise to Sanna. 
 
    The things a male will do for the female he wants to shower love on. 
 
    I look down at Annalise. To think that a day is coming not far enough in the future for our peace of mind when this little one will be attracting not one male, but a whole crew. 
 
    They’ll dote on her of course, but the idea of her running with any crew is cause for mild terror. 
 
    I mimic Tiernan’s voice when I tell her innocent little face, “Warning you now little-spawn; your crew is going to have to prove themselves before they’re allowed to take you from us.” 
 
    In Oquilion’s, I add, “But not until you’re thirty-five.” 
 
    Annalise kicks her feet and grins—she loves it when I talk to her in all her koundreth’s voices. 
 
    What’s that? Something niggling at the back of your mind? Are you wondering if I set Prow up using Vera’s voice commands? 
 
    You’re cog-damn right I did. 
 
    Still the funniest lark I’ve ever sprung. 
 
    I don’t believe anyone knows I have a little gift for mimicry. I can impersonate the voice of any of our crew. But don’t for a moment think I’m the only one keeping secrets. All Na’riths have a surprise or two tucked away, because you never know when a little reveal will come in handy. 
 
    Surprises are great fun, and sometimes, if you’re lucky, you can impress one of your favorite narras using your hidden talents. 
 
    I smile down at Annalise and in Ekan’s voice, I assure her, “Someday, narra, you’ll learn—and do me a favor? Call Prow Koundy, all right? Koundy.” That’ll give him nightmares. 
 
    It’s going to be hilarious. 
 
    Like she knows it, I’d almost swear little Annalise grins up at me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 58—ENDGAME—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    We’re Earth-bound and cannot wait to be turned loose on the little planet full of riches and untapped wonders. I’m particularly enthused to siphon every bit of Earth’s entertainment we can get our hands on. Beth says we’ll have fun trying to run devices without things called electrical sockets—but we’re Na’rith! No tech is safe from our reach. We’ll be playing movies in no time and it will be wondrous! 
 
    But am I dancing down the decks and shouting my excitement? No. I’m quietly going to work on correcting entries I’ve noticed are flaws in Beth’s translator program. 
 
    I’m also remote uploading the corrections so that we won’t have to physically remove her translator to perform the update. 
 
    Beth’s sitting next to me, technically unaware of how quiet and industriously I’m behaving. 
 
    Every time I tap the submit corrected entry icon, Beth’s fingers flick. 
 
    I move down the line of corrected entries, hitting the submit icon again. And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    Beth lifts her twitching hand, staring at it with consternation. “Tiernan? Is there a tea for this?” 
 
    Tiernan looks over at her from his seat, frowns—and then as if he’s developed some instinct for this sort of mischief, he turns on me with all fierceness. “What the hells are you doing?” he roars. 
 
    I defend myself from where I’m reclining. “Playing with Beth.” 
 
    Beth’s eyes narrow, her hand still held aloft. “How?” 
 
    “Stop harassing the girl, you Krortuvian’s ass-crack,” Tiernan thunders before he moves to greedily (fine: protectively) grab up Beth and he takes her with him—and away from me—again. 
 
    It’s enough to make a man concerned. 
 
    But I shrug. Tiernan can rescue her all he wants; Beth likes my special brand of harassment. I call to her, “Will I be seeing you tonight, narra?” 
 
    “No!” is her hotly delivered response as she’s whisked out of my immediate clutches. 
 
    I lock my fingers together and rest my head back on my arms, content. If Beth doesn’t come to me, I’m happy to steal her. She’s supposed to be Prow’s tonight, but I can take him. Oquilion’s been planning an ambush to nab her from him all rotation anyway. I’ll swoop in and snap her up before he has a chance. 
 
    In my favor, I started filching Beth’s caramel iiwykia ration and doctoring the bags to look like Beth’s been tearing into them. While her supplies appear to deplete, I’ve slowly been embezzling a little nestegg of goodness and burying it behind less desirable frozen goods, so no one’s the wiser—and now I have a stash hidden away just for days when I need to tempt her to my side and sweeten her up. 
 
    Best of all, Tiernan doesn’t suspect a thing, because he expressly expects Beth to thief from her iiwykia rations. This is failproof. “See you tonight, narra!” I holler down the corridor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 59—ENDGAME—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    When we got the news that the Gryfala wanted to hire us, Ekan had raced to me, gathered me up and shouted, “Can you believe our luck? We were planning a trip there, and now we’re getting an all-expenses paid tour of the place!” He went still against me, a new thought evidently occuring to him. “AND the gratitude of the Gryfala,” he’d added in a speculative tone. 
 
    “Very lucky,” I’d agreed. 
 
    Ekan had squeezed me tighter and danced us in place. “You are the best toy I’ve ever bought myself!” 
 
    “Go me,” I’d tried to say flatly. But it’s hard, when a hot guy is dancing with you and completely, unreservedly, blissfully happy to hold you and share his good news. 
 
    Now we’re on the Gryfala planet, and I saw our manifesto—we’re only set to pick up a couple people. 
 
    Yet, we have a heckava lot more aliens in our ship than we said we’d carry. 
 
    And everyone’s so quiet. 
 
    I find Prow, Oquilion, and Ekan scanning credit sticks almost faster than the system can process the charges. “What are you doing? I whisper to them. “Are you charging these people to sneak onto our ship?” 
 
    Ekan sighs big and hands off his credit reader to the next male in line. He waves for this stranger to continue where he’s left off and, nonplussed, the very tall winged man shrugs and starts doing exactly that, charging himself to enter the ship. 
 
    Ekan tucks my head under his chin and adopts a super, un-Ekanlike reasonable tone. “Beth, their people have allotted only a set number of officials with the permissions to join this expedition. You know what that’s created—” 
 
    “Demand,” we both say together, and he smooshes me tightly, so proud. 
 
    I look to Oquilion—who ducks, and Prow, who rolls his shoulders unapologetically, defending, “These good men simply desire a chance to visit your Earth and perhaps collect a momento. Who are we not to offer them a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for a nominal fee?” 
 
    This also sounds reasonable enough, as long as you don’t know that ‘momento’ probably means ‘abduct a human.’ I shake my head at them—at all of them. 
 
    The sound of a throat clearing has Ekan turning, and because he’s still got me squeezed to his chest, I’m turned too, to see Tiernan standing at the bay door, arms crossed—and in one fist, he’s holding a small bag of my caramel goodie iiwykia. 
 
    “Oooh! I cry, lunging for him. “I thought they were all gone!” 
 
    Ekan drags me back. “Waaait… where did you get that?” he asks Tiernan. 
 
    Tiernan waves it slowly. “You hid it under the frozen belmallow. Fool, that’s half my diet. I’ve known what you’ve been doing all along.” He holds them out to me. “Narra? Care for a treat?” 
 
    Ekan’s eyes narrow. “You’re either pulling the longest con in history, or you’re one lucky machaii. Prow’s right, you are a cog-damn latent, aren’t you?” he asks dangerously as he reluctantly releases me and allows me to race in Tiernan’s direction—where I was headed anyway. 
 
    Tiernan takes me in his free arm—and just smiles. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 60—ENDGAME—OQUILION 
 
    OQUILION 
 
    LOCATION: On Earth 
 
    We touch down in a meadow, our ship cloaked from atmospheric entry to surface landing so that Earth’s systems stay unaware of our presence.  
 
    And we split up from the others, each of us taking various methods of transport such as stealth cruisers and stealth terrain vehicles, while the rest of us traverse on foot. 
 
    Beth, with Annalise strapped to her front by way of a colorful, thin-weaved blanket wrapped artfully over her body, leads Prow and me into human civilization, to a place called a pawn shop. She explained that we can convert gemstones to human Earth-cash, and then we can purchase props and movie-making equipment to make it appear that our groups of aliens are, in fact, simply humans in costume filming each other for the entertainment of human masses. 
 
    Beth’s dressed herself in modest clothing; a calf-length skirt, a top that covers all but her throat and wrists. She was going to adjust our wardrobe too, but she declared our attire attractive and said human women wouldn’t complain over what we were wearing. 
 
    We set off in good spirits and with a solid enough plan, but once we reach the pawn shop, Beth reads a sign informing gem-and-precious-metal seller-hopefuls that they must provide proper identification. 
 
    “Crap!” she whispers furiously. “They didn’t exactly give us our purses when they abducted us! Now what?” She casts her gaze around—and goes still. 
 
    I follow the direction she’s pointed, and see a woman standing behind the counter of the shop, running a dust cloth over clear cases containing jewelry and odds and ends, patiently waiting for customers to approach her. 
 
    Without moving her lips, Beth angles her chin in the woman’s direction and orders, “Flirt with the clerk.” 
 
    I nearly stumble into a stand of eyewear-shades. “What?” I hiss. “I can’t! I swear it, Beth, I’ll yark on her if I so much as try. I can’t—and don’t want to be—close to any female but you.” 
 
    Hands cradling Annalise’s head, Beth tries to widen her eyes at me in exasperation—but then she grins and hauls me in for a serious kiss, Annalise gurgling happily as she’s fitted between us. 
 
    She’s quite used to being pressed between her parent crew, since this has been happening since before she was birthed. 
 
    Beth pulls from me and turns a considering gaze on Prow. 
 
    Prow sighs, rolling his eyes like Beth does sometimes. He shifts a step closer to the clerk—but then he waits. 
 
