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ABOUT ALIEN’S LUCK
Being abducted by aliens was the best thing to ever happen to Carla.
She was failing at being an adult: no job, no love life, and on the brink of eviction. But her luck changed the night the aliens snatched her.
Now, she’s on an outlaw planet filled with the worst people the universe has to offer. Is it tough? Absolutely, but Carla isn’t merely surviving. She’s thriving.
She has a nice little con going. While she plays the weak and frightened human, her partner in crime robs the marks. Simple. Easy. Profitable.
Until that gargoyle got involved.
Ari fancies himself some type of do-gooder, swooping in to rescue her when she’s doing just fine, thanks. So what if he’s charming and good -looking for a guy with skin that can turn to stone? Not to mention the pair of wings he’s sporting or the crown of horns that makes her wonder what it’d be like to grab, yank him down to look him right in the eyes, and kiss him…
Nope. She’s not attracted to him. Be quiet.
One wrong roll of the dice and a job goes wrong. Now she’s stuck with the infuriatingly cocky gargoyle. If this rock-headed alien thinks she’ll make this easy, well, his luck just ran out.
THE WORLD OF OUTLAW PLANET MATES
Reazus Prime is a hard planet. Once a prison, it was abandoned once the mines dried up and the Overlords could no longer turn a profit off the prisoners. Now, it’s a haven for outlaws, pirates, and anyone holding a grudge against authority.
It’s isolated, alone, and the only ships coming are the worst sort. One such ship carrying a cargo of abducted human women explodes in orbit. A lucky few were ejected in pods, only to crash on the outlaw planet.
Now, the race is on to find and claim the human females.
PROLOGUE
CARLA
Carla’s feet swung off the back of the car’s trunk. The night was cold, the sky was clear, the stars were out, and the ice cream sandwich was calling her name.
Too bad about everything else.
Rent was going up next month, and the landlord wanted a ridiculous amount for a one-bedroom apartment built in the sixties and renovated exactly never. The blue toilet in the bathroom had to be original. Good luck finding anyone gullible enough to pay.
The rent didn’t matter because Carla was likely out of a job. For the last week, upper management had hush-hush meetings that left everyone grim. The supply closet was bare because the money people were playing games paying vendors, and, more relevant to her interests, the coffee station hadn’t been restocked in months. The company wasn’t doing well, and layoffs were coming.
Carla didn’t kid herself that she’d survive a round of layoffs. Her supervisor didn’t like her. He was probably frothing at the mouth to share the news.
She spent the afternoon scrolling through apartment listings, her stomach sinking further and further. It’d be smart to get a new place lined up while she still had a paycheck, but she failed to find a single affordable apartment in her current neighborhood. Not that it was such a great place, but it was familiar.
Anyway, she had a lot of big feelings and needed to shove ice cream in her face about it. Then her car battery decided to die on the coldest night of the year so far, and that was why she sat in her car, wrapped in her grandmother’s battered old quilt, and ate an ice cream sandwich while she waited for roadside assistance.
The stars moved. Carla nearly dropped her ice cream sandwich.
One star in particular grew larger, coming closer until it was apparent it wasn’t a star at all.
Carla raised her arm to shield her eyes from the bright light.
Then darkness.
CHAPTER 1
ARI
“How difficult is it to find one specific human female?”
Distance distorted the voice over the comm, but Ari’s wings bristled at the tone. The Nakkoni did not state his location, and Ari did not ask. Reazus Prime had its social conventions, much like any other place.
“Very, in my experience,” Ari replied dryly. “Was there a particular reason for your call, or was general harassment your motivation?”
A mountain of priceless treasure was great in theory. The trouble was turning the priceless treasure into something more practical.
Spendable would be ideal, but at this point, Ari would be willing to settle for disposable.
The human female Miriam tricked him. When it came time for the crew to divvy up the spoils, she sold him a pretty story about being a hero and convinced him to accept her portion of Mer’len’s legendary, priceless collection in exchange for a promise to find a friend and free her. While he liked the idea of shaping himself into a hero, he had not been naive when it came to the difficulties in finding one human female. Humans were a valuable commodity, and people noticed. He’d put out feelers and gathered the necessary information. Simple.
Except he underestimated the burden of having a ship filled with treasure. Filled. Not a few pieces tastefully decorating the place, or even a prized collection on display, but every surface held an artifact of cultural significance or made from precious material. Crates were stacked floor to ceiling in the cargo hold, making it impossible to actually use the hold for those pesky materials required to prevent starvation or death by suffocation.
Terribly inconsiderate, all things considered.
Frankly, the amount of wealth Ari found himself holding was rude.
And he couldn’t spend one single credit.
Static buzzed over the comm channel again. “I do not like your tone, Khargal,” Perrigaul said.
“If you want an apology, you’ll have to come here and get it for yourself.”
Ari knew Perrigaul would not. While the two had a working relationship, it could not in any way be considered cordial. Perrigaul would tear the wings from Ari’s back as quickly as Ari would shove the red lizard off a cliff. Plus, Perrigaul would desire to keep Ari as far away from his mate as possible. With good reason: Ari was better-looking and far more pleasant company. The Nakkoni was rough around the edges, lacked any sort of civility, and communicated through grunts.
Too bad Ari genuinely liked the male’s mate, Miriam. Of course, he had to question his judgment as Miriam was the one who tricked him into this situation.
The trouble with having an obscenely large fortune was that as the numbers grew larger, they became theoretical. Impractical to hold and impossible to turn into anything useful.
Selling individual pieces to collectors was a slow process, having to select buyers one by one. Not just anyone with credit would do. He required someone with discretion, just greedy enough to want the shiny treasure but not so greedy as to murder Ari and take the treasure for themselves; a rare combination indeed.
The pace at which he sold pieces mattered as much as the buyer. Nothing drove down the value of a priceless artifact like a glut of priceless artifacts. Leaving the planet for a fresh market was not an option. Ari’s confinement to Reazus Prime was as real now as it had been when the planet still operated as a prison. He was here for life.
Soon, it became apparent that zipping around the planet from buyer to buyer like a frantic colibas gathering honey before the winter was a waste of his time and resources. He instead needed to be the spider, waiting in his web for his targets to come to him. Docking his ship long-term in the Hub’s harbor meant Ari could enjoy his wealth and attend lavish parties. The guest lists were carefully curated, and he made sure he was always on the list.
It was a solid enough plan but required patience, a virtue he lacked. It had been months, and he had not freed a single human. Two entire seasons had passed.
The failure frustrated him, but not as much as the circular nature of the problem. He needed credits to buy the humans’ freedom. He had an abundance of assets but a distinct lack of credits. Converting those assets into credit was a tedious process that could not be rushed, lest he draw attention to himself or drive down the value of the assets.
“How is your delightful mate?” Ari asked, stirring up trouble. “Does she miss me?”
Growling came through the call, crackling and popping with static.
“She does,” Ari said, delighted. “Is she there now? Miriam, my sweet human friend, I miss your voice.”
“Stop teasing Perrigaul,” Miriam replied.
“I cannot believe that you only contacted me to harass me about not finding your friend. Tell me there is another reason.”
“Actually, there is a reason,” she said, then hesitated. “Well, tell him. Stop dragging it out.”
“It’s called leverage. You do not freely give information away, especially to one such as him,” Perrigaul said. This sounded like an old argument. While Ari would normally be pleased to be a source of strife for the Nakkoni, he had guests arriving.
“I’m needed elsewhere. What do you wish me to know?”
The static sounded very much like grumbling. This pleased Ari.
“There is a rumor that the death mask of a certain Khargal emperor is on Reazus Prime,” Perrigaul said.
“A Khargal death mask?” Ari knew the piece. Well, he knew of the Khargal death mask in his collection and recognized the petrified stone mask instantly as being an artifact of his people. Did it belong to Emperor Crai, a legendary ruler of Duras, his homeworld? Likely, considering Mer’len only collected the most rarefied of treasure, and the emperor’s death mask qualified as a lost treasure.
Still, the Nakkoni did not need to know this. Leverage was important, after all.
“Crai? On this planet?” Ari asked, keeping his tone flat to sound bored.
“That is the rumor.” Perrigaul was not amused, which amused Ari greatly.
“Do I have it?”
There was another burst of static and some expletives. “My mate insists I inform you that the mask was known to be part of Mer’len’s hoard, and certain entities are on their way from Duras to retrieve it.”
Representatives of the royal family or possibly Patrol agents. Either option was concerning.
Ari himself was only a minor noble, a title and estate with so little wealth that no one gave him much consideration.
The outstanding warrants, however…
“Thank you for sharing this information,” Ari said. “What do you desire in exchange?”
“Just find that human, Darla, so my mate no longer has a reason to speak to you,” Perrigaul snapped.
The call disconnected. The static-filled hum of the equipment slowly diminished, leaving silence. Ari’s wings shifted, his old injury aching. His tail thumped against the chair.
Yes, this was very concerning.
Ari tugged on the cuffs of his finely tailored suit and calmly made his way to the treasure hoard. He kept the collection under lock and key until he could figure out what to do with it.
Mer’len’s treasure came in three flavors: credits, art, and artifacts. The credits and hard currency were a nonissue. Artworks included paintings, statues, jewelry, and even some books. The value of these items did not fluctuate. Artifacts ranged from famous swords to dented cups and bowls—basically, anything that had an interesting story attached to it. The value of those items fluctuated dramatically, depending on the audience. An old blaster was common. The blaster used to assassinate Charlee Trokur would fetch a charming amount of credits from the right buyers.
Ari stopped in front of the mask hanging on an illuminated wall panel. Light glowed softly through the eye sockets and around the edges. As an anonymous mask, it had little value. If this were truly Crai’s death mask, it was valuable beyond imagination and the royal family would want it back.
His own family had a horrifying collection of the faces of deceased ancestors. Actual faces. That was the nature of the Khargal death mask. Khargal skin had the ability to turn to stone. After death, the facial skin was removed, and with the correct preparation and chemical treatment, the skin could be petrified into a mask.
The process was as terrible as it sounded. Most families kept death masks at an altar or family shrine, brought out for special occasions. In his family’s aerie, however, the masks lined the central corridor. Passing them several times a day was unavoidable. Shadows contorted the masks into a fearsome shape. Young Ari could feel the empty eyes watching him as he hurried past.
The family estate was now his to do with as he pleased. He could have the death masks removed and placed in storage or pulverized into gravel. That idea held appeal and knowing his sire would be livid if he knew only made it more so. Alas, Ari could not return thanks to a pesky legal situation.
Duras had a particular punishment for criminals: the Stone Sleep. When injured, a Khargal could assume their stone form and sleep until the damage healed. It was a slow process but natural. In many families, the eldest members assumed their stone forms and slept, waking rarely. Ari’s grandsire several times removed chose that fate for himself, waking once a decade to make demands and then fall asleep again. The stone forms were not impervious to wind or water. They had to be cared for, tended to, and that responsibility fell on the younger generations.
The Stone Sleep twisted a natural part of a Khargal life cycle, confining a person to their stone form for a century, but not asleep. No. Awake. Conscious and frozen for a hundred years.
Faced with such a fate, Ari fled Duras for Reazus Prime. He was fooling himself if he ever believed he could be a hero. He was selfish through and through, and it was better to be a fugitive than a living statue. After a century, perhaps he could return to his home world and complete renovations on the family estate. Modernize it. Scrub it clean of his sire’s presence.
He stretched his wings, muscles aching and stiff from an injury that failed to heal properly.
Ari pulled the mask off the wall and said, “You are causing a great deal of trouble.”
He should dump it into the ocean and wash his hands of it, historic relic be damned, but no. That would not stop the royal family’s agents. If the mask was rumored to be in Mer’len’s possession, it was only a matter of time before those agents would swoop into his nest.
He needed to dispose of the mask and do so in a manner that led away from him.
This required thought. At the moment, he had a prospective client to interview.
CARLA
As it turns out, the aliens did Carla a favor when they abducted her from her crummy life.
Should she have been concerned about the reason the aliens abducted her? Sure. Absolutely. Alien abduction was never good, right? Lenore read one book where a woman was taken for her brains—the alien needed a human specialist—but that was it. In all the other books and movies, humans were destined for breeding, food, to be pets, or to fight gladiator -style. Nothing good.
Well, the joke was on them. The abductor’s ship exploded in orbit, or so she was told after the fact. Carla was very much unconscious at the time. Her pod, or whatever the alien stuffed her in, crashed into a salvage ship, so that was two explosions she missed while in storage. When she woke up, she was stranded on a planet called Reazus Prime, which apparently was the kind of place where high-class aliens locked their proverbial car doors when they flew past.
Honestly, it felt like home.
Poppy held out the pair of dice, her tail lazily swaying from side to side. “For luck,” she said.
Carla smiled, pressed her fingertips to her lips, and blew a kiss. The act was over the top, but that was the point. Poppy worked her hustle at the gaming table while Carla distracted the marks with her human wiles.
“Human tradition,” Poppy explained to their companions at the table. They nodded and murmured about quaint humans.
Humans were fairly unusual on Reazus Prime. While the ship that abducted her had a cargo hold full of humans, how many survived was impossible to know. Exploding ships tended to do that to inventory manifests. The rate of discovering survivors had slowed to a trickle after three years.
She was so fortunate that Poppy had been the one to find her. She was a good one, pulling her from the wreckage and never asking for anything in return. Most importantly, she was her friend. Her only friend in the universe, considering her lack of social skills on Earth.
Poppy—Popilyn if you were being formal—was a Nakkoni, an alien with reptilian features including dark red scales, a tail, spikes along her jawline, a ruff on her neck, and feathery quills on the top of her head. Some people might describe her as lizard-like but she was a dragon in her eyes. Big. Red. Spiky. Carla might have screamed the first time she saw her, but they moved past it and were besties now.
“She’s very tame,” a fellow Nakkoni with a coppery-red complexion said. His gaze lingered on her, and Carla honestly needed a bath because it felt so disgusting. “Do you intend to breed her?”
Yeah, disgusting. Sometimes, she wished she could turn off the translator chip in her head.
The thing that made humans so popular as property wasn’t because of their rarity—although that was part of it—but the universal breeder thing. Humans could knock up or get knocked up by almost any alien species. No idea why. Call it an evolutionary quirk.
“No,” Poppy answered.
“Would you sell her?”
“No.”
“Not even for a night? Jealous? Do not fear. I’ll let you join.”
“As deeply flattering as your offer is, I must decline. We are not for sale,” Poppy said.
Carla pressed herself against Poppy’s side, burying her face against the fabric of Poppy’s shirt as if she were shy. She wasn’t. She was pissed. Scowling or yelling at the creep would ruin all their hard work. And yes, swindling was hard work. You couldn’t just walk up to a mark and politely ask them to give you all their money. You had to cajole them, flatter them, and make them think it was their idea. Then you took the money and ran.
“You know who I am,” the creep said.
“Should I?” Poppy asked in return.
The creep’s quills went down, unamused.
They didn’t need to know who the man was. Not the specifics, anyway. They had a name—Tavat—and knew his hobbies included spending obscene amounts of cash, frequenting the gambling halls, and splashing out money. He was currently surrounded by an entourage of sycophants and security, making him impossible to miss. Everything suggested he loved the attention.
What more was there to know?
One of the sycophants, a finely dressed gargoyle—Khargal—with a deep gray complexion that held a purple sheen, stared at Carla.
His gaze was intense, like he saw right through her act.
Carla looked away, casting her eyes toward the floor.
“Then you know I am accustomed to getting what I desire,” Tavat said.
“She is not for sale,” Poppy said, her tone indicating the conversation was closed.
The creep didn’t get the message. He leaned one arm on the table and licked his lips, the tip of his tongue split.
That wasn’t a standard Nakkoni feature. At least Poppy did not have a split tongue.
Tavat caught her looking and grinned. “Do you like, pretty human? My tongue is especially pleasurable for certain features of your anatomy.”
Oh, barf.
Carla tucked her face against Poppy again, not having to fake the shiver of disgust.
“Enough,” Poppy said, wrapping a protective arm around her. “Do not speak to my friend again. You distress her.”
Yeah, that wasn’t going to do anything. Tavat made a thoughtful noise, like he was deciding if it would be better to throw money at Poppy or just shoot Poppy and take her.
Carla curled her fingers against Poppy and tapped, sending a message in their code. This guy was giving off bad vibes. She didn’t like it. They needed to find a new target.
Poppy ignored her message. She said, “I came here to play. Stop wasting my time.”
Not perfect, but Carla would deal with it for now. She relaxed once the creep’s attention returned to the game.
The trouble with Poppy was that she was fundamentally a decent person. Carla’s pod slammed into her ship, causing it to crash. Poppy could have left her in the flaming wreckage, but she dug Carla out. Did she hold that against her? Nope. Did she even once mention Carla paying her back for all the money she spent patching her up and installing a translator chip so they could talk? No, and the bills had been nothing to sneeze at.
Carla had no idea why she did any of that. She had been a stranger, unconscious and nearly roasted alive in a pod that crashed into her ship. She wouldn’t have pulled a stranger out of the wreckage, much less spent all her money to save that stranger’s life. Basically, Poppy was a better person than her. Huge shocker.
What about resentment for wrecking her ship? Well, Carla had opinions about the condition of a ship that couldn’t withstand a little fender bender. Space was full of dust, debris, and junk, right? Ergo, spaceships should have shields or deflectors to deal with that shit. Regardless, Poppy never blamed her for ruining her piece of junk spaceship or grumbled about having to sell it for scrap.
Carla would have grumbled. She was still salty about her struggles to find a toaster that lasted more than a year. You’d think the expensive models would perform better than the ten-dollar ones, but no. All garbage.
Focus. You’re a good little pet.
Carla chanced another peek at the gargoyle. He stared at her, not even trying to hide it. She had no idea why that bothered her so much.
The gargoyle winked.
Carla plastered a blank smile on her face, even as she felt the heat of a blush rise in her cheeks. She wouldn’t panic. So what if the gargoyle was wise to them? They’d done nothing but behave exactly as you’d expect a gambler and her pet to act.
Gamblers were their bread and butter, and to run a good hustle, they needed to maintain a certain image. That meant she played the passive little human, Poppy pretended to be so affluent she could afford a human pet, and it worked for the most part. Blushing and getting flustered because a good-looking gargoyle winked at her was out of the question.
Back on Earth, being a decent person felt like being punished for someone else’s mistake. Some days, Carla swore that everyone else got an instruction manual on how to get ahead in life, and all she got was that one -page instruction sheet on how to assemble her budget Swedish bookcase. No matter how hard she worked, she couldn’t make any headway. The bills never stopped. Prices kept going up. The system was designed to keep people like her hungry and exhausted, and she hated how hopeless it made her feel.
This place, though? She understood the rules. The strong survived. The clever excelled. Decent people had no business being here.
Fine by her. Being decent hadn’t exactly worked in her favor, and now she could stop pretending.
Long story short, Carla wasn’t just surviving. She was thriving.
Seeing as how most people on this rock were criminals, outlaws, fugitives, or, the worst in her opinion, visitors come to indulge their vices, she had no problem stealing their money. Especially the tourists. She considered it a service, delivering a genuine Reazus Prime experience. As long as she and Poppy kept their heads down, stayed out of trouble, and didn’t give all their money away to big-eyed orphans, they did all right for themselves.
She distracted the mark while liberating credits and jewelry with nimble fingers. Poppy provided muscle when things got sticky, which happened a lot in the early days. She didn’t worry too much about the ethics of being a thief—they weren’t stealing food out of the mouths of orphans. They had a good system. Reliable. Expanding into gaming dens and targeting gamblers flush with cash was new.
The gargoyle continued to stare at her, not even trying to be subtle about it. Tavat noticed. His head swung from the gargoyle’s hungry gaze to Carla, and he licked his lips, that split tongue flicking in a way that made Carla’s stomach churn.
This guy was trouble.
Carla lightly touched Poppy’s arm, snagging her attention.
The gambling hall had plenty of good pickings: lots of people drinking and looking to have a good time with cash burning a hole in their pockets. They didn’t need to stay at this table.
Sure, being chased away by an alien creep didn’t exactly scream thriving, but she was working with what she had. Better to run away and live to fight another day and all that.
Poppy’s tail brushed against her leg, signaling that she understood. They’d move on as soon as possible. Good.
The gargoyle made his way around the table to stand next to Carla.
“What is your name?” he asked in a toe-curling voice that had no right being that seductive.
Her posture stiffened, and she turned to Poppy, ignoring the gargoyle. “Poppy, this guy is asking questions.”
Poppy immediately turned and growled, her quills standing up and going full-on dragon. “Do not get ideas, Khargal.”
The gargoyle chuckled as if amused, taking a step back but remaining close.
Tavat watched the entire exchange. She didn’t like the calculating look in his eye. It was spidery, if that made sense, like he sat in the center of a web, patiently waiting for hapless little morsels to wander in.
And that was exactly what happened. Poppy and Carla saw a high roller, thought, “Why not?” and fell into the trap.
They needed to skedaddle. Now. While they could still escape the web.
“Not yet,” Poppy said in a quiet tone, as if sensing her thoughts but disregarding them.
Why was she ignoring her? That wasn’t like her.
Poppy waited two more rounds of dice throwing before gathering up her modest winnings and announcing, “I believe I’ve lost enough for one night.”
Tavat placed a hand on Poppy’s shoulder. “Not yet. You haven’t given me a chance to win your pet.”
Poppy shrugged off the lizard’s hand. “Not interested.”
A slow, lazy grin spread across the man’s lizard face. It was rancid and very, very spidery. “You misunderstand me, friend. I don’t appreciate being told no, especially by a cheat.”
The crowd gasped. Maybe that was only her. No one paid the least bit of attention to the showdown between Poppy and Tavat.
Poppy stood at her full height. Built pretty much like a linebacker, she towered over most people. She didn’t have to do much to be intimidating, just scowl and swing her tail around a bit.
Tavat’s quills went back against his head.
“Apologize,” Poppy said.
The creep snorted.
Poppy’s hand darted forward, wrapping around the man’s throat.
He clawed at Poppy’s fingers but couldn’t pry them off. “I apologize,” he croaked.
This was good. A bit brutal but a nice display of strength, exactly the kind of unsophisticated display people responded to. She’d make her point, and they’d get the hell out there.
“Not to me. To Carla.”
Then she had to go and ruin it by being sentimental.
“It’s fine,” she said, her voice quiet. She was still pretending to be a timid pet, after all.
What did she need an apology for? She wanted to pick up something deep -fried and delicious from one of the street carts on the way back to their rented apartment.
Tavat made a series of squeaks that might generously be interpreted as an apology. Poppy relaxed her grip enough, and coherent words finally escaped the man. “My apologies. I was mistaken about the cheating.”
“Thank you,” Carla said, accepting the apology, even though Poppy absolutely was a cheat. That’s how they made their living, after all. Some things—like money—were too important to leave to chance.
Poppy stepped back to the table, slapping down a stack of credits. “I’m in the mood for another round. What do you think, Carla?”
What was she doing? They needed to leave, not double down. This wasn’t like her at all. She was being reckless. Vengeful, even.
“I think we should call it a night.”
“That does not appeal to me,” Poppy said.
Really? Why ask Carla’s opinion if she was just going to ignore it?
Instinct told Carla to run away, but she trusted Poppy’s judgment. If she wanted to push it with Tavat, she’d back her. Plus, she’d like to wipe that smug, spidery look off Tavat’s face.
“Fine. Taking all his money is an acceptable apology,” she said.
She never claimed she made good decisions.
The night was young. There was profit to be made.
Life was tough on Reazus Prime. Nice people didn’t thrive here, and she was going to thrive, dammit.
CHAPTER 2
ARI
Ari recognized the female at once.
Human. In the possession of a Nakkoni female.
She was dressed as a pet, complete with a collar, and wearing a fitted black dress, the fabric covered in sequins that caught and shimmered in the light. Sleeveless, her exposed arms highlighted her beige complexion and soft human skin. A bracelet of white pearls adorned one wrist. Her yellow hair gave the appearance of a summer blossom. No scales. No skin that could shift to stone. No wings or claws or anything that could be used defensively.
Except her intellect.
Yes, he saw how she studied the room. Her appearance was delicate, arguably decorative, but that was a ruse. She subtly touched the Nakkoni female, utilizing a code or a signal they devised. She threw the dice a few rounds, watching the Nakkoni lose more than she won. Always modest amounts. Never enough to draw suspicion.
Was this Miriam’s friend Darla? Miriam’s description had been vague: a human female kept as a pet, in the company of a male called Logus. This was a female called Poppy, but that meant little. Humans were purchased and sold frequently.
Tavat was making a nuisance of himself. He had plenty of credits and used them as a bludgeon. He kept battering at the other female, trying to wear her down and agree to sell.
Such behavior was insufferable. Ari immediately decided that he would never sell to Tavat, not for any amount of credits. He was glad he had only come to the club in a social capacity to observe the male. They had not discussed business.
Finally, Tavat pushed the other female too far. Poppy rushed forward, grabbing Tavat by the throat.
“Apologize to Carla,” she demanded.
Carla? Yes, now that he heard it spoken, he felt certain that her identity had been confirmed. A fortunate wind finally blew in his direction.
Unfortunately, that irritating male Tavat was too interested in the female. He was not the type of person who accepted being told no. After Poppy forced an apology from Tavat and the game resumed, the male seethed.
“My friend, no female is worth this trouble,” Ari said, keeping his voice low to be discreet.
Apparently, Tavat had never encountered the concept and spoke loudly. “What do I care for a female human? I could buy and sell anyone I please. That female must be put in her place, so I will take what she values.”
This could not end well. A reasonable person would take their leave and avoid the oncoming trouble, even if it meant losing a potential sale. That would be the prudent course of action.
Ari was not reasonable or prudent. He sensed an opportunity.
As the game continued, Poppy lost a greater and greater sum, and Tavat’s stack of credits grew. The human female’s expression grew more and more concerned. Was this part of their scheme? Poppy loses badly, gambles away all her credits and possibly the female? To what end? Perhaps to have the female alone with the winner to incapacitate them.
How? A human was defenseless. Ari imagined several scenarios in his mind, each more ludicrous than the one before. Drugging the target was the only option that made sense. The female’s form -fitting outfit excluded pockets and hidden pills or syringes. Maybe she stored a sedative in her mouth, like a burrowing animal preparing for the winter’s frost.
He huffed with amusement. The female tilted her head, as if curious. Her expression remained blank, even as Ari’s grin widened. She was a calculating one.
What would it take to get a genuine reaction out of her? Ari wanted to discover the answer.
Tavat noticed nothing. He only saw a covetous female, something to be collected. He failed to notice the subtle communication between her and Poppy. He failed to notice how Poppy brushed her hands against the fabric of her jacket, leaving a slight trace of dust, or how Carla would lean against her, using her body to shield her hand as she removed the evidence of cheating.
All in all, a very amusing show. Well worth suffering through Tavat’s company.
Eventually, Poppy held up her hands in surrender. “I must cease. I have nothing left unless you desire my shoes.”
A greedy expression settled on Tavat’s face. “For your human.”
Poppy pulled back, as if offended.
“Double or nothing,” Tavat offered.
Carla gently tugged on Poppy’s sleeve. “It’s too risky.”
“We will have nowhere to sleep tonight if I don’t.”
“I don’t care. I’ve slept on a park bench before.”
Ari’s wings fluttered at the delicate quiver in her voice. She was an artist.
The Nakkoni drew back her shoulders, as if reaching a decision. “This streak of bad luck cannot hold. Give me the dice.”
Tavat’s tail lashed from side to side, hitting those standing closest to him. “An excellent decision.”
Poppy grabbed the dice and held them out to the female. “For luck,” she said.
She obediently leaned in and repeated the motion of pressing her finger tips to her lips and blowing a kiss. It was an excellent distraction. Ari nearly missed it.
Poppy tossed the dice. As they tumbled down the table, the female shrank back in on herself. She folded her arms defensively over her chest while Poppy chanced her freedom. It was a fine act. If one ignored her eyes and how they watched the crowd, it was a flawless performance.
The crowd cheered at the high score.
Tavat grabbed Poppy’s wrist, holding it tight as he jerked the female’s hand into the air. “Cheat! There’s dust on your palm.”
The mirth and revelry in the crowd vanished.
“It is nothing,” Poppy said, which had to be the worst possible response.
“This is not nothing.” Tavat’s tail lashed violently from side to side.
The club’s steward appeared, a serious -faced Nakkoni male with a pale coppery complexion. “We will handle the matter.”
“No,” Tavat said, pulling out a blaster from the inner pocket of his suit jacket. “I will deal with the cheater myself. But first, the female human is forfeit.”
This was escalating quickly. Normally, Ari welcomed chaos, but he needed to pull it back to a manageable level of chaos.
Carla removed her mask. Her entire posture changed, shedding the timid human act and grabbing a drinks tray from a passing server. She spun in place and flung the tray—drinks and all—at Tavat. A fair portion hit Ari, but he didn’t mind.
Before the male or his security could react, she grabbed Poppy and ran. Tavat shot at them, aiming badly. A nearby gaming table took damage. A scream of alarm tore through the crowd.
“Don’t stand there! Get her!” Tavat snapped, pointing to the fleeing couple. The gesture would have been far more dramatic if it had not splattered those nearby with liquor. His guards sprang into action.
Ari laughed, utterly delighted.
A chase. He loved chases.
CARLA
Carla ran, following Poppy, who used her large size to push through the crowd. She gasped for air, her calves burned, and her sides were doing that thing that told her she should have been serious about taking up jogging instead of just buying a pair of sneakers and calling that good enough. She wasn’t a runner, okay? And now she was being chased by proverbial regrets and a very literal pissed -off lizard man.
She glanced over her shoulder.
And a gargoyle, for some reason.
Poppy burst through a door into a service corridor, knocking into a cart. Plates and food went flying. “Pardon me,” she said, managing to have manners while charging through. Not wanting to be shot full of holes was no reason to be rude.
Carla didn’t want to look like Swiss cheese either but struggled to keep pace.
The corridor took them down a flight of stairs to the same level as the storeroom. The air had a musty, earthy scent.
“There’s an exit,” Poppy said, not out of breath in the slightest, and pointed to another set of fucking stairs.
Carla gave up, bending at the waist and resting her hands on her knees as she gasped. If she was captured by creepy Tavat, so be it. She’d figure it out, but there was no way she could keep running.
“Carla—”
Footsteps rattled down the stairs. Had to be their trigger-happy friend or that gargoyle.
