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Chapter 1

I knew something was wrong before I even opened my eyes.

Maybe it was my instincts as a marine, or maybe it was just because I was so used to assholes trying to kill me, but any time I felt even the slightest prickle along my spine, it took all of my willpower not to shift right into my weretiger form.

My eyes shot open, but it was pitch-black around me.

I could feel something soft beneath me, and I could smell something that reminded me of cedar, but I couldn’t quite remember where I was or the last thing that happened. But if something really was wrong, then I needed to move fast.

I would have to try to remember everything later.

Right now, my fingers inched toward the silver revolver that should have been on my right hip. The moment I reached for the holster, I realized that not only was I unarmed, but I was also naked, and that meant I was completely vulnerable.

I rolled to the side in one fluid motion, and as my feet landed on the ground, I blinked and tried forcing my vision to adjust. The whole area was so dark that it might as well have been the inside of a SAVO temple, except for the fact that it smelled like cedar and leather instead of copper and decay.

Even when I wasn’t in my tiger form, my vision was still a hell of a lot better than an average human’s, so it only took a few more seconds before I was able to see my surroundings.

I exhaled with relief when I realized I was in my captain’s quarters.

Although, they didn’t exactly seem like my captain’s quarters.

The closet was in the wrong place, and when I moved toward it to grab a flight suit, I realized they were a slightly different color than the suits on Persephone. We normally wore gray and black flight suits, but these seemed to be mostly black with dark red accents that sometimes shimmered and looked like a dark navy color instead.

I suddenly remembered where I had seen these flight suits before.

They belonged to the crew of Dance to the Dirge, and the moment I remembered this, I recognized the room around me as the captain’s quarters on the other Shadow Eagle. It was similar to my quarters on Persephone, other than a few key differences, like the location of the closet and the scent of the cedar planks around me.

The room was still dark, so as soon as I slipped on a flight suit, I reached for the light switch. Nothing happened when I flipped it, so I turned it off again, glanced underneath the door of my room to check if the lights were on out there, and then tried the switch one more time.

The lights still didn’t come on, but in the next second, the whole room started to pulse with a dark, reddish-purple light.

“Shit…” I muttered. “Not this bullshit again.”

The crimson light started on the floor and pulsed its way up toward the ceiling of my quarters, and it seemed to keep rhythm with the beating of my heart. I couldn’t see anything that would cause the light, like tubes or bulbs in the walls of my room, but it didn’t seem to matter. Every time my heart pounded inside my chest, another beam of reddish-purple light pulsed its way up from the floor to the ceiling.

I didn’t want to stick around and see what would happen next. I just wanted to find some weapons, find my women, and then figure out why everything on the Shadow Eagle was so damn quiet. The silence was even stranger than the weird light, since I should have at least been able to hear or feel the faint vibration of the ship’s engines.

Instead, it sounded like we were dead in the water.

A quick glance around my quarters revealed that my guns were nowhere to be found. I couldn’t remember if I had stashed them in the armory before I came back to my room, but since they weren’t here, I figured that must be where they were. Then again, I couldn’t even remember how I got back to my room.

The last thing I remembered was being in the galley with Kasta. She had covered herself with whipped cream and strawberries for our marriage dinner, and I had spent the night devouring her and making her mine over and over again.

But before and after that, everything was a little fuzzy.

Still, I had been in enough of these SAVO-induced dream-spaces to know that the most important thing right now was to move through the ship, kill whoever stood in my way, and protect my women if they were in danger. To do that, I needed to locate some weapons for myself.

As the eerie reddish-purple light continued to throb in the same rhythm as my heartbeat, I moved toward the door. Then I flung it open fast, just in case someone had decided to wait and ambush me on the other side, but the hallway was empty except for the same light that pulsed from floor to ceiling over and over.

I started to wonder if my heartbeat controlled each pulse of light, or if the light was what controlled the beating of my heart.

Maybe I was getting too in my head about this.

Maybe that was part of the SAVO bitch’s plan for me. She liked to get in my head and try to play games, and that might have worked with someone like Dragon, since he was all about that philosophical shit. But I wasn’t really interested in playing chess with the Draugr woman.

I would rather just cram the whole chessboard down her evil fucking throat.

As I moved down the hall toward the elevator, I kept glancing behind me to make sure no one tried to sneak up on my back, but I didn’t see or sense anyone else on board with me. Still, if this was like the other dreams the SAVO woman had used to attack me, I would run into her, her bat-creatures, or even some of her tiger-men soon enough.

I needed to get my ass down to the armory and find some sort of weapon fast.

I knew the head vampire bitch wouldn’t hesitate to stab me in the back if she got a chance, so I walked past the elevator before I pressed the button to summon it. As soon as I stepped around it, I moved onto the bridge and looked toward the officer chairs, but they were all empty, just like the rest of the ship. Even the gunner stations were empty, so if the SAVO woman was hiding somewhere on board, it wasn’t on the bridge.

I turned back around to head down to the armory. I half-expected the elevator not to work when I pressed the button, but even though the seams of the lift pulsed with the same reddish-purple light as the rest of the ship, it worked just fine. The elevator reached the bottom floor, but before the doors could open again, I got the sense someone had their eyes on me.

It was the same feeling that had woken me up in the first place, and I instantly smashed the button to keep the elevator doors closed so I wouldn’t be attacked on two fronts. Then I tightened my fists at my sides and looked up at the ceiling.

I half-expected one of the tiger-men or the queen SAVO bitch herself to be waiting like a spider ready to drop down and get its fangs into me, but there was no one on the ceiling. Actually, there was no ceiling in the elevator at all. It had disappeared and been replaced with a swirling mass of red clouds, like a giant red eye that glared down at me and seemed to mock me with each new pulse of the red-purple light inside the elevator.

“If that’s supposed to scare me, you’re gonna have to do a little better than that,” I growled.

But as I glared back at it, the red eye didn’t remind me of the evil SAVO queen anymore. Instead, it reminded me of what had happened before my hours of love-making with Kasta. The red eye looked like it might belong to a cyborg, and this made me think of Riecka.

I finally remembered that we had been in Jotnar space to bring the last of the Nordar clans in line. Then I remembered how Riecka, as the younger sister of the Jotnar king, had helped me infiltrate their battle fortress, killed her only rival, and then gotten on her knees to submit to me and hand over control of the Jotnar blood clan.

This meant I was King of Kings.

This meant I now controlled millions of Nordar ships and billions of Nordar warriors.

And this also meant the evil Draugr bitch didn’t stand a chance against me.

I raised a hand and flipped off the red eye, and then I smashed the elevator button to open the doors. When I stepped out onto the bottom floor of Dance to the Dirge, I gave the hold one quick glance before I headed toward the armory to find my two massive revolvers.

There was nothing in this universe that big-as-fuck bullets couldn’t fix.

I wondered how long we had been in hyperdrive. I knew I’d spent hours with Kasta in the galley, but it was a twenty hour trip back to the Nordar - 13 system, so I didn’t know how many hours we had left or how many hours I would need to survive in this dream before we came out of hyperdrive.

The SAVO woman usually tried shit when I was in hyperdrive or warpdrive, and I couldn’t help but feel like she would have already attacked me if she was with me this time. Instead, the only sign of her presence was the constant pulse of reddish-purple light in the seams of the ship, but this didn’t exactly make me feel any better. It put me on edge, and when I finally stepped inside the armory, that feeling only got worse.

All our usual weapons were gone.

Sure, the armory of Dance to the Dirge wasn’t quite as up-to-date or well-stocked as the one on Persephone, and Lux was back in the Nordar - 13 system, so she hadn’t been here to stock it as well as she normally would. But I knew Riecka had ordered the armory to be filled to the brim with weapons before we left the Jotnar battle fortress, so there should have been something here.

I clenched my fists again as the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Something or someone was on this ship with me, and I was just about fed up with trying to figure out who or what it was. If they wanted to come after me unarmed, then let them come.

I was Tiger, and I didn’t need weapons to kill my enemies.

I was the weapon.

“Come out and show yourself already,” I growled. “Unless you’re too chicken-shit to face me in person.”

“Eyyye yaaah,” a voice purred in my ear from behind me.

Relief flooded my body like a warm wave. Persephone and the SAVO woman might have shared some of the same language, but I knew without a doubt that the soft hands sliding around me now didn’t belong to the vampire bitch.

Then I realized they didn’t belong to Persephone, either.

“Persephone?” I whispered anyway, and I reached up to grasp the pale fingers around my waist.

The hands that held me were gentle like Persephone’s, but they weren’t cool like hers usually were. Instead, these hands seemed to burn with a pleasant fire, and despite my confusion, the tension in my muscles relaxed against them.

“Oooh naaa,” the voice sighed. “Oh gaaah.”

I worried that if I turned around, the speaker might vanish, but if Persephone wasn’t the woman whose arms were around me right now, I needed to see who it was.

I let go of just one of the woman’s pale hands while I tightened my grip on the other, and then I spun around to face her before she had a chance to vanish.

The woman didn’t disappear.

She only took a slight step back and bit her lip as she looked at me with undeniable hunger in her red eyes. It wasn’t the same kind of hunger I’d seen in the SAVO bitch’s red eyes, though. That kind of hunger was the need to dominate and control, but this winged woman’s eyes glowed with a different kind of fire. It was the same desire I saw whenever I caught Eve looking at me, as if the light in her eyes came purely from her need to make love to me.

The dark angel in front of me now was about the same size as Persephone, and the same black-feathered wings extended from her shoulders and draped gracefully down her back. Her wings looked a little longer, so the tips trailed along the floor like a veil stretched out behind her, but other than the size of her wings, the only real difference between her and Persephone was the color of her hair.

Persephone’s hair shimmered like a precious metal, and when it caught the light, it looked like spun rhodium. This winged woman’s hair was the color of rose gold, and it seemed even more red while the reddish-purple lights continued to pulse around us.

And even though I had found a flight suit for myself, this woman clearly hadn’t.