    And waits. 
 
    Beth pokes him in the ribs. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    He catches her and Annalise in a hug. “A send-off with a kiss. You just gave Oquilion one for not being able to do the job,” he complains, incredulous. “Just because I’m not mate-locked doesn’t mean I’ll enjoy flirting with any other female but you. What do I get for my sacrifice?” 
 
    Beth takes his hands from behind her, holding him delicately between her fingers and thumbs. “You’re going to get us busted.” 
 
    Prow grins. “Hmm. I like busting with you.” 
 
    “Not in front of Annalise,” I warn. 
 
    Grimacing, Prow agrees, “Ick.” 
 
    Beth snickers and eases back from him. “Well I can’t send you off with a kiss,” she says with regret. “That’ll tip the lady off that you’re in a relationship, and that’s gonna hurt our chances at success here.” 
 
    Prow’s hands close carefully around Annalise’s ears, and he mutters, “If I don’t get a kiss on the mouth, where do you intend to put it?” 
 
    Beth’s lashes brush her cheeks as she smiles demurely. “Do a good job, and you might find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 61—ENDGAME—PROW 
 
    PROW 
 
    I flirt with the clerk. 
 
    It’s cog-damned odd to engage in flirtation with another female, and even stranger to do it right under Beth’s nose and at her direction, no less. 
 
    I’m sweating the entire time, but I must do a fair enough job charming the woman because she gives me human cash for my gemstones without the human security identification passes called a drivers’ license. It’s not an easy experience though. I vow to myself that as soon as we exit this place, I’m dragging Beth into the alley and thoroughly rutting her. 
 
    After we pass Annalise to Oquilion, of course. I’ll be a responsible Beth-ravager. 
 
    But I’m waylaid in my plot when I inspect the human cash with disbelief. Swiftly, I take it to Beth to be sure we weren’t just swindled. 
 
    She nods at it and at me, grinning. “Great job!” Then she takes in my concerned expression. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I lean into her, breathing into the shell of her ear mostly because I enjoy watching her every time she shows her little shivers of interest. I whisper, “This is just paper?” I pull back and peer at it again in curiosity and skepticism. 
 
    “Yeah,” Beth says slowly. “Why?” 
 
    I wave the papers. “These portraits are flat. No motion. What prevents you from printing copies?” 
 
    “Ah this,” she says, pointing to light-catching, shiny strips on the money papers. 
 
    “Is this supposed to be a holographic strip?” I ask, barely containing my derision. 
 
    Oquilion and I start laughing, and heartily. 
 
    “Oh my Creator,” Oquilion gasps. “This job’s gonna be a snap.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 62—ENDGAME—TIERNAN 
 
    TIERNAN 
 
    I have a wallet stuffed with paper bills, care of Prow, Oquilion and Beth’s efforts. Beth declared that my outfit was suitable—black pants with fewer weapons strapped to my hip and thighs than usual, but we don’t expect much trouble on Earth. I’m wearing a black long sleeve shirt, and Beth’s only suggestion for my ensemble was to add something to cover my ears. Since my mission isn’t with the others who are passing for movie-makers or costumed convention-goers, I added a knit cap. I pull it down now to fit warmly over the tops of my tapered ears, knowing it hides them well because Beth told me so. I ascend the two steps it takes to stand on a simple wooden porch, and approach the door of a small wood plank-sided home. 
 
    In front of the door, like a warning, is what appears to be a leg bone that nearly matches the size of my own thigh. It’s stained brown, one of the knuckle-ends gnawed away by a great beast. 
 
    Brows raised, I reach forward, and knock on the door of the first human on my list. 
 
    A roar of alarm answers me, and something large thuds against the other side of the door. My hand flexes out of habit at hearing a possible threat, my body processing the need to defend myself—but I don’t move. This is Earth. There are no monsters here that will need killing. 
 
    The thing battering the other side of the door suddenly gives a very loud, very deep bark. 
 
    Kota the German Shepherd, Sanna’s guide dog, barked in happiness, but I imagine this must also be a vocalization a dog employs to warn their people of a stranger’s presence. 
 
    My theory seems to play out. A man calls, “Quiet,” and his voice is nearing the door. 
 
    The growling and barking falls silent. 
 
    The door opens a scant increment, and from the portion of face revealed, I see the man’s gaze is level with my chest. Slowly, he cranes his neck, and his head moves up, up, up until he’s looking me in the face, clearly regarding me with caution. 
 
    “Hello,” I offer. “I’m here to look at your litter of puppies.” 
 
    The door opens a little wider and the man squints one eye. “You ex-military?” 
 
    Surprised at a question I’m not prepared to answer, I pause. “I didn’t think my clothing would indicate a unit of the military—” 
 
    The door opens all the way, and the man looks more relaxed. “You’re fine son—you can always tell who’s a jarhead.” 
 
    My smile feels crooked. “Is that a good thing, or a bad thing?” 
 
    The man’s face splits into grin. “Semper Fi.” He holds out a hand. 
 
    And like Beth practiced with me, I grasp his firmly but not harshly, and give his limb a confident shake in the American-human variant of greeting. 
 
    But his words are unfamiliar. Beth did not mention these to me. Thinking quickly, I repeat his salutation, and pray this is the correct response. “Semper Fi, sir.” 
 
    The man’s eyes warm, and he drops our hand-clasp maneuver to invite me in saying, “Come in, come in—don’t mind the dog hair.” 
 
    It’s not the dog hair I have to worry about at all. It’s the two Kota-like beasts who seem to bristle when I step into their master’s home, their dark autumn and teak eyes showing shock—and it’s nearly comical how their long-nosed profiles twist sharply to stare at their owner as if to ask, Can’t you tell he’s different? 
 
    But they settle down when I’m handed a stack of paperwork to fill out. “You think when your service ends, you’re done with the paperwork, but there’s always more forms to fill out, right?” the man comments with a laugh. 
 
    “I was prepared for this, sir,” I tell him truthfully. Beth warned me that a dog breeder would likely require a glut of data and a written testimony of my intention to provide proper care for any puppies I manage to purchase. She had me memorize all of her old-world information in order to fill out the forms. 
 
    She also sent me with enough funds to obtain a special option for registration and future breeding rights. Although the registration portion won’t be necessary, we’ll have the breeder’s blessing to have the puppy from their kennel continue their line. 
 
    Regrettably, when I get to the form’s question that asks why I want a puppy, I can’t very well tell the man that I intend to deliver the young dog to a friend for a gift to his wife on their planet where they have no other dogs anywhere save for Kota. 
 
    But I am completely truthful when I say this puppy will be loved beyond measure and be well cared for all of its days, and when all is said and done, I’m carrying a wriggling puppy back to the ship. I don’t at all regret that this is my assigned duty on Earth. I’m to pick up six more of these treasure bundles for Sanna at Breslin’s impassioned behest. 
 
    Save for one kennel who informed me they had no puppies—either because they truly didn’t, or because the woman answering the door was too nervous to let me in, I’m not certain—each subsequent visit goes similarly, until I’m filling out my final stack of puppy-papers, and something tugs on my boot. 
 
    Glancing down, I spy a muddy-colored oddity. And as if the little animal can sense my gaze, it raises its head—and spooks. 
 
    Setting my papers aside, I move to the puppy and hunker down, down, down. I ask the tiny animal, “You look a little different than your siblings, don’t you?” 
 
    The puppy’s eyes go round. It nervously wags its tail at me, its ears lowering—flattening—before it promptly squats on the floor and a small puddle forms under it. 
 
    I make a distressed noise. I’ve met seven litters of puppies without issue, but I’ve managed to terrify the urine out of this young pup. 
 
    “Oh, it’s okay!” the breeder says quickly, carefully lifting the puppy and swiping at its underbelly with a cleaning towel. “This one gets nervous with tall men. She’s really super, but she’s naturally submissive. Poor girl’s going to be hard to place all around,” the breeder says with a sad sigh. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” I ask. 
 
    “Well,” she waves her hand at the other puppies. “Black and tans and black and silvers are classic. Popular.” She tips her head at the puppy in her arms who, now that she’s not so very, very far from my level, looks happy and shyly excited to see me, slowly wagging her tail, tongue lolling. “This one is a sable. You get a lot of people asking if it’s a mix-breed, because the color is different from what most people recognize.” 
 
    Haltingly, I reach my fingers out, and after a moment, the puppy laps them—then lunges and begins to slobber my whole hand with great enthusiasm. “That’s a shame. She’s very fetching.” And, it would seem she’s willing to overlook a tall man if she feels safe in his presence. I happen to know a female who struggles with this very same unfortunate affliction. She may never entirely grow out of her instinct to flinch, but she’s improved with time and love. 
 
    I scan the rest of the litter, knowing I only need one more puppy for Breslin and Sanna—but we have a little narra on our ship who would probably love to grow up with a lovely-hearted, slobbering, muddy-colored best friend. Letting my fingers gently stroke the velvety fur behind the sable’s ears, I send a hopeful smile at the breeder. “May I please fill out a second puppy application?” 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 63—EPILOGUE 1—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    Before we leave Earth, there’s just one more tiny, insignificant matter the guys feel they must take care of. 
 