“Go.” Gasp. “I’ll hide.”
Poppy grabbed her and picked her up like a football, tucking her under one arm as she ran toward the exit. She bounced the entire way. It was humiliating.
She rushed up the stairs, each step making a huge racket. Energy blasts hit the wall, dark spots growing and eating away at the plaster like little angry voids.
Not good, not good. Was she panicking? Yes, absolutely. She enjoyed being non-perforated with all the inside bits, you know, inside.
Finally, Poppy reached the top. The door squealed in protest as she pushed it open. The rank smell of humid air mixed with garbage made her wrinkle her nose. It was gross outside, but staying inside wasn’t an option.
The stairwell building dumped them into a twisted warren of poorly illuminated alleyways. There was no clear way to the main thoroughfare. She continued to run, not slowing down to a brisk walk until they were a good distance away.
“What were you thinking?” she demanded, still clutching her like a football. “You have provoked the wrong male.”
Yeah, yeah. Throwing a drink on Tavat wasn’t the brightest move she ever made, but they needed to make a quick exit.
“Me? You were supposed to lose,” she retorted. “What were you thinking?”
“I would not leave you alone with that male. He is dangerous.”
The nerve of her, sounding virtuous when she changed the plan. She lost the bet. She always lost the bet, and Carla was the collateral. That was the plan. When she got the mark alone, she drugged them. It was simple. Easy. Foolproof.
Except Poppy went off script.
“That’s how we work,” she snapped. “You don’t change plans in the middle of a job.”
“Incorrect. Plans must be altered when confronted with new information. Tavat was a bad target.” Then, in a quieter tone, “He would hurt you.”
Oh no, that sounded like an emotion.
She never asked Poppy about her life before Reazus Prime. She had absolutely no problem stealing or throwing a punch, especially against those she believed had it coming. The fastest way for Poppy to decide you deserve it was to hurt someone smaller and weaker, and not in a big-sister-protects-you way but in a rage-inducing, berserker dragon way. She lost her damn lizard mind and went full Godzilla. Popzilla, if you will. It had gotten them into more than one scrape.
There was a story there, a reason why she flew into a rage, but Carla never asked. To be fair, Poppy never asked about what Carla left behind either. Some things were too painful to talk about.
“Don’t get all sentimental on me.” Carla squirmed. “Set me down. We’re far enough away to walk.”
Poppy’s hold tightened as if she disagreed. She continued to carry her; each step felt like she was being shaken. By the time Carla was well and truly dizzy, she finally relaxed and set her down.
“How far are we from the hostel?” Carla braced a hand against a wall, waiting for her head to stop spinning.
Poppy held up a hand, signaling her to be silent.
She listened. The noise of the city seemed distant, even as they were in the heart of the Hub. Was that footsteps?
“This way,” Poppy said, heading to the right.
Carla wasn’t going to argue. Poppy had better hearing and eyesight than her, so maybe she heard something promising.
Or maybe they were going in circles.
In this part of the city, it was hard to tell. The Hub, the largest city on the planet, was a chaotic mess. Originally built when Reazus Prime was a prison planet, the Hub was a transportation and administrative center. The older sections were orderly, populated with grand buildings and wide streets. Honestly, the old city reminded her of photos of Paris, that elegant city with wide streets built for the ease of movement of troops and the difficulty for the rabble to erect barricades.
Nothing said oppression like elegant buildings and picturesque boulevards.
What came after the prison shut down and the administrators abandoned the planet, the city exploded with chaotic growth. New buildings were repurposed shipping containers, junked spaceships, and basically anything people could get their hands on. Quite environmentally friendly, if you were looking for a silver lining. Too bad safety regulations and building codes didn’t exist. Streets were narrow and twisted. Utilities were spotty and questionable. It took a brave person to drink the water from the tap, and Carla wasn’t that brave. Police? Nah. The swankier neighborhoods hired watchmen. A person might hire private security if they were concerned, but most people looked after themselves.
The Hub was a chaotic, colorful, and loud mess, and Carla adored it. And the people…
The city was packed with a variety of aliens from all over this corner of the galaxy. There were the lizard guys, obviously, and some with stony gray skin, not to be confused with the gargoyles. Those were totally different aliens with stony gray skin and wings. People came in so many colors, not just the human brown-beige-pink, but purples, blues, greens, gray, and red. Wings. Tails of all varieties. Horns? Take your pick. You had horns like a ram, an antelope, or a nice classic demon. Fur. Scales. Eyes? You could have two or four. Same with arms. The one constant was people tended to be bipedal and had the same general shape with limbs and a torso.
Carla loved it. The whole package. Sure, being abducted sucked and there was some trauma to work out, but she didn’t miss Earth. She sure as hell didn’t miss her abusive family, her boring job in medical billing, or the daily struggle to keep body and soul together. Life on the former prison planet wasn’t a picnic, but it agreed with her.
The city was so different from the small Midwestern town where she grew up. That place had been suffocating, the kind of town where it was impossible to keep secrets, and everyone knew your business.
And turned a blind eye while her father drank himself to death and dragged his family along with him.
No? Too bitter?
Carla shook out her hands, letting the unpleasant memories fall away with her nervous energy. Dwelling on the past didn’t help. She needed to focus on the here and now.
She and Poppy wound their way through the dark alleys, pausing to hide in shadows when they heard footsteps. She flinched when she splashed into what she hoped was a puddle of rainwater, the fluid soaking her toes. Her poor shoes. They were soft leather, meant to be stealthy and quiet, and not for traipsing about in the dark and stomping through questionable puddles. She hoped they could be cleaned. Human feet were smaller than average and her shoes had to be specially made.
The rumble of trains and the noise of passing traffic lessened, and the odor of seawater grew stronger. They must be near the docks. The narrow alley opened onto a larger plaza filled with light and noise. Bar and tavern patrons spilled onto the street. Across the plaza was their hostel.
Finally, they were home. Well, home-ish. Since arriving on the planet, they had rented rooms as a place to live. They stayed in some truly terrible places, like the place that had such a thick layer of mold and fungus on the walls that it had to be structural support. Or the place converted from old, rusted shipping containers. Their current hostel was a luxury. It had electricity, plumbing, and no one asked questions. Perfection.
Carla felt herself relax as they walked onto the plaza, the stress just melting from her muscles. Running for your life had that effect. “How much money did we lose tonight?”
Poppy’s quills went back. “It could not be avoided. Some nights, we take a loss.”
“Yeah, not about that. I want a hot shower. Do we have enough credits?” Cold showers were free. Hot water costs extra. She needed a shower badly—mud and sweat made that non-negotiable—but she’d really like a hot shower.
“If you are quick.”
“Taking your time is the point of a hot shower,” she grumbled, but fair enough. They didn’t have money to waste, and Tavat was pretty pissed. It was one thing to try to get the better of someone. People expected it here. Frankly, if you didn’t try to cheat them, they were insulted. But Carla embarrassed Tavat by throwing that drink, which was unforgivable, and now they had to keep their heads down for a few days. No work, no money. No long hot showers.
Carla mentally calculated how to squeeze the most out of five minutes of hot water. She could scrub her feet in a basin of cold water, no problem. Getting the rest of her soapy meant more time standing under the hot water like a zombie, and she wanted zombie shower time.
She made it halfway across the plaza when a sharp sting on her shoulder made her slap her hand over the spot, like swatting a bug.
Then her legs went out from underneath her. They were numb, just gone. There was a moment that felt like a thousand years but was likely two heartbeats of confusion before her falling body slammed into the pavement. She caught herself, palms scraping against the dirty stone pavers.
Panic filled her. Why couldn’t she feel her legs? A tranquilizer, if she had to guess, and a fast -acting one because her head already felt muddy.
She shouted a warning, her voice slurring. Poppy turned to face her and staggered back a step.
Scales for the win.
Carla would have cheered if she could make any noise other than gurgling. Shooting her with a puny little tranq dart wouldn’t penetrate her scales; it’d only made her angry.
Poppy roared in fury—that was her dragon bestie—and rushed toward someone Carla couldn’t see. She tried to push herself up to stand but quickly gave up. Her legs wouldn’t cooperate. Rolling over to her side was hard enough, let alone pushing herself into a sitting position.
It was quite the scene. Poppy wrestled one of Tavat’s henchmen. A crowd had gathered to watch. Absolutely no one bothered to help. Typical.
“Fuckoffyafuckers!” she shouted, her words a jumbled mess.
The crowd mostly ignored her. So far. If Poppy went down, she was alone and immobilized. Easy pickings.
Hiding seemed smart. Carla flopped onto her stomach, dragging herself forward with her arms, determined to crawl away. She was afraid. Nothing wrong with fear. Fear kept you alive. Fight or flight was an instinct for a reason. Poppy was all fight, and Carla very much was flight.
A pair of strong hands lifted her from the ground. She knew at once it wasn’t Poppy. The hold was all wrong, slinging her around like a naughty kitten instead of cradling her like a football.
She caught a glimpse of an unconscious Poppy sprawled on the ground, a white cloth mask fastened over her nose and mouth. This was bad. The kind of bad that you don’t survive.
“Hello, human,” a Nakkoni man said. Carla recognized him as one of Tavat’s goons.
Carla tried to spit in his face but only drooled on herself.
“None of that,” he said, covering her mouth and nose with a square cloth.
An acrid aroma made her eyes water. She wanted to tear the cloth off her face, but her arms were just dead weight she that couldn’t lift, and her eyes grew heavier…
CHAPTER 3
ARI
Tavat’s minion turned the blaster on Ari, never losing his grip on the female slung over his shoulder. “Do not approach,” the male warned.
Ari held up his hands, as if surrendering. He could shift his skin to his stone form, allowing him to resist a simple blast as he rushed the minion. However, such a maneuver endangered the unconscious Carla. Inadvertently injuring the female in an effort to rescue her was unacceptable. If he could not use his strength, he would use his words.
“My friend—”
“I’m not your friend,” the minion said, cutting off Ari’s very charming overture of friendship.
“Indeed, but perhaps we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.”
“Not interested.” The minion waved the pistol. Carla’s unconscious form slipped. He nearly dropped the pistol as he caught the female before she fell to the ground.
“I was curious if you could answer a question for me.”
“Oh, fuck off.”
“A simple question,” Ari said in his sweetest, most wheedling tone.
The minion’s response came as an energy blast. Bits of pavement sizzled at Ari’s feet, the charged shot eating away at the stone. A shout of alarm went through the plaza, the crowd scattering. It was a roll of dice as to whether any guards would be summoned. Perhaps. The businesses taking advantage of the warm spring night would not appreciate blaster fire driving away customers. He needed to resolve this situation as quickly as possible.
Ari flashed a charming smile. “Your hands are full. You cannot carry two bodies back on your own.”
The minion’s gaze went to the unconscious Nakkoni on the ground. Poppy was a large female, even by the standards of her own people.
“I’ll call for assistance,” the minion replied.
“And have them steal your glory? No, that is not wise.” Ari shook his head. “Give me the human female.”
The minion laughed. “Betraying Tavat is your idea of wise?”
Ari reached into a pocket and displayed a hard credit token. “It is dark. The female is small and clever. She evaded you.”
The male gave up trying to keep Carla on his shoulder. Her body slid down to the ground, slumping against the male’s legs like a discarded doll. The mask, which had been soaked with the sedative, obscured half of her face.
He shifted the blaster from Ari to Carla, just in case Ari had ideas about heroics. He said, “There are witnesses.”
That wasn’t a no, which meant a judicious application of pressure would get the response Ari desired.
“Trivial. Who would take the word of a drunk witness? Tavat will demand surveillance, and all the cameras in this plaza are disabled.” Thanks to Ari having invested in a useful little device. Surveillance footage once put him in a difficult situation, and he vowed to never let that happen again.
“What about the Nakkoni female?”
What about Poppy?
Ari eyed the black slave collar around Carla’s neck. Unbreakable and seamless, the collar shocked the wearer to ensure obedience. As far as tools of oppression went, it was subtle. Slaving was outlawed on all civilized planets, but Reazus Prime wasn’t civilized. The planet provided a haven for those who approved of owning another sentient being. Ari should have been appalled at the slave collar and all it stood for, but really, he could not forgive how tacky it was, as elitist as that made him sound.
The fledgling can leave the nest, but the nest is always home.
Try as he might, Ari could not entirely shed his aristocratic roots. A cuff-shaped device to deliver a shock could be placed anywhere on a body, particularly the wrists or ankles. The only reason to wrap it around the neck was to show ownership and humiliate the wearer. The collar was vulgar, degrading, and tacky.
Ari’s opinion of the female who placed that around Carla’s neck sank too low to consider. He said, “That female is not my concern. Tavat can have her.”
The minion seemed unsure. Ari tossed hard credits at the male’s feet. Now, he was less unsure, but he did not release his hold on the female.
“Tavat wants them both. He is not forgiving,” the minion said. Greed shone in his grubby eyes.
“Tavat only wants this female because she is a toy that belongs to someone else. He will grow bored of her soon enough. But her,” Ari toed the unconscious Nakkoni with a boot, “she humiliated Tavat, and, as you said, he is not a forgiving male.”
The minion made a thoughtful noise.
Ari tossed another two pieces of credit onto the pile. He’d empty his coffers if need be. Tavat was the kind of male who only wanted to possess what others valued, only to ruin it. Buildings, businesses, or people. It did not matter. They were all toys for him to destroy. He said, “The human female hid. You were unable to find her, but you found the Nakkoni female.”
The minion scooped up the credits. No longer leaning against his legs, Carla’s unconscious form slumped down to the pavement.
Ari caught her before she could hit her head. He ripped off the mask. The fabric stank of the sedative it had been soaked in. Elongating his claws into sharpened points, he tore away the collar, letting it fall to the filthy ground where it belonged.
One human rescued.
His wings fluttered in satisfaction. He just might be hero material after all.
CARLA
Carla woke with a killer hangover and the taste of something dead in her mouth. The overhead lights didn’t help. Thankfully, she wasn’t on the floor but a padded surface. Not a bed, maybe a sofa or bench. She rolled to the side, convinced she was about to puke, but nothing came, just a throbbing behind her eyes and a general wooziness from turning too fast.
Tavat’s goon caught her and slapped a knockout mask on her. She touched the area around her nose and mouth, her skin still tacky from the adhesive. The goon also caught Poppy. She refused to panic, not yet, but yikes, this was bad. Maybe end-of-the-line bad.
Slowly, she sat up. Her head hurt, but thankfully, that seemed to be the only ache or pain.
She did a quick physical assessment. She was still dressed—hooray—and her underwear was where she had left it. The dress was torn where the fabric snagged a nail, but that was on her. Her shoes were gone, and the collar had vanished. Its absence felt strange. Carla’s fingers brushed her naked neck. The collar had been deactivated, but it looked real enough. She couldn’t imagine why Tavat would want it removed. Her bracelet remained.
Good. Having her escape plan made her feel like this disaster could be salvaged.
No injuries. Other than the headache and that horrid taste in her mouth, she was fine. In one piece, at least.
Then she noticed the room.
It was a treasure cave. Not a literal cave but imagine every movie scene with the adventurer stumbling into a secret room overflowing with gold and treasure. Tavat’s decorator should be embarrassed by how cliched the room was.
Display cases and shelving lined each wall, glowing with soft lighting. Each shelf was packed with stuff. Expensive stuff. Golden chalices. Gleaming blades. An ancient-looking energy blaster. Necklaces. Lots of necklaces with ridiculously large gems. Paintings were propped up against the shelves. Caskets—she really didn’t know what other word to use—cluttered the floor. Some were opened. One tipped over, spilling the contents across the floor in a confetti of colored gemstones.
Definitely not a holding cell.
Carla swung her legs off the padded bench. A glass of water and two white tablets waited on the table. Yeah, no chance she was taking those. Her shoes, now clean, had been placed next to the padded bench.
Was this a trick? Some cruel test to see what she’d do? Be a good little pet, drink the water, and take the pills? Sitting quietly? Or take that pistol and hope it had enough of a charge left to punch a hole in the door’s lock?
Screw it. The chances of getting out of this alive were slim. Might as well make her captors work for it.
Barefoot, she crossed to the display case with the pistol, stepping around a casket tipped on its side, gold coins spilling across the floor like a pirate’s fantasy. She inspected the case, unable to detect a seam or latch. There was probably a clever way to open it, but she didn’t have the brainpower for clever. Her head was foggy, and she was exhausted.
Carla grabbed a bronze statue of a four-armed female figure with wings from an open shelf. The heft suggested it was solid all the way through. Good. The statue might survive the upcoming violence. Carla didn’t know much about art—that was Poppy’s area of expertise—and she wouldn’t hesitate to ruin a one-of-a-kind piece if it meant her survival, but she wasn’t happy about it. She wasn’t a monster. The world was ugly enough without her destroying beautiful things.
“I’m really sorry about this,” she said, raising the statue, then paused. Smashing glass cases in her bare feet wasn’t her brightest move, thanks to the headache. Luckily, the fog lifted enough for her to slip on her shoes.
Properly outfitted for petty vandalism, she apologized again and smashed the bronze statue against the case. Glass shattered at once, falling to the floor and liberally scattering across the top of her feet.
Carla grabbed the pistol, using it to knock free any remaining shards of glass that could slice up her hand. Controls were on the side of the handle. She studied the symbols, unsure which one was the on switch.
“Do you like it? It’s a prototype.”
Carla jumped, glass shards crunching under the soles of her shoes, and spun around.
The gargoyle leaned against the doorway, his arms folded across his chest. Wings sprouted from his back, conveniently blocking any chance of escape. He still wore the evening jacket and suit. Oh, and that cocky grin.
She raised the pistol and pointed it at him. “It’s not bad. Bit old -fashioned.”
“Good design is timeless, but even batteries wear out. It won’t fire.”
“I don’t know. They made things to last back in the day.” Carla flicked the power switch. Amber lights glowed, albeit dimly. “How about that?”
“I’m Ari, since our introductions were rudely interrupted,” he said, completely ignoring the pistol pointed at him.
This was banter, and she couldn’t even explain it or why she was returning his grin. Lingering brain fog. Had to be. In no way was it because he had a handsome, if inhuman, face. Lots of people were good looking. It didn’t make him anything special.
Just… the way he watched her, like he saw her, not a pet or a toy to possess, but like she was a real person.
Fuck. This planet was awful. She hadn’t felt like a person in so long she was getting flirty with her kidnapper. Time to put an end to this.
“Take me to Poppy, or I’ll put a hole in you,” she demanded.
He stretched his wings. “Put that away before you blast a hole in your foot. We need to inform Miriam that I found you.”
CHAPTER 4
CARLA
“Who?”
“Miriam,” Ari said. Then, because she needed the clarification, he added, “Your friend.”
“I don’t know a Miriam.” She kept the pistol focused on the gargoyle. Her head might be foggy, but she didn’t have gaps in her memory.
“You do not have to pretend with me, Darla. I freed you from your captor.”
“What did you call me?”
“Darla.”
Yeah, this was starting to make sense. The gargoyle had the wrong person.
“My name is Carla,” she said, stressing the hard kay sound.
His wings fluttered as if embarrassed or flustered.
“Human names all sound like you are swallowing rocks. Caaarla. Daaarla,” he said, making a rumbling, gargling noise in the back of his throat.
Translator chips sometimes garbled proper names but come on. That was just rude. Then again, maybe this wasn’t a translator problem.
“Oh my God, do all humans look the same to you?”
“I have never seen Darla, so I cannot say if you share a resemblance,” he said in a too-smooth, too-arrogant tone.
Unbelievable. He just grabbed a random human with a similar-sounding name.
“Are you for real?” she asked.
His brow furrowed, as if confused. “As real as a person can be. Is now the best time for existential debates?”
Just for that, she shot him.
Ari hissed, patting a hand against the smoldering fabric of his evening jacket. “This is Sevengi wool. It is impossible to find here.”
“Now’s not the time for an existential crisis over your wardrobe.” Okay, it wasn’t the best quip, but Ari looked genuinely annoyed when she parroted his words back at him, so fuck yeah, she’d count that as a win.
“Where’s Poppy? Tell me, or I’ll put another hole in your expensive suit,” she threatened.
“I do not know.”
He earned himself a matching hole on the other side of the jacket. The old pistol didn’t have enough energy to do real damage, but Ari seemed more distraught about his ruined clothes than if she had put a hole in his hide.
“Will you cease?” He marched toward her and snatched the pistol from her. “I presume Poppy was taken to whatever foul pit Tavat calls home, but she is not here. We are on my ship.”
Okay, okay. Her head was still a little foggy, but she pieced it together. “You kidnapped me because you thought I was this Darla?”
“I purchased you, but yes.”
“You bought me.”
“Yes, that is why you are not in Tavat’s possession,” Ari said, and then, because he just could not read the room, added, “You are welcome.”
Wow, that made it worse somehow. First mistaken identity, and now he had the nerve to suggest she should be grateful for this bullshit.
“You bought me!” Carla grabbed the trusty bronze statue and started swinging like it was a Louisville slugger. People who said violence never solved anything obviously weren’t swinging hard enough. Violence seemed to be solving quite a few things.
Hitting the gargoyle felt like whacking a stick against a concrete pillar. The statue would break before making a dent in him. Nonetheless, he retreated until he was out the door.
“Enough,” he said, catching the statue before it could make contact yet again. “You are not the human I’ve been searching for, but I did rescue you from Tavat’s clutches. Be grateful.”
Clutches. Who talks like that?
Carla slammed her hand against the control panel and waved the statue menacingly until the door closed.
It immediately opened. Ari stood at the other side, frowning. “This is my ship. No door is locked to me.”
She folded her arms over her chest, still holding the statue. “If you think I’m your property, think again.”
“I wouldn’t presume.” He then added, “I bribed Tavat’s male to claim he did not find you. My only concern was your well-being. Tavat is not known for his kindness.”
“You mean Darla’s well-being.”
They held each other’s gaze, neither blinking. It was a very angry staring contest.
“I’m not Darla,” she said, breaking the silence.
“I am aware.”
More angry silence.
“This is your fault,” she said.
“I disagree.”
“If you hadn’t been staring at me, Tavat wouldn’t have given a rat’s ass, but you were all—” She waved her hands at her face and made her eyes sarcastically round. And yes, you can do that if you’ve leveled your sarcasm high enough. It’s not a beginner’s move. Level three at least. “Ooh, look at the human…what’s your name…”
“I needed confirmation—”
“You need to mind your own business,” she snapped.
“You threw a drink at Tavat. He had to make an example of you,” he shot back.
Fine, he had a point, but she’d be damned before she admitted as much. “Now Tavat has Poppy.”
Ari snorted. “That female.”
“That female is my friend.”
“Your friend?” He sounded surprised. “Do you have the Hattera Complex?”
“Is that like a vitamin deficiency?”
“It is when you empathize with your captors. It is not healthy. That female is no longer your owner. You are free of her.”
“You think I have Stockholm Syndrome?” She laughed. This alien got everything wrong about her situation. “Poppy isn’t my owner. She’s my friend.”
“She put a collar on you.” Ari grimaced as he spoke, like the words left a sour taste in his mouth.
“The collar was fake.”
“It was real enough.”
Carla shrugged one shoulder. This was going nowhere. “How long was I unconscious?”
“Two hours. It is a little after dawn,” he said. Well, he didn’t technically say hours. Translator chips played fast and loose with units of measurement, shifting it to the closest approximation that Carla’s brain would understand. Yet they still bungled names.
Only two hours. The minion probably didn’t murder Poppy in the street, so there was a good chance that she was still alive.
“Was Poppy hurt?”
“She was unconscious.”
“But was she bleeding out? Did Tavat’s goon shoot her?”
His wings shifted, almost suggesting a shrug of his own. “Not my concern.”
“Not your concern? This is your fault—”
“Also your fault.”
“We were doing fine until you stuck your nose in.”
“You were both unconscious in the street. Your definition of ‘fine’ is lacking.”
She narrowed her eyes. His quick, glib responses infuriated her. “We have to go back and get Poppy.”
“No.” Ari turned, striding down the corridor.
Carla followed. “What do you mean no?”
“We are no longer in the Hub’s port and cannot return immediately.”
She struggled to match his strides. She had all sorts of questions about why he couldn’t turn the ship around but stuck with the obvious. “Why not?”
His tail lashed from side to side. “Because it is necessary.”
“You owe me.”
Ari paused in front of a door, which opened softly. “Incorrect. You have benefited, albeit erroneously, from a debt I owe to a friend. Now, this is your cabin. You will find it adequate.”
Adequate didn’t do the cabin justice; it was lush, far nicer than any room she’d rented in the last two years. It was spacious, clean, and decorated with a heavy hand that appreciated shiny things. It wasn’t as ostentatious as the treasure trove; more like a casino trying really hard to be classy with lots of marble and reflective surfaces.
“I don’t need a cabin. I need my friend,” she said.
Ari ignored her and asked, “Are you hungry?”
“No,” she answered immediately, then her stomach growled.
“Would you like to clean up while I prepare a meal? I printed these for you.” He picked up a neatly folded gray jumpsuit from a dresser. “Then we can discuss your situation.”
Right. Her situation, like he had no hand in creating it.
“Fine. I’ll get cleaned up.” Carla took the clothes. While basic and as far from fashionable as you could get, at least it was human-sized, and she couldn’t deny she needed something clean to wear. A shower would be good, too. It’d give her time to strategize.
Clearly, Ari had a thing for damsels in distress. She’d convince him to rescue Poppy, even if she had to lay on the waterworks. Even if she had to play dirty.
There was still time to turn the situation around.
ARI
The wrong human. Of all the stone-headed mistakes he’d made in his life, this one was top of the roost. A barely noticeable mistake. Hardly worth mentioning.
What was he going to do with the female?
He busied himself in the ship’s kitchen while his mind worked on this problem. Focusing on the meal also kept him from worrying about the new complication: a Khargal ship had entered Reazus Prime’s orbit. He thought it prudent to leave the port and take to the ocean for a time. It was easy enough to track a ship’s energy signatures if one knew the make and model. While his ship could no longer be considered cutting edge, it was fairly unique. Most ships on the planet were relics and piles of junk held together with wishful thinking. His ship stood out like a shining gem in a pile of otherwise forgettable gems. If the Khargal agents were looking for Mer’len’s treasure ship, there was only one on the planet that fit the description.
Better to raise the solar sails and let the ship drift quietly away on the water. This avoidance was only effective until someone had the clever idea to report the ship’s location. Who knew how long until the Khargals offered a reward? He’d need to think of a permanent solution. Dropping the mask in the ocean wouldn’t work. The Khargal agents needed to know it was someplace else.
Carla entered the kitchen just as he pulled a tray of sweet rolls out of the oven. Fresh from a shower, her hair had darkened to a deep, tarnished golden color, and she wore the provided jumpsuit. Utilitarian and gray, it was not the most flattering color or shape. She had rolled the cuff of the sleeves, as if those were too large.
“Is the garment acceptable? I estimated your measurements,” he said, setting the hot tray on the table.
“It’s fine. A little tight in the hips, but it fits.” She tugged the middle, as if that could help the poor fit.
Ari’s wings fluttered, annoyed. “Please do not assume that I place no value in your appearance. The fabrication printer can only produce that garment material and color.”
“You value my appearance,” she repeated slowly, as if reaching the wrong conclusion.
“Do not misunderstand me. Vanity is my one flaw. I am particular about my garments. I wished to show you the same courtesy, but I gave you a shapeless gray sack.”
“Wow, just the one flaw,” she said in a tone that he could not tell if she was teasing or mocking him. Given how she beat him with a bronze statue, he decided mocking was her intent.
“Please help yourself,” Ari said, gesturing to the table. He prided himself on being a gracious host. “If there is anything you desire, I will ensure that it happens. My resources are at your disposal.”
“I suppose this is where I say anything,” she said, her voice taking on a breathy tone, “and try to seduce you.” Her expression pinched together, as if the idea were distasteful.
Because it was.
“I appreciate the thought, but do not trouble yourself. It will not work.”
“You don’t think I can seduce you?” She planted a hand on her hip and struck a presumably seductive pose.
Ari’s gaze swept over her. His assessment had not changed. The fabric and color of the jumpsuit remained unflattering. The fit was too large but hinted at her generous shape underneath.
“Not in that garment,” he said.
She rolled her eyes in response. “If anything I desire is still on the table, I’d like to free my friend.”
Anything except that.
“Unfortunately, I cannot accommodate that request. However, we can discuss your options.”
She filled a plate with sliced fruit. The way her fingers twitched told him that he was clever to have pre-sliced the fruit and not provided her with a blade. “Options? What does that mean exactly?”
“You are free now.”
“I was always free,” she replied. She grabbed a sweet roll, icing dripping from the confection, and devoured half in one bite. “Trading coins on the streets with some hooligan doesn’t mean you own me.”
Her lack of gratitude was staggering.
“Let me clarify,” he said. “I did not purchase you, no matter what you think. That was a bribe for Tavat’s lackey to look the other way.”
“Because you thought I was this Darla chick.”
Yes.
Ari took the last sweet roll, aware that Carla watched as he used a knife and fork to carefully cut it in half. Her shoulders slumped in disappointment when he did not place half on her plate. Sharing was not his intention. This was etiquette. He would not shove an entire sweet roll into his mouth like an undisciplined nestling.
He said, “That is irrelevant. My mission is to liberate humans, and you are liberated. I will take you to a human -friendly settlement and set you up with enough credits for you to spend your days however you wish.” There. It was a good solution and honored his pledge.
“Your big plan is for me to start over?”
“Yes. A fresh beginning.”
“What if I don’t want to start over? And what about my stuff? Do you know how hard it is to find shoes that fit human feet?”
“Possessions can be replaced.”
“Easy for you to say. Special orders cost extra. I don’t know if you have any idea what the cost of living is on this planet, but it ain’t cheap. Plus, it’s my stuff.”
Her tone implied her unwillingness to abandon her meager worldly goods. Trivial matters, in his opinion.
“I will provide you with sufficient funds to outfit a new wardrobe if that is your concern,” he said.
“My concern—” Whatever she had to say, he would never know. Fury burned in her eyes as she bit into the sweet roll, chewing aggressively.
“My words are not hollow,” he said.
She closed her eyes and sighed. When they opened, a more amiable expression replaced her open hostility. “Your offer is very generous. Thank you. But I really am worried about my friend. I won’t take any of your money if you help me rescue her.”