She wore only the faintest hint of a dark-red lace bodysuit that hugged her every curve. The material was pretty much just gauze, and it did nothing to cover up the nipples of her full breasts, the dimples of her slender waist, or the cleft of her womanhood between her perfect thighs.

It took me a moment to realize I was staring at her practically-naked body, but once I did, the winged woman just smiled. Then she brushed her rose-colored hair back over her shoulder so I could see more of her pale skin.

Something in the gesture reminded me of where I had seen her before, and I finally remembered how I knew her.

“You’re one of the Shadow Eagles,” I said. “I saw you with Persephone before.”

“Eyye yaah,” the dark angel said with a smile as she spread her wings wide behind her. “Eyy yaah ohh?”

“I can’t understand you,” I said. “But I need to move. We’re not safe here without any weapons.”

“Noo gah!” the winged woman cried and placed her hands on my chest.

The fear in her eyes made my heart pound faster, and I realized that she thought I was going to leave her behind. The reddish-purple lights pulsed a little faster around us, and while I didn’t know who had made this angel so afraid to be alone, I decided I’d put a bullet through their brain when I found out.

If I didn’t find my weapons before then, I would just tear into their brains with my teeth and claws instead.

“It’s alright,” I said as I wrapped one arm around the woman and pulled her close to my chest. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”

“P-Prrrro?” the winged woman murmured.

“I promise,” I said, since that was my best guess at what she meant. “Now, come on, let’s go.”

I dropped my arm from around her, but the rose-haired woman immediately slipped her fingers around my left bicep to stay close to me.

There was nothing helpful in the armory, so I led her back toward the hold of the ship and hoped there might be something there to help us. The door to the hold was closed when we arrived, but for all I knew, the SAVO homeworld waited for us on the other side. I wasn’t eager to leave the ship if that was the case, so I decided to head back up to the bridge and see if I could fly us out of here instead.

Every step I took toward the elevator sent another pulse of red-purple light up to the ceiling, and every pulse of light made the winged woman tighten her grip on my bicep and walk a little closer to me.

“Are you Dance to the Dirge?” I asked as soon as we were both inside the elevator.

The dark angel didn’t answer at first. She stared up at the swirling red eye on the elevator ceiling.

“Hey,” I said and gently cupped her face in my hand. “Don’t worry about that. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Ohh gaaah,” she sighed and finally dropped her gaze back to meet mine. “Eyahh. Aaah daaans.”

“So, you are Dance to the Dirge,” I guessed. “That might be a bit of a mouthful every time I want to say your name. You don’t have a nickname or something, do you?”

The rose-haired woman shook her head.

“How about I call you Dancer?” I asked. “Does that work?”

“Eyyye yah,” she said and bit her lip again. “Ohh ahh eee?”

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that,” I said as the elevator doors opened on the top level of the ship. “But when I saw you before with Persephone, that was right before I found the Prime Valkyrie and learned that you had fled from the Jotnar attack on Epsilon Tauri - b. Am I right?”

“Eyaah.” The winged woman nodded.

“Were you trying to talk to me then?” I asked. “Is that why I saw you with Persephone?”

She bit down on her lip a little harder and nodded with a slight smile. Then, before I could exit the elevator with her, she slipped her hands around my waist, went up on her tiptoes, and planted a kiss firmly on my lips.

I was so surprised that at first, all I could think about was how warm her full lips felt against mine, but as she gently bit at my lower lip to deepen our kiss, I wrapped my arms around the smallest part of her hourglass body and pulled her even closer.

Her kiss tasted like a drink of water after a week in the desert, and the more I tasted her, the thirstier I got. Nothing else seemed to matter right now, and my heart started to beat faster with each second our kiss lasted.

I didn’t care that the swirling red cloud still glared down at us from the ceiling, or that the elevator doors had opened. I didn’t even care that the reddish-purple lights pulsed faster and faster with the throbbing of my heart. All I cared about was this winged woman and the feeling of our lips and bodies as they pressed up against each other.

Just as I started to slide my hand down to grip her firm ass, the alarms on the ship started to blare. The rose-haired woman pushed herself away from me and looked up at the swirling red cloud above us, and then she bit her lip.

“Oooh ahh nahh!” she cried, and then she grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the elevator.

I didn’t need a translation to know something was wrong.

As I raced toward the bridge, Dancer half-flew and half-ran alongside me. There was still no one on the bridge, but the alarm kept screaming while the red-purple lights kept pulsing.

“Every SAVO in the fucking galaxy is gonna head our direction if we don’t get this shit turned off,” I growled. “Can you help me?”

The rose-haired woman shook her head and pointed to the holographic map at the center of the bridge.

“Ohh gaah,” Dancer said, and again, her eyes looked terrified.

I glanced over her shoulder at the map and saw the star system that Persephone had shown me long ago. Three planets were trapped between twin red supergiants, and none of the three planets seemed able to orbit the red stars. Instead, they all wobbled on a weak axis as they tried to spin themselves around.

When I took another step toward the map, the alarms on the Shadow Eagle seemed to grow quieter. I stepped forward again, and the siren blare sounded a little softer, so by the time I stood directly beside the map, the alarms were just a faint echo inside my head.

“Meee ahh,” Dancer said as she wrapped her fingers around my bicep again, but then she pointed with her free hand at the middle planet on the holographic display. “Eyye ahh.”

“This is where they’re from, right?” I asked. “The SAVO? Or the Draugr, whatever you want to call them. This is their homeworld, isn’t it?”

“Eyye yaah!” the winged woman said. “Persss…”

She trailed off, gave a little huff that reminded me of Zea, and then tried the word again.

“Peeerrss onny,” the dark angel said, and she held up two fingers.

“Persephone?” I guessed. “I know, you and Persephone are both enslaved by the Draugr. She said they have some sort of hold over you, and I need to free you, right?”

“Eyye ahh.” The woman’s red eyes shimmered for a moment with tears, but then she smiled and looked back up at me. “Eyy yaah ooh?”

“I will free you,” I said. “I promised I wouldn’t leave you, didn’t I?”

“Ahhh,” Dancer sighed, but then she pointed back at the trio of planets and held up four fingers this time.

“I don’t know what that means,” I said. “Look, I really need to see what that alarm is about, and then I’m gonna try to get us out of here, okay?”

“Noo gaah!” The winged woman shook her head.

I could tell she was frustrated, but there wasn’t much I could do about that at the moment. The fact was, it seemed to be just the two of us on the ship, and even though I was glad the SAVO bitch was nowhere to be found, I had to assume she might show up any second now.

By the time she tried to force her way onto my ship, I intended to be long gone. Just as soon as I figured out what the hell the alarm was about, and where the fuck I was in the universe, I would fly us somewhere safe to plan my next move. I had flown Persephone without any hands before, so I was pretty sure I could handle Dance to the Dirge by myself.

When I moved toward the captain’s chair, Dancer caught my arm again and shook her head. The movement made her rose-gold hair shimmer in the pulsing red light, and she pointed back at the holographic map display.

“I know, I know,” I said. “Don’t worry, I’ll end them all, and then you’ll be free.”

“Noo gaah!” the winged woman said as she held up two fingers. Then she held up four fingers and smiled. “Eyye yaah?”

Fuck, I felt like we were going in circles.

“We want the same thing,” I said as I caught her fingers between mine. “Just trust me, okay?”

But before I could move toward the front of the bridge, Dancer was on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine once more. The faint sound of the alarm seemed to fade away completely as we devoured each other, and when I closed my eyes, I almost couldn’t see the flare of the reddish-purple light as it pulsed in every seam of the Shadow Eagle.

I had no idea what the soul of Dance to the Dirge wanted to say to me. I hadn’t known her as long as Persephone, so I still had to guess at half of what she tried to say. But even though I might not know what this beautiful winged woman wanted to tell me, I did know one thing for sure.

Just like Persephone, this woman was mine.

She looked to me to protect her, and I would do everything in my power to keep her safe, just like I would with all my other women.

A purr of pleasure escaped my chest as the beast in my stomach roared, but before I could claim this dark angel as my own, she moved her lips along my jaw until she softly kissed my temple.

“Aadddummm,” the winged woman whispered in my ear. “Aaake!”

“Adam!” another voice said, but this time, the tone was more urgent. “Adam, wake up!”

I cracked one eye open and found that I was still in bed in the captain’s quarters of Dance to the Dirge.

None of my wives were with me in bed, so I knew the voice hadn’t come from them, and I didn’t see any traces of the reddish-purple light or the rose-haired woman who had been with me.

I rolled into a sitting position, and I rubbed my neck to loosen up the tension I felt there. Maybe I could find time to spend an hour or two at the spas on Odin Geirr while I was there, just to give my muscles a bit of a break. Then again, I could always ask any of my nine wives to rub my shoulders, and I was sure they all would have been happy to oblige. Hell, I bet even Juliette would give me a little massage if I asked her to.

As long as I scratched her back in return.

I smiled at the thought of the sassy redheaded pilot, but before I could think about her any more, her voice broke into my thoughts as clearly as if she was in the room with me.

“Adam!” Juliette shouted through the speakers in my quarters.

“I’m here,” I groggily replied. “I was just thinking of you. What’s wrong?”

“Thank the stars,” the red-haired cop sighed. “I was about to send the crazy half-metal bitch to break down your door, since you haven’t answered me for the last damn minute.”

“The King of Kings does not answer to you, pilot,” Riecka’s voice cut in. “You answer to him. Also, I am his wife, and not a bit--”

“Yeah, yeah,” Juliette growled. “If it walks like a bitch and acts like a bitch, and has a bunch of metal dogs as friends… might be a bitch? Who knows, but since I didn’t slice my hands open and bleed all over the floor to submit to him, I guess I can call you ‘wife bitch’ instead of just ‘bit--’”

“Juliette!” I cut her off. “What did you need to tell me?”

“Oh, right,” the pilot said. “Well, King Handsome, I thought you might want to know that you’ve got about sixty seconds to get your ass on the bridge before we come out of hyperdrive in the Nordar - 13 system.”