    Tiernan leaves his puppy, Serenity, (Yes! She’s named after the ship from the Firefly show, how cool is that?!!) in the capable hands of Angie and Arokh, who are hanging out on our ship, and my Na’riths, me, and Annalise take a ride in one of the stealth cruisers. 
 
    Annalise falls right to sleep. For the first time in her life, I lay her down in her crib when the cruiser comes to a stop at a house I remember too, too well. 
 
    My skin’s crawling, and my hands feel clammy as I cover Annalise up. With trembling fingers, I turn on her monitor. 
 
    With a little tinkering, the guys made it a long-range one, which will work very well for the little event the guys have planned. 
 
    The guys and I exit the ship in near silence, all of them uncharacteristically serious, not laughing or joking or even jibing with each other. They’re deadly quiet. Focused. 
 
    “He may not be here anymore,” I say without conviction as we travel the pristine white bricks that lead to the front of a modest brick house. 
 
    Prow, walking abreast of me with Ekan, is forced to walk on the grass because the sidewalk isn’t wide enough for all of us. Prow doesn't notice the crushed grass under his feet, but I do. My ex will be so ticked if his turf gets messed up. Tiernan and Oquilion are on my other side, both of them treading down the perfectly manicured lawn too, flattening everything in their wake. This place is not meant to have a horde of pirate boots descend on its tender green sprouts. 
 
    Qolt is in front of us, his strides long, confident, and angry. This is confirmed when he reaches the door—and bangs his fist on it so hard, I stare at the wood to see if he’s dented it. 
 
    Qolt steps back. 
 
    All the guys meld away from me. 
 
    My head is doing that cartoonish sweep, from one side of me to the other, when the door swings open, and here he is. 
 
    I’m confronting my very shocked ex. 
 
    He’s much smaller in person than he looms in my memory. He hasn’t shrunk; I’ve just been hanging out with much, much bigger men. The sight of him isn’t making me hyperventilate, and adrenaline isn’t cannonballing into my system, prepping me for a panicked flight or fight—which is good, because against him, flight was my only option, and I wasn’t always fast enough at it. 
 
    “You dumb cunt,” he breathes. 
 
    “This is him,” I confirm, thinking that is the last time you’ll ever call me that. “No question. Guys, meet Richard, my ex.” 
 
    Qolt’s fist cracks him in the jaw. 
 
    I cringe. 
 
    Tiernan’s arms come around me, and he’s so comforting—which seems like it’d be at complete odds with his tensed muscles and the growling sounds he’s making under his breath if you didn’t know how protective he is. 
 
    I relax against him, only noticing as I do that somewhere from the ship to here, I started full-body trembling. I stiffen my spine. 
 
    Richard is scrambling up from where he fell down at the shock of being attacked out of nowhere. “What the FUCK?!” he rages, face turning almost purple as the vein in his forehead starts to pound. Yep, I know this level of angry. This is my ‘Run, Beth, RUN!’ stage... 
 
    Prow strolls up to Tiernan’s and my side, looking confused. “What’s a cunt?” His eyes cut to Richard. “What did you just call her?” 
 
    Before Richard can spit a reply at him, Prow’s eyes scrunch—then go wide. “Oop, nevermind. Translator just caught up.” His normally jovial face turns cold. “Huh. So this is what a dead man walking looks like.” He turns a disbelieving look to the other guys. “He did not just call our Beth that.” 
 
    Richard cuts us all a killing glare, his hands fisted, his jaw already turning a darker color than the rest of his heated face. It’s clear the moment he becomes too furious to hold onto any common sense because he ignores the very dangerous males and trains his rage-filled eyes poisonously on me. “You know every type of law enforcement's been up my ass because of you? They think I had some connection to your disappearance—everybody thinks you're dead, and for months, they've been trying to pin that shit on ME.” He looks down at my baby-less stomach, and then at the guys around me. “I fucking knew it. I told them you found a dumb fuck to believe your bullshit sob stories, and he helped you run off with our kid!” He looks around at all my guys. “But what the fuck, Beth? You… You WHORE!” 
 
    Ekan inhales slowly, his ribs expanding, and expanding—and I cringe a little, wondering when he’s going to explode. 
 
    Sliding a knife out of a pocket on his thigh, Qolt hisses, “After we play with him a bit, we’ll hold him in case you want to do any carving of your own, Beth.” 
 
    Ekan takes his narrowed eyes off of Richard so that he can pat himself, searching his pockets by his hips. His thighs. His belt. 
 
    Everyone waits, even Richard, although he appears more overwhelmed than anything. Ekan finds what he’s looking for on his belt. He unclips a disk, and he squeezes it. 
 
    An orb of yellow-colored veins flashes in the air, forming a freaky web around us, like that jungle gym thing you climbed upside down on at the playground as a kid. 
 
    “Whoa…” I breathe just as Richard hollers a series of startled expletives. 
 
    Ekan’s jaw is jutted. “This is a soundproofing radius. With this activated, your neighbors won’t hear you scream.” 
 
    For the first time, Richard’s eyes collide with mine—his scared. It’s weird as heck to see. 
 
    If this were a movie, the heroine would be like, Don’t touch him; carrying out violence will make you no better than him—blah, blah blah. 
 
    This isn’t a movie. 
 
    I was never strong enough to save myself, but now the five wonderful men I love are here to wreak vengeance on my behalf. 
 
    They’re going to hurt him, and I’m not the kind of woman who will tell them it’s wrong. 
 
    When the baby monitor chirps in my hand, I turn from Richard’s pitiful screams as he begs me to stop what’s started to happen. Tiernan follows me like a protective shadow until I reach the edge of the soundproof radius. When I walk into its yellow vein-netting, it lets me through, and I move swiftly to the stealth cruiser, taking the quickest path, right through the formerly immaculate lawn, and right to Annalise. With only slightly shaking hands, I pick her up, reassuring her with soft, untroubled words, not regretting what our crew is doing to the man who donated sperm to give her life. He’s getting a taste of what it feels like to be powerless and afraid. 
 
    He’s not going to benefit from the lesson though. I have a feeling he’s not going to survive it. 
 
    That’s not going to keep me up at night. 
 
    And now, maybe memories of what he’s done to me won’t keep me up at night either. 
 
    I hold Annalise’s gaze, so bright, so happy, so innocent. So fragile. But she’s got five wonderful fathers now, and I don’t have to be afraid for her—or for myself—again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    When the guys get back, they file in and give me acknowledging chin tips, looking blood spattered and satisfied, like the avenging warriors they are. For me. For Annalise. 
 
    They tromp off to shower, and when they assemble with Annalise and me, I get reassuring hugs, kisses, and an offer I don’t expect. 
 
    Ekan plasters himself to my back, his arms squeezing around me as I cradle Annalise. “Want to visit a cinema? You can show us a live movie. You can introduce us to this popcorn you have regaled us with tales of,” he adds, his chin heavy but comforting where it rests in my hair. “And oooh!” He squeezes me, suddenly excited. “I want to sample a caffeinated beverage.” 
 
    “NO,” the guys all thunder. 
 
    “You want to…” I’m too shocked to even splutter; I just trail off. 
 
    Qolt reaches past his brother to catch me by the jaw. This doesn’t dislodge Ekan because he moves with me as my head is tilted back. I feel very surrounded—in a soothing way. Qolt grouses, “Wasn’t even sporting by the end.” His gaze searches mine, his brows pinched, belying a concern his voice doesn’t betray. “Gotta do something in the spirit of carousing, even if we do it without spirits. What’s the drink you like? The one you describe as ‘foamy?’” 
 
    “An ICEE,” I reply automatically. Is it appropriate to go to the movies after the man who was your boyfriend, your lover, your abuser, and your hunter is given a vengeful visit from your Na’rith mates and champions? 
 
    “Yes, an ICEE! You’ve described them so skillfully I’m in dire need of tasting these. Both flavors, of course,” Ekan purrs, his rumble traveling from my scalp, down my back. 
 
    It feels good. 
 
    “I want the oblate spheroid candies,” Oquilion admits, rolling his shoulders. “The ones that tamed the alien.” 
 
    He means E.T. His curiosity for this movie has only been topped by Lilo and Stitch. 
 
    “Count me in for hitting the candy stands. I call the dark-form cocoa-bean byproduct-enrobed peppermint confections,” Prow says. “How do you mix pungent, hot-spice peppers and an aromatic culinary herb and make a sweet? I’m stymied.” 
 
    “They don’t have real peppers…” I start. But I stop, because it really is a thing that has to be experienced first hand. 
 
    My gaze travels to Tiernan, who’s standing, arms crossed, watching me patiently. “What about you?” I ask him. 
 
    Tiernan gives me one of his not-rare-for-me lopsided smiles. “The question, Beth, is what do you want to do?” 
 
    Qolt’s thumb is still stroking my chin. My daughter is sleeping in my arms against my heart. And Ekan’s draped on me like an anti-anxiety blanket, all heavy and warm and strangely soothing even if he’s chaos personified. With Oquilion on one side, and Prow on the other, and Tiernan looking so settled now, I swallow. “You know what? A movie sounds great.” 
 
    Prow snakes in and darts a kiss to my cheek above Qolt’s claiming hand. 
 
    Ekan tightens his arms under my arms, and Oquilion smirks at him before he moves close and gives me a smooch on my other cheek. 
 
    “And guys?” I say. My gaze travels to each of theirs, my next words heartfelt. “Thank you.” 
 