“Your loyalty is admirable, but would this female be concerned about your fate if she had been the one to escape?”
With the sweet rolls gone, she buttered a slice of toast. The way she held the butter knife made him uneasy, like she considered several actions and would likely choose violence. Her grip tightened on the knife’s handle. It was an impractical weapon, but resourceful, and resourcefulness was very attractive.
Her grip relaxed, and she set down the knife. She said, anger very much in her voice, “Poppy would never.”
“Is this female your mate?”
“My… what? My mate?” Anger vanished, replaced with bafflement. “She’s my friend.”
“I am trying to understand the root of your devotion.”
She sighed, her fingers caressing the knife’s handle. “You know how humans got here, right? We were all abducted, and the ship exploded in orbit. I don’t know anything more, I was asleep, but Poppy was the one who found me. She pulled me out of the wreckage and saved my life.”
Now, he understood her loyalty. He said, “Her actions were noble, but you do not owe her anything.”
“She’s more than my friend—she’s my sister.”
Ari had no siblings and had no family he cared to mention, let alone mount a rescue for. His mother, yes, without hesitation, but she had been dead for many years. His father, however, could fall off a very steep cliff.
Again.
“Familial obligation is no reason to endanger yourself,” he said in a tone that implied she was being irrational, because she was.
She stared at him like he was defective. “It’s not about obligation. It’s about love and friendship. Don’t look at me like I’m talking nonsense. Poppy would tear the city apart brick by brick to find me.” She took a shaky breath, struggling to contain her emotions. “It’s not about owing Poppy anything. She’s got my back. I’ve got hers.”
“You cannot help her,” Ari said.
“Which is why I’m asking—begging—you for help. Do I need to get on my knees?” she asked. Before Ari could protest that was unnecessary, she slipped to the floor, got on her knees, and clasped her hands together in supplication. “Please. I’ll do anything,” she said, sounding desperate enough that he believed her.
A less honorable person would take advantage of her desperation. As it was, Ari wound his tail tight around his ankle to keep it from wandering. He said, “No, I mean that it is too late to help your friend. Do you not know who Tavat is?”
She lifted a shoulder, as if that were an answer. “Some high roller with hired muscle. Guys like him are a dime a dozen.”
His implanted translator informed him that this idiom meant a fraction of a unit of currency for a large quantity, implying that the subject was common and inexpensive.
Wrong in all regards.
“You have not been on Reazus Prime long,” he said. He himself had not been long on the planet and found the petty crime and casual lawlessness to be a delight. It was simple and honest.
Not like his homeworld. He had the advantage of an aristocratic upbringing. All that breeding and good lineage fine -tuned his family’s capacity for cruelty and deception. The family nest had nurtured vipers. While Ari had managed to escape—and get himself exiled in the process—his upbringing gave him the useful ability to spot the truly vile from the everyday petty criminal.
“Long enough.”
“Not long enough to learn that Tavat is no petty crime lord or to learn what he does to his enemies.”
“He kills them?”
“Death would be a mercy. What Tavat does to his enemies is worse,” Ari said. His words sounded overly dramatic, but she had to know the truth. There was no hope for Poppy. “Tavat infects his captives with a fungus, perhaps a virus. It destroys cognitive function, leaving the person alive but not living, understand? He has a compound on an island. These husks wander the island, tearing intruders apart.”
The pink color drained from her face, leaving her sallow and washed out. It was alarming. “Zombies. That’ll happen to Poppy?”
“No question. It is only a matter of time.”
“Then we have to go right now,” she said, pushing her chair back from the table. “We have to hurry, or Poppy will be turned into a zombie.”
“Impossible, and put the knife back on the table,” he said, barely pausing as he ate his breakfast.
Carla sneered as she slammed the butter knife down on the table. “Why is it impossible? Infections need time to take hold. It’s not instant.”
“I did not realize I was hosting an infectious disease expert.” He took another bite, chewing slowly as her scowl intensified.
“I won’t stand by and do nothing.”
“You will sit and do nothing. The ship is heading to a human-friendly settlement, and the course cannot be changed. Arrival is in two hours.” Once a destination was set, the ship’s computer locked the helm and the autopilot-controlled navigation. Perhaps it was possible to bypass the lockout, but Ari was not the ship’s original owner and did not have the override code. Piloting the ship himself avoided the trouble with the autopilot, but he had been rather occupied caring for the unconscious Carla. Reprogramming the ship’s computer would involve hiring a specialist, and Ari had already lamented at length about the difficulties the ship’s cargo created. He could not risk inviting just anyone aboard.
Yet he carried Carla aboard without a second thought and placed her in the center of the horde. Instinct told him that she belonged there.
He’d needed to reflect on that, but now was not the most opportune time.
“So that’s it? Nothing to be done?” Those were questions, but from the tone, Ari was not expected to answer. She glared at him, waiting for a response. He would not be so easily tricked.
Ari continued to eat his meal, ignoring her furious expression. “Sit. Eat. You’ve had a shock and need the energy.”
Carla tossed her hands in the air. “Fine. Whatever. You do what you want, but I’m not going to hang out with you and pretend it’s okay.”
She spun on her heel to leave the kitchen.
“Take something with you. Breakfast is the most vital meal of the day,” he called after her.
She paused at the door, made a noise of frustration, and stomped back to the table. She grabbed her plate, then took the uneaten half of the sweet roll from his plate. “This is because I’m starving, not because you said so.”
“I wouldn’t presume.” His tail thumped against his leg as he watched her march away.
Her loyalty to the Nakkoni was admirable. He doubted he had ever sparked emotions half so devoted. Jealousy was a useless emotion. It served no purpose. He wasn’t jealous of Poppy. The female was likely a mindless drone by now.
Carla could despise Ari to her heart’s content. Any attempts at a rescue would only result in them sharing that fate, and Ari’s sense of self-preservation overrode any desire to impress the female.
CHAPTER 5
CARLA
That arrogant, cold-hearted monster.
Carla shoved the stolen sweet roll into her mouth, determined to not appreciate it in her anger, but the combination of buttery dough and almond-like filling was too good. That monster had no business being an amazing baker. In what kind of world did that make sense? Everything he touched should turn as black as his heart. That made sense, not ooey-gooey perfection all rolled up and covered in icing.
She dragged a sweet berry through a simple syrup, trying to mop up all the sugary goodness. Maybe it was because she wasn’t a zombified prisoner or was having an adrenaline crash demanding fuel, but this was the best breakfast she had in ages.
Cooking a delicious meal. Ari’s a monster.
She tried reasoning with Ari. Threatening. Flattery. She appealed to sentimentality, but he stared at her like family love was an alien concept. Yeah, someone had baggage and she was going to leave that alone.
She even begged him to help—literally begged on her knees—and he had the nerve to ask her why she bothered.
Well, it was a fair question. She should take his money and go live her best life. No guilt. It was survival, and she was a survivor. Anyone would take the gargoyle’s money.
Anyone except Poppy. She wouldn’t abandon her. Not for money. Not for any reason. She’d do whatever it took to save her, even going to Tavat’s supervillain lair and rescue her zombified ass, like a proper hero.
She wasn’t hero material. Sure, she had skills, but they were more people-oriented, all about reading a room, placating egos, and distracting a mark by batting her lashes or being gross and playing up the helpless little human. Those weren’t even villain skills. They were support-villain skills, and none of them translated into kicking down doors, shooting zombies that needed to get dead and stay dead, and otherwise being a badass.
Well, she wasn’t helpless, and she had badass potential. So much potential.
Fine. She’d do it herself. He said his resources were at her disposal. She’d dispose the hell out of his resources.
But there wasn’t anything she could do about it immediately, as much as she itched to get started on the badassery.
Carla threw herself onto the bed, resentful at how comfy it felt. Staring up at the ceiling, she planned. Two hours, Ari said, until the ship arrived at the settlement. She’d take his money, hire a team, and rescue Poppy. Until then, she had to be patient and wait.
A FULL STOMACH and a brief nap helped clear away the doom and gloom feelings. She made her way back to the treasure room, taking her time to explore the ship.
Lush barely scratched the surface of how luxurious the ship was. Opulent. Sumptuous. All accurate. Also garish and just a wee bit over the top. Oddly, all those adjectives also described the gargoyle.
Carla peeked into the cabins as she made her way down the corridor. The other cabins were furnished but too neatly arranged, ready for a guest but not currently in use. The bathroom she shared with the cabin next door was clean and fully stocked, though.
She found a saloon furnished for entertaining but clearly never used. It was too clean. The pillows were too neatly arranged on sofas.
Mainly, she noticed how quiet the ship was. Perhaps it had something to do with quality materials—solid walls, thick carpets in the corridor perfect for muffling footsteps, velvet wall hangings to dampen sound—but she suspected it was because the ship was empty. The place felt hollow.
She made her way back to the treasure trove without encountering another person or evidence of their existence. Despite having been in the room before, she was still dazzled by the collection. It was like stepping into an illustration of Aladdin’s cave. It was floor-to-ceiling treasure. Just gold, silver, and shiny gems. It was too much to comprehend.
Where did Ari get this?
She quickly realized that she didn’t want to know. Nothing good. She didn’t want to know the kind of person who acquired this fortune, and she certainly didn’t want to know the kind of person who hoarded a literal dragon’s hoard of treasure. Well, gargoyle’s hoard. Not a thing, yeah, yeah.
Just grab a piece.
A necklace. Nothing big, just flashy enough to sell and use the money to hire someone to rescue Poppy. How many necklaces did it take to hire a pair of mercenaries? Two? Better make it three so they didn’t have to skimp on bullets. Good thing her jumpsuit had lots of pockets.
Carla pried open a promising black velvet box. Sure enough, it was filled with jewelry. Were any of the pieces particularly valuable? She couldn’t tell but had a vague idea that a truly precious piece would be in its own case, not jumbled together. She grabbed a fistful and shoved it into her pockets.
Great. Now time to get out of Dodge.
“You are a thief.”
She jumped at Ari’s voice. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”
“Pardon me. I forgot how rude it is to interrupt a person while they’re robbing me.” The gargoyle took a menacing step forward, his wings flexing out as if to block her from escaping the room.
Good call. She would run, given a chance.
“You said I could have anything. This is anything.” She flashed a smile, hoping to soothe the situation.
“You are stealing. From me.” He sounded so scandalized that Carla almost felt bad.
Smiles weren’t going to cut it. She planted her hands on her hips. “Oh, please. Don’t get all high and mighty on me. You literally bought me off the street.”
“It was a bribe, and I liberated you.”
“I wasn’t imprisoned, and people aren’t property,” she said. “I know everyone on this planet seems to think that might makes right, but you can’t just take people. Even if you have good intentions.”
His gaze swept over her, taking in her stuffed pockets and the open casket. He leaned in, his hand brushing her hip. She gasped at the touch.
He tucked the length of a gold chain that had gone astray back into her pocket, a smirk on his face. “This is about the Nakkoni female.”
“This is about my friend Poppy,” she said. “She actually needs to be liberated, and since you’re not going to help me and this is basically your fault, I decided that your money will do.”
“I see. That is quite the justification you’ve worked out.”
“It’s the truth. If it weren’t for you, Poppy and I—”
“Would likely be dead. If by some miracle you survived, you would still be thieves, stealing from someone else for your next meal.” He shook his head. “Perching on an unstable cliff is no way to live.”
Oh, that condescending gargoyle.
Carla saw red. She reached into the still -open casket and grabbed another handful. This felt like a collection of bracelets, maybe a ring or two. “Every time you talk down to me, I’m grabbing more. It’s my fee for putting up with your ass.”
He huffed. “My ass is fantastic. I should charge you a fee.”
Carla reached in with her other hand. More rings. A few fell to the floor. “Keep going, please, but I’ll need a bag.”
The amused expression left his face. “You are clearly resourceful and intelligent. Surely, you can find better employment than thievery.”
Save her from do-gooders.
The truth was, Carla did start out her life on Reazus Prime with a proper job in a tavern. She and Poppy worked as servers, slinging drinks and doing whatever needed doing, usually scrubbing the floors after closing. It was fine for a few months. Customers didn’t keep their hands to themselves, but Carla never had a problem telling people to get stuffed. Poppy growling over her shoulder helped deter unwanted attention. Unfortunately, the tavern owner had a gambling problem, and even more unfortunately, he thought he could sell Carla to settle the debt. Anyway, long story short, Carla took the cash box at the end of her shift and never felt bad for one second.
“You think this place is swarming with nine-to-five jobs with benefits? That I can just work in an office, and that’s that?” She lifted her chin, stubborn and pissed, and only too late did she notice that stance made her stare directly into his eyes. They were a very pretty shade of violet, like twin gemstones.
“Have you tried?” he asked.
“Have you tried considering that maybe people are doing the best with the hand they’ve been dealt?”
Something sparked in his violet eyes, like a bad idea.
“I have decided to help you,” he said.
Yeah, bad and suspicious.
“Why’d you change your mind?” she asked warily.
“Your argument convinced me.”
“Bullshit.”
“I have a plan to access Tavat’s compound. You merely possess a bag of stolen jewelry,” he said, the forced cheerfulness vanishing for a moment.
Good. She liked him better this way, when he wasn’t pretending.
“What’s the plan?”
“Tavat would never invite me to his compound. I do not merit such attention, but if you were to accompany me—”
“You mean be the bait.”
“The sweet morsel to tempt the greedy male. We gain access to Tavat’s compound and retrieve your friend,” Ari said, making the scheme sound easy. He flashed a grin full of charm, the cheerfulness back in full effect. She wanted to claim the grin wasn’t charming, but much like his baking skills, it was unmatched. Damn him.
Carla scratched the tip of her nose, thinking. Ari left out a lot of steps, and clearly, he had a motive, though she couldn’t say what. A personal beef with Tavat? Likely. His opinion of the man had not been flattering.
“What if Poppy is a zombie?” she asked.
“My sincere condolences. I would suggest violence as a method to process your grief.”
She laughed. She shouldn’t. The situation was grim, and here this black-hearted monster was, offering her a sweet deal with no apparent strings; it was too much for her to contain.
“And what do you get out of this?” Nothing was free on Reazus Prime.
“The satisfaction of doing a good deed,” he answered.
Yeah, she did not believe that at all. Still, options were thin.
“Before I agree to anything, I need some reassurances. You won’t sell me to Tavat,” she said. Then added quickly, “Or anyone else.”
“Never. Slavery is an appalling practice.”
“And we’ll do this as soon as possible? You’re not going to wait six months when we know Poppy is long dead?” She felt like she was making a deal with a fae, trying to navigate tricky tricks and avoid hidden consequences.
His wings fluttered and stretched. “We cannot act immediately. Tavat’s compound—”
“His island lair.”
“Yes, his lair has many fortifications. We will need an invitation with a clearance code if we do not wish to be shot out of the sky.”
Generally, she was against that. “I’m not agreeing, but how do we get an invitation?”
He flashed that charming grin again. “We attend a party.”
“And you show off your shiny new human pet?”
“Essentially. Tavat’s pride is terribly fragile. When word reaches him that I have you in my possession—” His voice dipped lower, grew greedy, and she shivered.
Not from lust. Don’t be gross. It was from fear. Good old -fashioned run-from-the-monsters fear. Zero attraction.
Maybe a little attraction.
“Tavat will make an offer. We’ll fly to his lair for negotiations,” Ari concluded.
“We rescue Poppy, and you get a gold star?”
His eyes sparkled. “Is a gold star how Earth rewards heroes?”
“Yeah, sure.” If Ari wanted to be a hero, she wouldn’t stand in his way. Maybe it was cultural, like he had a debt of honor to repay or… community service. Something.
It seemed straightforward enough. There had to be a catch, but she couldn’t spot it. Honestly, she didn’t have much of a choice.
“We have a deal.” He stuck out his hand. “Now we do the ceremonial handclasp.”
Not so fast.
Carla took a step back, hands behind her. “Are you planning on stealing something from Tavat? Is that what you’re getting out of this?”
He huffed. “I am not a thief.”
“Are you… a reverse thief? Gonna plant incriminating evidence?” It was a ridiculous suggestion, but Ari’s wings gave a little flutter, as if nervous.
“No,” he said, dragging out the word, telling her that yes, that was exactly what he planned to do.
Oh, this was fun.
“Animal, vegetable, or mineral?” she asked in a sweet, singsong voice.
“Do not be ridiculous.” His eyes darted to one side before quickly focusing on her again.
Poor, sweet gargoyle baby. He was so bad at this game.
“What’s the item?” she asked, turning to see where his gaze went.
“That is not important.”
“That is a bullshit answer, and you know it. Whatever it is, it’s hot enough that you don’t want to be caught holding it.” She drifted to a case that held a particularly blinged -out dagger. “This? Some ceremonial object that a cult is desperate to have returned? Oh, is it a murder cult?”
Her fingers brushed against the top of the case. His face remained as still as stone. Not the dagger, then. Shame, a murder cult sounded exciting.
“This?” Her fingers tapped the glass above a golden icon of a saintly spider painted on wood. The colors were lovely, like pulverized gems, but it was a spider. With a halo. With four hands pressed together in prayer, four eyes closed in holy meditation, and the other four open and judging. So very judgy.
No reaction from Ari.
Her eyes rose to the grotesque mask on the wall. It was right out of a horror movie, like someone peeled the face off a gargoyle and let it dry in the sun. The eyes were hollow, black, and sightless. No judgment there, only a haunting emptiness that was way worse.
Curious if the mask was leathery or clay, she reached for it.
“Do not. It is fragile,” Ari said.
Bingo.
“I can see why you want to get rid of this. It’s horrible.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, watching the mask. “The eyes are following me. Super creepy.”
“Do not taunt it,” Ari said, gently moving her away.
“Why? Is it cursed? It looks cursed.”
Ari now stood between her and the mask. It didn’t matter. Those hollow eyes were still watching her.
“It is the death mask of a notable ruler from my homeworld. The Duras government wants it returned.”
She could guess the rest of the story. Culturally significant, if creepy, relic. Government agents with a limitless budget want it back. “And you want this to be Tavat’s problem?”
“Precisely.”
Good. One question was answered. Now for the big one.
“How’d you get the treasure trove?” she asked.
“That is what you want to know?”
“I need to trust you, but right now, I’m assuming you’re in the habit of seducing wealthy widows and bumping them off, so yeah. Explain the obscene riches.”
“A friend found it.”
“Fuck off with that nonsense. How’d you really get the loot?”
“A friend found it,” he repeated. “It was the collection of a notorious prisoner warden. Miriam gave me her share if I would find Darla.”
“The mysterious Miriam and Darla,” she muttered. They were back to good deeds again. Maybe he really did have a hero complex—rescuing lost humans, returning artifacts, and all that jazz. “It seems like you got the better half of that bargain.”
“It was a trick. This,” he spread his arms wide to gesture to the room at large, “is a stone dragging me down. I cannot sell it easily or spend it. It is priceless and without useful value.”
Carla had a hard time believing that a room stuffed with treasure was a burden, but sure. Double-edged swords and all that. She didn’t like him, and she barely trusted him, but he was her best option.
For now.
She stuck out her hand. “Deal.”
Ari stared at her hand, then slapped the palm of his right hand to hers. He grinned, pleased with himself. “We’re nearly at our destination, and we need appropriate party attire. Can I trust you to behave?”
“If you can refrain from being a condescending asshole, I can behave.”
“As you say, deal.”
CHAPTER 6
CARLA
Sunlight danced on the water. One sun dipped near the horizon, turning the water silver. The other sun was at least an hour or two from setting, setting the sky aflame in a riot of reds and oranges.
Carla sighed, leaning against the pier’s railing. The metal gave a little wobble but held. Good. She was too tired for any of the rusted railing’s drama.
“Explain the meaning of that noise,” Ari said. He stood a foot back from the railing, holding two to-go drink cups of something hot, judging from the steam from the top.
The sunset reminded her of home, but that felt too familiar. Confessing feelings of homesickness was something friends did, and Ari wasn’t a friend. He was a temporary business associate.
“Just tired,” she said, giving Ari an easier truth. Yesterday at this time, she and Poppy were getting ready for a dishonest night’s work hustling. “I’ve been up since yesterday, and, no, being knocked out for two hours doesn’t count as sleep.”
“This is for you. It will help.” He thrust a cup in her direction.
Carla cracked up the lid and sniffed. The brown liquid didn’t smell like tea, coffee, or their alien equivalents. “Is it a stimulant? Pass. I just need some shuteye.”
“It is a broth of fermented bean paste and mushrooms,” he said. She must have appeared skeptical because he added, “It will keep you warm.”
She accepted the cup and took a cautious sip. The broth was salty and not too rich. It reminded her of miso soup. “Thanks. It’s nice.”
The human-friendly settlement turned out to be a quaint seaside village. Well, at least during the day. Who knew what happened after dark? During the day, it might have been any small town on any law-abiding planet. The streets were filled with busy people going about their business and running errands. Vendor stalls were clustered in the village center. Shops had their doors open. Windows lacked bars and security glass. Carla saw exactly zero security. People were just minding their own business.
It was weird, like some village from a horror movie. Carla wouldn’t have been surprised if the villagers shifted into cannibal werewolves after dark and terrorized the streets in packs. Yeah, that seemed more plausible than a picture-perfect tourist-friendly village.
Even weirder was Ari. He was almost… nice. Bizarre, right? They spent the afternoon gathering the necessary supplies. For Ari, that meant fresh food for the kitchen and body armor. Not from the same place, obviously. A cheese and ammo emporium would be strange, but it would keep with the general vibe of the place. Nice on the surface, filled with fancy cheese, and then a touch murdery in the back room.
Necessary supplies for Carla meant a skimpy outfit. She didn’t mind—really—but it was kind of exhausting. She was bait, and bait worked best by showing a lot of flesh. On this world, humans were prized possessions, either sex toys or pets. If given the choice, she’d take being a pet over the alternative. Too bad no one interpreted that to mean dressing up their pet humans in cozy sweaters. No, it was all thermal bandages and thongs. Being bait also meant blending in, so she had to suck it up and deal with the thermal bandages and thongs, even if it was gross.
And chilly.
While being measured by the tailor to have the skimpy outfit altered to fit, Ari added a stack of sensible, comfy clothes. Carla refused on principle. She didn’t need him to do her any favors because favors weren’t free. There was always a cost. Ari replied that the jumpsuit was offensive to his eyes, and he was doing himself a favor.
So that happened. He was sort of nice but a complete ass about it, so that was on brand and didn’t concern her. Now, he brought her soup. Was Ari secretly a marshmallow? No. She found it easier to believe the ugly jumpsuit offended his dapper sensibilities. She found it even easier to believe he would renege on their bargain and keep her as a pet for real.
Yeah, that made sense. If that gargoyle thought he had her trapped, he’d better think again.
The long day weighed on her. The countdown on Poppy’s zombification was ticking down, she had to trust that a deal-making gargoyle wouldn’t turn all nefarious and betray her, and her mind felt sluggish. She really needed a solid eight hours of sleep.
She shifted her weight, the rusted railing groaning.
“I would not be so confident as to rest all my weight on the railing. It is rusted and does not appear to be secure,” Ari said.
Her lips twitched in a smile. His concern sounded almost genuine.
Probably doesn’t want his investment falling into the water.
“It’s fine,” she said.
“It is not fine. The water is hazardous.” His wings did a fluttery, shivering motion that looked uneasy. Huh. He stood a good two feet away from the railing, too. Maybe the concern was genuine.
“Are you afraid of the water?” she asked.
“No, I am not afraid. I am demonstrating a healthy respect for the water by keeping my distance.”
“I’m not judging.” She was. A little. “I’m just surprised that a fella who lives on a ship has such a pho—healthy respect for the water.”
His wings did that shivering flutter again, and now his tail was in on the action, lashing from side to side. “My people are not buoyant.”
“Is it because you are made of stone?”
Wow. Carla had never seen anyone throw daggers with their eyes before.
“I am not made of stone,” he said, sounding offended.
“I dunno. You felt pretty solid when I was wailing on you.”
He sighed dramatically, undoing a cuff and pushing the fabric of the sleeve up, exposing his forearm.
A really nice forearm. The sunlight hit him just right, shimmering purple over his stony gray skin.
“My skin is different from yours. Increasing the density offers protection.” He flexed his fingers. The skin grew darker, losing the purple sheen as it shifted into a charcoal gray.
She wanted to touch him, to see if his skin felt as solid and cold as it looked, but it was rude and inappropriate. You didn’t go around petting people. She stretched out her hand. “May I?”
“If you must.”
She brushed a finger along his forearm. The skin was more supple than she expected; not quite leather and definitely not stone. She glanced up. His violet eyes watched her intently. His tail brushed against her ankle.
Suddenly conscious that her curious touch was morphing into a caress, she jerked her hand away. “When I shot you, you were stone? That’s why the discharge didn’t hurt you?”
“Yes. I am skilled and can shift quickly,” he said with pride. “Although you did ruin a favorite suit.”
“Maybe learn to dodge a bullet rather than standing in one place, looking like a target.”
Ari made a huffing noise, sounding almost amused.
The moment felt…weird. Blame it on the sunset, the pushed-up sleeves and exposed forearms, or her utter exhaustion, but she felt an imbalance between them. Ari confided a phobia. No doubt he’d lord it over her about how fantastic and sophisticated he was, and Carla was just a stabby-shooty hooligan. To get back on an equal footing, she needed to share.
Sharing was the worst.
“I’m afraid of trees,” she blurted out.
“Pardon? Trees? Big things with leaves?” He gestured grandly with his arms, like that was supposed to represent a tree.
“I’m from the prairie. We don’t have a lot of trees. Just fields and cows, all the way to the horizon. If your car hit an icy patch in the winter and went off the road, the worst thing you’d hit was a fence post. Maybe a cow,” she said, face burning with embarrassment and also annoyed at herself. It was complicated. She could be complicated, all right? “When I moved to the city, the trees were everywhere. They crowd out the sky. Like, how do you know where you’re going? Also, what happens if there’s an accident? You hit a tree and die.”
“You are wise to be worried.”
“Oh, fuck off,” Carla said. “You’re scared of the water and live on a boat.”
“It’s a ship capable of space travel and is also waterproof.”
Oh, the sass in his delivery.
She opened her mouth for a snappy comeback but yawned instead. “Sorry. Humans do that when we’re tired. It’s not a sign of aggression or anything.” Unlike with some alien cultures. She found that out the hard way.
Concern flickered across his face. “It has been a long day. We will discuss strategies tomorrow.”
Fine, as long as there was a strategy to discuss tomorrow, and Ari didn’t double -cross her.
ARI
The female straddled his torso and held a knife to his throat.
The screen across the port window had been left open to enjoy the night sky. Now clouds obscured the moon. In the dim light, he could not read her expression—in so much as he could decipher human expressions—but her posture told him that she was upset.
The dagger was also a clue.
“I’ve awoken to worse predicaments,” he said, a purr in his voice. “That’s an ornamental blade, by the way. Gold is far too soft to damage me.”
“Shut up,” Carla snapped, pressing the tip of the knife into him.
He was not overly concerned. His skin hardened to stone in that area and the blade really was ornamental. It barely held an edge. To threaten him with such a useless object was pointless. He was taller, stronger, and could easily overpower her. Although he did not mind the way she straddled him. That was pleasant.
Was this Carla’s version of flirting? He approved.
“Whatever you’re thinking, stop it,” she said. “I wanted to make a point.”
“Intriguing,” he replied, tail thumping against the mattress. His hands yearned to touch her, to stroke her thighs and grip her hips. She wore the utility jumpsuit he printed for her. Shame.
The flat edge of the blade smacked him across the cheek.
“If you renege on our bargain or if you pull a tricky trick, just remember that you have to sleep sometime, and I got into your cabin without waking you.”
His tail stilled. “It’s a good threat but lacks flair. Brute force will not work against me. My skin can shift to stone in a heartbeat. You know this.”
To demonstrate his point, he grabbed the blade and squeezed with stone-hardened fingers, bending the metal. It really was an ornamental piece.
“Poison. Violent and sudden decompression. Lack of oxygen. Pushing you overboard and letting you sink to the bottom of the ocean.” She raised her fingers one by one as she spoke, as if ticking items off a list. “There are so many interesting ways for you to die on a ship.”
“I am far too heavy to simply push overboard, and I question your mechanical knowledge to implement the other threats.”
“Honey, my daddy was a mechanic, and breaking something is a hell of a lot easier than fixing it.”
There it was. Flare.
“You are not a murderer.” A thief, yes. A con artist, absolutely, but taking a life was vastly different from taking credits.
A grin broke across her face. The moon broke through the clouds, casting shadows across her face. She leaned in, her lips a breath away from his. “My dad was bigger and stronger than my mom, too. He thought just because she couldn’t hit him back, that he was safe.” She planted two hands on his chest and pushed herself upright. “You don’t have to be bigger or stronger to use rat poison. Think on that.”
The mattress shifted as she climbed off him. Ari watched, awestruck, as she left his cabin.
He was captivated.
CHAPTER 7
ARI
Ari needed to be patient.
Nothing good happened when he acted impulsively.
It only took a moment to let his anger and resentment at his father change his position in life from Khargal aristocrat to fugitive, though he could not admit any regrets. He accepted Miriam’s poisoned bargain on an impulse, which left him with a debt of honor he struggled to pay. He impulsively bought Carla’s freedom on the street, and now they were in the midst of this farce.
With a look of smug contentment on his face, he strolled through the lobby of the Ocean’s Seven Club. This was the plan. Parade his new human like a nestling with a new toy and be seen.
Ari glanced down at the human female. She clung to his arm, her golden hair gleaming under the lights.
Again, he had no regrets.
Carla tightened her grip, subtly steering him toward the bar.
“Are you thirsty, my pet?” he asked.
She shook her head from side to side.
“Use your words,” he said.
She scowled up at him. “No, I’m not thirsty,” she said, carefully enunciating each word to the point they felt like daggers.
Adorable.
“I will feed you,” he said, patting the top of her head. He had only known her for two days, but he already noticed that her mood dramatically improved when she had a full stomach.
“I’m not hungry.” She batted away his hand.
He chuckled, but he knew the root of her dissatisfaction. He felt it, too. “You are also impatient, but this is a thing that must be done carefully.”
Carla made a grumbly noise that he interpreted as, “Why yes, you are correct as always, Ari.”
They had stayed overnight at the human -friendly settlement, waiting for the last delivery of their purchases. They traveled the next day, arriving at the Ocean’s Seven Club by evening. Not once had she thanked him.