I jumped to my feet and dashed toward the door.
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Chapter 2

I was halfway out the door of my captain’s quarters before I remembered to look down and make sure I had clothes on.

Even though there were no other traces of the winged woman I had dreamed of, I did at least have one of the ship’s flight suits on, so I guessed that much of my dream must have really happened.

I made my way past the elevator toward the bridge, and I tried to remember the rest of my dream, but I could already feel the details start to blur. There had been the same pulsing light that we’d seen in the SAVO temple on Uraniel, and then there had been a beautiful winged woman with the rose-gold hair. I felt like there was something about a map that I was supposed to remember too, but by the time I reached the terminal chairs at the front of the bridge, the memory had already faded.

“Captain on the bridge!” Dana called.

The Nordar crew and all of my wives stood from their positions to greet me, except for Juliette and Zea in the pilot and co-pilot chairs. I waved my hand so they would resume their positions, just in case we came out of hyperdrive and right into the middle of a space battle. I didn’t expect any trouble when we arrived at Nordar - 13, but if the last few months had taught me anything, it was to be prepared for everything.

The crew immediately resumed their positions at the gunner stations, and my wives followed shortly after that. Aasne and Elana both smiled shyly at me from the rear row of terminals, and I nodded at them before I glanced over their shoulders. Kasta and Paula had taken seats in the row closest to the two pilot chairs, and Eve and Riecka were both seated in the middle row on either side of an empty chair.

“My love?” Eve asked with a slightly-puzzled look on her face.

I knew she still wasn’t quite comfortable reading my thoughts after the SAVO queen had used her submission ceremony to attack me, so I didn’t hear her in my mind. My vampire wife must have sensed something was off thanks to our submission bond, since I felt her worry flow toward me, and I wasn’t surprised that the emotional connection between us was already so strong. We had traded thoughts for months before the Nordar ceremony, so it made sense that our bond would already be this solid.

I shook my head and sent Eve a reassuring smile. I would talk to her about my dream later and try to make sense of whatever I could remember, but right now, I just wanted to get back to Madalena and Sivaha on the Odin Geirr.

Then I’d start to plan our next steps against the Draugr.

“Exiting hyperdrive in five!” Juliette shouted from the pilot’s chair. “Four, three, two--”

“One!” Zea called.

The ship’s engines hummed as we suddenly came out into a sea of starships. There were so many that they damn near blocked out the three Vaish home planets, but none of the ships were attacking each other.

My armada was just so big that it looked like a fucking spacefight. There were more ships than stars.

More ships than sand on the beach.

More ships than the SAVO could ever handle, or so I hoped.

Sivaha had told me my fleet was now the largest navy that had ever been assembled, and it only took one glance to convince me she was right. The Jotnar fleet would join our forces once they caught up to us, but there were already so many vessels that they looked like an endless school of fish swimming around the Vaish homeworlds.

I was the ruler of all these trillions of people, and I felt a brief overwhelming wave of responsibility.

“Welcome home, Husband,” Aasne said as she looked over her shoulder at me and smiled. Her green eyes and freckles made her face equal parts beautiful and adorable, and I was really looking forward to spending more time with the auburn-haired warrior.

“Thank you, Aasne,” I told the freckled woman. “Juliette, take us to the Odin Geirr, and Zea, let them know we’re making our approach.”

“Aye, Captain.” Zea looked back at me with a grin.

“You got it, Kitty-Boy,” Juliette said as she aimed Dance to the Dirge toward the Odin Geirr battle fortress. “But maybe you can talk to Blondie over here some time about how she kinda took the wind out of my sails there on that last number.”

“Sorry, I just love a good countdown,” the blonde hacker laughed. “You’ll have to be faster next time.”

“Eh, I still think you owe me for that,” Juliette replied. “After all, it’s not every day that I get to fly a pretty thing like this right into the middle of space Viking territory.”

“How about I treat you to an afternoon at the spa when we land?” Zea asked. “Would that make up for it?”

“Hot damn!” The redhead clapped her hands before she grabbed the controls again. “Do you know that I’ve been waiting for somebody to invite me to a day at the spa? That’s all Paula ever seems to talk about.”

“You’ll see what I mean,” Paula said with a shy smile.

“Oh, Sis just likes that there’s a chance the Captain will join us, so we can all hang out naked together,” Kasta said.

Paula blushed and smiled, and I laughed at Kasta’s remark, but as Zea’s fingers flew over her terminal to open communications with Odin Geirr, I felt a faint wave of nervousness beside me. I glanced at Aasne and Elana, but they both seemed relaxed, and I didn’t sense the feeling strongly enough to think that it came from any of my other wives.

A slight movement to my right caught my attention, and I saw Dana still standing at attention beside me. The curly-haired Valkyrie held her chin high, but there was a definite tremble in her upper lip. She was submitted to my wife Madalena, and this meant I was able to sense the warrior woman’s emotions, at least faintly, through my bond with the Prime Valkyrie.

“Dana?” I asked. “Is everything alright?”

“I apologize, my lord,” the Valkyrie said. “Perhaps I should have announced you as King of Kings when you entered the bridge? Or would you still prefer to be called Captain?”

“Captain is fine,” I told her. “But I don’t think that’s what you’re worried about.”

“My lord?” the curly-haired warrior woman asked as her lips flattened.

“You don’t need to be nervous,” I said. “The Prime Valkyrie does not blame you for being captured by the Jotnar.”

“We are formidable opponents,” Riecka said from her seat with a shrug. “Your loss was to be expected.”

I thought the Jotnar queen was too far away to hear us, but maybe her cyborg abilities gave her some kind of enhanced hearing. I glanced at the tattooed Jotnar queen and sent her a level stare until she turned back around to face forward again.

“How did you--” Dana stopped herself. “Ah. Your bond with the Prime Valkyrie must be very strong if you can sense any of my emotions.”

“It is,” I said. “And that’s why I can tell you that she will only be happy to see that you are alive and well. Trust me.”

Once Dana nodded, I turned my attention forward again as Zea’s communication request went through.

“Audio or video, Captain?” Zea asked.

“Video,” I replied, and I made my way toward the officer chair between Eve and Riecka.

“Patching through,” Zea said.

As soon as I sat down, Sivaha appeared on the screen in front of me. I hadn’t been gone from her for long, but the moment I saw her, I felt a flood of warmth wash over me. Her golden-brown eyes sparkled with laughter, and her lips curved into their familiar Cheshire Cat smile.

“It is good to see you again, Husband,” the silver-haired queen purred. “I will be at the dock to receive you in a moment, but I could not wait another minute before I saw your face again.”

“I feel the same way.” I smiled. “It’s good to be home, Sivaha.”

“We received the message that you programmed on the corvette and sent to us,” Sivaha continued. “But I did not know we were to expect you on board a Shadow Eagle.”

“You should not be surprised, Queen Sivaha,” Riecka announced. “After all, he is the King of Kings.”

“Ahhhh. I recognize you.” Sivaha narrowed her eyes at the tattooed woman.

“Oh?” Riecka returned Sivaha’s wide smile. “I’m surprised you remember me, Queen. We only met… once, was it? I’m surprised I made an impression.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Sivaha chuckled. “I wouldn’t be where I am if I couldn’t spot all the adders in the grass. I can guess what has happened, and I suppose I should say welcome to the family, Riecka. But I will wait until my lord and husband tells me the full story before we embrace as sisters.”

While Sivaha spoke, Juliette angled the nose of the Shadow Eagle down toward the waiting dock and then deployed the landing gear to help take us down.

“Clever as a fox, you are, Sivaha,” Riecka chuckled. “But wolves eat foxes.”

“We are tigers now, darling,” Sivaha purred. “Tigers eat what they want.”

“Good point.” Riecka leaned her head back and laughed. “I’m excited to meet you for the second time.”

“I will go and meet you at the dock to welcome you home, Husband,” the silver-haired woman said.

“Hey, what about the Ice Queen?” Juliette asked. “Isn’t she gonna meet us, too?”

“The Prime Valkyrie is already waiting at the dock,” Sivaha replied with a smile. “The second you hailed us, and we saw you were on board Dance to the Dirge, she could not be stopped.”

I glanced back at Dana, but the Valkyrie still seemed nervous as hell about seeing her queen again.

Baki, Arno, and Pier all sat on the edge of their seats, but the three Nordar men didn’t seem nervous at all. They looked like they were about to see the sun for the first time after a year spent underground, and I tried to think exactly how long it had been since they were with Milda. I knew their submission to her must have made the separation agony.

“We’ll see you in a second, then,” I finally said. “Oh, and Sivaha?”

“Yes, Husband?” the beautiful seductress asked.

“Tell Milda to meet us at the dock as well,” I said, and then I signaled Zea to cut communications.

“I can feel your excitement to see Madalena and Sivaha again,” Eve said as she slipped her hand into mine. “I do not even have to read your thoughts to feel that.”

“Yeah, I feel his excitement, too,” Kasta said as she twisted around in her seat to look at us. “It feels really big… and really hard… wait, what were we talking about?”

Zea snorted, but Kasta just grinned.

“Sorry, Captain,” the blonde android said. “I think I must have gotten distracted thinking about how you feel… deep inside of my--”

“Eve was talking about his emotions, Sis,” Paula groaned. “Not his… well, you know.”

“Oh, come on, you can say it now,” Kasta teased. “After all, we’re all married to him. Except for Juliette, anyway, but I don’t think she would mind if we wanted to talk about Adam’s rock-hard--”

“That’s enough,” I said, but I had to force myself to keep a straight face. “Let’s focus on landing right now.”

“Damn,” Juliette sighed. “The conversation was just starting to get interesting.”

“Eve.” I kept my voice low enough that none of my other women would hear me. “You know you can read my thoughts. You don’t have to rely on our submission bond.”

“I know, my love,” Eve said. “But I am too afraid. I do not want the SAVO woman to have access to your mind or to be able to attack you there any more than she already can.”