    Oquilion ignores the way Ekan’s possessively rubbing his cheek over the top of my head like he’s a scent-marking beast, (and the way Qolt’s using my chin to reel me—and Ekan, who isn’t letting me go—closer to his lips) and whispers in my ear, “Beth.” His sharp teeth graze my lobe. “You’re precious to us. Annalise is precious to us. And never forget: we’re Na’rith. We fiercely protect our treasure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 64—EPILOGUE 2—BETH 
 
    BETH 
 
    The movie is revivifying, in a sense. Everything feels so normal, even though everything is absolutely outside of normal. The guys stun other moviegoers, and the ticket sellers, and the concession workers with their imposing size, their jaw-dropping looks, and their unbridled enthusiasm for something as simple as hitting a late matinee. 
 
    All five of my pirates line up to try the cherry and blue raspberry ICEE’s. Tiernan, tongue stained blue, gags and jerks back from his like it’s puffy, sugary poison. 
 
    Prow’s brows scrunch, contemplative. “It’s effervescent slush. What ingredients are they combining to get it this consistency…” he wonders. 
 
    Qolt’s sucking his back with his brows lifted like, ‘Eh, this ain’t bad.’ 
 
    And Oquilion’s holding his out to me. “Wouldn’t you like one?” 
 
    Ekan snatches it out of his hand and pushes an empty one at Oquilion instead. “Get her a fresh one. Thanks for yours.” 
 
    “You’re such a machaai,” sighs Oquilion, glancing around us, probably thinking it’s best not to break into a war right here in the quiet little theatre. 
 
    Our tickets are for a comedy, and it’s a really good one. It feels super weird, because it feels like it’s both a lifetime ago and yesterday that I’d been stoked to hear production on this film had started, only to be bummed when I learned it wouldn’t be out for months and months. And suddenly, here we are, watching it. 
 
    This world has gone on without me. I’d feel like I lost a chunk of my life, but as I find my guys in the dark, seated on either side of me (we took the whole back row to be polite to people who would otherwise have a hell of a time seeing around them)—I know I haven’t lost a chunk of anything. 
 
    I look down at Annalise, and take stock of how… settled I feel. When I was last on Earth, I was running scared. The constant stress felt like it was going to kill me if an ambush attack didn’t do it first. 
 
    As if my gaze on her is like a switch, Annalise’s eyes crack open. She’s been a pretty quiet girl, super, actually—but for the first time, she starts to make extremely unhappy, almost anxious little fussing noises. 
 
    I rock her a little. I put her on my shoulder, and pat her. Burp her. 
 
    No dice. 
 
    Heads are starting to turn in our vicinity, and who can blame them? 
 
    “Diaper checked?” Prow asks beside me, voice low and concerned. 
 
    The diaper bag gets passed down the line to me, but I don’t need it. “She’s dry,” I whisper back. 
 
    “Filled tummy?” asks Oquilion from beside him. “Perhaps she’s jealous of our treats. It’ll be awhile before she gets to try these E.T. candies and they’re delicious. My poor little narra.” 
 
    My heart’s melting at the way he claims her, and she’s calmed a fraction, listening to him. But she’s still upset. 
 
    “Here,” Qolt’s voice is just a growl—not because he’s angry, but because that’s just his voice. 
 
    Annalise stops fussing. 
 
    Without a word, I pass her to Qolt. 
 
    About fifteen minutes of uninterrupted movie later, her little fussing sounds begin again—but this time, Tiernan takes her, and she quiets immediately. 
 
    Two big audience-laughs later, and Annalise’s getting passed over me to Ekan on the very end, who stands and reaches for her. Then he passes her to Oquilion, who turns her over to Prow. 
 
    Annalise shows she is appeased with this development by going back to being her quiet, happy little self. 
 
    “Understandable that she’d get concerned. This is probably the longest she’s gone without hearing us talk,” Qolt states. 
 
    And he’s right. Annalise was probably wondering what the heck happened to her crew. 
 
    My heart’s turned into a S’more, all puffed up and warm and melting. 
 
    Unfortunately, that’s the last thing I remember—I conk out, my head lolling on Prow’s strong arm. Which, when I come to, he’s got kinked up in an awkward position simply to offer me a better headrest. 
 
    Qolt’s got Annalise again, and he suddenly makes a pronounced gasping noise that sends my heart skyrocketing. He leans forward, keeping her tight to him as he stares down at the floor. “Well that’s a goner! There’s no saving that pacifier now, look at what’s down there.” 
 
    Annalise burbles back at him, not sounding repentant in the least. 
 
    The lights lifting must have woken me, because they’re dim, but they’re on, and everyone ahead of us is just starting to turn their cell phones on as they rise from their seats, looking like a horde of movie-going zombies. 
 
    I straighten off of my wonderful, sweet manpillow. “You didn’t have to do that for me. That couldn’t have been comfortable.” 
 
    Prow brushes his lips over my forehead. “You needed a good sleep. We’d have gone back to the ship if we thought it wouldn’t have woken you—and if you wouldn't have forced yourself to stay here and stay awake for our sakes instead.” 
 
    I would have tried to stay here and stay conscious. I really wanted them to enjoy the movie-going experience. 
 
    I drag Prow to me, my face feeling like it’s taken on the impression of the seam on his sleeve, but I don’t let that slow me down from giving him a liptouch. “I love you,” I tell him. “Especially when you do crazy sweet things for me that you don’t have to.” 
 
    Prow’s smile is pure wickedness. “I love you too, narra.” He rolls his shoulders, smiling at me. “And that’s why I do these things. But also, I wanted you rested. You owe me a tumble in an alley for ordering me to flirt with another wench.” 
 
    I smirk up at him. “That’s usually not what happens when you go around flirting with other wenches, but you’re right… You did it on my orders.” I lick my lips. “What do you say we make it a bed on a ship instead of a dirty alley?” 
 
    Prow helps me stand, and acts like he’s considering my counter offer with grave deliberation. “If we’re not going to get dirty in an alley, can we at least do dirty things in the bed?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I confirm, taking his arm when he offers it to me. “That’s a given.” 
 
    Behind him, Oquilion’s arguing with Ekan. “—not your turn. I’m giving Prow a couple clicks to get distracted; then I’m extracting her. You can tevek off. She almost made me flirt with the clerk. It was traumatizing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    When we exit the cinema, Tiernan stands tall and waits for me to tie the babywrap blanket around his too-wide back and chest so that Annalise can ride against his heart. 
 
    It doesn’t take long. But it takes just long enough that Ekan’s attention wanders. 
 
    You ever seen the way a dog gets captivated when it sees its first squirrel? Same thing. As soon as I’m done securing Annalise, Ekan’s catching my hand, raising it to dance us in place just because I guess this is how he deals with his happy energy, but then he goes still. “The big windows over yonder!” he breathes. “Is that establishment… shearing manes?” 
 
    Oquilion muses, “Gryfala mane clippings go for a fortune.” 
 
    Before any of us can stop him, looking crazy hot with his roguish smile when he should look plain, certifiably crazy—Ekan starts racing through traffic, barely taking the time to shout over his shoulder, “YES THEY DO—I’m off to go fuck up!” 
 
    “He’s still using that word wrong,” Oquilion says. 
 
    “Nope,” answers Prow. “I don’t think he is.” 
 
    Cars honk, a semi truck throws its jake brakes—the hydraulic squeal nerve-wracking enough without an unimpressed policemen on a motorcycle turning on his siren—but somehow, with some serious luck—Ekan makes it to the other side of the street in one piece. 
 
    Strapped to Tiernan’s front, Annalise is as silent as he is. I’d be worried about her lack of reaction, but she’s taking in the commotion with quiet interest. I suppose for her, seeing one of her koundreths do something dangerous and death-defying is really nothing new. 
 
    I don’t have her poise. “He’s going to get caught by the cops!” I gasp. 
 
    But instead of racing into the hair salon, Ekan darts into the alley beside it, and disappears. 
 
    “I have a feeling he’ll be fine,” Tiernan says, his hand finding the small of my back. “Let’s get you and Annalise back to the ship just in case this area goes more to hells though.” 
 
    Qolt slides a giraffe-appliqued diaper bag off of his shoulder, and hands it off to Oquilion. “I’ll follow after him, make sure he gets away with whatever the idtrek has planned.” 
 
    To my extreme relief, Qolt doesn’t sound sulky about this. He doesn't look it either. He looks as if he’s amused and indulgent, his eyes not killing-sharp, and his features are relaxed in a way I like a lot. A whole lot. 
 
    Impulsively, I throw my arms around him before he can turn away to follow Ekan. “Thank you.” I rain kisses on his face and throat until he’s proudly preening under my lips. 
 
    “Narra, you better take a step back or I’m going to give less than a tevek that my brother’s being pursued by alien law enforcement. Can already tell you I’m going to care nothing at all that we’re standing in a busy alien street when I rut you senseless against a storefront window.” 
 
    I step back, but I whisper, “We’ll save the window fantasy for later.” 
 
    Qolt grabs me around the waist, throws his arm around my neck, and hauls me up for a breath-stealing kiss. “We teveking will.” 
 
    “They collect fantasies for their bedpod?” I hear Prow ask. 
 
    “I was just questioning this,” Oquilion returns. “I’m so happy to have Beth; she is my fantasy.” 
 