That was acceptable. He did not want her gratitude. What he wanted was utterly more difficult to formulate.
She broke into his cabin in the middle of the night, held a blade to his throat, and threatened to murder him in any number of creative ways. He should have been appalled. The reasonable thing would have been to hire security to protect himself from the unpredictable female. He found himself unwilling to do so.
She was exceptional. Admirable.
Delectable.
“What are you smiling for?” Carla asked, sounding like she was definitely hungry. “I don’t know why we just don’t hire guys with guns to blow shit up for us. Smash and grab. In and out. Bada bing, bada boom.”
His translation chip must have been malfunctioning, turning her last words into gibberish. He said, “A gun is not the correct tool for this situation.”
“Isn’t it? I really feel like lots of massive guns would help.”
“You will feel differently after a meal. This club has an excellent restaurant.”
“I guess I could eat.”
The restaurant seated them immediately at a table in the center of the busy floor. Ari demanded a more secluded table and would not relent until the server relented.
“You didn’t have to be an ass about it,” Carla muttered.
“It would be suspicious if I weren’t.”
She snorted, then pressed her lips together and scowled, as if remembering that she should not find him amusing and charming. Folding her arms over her chest, she struck a defiant pose.
Ari understood her struggle. He was extraordinarily charming.
“I still don’t understand why. I think Plan Guns-a-blazing would work,” she said.
“One would think so. I’ve employed it successfully before,” he agreed.
“Then why can’t we—”
A server appeared, delivering drinks and a basket of bread.
“What do you crave, my pet?” Ari asked, holding a menu.
His blood spilled on the ground, judging from the look she tossed him.
“Whatever you like,” she said in a voice so falsely sweet that he had difficulty not laughing.
He ordered more food than they could reasonably consume. At least one of the dishes should appeal to Carla.
When the server departed, Ari said, “We could hire every mercenary on this planet. It would not matter because the security for Tavat’s compound would blast any ship without a clearance code out of the sky. We need an invitation. We must be patient.”
She chewed on a slice of buttered bread. “There has to be another way in.”
“The compound is located on an island. Arrival by air or sea does not matter. A stealth approach is impossible.”
“Yeah, but guys like that need their fancy booze, food, and I dunno, peasants to hunt. I bet the island gets regular deliveries. Get the code from one of them.” She spoke in a soft voice, keeping their conversation private.
“It changes daily. We would need to locate a merchant and bribe them for the code. None will risk Tavat’s wrath.”
She finished the bread. He could see her mind working. “I suppose hiding in a delivery ship is out of the question.”
“Again, we would need to locate a merchant willing to take such a risk.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “I don’t like waiting. Why can’t you just send him a message saying that you have a human to sell?”
Ari’s tail thumped in agitation against the leg of his chair. “You do not understand our target.”
“I understand he’s a dick with a supervillain secret lair on an island that’s shaped like a skull or on a volcano. Probably both. Also, the volcano skull is filled with zombies, including Poppy, if we don’t do something,” she said.
“Tavat is the kind of male who is only interested in what he cannot possess. Approaching him as a seller of flesh will not work.”
She slumped back in her chair. “A contrary supervillain. Fantastic.”
“We make a spectacle of ourselves. The biggest gossips on Reazus Prime frequent this club. Word will reach Tavat about the human female with golden hair. He will wonder if she is the one who slipped through his fingers, and he will want to possess her at all costs,” Ari explained. He took a drink of water. “We will be patient. The hunter waits for the perfect moment before swooping down from its perch.”
The server arrived with their meal. As predicted, it was too much. Aromatic and steaming dishes covered the table. Ari had not exaggerated when he said the restaurant was excellent.
His first bite confirmed it. “The kitchen has a Khargal chef who is as talented as any in the capital of my homeworld,” he said.
Carla jabbed a fork at her plate, sullen and sulky, but did not eat. “I don’t like it, but I hear what you’re saying.”
“We must wait. Now, try to enjoy your meal.”
“It just feels wrong. How can I enjoy a fancy dinner and all this while Poppy…” Her voice wobbled. She reached for her glass, drinking to cover the emotion in her voice. “I need to do something.”
“Rushing in will only make it worse for your friend.”
“My sister,” she corrected.
“Apologies. Your sister,” he agreed. “We have a plan. We must see it through.”
She muttered an unconvincing agreement, then asked, “If Tavat’s such a creep, what were you doing with him?”
“Wasting my time,” he said.
She made an interested noise as she took a bite of food, chewing thoroughly before speaking. “So, you weren’t scoping him out to rob him?”
“I thought he could purchase a few items from my collection, but he failed the vetting process.” Tavat had the credits but lacked discretion.
“Why?”
“Why?” Ari repeated. “You are always demanding explanations. If he saw the extent of my collection, he’d snap off my wings and slit my throat.”
“I can see how that’d be bad for business. It’s a shame,” she said. “Being an art thief is much sexier than being an antique dealer.”
“I am flattered at your concern, but rest assured, my sexual appeal is robust.”
Her lips tugged, as if she wanted to smile. He’d accept that as a victory.
It would be no hardship to spend the next few days in her company, even though he did not believe she would honor the plan. He would have to keep an eye on her.
Patience.
It was something they both needed to cultivate.
CARLA
Day three.
She had to be patient. It was a struggle. Logically, she agreed with the steps of the plan and knew they couldn’t be rushed. Emotionally, though, she was a mess. Every minute she spent parading around on Ari’s arm pretending to be his pet was a minute that Poppy slipped closer to zombiehood. How dare she stroll through the luxurious casino lounge dressed in a new silk gown, acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world?
“Smile,” Ari said, taking her glass of wine.
“Oh, fuck off.”
“It is not difficult.” He gestured to his own face, a maniacal grin spreading slowly, displaying very sharp fangs.
“Give me back my drink.”
“Only well-behaved pets get wine. Because I am not cruel, you may have water if you are thirsty.”
Ari made it very easy to pretend to be a disgruntled human, chafing under the yoke of a new owner. Carla barely had to act at all.
She breathed deep, made her eyes go wide, and gave an intense, if unhinged, smile.
Ari chuckled, poking her cheek with a finger. “Human faces are so expressive. How is your skin so pliable? It’s like plastic.”
She snapped her teeth, which earned her a fond rub on the head like she was a puppy. Yeah, zero acting on her part.
That evening, they arrived at an oil rig that had been converted into a casino. It was… something. Constructed in the middle of the ocean, there was nothing but open water as far as the eye could see. Logistics had to be a nightmare to keep it supplied. Smaller ships huddled around it, the docks stretching out haphazardly. Aesthetically, it was all harsh industrial on the outside and shiny, reflective surfaces on the inside, with an overabundance of black marble, brass, and mirrors. It was like the largest, most indulgent 1980s bathroom ever.
Carla could only assume the place required a fortune to convert into something comfortable and another fortune to keep it well-stocked with the food, booze, and service the guests expected. She could only assume that the point of the place was to spend massive amounts of money.
“What’s this place called, anyway?” she asked. Currently, they strolled through the lounge, a large space filled with comfy chairs no one used, leafy green palms strategically placed to give the illusion of privacy, and a full-service bar.
“Ocean’s Seven.”
She snorted. “No way.”
“It is a name designed for luck, pairing the bountiful with a lucky number. I do not know why you find that improbable.” He looked genuinely confused, which was something considering his inhuman features. Not that he was so different. Two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, all arranged with generally the same layout.
The stony complexion, gray with a purple sheen, was different, as were the five horns on the top of his head hammered home their differences. Oh, and the wings, the tail, and the ability to shift his skin to stone. So yeah, just a smidge different.
Still, the more time they spent together, the less Ari looked alien. He started looking more like himself, and she sort of liked him, the playful version, at least. If they had met any other way and if he hadn’t bought her off the street—yeah, yeah, good intentions—she’d consider him friendship material.
Not that she had a lot of friendship experience. Poppy was basically her only friend. Anywhere really, here or on Earth. She could admit to being a grown woman with exactly one friend, as sad as that was.
She had been a quiet kid, and her parents’ secrets meant she kept to herself. No birthday parties. No sleepovers. No soccer team or whatever kids with money did after school. It seemed as if everyone else at school settled into cliques and never made space for her. By the time she got to college, she lacked basic friend skills.
How did people make friends anyway? Do you just walk up to a stranger and say, “You look nice. You’re my friend now.”
That didn’t seem right, despite that being exactly what Poppy said to her, but Carla honestly couldn’t think of another option.
“Smile like you mean it, my sweet,” Ari said.
Scratch all that. He might be friendship material if he kept his damn mouth shut.
Carla smiled as sweetly as she could and batted her lashes. “Do you want to be my friend?”
Ari took a step back, and his wings shivered, as if disgusted. “What is that? Do not do that.”
“Do what?” Her smile widened.
“With your face.”
“It’s my friend face.” She took a step toward him. “This is what friendship looks like.”
“Human faces are too expressive. Cease making the friend face at once,” he said, sounding genuinely horrified.
Oh, this was delightful.
Carla cackled with glee and held out her hands like claws, threatening to pounce… with friendship, of course. No other motivations involved.
“Your pet requires training.”
The stranger’s unwelcome comment was as shocking as having a bucket of cold water dumped on Carla’s head, reminding her that they were very much on display. That was the point.
Carla turned around to find a Khargal woman critically examining her appearance. Carla returned the favor, taking in the woman’s long silver braid and flowy white gown. The silver hair and delicate fabric glowed like moonlight. It appeared elegant without effort, which Carla knew for a fact involved a ton of effort. Carla’s own lavender gray dress with its deep V neck and nearly translucent fabric seemed gaudy in comparison.
Two massive slabs of muscles stood behind the woman at a discreet distance. These men—assuming a masculine gender based on nothing more than body type—had broad, flat noses and a shock of thick, tawny hair that flowed well past their shoulders, giving the appearance of lions.
The Khargal woman’s critical gaze swept over Carla. She did not look impressed.
Ari wrapped a possessive wing around Carla, tucking her into his side. He said, “Madame Delandra.”
Should Carla know that name? It was becoming clear that she and Poppy did not run in the same circles as Ari. That disastrous excursion to the club three nights ago had been the first time in that particular establishment. In hindsight, they were playing out of their league. Sure, they should have spent a couple nights watching people and learning the vibes. Mistakes were made. Chance and a misunderstanding were the only reasons Carla escaped the consequences of their choices while Poppy suffered.
“I did not seek the opinion of others,” Ari said.
“This one is too spirited. She’ll run away,” Delandra said, as if Carla was not even there.
“I am not interested in broken playthings,” Ari replied.
Carla bit her tongue, struggling to keep her mouth shut. Two years she’d been on this planet, and it never got easier having people talk about her like she was a thing or a misbehaving puppy.
“Consider it advice freely given, Lord Solivair.”
“It’s Ari now,” he said. Nothing in his tone or posture said he was bothered, but somehow, Carla knew that name upset Ari.
“Is it? How interesting,” Delandra murmured in a tone that sounded bored. She reached for the gold necklace Carla wore, holding Carla’s gaze as she raised the pendant up to catch the light. “A very pretty ornament.”
This was weird, right? Aliens had different expectations for social etiquette, and the concept of personal space always seemed to be in flux—like right now, tucked under Ari’s wing like a baby chick—but this was weirder than usual.
“Pretty,” she said, still clutching the pendant. Then added, “For a human.”
Carla batted the woman’s hand away, breaking her hold on the necklace. “Well, you’re not so bad for a bitch.”
Delandra raised her hand as if to slap her. The protective shelter of Ari’s wing fell away as he stepped back. Carla squeezed her eyes closed and tensed, waiting for the slap.
Nothing happened.
“Do not,” Ari said.
Carla opened her eyes to see Ari clutching the woman’s wrist.
Furious, Delandra jerked her hand away. “Your pet needs discipline. She lacks proper training.”
“I like Carla the way she is,” he said.
Carla knew it was all part of the act, but she melted just a little. He liked her, even with the shooting and the larceny.
“I see your judgment remains questionable, but to each their own, I suppose. I’d recommend investing in a good collar, not pretty baubles, since you refuse to train your pet,” Delandra said before swanning away. That was unfair. She walked with an elegant glide filled with purpose.
“Come,” Ari said, planting a hand in the middle of her back and giving her no choice but to move. No elegant gliding for her, just a stumble as she lifted the hem of her dress to avoid stepping on the fabric.
He pushed his way through the lounge to the elevators and returned to their hotel suite. Without saying a word, he marched onto the balcony.
Carla gave him a few moments to calm down or whatever before joining him.
The cold spring night air wrapped around them, and the quiet. Distance muffled the noise of the casino and all the chattering patrons several floors below them. There was only the sound of the ocean and the wind.
Three moons hung in the sky, casting enough light to see clearly. Two huddled close together, one large and the other smaller. The smallest was halfway across the sky, like a tiny duckling trailing behind.
Carla went to the railing, wanting to get as close as she could to the enormous sky. Ari kept a healthy distance from the railing.
It was gorgeous. The fresh, salty air felt invigorating after living in the smoky, congested city. Air quality was not a priority here, and neither were health and safety regulations.
She shivered. A sleeveless gown was perfect for a crowded room but not the outdoors.
Without saying a word, Ari shrugged off his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. The warmth of his lingering body heat enveloped her.
“Thank you,” she said, her fingers curling into the fabric. Before she could think better of it, she blurted out, “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about me.”
Ari’s brow furrowed. “That you are high -spirited? I would not consider anything that female says to be a compliment.”
“You like me the way I am.”
“That is not a compliment. My taste is questionable.”
Carla shrugged, unbothered. She turned to face him, slouching back against the railing.
His posture stiffened, as if fighting back the urge to caution her about the dangers of railings and poor facility maintenance. Instead, he said, “You did well. Delandra is a notorious information broker.”
“Is that a high-class way of saying she’s a gossip?”
“And a blackmailer. Word about my untrained human companion will soon reach Tavat.”
Good. The night had not been a waste. They were one step closer to rescuing Poppy.
This was fantastic. She buzzed with excitement. Now seemed the perfect opportunity to show Ari the little souvenir she found.
“So, Oliver…” Her voice dragged out in a teasing tone.
“My name is Ari.”
“So, Oliver, do you think Delandra’s jewelry is the real deal?” She twirled a golden bracelet around her index finger like a tiny hula-hoop.
“The name is Solivair,” he said, stressing the second syllable.
“So-lee-vair,” Carla repeated, giving up her attempts to recapture the lighthearted mood from earlier. Delandra spoiled it. With a flick of her wrist, the bracelet stopped spinning and rested in the palm of her hand. “Never mind.”
“It’s Lord Solivair, if you insist on being impertinent,” he said, his voice growing stiff and formal. “The title is technically mine, but my name is Ari.”
“Right. I’ll remember that.” She had a dozen questions to ask about Lord Solivair, Delandra, and what all that was about, but she could tell that now was not the time to be nosy.
Ari finally noticed the bracelet. “What did you do?”
She grinned, slipping the too-large bracelet over her wrist. The lighting on the balcony could be accurately described as mood, but she held her arm up in a hopeful attempt to inspect her loot. Small symbols were etched into the metal finish. “It’s nice, right?”
“Carla, it is wrong to steal,” he said, but it didn’t sound like he had his heart in it.
“Oh, please. If she didn’t want to be robbed, she shouldn’t have grabbed me.” Carla recognized a symbol used for sending messages. She brushed her thumb across the symbol. The band lit up briefly, the characters glowing ruby against the gold.
The characters flashed as if waiting for a code or thumbprint for a biolock.
Excellent. This was no simple bracelet but a communicator. The biolock would require some finagling to circumnavigate, but it wasn’t impossible. Poppy usually handled stuff like that.
This was good. This could be useful.
The light faded as the device went back into sleep mode.
“You are making the friend face again,” Ari said, his tone dry.
“This is my happy face.” Things were finally going to plan. She had a bit of control back, and it was exhilarating.
Impulsively, she reached up and grabbed Ari by his shirt collar. She tugged him down to her level and kissed him.
CHAPTER 8
CARLA
Day four.
They needed to talk about the kiss. The one thing they absolutely had not accomplished was talking about the kiss.
Ari had just stood there, still as stone. It was like trying to French a statue. She broke away immediately, blushing furiously. Embarrassment and panic at what she had done burned so bright that she felt certain she’d incinerate on the spot. She ran away, diving under the covers of her little pet bed—basically a person-sized marshmallow donut on the floor next to the massive poster bed—and pretending that she didn’t exist, like a coward. Yes, the situation was disgusting and mortifying.
And the worst thing? It wasn’t the indignity of sleeping on the floor in a doggy bed. She’d slept in worse places, and the pet bed was cozy. The worst thing was that she couldn’t even tell if the kiss had been nice.
Of course, it hadn’t been nice. She basically assaulted Ari, and if she got even the tiniest bit of pleasure from forcing a kiss on a gargoyle that clearly didn’t want it, she was a horrible person. The kiss was gross. She was gross.
Ari didn’t say a word. The bed groaned as he sat on the edge, but he didn’t speak a word. She peeked out from under the blanket.
“You are better than this,” he said.
“I’m really not.”
With a dramatic sigh, he tore the blanket away. She tugged fruitlessly at the fabric but lacked the upper arm strength to yank it back.
Fine. She had to stop being a coward and do the hard thing and apologize like a grown -ass adult, even if she didn’t wanna.
“I shouldn’t have done that,” she said, every word dragging out of her like they weighed twenty pounds each. “I don’t want to talk about it right now. Can I please just be mortified in peace?”
As apologies went, it was lame.
Ari seemed unimpressed. “As you wish,” he said and left the room.
There. She somehow made the situation worse. Good job.
Sleep was impossible. Her mind kept replaying the kiss on a loop. She grabbed him and slammed her mouth to his. He remained passive, barely even breathing as far as she could tell, and then she stumbled away to hide. Her behavior was so reprehensible that Ari had to leave. Ari. The dude who literally bought her off the street. Apparently, there was a line, and she had crossed it.
Then Ari made the situation even worse by being thoughtful.
Not long after sunrise, Carla gave up trying to sleep. Ari had been gone all night. The hotel’s casino operated at all hours, so she imagined that’s where he went. He’d be back. Probably. She had a brief moment of panic, worrying that Ari would abandon her there.
No. He wouldn’t. They had a bargain.
Yeah, but he was putting considerably more time, effort, and cash into the deal. Maybe he decided she wasn’t worth the hassle. Doubt was a vicious thing.
Ari returned as a delivery of her and Poppy’s stuff arrived. All of it, the expensive human-sized shoes, the clothes, cosmetics, toiletries, her toothbrush, and the dust bunnies from under the bed filled two trunks. It wasn’t much to show for a life, but she and Poppy had been living out of rented rooms for two years, so it wasn’t like they had a house to furnish.
“This is amazing,” Carla said as she inspected the contents of the trunk, scattering items across the hotel room’s floor.
“Your landlord would not hold your rooms even after I offered to pay for the month. It seemed prudent to retrieve your possessions,” Ari explained. “I hired a service to pack and ship your possessions.”
“Wow, that’s thoughtful and generous.” And pricey.
“It is nothing.”
Carla continued to empty out the trunk, separating her items from Poppy’s. It wasn’t nothing. She didn’t really know what it was, but it was more than nothing.
The contents of the trunk were more than just her possessions. It represented all her material wealth. Literally. She shook out a jacket and felt along the seams. The credits she’d sewn into the lining were still there. The same went for the credit chips hidden in the hem of a skirt. Excellent. She picked at the lining in the jacket and removed a credit chip.
Ari frowned the entire time.
“Before you get all judgy, I don’t have the ID to open an off-world bank account,” she said, slipping the credit chip into a pocket. Regulated banking just didn’t exist on the planet. Hiding money in her clothes was barely a step up from stuffing money into a mattress, but it was the best option she had.
“I made no remarks.”
“But your face did that thing. You know, the judgy thing.” She wiggled her fingers in his direction.
Ari’s frown intensified.
“That’s the thing. You know, I’m surprised the landlord didn’t sell our stuff the first night we were gone,” she said. It was that kind of place but safe enough. Carla never worried about the landlord selling copies of her room key or someone busting down the door. Anything valuable, however, that wasn’t nailed down was stolen in a heartbeat.
With a delighted gasp, Carla grabbed the faded purple-and-cream-colored quilt from the bottom of the trunk and immediately wrapped it around her shoulders.
“That is an atrocity,” Ari said. “I will provide you with a proper blanket.”
Carla pulled the fabric tighter around her. “My grandmother made this. It’s vintage.”
“It has holes.”
“That’s character.” Carla poked a finger at a burned spot in the fabric. The quilt had been in rough shape when the aliens stole her—quilt and all—from her car. The lumpy batting was just plain gone in spots and the frayed binding was in desperate need of being replaced. The holes happened when her pod crashed into Poppy’s ship. Despite all this, she had a soft spot for the old quilt. “It’s the only thing I have from Earth. I thought I lost it. Thank you.”
“Yes, well—” He looked away, his wings doing that shivery-fluttery thing. He cleared his throat before repeating, “It is nothing.”
“It’s not nothing.” When you had so little, every piece, no matter how battered and humble, mattered. She doubted Ari understood that and seriously suspected that he never had to count pennies waiting for a paycheck to hit his bank account. “How can I repay you?”
“Do not trouble yourself. It is what a friend does,” he said.
“How can we be friends? I shot you,” she said.
“A misunderstanding,” he said in a breezy tone.
“I kissed you.”
“Yes, and I sincerely hope that was not a misunderstanding,” he said in the same breezy tone as if this was a joke.
Somehow, that made it all worse.
“I shouldn’t have kissed you without permission—it wasn’t cool, and I hope you can forgive me,” she blurted out, the words running together. She sucked in a deep breath and said, “I’m sorry.”
Ari crouched down in front of her, muscles and wings moving fluidly like this was his preferred pose. He seemed very alien just then, like a gargoyle perched on a building ledge, silently watching from above. Except this gargoyle stared directly into her eyes with some serious, prolonged eye contact.
“I refuse to accept that apology,” he said.
“Hey, I’m trying—”
“Because,” he continued, speaking over her, “you apologized for the wrong transgression.”
“The kiss was a mistake. You clearly didn’t enjoy it.”
“Incorrect.”
“Oh, now you’re being impossible. Is this funny to you? I overstepped. I’m embarrassed. I’m sorry,” she said, struggling to keep the sarcasm from her voice and failing. “Can we move on?”
He watched her intently. It was… unnerving. She wanted to go and hide under the blankets again.
“Why did you kiss me?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I was happy and excited. It just sort of happened.”
He nodded, as if satisfied with that answer. “I remained still because I feared you felt an obligation to please me.”
Carla snorted. As if. “I’m not organized enough for an ulterior motive.”
“You lie with such ease. It’s impressive.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and said, “The situation between us is complex.”
“A little bit.”
“When you kiss me again—and I very much hope you will—it will be because that is what you desire. Not from obligation. Not a transaction. Your desire is all I want.”
Yeah, so that knocked the wind out of her.
“Sounds good,” she managed to croak. Wording was hard, what with making them coherent and not just a jumble of gurgling noises. “I’ll see what I can do.”
ARI
All he could think about was the kiss.
He wanted more. He wanted to hold her against him. He wanted her to climb over him and threaten him again. He wanted more of her scowls, her biting sarcasm, her laughter, her nonsensical ramblings, the little noises of pleasure she made when eating a meal, and even the rumbling snores in her sleep.
All of it. More.
CHAPTER 9
CARLA
“So what are you going to do with all your fat loots?” Carla asked.
They were in the games lounge, seated at a small table. Massive screens covered the walls, playing various races from elsewhere. Carla recognized something that resembled a dog race, if dogs were tall, slender rats. They looked cute, actually. There was a horse-type race with riders, a race with raptors large enough to carry a person, and a race with tigers. Just regular tigers. At the end of the race, the losing tigers mauled the winner, so maybe it wasn’t really a race but a chase to the death, and the wrongness of that disturbed her. There was even a race with a fleet of single-person starships traversing an asteroid field. The crowd cheered at the collisions.
Carla had no concerns about being overheard. The crowd made enough noise to mask their conversation, and with so much going on, no one paid attention to the gargoyle and his human pet.
Ari shuffled a deck of playing cards. It wasn’t a standard deck like back home with fifty-two cards in a deck and suits. This deck was composed of seventy artifacts, each with a special ability. Abilities stacked to make the player’s hand more powerful or mitigated the effectiveness of the opponent’s hand. Unless the game assigned numerical values to the artifacts, then it was a bunch of math. Carla never bothered to learn. She preferred dice.
He spread the cards face down across the table. “Pick a card,” he said, ignoring her question.
“You’re not going to impress me with your tricks,” she said, dutifully picking a card.
“Excellent choice. Do not show it to me. Add it to the deck and shuffle.” He brought the tip of his wing forward to cover his face.
Carla struggled to shuffle with any sort of grace as the cards were larger than the standard deck back home and a smidge too big to handle comfortably. Satisfied that the cards had been randomized, she slid the deck across the table.
“What got you into the antique dealer business?” she asked.
He skillfully shuffled the deck, the cards flying from one hand to another. “I told you. A friend found it. She gave me her share—”
“To rescue the elusive Darla, yeah,” she said. “But what’s the long-term plan?”
“I told you my plan. Rescue humans and set them up with enough funds to live a comfortable life.”
“I have some thoughts—”
“I am astounded,” he replied in a flat tone. He split the deck in two and showed her the top card. “Is this your card?”
It was, but she lied and said, “Nope. Mine was the spider with five eyes with the rope around the neck.”
“That is a strand of silk. It is symbolic,” he said, giving her a harsh look as if he knew she lied. He shuffled the cards again and repeated the card selection process, spreading the cards face down on the table.
“First, there are other people besides humans who are slaves. Does your contract with your benefactor specifically say rescue only humans or just that one human in particular?” Carla selected a card. It was the same spider wearing the silk around its neck like a noose.
She glared at him, uncertain how he managed to pull that off.
“Your card,” he said, sounding quite pleased with himself. “Twenty people was the agreed -upon number, if you must know.”
“So not just humans.” Carla nodded her head. “Good. Second observation, you don’t seem to be utilizing your assets effectively.”
Ari looked at her like she had grown a second head.
“I went to school. I know words,” she said, her tone a touch defensive.
“I am aware that you know words. You are extremely loquacious.” He shuffled the cards again.
Smartass gargoyle.
“Look, I just mean that you have a lot of resources, but you’re doing everything by yourself. Those twenty people will take you forever. Hire someone to help.”
“What positions do you propose?”
It took her a solid thirty seconds to parse that he meant job positions, not… other stuff. Stuff she had no business thinking about because she just met this guy a few days ago. Her sister was in mortal peril, and she should not be fantasizing about jumping the alien gargoyle’s bones.
“Umm, dudes with guns. Lots of them. Pew-pew-pew up the place and liberate all the people,” she said, demonstrating her astounding tactic with finger guns.
“What is to prevent the dudes with guns from murdering me and helping themselves to my fortune?” He spread the cards face down across the table. “Draw a card.”
“Well, nothing, I guess, but some hired muscle wouldn’t hurt.” She drew a card. The damn spider again.
Making a frustrated noise, she tossed the card at Ari. He grinned, as if pleased with his trick. “I am muscle enough. I do not need to hire another person who will betray me or rob me, likely both.”
Fair. She said, “You’re one person and you can’t be everywhere at once. At least hire someone to fly the ship.”
“I manage.”
She snorted. “Barely.”
His wings fluttered. “You are hardly an expert.”
“I’ve got eyes,” she snapped back. “You use the autopilot and can’t change course when it’s running.”
“I was led to believe that Earth was technologically primitive. When did you gather your extensive knowledge of interstellar vessels and navigation?” He shuffled the cards, elegant in his tailored suit and looking like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth.
“Don’t try to make me feel ignorant by using a lot of fancy words,” she warned. “Not that I have to explain anything, but Poppy is a bit of a trainspotter. That’s not the right word. She geeks out over the ships and I get to listen to her list all the specs.”
“Split the deck,” Ari said, setting the deck on the table. Carla cut it in half and half again, before sliding the deck back to him. He placed the cards face down on the table in an elaborate pattern. “And your friend’s interests make you familiar with how to operate a highly complex vessel. How foolish of me not to understand.”
He placed the last card in the center of the wheel.
That fucking spider again.
“Fine,” she said, grabbing the card. She attempted to rip it in half, but the paper was laminated and wouldn’t tear. “I lied about the card, and I was guessing about the autopilot. Happy?”
“Please return my card.” He held out his hand expectantly.
“No. This is my card now.”
“You are being childish.”
“Yes.” She stuffed the card into the side of her bra. Hardly the most secure spot, but worth it for the look of shock on his face.
Ari made that noise that wasn’t quite a laugh, like the sound of fluttering wings and gravel. She couldn’t explain it better.
“Since you have so many opinions,” he said, gathering up the remaining cards, “what would you do with the fortune if it were yours?”
“Volcano lair,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. “Mid-century modern, all space age with glass and chrome. There’d be a waterfall, maybe natural or maybe manmade, I haven’t decided, but it’s in the middle of my receiving room. You know, the kind of feature that makes you think what the fuck and intimidate my foes. An octopus tank would be nice, too, but they’re clever. I read an article about an octopus in an aquarium that kept unlocking its tank, so maybe not. Sharks would do. Is that cliche? Fuck it. I’m leaning into all the cliches.”
Ari stared at her. “I understood half of what you said. You would not use your fortune to help others?”
“No,” she answered, wrinkling her nose for comedic effect. “I’m in my villain era.”
“That is very selfish of you.”
“Oh, and you’re some paragon of virtue? What’s the provenance of your collection? Was it all ethically obtained? Have you repatriated the pieces that were stolen? Returned them to museums?” She could use fancy words, too, dammit. “Or are you just sitting on it like a dragon in his hoard?”
“It is not so easy. I must consider the economy of the situation.”
That gave her pause. “Do you mean that if you offloaded too much of the loot, it’d drive down the value?”
“Precisely. By carefully selecting who I sell my collection to, I am maximizing my potential to help.”
“Why not go to an untapped market? There are other planets.”
“No,” he said, offering no other explanation.
Carla glanced around the lounge to make sure they were being overlooked. The amount of people mingling in the lounge had steadily increased since they arrived. Between conversation and the noise from the media screens, no one paid them any mind. Still, she spoke in a quiet voice, “What you need is a fence.”
A look of confusion crossed his face. “My ship is mobile. A barrier to secure the perimeter would be a temporary measure and ineffective.”