“If she read my thoughts right now, she would only see how much I want to bite her head off,” I growled. “You are not a danger to me, my wife.”

“Thank you,” Eve whispered. “I need a little more time before I try again. I want to feel stronger, first.”

“You are already strong,” I told her. “The SAVO--”

“Aaand we’re here!” Juliette announced.

“That was quick.” I looked up to see the redheaded pilot had managed to land Dance to the Dirge so smoothly that I hadn’t even felt us come down.

“Sometimes, all you need is a quickie,” Juliette snickered. “Thank you all for flying Juliette Airways. You may now safely leave your seats and feel free to walk around the bridge, or head straight down to the hold. Tips are not required, but if the Captain wants to give me his, I’ve got just the hole for him to put--”

“Thanks, Juliette,” I cut her off. “You did great.”

“What can I say, other than I’m really fucking good at what I do?” The redhead shrugged and then glanced over her shoulder at me. “And just so you know, Handsome, I’m also very good at how I do--”

“You just don’t fucking stop, do you?” Zea groaned.

“Nope,” Juliette laughed.

“I like it,” Kasta snickered.

“Thank you.” Juliette gave a half-bow to my blonde android wife. “I like you, too.”

“Let’s go,” I interrupted, and then I stood up so all my women could follow me to the elevator. “Madalena and Sivaha will be waiting for us.”

Out of all my queens, I knew the Prime Valkyrie and the silver-haired seductress would probably be the most patient with Riecka. Or at least, they would be more patient than some of my women, like Kasta and Zea. Of course, now that all my wives were Nordar, they understood the need for Riecka’s submission, but I knew they all weren’t thrilled about it.

Then again, they hadn’t been thrilled about Sivaha and Madalena at first, either, but now I could feel how eager everyone on the bridge was to see the other two Nordar queens again.

We really were becoming a family.

Sivaha had said that all my wives would start to feel little hints of each others’ emotions in the next few weeks, since they were all submitted to me and shared that bond, and I hoped this would help everyone adjust easier.

For the most part, it was already easier for me to get used to their flood of emotions, but it was a little strange when I stepped on the elevator. I could actually sense where all of my wives filed in to stand behind me, and I didn’t even have to look at them. I could just read their location in relation to me.

After my wives, Juliette, and I took the elevator down to the hold, I held the doors open to let them all exit. Then I glanced up at the ceiling of the elevator, and I felt like there was something I was supposed to remember when I looked at it, but nothing came to mind.

I shrugged and sent the lift back up for Dana and the rest of the crew.

The doors to the hold had barely opened, and the ramp had only just started to descend, when Madalena leaped through the narrow opening. The Prime Valkyrie landed like a cat at the bottom of the ramp, and then she immediately straightened her posture and reached me in a handful of athletic strides.

“Husband,” Madalena said and bowed her head. “It is good to see you well.”

The Prime Valkyrie held her perfectly-shaped and athletic body still, but I could feel the outpouring of her love, pride, and hunger for me, so I grasped her arm and pulled her into a tight embrace.

“I missed you too, my love,” I whispered as I pulled her against me, and her body began to vibrate as a purr escaped her throat.

“Hey, Ice Queen, save some of that lovin’ for the rest of us,” Juliette said after we had held each other for a good minute.

“It’s fine,” I said as I resisted Madalena’s attempt to break free of our embrace. Instead, I just hugged her to my chest harder and pushed my lips to hers so that we could kiss.

The Prime Valkyrie’s mouth tasted like honey and cinnamon, and we were both purring in a matter of seconds.

“The celebratory orgy hasn’t started without me, has it?” Sivaha asked as she strode up the ramp into the hold, and Madalena and I finally broke our kiss.

“No one could start an orgy without you,” Kasta said.

“Well, aren’t you sweet?” The silver-haired queen blew a kiss to the android before I pulled her into a tight embrace along with the Prime Valkyrie.

By the time I released the two Nordar queens, Milda had joined us from the dock, and as the elevator doors opened again, the four Dance to the Dirge crew members strode forward to meet the Prime Valkyrie. The three men stopped a few feet away from Madalena and all raised their fists to their chests in salute, but Milda gave a little cry and ran toward the three men who were submitted to her.

“Damn, she must have really missed them,” Zea said as the Vaish woman embraced the three warriors at once. “I didn’t think the Vaish ever showed emotions like that.”

Baki, Arno, and Pier spoke quietly with Milda, and I smiled at their reunion before I turned my attention back to Dana. The Valkyrie saluted Madalena with her clenched fist against her chest, but then she dropped to her knees in front of the Vaish queen.

Madalena looked at the three warriors around Milda and gave her usual stoic nod, but I could feel her relief at the fact that her missing crew members were alive and finally home again. Then she turned toward the Valkyrie on her knees, and I felt such a rush of emotions from my warrior wife that I couldn’t distinguish them all from each other.

“You are not hurt?” Madalena finally asked.

“No, Prime Valkyrie,” Dana replied, but she didn’t raise her gaze.

“The Jotnar did not--” My warrior wife suddenly pressed her lips together and stopped herself mid-sentence.

Then, before any of us could even follow her movements, the Prime Valkyrie launched herself at Riecka and wrapped her hands around the Jotnar queen’s tattooed throat. Riecka slammed her metal fist into Madalena’s stomach, and I heard the air rush out of her lungs, but it wasn’t enough to throw off the Prime Valkyrie. Instead, Madalena slammed the other woman to the ground and tightened her grip around the cyborg woman’s neck.

Sivaha and Aasne were the first ones to reach Madalena, but all their efforts to pull her off the tattooed woman did nothing until I said her name.

“Madalena,” I growled.

Instantly, the Prime Valkyrie released her hold on Riecka and pushed herself to her feet with her head bowed to me.

“That’s enough,” I said. “I expected better of you.”

“I apologize, my lord,” Madalena said. “It will not happen again.”

“Is there something I should know?” I asked as I glanced between Riecka and Dana.

“It is my fault, King of Kings,” Dana said from where she still knelt on the floor of the hold. “The Prime Valkyrie felt my emotions and blamed Queen Riecka for them.”

“Let me guess,” I sighed. “Based on what I know about the Jotnar, I can imagine that their treatment of prisoners isn’t exactly the best.”

“The Jotnar are known for the cruel conditions of their prisons,” Elana said.

“Now, hold on a second,” Juliette said. “I’m not the biggest fan of the crazy metal lady myself, but didn’t she just become queen of the Jotnar like, uhh, yesterday? You can’t really hold her responsible for what happened before that, can you?”

“Riecka might not have been queen when Dance to the Dirge was captured, but she would have known about their treatment,” Aasne said.

“And she didn’t do anything to stop it,” Elana added.

“None of that gave me the right to attack her,” Madalena said with an unreadable expression. “She is your wife now too, my husband.”

“She is, but you can make up for this scene by calling together all my admirals for a meeting,” I told the Prime Valkyrie. “I want you, Sivaha, Aasne, Elana, and Riecka to all come with me. We need to address the integration of our forces, now that we have five different naval forces to work with.”

“Yes, my lord,” Madalena said and then turned to the Valkyrie who was still on her knees. “Welcome home, Dana.”

I felt another outpouring of emotions from my warrior wife as she grasped the Valkyrie’s forearm and raised her to her feet. Even though Madalena’s face remained expressionless, she held Dana’s arm for several seconds as their eyes burned into each other. Then Madalena leaned forward to whisper something in Dana’s ear, and I smiled to see the Valkyrie finally relax and nod.

“Now, Calisto and Lux will want to see you for themselves,” Madalena told Dana. “And so will the rest of the crew, so take the rest of the day off and take care of yourself. That goes for you three as well, Baki, Arno, and Pier. And you too, Milda.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” the crew of Dance to the Dirge said at once.

“Only with your permission, of course, my lord,” Madalena added as her gray eyes turned toward me.

“You’re all dismissed,” I told the crewmembers, and they immediately filed out of the hold into Odin Geirr.

“Uhh, so, I know you all have super busy and important things to do,” Zea said. “But, um, if you--”

“I am touched that you have defended me, Husband,” Riecka interrupted the blonde hacker. “How funny that a tiger should defend a wolf.”

“There are no more wolves,” I growled. “There are no other clans. There is only one, and we are tigers.”

“Of course.” The tattooed woman lowered her red eyes. “I apologize. It will take me a bit to unlearn what I have known for all my life.”

“This will all go much easier for you if you obey our lord and husband,” Sivaha said as she patted the cyborg woman’s arm. “Oh, and don’t piss off Zea.”

“Ooh, I think the hot silver-bitch likes you.” Juliette smirked and nudged Zea.

“Everybody does,” Kasta said. “After all, who wouldn’t like this perky thing?”

The blonde android gave Zea a little smack on her tight ass, and the hacker laughed while she blushed a dark shade of pink.

“Aaaanyway.” Zea loudly cleared her throat. “Adam, if you don’t need the rest of us right now for your meeting with the admirals, I thought maybe we could take Juliette and show her around the spas?”

“Pretty please, with me on top?” The redheaded pilot winked at me.

“Sure, go ahead,” I laughed. “We’ll meet up with you later, but go enjoy yourselves.”

“Let me call you an escort,” Madalena said.

“That is not necessary,” Eve assured her. “I believe we can remember our way there.”

“Yeah, thanks, Maddy, but we’re like, super badass Nordar women now,” Kasta said. “We even have armor and shit. Odin loves us. We can handle ourselves.”

“I know you can,” Madalena said and then glanced at me. “But please, let me do this for you, just to make sure that you are safe.”

I could tell that the warrior woman wanted to make up for her earlier attack on Riecka, so I nodded my approval and allowed her to call for an escort. I couldn’t really blame the Prime Valkyrie for her outburst, since Riecka’s clan was responsible for the capture and imprisonment of Dance to the Dirge and her crew, but that would all have to stay in the past now.