    “Same here,” Prow agrees. “I can’t think of anything I’d like her to do or be that she isn’t already.” 
 
    Tiernan clears his throat. “Whatever you say, Koundy.” 
 
    Prow groans. “For the last time, I swear—it wasn’t me!” 
 
    Qolt’s eyes flash down at me mischievously before he turns me loose, and goes after Ekan. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 65—EPILOGUE 3—EKAN 
 
    EKAN 
 
    Five Na’riths stand smack in the middle of a jewelry store, eyes feasting on case after case of precious jewelry—and no one is alarmed. 
 
    I glance down the line of us, and see we’re all grinning. The wicked curve of my mouth reveals my sharper-than-human teeth—and another look proves all of us are showing fang—but just as Beth had hoped, humans simply assume we’ve permitted a cosmetic upgrade on our dental work. Absolutely no one has shouted out that we’re aliens invading their planet for their coffee and cocoa beans, pets, and a couple of human children. 
 
    Perhaps it’s our rakishly good-looking, eartip-covering hats. Perhaps it’s our otherworldly stunning toothsomeness. Or perhaps it’s the stacks of human cash we each hold in our fists. 
 
    But the saleswomen are fawning. “All of you gentlemen are getting married?” one asks in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s right,” Oquilion murmurs politely, peering into a case. “May I see this one?” 
 
    The woman looks positively giddy as she shoves through her cowenches to help Oquilion in his ring quest. “If you don’t find what you like though, we have a shipment coming in tonight. We’ll have everything tagged and set out tomorrow.” 
 
    Qolt’s shoulder connects with mine. 
 
    I grunt, eyes pulling away from the scene Oquilion’s search is causing. 
 
    Qolt jerks his chin down to the case in front of us. “White-gold band with all the sparkle and the big ruby in it.” 
 
    I nod. “I’m looking at the gold one with the ruby stone.” I frown. “Where is my sparkle? There are no diamonds with the gold one?” 
 
    Qolt’s hand wraps around the back of my neck and shoves me closer to the case—careful to cause no injury to me though, so he’s safe enough from my luck. “Right in front of you.” 
 
    Both my hands slap against the clean glass. “Ooooh, shiny!” 
 
    Before me, set on a sedate bed of black velvet, sits a ring to rival every other. The ruby is not large, but it’s so multifaceted that it’s sure to throw flash whenever it sees light. The diamonds crowding it give it real glitter—and I have to have it. “This is the one!” 
 
    A saleswench appears in front of us, her reflection momentarily overlaying our respective ring choices. “Have you two decided what you’d each like?” 
 
    “Assuredly,” I say at the same time Qolt rumbles a shockingly polite, “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Beth’s been working on him, I see. 
 
    The saleswench smiles at us, her teeth blindingly white. “You two make a beautiful couple.” 
 
    We stare at her, blinking. 
 
    “This machaii is my brother,” Qolt says slowly, dropping his hand from my neck like I might have a contagious case of itch mites. “I don’t care how lucky he is. I wouldn’t marry his ass if he was the last Na’rith in the universe.” 
 
    The saleswench cycles through a couple different expressions before her face settles into lines of confusion. 
 
    I smack Qolt with the flat of my arm against his arm. “Watch your words, jackleg.” 
 
    The side of my head is heating up like a laser beam’s eating through it, so I know Tiernan’s glowering at us. “Well done, sack muncher,” I sigh to Qolt. “We’re about to get an earful, and I want to hold my Beth-ring.” 
 
    Qolt leans forward, into the saleswench’s space and around me so he can send Tiernan a scathing gesture in silent return. “So do I,” he says. 
 
    Clearly uncomfortable, our saleswench glances between us before she selects a round key from a chain on her neck, crouches, and fits it to the latch at the back of the case. 
 
    “I could pick that in my sleep,” Qolt says under his breath. 
 
    “Say we skip sleep—we can circle back to this shop and pick it tonight when they’ve filled their cases with their new shipment of lovelies,” I murmur in an equally low tone. 
 
    “Deal,” Qolt agrees. 
 
    “NO,” Tiernan growls so low that only our ears seem to register what he says. 
 
    “He’s just lamenting that Beth’ll frown on the job,” I scoff to Qolt before I grin at the female in front of us as she selects the two rings Qolt and I have our sights set for. “That’s the one, thank you.” I hold out my hand to take my ring. 
 
    “Free ring sizing is included if you buy it,” she offers. “Just have your partner come into the shop; we’ll be happy to size them and fix it.” Her smile is so open. Unsuspecting. 
 
    Nebulas; cleaning out this shop will be so easy, it should probably be illegal. 
 
    “Bet they won’t be happy if we hit this place after dark,” Qolt mutters, freakishly able to speak without even moving his lips. “May want to delay the plan.” 
 
    “Nah,” I mutter back. “Gold rings are easy to resize. We can do it ourselves with the laser welder.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says thoughtfully. “That’s right.” 
 
    Oquilion strolls up to us, a small white box in his hand. “Whatever you two are planning, count me in. I haven’t had a chance to enjoy this planet yet.” 
 
    Qolt bobs his head, agreeing, and I ask, “What’d you settle on?” 
 
    Oquilion opens his ringbox with flourish, showing off a bold silver band with an eye-catching turquoise stone. 
 
    Tiernan arrives next to him, but his eyes are narrowed on Qolt and I with suspicion. 
 
    Qolt eyes Tiernan’s cupped hands. “You afraid it’s going to get snatched before you can give it to her? Let’s see it.” 
 
    Treating it as if it might indeed jump off its velvet throne and roll away, Tiernan carefully opens his hands and pops open a plain colored leather-ish type box. Inside it sits a green-gold ring that’s fashioned into a leafy golden twig or vine or somesuch that will wrap around Beth’s finger, and do it beautifully. In the center of it, there’s what looks to be a chunk of brilliant moonstone. 
 
    We all look to Prow. “What do you have there?” I ask him. 
 
    He holds his rose-gold ring up pinched between his big thumb and ugly fingers. “Check this frequency!” he gushes. 
 
    I peer at it in confusion. “That doesn’t look like gold or silver.” 
 
    Prow draws his ring closer to himself, as if protecting it from my lackluster reception. “It’s not. It’s a human-metal. Supposed to be strong.” 
 
    “But will it last a lifetime like gold?” I persist—mainly to pester him. 
 
    As usual, Prow remains unruffled. He shrugs his shoulders the Beth-way. “Way I figure it, it’s like a relationship. It’ll wear, but if the worst happens and it breaks, with enough hard work and time, it can always be repaired. If I get the band replaced with a gold one, then we’ll come back even stronger than we started. I see no reason not to marry my Beth with this ring.” 
 
    At that, we all stare at Prow, speechless. 
 
    Oquilion recovers first. “Thank tevek Beth didn’t hear your speech. She’d never let me steal you away from her tonight.” 
 
    Prow’s brow flattens. “Try it, jackleg.” 
 
    Heh. I was wrong. He can be ruffled. 
 
    “What’s stuck to it?” Qolt asks, peering closer. “Looks like… food.” 
 
    Prow’s jubilance returns. “That’s part of the ring. It’s a likeness of a popular human baked good called a cookie,” he confirms proudly. “Sniff it!” 
 
    Qolt jerks back. “I’m not smelling your ring.” 
 
    “Just try it,” Prow encourages. 
 
    Oquilion groans, marches around Tiernan, and snatches Prow’s fingers, dragging his hand up to his nose. 
 
    He pulls back, and laughs. “Oh, Beth’s going to love that.” 
 
    We all shove in to sniff Prow’s ring. 
 
    “The ladies said the smell will fade, but they’re sending me off with a complimentary bottle of cookie essense to reapply as Beth needs,” Prow says proudly, waving a small apothecary bottle. 
 
    Oquilion’s torso tilts as he leans around Prow and calls to the saleswenches, “Can I purchase a bottle of cookie essence?” He barely pauses when he quirks a brow and adds, “It can be applied anywhere on a ring—or a body, right?” 
 
    “I found the recipe!” An excited voice calls, and from behind Prow steps the saleswench who was helping him. She holds up her pocket tablet to show him something on the small screen. “If she likes cookies, she’ll love these. They are the best.” 
 
    “Hmm,” says Prow, peering at it. “I’ll need the ingredients to bake these.” 
 
    “Or,” the woman offers, “You can pick them up at the bakery next door. They have everything!” 
 
    Prow returns her smile, his eyes beginning to dance dangerously. “Is that so? Right next door.” 
 
    “See you there tonight,” Oquilion coughs into his hand. 
 
    Prow nods and thanks the woman. “I’ll get her everything they have. I promise.” 
 
    Tiernan sweeps past all of us, keeping his voice low enough human ears won’t pick up much of his words. “I have a mate, an infant, and a puppy waiting for me tonight. You jacklegs have fun.” 
 
    The four of us stall behind him, and I think I voice everyone’s epiphany. “Are our priorities changing?” 
 
    Prow licks his teeth. “I guess they’re bound to.” 
 
    Oquilion looks between us. “But… after we empty the jewelry coffers and the confectionary?” 
 
    Qolt snorts. “Tevek yeah!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The next rising, we present Beth with all sorts of Earthen foods to polish her sweet tooth, and besides her five rings, we’ve gifted her with anklets, bracelets, and a tiara fit for a queen from a gem-wealthy planet. 
 