So, this was a problem with the translator chip. Often, it took the literal meaning of a word, and idioms were lost. Ari probably had the very best chip money could buy implanted, but some things didn’t translate.
“Not a fence, a fence, someone with the right connections to sell the goods for you,” she said.
Something snagged Ari’s attention. He no longer looked at her but at a fixed point over her shoulder. Carla turned around, breaking the first rule of playing it cool, and spotted nothing out of the ordinary.
He stood abruptly from the table. “We must leave. Now.”
ARI
Ari grabbed Carla by the wrist and dragged her away.
“What’s going on?” she asked, stumbling to keep up.
“No time to explain. Hurry.” He pushed through the crowd, his tail lashing from side to side and knocking into those not quick enough to step out of the way, aware of the disturbance he caused.
Had the Khargal Patrol spotted him? His wings itched, wanting to spread wide to block him and Carla from view.
“I hate it when they say that in the movies. Just spit it out,” Carla said.
“There is no time—”
“No, wrong answer.” She dug her heels in, as if refusing to take another step. “I thought the entire point of this farce was to be seen.”
There truly was no time for this. Patrol agents worked their way through the crowd, growing closer.
Ari had removed his implanted identity chip when he fled his home planet, but the Patrol’s scanners were capable of identification with genetic material. The likelihood of the Patrol being there for him was slim—however flattering to imagine Khargal law enforcement would go to all that trouble for his humble self—but he had no intention of catching their attention.
This situation was his fault. He had grown complacent with the luxury and perceived safety of the resort; now, he dodged the Patrol from his homeworld.
Unsuccessfully.
Static filled every screen and portable device in the area, followed by an announcement. “Attention, Khargal citizen. Halt. Yield for inspection.” The Patrol had cut into the feed for their proclamation, possibly broadcasting to the entire complex.
Ari kept moving, his hand firmly planted in the middle of Carla’s back to push her forward. There would be no yielding for inspection.
“There is a small matter about a warrant for my arrest. Now, please hurry, but do not be obvious about it.” He prepared himself for teasing or mockery. He glanced behind them. The crowd had parted for the Khargal Patrol. Scarlet red uniforms, severe, featureless visors hiding their faces, and weapons in hand had that effect.
Instead, Carla grabbed his hand, lacing their fingers together, and gave a quick nod. “Why didn’t you just say that? Casual fleeing. Can do. Come on, don’t stand around flapping your jaw.”
They pushed through the crowd, past the gamblers with eyes fixed on screens, past the people conversing over drinks, and toward the back to the service exit. From there, they could exit through the kitchen to a loading dock. Casually fleeing, as Carla described.
A Patrol agent materialized from nothingness, suddenly very present and blocking their path. The male was featureless behind the visor, like a machine. “Halt! Khargal citizen, submit to an identity scan.”
“No, thank you,” Carla said.
“It is mandatory,” the male said, turning the blank visor to face Carla.
Her shoulders drew back. After only a few days, Ari recognized that she was preparing herself for a fight. Perhaps not physical—humans were underwhelming when it came to being a physical threat—but certainly verbal.
“Under what authority?” Carla demanded.
“I am empowered by the High Council of Duras to enforce its laws.”
“This isn’t Duras.”
The Patrol guard turned that blank faceplate toward Ari, ignoring Carla. “Khargal, present your identity.”
“As deeply as I wish to comply, I cannot. I do not have one,” Ari said.
“Impossible. Every Khargal is given an implant.”
“It is an amusing story,” Ari said, completely rambling and unsure where this fabrication would take him. “My parents were very devout members of an obscure religion whose beliefs prevented them from being constantly monitored by an overreaching government, or so they claimed. Also, no dairy. We grew our own food to avoid pesticides, but the compound was isolated, so there wasn’t much of a choice. Start farming or start starving, beloved leader always said.”
“Sounds like a cult. Were your parents in a cult?” Carla asked.
“No, it was a cooperative.”
“Definitely a cult. Did you have to wear special clothes and or shave your head?”
“A simple uniform makes everyone more efficient. That is not unusual.” Ari’s wings shivered, taking delight in how Carla improvised easily with the obviously fictional tale.
“Sounds suspicious,” she said. “But no dairy? No, thank you.”
The Patrol guard’s attention bounced between Carla and Ari, expression hidden by the visor.
“Enough,” he said, pressing a device to the nearest bit of Ari’s exposed flesh, his wings.
Ari felt the pinch of the device taking a genetic sample.
Such an act was beyond rude. It broke the most basic tenet of Khargal society: do not touch another’s wings. Touching a tail couldn’t be helped. They evolved to help with balance and spatial awareness. Tails were always brushing against something, mapping out the shape of the world, but wings… No.
“You broke three different protocols,” Ari said, now irritated. Beyond the issue with wings, he paid an exorbitant amount to the resort with the understanding that undesirables like law enforcement were kept out. The Patrol must have offered a hefty bribe to be admitted, which made Ari question who they were after. Surely not him. He had an active warrant, yes, but he was hardly important. Inconsequential even.
Still, now they had his genetic profile. Time for a hasty exit.
Ari spun on his heel, grabbing the pistol from the male’s hip. It went off with the barest of pressure, hitting the agent’s foot. The male hopped back, shouting as if that little blast was the greatest pain he had ever known.
The surrounding crowd fell silent; the only noise was the wailing of the injured Patrol agent. Pistols and various handheld weapons perfectly capable of ruining a day materialized. Tension filled the air, and no one breathed, waiting. One wrong move and the place would erupt into violence.
Carla, an agent of chaos, seemed unconcerned by the delicate balance. She grabbed a drinks tray from a nearby table and slammed it across the back of the first available body, which happened to be the Patrol agent. Ari’s tail grabbed the agent’s leg near the ankle and pulled. The agent shouted in pain as he tumbled to the ground.
Chaos broke out among the crowd. Shots were fired. Punches thrown. Tables knocked to the ground and glass shattered.
“I am embarrassed for you,” Ari told the still -wailing agent. “Making such a production over a little injury.”
“You shot me!”
“Yes, with your own weapon,” he agreed, his voice cheerful.
Ari stepped over the howling male. His skin shifted, hardening to resist damage from a stray shot, but Carla had no such protection. He disliked this human vulnerability. It seemed like an evolutionary flaw.
“We are leaving unless there is something else you need me to explain,” he said.
Carla swung the serving tray, connecting with another person who got too close. Her hair had worked itself out of the braid, golden strands swaying about her shoulders like it was caught in a summer zephyr. A fierceness settled over her face and hardened her eyes.
He knew that expression well. She wore it when she threatened to end him. How marvelous to see it again.
She was a menace and he wanted nothing more than to witness and admire her particular brand of havoc.
“I’m good,” she said, whirling around to face him.
Yes, he could tell. Very good. He had no doubt she could do this all night, or at least until the Patrol agents apprehended her.
As delightful as this was, one of them had to be the sensible one and flee.
“Now,” he said, grabbing his menace and tossing her over his shoulder.
CHAPTER 10
CARLA
For fuck’s sake, this was humiliating.
Ari slung her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and now those shoulders dug into her stomach. His wings were right there in her face, making everything worse.
“Put me down!”
“No, you are too slow.”
“I jog. Let me run.” She hadn’t gone for a run since the abduction, but she used to do an evening jog back on Earth. Sometimes. Mostly when her pants fit too snug. Gym memberships were pricey, and sitting all day in front of a computer did things to her ass that she didn’t appreciate.
“There is no time.”
Not that again.
“Listen, buster—”
She never got a chance to finish. Ari pushed through a pair of swing doors into a service corridor. As he lowered her to her feet, the fabric of her dress climbed up, exposing more thigh than she was comfortable with.
“What is that discoloration?”
“Nothing. Just bruises.” She tugged the fabric back down, only slightly mortified.
“I allowed you to be injured.” Ari crouched at her feet, pulling the dress back up.
This guy certainly had a high opinion of himself.
Carla knocked his hand away. “They’re a couple of days old from my encounter with Tavat’s henchman. Are we running away or not?”
“You’ve been injured this entire time?” Ari sounded horrified. “You should have told me so you could receive proper treatment.”
The clock was ticking. If they didn’t have time for him to explain what the hell was going on, they certainly didn’t have time for Ari to have a meltdown over her human fragility.
“It’s not a big deal. Let’s go that way,” Carla said, pointing to the dimly lit end of the corridor.
“No. Vermin hide in the darkness.” On his feet again, he pushed through a set of doors into a busy kitchen.
“Excuse me, your lordship. I mistook you for someone with a warrant for their arrest,” she said, following him through the general pandemonium of the kitchen. No one seemed to notice them. Yet. “What could you have possibly done? You’re an antiques dealer. Unless you really are an art thief. You can tell me.”
“I am not an art thief.”
“That’s cool. I totally understand.” If he had been facing her, she’d give him an exaggerated wink, but that would probably be lost in translation. “All right then. Keep your secrets.”
A shout came from behind as armed men burst through the kitchen doors, knocking into a server carrying a tray. Ari grabbed her hand and hustled out the back, through a storage area with coolers, and onto a loading bay.
It was a dead end. Exposed to the elements, the short platform had no railings to stop a person from plunging over the side. No stairwells or ladders offered access from above or below. This place was a health and safety nightmare.
She shivered from the wind coming over the cool water. Exhaustion was coming fast as the adrenaline wore off. She felt shaky, like she needed a cup of strong coffee and a donut. No, a dozen donuts. Just pure sugar and delicious grease.
Shouts of alarm came from the storeroom.
Steel girders crisscrossed overhead. Ari stood near the edge and had a look on his face like he was considering climbing.
“I never made it up the rope in gym class, if you’re thinking of climbing,” she said.
“Feeble upper body strength. Note.”
Rude, if true.
The shouts got closer. Those guys with the creepy blank-faced helmets spilled through the door.
Ari grabbed her, wrapping an arm around her waist, and fell over the edge.
ARI
Carla screamed.
Loudly. Right in his ear as they plummeted to the water. Below, floating piers and watercraft used by the resort and staff were docked under the platform, hidden in the shadows. The water rushed toward them, and the crafts grew closer.
His wings snapped open, catching the wind. Controlling the glide proved difficult with Carla’s added mass—the squirming as she attempted to climb him, and the clutching did not help—but he managed to avoid slamming into the platform’s structural pillars.
Carla’s arms tightened around his neck like she was determined to strangle him.
He aimed for a maintenance walkway, a narrow metal bridge suspended between the pillars. Rusted and discolored, the metal did not look solid enough to hold his weight when shifted to his stone form.
With his wing tucked, he maneuvered around a pillar, but his aching wing made control difficult, causing him to clip the pillar with his shoulder. He spun, uncontrolled. With one arm holding Carla to him, he reached for a railing as he fell.
The metal groaned as he tightened his grip, threatening to give way. His momentum stopped, he hung suspended from the walkway.
Carla gasped and panted, her heart pounding hard enough to be audible.
Below, he spotted a walkway that looked sturdy enough.
“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice wobbling.
“Hold tight.” That was all the warning he gave, letting go and falling once more toward the water.
“No no no no nooooo!”
His wings opened, slowing the descent, but not enough.
Carla screamed again, somehow louder than before. Her arms tightened around his neck, threatening to cut off his air supply.
Metal groaned and shook as he landed and rolled onto his back, his wings and shoulders taking the impact.
They lay there, limbs tangled, with Carla sprawled across his chest. It wasn’t… unpleasant. His back stung and his wings were injured, potentially broken, but Carla…that’s where his thoughts began and ended.
“Are you well?” he asked.
She pushed herself upright, straddling his torso. Shadows obscured her features, but the dim light cast a halo around her form. They had been in this position before. Her usually smooth hair was in disarray. He liked it. He liked her.
Voices came from above. Ari clamped a hand over her mouth, preventing her from speaking. He felt her lips move and her teeth gnash, trying to bite into his palm.
“Remain quiet,” he advised. Somehow, he knew she glared at him.
He darkened his color, adding a deep navy to help blend him into the shadows. His wings pulled forward, hiding Carla. Well, one wing. The other moved stiffly, unable to flex all the way forward. That would be a problem.
He listened to the voices above and footsteps on the walkways. There was a static burst of comms and an engine. A craft rose from the water to a docking bay above. Tension eased as it became apparent that this was a routine shipment and not Patrol agents searching for them.
He removed his hand but cautioned, “Speak softly. We are being hunted. Now, I shall ask again: are you well?”
“No, I am not well,” she said, her voice taking a mocking tone. “What the hell was that?”
“A clever escape,” he answered.
“You shot that dude!”
“You were the one advocating a plan that involved guns.”
“Yeah, a plan. Not general mayhem.”
“I improvised,” he said, falling back on the haughty tone that came so easily to one of his social class.
“I thought that’s what we were doing with our words, then you went and got all rooty-tooty, point and shooty.”
He rubbed a hand on her back. “My actions have upset you to the point of speaking nonsense.”
“Seriously, what was that?”
Her tone was furious. Understandably. Her flesh was tense under his touch, but she did not pull away. This encouraged him.
“You are upset. That is to be expected. Humans do not fly,” he said.
“You think that’s why I’m upset? Because I don’t fly?” Her voice grew higher in pitch with each word.
“Remain calm. Do not attract attention.”
“Yes, because the space cops showed up, you started shooting like it was the Wild West, then you jumped over the edge into the ocean, but I should stay calm. I am calm. This is calm.” She poked him in the chest with a finger.
Despite her claims, her behavior was not calm. Ari had the good sense to keep that observation to himself.
“Running for my life is getting real old. My life on Earth wasn’t perfect, but it was safe,” she said.
“Sounds tedious.” Some good sense, but not enough.
“Don’t get an attitude with me right now. I’m not in the mood.” Another poke. “Explain. Start with the warrant.”
“Allow me to sit upright.”
“Nope. It’s talky time now. Be a good boy and spill your guts.”
“Human idioms are particularly violent. I am concerned.”
She huffed, as if amused. He hoped he had defused some of her anger. Alas, no such luck. She leaned forward, allowing him to see the fury in her eyes.
“Warrant. Talk,” she ordered.
“There is a warrant for my arrest, as I explained. I murdered my sire.”
CHAPTER 11
CARLA
Words left her. Okay, that was a lie. She had lots of words, but none of them were particularly helpful. She knew he wasn’t squeaky clean. People came to this lawless planet for a reason. Eventually, she settled on, “Did he have it coming?”
Ari sat upright, positioning her to sit on his lap. “My sire was a vain, arrogant male.”
Carla itched to make a snide comment about the apple not falling far from the tree, but she didn’t. Yay, personal growth.
Ari continued. “Lord Solivair is an old title, one of the oldest, and the estate is ancient, but that does not indicate wealth. My mother came from a family with the wealth needed to revitalize the estate. It was not a love match. It was a necessity.”
“That happens plenty of times on Earth.”
“My sire resented her. He was cruel.” Ari paused, as if to gather his thoughts. “To both of us. I believe because she was not his hondassa. Me? Because I simply existed.”
Ouch. That had to be difficult to admit.
“Hondassa. Is that like a fated mate thing?” she asked, partly allowing Ari a chance to shift the conversation if he wanted, and partly out of curiosity.
The universe was a big place. Hormones doing weird shit seemed to be universal, but each alien species had its own unique take on how weird the weird shit got. She heard about a species where their hormones randomly decided on a mate, whether you liked the person or not, and that was final. No takebacks.
Or mating fevers where the need to breed drove a person beyond reason. Or bites. Or psychic connections. Carla wasn’t sure she liked the idea of another person hanging out in her mind. Biology changing to match their partner seemed even worse, like a permanent “I heart you forever” tattoo but your entire body, not just a patch of skin.
Poppy said her people did that. She had a second heart that only kicked on when she bonded, for all the extra energy she’d need for making a baby presumably. Bodies were weird.
“A bonded mate, made by choice, not a biological imperative,” Ari answered. “The bond was never formalized, I believe. Obligation pressured him to take my mother as a mate.”
“That’s heartbreaking,” she said. Forced to marry when your heart belonged to someone else. That situation would turn anyone bitter.
“Do not find sympathy for the fiend. He made my mother’s life a misery.”
She pressed a hand to his arm. If there was one thing she understood, it was bad dads. “I believe you. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”
“I would like to tell you it was self-defense, but it was not. I saw an opportunity, and I seized it. He slept in his stone form, and I pushed him out of the aerie.” His eyes went hard, glowing a cold violet in the dim light.
“Forgive me if this is an ignorant question, but when you say stone form, do you mean actual stone? Did he die from the impact, or did he, umm, shatter?” Carla pictured a gargoyle tumbling from a roof, breaking on the ground, like a scene from a cheesy mystery show. The image did not match Ari’s serious tone.
“Our stone forms are versatile. We can resist damage, but if we sleep in the form, we can heal our wounds. Elders sometimes choose this as a way to extend their life or slow disease, such as my sire’s case,” Ari said, his voice cold. The charm had vanished, leaving behind anger. “He was already dying. He slept, oblivious to the world and a malicious child.”
Carla shivered. The sleeveless dress was perfect for the crowded, overheated casino but less than ideal for a cool night on the water.
“You are cold,” Ari said. His wings came forward, folding over them both like a blanket.
“Thanks.” She felt warmer already.
She twisted in place, trying to get a closer look at the wing. Leathery membranes stretched between joints, like a bat wing. One hung lower than the other, as if disjointed. He landed pretty hard. Was it broken?
“Remain still,” Ari grumbled.
Her fingers twitched, wanting to reach out and touch the drooping wing, but she restrained herself. Instead, she said, “Your wing doesn’t look too good.”
“It is fine,” he replied, being all stoic even though that had to hurt.
“You don’t sound like it’s fine.” If her shoulder were disjointed like that, she’d be howling.
“It is an old injury. I broke my wing as a child, and it never healed properly.”
“Really? Your people have spaceships. You can’t treat broken bones?”
His body tensed. For a moment, Carla felt as if he would toss her off his lap and into the water below.
“Sorry. None of my business,” she said quickly.
“We can treat broken bones. My father chose not to seek medical care for me because he had already spent a fortune on my mother’s medical treatment.” He spoke in a vulnerable tone.
Warm affection washed over her, touched that he would share a painful piece of his history with her. “He sucks. I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“It was a long time ago. Mostly, I do not notice. Rest will help.”
She had to trust his judgment about his own body. Still: “You’d let me know if you needed a hospital or a doctor, right?”
“Yes. I am not one for suffering.”
With her head on his shoulder and his arms around her, it was easy to forget the particulars of their situation. They weren’t hiding in the shadows, cowering on a narrow walkway that dangled above the cold ocean. They were on a private beach, perfectly alone and listening to the waves crash against the shore.
Now that the heart-pounding thrill of fleeing for her life was over, she had a chance to catch her breath. Rattled and scattered, she didn’t like feeling this way. She needed a minute to think about what she saw in the lounge and what she didn’t see.
“Were those guys looking specifically for you or was this just bad luck?” she asked, even though she believed she knew the answer.
“I believe the Patrol received a tip about my location. I am not important enough to search out,” Ari said.
So just an unhappy accident, then. “The blackmailer, Lady what’s-her-face,” Carla said, picturing the Khargal woman’s face but blanking on her name. Scattered. She didn’t like it. She said, “The silver lining here is that your plan worked.”
“Lady Delandra,” Ari said, supplying the name. “Is a silver lining meant to be good?”
“Yeah, like the sun breaking through the rain. A good thing hidden behind the bad.”
He made a thoughtful, humming noise. “Poetic.”
She wouldn’t go that far.
Something was happening below them. Engine noises grew louder, followed by voices. Carla remained silent, listening as staff chatted and made crude jokes while they unloaded the delivery. Eventually, they finished the job and left.
Ari broke the silence. “You are disturbed by my cowardice. You cannot even speak to me, and all you do is speak.”
He sounded disappointed, which was kind of sweet. They hadn’t actually spent a lot of time talking. Shouting and threatening, yes, but not talking. It took her a second to puzzle out what he meant, though.
“You fought back against a cruel man,” she said.
“He was helpless.”
“And when you were a child, dependent on your father? When you needed him. Was he kind and loving then?” Secondhand anger stirred inside her. Okay, not secondhand, but unresolved emotional baggage. She’d like to claim she was working on it, but she didn’t have therapy money, and psychologists were thin on the ground.
“You couldn’t fight back then,” she continued, going more impassioned. “Who cares how you did it? He had it coming, and you were strategic. Back on Earth, poison is considered a woman’s weapon because we’re smaller and weaker than men. We can’t strangle them or beat them in a fistfight, but we can sure as fuck put arsenic in their tea. Is that cowardly or just being smart? When I was a kid, there was this terrible TV movie, Burning Bed or something, about an abused woman who finally snapped and set the bed on fire to kill her asshole husband. I remember wondering why everyone doesn’t do that because fuck yeah, you have to sleep sometime, ya jerk.”
Silence.
Yeah, maybe she went a little too bloodthirsty too fast. She refused to dial it down, but she could have eased Ari into it before going on a rant about setting beds on fire, though it was very on -brand for her.
Well, this was awkward.
“I’m seventy-five percent certain my mother poisoned my father and buried him in the garden,” she said. There. Now, they traded family secrets.
“Why the twenty-five percent uncertainty? That is a considerable margin of doubt,” Ari said, sounding intrigued.
“My mom is the nicest person you’ll ever meet. Just really sweet, genuinely nice.” It felt weird repeating nice, but she couldn’t think of another word to convey the wholesome Midwestern-ness of her mother. She was every stereotype, right down to the Jell-O marshmallow salads. “And my dad wasn’t. He was mean when he drank, and he was always drinking.”
Carla’s voice wobbled, annoyed that she could get emotional over such an old wound. Two decades should be long enough to form scar tissue or grow numb to the memories, but no. Still hurt.
She cleared her throat, taking the opportunity to organize her thoughts about her messy family. “He was a mean drunk, like I said. Did all his talking with his fists. Didn’t matter who, though it was usually Mom. He turned up for work drunk once and threw a punch at his boss, so he got fired. Jobs aren’t exactly plentiful in a small town, especially when you burn bridges. Was that a wake-up call? Nope. He just carried on drinking all day. Hell, I think his life got easier not having to pretend to be sober from nine to five.”
Her and her mom’s lives got harder, though. Carla remembered shoving her feet into shoes she’d outgrown but couldn’t replace because there was no money. Or the power being cut. Empty cupboards and food boxes from the local church. She remembered her mother covering bruises with heavy makeup and long sleeves, even on the hottest August days.
Mostly, she remembered how the town turned a blind eye. It infuriated her.
“Anyway, one night, Mom and Dad had a big fight.” They fought most nights. Young Carla learned to ignore the angry shouts and somehow managed to sleep with her mother’s quiet sobs as a lullaby. “He was gone in the morning. That wasn’t weird. Sometimes, he went away for a few days to work, and I don’t know what, but nothing good. He always came back in a good mood with cash to splurge. We’d pay the tab at the grocery store or go to the movies.”
Those brief idylls never lasted long. Soon enough, he was back home, drinking and terrorizing his family.
“Only this time, he never came back. He was gone for good,” Carla said.
“I do not see a reason for you to accuse your mother of murder.”
“Yeah, but that night, she made his favorite: biscuits and gravy. I wasn’t allowed any. I had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.” She remembered being incensed at the injustice of it. “And the day after he left, Mom put in a raised garden bed in the backyard.” Carla hadn’t thought anything of the rusted old stock tank. Recycling stock tanks into garden beds was pretty common. “She planted tomatoes but they never really took. She just let that one fill with weeds.”
She had been twelve when this happened, and it took a decade for her to put together the obvious pieces.
Ari made a thoughtful noise.
“She died when I was twenty. Car accident. I can’t exactly ask,” Carla said. Even if she could ask, she couldn’t picture how that conversation would go. Hey, Mom, did you bump off Dad? I wouldn’t blame you. I would have helped you bury the body.
She would have. She really would have.
ARI
Ari turned over in his mind all that Carla had shared. He saw no purpose for such a disclosure. He needed to explain his warrant to maintain trust between them, but Carla could have kept her family secrets to herself. The only reason he deemed plausible was to build an emotional connection.
This pleased him. Such a connection was completely elective and unnecessary for their agreement.
“This is nice,” Carla said, breaking the silence. “Not the peril. Peril can go fuck itself, but talking. We haven’t really talked. Mostly, we bicker, but talking all civilized is nice.”
“I enjoy the bickering.”
She made an odd strangled noise, like she was trying to hide laughter. Even though it was tepid, it was the first true laughter he heard from her. No mocking. No exasperation. Simply mirth. He liked it.
It was pleasant.
“Do not do that,” he said.
“Do what?”
“If you are amused, laugh. Do not hide it.”
“You are so bossy. Is that an order?”
“It is what I want. Do with that what you will.”
She laughed again, the robust sound filling him with delight.
“Is that all you want?” she asked, her tone teasing.
“We should return to my ship. I do not trust these supports to hold.” The salty sea air caused spots of corrosion on the walkway’s metal frame. He eyed the rust at the connecting joints. The structure wasn’t in immediate danger of collapse, but they should head toward the ship before another delivery arrived.
“Not the hotel room? Are we leaving now?”
Tempting as it was to run, Ari dismissed it. “The Patrol will be monitoring for unexpected departures. We will sit and wait.”
“Sounds good,” she said, moving to her feet. Reluctantly, Ari released her from his hold. Already, he missed the feel of her in his lap and her scent, like summer flowers.
She stretched and shook out the fabric of her gown. It was mesmerizing. With a soft smile, she asked, “Which way?”
“Follow me. Walk quietly.”
As it turned out, she was as quiet as a gentle breeze. Ari was the one who stepped too heavy, causing the metal to clank and groan. His injured wing ached, wanting to be stretched and flexed, but the walkways were too narrow. He’d knock into every pillar and rod.
With the occasional pause to remain hidden from resort staff going about their evening, they made their way down to the water and across to the lights of the guest marina.
Within moments, they were inside the ship. Lights flickered in the airlock. Despite being on land, the ship went through a pressurization cycle. He should learn how to disable that in case he ever needed to make a quick escape. The computer counted down until the inner hatch opened.
Carla paced the room, as if filled with nervous energy. Her hands clenched and flexed. She lifted her chin, as if coming to a decision. She stepped toward him, placing her hand on his chest. “I know what I want.”
Dare he ask? He remained voiceless, as still as stone.
“I want to kiss you.”
CHAPTER 12
CARLA
“To be clear, this is for purely selfish reasons,” she said.
“Care to explain those reasons?” Somehow, his eyes managed to sparkle under the harsh overhead lights.
“I think kissing you would be nice, and I like nice things.”
He pulled her into an embrace. “We can do better than nice.”
Carla reached up, grabbed him by the horns, and pulled his face down. Her lips met his. The first brush was hesitant, almost shy, then grew heated. He growled, his arms tightening around her. He demanded more, his tongue licking the seam of her lips and pushing in.
She lost herself in the feel of him. His lips were softer than she expected, and his teeth sharper.
Ari pulled back, his gaze fixed on her, as if waiting for a judgment.
“Better than nice,” she said, her grip still tight on his horn. She pulled him back, capturing his mouth. This was nothing more complicated than lust. She hadn’t been touched since being abducted, and she was hungry. After being dormant for so long, her desire was wide awake, and it would not be ignored.
She’d had opportunities but none with someone she could trust. Being alone with someone meant putting herself in a vulnerable position. If she fell asleep, she might wake—if she woke at all—on the auction block or in a brothel. No one had been tempting enough to risk it.
Except Ari. He wasn’t just tempting—and he was so very tempting—but she knew she was safe with him. Had been safe with him for days. It was an unfamiliar situation but nice.
His tail skimmed up her inner thigh, brushing against her damp panties.
Better than nice.
The computer chimed as the pressurization cycle ended and the doors opened.
He lifted her. Without prompting, her legs wrapped around his waist, and he carried her through.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“To my cabin, unless you object.”
“No objections.” She kissed him, fierce and hungry. “Brilliant plan. Glad to be a part of it.” And again. “Carry on.” And again, this time not coming up for air.
They made it exactly three steps before Ari pressed her against a wall. He kissed and licked his way down the column of her throat, across her collarbone, and down her chest. He tugged at the front of the gown, breaking a strap, and she didn’t mind. Barely even liked the dress.
His free hand teased and squeezed the breast still covered while his mouth claimed the other. His teeth grazed over the soft skin and Carla lost the ability for rational thought. There was just Ari with his talented tongue and sharp teeth, and she was absolutely okay with that.
His tail came up, brushing along her throat and across her lips. She opened, taking the tail in and running her tongue around the tip like a lollipop.
Ari sucked in a breath. He shuddered and looked up at her with such devotion in his eyes.
He lowered her to the ground and kneeled before her. He tugged at her panties. By the time they were around her knees, she pulled herself together enough to ask, “What happened to going to your cabin?”
“Too far. I want to taste you,” he said. “Now.”
Fabric tore and Carla was exposed. With a hand on either leg, Ari spread her thighs open. His eyes fluttered shut as he breathed in deeply. For a moment, doubt crept in. How different was she from a female Khargal?
“You are remarkable,” he said, erasing her doubts by planting a kiss on her inner knee.
He worked his way up, not stopping until he reached the apex of her thighs. Did her mind go blank before? There wasn’t a thought in her head now as he licked and sucked. His tongue found her clit, working it slowly like a master until her knees quivered. Her fingers dug into his hair, pulling tight as she struggled to stay upright. She groaned around his tail, still in her mouth.
Fingers worked into her. One, then two. She rode his hand as she rode his face, gasping around his tail and shuddering with pleasure. She grabbed two of his horns, using them to direct his mouth. Her climax wasn’t pretty or elegant, but it was coming hard.
With a cry, she released him and stepped back, sliding down the wall to the floor. Her legs didn’t work anymore. Couldn’t. Ari sucked the marrow out of her.
Still kneeling before her, Ari licked his lips. “Do you want more, my treasure?”
“Yes,” she groaned. “I want your dick, but I think it might kill me, and I don’t care.”
He chuckled. “I’ll take you to my bed, and you’ll take my cock like a good female.”
Her breath caught in her throat. Being called a good girl had never appealed to her, but now she wanted nothing more than to be good for him.
“You like that,” he said in a warm and soothing tone. Not a question. A fact.
“Call me a good girl again,” she said.
“My good girl.” His hand cupped the back of her head, his fingers digging into her hair. He kissed her, the taste of her lingering on his lips.