Madalena had said it herself: Riecka was my wife now, and I knew this was the only reason the tattooed woman was still breathing. Otherwise, the Prime Valkyrie would have shot her point-blank without hesitation.

But she knew this would upset me, and she knew we would need every one of my wives to help integrate my new united clan to fight against the Draugr.

We had a mission to save the universe, and I had finally united the clans so that we could accomplish that goal.

The escort of guards reached the docking tube of Dance to the Dirge less than a minute later, so my women and I all headed down to the armory before half of them left for the spas.

I might be King of Kings now, but I still wanted to be armed in case of an ambush. It hadn’t been all that long ago that the Waymund king had tried to have me assassinated. Of course, I put a bullet in his brain shortly after, but I still felt damn near naked without my golden and silver revolvers at my sides.

While I strapped on my weapons, and the rest of my wives armed themselves, I glanced around the armory. I had the same familiar feeling I’d experienced in the elevator, like I should remember something, but I couldn’t decide what. I even felt a little surprised to see so many weapons in the armory, but I wasn’t sure why this should be surprising. I knew Riecka had stocked it before we left the Wargey, but for some reason, I almost expected it to be empty.

As I watched Elana, Aasne, and Riecka take small pulse sidearms for themselves, I dismissed the thought of whatever it was that I couldn’t remember. If it was important, I was sure I’d recall it eventually. Right now, I just knew that I was glad as hell to see my massive revolvers again and the combat knife that Sivaha had given me. I decided not to take any kind of rifle or shotgun with me this time since I was in my own battle fortress now.

Eve took a small pulse sidearm as well, but Zea grabbed a stun baton to take with her. Paula and Kasta each took one cartridge-based revolver to arm themselves with, and I was glad that the twins had started to feel more comfortable with a gun in their hands. Sure, they usually didn’t need to worry about that since I would rather have them on drones, but Paula especially had spent much of her life hiding behind her machines, so this small gesture spoke to me.

After we were all armed, I pulled Eve toward me first and kissed my vampire wife. I kissed Zea next, followed by Kasta and Paula, and then I turned to Juliette.

“If there’s anything you want while we’re here, just say the word,” I told the redhead.

“Well, now that you mention it,” Juliette said and pulled out an empty cigarette box. “I could actually use some smokes.”

“Tell the guards, and they’ll see to it,” Madalena said.

“Is that all?” I smirked.

Juliette glanced at Eve, Kasta, Paula, and Zea where they all hung onto my arms, and for a second, I thought she might actually ask for something else, but then she just winked.

“Naw, you’ve got your hands full, Handsome,” the beautiful redhead said. “As long as I have a whiskey in one hand and a cigarette in the other, I’ll be as happy as a pig in mud.”

“Ooh, we should introduce you to aquavit!” Zea said.

“Aqua-who?” Juliette snorted.

“You’ll see.” Paula smiled.

“Have fun, my wives,” I said. “And you too, Juliette.”

“You betcha,” the pilot replied. “We’ll catch up with you later.”

After Eve, Zea, Kasta, Paula, and Juliette left with a personal escort of guards to enjoy the spas on the battle fortress, I turned to the Prime Valkyrie.

“Your personal guards are also waiting outside, my lord,” Madalena said.

“That’s fine,” I replied. “But I’d like to see anyone who thinks they could get through the five of you to reach me.”

I felt a pulse of pleasure from the five Nordar queens around me. They were all as deadly as they were beautiful, and I knew the Prime Valkyrie alone would have been enough to stop a whole damn army, not to mention the skills of the rest of my warrior wives.

When we exited the ship and entered the battle fortress, my personal guards all dropped to their knees with their fists to their chests in salute. I immediately gestured for them to stand back up, and they fell in line as the six of us strode forward to the waiting hovercrafts. There were three of them, two for my escort of guards, and one for my women and me, but at the last second, I decided to change the seating arrangement. It had been a while since I saw Madalena and Sivaha alone, and I wanted to spend at least a few minutes with only them.

“Aasne and Elana, I want you two to ride with Riecka in one car,” I instructed my youngest wives. “Guards, split up between their craft and the other one. The Prime Valkyrie, Queen Sivaha, and I will ride in the last hovercraft.”

“Yes, King of Kings!” the guards all said as they saluted again.

That was going to take some time to get used to. I had only just started to get used to the fact that I was King of the Vaish, but now, I was King of all the Nordar, and I wondered when it would feel natural to be hailed as the King of Kings.

The human part of my brain thought it might take a while, but the beast in my stomach growled with triumph. He thought it was his right to claim all of my women for myself, just like he thought it was his destiny to be the most powerful leader of the forces of light against the coming darkness.

And I was starting to think he might be right.

“But Husband…” Riecka narrowed her red cyborg eyes at my two youngest wives. “I thought, perhaps, you and I could--”

“Those are my orders, Riecka,” I said. “Unless you wish to disobey me and remain in your quarters on the ship.”

“But perhaps I crave your discipline,” the tattooed woman purred as she reached her metal fingers up to rub the bruises on her neck. “The Prime Valkyrie’s attack only felt like foreplay to me, so--”

“Last chance,” I cut her off. “Go to your quarters or get in the hovercraft with Aasne and Elana.”

“Yes, my lord.” Riecka glared at Madalena and Sivaha. “I do not wish to disobey you.”

“Byeeeee…” Sivaha raised her fingers and wiggled them slightly. Her grin couldn’t have been any more cat-like, and Riecka gave out a small huff as she spun on her heels and walked to the other vehicle.

“Some of these new wives need to learn their places,” Sivaha sighed as she leaned up against me. “Far too uppity. Don’t you agree, Madalena?”

“Yes,” the Prime Valkyrie deadpanned. “I recall when Adam first claimed you. Quite… ‘uppity.’”

“Exactly!” Sivaha laughed. “Now, I know my place. Let’s get going.”

Once we were all in position, I signaled for the hovercraft pilot to take us to the Spire. Normally, I would have driven myself, but I wanted to focus all my attention on the two queens in the craft beside me. On my left side, I could feel Madalena’s relief that I had returned to her, and on my right, I didn’t have to use our emotional connection to feel how glad Sivaha was to see me again. The silver-haired queen wrapped her fingers around my bicep while her other hand squeezed my thigh, and she sent me a smoldering glance as she pushed her hip into me.

“Have the admirals already assembled?” Sivaha asked my other wife. “Or do you think we might be able to steal our husband away for a few minutes?”

“They are already waiting for us,” Madalena said and then rested her hand on my other thigh. “But they would wait for any amount of time, if their king asked them to.”

“I’m afraid that will have to wait until later,” I said with a smile. “Now that the Jotnar have submitted to me, we have a lot of work to do to combine all our fleets.”

“And to integrate Riecka with the rest of your wives,” Madalena growled.

“Yeah, that too,” I sighed.

“What exactly happened?” Sivaha asked. “Like I said, I might be able to guess, but the last thing we knew was that Uffe was king of the Jotnar, and he tolerated his sister because she could game the thrones better than him. What happened when you got to his battle fortress?”

I settled back into the seat of the hovercraft and went over the details of our mission to Jotnar space as quickly as I could. I told them how we had found a wrecked Jotnar cruiser in the aftermath of a space battle with Waymund forces, and how Paula, Kasta, and Zea had got it up and running again. I told them about how the Elaka Nota vessel had come after us, but between Eve’s powers and Juliette’s piloting skills, we had destroyed them and then continued on to Jotnar space.

When I explained how we flew the cruiser directly onto the Wargey and then charged onto the battle fortress like we owned the place, I felt a swell of pride flow from both my queens and wrap me in their love and adoration. Then I told them how Kasta had spoken Nordar in a flawless accent to get us inside the castle, how we had run into King Uffe’s daughter Layalina with her wolf-drones, and how she had promised to help us and submit to me once I killed her father.

Of course, then I had to explain how Riecka had helped Layalina, only to betray her in the end. She had programmed the wolf-drones to attack the Jotnar princess, and since Riecka was Uffe’s sister, she inherited the throne next. She had immediately submitted to me so that the Jotnar clan would become part of my own, but I could still sense the outrage from Sivaha and Madalena that she had killed Layalina when the younger woman had been unarmed.

“I have always known that the Jotnar were power-hungry,” Sivaha sighed.

“You actually sound disappointed,” Madalena said.

“I actually didn’t think of that exact scenario when I saw Riecka,” Sivaha said. “So, perhaps I am more disappointed in myself for not realizing that was the chain of events that led to our husband claiming her. I’m not disappointed in the strategy, though. All is fair in love and war, and Riecka always was a manipulative bitch. That is why I think I’ll get along just fine with her.”

“Good,” Madalena said. “Ensure she is brought into the fold.”

“Of course.” Sivaha smiled at the other woman. “She will be a good asset for our clan and wife to our husband. Even if she is more viper than wolf, and more machine than tiger.”

“Based on what I saw of Uffe, I think that was a pretty tame move,” I said as I thought about the wives and concubines the former king kept chained with collars like he owned them.

“It was dirty,” Madalena agreed. “But if she really wanted to be the one to hand control of her clan over to you, then I suppose it makes sense. She probably lived her whole life in the shadows, and she didn’t want to be in the background anymore.”

“Or maybe she just wanted to travel somewhere less depressing,” Sivaha said. “I’ve heard the entire Jotnar battle fortress is like a prison. Ewww… I, for one, love beautiful things and could not wallow in such a dead place.”

“It was pretty grim,” I said.

“Was that the only reason she gave for why she killed Layalina?” Madalena asked.

“She also said that Layalina was too young and inexperienced to be a good ruler,” I said and glanced back at the hovercraft with the three other Nordar queens. “But I guess we’ll never know if that was true or not.”

“What’s done is done.” Sivaha shrugged. “She might be a bitch, but she’s one of us now.”

“You know I can’t let you call one of my wives a bitch,” I said as I fought against a smirk.

“Oh, I just meant like a wolf-bitch, that’s all.” The silver-haired queen winked. “Or… tiger-bitch. If I put some other word in front of the ‘bitch’ part, it will be fine. Mmmmm…”

“No,” I snorted.