    She’s wearing a leather and lace skirt, and a tasselled blouse that keeps drawing my eye. That keeps drawing all of our eyes. She’s nearly spilling out of it. 
 
    Beth holds up her beringed hand, admiring her many jewels. “I feel like a boho princess,” she sighs proudly. 
 
    “Sounds like a good thing,” Oquilion murmurs, eyes squinted as he considers her human term. 
 
    “It is,” she confirms for him with a bright grin. 
 
    “Ready?” I ask her. 
 
    She looks to all of us. “I love you guys. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” Her eyes land on Prow, who shifts Annalise deeper into the crook of his arm. “And to her too.” She gives us a shining smile. “I’m so happy to marry you. Each and every one of you.” 
 
    Our wedding ceremony isn’t a traditional human one—besides the four additional grooms to the single that a human would normally take—because rather than perform the wedding ceremony in a building, we’re marrying Beth in the galley where she learned to steal (iiwykia), and where we’ve laughed, loved (at least two of us have had her on the table), and lived with her—and where we intend to keep loving, and laughing, and living with her for a lifetime to come. 
 
    (I haven’t yet had her on the table. We need to remedy this at once!) 
 
    We exchange vows; mine with the addition that I won’t try to sell her in the future. 
 
    Which I acted as if it was a grand concession on my part even though I have no interest in selling Beth ever again. Oquilion calls Beth his treasure; but I’d sell treasure in a heartbeat. Beth is my mate, the other half of my lucky heart, and I wouldn’t part with her now for anything. 
 
    One by one, Prow, Qolt, Oquilion and Tiernan take her in their arms to whisper additional sweet promises into her ear, and when it’s my turn, I move to do exactly the same. 
 
    Beth’s hand on my chest makes me pause. “Ekan. Is that a bag of…” 
 
    I hold it up. “It is!” I cry, excited to show it off. “I went to the mane shearing shop after I escaped the authorities, and they sold me this bag of human hairs! Counterfeit Gryfala mane clippings will sell for a fortune!” 
 
    “This is great,” Prow says next to me. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” I crow. 
 
    On my other side, Oquilion’s eyeing Beth’s expression as she stares at my bag of hairs. He sends me an insufferably large smirk. “Yeah. Now it’ll only be the four of us who have to fight for Beth tonight. Well done, jackleg!” 
 
      
 
    THE END ♥


 
   
  
 

 Feels Like I’ve Been Locked in a Room with Five SpacePirates... 
 
    ...And I’m not saying that’s a bad way to spend your time. 
 
    ;D 
 
    *♥THANK YOU FOR READING BETH’S STABLE!!!♥* 
 
    I desperately wanted to share with you a cargo bay full of in-manuscript movie quotes, because I felt they would enrich your Beth’s Stable experience. Alas, for legal reasons, that’s a no-go. 
 
    It’s my great desire that you still enjoy the story! I cannot tell you how grateful I am to share Beth’s book with you. You’ve been asking after her and her pirates for some time now, much to my delight. I LOVE YOU FOR ENCOURAGING ME! Every time I come across a review asking for a specific character’s story, I get giddy, and I’ve really wanted to bring you this adventure. 
 
    I hope you had fun! ♥ If you get the chance to leave a review for Beth’s stable, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. (I’m really curious to read the reviews for this one, because I have reason to believe there might be a crowd-favorite Na’rith from the stable—best of luck to you if you are mounting a siege to take him as your own ;D!) 
 
    Read on for Book Trivia, Cures for a Book Hangover, and a heartfelt Thank You tribute page(s)♥. Great Nebulas, you guys are AWESOME!!!! =D 
 
    What’s coming on the next few pages may have gone a little overboard, but I had a blast putting it together. If you don’t get all the way through the extras, know right here, right now: I so appreciate you picking up Beth’s Stable. I hope you laughed, fell a little (or a lot!) in love, and had a good time hanging out with me, 
 
    Amanda ♥ 
 
    www.AmandaMilo.com 
 
    Newsletter: https://bit.ly/2DlAKR7 
 
    Facebook group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/325214527918396/ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Thanks Page!!♥ 
 
    I have many wonderful souls to thank for the multi-years’ journey. 
 
    Right off, I know I’m missing people. I’m going to wake up at 2 A.M., gasping like Kronk over his spinach puffs, and I’m going to kick myself. But here goes. 
 
    RIB-CRACKING RAKHII HUGS to DeAnn Holt Gurley! Lori Sophia Ann; I have to call you out for a special hug too!! You want hob hugs, Rakhii, or both? <*approving bouncy eyebrows*> ;D Jenn Freeman: same. Name your hug preference; I’ll see what I can do. And Victoria Kubasta, YOU TOO, and Sharon Marshall! I won’t ask you to put down your book to receive hugs—these guys are well trained and know to reach around the Kindle. Ditto for Lori Baker Swenson!! And Serena Akeroyd, HUGS FOR YOU TOO!! And Georgia Milionis-Peets: thank you. Tammy Simmons, you are wonderful beyond measure. (And a special thank you for championing Pasutha ♥.)  Andrea Bergman, you are a treasure in every way… in other words: BEWARE NA’RITHS, they’d steal you for sure! Deborah Marble, I must warn you that you’d best watch out too. When nearly a half-dozen hot guys silkily accost you to take a ride with them in their spaceship, in real life, you should probably say no (but heck yeah, in a story, safely within the realms of fantasy, why YES, TAKE THAT RIDE =D) Alyssa Higley Fogg, I think of you when I see sunflowers. THANK YOU for being a ray of sunshine <3 
 
    Lyda Eagle, you have keen sight, a sharp mind, and a serious set of skills. (A Taken movie quote could go right here... if only I could include quotes. Even better in this instance would be a Liam Neeson GIF. I’ll meet you on Facebook!) 
 
    Ronika Williams, you tackle a rough draft with nimble fingers, and you ask *the perfect* questions. (I want to quote Batty Koda, one Batty-lover to another, but laws, so I can’t. But know that some beloved Robin Williams classics belong *here*.) 
 
    ED, for smoothing out plot lumps and helping to detail a mud pie into a bas-relief. And for laughs and lines! Merci beaucoup. Best, best, best luck on Z! WITH ST. MICHEL COOKIES. Always with cookies. 
 
    Serena Buffaloe, I love you!!!!! SO MUCH SAME To Yui Phitchaya Monsintorn, Megan Chandler, Marissa, Christie Howell, Twilla Love-Thiam, Lee Allen, Janete S. Lawson, Katie P, Androulla, Courtney Green, Sarah Spiegel, Becly, Romy Villegas, Sammie Jarrell, Katje, Shana Smith, Katie Spence, Melissa Taylor, Christina Miles, Julie Desormeaux, Karen O’Connor, April Harding, Sue Mitchell, Becky Snaith, Marlena O, Michaela Osei, Becky Matthews-Pease (you are SO cool!), Katie S, Kitty Smart, Trena Hoskins, Jennifer Ballam, Heather North, Melody Brown Steeger, Candice Cartwright, Tracy Madden-Nichols, JoAnna Mercer, Dana Chapman Wood, Tina Entzian, Yashika Bailey, Tatiana Joyce, Tammy Cavin, Della Bankert, Melody Diaz, Tiffany Trumm Jorgenson, Lisa MarieTree (Thank You for hilarious memes!), Hattie True (yes, fellow members of #AccidentProneAnonymousGroup meets in the ER, you’ll be in great company! =D), Susan Graham, Erica Watts, Rachel Selby, Kathryn Schilling, Sue Handshoe Bec, Hope Janes, Kylie Romney, Dawn Poole (you look fierce in your riot sweater, especially when you accessorize with, oh, let’s call it The Pitchfork of Motivation! ♥ XD), Joyce Sebo, Christy Gardner, Katherine Rose Spence, Ann Barrington, Katherine Burger Eftink, Andie Luton, Laura Davis, Sarah Nuckols, Susan Hudson, Allison Barnes, Susan Deahl, Emily McKay, Heather Bennett, Cindy Sherwood, and Chloe Gross (thank you for sharing your fabulous artwork—and fun factoids on the Gouldian Finch!=D). 
 
    To Randi Carter—sprout bookmarks, adorable otter stickers, AND a rock from Glacier Park’s Lake MacDonald <3 YOU ARE WONDERFUL. 
 
    Pam Gardner THANK YOU SO MUCH!! I love my hat. (Ready for some Firefly love? “I walk down the street in that hat, and everybody knows I’m not afraid of anything.” ;D) =D 
 
    And to Lizandra Navarro, who said she needed more Ekan in her life—THANK YOU!!! ♥ I hope you had fun!! :D 
 
    But we’re not done. If it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a sea of stars to help spread the word about a book. Yet I’m afraid I’m missing large chunks of the constellations. 
 
    To Kim Aziz of Ruby Dixon’s Blue Barbarian Babes. Kim is a ROCKSTAR, with a tremendous amount of work put into every month’s book club chat. Thank you for the warmest of welcomes and for inviting me to join; I had an absolute blast!! 
 
    To Nancy VanSpunky Palmer, from East Coast Chicks Blog and If It’s Not Romance It’s Crap group. To Cyndi at Audiobook Romance, to Under the Covers Book Blog, to Jo Bubbles the Book Pimp Blog, to the Jealous/Possessive Hero book group, and to Reverse Harem Readers: SO MANY THANKS!!!! 
 