He lifted her like she weighed nothing, carrying her in the cradle of his arms to his cabin.
Gently, almost hesitantly, he placed her on the bed. “I should tell you—”
“Nothing good ever starts with words like that,” she said.
“My dassa, my fluids, might have unexpected consequences.”
“Okay, do you mean saliva or semen? Because one of those ships has sailed.”
“My seed. It triggers a response in female Khargals to aid in conception. I do not know what it can do to you.”
She groaned and tossed herself back onto the mattress. Cockblocked by his cock. Awesome.
The responsible thing to do would be to wait until she had a clear head and found a solution. Space condoms or something. The irresponsible, impulsive part of her was wound up and needed that gargoyle dick. Bad.
“Do you have condoms or is there something else we can do?” she asked.
“There are other activities we can enjoy.” The mattress dipped as Ari climbed on.
He stretched out next to her, his hand caressed in her stomach. His tail went to the apex of her thighs, stroking her. Her hips rose, wanting more. Tails were good. Very good.
“Can you take my tail? I think you can.”
ARI
Carla shivered at his words. “Yes. Yes, I can.”
Ari rolled onto his back and spread his legs far enough apart to let his tail rise between his thighs. The tip still glistened with her arousal. “Are you certain?”
To answer, she straddled his lap and pushed him flat against the bed. Entranced, Ari watched as Carla took his tail in hand, stroking down the length.
She lined the tail to her entrance and gave a moan as it entered her. Slowly, she sank down, taking him measure by breathtaking measure.
She leaned back, hands resting on his thighs. The fabric of the gown obscured his view. Growling in frustration, Ari pushed the fabric up with one hand, finally giving him the best view of her riding his tail. Each surge upward met with a groan -inducing descent.
The tail undulated, the length flexing and pushing deeper.
Her eyes flew open wide, and her mouth went round. A cry of surprise escaped her. It was glorious. She was glorious.
“That’s my good girl,” Ari said, placing a hand over her mouth. His tail continued to move inside her as he spoke. It felt odd to use the human word, but her cheeks flushed a delightful pink when he called her a good girl. “I do not want you to come yet. Can you wait for me?”
She shook her head. “I don’t think I can. It’s…you’re…” She gasped, moaning into his hand.
Ari pulled her down, holding her against his chest, and claimed her mouth. His cock, stiff and aching for attention, wedged between them. His tail worked in and out, pushing deeper and undulating until she moaned against his lips. He swallowed her pleasure, drinking down the precious sound without hesitation, and craved more. Always more. She was an elixir, revitalizing him. Remaking him.
She rocked back, meeting the thrust of his tail and rubbing his cock with her stomach. The exquisite weight of her nearly had him undone.
Her body tensed and her lips parted as she panted, barely moving. “It’s too much. I can’t,” she pleaded.
“You can. You will,” he ordered.
He guided her hand to his leaking cock. Without prompting, she stroked him from crown to base. She trembled as his tail pumped into her. Her hips bucked. He raised his hips, seeking friction. He thrust up, matching the rhythm with his tail. Pleasure surged down his spine, tightening at the base of his tail and spreading throughout him.
She shook and gasped like a bolt of sensation struck. He followed, allowing himself to release and spill between them. His tail slowed, letting her ride out her climax. Finally, panting and her eyes drowsy, she collapsed against him.
Perfection.
CHAPTER 13
ARI
Carla slumbered next to him, her body warm and inviting. The ambient lights embedded in the wall were set low, casting a soft blue glow on her features. Even in this light, there was no mistaking her for a Khargal. She was different from him. He knew that, but he hadn’t truly appreciated what it meant to hold a being with soft skin who lacked a crown, wings, and a tail. Every part of her was meant to be touched.
Adored.
Worshipped.
He wanted—needed—to devote himself to studying every aspect of her person, from the scar on her knee to the melanin spots on her nose, and her quick, devious mind.
Time was limited. Imagining a future together seemed impossible when each day was uncertain. Evading the Patrol might fail next time, leading to a hundred years in the Stone Sleep. Or longer. When he woke, Carla would be gone. Humans did not have the longevity enjoyed by his people. Or a blaster shot might catch him unawares. Life support could fail on his ship. As Carla pointed out, the opportunity for death was endless.
Life was delicate and time insufficient. He needed more.
She wanted him for entirely selfish reasons, and he could think of no greater compliment. No ulterior motive. No feelings of obligation. Only desire. This knowledge pleased him beyond measure.
Mumbling, she rolled over, taking the blankets with her, a thief even in her sleep. His thief.
She liked him.
It didn’t seem possible. He barely liked himself. Clearly, her judgment was impaired.
Ari had spent so long defining himself with who he did not want to be—basically his sire—that he never took the time to consider who he wanted to be. His time had been consumed with misbehavior and inglorious deeds. Anything to bring shame to the family. Now, he reached the stage where he needed to define himself not by what he was against but by what he stood for.
It was terrifying.
What if, after all of this, he was as vain and shallow as his sire? What if he was hollow? As empty as a death mask?
Being a hero and earning the adoration of the masses seemed like the solution. That was a delusion based on wishful thinking and empty promises.
Being the hero Carla needed? That was simple. She filled up his hollow places, pouring in her mirth, laughter, and joy. She gave him her darkness and her rage.
She gave him compassion.
He wanted it all. Every aspect of her. Above all, he wanted to convince her to stay once they rescued her oath sister but feared he would fail. While he would gladly accept whatever time she gave him, it would not be enough.
He needed more. Always more.
CARLA
Carla woke up with a stranger in the bed.
She jerked away, now fully awake and her heart racing. She kicked at the slumbering man. “Who are you?”
She had expected Ari, and this… wasn’t. It was Ari-adjacent. A Khargal of the same build and height, but the coloring was all wrong. This guy was a flat, dull gray. The crowns and hair were correct, but the shape of his nose was all wrong and his features were blunter, like the clay model had been squished.
Her feet kicked wildly as she scrambled backward. “Get out!”
His eyes opened, revealing bright, sparkling amethyst, and she knew it was him. He blocked her kicking feet with his hands, sitting upright. Color flooded his skin, the lustrous purple sheen returning. His features sharpened.
“Stop assaulting me,” he said, catching her ankle. “That’s better.”
With a grin, he dragged her across the mattress back to him.
Okay, fine, that was pretty hot, and normally, Carla would have been all aflutter at it, but she wasn’t in the mood.
She shook off his grip. “What the hell, Ari? You’re a shapeshifter?”
He snorted and his wings flexed behind him. “Hardly.”
Not good enough.
She scrambled out of the bed, taking a sheet with her and clutching it to her front.
With a sigh, he sat on the edge of the bed. “My people have certain talents. In my family, it is the ability to modify our appearance.”
“Shapeshift. You already shift to stone.”
“Any Khargal can do that. I can change small details, like color.” He held up a hand to demonstrate. The purple luster drained away back to that dull gray, then grew flush with red, then gold, then faded to beige that nearly resembled her own complexion, and then back to purple. “Some are very skilled and alter their facial features, even hide their crown and wings, but my talents are modest in comparison.”
She didn’t know about that. Changing color like a chameleon seemed pretty impressive. Now, she was curious. “If you can look like anything, why do you always look like… you? Don’t you want to change it up?”
His wings flexed, which seemed for all the world like he shrugged a shoulder. “This was my mother’s favorite color.” He looked down, turning his face slightly as if embarrassed.
Huh. That was unexpectedly sweet.
Carla stepped closer. She reached for his chin, turning him back to examine his features carefully.
She could see it now. Ari had always been himself, but now he was somehow more himself.
“It suits you. I like it,” she said.
“I cannot hold the shift when I sleep. I did not mean to alarm you.”
“Thank you, but I need to apologize for reacting badly. I should have recognized you.”
“No, do not apologize. You reacted exactly as you should to a stranger in your bed.” He reached for her, pulling her to stand between his legs. His wings came forward, wrapping around them as his arms wrapped around her. “Are you hungry, or can I entice you back to bed?”
Back to bed it was.
DAY SIX. The invitation finally arrived, just like Ari said it would.
They pored over satellite images, finalizing their plan. Carla had grown to appreciate how he saw all the moving pieces in a complicated system. For the last two years, she hadn’t planned for more than a few days in the future. It was hard to think long -term when you scrambled for your next meal.
Her smash-and-grab method worked, but it was messy. The further they delved into the island’s defenses, the more she appreciated Ari’s strategic mind. As much as his methods frustrated her, she had to trust the process.
She had no other choice.
CHAPTER 14
CARLA
That was a zombie. An actual human zombie carrying her luggage. A zombie bellhop. The little red hat with gold braiding pushed the horrific into the absurd. How could she take any of this seriously when the zombie wore a bellhop hat, complete with chin strap?
The zombie—he—was a lot less gory than Hollywood led Carla to expect. No severed torso dragging themselves slowly across the ground, innards dragging in the dirt. No visible bite marks or wounds either, which made sense since Ari claimed the zombification was due to a fungus and not a virus.
From the front, he was just a dude with a sallow complexion, shuffling like he had a hangover, lugging a suitcase. Cloudy white eyes were the only clue that something wasn’t right. Then he turned around, revealing vivid green algae covering the back of his shaved skull. The growth trailed down his neck, disappeared under his shirt collar, and presumably continued down his spine.
Carla stared at the man, both horrified and fascinated.
Horrified because the algae growth made it that much easier to picture Poppy with her scales plucked from her head and covered in algae.
Fascinated because the zombie was human. Encountering a fellow human wasn’t so strange, although the ones she met were more often kept as pets than independent people. Humans were uncommon, not unicorns. But humans were valuable, both women and men. Wasting such a resource by turning them into a zombie was either a gross display of wealth or a pointed warning that anyone, no matter how valuable or useful, could fall into disfavor.
Either way, it spoke volumes about their host.
“Do not stare. It is impolite,” Ari said in a quiet tone, standing close. He had his wings tucked tight against his back, hidden from view, and didn’t look like himself. It was almost as surreal as a zombie porter.
“I think staring at him is the point.”
The zombie shuffled along the dock, one foot dragging slightly with each step. She couldn’t look away.
“Wear this,” the non-zombie said, handing Carla a flower with pink berries clustered close to the stem and long yellow petals that fanned out like tail feathers. The speaker, a Nakkoni, wore a crisp white suit with wide lapels over a white shirt, which looked far too heavy for the warm climate and gave Fantasy Island vibes. He had his own flower clipped to his lapel. “The pollen repels the infected.”
What was even happening? The entire situation was surreal. Ari’s ship docked at Tavat’s villain lair island, which was sadly lacking both volcanoes and skulls. It was just a boring tropical paradise, lush with greenery and undisturbed beaches. Yawn.
Plenty of armed guards, though. A concerning amount, really, and a bit more than she expected for the Welcome Wagon. They wore black armor that had to be broiling and visors that covered their eyes.
Carla forced a smile and tucked the flower behind her ear. At least the weather was sunny and gorgeous. She could use a change from the cold gray skies and the even colder gray ocean of the resort.
“My name is Kronkee,” the male said.
Carla snickered.
The lizard man’s quills went flat.
She faked a sneeze and scrubbed her nose with the back of her hand. “Sorry. Pollen. Allergies.”
Kronkee wasn’t buying it, but whatever. “Follow me,” he said, walking at a brisk pace down the gangway onto the dock.
He launched into a well-rehearsed speech, sounding almost bored. “Master Tavat welcomes you to his home. For your safety, please remain on the marked paths. Please wear your charveli blossom at all times when outdoors.”
A cart waited at the end of the dock on a dirt road. The zombie bellhop slung their bags into the back. Thick jungle growth pressed right up to the edge of the road.
“Stop,” a guard called, striding forward. He held a baton in one hand and pressed his other hand to the visor, as if controlling a screen. “Scans detect a package on the male’s back.”
“Those are my wings,” Ari said. He had them folded and tucked tight against his back. Before they docked, Carla had questioned him, but he gave a vague answer about hospitality.
“Remove your garment for inspection.”
“Sir, we are not acquainted like that.”
The guard was not amused. The baton sparked to life, crackling with energy.
Ari gave a dramatic sigh, unbuttoning his shirt. “I was being polite. Folding my wings means I feel safe. It’s a compliment.”
No one cared.
Something scurried in the corner of her eye. A flash of white in the greenery and it was gone. Carla took a step toward the undergrowth, intrigued.
A creature poked its head out from a cluster of leafy fronds. It had huge round eyes, round ears, and a head shape that made her think of a fox. Its skin was pale gray, which had to be horrible for camouflage, and it had frilly yellow petals on its neck, like the flower she wore.
Carla went still. It was cute, but that could be a trick. “Hey, guys, what’s this thing?”
No answer. Ari kept Kronkee and all the guards occupied.
The creature crept forward, leaves rustling as it inched forward.
Carla took a step back toward the cart and the people with shock batons. “Hey, cutie, you don’t want to eat my face. Please don’t eat my face.”
It darted forward and climbed up her pant leg, little claws digging into the fabric, and perched on her shoulder. A fluffy pink and white tail smacked Carla in the face. It was like being attacked with a duster. The creature chirped, grabbed the flower, and launched itself off her, back claws digging into her shoulder.
“Son of a bitch,” Carla hissed, clutching her shoulder. That thing was heavy.
The zombie at the cart lost interest in the luggage and headed for her, moving alarmingly fast.
Carla screamed, tripping over her feet and slamming into the ground. Gravel dug into her palms. She rolled over, scrambling back to avoid the looming zombie.
Up close, she could see a network of green veins that spread under his sallow skin. Saliva trickled from the corner of his dry, cracked lips. His mouth stretched open, revealing a mouth of yellow teeth and green globs.
Ari threw himself between her and the zombie. Fabric shredded as his wings sprouted, creating a barrier between Carla and the attacker. He raised his arm just as the zombie sank its teeth into him.
The guards finally did their job and zapped the zombie with the batons and got Ari as collateral. They didn’t seem too concerned, judging how neither of them even bothered to glance at Ari when he collapsed to the ground.
Rough hands dragged Carla to her feet. “What have you done?” Kronkee demanded.
She shook off his grip and rushed to Ari’s side. He was breathing and his skin wasn’t broken from the bite. “How contagious is that thing? Is Ari going to be okay?”
“Unfortunately. Khargals have thick skin.” Kronkee looked furious, his quills pressed flat against his skull. “You were told to wear the flower.”
“I did. This… thing, a fluffy little thief, took it.” She pointed to the trees, like the little thief was hanging around. Maybe it was.
“It was foolish of you to allow it to be stolen.”
Tearing into this guy seemed like a mighty fine idea, even though it ruined the ruse of her being a meek human pet. Ari’s groans distracted her long enough to get her temper under control.
“Thank you,” she said, helping him sit up. Rubbing her hand in the middle of his back between his wings, she reassured herself that her gargoyle remained bite- and scratch -free. She spoke to Kronkee. “You never answered me about how contagious that thing is.”
“The medics will examine him.” Kronkee clapped his hands—literally clapped his hands like this was some old movie. Then again, he was dressed like a budget -friendly Fantasy Island, so that scanned.
Still not an answer.
A bot arrived with a stretcher. Ari refused to climb on, insisting that he walk. Kronkee maintained that it was too far. Back and forth, blah blah.
They’d be there for hours with all the posturing and dick measuring. Better save them all some time.
“Can we not? I’m tired, and the sun isn’t helping,” Carla said. She climbed into the cart. “I’ll see you later tonight.”
She didn’t.
ARI
This was not the plan.
“I need to stay with Carla,” he said.
“You need to do as you’re told,” a guard said, slapping a cuff on his wrists. With the assistance of another guard, they took him by either arm and were not gentle as they forced him into a cart.
A female Nakkoni in a white coat approached. “Wow. You’re a big one.”
“Undo this,” Ari demanded, raising his bound hands.
“Hmm, no. Not until you get that bite checked out. Bites are very serious,” she said, her tone sing-songy like she spoke to a child.
Ari did not appreciate being patronized. Only Carla had permission to speak to him in such a manner. “I know that bites are very serious. I do not need to be restrained.”
“Hmm, you do. Until we know if you are infected, the cuffs stay.” The female gestured and the guards climbed into the cart on either side of him, making the space uncomfortably tight.
Ari flexed, twisting the metal, hoping to break them.
“None of that now.” The female dropped the singsong affectation. “Cease or be sedated.”
“Your needles will break—”
Ari did not have a chance to finish his statement as a mask was slapped over his face. Sweet -smelling fumes clouded his senses, and he found himself lacking the motivation to move.
“My apologies. My phrasing made that sound like a choice. It was not.”
CHAPTER 15
CARLA
The cart roared up the road, kicking up dirt and gravel. Carla clung onto the overhead canopy with one hand and the other clutched at the dashboard. This thing was a deathtrap, barely anything more substantial than a metal shell over a lawnmower engine, with no seat belts, no door to stop her from falling out, and it was going way too fast.
When the dirt road evened out, she glanced over her shoulder to check that the other cart followed. It wasn’t close, but it was there. Good. She disliked being separated from Ari and worried about the bite. This was an incredibly dangerous situation, and he was there because of her, and she liked him. Genuinely liked him. People drifted in and out of her life all the time, but she wasn’t ready to let him go.
Not yet.
Not ever.
The cart sped around a corner. The incline increased, causing the engine to struggle. At no point did the speed slow. Tropical greenery rushed by in a blur. Occasionally, Carla thought she saw movement in the trees, vague people-shaped shadows, but the cart went by too fast for her to get a good look. Still, she searched the trees for Poppy’s familiar red form, all the while bouncing in her seat and holding onto the cart for dear life.
The cart rounded another corner, and the road widened, revealing their destination. It was a proper villain’s lair, perched cliffside with a futurist design that was all curves and glass. There was even a waterfall. Was it futuristic if she was on an alien planet? Maybe that was a traditional design. Maybe it was a boring split-level ranch with vinyl siding? Well, the lair was futuristic by her standards.
Headed directly for the waterfall, the cart did not slow.
“Oh, this one of those cool tunnel entrances, right? The water’s going to part,” she said.
Kronkee said nothing, gripping the wheel tightly.
As they approached, it became clear that the waterfall went straight down the cliff. The road narrowed, clinging to the side of the cliff. Carla looked down, which was the worst idea ever, and had instant regrets. Far below, water churned in a violent tempest. If a wheel slipped or she lost her grip on this flimsy cart, she’d plummet to her death. And this guy? He looked like he’d be happy to push her over.
The water roared, drowning out all thought, leaving only the panicky thud of her heart. She gripped the canopy’s support, her palms slippery with sweat. They were getting closer to what appeared to be the end of the narrow road. It terminated at the waterfall.
No bridge. No entrance built into the cliff, hidden by rocks. Nothing. Just a sheer drop to the water below.
“There’s an entrance, right?” she asked again, shouting to be heard over the water and no longer trying to play it cool. She was all panic.
Kronkee said nothing, grimly facing forward.
He was going to kill her. She knew it in her bones. She somehow offended him in the five minutes since they met, and now he was going to murder her via waterfall.
This was wrong. She was supposed to be with Ari. They weren’t meant to be separated yet. She’d have to do this on her own, and as much as she postured and acted tough, she had never worked solo. She always had a partner.
There was only the deafening noise of the water, drowning out the rest of the world.
The cart slipped behind the waterfall.
There was darkness and silence, just the drip of water.
The cart jerked to a stop, throwing her forward. She held out a hand to stop herself from smashing into the dashboard. The noise of gears whirring to life echoed off stone. Lights flickered to life, casting a sulfurous glow. They were parked in a metal shaft that had all the charm of an industrial elevator.
The floor rose with a jerk, tossing Carla against the back of the seat. “A little warning,” she grumbled.
Kronkee said nothing, keeping his eyes forward, but she knew that fucker was having a good time. His twitching tail gave him away.
The grinding of gears increased, reaching an alarmingly loud level that sparked fears about cables snapping and bolts breaking. Finally, the elevator stopped, and a set of doors rolled open.
The cart rolled forward into what could generously be described as a parking garage carved out of stone. Half was natural stone, rough and unhewn, and the other was poured concrete, pillars, painted yellow lines, and smelled of exhaust fumes.
They stopped at a set of glass doors set into the rough stone. Inside was more stone, now with moss, and amber lights embedded along the floor. Despite the tropical heat outside, the inside was cool. Faint dampness clung to the air. Another elevator led them to a twisting journey through identical corridors no doubt meant to confuse visitors.
“Are we going in circles? I feel like I’ve seen that clump of moss before,” Carla said, reaching up to touch a long strand of feathery moss that hung from the ceiling.
“We must take this path because you lost your charveli blossom,” Kronkee said. Before she could snark back about victim -blaming, he opened a door. “This is your room. You will find it suitable.”
The space was simple in that it was a single room with a large bed. A flat white box sat in the middle. The walls were more carved stone and the floor was poured concrete. There was not a single piece of furniture beyond the bed. The interior designer definitely went hard for the supervillain aesthetic.
The far wall curved away, opening into a massive window that offered a stunning view of the island. The ocean sparkled in the distance. A planter filled with leafy green foliage ran underneath the window, framing the view.
Kronkee pressed a rock in the wall, and a hidden door opened, revealing a bathroom. He said, “The Master is indisposed but requests that you make yourself presentable for dinner. You will find all the necessary supplies inside.”
“My luggage?”
“Is being searched. An outfit is provided.” He waved a hand to the box sitting on the bed before leaving.
Once the door closed, Carla waited until she heard the lock sliding into place. Alone and not likely to be disturbed, she searched the room for listening devices and cameras or anything electronic. There weren’t too many places in the sparse room to hide a bug.
Tech was tricky on Reazus Prime. Those with money had the latest and greatest, imported from the more stable parts of the galaxy. Everyone else made do by cobbling bits and pieces together and hoping for the best. Most everything from cars to phones and even buildings were Frankensteined monstrosities. A guy like Tavat had resources, but the cart was little more than a glorified golf cart. The canopy had rust spots in the joints, suggesting it might not get the upkeep it needed. Welding lines crisscrossed the body of the cart, telling Carla that panels had been salvaged from elsewhere. She’d bet good money that the engine had been pieced together the same way.
She was getting distracted. The room was likely bugged. Tavat might have splurged for a super-micro unit, but maybe not. Luck might be on Carla’s side. Lady Luck owed her one, after all.
As it happened, luck was on her side. She found a cluster of wires and circuits hidden among the leafy potted plants by the window. She fetched a glass of water from the bathroom, announced that the plants looked thirsty, and dropped the bug in the water.
Problem solved.
She cleaned up the bathroom, giving special attention to the scratches the fluffy little thief left on her shoulders and arms. The last thing she needed was some weird infection.
Opening the box revealed a sleeveless gray silk gown. It was exquisite, with a plunging neckline, daringly high thigh slit, and thin. Very, very thin.
Carla held the fabric up to the window. It glowed in the sunlight, and she had little doubt that everything would show with the right lighting.
Gross. Being objectified was not part of the plan, but adaptability was survivability, even if it was demeaning.
At least the gown was close to the right size. Buttons on the inside of the bodice allowed her to adjust the fit, and while the hem was long, it didn’t drag on the floor. She found a comb and did her best with her hair. The nice thing about being on an alien planet was no one knew human beauty standards. Frizzy from the humidity? Pfft. Frizzy was in nowadays. All the cool kids had frizzy hair.
ARI
His wings were tied. Still half-asleep and hazy from a sedative, Ari experienced the overwhelming sensation of not being able to breathe. The binds holding his wings constricted around his chest, though his arms remained free. He thrashed and clawed at his chest.
“I advise not doing that,” a calm voice said. “The table is rather narrow, and you’ll fall off.”
“What—”
“My medic is cleaning your bite. It’s rather nasty. Now remain still.”
Ari turned his head in the direction of the speaker. The Nakkoni female from earlier stood over him, now wearing surgical garb. A mask covered her face. The voice did not belong to her. His mind worked frustratingly slowly. This was the medic. He was in a lab or a medical suite. He had been drugged.
Then nothing. Silence. He drifted in and out of consciousness.
He woke with sudden clarity, disoriented. He was in a new location, a small room without windows. His wings were unbound but his hands were tied, stretched above his head with a chain. He stood at the edge of a dark pit, his heels right at the edge. Cautiously, he shuffled forward as far as the chain would allow, but he remained precariously balanced.
Ari tugged at the chair, leaning back to add additional strain. It held. His hands shifted to stone, gaining a modicum more girth and density. The chain continued to hold.
A frustrated growl escaped his lips. This was not the plan. He was not meant to be separated from Carla so soon.
“It was rather foolish of you to assume I’d allow you to leave.” Tavat stepped through the door, looking remarkably bored.
“It was foolish of me to assume your invitation was given in good faith. I should have known better.”
Tavat crossed the room, avoiding the pit. “Yes, you should have, Lord Solivair. And you should also know better than to try to bait me into a monologue. I will not be distracted.”
Ari tugged at the chain, a futile gesture but necessary. He would not be intimidated. “Is this how you treat a guest?”
Tavat leaned in, his breath hot on Ari’s face. “No. This is how I treat those who steal from me.”
He released the chain. Before Ari could lunge forward, Tavat pushed.
Ari fell backward into darkness.
CARLA
A minion escorted Carla to dinner. She tried to memorize the route, but the minion must have received orders to make it as confusing as possible. It didn’t match up to the satellite images she’d studied with Ari. She’d need to create a distraction to slip away to figure out the lair’s layout.
The minion took her to an open lounge area with a massive circular window, the centerpiece. The aesthetic was more of the natural stone and poured concrete. The furnishing complimented the circular design with gentle curves. Round rugs. Round sofa. White globes hung from the stone ceiling like high-tech stalactites.
A Nakkoni man stood in front of the window with his back to the room. Carla recognized Tavat. A round dining table sat nearby with a floral centerpiece and covered in golden treasure. Her treasure.
“It seems I invited a thief to my home,” Tavat said.
CHAPTER 16
CARLA
Ari’s treasure covered the table: necklaces, bracelets, arm bands, rings, ear cuffs, and even a tiara. Assorted other small items had been dumped on the surface, the original box discarded on the floor. The presentation was all very dramatic.
“Those were a gift,” Carla said, her voice steady and calm.
“Really? Is Lord Solivair aware?”
Tavat went to a sideboard and poured two drinks. He waved a hand toward the table, indicating that she should sit.
Carla accepted the glass of amber liquid, raising it to her lips, though she did not drink. “Lord Solivair knows my opinion of him and will understand my need for compensation.”
A brittle, rasping sound escaped Tavat. It took her a disturbingly long moment to realize that it was laughter. So unnerving, like an insect rubbing legs together.
Watching him, she realized what it was. His quills did not move. Poppy’s were expressive, broadcasting her mood to anyone who cared enough to look. Tavat’s remained still. Not even a twitch. It was flat and expressionless, like his eyes.
The laughter died abruptly. His face went blank.
He grabbed her by the chin, forcing her to look up at him. “If you think to steal from me, reconsider,” he warned.
“I wouldn’t,” she said, stumbling over the words.
His tail moved lazily from side to side. “Is it not considered rude in your culture to not drink what your host gives you?”
Carla took a sip. The liquor had a strong, smoky flavor and knocked the breath out of her.
This demonstration mollified Tavat. He sat at the table. Servants arrived with their meal. While it was being served, Carla took the opportunity to study the room. The space was meant to impress with grand views and high vaulted ceilings. Lighted pedestals displayed twisting shapes of colored glass, presumably art pieces. Carla wasn’t an art expert, but she had an eye for expensive items, and those blobs of glass looked like expensive nonsense. Despite the natural stone and plants, the space was cold. Devoid of anything resembling comfort. Even the padding on the chairs was thin, making them uncomfortable.
Probably by design, she speculated.
“Where is Ari?” Carla asked once the meal had been served. It was some sort of sea creature, a giant bug with multiple claws by the looks of it, with a bright cerulean shell.
“Lord Solivair is occupied at the moment.” Tavat cracked the shell, separating the claw from the joint. Carla did her best not to flinch at the sound of snapping shells.
He missed an opportunity to say he’s tied up at the moment and do a villain laugh. Carla took a heavy silver instrument that resembled a nutcracker and did her best to crack open a claw. She’d do a villain laugh.
Instead, she said, “Did you know crabs evolved multiple times on Earth? It’s called crabification. Well, there’s a fancy term for it, not crabification. Essentially, evolution favors the crab.” She held up a claw to emphasize her point.
Tavat did not look intrigued. Shame. Ari would have been interested. Tavat looked bored, in fact, glancing down at a tablet.
“Tell me what your master hoped to gain by coming here,” he ordered, folding the tablet and putting it in a pocket.
Carla shrugged, doing her best not to react to the word master. “Ari doesn’t share his plans with me. If I had to guess, seeing as how he’s an art and antiques dealer, he wants to make a sale.”
“A sale,” Tavat repeated, sounding skeptical.
“He’s not that complicated.” She cracked into another claw. The meat was flavorless and not worth the effort, in her opinion. “That’s all I know. I’d tell you if he had some grand scheme. I’ve got no reason to keep the gargoyle’s secrets. I owe him no loyalty.”
Maybe she laid it on a bit thick, but Tavat seemed to be buying it.
“And what do you hope to gain from your visit here? Favor with your master?”
She forced a bland smile on her face. “I just want to keep Ari happy.”
“Or perhaps you wish to bargain for your former master? Such loyalty for Popilyn,” he said, his voice dripping with suspicion.
Yeah, he wasn’t buying any of what she was selling.
Kronkee entered the room and hustled to Tavat’s side. He whispered in his employer’s ear, his quills flexed up and down.
“Just handle it,” Tavat said, sounding annoyed.
Carla laid the claw cracker on the table. Using the cloth napkin, she wiped her fingers clean and hid the utensil with it. When Tavat’s attention returned to her, she said, “You have my friend. I want her back.”
“Friend. How charming.” Tavat leaned back in his chair. “It is too late to make a deal.”
It was never too late to make a deal. She said, “I know the access code to Ari’s ship and his vault. That stuff on the table? Junk. He’s got amazing stuff. One-of-a-kind works of art. Things that belong in a museum,” she said. For good measure, she added, “I think a few were stolen from museums.”
“I do not care for trinkets and baubles.”
Carla did an exaggerated turn in her chair, looking around the room filled with trophies. “If you say so.”
“You are not in a position to bargain.”
“Information then. I know a secret Ari wouldn’t want to get out.”
“His warrant? I know all about Lord Solivair’s family drama.”