“I do at least have to give her credit for strategy,” Madalena said. “She clearly played the long game, and her cunning could be very helpful against the Draugr and any other enemies we plan to face in the future.”

“Have you already started to find other enemies for the Nordar to fight after the Draugr?” I smiled. “I didn’t think I was gone that long.”

“No, I am only referring to the potential of--” The Prime Valkyrie stopped herself. “You are teasing me, Husband.”

“You can’t blame him,” the silver-haired seductress chuckled. “You’re very easy to tease, actually.”

“I’m glad I am so amusing to you,” Madalena said, but even though her gray eyes were cold, I could feel her own amusement pool around me like a wave.

“How are my mother and sister?” I asked.

“They are both well,” Madalena said. “They are eager to see you, but they understand your duties as King of Kings keep you busy.”

“Hanekawa even seems to be recovering from her feelings for Calvin Yu,” Sivaha added. “We have made sure that she and your mother both have everything they need, so they want for nothing.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m just glad they’re here so I know they’re safe, no matter where my duties as king take me.”

“You are a good son and a good brother,” Madalena said. “They are lucky to have you looking out for them.”

“I appreciate that,” I said as we continued to fly through the bright streets of the city on Odin Geirr. “So, do either of you know anything about Riecka? I’d like everyone to get used to each other sooner rather than later.”

“I met her once at a small party some… ten years ago, I believe?” Sivaha purred. “I knew her nature immediately even though we only spoke for a moment. Still, I will do my best to ensure she is integrated with your other wives quickly. It is not necessary, of course, since we really only need to integrate the Jotnar navy with the rest of your fleet, but I’m sure it would make things smoother.”

“Exactly,” I replied. “Especially since we only have about two months before the SAVO come to Uraniel.”

“I know very little of Uffe’s sister,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “Most of what I knew about Uffe himself was only rumor, so I am afraid there is not much that I can tell you. I know that the Jotnar royal family has enhanced themselves with cyborg technology for generations, but I cannot even tell you why.”

“The Jotnar are very difficult to spy on,” Sivaha added. “And I should know, since I used to have spies everywhere.”

“Used to?” Madalena glanced at her.

“Well, now they’re just my eyes and ears,” the silver-haired queen said with a wink. “It’s not spying if we’re all on the same team, after all.”

“It’s true that Uffe and Layalina were both cyborgs, like Riecka,” I confirmed. “But it wasn’t only the royal family. Uffe’s wives, concubines, and a decent number of the other warriors all had some kind of cybernetic enhancements.”

“Any specific kinds, or was it a little bit of everything?” Madalena asked.

“A little bit of everything,” I replied. “Arms, eyes, brain implants, legs, you name it.”

“If Riecka’s metal arm is any indication, their cyborg body parts are certainly powerful,” the brunette warrior woman said. “It could certainly be an advantage in a fight.”

“Just not against you, Prime Valkyrie,” Sivaha purred.

“No, not against me,” Madalena agreed. “And not against you, either, Sivaha. You like to downplay your own abilities, but there is a good chance that I would not be the Prime Valkyrie if you were at all interested in--”

“Soooooo boring…” Sivaha groaned. “Just thinking about training all day makes my pussy as dry as sandpaper polishing concrete. And no, you would still be the Prime Valkyrie. Just take the damn compliment, Madalena. You are the best, and that is what it is.”

“Very well.” Madalena smiled. “I am the best.”

If anyone else had said this, it would have sounded like bragging, but I knew Madalena simply stated it as a fact in the same way that she would have said there used to be five clans of the Nordar, but now there was only one.

“But neither of you know why so many of the Jotnar are cyborgs?” I asked.

“No,” Sivaha said and stroked my bicep. “Perhaps their healers are not as skilled, so they heal their wounds with artificial parts instead of healing what is already there.”

“Or perhaps their healers are even more skilled,” I suggested. “Like Madalena said, it could be a real advantage in a fight, if the technology is advanced enough.”

“This is true,” Sivaha said. “We will have to talk to Riecka about it and find out more, but perhaps it would help her adjust to her new role if we ask her questions about her past.”

“There is one other thing about the fact that so many Jotnar are cyborgs,” I told the two queens. “Eve cannot read Riecka’s mind. The cybernetics make it impossible.”

“Ughhhh…” Sivaha groaned. “That makes it complicated.”

“I’m certainly not worried about her loyalty,” I said. “After all, the only reason she killed Layalina was because she wanted to be the one to submit to me.”

“And her submission bond means that it is impossible for her to do anything that is not in your best interests,” Madalena said. “She would never want to hurt you or even upset you.”

“That’s what I figured,” I said as I looked up and saw the white tower of the Spire looming high above us. “But if Eve can’t read Riecka’s mind, then that means neither can the SAVO.”

“So, if the Jotnar warriors have enough cyborgs in their ranks, that could put us at a real advantage against the Draugr,” Madalena concluded. “They would be resistant to their usual methods of mind-control.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “They still wouldn’t be any match for their magic. I’m still sure the Draugr could easily throw the cyborgs around like children’s dolls, but it would at least be some advantage.”

“I will see what my spies, well, my ears and eyes, can find out for you,” Sivaha replied.

“I’ll find out at some point what Riecka can tell me,” I said as the hovercraft slowed down to approach the front doors of the Spire.

“And I will continue to make sure our forces combine smoothly and quickly,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “It is good to have you by my side again, Husband.”

“I agree with Madalena,” my silver-haired wife purred. “It is nice we are all tigers now. I like being a cat more than a boar to be honest. Their nature is more appealing to me.”

“I’m not surprised,” Madalena stated as a small smile graced her lips.

As soon as I hopped out of the hovercraft, three dozen guards poured out of the Spire to line either side of the walkway up to the doors. The guards all knelt as one and raised their fists to their chests, and then they jumped to their feet again and presented their arms.

I glanced at Madalena.

“Hail the King of Kings,” the Prime Valkyrie said with her usual lack of expression, but her pride and love threatened to knock me over where I stood.

I nodded at the Nordar warriors who had come out to escort me inside, and then I glanced back to make sure my other three wives were right behind me.

“Your admirals await, my lord,” Sivaha said as her fingers wrapped around my bicep again.

“Then let’s go see what the combined force of five Nordar blood clans can do,” I said.
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Chapter 3

I led all five of the Nordar queens into the Spire, but I found it hard to stay focused. It wasn’t my first time inside the massive white tower, but its beauty still took my breath away. Like most of Odin Geirr, it was a perfect blend of futuristic and traditional Viking architecture, so even though the grand foyer was made of steel walls with blue lights that glowed in the seams, the doors into the rest of the tower were made of a carefully carved wooden veneer on top of thick metal, and the faint scent of pine and smoke always seemed to linger in the air.

As we turned another corner to head toward the elevator, we passed endless walls of tapestries of Odin and Freyja, along with statue after statue of ancient Viking warriors. I wondered if these warriors were from the Viking legends of Earth or if they were simply figures from Nordar history, and I reminded myself to ask Madalena about it some time later.

Right now, I needed to see my admirals.

After we took the elevator up to one of the higher levels in the Spire, the Vaish guards outside the massive meeting room saluted me and swung the doors open to admit us. This room reminded me of the Spire’s foyer, except for the fact that the steel walls ended in wooden beams overhead that were all carved in elaborate knotwork.

The moment the admirals saw me, they jumped to their feet and held their salutes.

“At ease,” I said as I glanced around the room.

I recognized most of the admirals in the room, but there were a few unfamiliar faces. The Jotnar admirals hadn’t joined us yet, of course, since they still needed to travel from their home sector, and none of their ships were as fast as a Shadow Eagle. They would be here soon enough, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t go ahead and get started without them.

There was Admiral Birger of the Vaish at one end of the large conference table, and I gave the big man a smile as I remembered how he had served as one of my groomsmen at my weddings to Eve, Zea, Kasta, and Paula. Admiral Kiuys of the Idonan clan sat to his left, and Admiral Jetuyn of the Skyad navy sat across from both of them. Further down the table sat the Idonan Admiral Unnie Gezalt, and even though it looked like he was barely out of puberty, he was a tactical genius and already a well-respected admiral among his elders.

All in all, there were fourteen admirals seated around the table, and I knew that Riecka had dispatched four of her chief admirals with her fleet to join us in the Nordar - 13 system. Soon enough, there would be eighteen egos all seated around my table, but this was also eighteen heads who had years of naval experience that would help us against the Draugr.

I might have been an angry meathead marine from Ganymede, but I knew how to use the skills of the people around me, and the admirals in this room with me now might just be the key to my future victory against the SAVO.

After my beautiful wives all seated themselves around the head of the table, I took the chair at the end of it. There was a lot to discuss, but before I could begin, Admiral Birger glanced at me for permission to speak.

“Go ahead,” I told the big man.

“King of Kings,” Admiral Birger began, “when the Prime Valkyrie called this meeting, she told us of your victory and success in uniting the clans. It would therefore be customary that since we are your most senior leaders, other than your queens, of course, we should arrange a feast to celebrate your ascending as King of Kings. Perhaps even a final coronation. Should we put this on the agenda to discuss today?”

“Aasne and Elana took care of the coronation.” I nodded toward my two youngest wives. “What happened to that crown, anyway?”

“We left it in the armory on Dance to the Dirge for safekeeping,” Aasne said.

“But you will not need to wear the Jotnar crown,” Elana added. “I will ensure you have a more appropriate crown as King of all the Nordar.”

“That’s not necessary,” I told the tall brunette.

“It is not a bad idea,” Sivaha said. “There has never been a tiger clan before, and you should have a crown to match it.”

“I will take care of it,” Elana said again.

“Alright, then,” I replied. “Thank you, Elana, but about the offer of a feast, I’m gonna have to pass. We can save our celebrations for after we defeat the Draugr. We have too much work to do before then, and not a lot of time to do it.”

“My lord, if I may?” Admiral Jetuyn spoke up.