    To Kate Botting at Romance with Aliens: Thank you so much for sharing my books, and for inviting me to chat about them!! ♥ 
 
    To the incredible Ruby Dixon, Jeanette Lynn, and Laurann Dohner for your kind words about my stories, and for sharing. Seriously: you are awesome. To Naomi, Kelsey, Tiffany, Poppy, Emmy, Bex, Honey, and the rest of the gang: same. 
 
    To Kristen Ashley, if you go to your Fantasyland series page at https://amzn.to/2Ix8vik, I don’t want to alarm you, but Dax Lahn-of-this-world’s story is missing. Please send help. Or the book. Preferably the book, which is all the help I need at the moment. (Note: my needs may multiply if you keep introducing more characters who need books.) *mwah-smooch XOXOXO* 
 
    To Marian C., who bolsters courage with beautiful skill, and kind words—and for sharing nunca llueve a gusto de todos. Muchas gracias ♥ 
 
    To Romy Villegas and Lori Sophia Ann again for so passionately promoting the audiobooks, and everyone who’s given my stories a shout-out when friends are asking for recommendations! You are stars, warmth, and helium straight to the chest cavity *SQUEEZES AND <<<HUGS>>>* 
 
    To Shawn and Mary, thanks for game nights with us! You guys are a hoot! Thanks for letting us play with ‘our’ guinea pigs. :D 
 
    To Scott and April, it was so cool to meet you in person! #LLAMAQUEEN & #LLAMAKEEPER 
 
    To Becky; brats, burgers, dogs, and *sort of* S’mores (Shout-out to Mike & Kira for introducing us to Mud Hen Bars, they deserve a Fonzie: “Whoa.” XD) and talking books with us! 
 
    And last, you gotta hear this one. SHOUT-OUT TO THE STONE FAMILY, who welcomed a beautiful baby boy into their lives. They named their son Milo. 
 
    AWWWWWW!*!*!*!*! <3 <3 <3! 
 
    Mrs. Stone shared photos of newborn Milo tricked out in his otter-printed baby diapers: OHMYLANDTHECUTENESS!!!!!! *GOGGLE-EYED GRIN* 
 
    What a beautiful, fabulous family. May your lives be full of love, happiness, and prosperity ♥. 
 
    Swipe on for some Q&A...


 
   
  
 

 QUESTION AND ANSWER SESSION: 
 
      
 
    Q: Will Bash get a story? 
 
    A: AHHH THANK YOU FOR ASKING AFTER BASH!!! *HEART EYES* <3 
 
    I love this grumpy Rakhii. I’m happy to say YES! =D I’m hoping to squeak his book release in before Crispin & Laura’s story is published. 
 
    Q: When will we get Crispin’s book? 
 
    A: Seriously, seriously—I have to tell you how much I appreciate that you’re up for Crispin’s story! He needs his Happily Ever After told, even if there will be some seriously dark material to work through. But when? <*winces and scrunches very small*> Guys, you know I’m so, so bad at advance publication dates. I’m sorry. I’m nervous as heck about this book, but I’d like to release theirs this year, and that’s the current plan. I’ll holler from the top of a rookery when it’s done!!! 
 
    Q: Does Baskian get a story? 
 
    A: (*A great big hug that you asked after Baskian!* :} ) If I’m nervous about Crispin and Laura’s book, I’m downright anxious about Baskian’s. I still get emails and messages expressing horror over ‘the rape-baby plot,’ but you know what? *I* want this story too. I’ve loved Baskian and Tika, and—man, THANK YOU!—I’m heartened that you’re willing to follow me on their adventure. ♥ 
 
    Q: Why Did You Change Narrators? Or, Why isn’t Nick Cracknell narrating the latest audiobooks? 
 
    A: Awww! =(—believe me, I loved Nick’s voice too, and his accents. (If anyone’s looking for a fabulous narrator who can nail any accent you throw at him, (and who can handle a *large* cast, no less) I highly recommend his talented self.) Unfortunately, producing your own audio is extremely expensive. We footed that considerable, ulcer-inducing upfront cost three times, and we threw everything we had into it. Now if you’re an audiobook listener, you know audios SELL. It’s true, they do! But sci-fi romance audios? ...Sadly, not so much. Not in our experience, and not in our friends’ either. There’s just not enough of a listener base to offset the cost of production, and the cut taken by the seller. A few fellow authors have tried various methods to produce and sell audios, but came to similar, disheartening conclusions; the market just isn’t there yet. We thank you for wanting them though! I feel your hunger; I love, love, love audiobooks too, and sci-fi is my favorite place to be. So what can you do? If you want to help your audio authors and narrators: review & recommend your favorites when you can :) If you’ve already been doing this, then WAY TO GO!!!! =D May the Creator of the cosmos bless you and your house! It goes a long way. Perhaps Nick can join us for more projects in the future. 
 
    Why did the narrator change? Because the company who approached us to produce future audios doesn’t have Nick Cracknell locked down in their stable of hot-voiced narrators at this time. (Trust us, we totally want them to abduct him too. **You know—with his consent of course. Not just rip him away from his unsuspecting family and keep him trapped in a sound-foam-covered booth reading his brains out for audios all day. We’d respectfully request that they give him lemon tea breaks. It’s good for his vocal cords. We’re not *monsters.* XD) They do however have Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton, who I knew well from happy listens & relistens of Mariana Zapata audios. I love them. (And looking at the number of audios they’ve released in the last year, it’s pretty clear they are locked in a sound-foam-covered room somewhere. Hopefully someone’s parceling out some tea!) I’m thrilled they agreed to take on Blind Fall.♥♥ :] However, be aware: neither the narrators nor I have complete guarantees on who voices future projects. What I’m saying is, the voice actors could change in the future too. 
 
    Q: Why isn’t Won by an Alien available as an Audiobook? 
 
    A: We’re actually not able to say much more than the contract has been signed, but we can at least confirm that much! =D If all goes well, it is slated to be produced and released, and I can’t wait to listen to Won either! Thank you, Thank you, THANK YOU FOR WANTING MORE!!! =D 
 
    Swipe on for Trivia!


 
   
  
 

 TRIVIA FUN!!! 
 
      
 
    Beth Inspiry: 
 
    When I was young and impressionable, I read the Three Sisters trilogy by Nora Roberts. (I’ll link you right here because if you’re like me, you’ve already opened up another window on your ereader and are ready to feed your TBR: https://amzn.to/2K6NsXc And bless you, you beloved BookDragon you!)  I swooned so hard when Nell, a battered woman on the run, flinched at a thoughtless movement from gentle Sheriff Todd. (This was ages ago, the book may not hold up to the times, I believe there are pagers instead of cell phones in it, your mileage may vary, rotate your tires twice a year, etc etc—but trust me, at the *time*, I was in mad love with the scene.) 
 
    (And then I snapped up book two, with kick-ass, smart-mouthed heroine Ripley and I fell in love with sexy booknerd heroes SUHWOOOOON.) 
 
    (I want to write a heroine named Ripley. You’re almost always guaranteed she’s a badass with a hot caramel-center heart.) 
 
    *** 
 
    Zeebolt the dog: 
 
    Zeebolt is a nod to Patricia Briggs, who created the wonderful Siebold Adelbertsmiter—he’s just the coolest curmudgeonly sweetheart German fae.♥ Why a bull terrier? Because those ridiculously exaggerated egg-shape faces are so bafflingly cute! Our dream-pack of dogs doesn’t fit one of these in the mix, (Or a pool slide-loving otter! Downright stifling, I tell you) but by God, I wanted a fictional one! 
 
    *** 
 
    Annalise: 
 
    Readers played NAME BETH’S BABY GIRL GAME and CONGRATS =D to Sara Pearson for Annalise! Beautiful!! 
 
    And when I saw Serenity by Dana Chapman Wood, I had to have it. Tiernan’s puppy got herself a Firefly-related name, thank you, Dana! 
 
    Lisa MarieTree offered up Darla because she’s with a bunch of rascals XD XD XD—so this became Ekan and Qolt’s spawner. 
 
    Honorable mentions: Sahara by Tina Entzian, Jessie by Laura Davis (awww! Love Jessie), Contessa by Yashika Bailey (who added "Little Countess" as the translation—so, so perfect, awww) Cristabell by Tatiana Joyce (OH I have to use this one someday!) Rose by Katerine Rose Spence, Faithy by Tammy Cavin, Bridget by Bronwyn, Destiny by Melody Brown Steeger, and Serena Buffaloe offered up Aurora. I love this name too! I’m excited to tease you that an Aurora exists, and I cannot wait to share her with you... 
 