Well, fuck. That was her best bargaining chip, and she blew it. She should have known when he used Ari’s title.
“Do not sulk,” Tavat said. “When I said you were not in a position to bargain, I meant that it was too late to save your friend.”
“Sister,” Carla muttered under her breath.
“Such disappointment. Perhaps a sweet treat to help ease the pain.” He pressed a button on the table and a hidden door in the stone opened.
A large figure stood in the doorway, partially hidden by shadows. Carla recognized her immediately.
Poppy.
Carla stood up, knocking her chair over in her haste.
Poppy lumbered forward, carrying a tray with two bowls of what looked like chocolate mousse. Her eyes were empty. Not cloudy like the zombie from the docks but the lights weren’t on either.
“What have you done?” Carla wanted to go to Poppy but remained still as she didn’t wear a repellent flower. The only flowers in the room were the table centerpiece and on Tavat’s lapel.
Her heart was breaking.
Too late, too late, too late.
“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Tavat asked. He took a bowl from the tray, immediately digging in a spoon. “It’s a new formulation. Hardly any visual side effects. Do sit.”
Carla righted her chair and sat back down while Poppy shambled over, holding out the tray. Carla took the offered bowl, disappointed to find there was no recognition in Poppy’s eyes. None.
“The fungus spreads at a slower rate, allowing the brain to function at a higher level.” Tavat left his seat, taking his mousse with him. “Complicated tasks are beyond her, I’m afraid, but she’s perfectly suited for lifting and carrying.”
He shoveled another spoonful into his mouth as he approached Poppy, who stood motionless and loomed over Carla. “You see, this strain is very clever. It infects the parts of the brain that control motor function but leaves the other bits intact. She’s unable to speak but her language processing center is processing. Long-term and short-term memory are functional.”
Carla listened with horror. What he described was torture, a hell that only ended when a fungus rooted its way deep enough into her mind. “She knows what’s happening?”
Tavat hummed in agreement, scraping out the last spoonful of mousse and sucking on the spoon. “Oh yes. Fully cognizant of her situation and utterly unable to do anything about it. Would you care to see a demonstration?”
“No.” She didn’t want to see. She wanted this nightmare over.
There had to be a way to reverse the process. It had stages, as Tavat said. Begging him for a cure would be a waste of breath, but there were smart people out there. Money solved a lot of problems, and Carla would happily throw all Ari’s money at this problem until Poppy was fungus -free.
She shoved those thoughts aside. She needed to focus on getting out of here alive. Finding a cure would come later.
“Another time,” Tavat said. He leaned against the table, setting the empty bowl down next to him. His tail came uncomfortably close to Carla’s personal space. Discreetly, she scooted back her chair.
“But why? She beat you at cards. This seems excessive.” Yes, she was well aware that she just signed her death certificate.
“You don’t know?” Tavat laughed, again that brittle sound like an insect rubbing legs together.
Or a spider pulling in prey.
“Dear Popilyn’s father had a terrible credit problem. He fancied himself skilled at business, but his only skill was pissing away perfectly good credits after bad ideas. Oh, how his mate pleaded with him to cease his foolish schemes. How his children cried in hunger.” Tavat crossed one leg over the other, sitting in a jaunty position as if retelling a favorite story. “I, being community -minded and unwilling to see a young family starve, loaned him credits with quite generous terms. When it was time to repay, he couldn’t. He was sent here to work off his debts.”
Carla watched Poppy as Tavat spoke. If she was listening and understanding, it was impossible to see on her face. When Tavat paused, she said, “You’re a loan shark.”
“What a colorful phrase. I’m in the business of making credits, not charity,” he said, his tone cold. “What satisfaction is there in seeing my credits be wasted? None. There’s no profit in a bad investment. I did what I had to do to recoup my losses. It seems someone holds a grudge. Isn’t that right?” His tone shifted from ice cold to affectionate, like talking to a dog, even reaching over to pat Poppy on the head.
Revenge.
That explained Poppy’s fixation on the man and why she wouldn’t back down, even when Carla pleaded. Anger at Poppy’s single mindedness replaced sorrow. She loved the determined and steadfast nature of her friend, but she became obsessive.
Tavat was another one of those obsessions. Whether Poppy wanted vengeance or some type of restitution, she’d never be able to say, and wasn’t that just peachy? Poppy got herself turned into a zombie.
“Her father did not last long in the workhouse,” Tavat said, returning to storyteller mode. “Another bad investment on my part. But fortune favored me by sending his spawn my way. Popilyn is going to work off her father’s debt, every last credit, until her brain is nothing but algae and mush. Now, a demonstration.”
Tavat picked up the bowl and swung it at Poppy’s head. The glass shattered but she remained still. A thin trickle of blood at her temple rolled down her face, tinting her red scales a deeper scarlet.
He then took out a small rectangular device from a pocket. “Clean up that mess,” he ordered, pressing a button.
Poppy obeyed, moving slowly as she bent over to pick up the shards.
“How… how are you controlling her?” Carla asked. Things were looking grim all right, but she must be some sort of dumbass optimist; if she knew how this abomination worked, then she could fix it. Somehow.
“A remote-activated implant. It should be operational as long as the brain matter is healthy. Once it’s not…” Tavat’s quills went up and down, finally displaying a genuine emotion: a disgusting joy about rotten, fungus-riddled brains. “She’ll join the others in the island horde. Have you finished your dessert?”
Carla didn’t register that he asked her a question until he repeated it. “No. I mean, yes. I’m done.” The thought of eating anything churned her stomach.
“Then I suggest you run.”
CHAPTER 17
ARI
So. A pit. Very creative.
Ari craned his neck back, squinting into the artificial light above. At his level, the walls were smooth stone but appeared to be rougher farther up. The pit was too narrow to fly out. He could climb.
Flexing his fingers, Ari hardened them, letting the nails elongate into claws. Rock climbing came naturally to his people, almost as naturally as flying. He slammed his claws into the wall, getting a strong enough hold to pull himself up. Concrete crumbled as he climbed upward. His shoulders ached, still not fully healed from the tumble he took two days ago. How was that only two days ago? So much had happened with Carla that it had to have been a lifetime, not a single shared night and a handful of hours.
Bit by bit, he rose out of the shadows into the light. He neared the transition into natural stone. The climb would be easier once he had a proper rock to grip.
From above, the wall sprung a leak. A perfect arc of water splashed down onto his head. His hand slipped, and he fell to the bottom.
A trap triggered by proximity.
“Very creative,” Ari muttered.
Water collected at the bottom of the pit, failing to drain away.
Ari climbed again. This time, the rock retracted into the wall. He was rewarded with more water and another fall.
A puzzle. This pit was a puzzle.
Ari made it farther up the wall this time. The puzzle tested his memory of which stones were safe and which to avoid. Just as his confidence grew, the stone he grabbed crumbled under his grip, leaving a gap in the wall.
He fell, and he was not alone.
The creatures fell from above, landing on his arms and shoulders. Ari shook them off, throwing them into the water. Orange flashed in the darkness. He was far from an expert on the venomous creatures of the planet, but he recognized that distinctive diamond pattern. He read about them in a tattered old wildlife field guide that Miriam left behind on the ship.
At this point, the water was mid-calf, and he realized the true nature of this pit. It wasn’t a puzzle to be solved to escape. It was a test to determine which manner he would choose for his own death.
Shift to stone to be impervious to the serpent’s bites and be too heavy to swim and drown? Or remain in his soft skin form to tread water but risk being bitten and die that way?
Remaining in his current form had a chance of survival, but if he failed, his death would be agony.
Fangs sank into his calf, the pain sharp and erasing all sensible thought. He grabbed the serpent, its body twisting and coiling while its jaws snapped. Enraged, he bashed it against the wall until it stopped moving.
Now, his only choice was to sit, waiting for the venom to take effect while he drowned, or continue to climb, causing the venom to move faster throughout his body.
CARLA
This was happening too fast. She needed to stall.
Carla grabbed the shell cracker from the table and brandished it at Tavat like a knife.
His quills went down, unimpressed. “You think that can injure me? I have scales.”
“Crushing damage. If I get a finger, it’ll hurt.” She flexed her hand, working the cracker for maximum crackiness. Look, she used the tools at hand.
He snatched the cracker from her hand, making a triumphant noise. That was fine. Carla grabbed a handful of feathery quills and yanked.
The quills came out with a gasp of shock, followed by a squint and a growl that she felt down in her soul.
He moved towards her, menace radiating with every step.
Carla backed away, keeping the table between them.
The lights went red, and an alarm sounded. “Perimeter breach.”
Finally.
Kronkee rushed in. “Master, an unauthorized ship has landed.” He gasped. “You’ve been disfigured.”
Tavat caught Carla, grabbing her roughly by the upper arm and squeezing tightly enough to bruise her. “What did you do?”
Carla smiled. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You think I have the time or patience for your games? Shoot her.” He released her, shoving her away. “This one bores me.”
A grin spread across Kronkee’s face like nothing would please him more.
Shit, she was gonna die.
“Fine, fine!” Carla held up her hands in surrender, still holding the quills. “Ari didn’t think you’d let us walk away, so we bought protection.”
Turns out you can solve a lot of problems by throwing money at it. Ari threw a pile of untraceable credits to hired mercenaries—as per her original idea.
“Impossible. A code is required to bypass security,” Kronkee said.
“It’s also a little shortsighted to think we wouldn’t share the security code, not when it was good for an entire day. Those things really should be single use,” Carla snapped. Really. “The captain was very keen to take this job. Personal reasons, but I didn’t ask. Do you want to know his fee?”
“Mercenaries. They are only interested in credits,” Tavat said.
“Yes, exactly, which is good news for you,” Carla replied, taking a step back and angling herself to keep an eye on both Tavat and his minion.
“Female, cease talking—”
“You’re right. You don’t want to know the fee. It’s pretty insulting monetarily but oddly flattering when you consider how much he must loathe you. We’re basically paying for supplies and fuel. I don’t think the crew was too thrilled with a small payday, but not my monkeys, not my circus, you know.”
Yes, she was stalling. The key to an escape was to make sure your opponent was too busy to chase after you. She’d throw out every confusing idiom she could if it bought her just a half minute more.
“But the good news for you is that you can buy your way out of this situation. Give me Poppy’s controller, and I’ll give you the hailing frequency to negotiate with the captain.”
An explosion rocked the room. Dust fell from the ceiling.
“Oh my, I think they’re here,” Carla said.
Shouts came from the corridor, followed by the sound of multiple people running. Things were getting interesting.
Poppy lurched toward Tavat, a feral look on her face. It hurt to see her friend like that. Poppy was gone. Carla could run and save her own hide, leaving Poppy behind, but as soon as she thought about it, she knew it was impossible. Poppy would never leave her behind.
This will get us both killed.
Guards filed in, surrounding Tavat and pointing their guns at Carla.
“Interested in that trade?” Carla asked, unbothered as she twirled the quills between her fingers. “The code for the remote control.”
Tavat was pissed. His eyes narrowed, and his tail lashed from side to side in a display of genuine emotion.
“Very well,” he said. “For all the good it will do you.”
He tossed the controller onto the table.
She grabbed it and a flower from the centerpiece for good measure, then recited a string of numbers. “Now, what did you do to Ari?”
“You are in no position to make demands. Find him yourself.” Tavat dismissed her with a flick of his wrist.
Well, she should have seen that one coming.
“How hard can it be?” she muttered, stuffing the flower and quills down the front of her dress for safekeeping. “Come on, Poppy.”
The remote had a single button. Carla pressed it, causing Poppy to lurch forward and to give a little cry of anguish, which hurt Carla’s soul.
They made it to the corridor when Poppy drifted away. Pressing the remote just made her go forward. That worked well enough until Poppy got turned around. The overhead lights went out. Backup lights came on, casting an amber glow.
Carla did her best to navigate the maze that was the villain’s lair, all curves and no straight path, in reduced lighting while herding a zombie. She had studied the schematics of the compound and memorized the route to the area marked “laboratory,” but it was too easy to get turned around. A flashing sign would be nice but no, just one curving hallway after another with mood lighting.
She didn’t have much time to wander around Tavat’s lair looking for Ari. The plan had been that she would find Poppy, likely held in the lab ongoing her zombification process. Now she had Poppy but no Ari. She’d bet her last dime that Ari was in the lab.
The sounds of gunfighting got closer, and smoke drifted in the air.
“I don’t suppose you have any idea where the lab is, do you?” Carla asked. Poppy moaned. “Yeah, well, it’s not a perfect system. I expected to find you in the lab, not serving drinks. Do you remember the way?”
The fighting got closer. Shots echoed off stone walls. Sparks flew at the end of the corridor. Carla looked for an open door, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire.
The first door she tried was locked. Typical. The second door opened into a medical suite.
Lighting had been reduced to amber emergency lights. Banging came from the back.
Carla put a hand over her chest, checking that the flower blossom was still in place. One flower had enough oomph to keep Poppy from trying to eat her face, but was it enough for more?
Well, she had zero interest in being a zombie chew toy.
Carla grabbed an empty metal tray and crept forward. Aim for the head; that was what movies taught her.
A row of cages lined the far wall, each occupied by a person. The glow from a monitor cast barely enough light to make out the details. Wings. Tails. Waxy complexions drained of normal color. The shadows hid algae growth, but Carla knew it was there.
“Ari?” she whispered. She felt positive she’d recognize his shape even in the poor lighting, but better safe than sorry.
No response from any of the cage occupants.
Carla sat down at the monitor. The screen was filled with live feeds of various cages and rooms. She found the keyboard and tabbed through the feeds. The occupants’ eyes had a spooky glow from the combination of emergency lighting and low-resolution cameras. Some tried to escape, looking for a weakness in the cages. Some prowled their cages. The worst were the ones that sat motionless. Those were the ones completely lost.
There.
Carla paused. That was Ari. The camera angle was high, looking down as if he were in a pit or a hole.
Okay, good. Well, not good, but he was alive and somewhere nearby. She could work with that.
Tray in hand, Carla crept into the dark. She found the door that connected the lab with the area on the monitors. She hurried past the cages, the occupants not deterred by her flower at all. One blossom was not potent enough, or there wasn’t enough pollen. Poppy still seemed under control and not too ravenous for brains, but maybe that was a tired old zombie stereotype.
Cages gave way to isolated rooms. She peered into a window embedded into a door. A figure rushed the window, causing her to jump in surprise and drop the tray. Poppy did not like that.
“Sorry. Not that room,” she said, picking up the tray.
The third room was unoccupied, with a dark patch in the center of the floor. Bingo.
The power went out completely, plunging them into darkness.
Locks disengaged, and Carla really wanted to have a word with whoever thought electronic locks were good enough for a zombie holding pen.
Maybe… maybe the power would come back on. Zombies weren’t exactly the most aware of their surroundings; they might not even notice their cages were unlocked. Soon. The power had to come back on soon.
No such luck.
Somewhere nearby, a door opened slowly, the hinges creaking.
“You better be in this room,” she muttered, pushing open the door. She debated closing it, but she didn’t want to risk being locked in if the power came back.
In the dark, she shuffled forward, feeling each step with her toes, searching for a drop -off.
When she found it, she kneeled and felt for the edge with her hands. “Hello down there!” she called.
“Carla, you should not be here,” a familiar voice drifted upward. Relief and happiness surged through her as Ari’s voice echoed off the pit’s walls.
“Yeah, I know, but it’s complicated.” She paused; a groan and the sound of hands pawing at the door made her glance over her shoulder to the doorway. “Look, I’m coming down.”
“No. Do not come down here. I will come to you.”
There was a snarl and the sound of a large body slamming into another. Carla wanted to say that Poppy was protecting her, but it was probably just territorial instinct. The room was about to get crowded and bitey.
“Sorry, that’s not really an option,” she said, not bothering to hide the fear in her voice.
“I will come to you,” he repeated.
Something touched her. Carla screamed.
No time.
She jumped.
CHAPTER 18
CARLA
“I am baffled by your thought process,” Ari said.
She landed unharmed in a jumble of elbows and awkward angles on Ari. He lowered her into the freezing hip-deep water.
Her eyes adjusted to the dark, just in time for her to see him grab a snake from the water and slam it into the stone wall, smashing its skull.
Carla flinched. That was… something. Gross and violent, mostly.
“The power’s out, the zombies are out of their cages, and something touched me,” she said.
“A pit filled with water and snakes seemed like a better option?”
“Yes, it did, because you were there. Any option with you is the better option,” she snapped.
He made a noise that sounded as if his ego had been appeased.
A snake fell on her head—her head! Ari grabbed it and bashed it against the stone wall with a stomach -churning squelch. She might have grown up in the country, but she was a wimp about these things.
“Do you have to kill them? They don’t want to be here anymore than we do.”
“They are venomous. Yes,” he said.
Fair enough. Still gross.
“Do you have a plan to get out of here?” she asked.
“I was climbing until someone fell on me,” he replied, sounding irritated.
Sounds of fighting from above cut off her reply. Instead, she asked, “Can you fly up?”
“It is too narrow, and my wings are bound.”
“Let me.” Carla fumbled her way down his back, feeling the leathery warmth of his folded wings and, finally, the strap holding them down. It was a simple knot but in a place difficult to reach. “There.”
“Thank you.” Ari rolled his shoulders and looked up, studying the stone walls.
“Hey.” Carla reached up for his face, guiding him to look at her. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was worried.”
“Finding you was my only concern.”
She stretched up on her toes and planted a kiss on his lips. That was enough to make her forget she was soaked, cold, and high on adrenaline. Any option with Ari was the better option, even being stuck in a pit filled with frigid water.
“Now, how do we get out of here?” she asked.
“It is a puzzle. I believe I have worked it out. Climb onto my back.” He leaned forward as far as the tight confines would allow.
“Do I just grab?” She reached for the base of his wings. That didn’t seem right.
“Lift yourself up.”
“Umm, is there another way?”
He huffed, then grabbed her and lifted her up until she could scramble across his shoulders and clung to his back like a baby koala.
“There is a correct path up. If I choose the wrong handhold, there are consequences.”
“The water and the snakes?”
“Yes.” He grabbed a stone and hauled himself up.
She gasped, surprised, as her entire body lurched up. Her grip slipped and she nearly fell off. Her arm wrapped around his throat, clinging on.
“Carla—” he choked.
“Sorry! Sorry. I panicked.” She relaxed her hold.
He climbed again. This time, she didn’t scream or try to strangle him. Upward progress continued for a minute until he paused. “This is as far as I’ve gotten. Can you reach the handhold to your right?”
“Yes.” She reached up, understanding that he wanted her to test the handholds. “It feels solid.”
He pulled himself up and they repeated the process. The next handhold crumbled under her fingertips. The one after that rewarded her with insects. Instinctively, she tried shaking them off, brushing herself frantically and waving her arms, which nearly caused Ari to fall.
After an eternity, Carla grabbed the edge of the pit and pulled herself up and out. Ari followed. They were out of the pit and into a worse situation.
ARI
Ari blinked as the emergency lighting returned. An obstacle stood between them and the door.
The Nakkoni female—Poppy, he reminded himself—was locked in a struggle with another infected Nakkoni. They snarled and snapped, biting and clawing at each other. Tails lashed, the thick weight used as a club.
Carla produced a small device from the front of her dress, which was weird enough to make Ari forget the direness of the situation.
“Do you use your chest as storage?” he asked.
“Titty city? Constantly.” She pressed a button. Frowning, she shook the device. “Ugh, it got wet. It’s not working.”
“We have no time for this.”
He sprang forward into the melee, hardening his skin to stone for protection. He grabbed Poppy from behind, his arms wrapped over her chest, pinning her arms down at her side. With his wing extended, Ari spun, knocking the infected soul into the pit below.
Poppy thrashed, throwing her head back. Her skull slammed into his face.
Spots danced in front of his eyes. Partially stone, he was sure the impact hurt her worse than him. She howled in pain, her teeth snapping and legs kicking. Nakkoni had a spur on their ankle, and it was a very effective weapon. The spur slashed at his shins. Despite the pain, he did not release her.
“Don’t hurt her! She can’t help herself,” Carla pleaded.
“We must restrain her.”
“Give me a minute.” Carla’s gaze swept the room.
An explosion shook the ground.
Ari bit back the urge to tell her to hurry. She knew the timeline. Barking orders would not make her go faster.
She grabbed the chain from where it had fallen on the floor and thrust it at him. “Use this.”
Restraining Poppy took no time. Her arms continued to be bound to her sides and there was enough chain to act as a leash.
Another explosion rocked the room. Dirt and plaster fell from the ceiling.
“I guess Tavat didn’t pay the ransom,” Carla said.
In the corridor, smoke tickled his nose. They were out of time.
“There is an exit nearby, if the schematics are correct,” he said.
He found a corridor that took them down a flight of stairs into the dark. Less than ideal, but the air was free of smoke. It was dark.
Poppy resisted every step. Frustrated, Ari slung the female over his shoulders. She snarled and snapped at his ears but could not reach.
“Are you sure this is the right way? It’s awfully easy to get turned around in here,” Carla said.
“This is correct. This is how I was brought in.” According to the schematics, the path would bring them to the base of the cliff, near the waterfall, which lined up with his memory.
“You were sedated,” Carla said.
“I was not unconscious,” he replied. “It lifts my spirits to hear your pointless bickering. It soothes my soul.”
“Now? You wanna flirt now?”
He could not see her face in the dark, but he could hear the smile in her voice. He adjusted the Nakkoni over his shoulder, redistributing her weight, and grinned. Nothing could sour his mood. Not even the Nakkoni’s tail hitting him in the face.
The corridor turned into a tunnel, the smooth concrete transitioning to rough stone. Soon enough, the tunnel spilled them into the sunlight. Mist from the waterfall hit his face, washing away the smoke that clung to his skin.
A Nakkoni guard waited, a blaster pointed at them.
“I was correct,” he said, shouting to be heard of the sound of the waterfall.
“Now is not the time,” she shouted back and raised her hands in surrender. “Kronkee. Why am I not surprised?”
“You’ve caused quite a mess,” the male said, the blaster trained on Carla.
He did not like this one bit.
“I do not wish to fight,” Ari said, stepping in front of Carla. He knew he made a ludicrous sight, carrying the struggling Poppy over his shoulders. For her part, Poppy continued to do her best to bite him.
“You’re absconding with stolen property,” Kronkee said.
His desire to avoid conflict vanished.
“People are not property,” he said, a menacing growl in his voice.
“Aren’t you guys busy?” Carla asked. “Like there’s a ship firing on your boss, and you’re chasing us down?”
“I have my orders.” Kronkee waved a blaster in their direction.
“Is that supposed to frighten us? If Tavat wanted us dead, you would have shot us already,” Carla said.
Ari gave her a stern look. “You are not helping.”
“I’m totally helping,” she replied. She turned her attention to Kronkee. “I’m helping, right? Distracting you while Ari here does something amazing, which he will do any minute now because of… reasons. Amazing reasons. He totally knows karate, too.”
Ari sighed. Yes, reasons. “I do not know what karate is.”
In a fluid motion, he slung Poppy off his shoulder and yanked on the chain. It fell away as he pushed her toward Kronkee.
“What the hell?” Carla demanded. “What about not hurting Poppy?”
He did not have a chance to reply. Kronkee fired wildly. Ground exploded at his feet.
No, it was more than simple blaster fire. The ground rumbled. A roar of engines filled the air, drowning out the waterfall. Ari recognized the peculiar tang of fuel in the air. A ship was launching and very close by.
Carla shielded her eyes with her hand and pointed to the sky. A rocket streaked across the sky, leaving a trail of vapor. “That fucker is escaping!” Despite shouting, the noise of the engines nearly masked her words.
A missile intercepted the ship, exploding it into pieces. Ari distantly wondered if they needed to worry about falling debris.
Kronkee made a keening noise of grief.
“Sorry about your boss,” Carla said.
Which was apparently the wrong sentiment to express. The Nakkoni male fired recklessly in their direction, no longer threatening but intending to kill.
Ari grabbed Carla and held her tight to his chest, wrapping his wings around them. His shift was slow to respond. What was normally a fast transition now felt like fighting through sludge.
His wing burned as it took a hit. The shot went through the leathery membrane and scorched his back.
With chains dragging through the dirt, Poppy launched herself at Kronkee. The male produced a small device and pressed a button. Panic flickered across his face when it became apparent that the device did not have the effect he expected.
“I think we damaged her implant,” Carla said. “Sorry, not sorry.”
Poppy’s mouth clamped down on Kronkee’s hand. There was a moment where the only noise was the waterfall and the sound of debris falling to the ground.
The guard screamed. Poppy spat two fingers out into the dirt. She grinned, her mouth a menacing bloody maw.
“Hurry, to the ship,” Ari said.
CHAPTER 19
ARI
Once on the ship, he carried the struggling Nakkoni female into the medical suite. Her thick tail lashed at him, the spikes digging into his arms.
“Don’t hurt her,” Carla said, following, still shouting despite the lack of a waterfall or launching ship engines.
“She is actively trying to bite me,” he replied, his own voice louder than necessary.
“She’s ill. She doesn’t know any better.”
“Unlikely.” He placed her on the medical platform, holding her down as she fought against him until the machine automatically secured her.
Transparent material rose from the side, lights flashing as the machine scanned the patient. It only took a moment for the computer to diagnose the massive fungal infection and conclude that it could do nothing. An unpleasant noise sounded as various treatment options scrolled quickly on the screen above the platform.
“What’s that noise mean?” Carla asked, gripping his arm.
“The prognosis is not good. The machine can stabilize Poppy but not cure her.”
“Let’s do that. Stabilize.”
“If we do, she will be in a suspended state. She may not wake,” he cautioned. “If she does, the damage may be irreversible.”
Carla took a moment to respond. “And if we don’t?”
“She will continue to deteriorate.”
“I want a second opinion, from a real doctor, not a machine.” Carla’s face grew flushed, and her hands clenched, ready to fight.
“This unit is older, but it was very sophisticated for its time. I doubt you will find a more advanced medical unit,” he said.
“Tavat said it was slow moving. We have time.” Immediately after she spoke, she held her fingertips to her lips, as if embarrassed by the naivete in her words.
“Your friend will have to be restrained or confined to a cell. That is no existence,” Ari said.
“And putting her in a freezer is?” Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath. “You’re right. Do it—the suspended state thing. I hate seeing her like this.”
“It is not easy to see the suffering of one you love.”
Her eyes went glossy, tender emotions showing. Jealousy flitted through his hardened heart that she showed such vulnerability for her friend. He wondered how it felt to be so beloved, like he was a treasure worth fighting for.
Marvelous to be so loved. He selfishly wished it for himself.
Tamping down his emotions, he busied himself with selecting the treatment option the medical platform recommended. The unit completely encased Poppy, who continued to struggle against the restraints. The chamber filled with a cloudy gas and her form stilled.
“That’s it?” Carla asked, laying a hand on the surface of the unit.
“That is all we can do for now.” His hand cupped the side of Carla’s face. She leaned into his caress, her eyes closing as she sighed. “If I could cure your friend, I would.”
He had a fortune at his disposal, and no amount of credits could procure the medicine her friend required.
She did not resist as he pulled her into an embrace. He moved stiffly, his wings and back hurting from the blaster shot.
He knew what he had to do.
“You’re hurt.” Carla pulled away, her voice scolding. “Let me see.”
The shot tore right through his wing. It burned still on his side, near his back. The wound should have healed by now. He had shifted to his stone form. He should not have been injured at all.
“Let me see. Stop fidgeting,” Carla opened a med pack. She gestured for him to turn around, twirling her fingers while looking very annoyed.
He held himself still as she poked his back with sharpened sticks, judging from the lack of a delicate touch.
“Umm, what color do you bleed?” she asked.
“Same as you,” he replied.
“My blood is not green.”
“Neither is mine.”
“Explain this.” She thrust a square of filthy cloth at him, the white material no longer sterile and stained a deep green.
“Give me the kit.” He raised his arm and wing, twisting to inspect the wound on his side. “That is not the correct color.”
“It’s oozing.” She pressed a new cloth to the wound. He did not flinch or hiss in surprise, though she rolled her eyes, as if mocking him for a reflex he absolutely did not make.
“A serpent bit me. The venom is hindering my ability to heal.”
He twisted again. The wound had grown, the blast burning away at his compromised flesh. Carla cleaned the wound, but it continued to ooze. She applied a thick gel, creating a barrier. That was a temporary measure. Ari felt the wound continue to grow, a slow burn boring its way into him.
“Your ministrations are futile. The wound grows deeper and will hit a vital organ. I must shift to my stone form and enter a deep sleep to heal,” he said.
“Sounds good.” She replaced the gauze with another, taping this one in place. “How long will that take?”
“It is difficult to say. Weeks. Perhaps a month or more.”
“A month? But I need you.”
He placed his hand over hers. “You are the most capable person I know. You have my credits at your disposal and my ship. You do not need me. I need you.”
“Ari,” she said, her voice growing serious, “I need you. Not your money. Not your ship. You.”
He wished that were true. This had never been a partnership between equals. From the moment he purchased her on the street, she had been his superior in every meaningful way.
“Take your friend to the Khargal Patrol. They will have a more advanced medical unit or access to one.”
“And why would they help us?”
“Because you have something they want.”
“A tiara? Maybe another death mask?”
“Me.”
Carla went still, the color draining from her face. When she finally spoke, she said, “No.”
“Carla—”
“No.” She pointed an accusatory finger at her. “You said they’d keep you frozen as a statue for a century or more. No.”
“It is the only way.”
“It absolutely fucking is not,” she said, jabbing him in the chest with that finger. “We’ll get a second opinion. Find a fancier medical thingy. We’ve tried nothing and you want to hand yourself in. We did not just get one over on a bona fide supervillain for you to immediately throw your hands in the air and go, oh well, can’t be bothered to find a fungal specialist, better turn myself in.”
He wrapped his hand around her finger. “You are a fighter. You will be fine.”
“Damn right, I’m a survivor. Stick with the humans. We’re adaptable as fuck.”
Pleased that her spark was back, he pulled her in for a kiss. He poured all the unspoken longing and devotion into that kiss, the lifetime that he would have spent with her. His hondassa, the mate of his heart.
“You will do what is best for yourself,” he said as he pulled away.
She frowned now. “For us.”
“I will stand guard over your Poppy until you no longer need me.”
“I’m always going to need you.”
He wished that were true. She was the most capable person he knew.