“You don’t have to be so formal,” I said. “What is on your mind?”

“According to the timeline that you told us the last time you were here, my best estimate is that we have approximately two months before the Draugr are expected to come to Uraniel,” the young admiral answered. “Is this still the case?”

“As far as I know, the situation has not changed,” I replied.

“So, that gives us less than two months to draw up battle plans and decide how best to engage them,” Admiral Birger said.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I know it’s not a lot of time, especially considering it will probably take years for all the Nordar clans to really be integrated into one.”

“It may take that long for the people of the Nordar clans to integrate, yes,” Madalena said. “But it should not take as long for the navies to begin to work as one unit.”

“How confident do you feel about that?” I asked.

“The Vaish armada is the most disciplined in the galaxy,” the Prime Valkyrie replied with a shrug.

“As far as you know,” Riecka pointed out.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Aasne hissed, but I saw Sivaha lay her hand on the auburn-haired woman’s arm before she said anything else.

“It merely means that the Draugr may be more disciplined than us,” the tattooed Jotnar woman said. “I understand the Prime Valkyrie is very fond of her armada, but it is not the only well-disciplined force, you know.”

“I never said it was,” Madalena replied in a neutral tone, but I could feel her anger radiate toward the other woman like a red sun.

“We are all disciplined and well-organized,” Sivaha smoothly transitioned. “And that should certainly make it easier for us to shape our king’s armada into the most effective force possible against the Draugr.”

“Perhaps it would be more helpful to discuss the strengths and weak points of all our individual forces,” Admiral Kiuys said. “Then we can best decide how to arrange our units and battle lines.”

I remembered the gray-haired admiral from when I had made the Idonan clan submit to me. She had been a voice of reason in contrast to the foolish King Toriton, and as soon as I’d shot two gaping holes through his chest, Kiuys had helped arrange the cease-fire between our two forces. She had also been true to her word that she would keep her armada back until I could return from Oskmay with Aasne, so I knew her level head would be helpful in the room now.

“I agree with Admiral Kiuys,” Aasne said as she straightened her shoulders. “The former Idonan clan may not have the most experienced navy, but what we lack in experience, we make up for in numbers.”

“Numbers alone will not win a battle.” Riecka began to drum the metal fingers of her left hand against the heavy table, but before the auburn-haired queen could protest, Riecka continued. “Still, it does not hurt to have greater numbers on your side. Many of the Idonan ships are heavily shielded, are they not?”

“Yes,” Aasne said with a little flush of pride. “We have made great advances in shielding technology, particularly against plasma cannons.”

“Deer are always quick to run, so I suppose it makes sense that your clan would focus efforts on defensive measures instead of offensive tactics,” Riecka mused as she continued to drum her fingers on the wood.

I saw Sivaha roll her eyes, but Aasne bristled like she had been personally attacked.

“We’re only discussing strengths and weaknesses,” I told the freckled woman. “Every navy has both, and it’s important for us to talk about all of them so we know where to concentrate our efforts.”

“Of course, my lord,” Aasne said, but she still glared across the table at Riecka.

“We could certainly use Idonan technology to enhance the shielding capabilities of a number of ships in our fleet,” I announced to the table. “Riecka, what about the Jotnar navy? What are its strengths and weaknesses?”

“We are wolves,” the tattooed woman said, as if that explained everything. “We are as skilled in battle on the ground as we are in the air. I’m sure your crew of Dance to the Dirge would agree with me, Prime Valkyrie?”

“The Jotnar attack on Epsilon Tauri - b was effective,” Madalena said, and every person around the table stiffened at the tension between the two queens. “Your ships moved quickly but not carelessly, and you showed no mercy.”

“As far as I can remember, the Jotnar have never shown mercy,” Admiral Birger said.

“Not even against their own family,” Elana muttered.

“Not when that family is weak.” Riecka shrugged. “When their stupidity or lack of experience makes them a threat rather than an asset, they must be eliminated.”

“That’s a grim way to think of your family,” Elana said.

“I am surprised you think so,” the tattooed woman said. “Did your father not force you to pretend that you were a man--”

“That’s all in the past,” Sivaha interrupted with a carefree wave of her fingers. “Let’s focus on the task at hand instead of talking about who killed who for whatever reasons. Our children won’t know or care about the squabbles we had before our husband claimed us, and Elana’s past is no stain on her abilities.”

I was a little surprised that Sivaha spoke up for Elana so quickly, but one glance at the tall brunette told me why. The slender beauty had turned several different shades of red in the last few seconds, and I knew she must still feel very insecure about the fact that most of the Nordar had thought she was a man so that her father could pretend he had a male heir.

“I only mean that King Goki was not known for his kindness,” Riecka continued with a smirk. “He turned out to be a threat to his own people because he could not see that the time of the horse was over. Isn’t that why our husband ended him?”

“The time of all the individual clans is over, Riecka,” Madalena said. “Not just the horse.”

“And that is exactly why we are having this meeting in the first place,” Sivaha said quickly. “Odin has decided it is the day of The Tiger, and this is quite wonderful.”

I felt her charm fill the room with warmth, and I wondered if she was using her powers of seduction to distract everyone and calm the tempers swirling around us. I had seen her make grown men drool like babies to distract them long enough for her to steal from them or even kill them, so I knew it would only take a fraction of her powers to pacify everyone here and make them forget all about their ill will.

Then again, I had also seen her take down men and women even without the use of her charms.

Sivaha was an achingly beautiful woman with features that only an artist could dream of, and all it took was one smile from her to make someone weak in the knees.

“We need the combined strength of all the clans if we plan to be successful against the Draugr,” the beautiful seductress continued. “We will need the brutal strength of the wolf, along with its careful strategy. Just as we will need the skills of all the rest of the clans.”

“I understand that,” Riecka snarled. “There is no need to use your witchcraft to convince me, Sivaha.”

“I have done nothing,” Sivaha said with a coy smile. “Perhaps you simply find me as irresistible as everyone else does?”

I was grateful to my silver-haired queen and her diplomatic skills. I didn’t have time for that kind of shit, and I sure as hell wasn’t particularly good at it. I would much rather have thrown everyone in a room and let them beat each other senseless until they came to an agreement, but since I figured that might not be the best or fastest way to integrate all five clans together, I let Sivaha’s efforts soothe any bruised egos in the room.

“So, your marines are as good as your navy?” I asked Riecka.

“My marines?” the tattooed woman repeated.

“Your warriors,” I said.

“Yes, we are equally skilled at both,” Riecka agreed. “We have always been more interested in offensive maneuvers, so I suppose if I had to think of a weakness, it would be our ships’ defenses. But we are incredibly quick shipbuilders, and we have more master engineers than we know what to do with.”

“Perfect,” I said. “When your admirals arrive, they can start to coordinate with Aasne’s admirals, and your engineers can begin to work with the Idonan engineers. I will want you to outfit as many ships as possible with Aasne’s shielding technology.”

“Yes, my lord,” Riecka said at once. “I will speak to my admirals the moment they reach Nordar - 13.”

“As you wish, Husband,” Aasne agreed, and I felt a mixture of irritation at Riecka and pride in her own people swirl around me from her position at the table.

“One other question, Riecka,” I said. “How many of your warriors are cyborgs?”

“My lord?” The Jotnar queen actually looked surprised, and the metal irises of her eyes seemed to grow darker for a moment.

“Just a rough estimate, if you had to give one,” I said.

“I apologize that I do not have exact numbers for you, King of Kings,” Riecka replied. “I will speak to my admirals as soon as they get here, but my best estimate for you at the moment is… half. I would guess half our forces have some kind of cybernetic enhancements.”

“That’s good to know.” I nodded. “I’ll want exact numbers when you have them, but I can talk to you about that later.”

“Do you wish to know any more details, other than how many?” the tattooed woman asked as she brushed her dark brown hair back over her shoulder.

“I’d like to know anything you can tell me,” I said. “The Draugr won’t be able to infect the minds of anyone with cyborg tech in their heads, and that could be a real advantage for us.”

“They will still be able to use telekinesis,” Madalena said as she leaned forward a bit. “But it would be helpful if they could not control their minds.”

“Is that why so many of your people have cybernetic enhancements?” Elana asked as she leaned forward. It seemed she’d suddenly forgotten her shyness in the room full of my queens and admirals. “Is it to help resist attacks by the Draugr?”

“I wish I could say yes,” Riecka laughed. “But I am afraid it may be a little more complicated than that. For generations, we have thought the Draugr were only rumors, so while it is possible that the royal family’s tradition of cybernetic enhancements may have started that way, any evidence of this has been lost.”

“Then why are the enhancements so prevalent among your clan?” Aasne asked.

The Jotnar queen moved her metal hand from the table to run her fingers across her chest and down the flesh of her other arm, and my eyes were drawn to the swirling, black wolf tattoos that seemed to dance all across her creamy skin. They disappeared in the cleavage of her sleeveless black dress, and for just a second, I wondered how far down the wolven tattoos traveled.

“The simple answer is for strength,” Riecka finally answered as she let her metal arm drop back down. “Wolves value what is strongest, and cybernetics make us stronger. Any more of an answer may be more complex than what we have time for right now.”

“That’s fine, and I will want to hear more about that,” I said. “But let’s leave it for the moment. Sivaha, what about the former Skyad forces? Where are you weak? Where do you excel?”

“We prefer a more direct approach than most of the clans,” the silver-haired seductress answered. “We are willing to try diplomacy first, although that will not matter when it comes to the Draugr. But if diplomacy is not an option, we tend to rush into battle head-on and obliterate our enemies. Sometimes, we swerve at the last second and take them from a different angle, but in general, we prefer the head-on approach. Nothing quite beats smashing our opponents in the face with an axe or a missile or a plasma cannon.”

“I seem to remember that you enjoy playing chicken,” I told Sivaha with a smile. I remembered how she had driven us down the highway on Ganymede straight toward our enemies, even though they were armed with a massive plasma rifle.