    *** 
 
    Tiernan’s tea blends: 
 
    These were inspired by DAVIDsTEA (seriously, that’s how they branded their name, and this spellcheck is like, “COME ON! Are you even TRYING?” ;D) Midsummer Night's Dream and Banana Nut Bread. Poppy Rhys got me addicted to this Canadian lovely, and I’m left wondering at what point tea stops being a relaxing beverage and starts being more like a dangerous treat. Because these two aren’t only for steeping! I dump the steeped goodness right back into the water and devour it. Ohmygoodness guys—OHMYGOODNESS. These blends probably contain unicorn tear extract—which would explain the rarity, which would explain the cost. It’s probably deeply inhumane to make a unicorn cry for the purpose of making a deliciously good drink/treat, but believe me, this tea is so good, you won’t feel too guilty. (No, I get no kickback for promoting this tea, and, in fact, this tea is no longer available in the USA locations, Poppy! POPPY, NOOOOOOO!!!!! XD 
 
    Ahem. Moving on… 
 
    *** 
 
    Vera: 
 
    This sex droid is a nod to Jayne Cobb’s trusty weapon on the TV show Firefly. Jayne had a deeply appreciative relationship for his Vera’s skills. It really added beautiful dimension to his character. So did his excellent taste in hats. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bleeding sap: When Tiernan lets Beth cut the stem of the ‘bleeding’ plant, the result is based on dragon blood trees. Their sap really does look like blood. I wanted that wild detail somewhere. 
 
    *** 
 
    Na’rith Baby Batter: The inspiration behind the Na’rith’s arousal is a Coconut Coffee Shower Scrub. This stuff smells delicious! (Note: the accompanying delicious taste is only fiction because sadly, weirdly, in real life, this stuff just tastes like soap. Crazy!) 
 
    *** 
 
    Lyatubmar fruit: This was based on Lychee/Rambutan fruit. Bright red, creepily hairy, they’re just all-around Whoa, how alien! These are some seriously weird-looking tasties. We had a lot of fun the day we sliced them open and popped them out of their hairy shells (husks? Skins? Sacks?) for the first time. XD 
 
    *** 
 
    For the music lovers... 
 
    Just for fun, here are some Songs for the Stable: 
 
    Ekan: Friend Like Me by Robin Williams in Aladdin https://amzn.to/2IvSCJ3 
 
    Oquilion: Yours If You Want It by Rascal Flatts https://amzn.to/2F1WmRE 
 
    Qolt: Scream by Usher https://amzn.to/2KaOCRk 
 
    Tiernan: Count On Me by Bruno Mars https://amzn.to/2MDzWfA 
 
    Prow: Why Should I Worry by Billy Joel https://amzn.to/2IA7Cp4 (Yes, from Disney’s Oliver and Company (a Disney animated spin on Oliver Twist :D) and Just the Way You Are https://amzn.to/2KD5Eaa by Bruno Mars. 
 
    Beth has two songs. The first is Symphony Fantastique by Hector Berlioz https://amzn.to/2KDYanq (a theme song in the movie Sleeping with the Enemy, where a survivor of domestic abuse flees her cruel husband and later devises ways to cope when she encounters the triggers of her terror). And Fight Song by Piano Guys (filmed at gorgeous locations in Scotland if you see the video https://youtu.be/mOO5qRjVFLw). Check out their album cover art because it’s a hilarious nod to their love of the INDIANA JONES MOVIES, how fabulous is that?! (Charming the cobra with the cello bow cracks me up every time, ha ha! XD) https://amzn.to/2WyDX4Z 
 
      
 
    Swipe on for some cures if you have a bookhangover! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cures for a Book Hangover 
 
    What is a Book Hangover? 
 
    /bo͝ok ˈhaNGˌōvər/ 
 
    noun 
 
    a severe condition caused by an engrossing book reaching its end, which causes the reader to become quite distraught. The only pleasant cure is to find a new, equally absorbing book, thus the reader becomes quite ensnared in a mostly-welcome but quite vicious bookcycle. 
 
    Example: 
 
    "I binge-read Kristen Ashley’s Fantasyland series, and now I have a bookhangover. When will Dax Lahn of this world get with Circe?! I NEED IT." 
 
      
 
    To help you recover if you desire a cure, here is a list of book recommendations. GOOD LUCK, MY FRIENDS! =:D 
 
      
 
    Anyone But You by Jennifer Crusie. This is my favorite story of hers, because Fred. And Alex, with his inside-out shirts and adorable shorts (I know & love someone with his fashion sense! ;D). But mostly Fred: https://amzn.to/2WUd7IA 
 
      
 
    As discussed earlier, the Three Sisters Island Trilogy by Nora Roberts: 
 
    https://amzn.to/2K6NsXc 
 
    (Just Nell’s book if you’re only looking to dip a toe in: https://amzn.to/2K6xaNQ ) 
 
      
 
    Also as mentioned earlier, Moon Called by Patricia Briggs (Siebold is a secondary character who gets screentime in many of her Mercy Thompson series’ books): 
 
    https://amzn.to/2FayHi7 
 
      
 
    The Princess Bride by William Goldman https://amzn.to/2K6LjL3 (And you know what? The movie adaption is worth the watch. It is one of those rare productions that does its book proud: https://amzn.to/2Iyu0zq)  
 
      
 
    After An Alien Nanny for Christmas released, I started getting notes from readers who were surprised and delighted to find out that Gwen’s not kidding about an entire genre revolving around Amish romance. LOLOL! XD Yes, it exists—it does, and it’s got a HUGE following! Curious to try it out? This is what Gwen’s talking about when she says these books are tragedy bingo bingefests. At the time I’m writing to you, Book 1 is currently free in this series: ABRAM’S DAUGHTERS by Beverly Lewis https://amzn.to/2WZgoGq 
 
      
 
    “Why aliens?” I get asked this a lot. It all started at a Scholastic book fair with a handsome, blue centaur-like alien with a scythe tail, eyestalks, and who had an adorable addiction to Cinnabon. Don’t start with this book in the series, but click on this link to see what his hot also-alien father looks like: https://amzn.to/2IsQ1j2 
 
    (And this is a weird cover—the original covers of the ‘90s were much cooler, and much less terrifying. Here’s a link to Book 1 in the series if you’re curious: https://amzn.to/2F1uJbk) 
 
      
 
    My adult blue-alien pleasures are Ruby Dixon heroes. Speaking of, HOT NOT-HOTH COVER ALERT!!! Have you seen this?!! <*Drool emoji belongs here*> https://amzn.to/2K7wh7N 
 
      
 
    The Gorison Traveler Incident by Laurann Dohner was a great read! https://amzn.to/2EYNJXN 
 
      
 
    Luna and the Lie by Mariana Zapata was another hit!  https://amzn.to/2IzfgQy 
 
      
 
    (Technically, this one’s not out yet in ebook *yet*, because it’s exclusive to audiobook until October.) Getting Played by Emma Chase: https://amzn.to/31kmsZL 
 
    Book 1 in the series is available in both formats though, and here’s the ebook: https://amzn.to/2F1wuWa 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Books & Audiobooks by Amanda… 
 
      
 
    Arokh and Angie’s story ebook: https://amzn.to/2A6sH9T 
 
    This book is also available in Audio, narrated by the talented Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2N7WXHF 
 
      
 
    Zadeon and Callie’s story ebook: http://amzn.to/2EZEitg 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2Nx8WxR 
 
    (WARNING: This one has some Dark times. This couple’s love is beautiful though, and they get their Happily Ever After.) 
 
      
 
    Brax, Tara, and Tac’Mot’s story is here: http://amzn.to/2FeuFGl 
 
    (Audio coming soon!) 
 
    (If you had to classify this one, it’s almost Reverse Harem. This is an MFM book, which means there are two (alien) guys and one woman but it’s not *quite* menage, because Brax is a Rakhii, and you know this means he doesn’t share his female. Slight problem: his female is bonded to Tac’Mot.) 
 
      
 
    Dohrein and Gracie’s story: https://amzn.to/2Qn4lwo 
 
    Audiobook voiced by Nick Cracknell: https://adbl.co/2s6gN96 
 
      
 
    Blind Fall, the standalone story that answers the question you’ve all been asking me: “Is the guide dog okay?” 
 
    Spoiler: She’s MORE than okay. ♥ This is Breslin and Sanna’s story. If you read this one, I hope you have fun. 
 
    https://amzn.to/2PvoaAm 
 
    Audiobook narrated by Teddy Hamilton and Callie Dalton: https://amzn.to/2WImX17 
 
      
 
    A fun side project *Not* related to the Stolen series: 
 
    Valos of Sonhadra Series 
 
    Alluvial, Book 1: https://amzn.to/2OhfX33 
 
    Tempest, Book 2, written by Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2uPfihv 
 
    Galvanizing Sol, Book 3, by Amanda Milo & Poppy Rhys: https://amzn.to/2AgxDZE 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About the Author 
 
      
 
    Amanda Milo is a collector of the randomest trivia. Did you know that Kiwi fruit plants have separate genders? You need both in order to make Kiwi fruits happen. Isn’t that cool?? 
 
    She’s concerned about river otter bite pressure—she hasn’t had a chance to test this out, but frankly, this is the part that’s holding her back from appropriating and testing the relocation (aka wildlife theft) of a small family of adorable river otters. 
 
    ...To the bathtub. (They’re basically like slick-furred rubber duckies, but with lots of teeth, right? Right.) 
 
    Extended contemplation of this plan has led to the permission to adopt more ferrets, which makes her very happy. So does her extensive, wacky-patterned, thigh-high sock collection—though ferrets, it must be noted, do not play well with pretty socks. The crazy, clawed thieves! 
 
    She invites you to hang out with her in the Amanda Milo’s Minions Facebook group. (She didn’t name the group! XD Readers have great senses of humor!) 
 
    If you haven’t been sucked into Facebook yet, she’s not quite as easy to capture—but when she has an internet connection, she’ll do her best to reply at AmandaMiloBooks@gmail.com 
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