With a rueful smile, he positioned himself to the side of the medical platform, far enough away to allow access. The shift was slower than normal. He felt his flesh resist the transition. What had been as easy as breathing was now a struggle due to the venom.
“Don’t do this,” Carla whispered, tears in her eyes. “I can’t be helpless when it comes to the two people I…”
His heart leaped into his throat. Did she care for him as he cared for her?
“The two people I care about most in the world,” she finished.
Not the words he craved, but they would carry him through his Stone Sleep. She would not be there in a century when he woke, but her words would warm his heart. “You are not helpless. You know what you must do.”
“This isn’t goodbye,” she said, tears now flowing.
“Know that I love you, Carla,” he said with this last breath as he slipped into Stone Sleep.
CARLA
A moral dilemma.
Fan-fucking-tastic.
“You dick,” she said, her forehead pressed against his, tears rolling down her cheeks. The stone was cool to the touch. He didn’t feel alive. He felt… frozen.
She pressed a kiss to his stony lips and stepped back, wiping at her tears. “I’m so mad at you right now.”
Everything happened so quickly over the last week, she hadn’t had time to really process her emotions. Ari dropping the L-bomb on her didn’t help. She liked Ari, sure. She wanted to spend more time with him, absolutely. Love?
She’d only known him a week. Was what she felt genuine or just a byproduct of stress? Had she ever loved anyone? She never had a serious relationship, mostly due to fear of being trapped in an abusive situation like her parents. Look, she was emotionally stunted. She never claimed otherwise.
Ari didn’t feel like a trap. He felt… right. It was starry-eyed and probably delusional, but she trusted him. Enough to jump into a dark pit to be with him.
Enough to confess what was in her heart?
It didn’t matter. He was currently stone, and if she followed his orders, he would remain stone for a century. She’d never get to tell him how she felt.
Ugh, emotions were so complicated and messy. Things were easier when she just looked out for herself.
That was what the gargoyle did to her, told her he loved her and left her with feelings and a moral dilemma.
Carla hated those hypothetical “problems” like that trolley situation. Really hated them. People acted like it was so fucking difficult to know what was the right thing to do when people do what’s best for them. Every time. They might do a little song and dance, pretending to be ever so conflicted about sacrificing themselves for the greater good, but what happened when push came to shove?
Self-preservation or self-sacrifice?
Exactly. It was all baloney. Do you know what you call selfless people who sacrifice themselves for the greater good? Dead. The selfish survived, at least on this planet.
She had two choices, and both sucked.
Go to the Khargals to help treat Poppy, knowing they’d arrest Ari. There wouldn’t be visitations. He’d spend a century as a living statue. When his sentence was over, she’d be over one hundred thirty years old and long gone, so there was no waiting for him.
She could take her chances and find a cure for Poppy somewhere else. Medicine wasn’t the most advanced on Reazus Prime, but she had the entirety of Ari’s fortune to throw at the problem. Splashing money around would cause its own problems, like making herself a target, so she’d have to hire bodyguards, and would she be able to trust any of the people she hired?
No. Not one jot.
She’d do better sticking with the Khargals. They had advanced enough tech, and she had a chip to trade, as cold as reducing Ari to a bargaining chip sounded.
He’d understand.
He told her to do it.
“For the record,” she said, speaking out loud for Ari and Poppy, despite knowing neither could hear her, “this is a garbage situation. I hate it.”
Yeah, that helped.
The other option—the obvious best option—was to leave Poppy in a suspended state in the medical chamber and go live her best life with Ari. He would be in his stone form in a healing sleep for some time, but he would wake up. He promised. And maybe a cure would come along for Poppy, maybe not.
See? Not a dilemma. No need to wring her hands over a hypothetical trolley. No need to pretend to be a good person. Besides, good people didn’t thrive on Reazus Prime, and she was still determined to thrive.
When Ari woke up, they could work on finding treatment for Poppy. Did it really matter how long Poppy was in the chamber when the computer could keep the fungus from spreading? She wasn’t getting better, but she wasn’t getting worse, so that was a win.
It didn’t feel like a win. It felt like another garbage choice. After going through all this work to rescue Poppy, how could she leave the job half-done? Plus, if the situation were reversed, Poppy wouldn’t rest until Carla was cured and out of that medical chamber. So there was guilt to consider, too.
Living with guilt would get easier with time. Probably.
You just didn’t think about certain things, did you? Like how Carla never asked if her father sent a birthday card or was coming home for Christmas. She and her mother knew he wouldn’t be returning. Ever. Maybe he was buried in the backyard. Maybe he just pulled up stakes and drifted to a new life in a new town. She didn’t want to know the answer, so she never asked the question.
She’d just learn not to think about her friend, sealed in a tube, infected with a brain -eating fungus, while Carla got on with her life.
Impossible.
Just imagining the scenarios felt impossible. It’d eat away at her every day, and would that be thriving? She’d survive, but it’d be a miserable existence. Not even being with Ari would help.
And who was he anyway? Some alien. She had known him for like a week and she was ready to throw her friend under the bus for him. That said some unflattering things about Carla, which she did not appreciate. Sure, sex had been amazing, and she liked simply hanging out with him, but that was probably hormones clouding her judgment. One day, the lust-filled haze would clear, and she’d be horrified at her betrayal.
“Not just surviving, thriving,” she said, repeating her mantra.
So which choice was thriving, and which was merely surviving? Poppy or Ari? Friendship or love? She wanted both but couldn’t see a way to make it happen.
Carla brushed her fingertips across the medical chamber, Poppy’s sleeping face on the other side of the screen. “I’m sorry,” she said.
She knew what she had to do.
IT TOOK two days to get a meeting with the captain of the Khargal Patrol. A video meeting, not face-to-face. Two days of Carla compulsively checking Poppy’s vitals and Ari’s stone form. Two days of talking to herself because the ship was too silent. Two days of poking her nose into every corner of the ship because keeping busy as a snoop was a thousand times better than being consumed with worry.
In that time, Tavat’s empire crumbled. His lair was in utter destruction, and his allies and supporters turned on one another. Carla wasn’t going to lie; it was pretty satisfying. He had been on the ship that exploded and was presumed dead, or at least he hadn’t been seen since, but Carla had her doubts. Supervillains always fled at the last moment to make it into the next movie.
Space prison or being torn to shreds by his own zombies would have been perfect justice, but it was an imperfect world. Missing and presumed dead would have to do. She had a bucket full of popcorn sprinkled with schadenfreude, her favorite flavor, and she was content with that.
A Khargal woman’s image filled the screen, wearing a crisp uniform with military insignia. She frowned. “You are the female who accompanied Lord Solivair.”
Awesome. Off to a great start.
“Captain, I have a proposition,” Carla said, deciding to launch directly into her pitch. “My friend has a complex medical issue. You have the facilities necessary to save her life. I have information you desire.” Carla spread her hands wide in a gesture to invite negotiation. She really hoped that translated.
“Condolences for your friend, but there is nothing you have that interests us,” the captain said.
“I know the location of the death mask of Emperor Crai.” Presuming it was still intact and not buried under rubble. Tavat’s lair had a minor explosion problem when they made their escape.
“That is insufficient.”
“A Patrol was sent here to retrieve the mask and it’s insufficient?” Ari never specifically said the Khargal Patrol was there to find the mask, but she put the pieces together. She hoped it was a tempting enough bargaining chip.
“That was a cover so as to alarm our intended target.”
Apparently not, but the captain did not disconnect the call, which was good news. If they were talking, then they could reach a deal.
She had one chip left.
“Then I have something I think you’ll be interested in,” Carla said.
CHAPTER 20
ARI
Ari woke.
That was not unexpected. He would have to be alert for his trial, as performative as that would be. What he did not expect was to find Carla sitting next to him, sleeping in a chair. A tablet dangled in her fingertips, threatening to fall to the floor.
His hondassa. He was glad for her presence, but it made no logical sense. Why would the Patrol allow visitation to a prisoner?
“Why are you here?” His voice sounded like gravel tumbling together, and his throat felt the same. He staggered backward, his legs bumping into a bed, prompting him to sit.
Carla woke. The tablet fell to the floor. “You’re awake!”
She threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around him in a fierce embrace. His wings swept forward, cocooning them both. For the moment, only they existed. There was his mate’s heartbeat, and nothing else mattered.
Carla pulled back, and he felt her loss keenly. She slapped a hand to his chest. “Don’t you ever do that again!”
“I did not plan on sustaining an injury.”
“Honestly, who talks like that?” She chuckled even as she wiped away tears from her eyes. “There’s something I need to tell you.”
He glanced around the room. It was not a judicial center or a detainment unit. It was a rather sterile and bleak medical facility. “I am confused.”
“Listen—”
“How long have I been asleep?” he asked.
“Two months, now stop talking and listen,” she said, her voice growing annoyed. “I’ll explain everything in a bit but be quiet for one minute. First, telling me that you love me right before turning to stone for a century was a dick move.”
“I could not endure the Stone Sleep without confessing my heart.”
“Sweet, but still a dick move. Second, I love you too.” She wiped her eyes again. They were puffy and red now and the most beautiful eyes he had ever beheld.
“You sound angry.”
“Oh, I’m pissed.” She sniffed, swiping the back of her hand across her nose. “I’ve never really loved anyone before, not like this, and it scares me. My parents had a horribly toxic relationship, and I’m terrified I’ll make all their mistakes.”
“No. You are aware of your shortcomings.”
“What happened to being quiet?” She glared at him, but the effect was wasted. She confessed her love. His heart filled with a warm happiness that could not be discouraged by simple glaring. She continued, “So I guess I’m saying that your timing could be better, but I’m in. Whatever this is, I’m in. I’ve got all these feelings and they’re horrible and exciting, and they make me feel—” She waved her hands in front of her face.
He had zero idea what that was meant to convey.
“And I like it. Love it.” She moved in closer now, smiling despite the tears in her eyes.
“You love me,” he said.
“Yes, I love you.” She leaned in, kissing him softly. “And you love me.”
“Beyond reason.”
“I don’t know what tomorrow’s going to be like, but I want you there.”
“I will be here as long as you have need of me.” Gently, he rubbed her back, stunned at his good fortune. She loved him. She wanted to spend her tomorrows with him.
“I’m always going to need you,” she said without hesitation.
He took her hand, stunned at her outpouring of emotions and all that it stirred in him. Fingers laced together, gray against beige, hard against soft.
This could not be real. He had died, and this was a hallucination produced in the last gasps of his dying brain. Or, more likely, this was a simulated reality designed to torture him for the next century as he served his sentence.
“You are my hondassa. My chosen mate,” he said. “I did not know until I was faced with losing you. A century locked in my own mind is bad enough, but not having you there when I woke was unbearable. I took comfort in the idea that you would return to Earth for a comfortable life. Even now, I doubt this is real and only phantoms in my mind.”
“When have I ever suggested I wanted to go back to Earth? There’s nothing for me there.”
He did not understand. Despite his own bitter family legacy, he yearned to return to Duras. “It is your home.”
A soft smile touched her lips. “Home is with you.”
His wings shivered at her words. “Now I am certain I am dreaming.”
“Oh, this is real.”
“How?”
“I’ve got skills,” she said, her voice taking on a teasing tone.
“Carla, what bargain did you strike?” he asked, fearing he would not like the answer.
“It was a straightforward, honest trade. Remember that comm bracelet I lifted off Delandra? Turns out she’s more notorious than you.”
“I murdered the head of an ancient noble family,” he said, unsure why he had to defend the infamy of his crime.
“Well, she’s a blackmailer, and a lot of powerful people want to get their mitts on her. I couldn’t give the Patrol her location, but the comm bracelet was never remotely wiped. It had her messages, contacts, and schedule. I handed her to them on a plate,” she said, obvious pride in her voice.
“For your friend’s care?”
“And yours, but if anyone asks, your name is Gary.”
“That is a ridiculous name.”
“Oh? And your solution was better, Gary? Nobly sacrifice yourself and I get to live out my days without you?” She tried to jerk her hand away, but he would not release her. Never. “Your plans suck. I make the plans from now on.”
“As you like,” he agreed. He had more questions and would start with the most basic. “Where are we?”
“On the Khargal Patrol ship, near some station. I can’t pronounce the name and I’m tired of asking. Your ship is tethered, so don’t worry about that.”
“Tavat?”
“Hasn’t been seen since his ship exploded. Presumed dead.”
The villain escaped justice but failed to escape the consequences of his actions.
“That is not as satisfying as I would like,” Ari said.
“Completely. Would it help to know his island lair was destroyed, his business ruined, and there’s a very large bounty on his head just in case he survived? People are tearing the planet up, chasing rumors of him.” Carla grinned, baring her teeth like a predator.
Yes, it did help.
“You take joy in his suffering,” Ari said.
“Don’t get all judgy on me, gargoyle. I take joy in the downfall of a villain who was also a petty man who held grudges. Do you know what he told me? Poppy’s father defaulted on a loan, so he sent her dad off to prison for the debt. A life sentence over money. How does that make sense?” she asked, tossing her hands in the air as if perplexed at the injustice.
No, that was not correct. Outraged. Frustrated. Both were accurate.
“That’s what she’s doing here. She’s looking for her dad.”
“How is Poppy?”
Carla sighed, the grin vanishing. “Still in a medical thingy. It’s been two months, and they called in a specialist from your homeworld. The good news is the infection is clearing. The bad news is they’re not sure what kind of condition her brain’s going to be in. They want to induce that fever thing her people go through, where she molts, and her body’s immune system gets kicked into hyperdrive. So we wait.”
“That is encouraging.”
“It is.” She glanced down at their still joined hands. “So, since we both agree that I’m doing the planning now—”
“I did not agree to that.” But he would.
“You need a crew. Specifically, you need a pilot and a fence.”
“It will be difficult to find someone trustworthy but also morally flexible.”
“Very. Fortunately, I have two candidates in mind.” Her grin returned. “Hire me and Poppy.”
“You and Poppy? You just stated that we do not know how she will function when she wakes.”
“The optimistic take is she’ll be the same and can pilot the ship. If all she’s good for is smashing heads, then she smashes heads. I’ll be the fence, obviously. I’ve already got the contacts,” Carla said in a breezy tone. She laced her hands together, stretching the fingers until they cracked. “We’ll start by repatriating the pieces in your collection. I found a wonderfully detailed ledger cataloging most of the hoard and its origins. We can send a lot back to the rightful owners.”
“Convenient.”
“And we can do that hero thing if you want. Liberate people. Right wrongs. Make a difference. I’d like to start by finding out what happened to Poppy’s father. The prison kept records, so we can start there.”
“The prison was abandoned decades ago.” Anything could have happened to one male.
“True, but it’s worth trying. What do you say?”
A human had once sold him the dream of being a hero, but it had been an illusion of gold and wishful thinking. Carla, though, she’d make that dream a reality. She was tenacious and resourceful. He counted himself lucky she included him in her plans.
“I suspect that I do not have a choice,” he teased.
“Not really.”
“Yes, that is a splendid plan. How much will this crew cost me?”
“A kiss.”
A price he’d gladly pay.
CHAPTER 21
CARLA
The morning was quiet. Carla drifted awake, content to remain cozy and comfy in bed with the man she loved. Finally. The Khargals insisted on keeping Ari under observation for three days in case of lingering side effects from the venom or delayed reaction to fungal exposure, which was a very polite way to say they were giving him the side eye for latent zombie tendencies.
They were back in their own ship, in their own bed, even if they were still tethered to the Khargal ship. She listened to the familiar sounds of the engine humming quietly and the ventilation system.
Home sweet home.
And Ari’s ship did feel like home. It was ostentatious and over the top, but it suited his personality. The luxury suited her personality. Large rooms. Sturdy furniture that didn’t threaten to fall apart if she sat wrong. Hot water whenever she wanted. Electricity all the time. Silky smooth bed sheets. Plush carpeting that absorbed noise. Automated bots that kept the ship dust -free and smelling like a wildflower meadow. True, the rooms could be cold and formal, but that was nothing time and some potted plants couldn’t fix.
Carla rolled over and propped herself up on an elbow. Ari slept like a rock, pun intended, sprawled out on his stomach, and somehow took up the majority of the bed.
She didn’t mind. She enjoyed the opportunity to watch Ari when he was unguarded. His color returned to a matte gray, the purple luster vanishing. His features were less refined but more relaxed.
“You are making the face again,” he said.
“You don’t know that. Your eyes are closed.”
“I know you.”
“Maybe I just think you’re cute, and I can’t help making the face,” she said, gently teasing.
“This is my fault? I am devastatingly handsome, not cute.” He rolled onto his back, placing a hand on his chest, as if wounded.
With his hair undone, spilling onto the pillows, he was pretty damn cute.
“Let me check, just to be certain.” She lifted the edge of the sheet to peek. He was naked, so no complaints from her. “Very interesting.”
His cock was hard, standing at attention. It was dark gray at the base and magenta at the head.
She took a moment to consider him. She felt his dick before, had touched and rubbed it, but she never had the time to study it. On a superficial level, it was shaped like a human penis, right down to the vein on the underside. But the extras… Yeah, those were different. Swollen in the middle, his dick had a girth that promised to stuff every inch of her. Ridges ran down along the sides. She licked her lips, anticipating how those would feel.
“I want to try something,” she said, removing the sheet entirely.
He raised himself onto his elbows. “My seed will—”
“Change me, I know. I’ve been doing some reading while you were asleep.” She pestered a Khargal medic about human-Khargal relations until she flung a children’s sex ed book at her. The reading level was a little insulting, but the book answered a lot of her questions. Frequent exposure to his seminal fluid would increase her healing speed, possibly reverse some of the wear and tear of aging. Her knees were looking forward to that. Lots of small hormonal adjustments to make her body as accommodating to pregnancy as possible. “I’m not going to grow wings or spikes out of my forehead.”
“It is a crown,” he said. “There is a chance of pregnancy. I would welcome a child, but it is a decision that should be made deliberately, not accidentally.”
“The Khargals hooked me up with a fresh IUD. This is a baby-free zone for at least three years.” She waved a hand at her stomach. “Now, I want that dick in my mouth. May I?”
He laughed, low and easy, and leaned back. “By all means.”
Carla positioned herself to face his feet and straddled his chest. Her mouth watered in anticipation. She’d been thinking about all the things she wanted to do to him for ages, and this was at the top.
She wrapped a hand at the base of his dick and stroked upward, admiring the warmth and the firmness. Yes, those ridges felt like how she imagined. But did it taste like she imagined? Only one way to find out.
She leaned forward, running her tongue up the length of him. Taking all of him in her mouth would be daunting, but she’d try. Her tongue swirled around the head, lapping up the leaking semen.
Salted caramel burst on her tongue. Pleasantly surprised, she opened wide to take as much as she could.
Ari growled in approval. He grabbed her hips and pulled her back until she was over his face. She rocked back. His central spike hit her in just the right spot as she rubbed herself against him. She moaned around his dick as she ground herself on him.
Running her tongue up and down his ridges, Ari moved her again, this time directly over his mouth. His tongue lapped at the cotton of her panties. He tugged at the fabric, pushing it to the side to make room, and dove in. Strong fingers dug into her hips, holding her in place like there was even a remote chance she’d leave. No way. She forgot herself, and her breath caught as he feasted on her.
Her hand dug into the rumpled bed sheets, twisting the fabric as she rocked against him. Pleasure swept over her and then she was on her hands and knees.
Ari pressed against her from behind. “Let us remove these,” he said, his voice thick with desire, and pulled down her soaked panties. His large hand caressed her bottom, squeezing her cheeks in appreciation.
“Do you want me?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice barely louder than a whisper.
“You’ll take all of me.”
“Yes, yes. Just, please, Ari. I need you.”
He leaned forward, his hand caressing her bottom, and whispered in her ear, “You’re so beautiful. I can’t wait to have you.”
She shivered, loving the feel of him covering her.
“I will bite you. Mark you as mine.”
That was another thing the sex ed book warned her about. It wasn’t necessary, but part of the fun, apparently. Honestly, it sounded amazing. She said, “Yes. Mark me. I’m yours.”
“My good girl,” he purred. He stroked her folds, caressing and rubbing until she was riding his hands and crying for relief.
His tail wrapped around her leg and slid upward. The tip stroked between her cheeks, and she gasped. It pushed at her tight hole, and then she was filled with both his fingers and his tail. Moaning in delight, she collapsed to her elbows, her ass in the air. She was stuffed and it was magnificent. Patiently, with the skill of a master, he worked her open.
“Ari, I’m ready,” she pleaded.
His response was guttural and suddenly, his hand was gone. Carla whimpered.
He pushed in, spreading her slowly. He was definitely bigger than the average human, and she might walk funny tomorrow, but she didn’t care. She ached in the most delicious way as her inner core stretched for her.
As he pulled back, his tail pushed in. Her eyes flew open wide. She could feel them both moving inside her. It was odd. Good but odd. Then, she felt the ridges as he pushed forward. Yes, they hit the right spots, just like she hoped. Yes, her toes were curling, and she might legitimately shred the bedsheet.
“My treasure,” he growled. His wings swept forward, brushing against her with each stroke. Every touch—tail, dick, or wings—sparked new ecstasy. It wasn’t just the physical—but seriously, amazing—it was because it was him. Ari. He saw her with all her flaws and called her a treasure.
Existence narrowed to the points their bodies touched, where they connected and moved. Their pants and moans were the only sounds in the universe, their hearts the rhythm guiding her. Pleasure spiraled, coiling tighter and tighter until she would burst.
A hand swept her hair to one side, exposing her neck. His mouth clamped down on the crook of her neck. The pain was sharp but fleeting. She cried out, bliss surging through her, unlocked by the bite.
She went still, panting as a tingly warmth flooded her. Above her, Ari shuddered, his cock swelling and his tail going deeper. She felt floaty and content. His wings beat against her. Once. Twice. And again. A new warmth flooded her.
Ari collapsed to the side and pulled her against him. “My treasure,” he whispered in a tender voice.
“Love you,” she whispered back.
The future was uncertain. She had zero worries. They were together. Everything else was just details.
EPILOGUE
CARLA
Poppy molted. Her deep scarlet scales fell out. The stubborn ones were plucked. It was pretty horrific, not that any of the medics asked for Carla's opinion. Just seeing her friend exposed and, well, pink, was disturbing. The new scales grew quickly but they required time to harden and darken. Poppy was still a vivid magenta when she woke.
Cuffed to the bed railing, Poppy tugged against the restraint. A flimsy cuff and railing wouldn't hold her if she was determined to break free.
"Hey. Don't freak out. We're safe," Carla said, keeping her voice calm. The doctors warned her that Poppy would be disoriented, and her actions would be unpredictable. Translation, they were worried the big Nakkoni would lose her shit and trash the place.
Carla wasn't worried as she dragged a chair closer to Poppy's bed. She knew her friend would calm down the moment she realized she wasn't alone. She said, "You're safe."
Poppy gave her such a vicious glare that Carla doubted the treatment worked.
She scooted the chair back, just in case Poppy was still feeling bitey.
Poppy tugged at the cuff again, the railing groaning ominously.
"Please don't," Carla said. "The medics will have to sedate you again and that can't be good."
"Where—" Poppy's voice was little more than a dry whisper, like the breeze gently brushing the tops of the tall grass growing in a field. It sounded like home. Poppy sounded like home.
Carla sprang to her feet, filling a cup with water. Yes, her hands trembled as she handed the cup to Poppy and also yes, she was crying. She didn't care. "A Khargal ship," she said.
Poppy made a noise of disbelief and said, "Those uppity aliens have rocks for brains. They wouldn't help anyone."
What Poppy actually said was a lot less intelligible and had a lot more croaking and rasping, but Carla understood.
"This is the third time you've woken up and the third time you didn't believe me." The medics cautioned her that Poppy's recovery would be a process, but she hadn't anticipated how repetitive it would be. "To answer the next question you're going to ask, I made a trade for your treatment. That's how we're affording it, so don't worry."
"What did you trade?" Poppy's quills flexed up and down, menacingly.
"Information. Calm down, Popzilla."
For the first time, Carla's words sunk in. Poppy stopped thrashing and leaned back against the pillows. Her tail moved under the blanket.
"What information could you possibly have?" she asked.
Carla took in the room, imagining it through Poppy's eyes. It was clean and modern. The furniture was not second-hand. Nothing was patched together and there was nary a spot of rust. They could never hope to afford such accommodations. She said, "Fair point. It wasn't information, exactly, but I lifted a comm bracelet from someone the Khargals very much want in custody. But, good news, you've never stayed awake this long before. I think you're up for reals this time."
Poppy snorted. "What is this taste in my mouth?"
"Fingers? You bit off some fingers."
"What?"
"They had it coming," Carla said.
Poppy stared at her hand. "I'm the wrong color. Did I go into a fever?"
"The medics induced it to kickstart your immune system," Carla explained. Poppy's questions encouraged her. She hadn't been this alert the last two times she woke. Scans showed minimal brain damage, but Carla refused to be optimistic. Optimism just led to broken hearts. Weird shit was weird and unpredictable, and the fungus that infected Poppy was Grade A Weird. "How much do you remember?"
"I don't know. Some. I felt like a ghost in my own body." Poppy's eyes drifted shut again. Just as Carla thought she fell asleep again, they flew open. "Tavat! Where--"
Carla moved to the edge of the bed. She placed Tavat's quills, all neatly tied in a bundle with a ribbon, on Poppy's lap. "Dead. Well, his ship exploded, and no one's seen him since, so presumed dead."
"Ones like that are never dead. It is too easy." Poppy picked up the bundle, turning it over in her hands. "Are these his quills?"
"Yup. Yanked them out myself," Carla said with pride.
"How—"
"Okay, long story short, and don't complain that I'm skipping stuff, because this is the third time I've explained it to you. I'll do the details when I'm sure you'll remember. Okay?" Carla paused, waiting for Poppy to nod in agreement. "Good. Basically, we were goners. Tavat's goons got us. A busybody Khargal thought I was someone else, because all humans look the same to him, I guess, and bought me."
"He never," Poppy said, sounding outraged.
Carla gave a weak smile and patted Poppy's leg to calm her. They were making progress, and she didn't want to regress to the breaking furniture stage. "You were captured, and I made a deal with the Khargal to rescue you. Yada yada yada, we did but not before Tavat had a proper villain monologue. Your nasty fungal infection has cleared up. Everyone lived. The end." She spread her hands for flourish as she spoke. "Well, except Tavat. And that guy whose fingers you bit off."
"I remember that," Poppy said, her words coming slowly. "He threatened you."
"And I got us a job."
"What sort of deal?"
"With the Khargal. Good jobs, too. We're totally fleecing Ari on the salaries."
"What deal," Poppy repeated. "What did you do?"
"Nothing bad," Carla said quickly. The trouble with her bestie was that she totally saw through Carla's bullshit. That's when she knew Poppy was going to recover. "Honest. I shot him and held a knife to his throat and just like that, he agreed to help."
Maybe she said that a little too bright and cheery, but her bestie was going to be alright. It was hard not to be cheery when she was so damn relieved.
"Just like that?" Poppy made a croaking noise that might have been laughter.
Carla refilled the cup with water. "Drink. Yes. I'm very persuasive when I'm desperate."
"What information are you withholding? Your nonsense yada words encompass a lot of territory."
So much territory.
"I'll tell you when I'm sure you'll remember," Carla said, repeating an earlier statement.
Poppy's quills went back, and her eyes grew heavy. She yawned. "Tell me now."
"I'm dating the Khargal. Ari. His name is Ari.” Carla took a deep breath. “I lied. We’re more than dating. I married him."
"Has he bonded with you? In exchange for his help?” Outrage flooded Poppy’s voice. She lurched forward, straining against the cuffs attached to the railing. “Release me at once.”
“No. Calm down.”
“You were tricked!”
“I wasn’t tricked,” Carla said in a soft tone. She grabbed Poppy’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I love him.”
The fury left Poppy’s body as suddenly as it came. She slumped back against the pillows. “It is serious.”
"Yeah, it's serious." Carla rubbed the curve of her neck, where Ari left his mark. "I really do love him."
"I want to know everything." Her words came slower and eventually stopped. Her breathing evened out as she fell asleep.
"Don't worry. I'll tell you again when you wake up," Carla said, pulling the blanket up to cover Poppy.
EVENTUALLY, Ari fetched her. “You must rest.”
“I know. I just don’t want her to be alone.” Carla pushed herself out of the chair, her entire body stiff.
“You have been at her side for days. You will be of no use to her if you make yourself ill.”
“Stop making sense,” she muttered. She rolled her shoulders and slowly stretched her neck from side to side.
Poppy had been drifting in and out of consciousness the entire day, and Carla refused to let her wake up alone.
“How is she?” Ari asked.
“She sounds like herself.” Carla grinned. “I think she’s going to be okay.”
He pulled her into an embrace. “I am pleased to hear.”
The tears she’d been holding back for days finally broke free. She wasn’t sad or upset, just tired and overwhelmed. And happy. Mind numbingly happy.
“What is this?” Ari brushed a thumb across her cheeks.
“We did it,” she said, like that explained it all. Maybe it did, because Ari held her tighter, and it was the best feeling in the universe.
This was it. Thriving.
AFTERWORD
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I know, I know. My initial idea was to have Ari win Darla in a card game. Fun premise, right? When I reread Alien's Heart to refresh my memory about Darla, I quickly realized I couldn't go with that premise for a couple of reasons: Darla's black, she was a slave, and Ari buys her.
It was a gross situation. Ari's actions would be gross. I kept trying to rework the premise to make it less gross, but I couldn't make it work. Frankly, I'm not qualified to write such a story.
Now, don't get me wrong, I'm not saying white authors can't write characters of color. You know I'm not. Just take a look at my books. I have characters of color because space is full of color. What I am saying is that the specific details of Darla's circumstances (alien abduction and enslavement) shifted the tone of Alien's Luck from a fun adventure-with-kissing story into something more serious. Many wonderful black authors explore these themes in alien romances with black characters, such as Regine Abel, Taylor Vaughn, Paulina Woods, and Elizabeth Stephens. Those kinds of stories are important, but it's also important to realize that it's not my place to tell those stories.
Anyway, that's the corner I inadvertently painted myself into. I'm not scared of writing a difficult book (hello, Havik), but this was beyond me. I was stuck and seriously considered just abandoning the book altogether. Then Carla kicked down the door and arrived fully formed in my head. She didn't want to be rescued, she was doing just fine, thanks. It was such a blast writing a character who was glad they were abducted by aliens.
But what about Darla? Is she just going to be left in limbo?
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