“It’s true, Husband.” The Nordar queen gave me a wink. “And I never swerve first.”

“That’s not much of a strategy,” the young Idonan Admiral Gezalt said from the other end of the table. “With all due respect, my queen.”

“No, you are right,” Sivaha replied. “We are generally less interested in strategy and more interested in the fight itself. Still, Admiral Jetuyn has made significant improvements to our strategy game since her promotion last year.”

“Tell us,” I said and turned toward the young Skyad admiral.

Jetuyn was about the same age as my sister, but from what Sivaha had told me about her, she was one of the most skilled admirals in the last few generations. She had been key in my assault on the Idonan forces that led to our temporary cease-fire, and her aggressive tactics had already proven to be effective.

“Like Queen Sivaha said, our forces are used to being very direct,” Admiral Jetuyn said as she tucked a single stray blonde hair back into her tight bun. “We attack from the front with our full force and trust that we will overpower our opponents, but I have directed my captains to select our targets more carefully.”

“How do you mean?” Aasne asked.

“We still aim to attack directly and with full force,” the blonde admiral replied. “But we will select smaller or less shielded vessels, so that we destroy greater numbers of our enemies. Of course, we would still wish to eliminate the carriers and cruisers, but if we can destroy enough destroyers and frigates, we may be able to break our enemy’s morale even before we break their forces.”

“Do you think that will matter against the Draugr?” Admiral Gezalt asked.

“It may, or it may not,” I said. “But we have other enemies besides the Draugr, so it’s good to assess everything.”

“We could also always use their direct approach as an effective distraction,” Riecka said. “Then, while the enemy is occupied with a direct attack, more of our forces could sneak in behind their lines and flank them.”

“Good,” I said, and I felt a glimmer of pride flow toward me from the tattooed woman. “That leaves the Waymund and Vaish forces. Madalena? Elana? Tell me what you can.”

“The former Waymund clan is not well-known for their navy,” Elana said after she cleared her throat. “Our warriors are fierce, but we do better in hand-to-hand combat when it comes to attacks.”

“What about when it comes to defenses?” I asked to keep the shy brunette’s attention on me instead of on the room full of unfamiliar faces.

“Oh, our navy is excellent in defense,” Elana said with a little smile. “We might not be very good at charging headlong into a fight like the Skyad, but we know how to defend our territory.”

“That’s helpful,” I said. “We could use your forces as a sort of rear guard so no one will be able to attack us from behind.”

“That may be true.” Riecka pouted her full lips. “But the Jotnar have always believed that the best way to defend ourselves is to always be on the offensive, to always hunt out weakness and crush it in our claws.”

“Both are good strategies,” Sivaha said. “Both could be useful against the Draugr.”

Again, I hoped that the silver-haired queen felt my gratitude for her diplomacy skills. I knew it was important for me to meet with my admirals and discuss all the details of my new armada, but this didn’t mean I enjoyed it. The beast in my soul wanted to throw the full strength of my forces against the SAVO and obliterate them, but I knew the Draugr were a different kind of enemy.

If we believed all the stories about the space vampires, they were a kind of predator that had eaten almost every trace of life from our galaxy before they planted new seeds and then went to sleep for millions, maybe billions, of years. Based on my experience with them so far, there was nothing worse than a hungry vampire who had just woken up from a billion-year beauty sleep and found out they were still just as butt-ugly as before.

“I do not believe that Queen Elana meant we are incapable of delivering an adequate offensive attack,” an unfamiliar admiral said from the other end of the table.

“This is Admiral Corbin,” Elana explained. “He was an admiral under my father’s father.”

“But not under your father?” I asked as I studied the slightly wrinkled face and salt-and-pepper hair of the Waymund admiral.

“Goki did not think I was very useful, so he put me on desk duty during his reign,” Corbin said. “Queen Elana’s grandfather liked his admirals to point out flaws in his plans and to offer alternatives, but King Goki did not enjoy being told he was wrong.”

“About anything…” Elana muttered softly.

“My point was only that a good defensive strategy is often as effective as an offensive one,” the wrinkled admiral continued. “In the ancient stories of Earth, they talk about the Wild West. There were all sorts of threats that could kill settlers at night, so they would circle up their wagons and form a strong defense. Sometimes, this was the only thing that kept anyone alive until morning.”

“You’re absolutely right,” I said. “And when it comes to the Draugr, we may have to be more defensive in the end, anyway.”

Admiral Corbin bowed his head and leaned back in his chair.

“Alright, Madalena, you’re up,” I said as I turned toward my warrior wife.

“Thank you, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “The Vaish have long been the most feared of the clans for both our navy and our warriors.”

I waited for Riecka to object, but to my surprise, the tattooed queen didn’t say anything. She either didn’t want to piss me off, or she agreed with Madalena and didn’t want to admit it, but I didn’t really care about the reason. I was just glad that she had decided to keep her opinions to herself if they weren’t helpful to our plans.

“What about weaknesses?” I asked. “There has to be something that the Draugr might be able to use against us.”

“We are trained as warriors from the time we can walk, my lord,” Madalena said with pride. “Our rites of passage are the most difficult among all the Nordar, and our name is respected everywhere we go. We have no weaknesses.”

“If I may, Prime Valkyrie?” Admiral Birger hesitated.

The warrior woman waved her hand for her admiral to speak.

“That may actually be our weakness,” Birger said as he rubbed his black beard. “We pride ourselves on being the best, but our pride does sometimes cause us to be… short-sighted.”

“Give me an example,” Madalena said as she narrowed her cold, gray eyes.

“I do not mean you, of course, Prime Valkyrie,” the Vaish admiral quickly added. “I meant our forces in general. But take, for instance, the Jotnar attack on Epsilon Tauri - b.”

“Your forces were unprepared,” Riecka agreed, and I felt Madalena bristle at the insult. “It was a smaller station, so you did not think it would be an attractive target, and that is part of the reason we were able to catch you off guard.”

“I suppose you make a fair point,” Madalena said between clenched teeth. “In the future, I will ensure our forces do not underestimate any opponent. We will not let our pride lead to our defeat.”

“You have every reason to be proud,” I told my warrior wife. “There is a reason that the Prime Valkyrie is Vaish, after all. But the Waymund forces in particular should be able to complement the Vaish armada. We can balance our offensive and defensive measures so nothing slips through the cracks.”

“See that it is done,” Madalena told the admirals.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” they all said at once.

“I think that’s a good start for this afternoon, but there’s one more thing before I dismiss you all,” I said. “Admiral Corbin, what’s your fastest ship with the strongest shielding?”

“That would be one of our corvettes,” the admiral replied. “There are several of equal strength and speed. What can they do for you?”

“I need you to send one back to the Waymund home sector with an escort to retrieve someone for me,” I said.

“My lord?” Admiral Gezalt asked. “Are there any key Waymund admirals who are not here? If so, we might need to adjust some of our--”

“This has nothing to do with the admirals,” I cut him off.

“But isn’t everyone important already here?” Riecka raised one eyebrow, and it made her red cyborg eyes even more noticeable.

“I want your warriors to bring Queen Elana’s four younger sisters back to the Odin Geirr,” I told the Waymund admiral instead of answering Riecka. “They will be safer here, and since they no longer have any parents or their oldest sister to look out for them, I want them here.”

I felt a flood of gratitude from Elana, but I wasn’t quite done yet.

“And tell them to bring back Leara, too,” I ordered.

“The former queen?” Even the Waymund admiral couldn’t hide his surprise this time.

“Yes,” I said shortly.

“It will be done, my king,” Admiral Corbin replied.

“My lord, I-- I… I need to excuse myself.” Elana pushed herself back from the table, bowed to me, and ran out the door.

“I will go see what’s wrong,” Aasne announced and pushed herself back from the table, too.

“No, it’s fine,” I sighed. “We’re done here, anyway. I intended for this to be a short meeting. The next few will be longer. I will go speak with my wife myself. Admirals, direct any remaining questions to the Prime Valkyrie. Otherwise, you are all dismissed.”

They all saluted with their fists to their chests.

“And as for you, my queens,” I continued. “When you’re done here, you may join the rest of my wives in the spas. Enjoy a little relaxation this afternoon.”

“As you command, King of Kings,” Riecka said with her thick lashes lowered over her metal irises.

When I stood up from the table, everyone stood along with me, and I nodded to my wives before I headed toward the exit. I wasn’t sure where Elana had run off to, or why she’d left to begin with, but I could sense that she was still close.

I followed the feeling of her presence as I walked down the hallway, past the elevator, and to a pair of guards who instantly saluted me as they dropped to their knees.

“Queen Elana?” I asked.

“She walked that way just a few moments ago, King of Kings.” The guard pointed down the hallway, but he didn’t look up at me.

“Thank you.” I continued my search through the corridors, and when I came around the next corner, I found a two-meter tall statue of Freyja.

Then I sensed the Waymund queen on the other side of the wall to my right, and I slowed to a stop.

“Shit,” I muttered.

Even through the wall that separated us, I could sense a trickle of sadness and embarrassment from Elana like a drip from a shower head, but I didn’t feel like I was any good at this kind of thing. If Eve was here, she could have told me what was wrong, but since she was enjoying some well-deserved rest in the spas, I would just have to do this the old-fashioned way and talk to Elana.

When I reached the next door, I pushed it open and found myself in a surprisingly small room. I guessed it was some sort of meditation or prayer chamber because there was nothing inside except for a row of low stools in front of a beautiful stone fountain at the far side of the room. The sculpture in the middle of the fountain was another smaller version of Freyja out in the corridor, but now the goddess was armed with a longsword that streamed water into the fountain, and there were two huge stone cats seated on either side of her.

At the feet of Freyja, my young wife sat perched on the edge of the fountain like a little bird who had flown in out of the cold.

“Elana…” I began as I locked the door behind me so we wouldn’t be disturbed.

“My lord!” The Waymund queen jumped to her feet when she saw me.

“Have I upset you?” I asked as I strode across the room to join her.

“What?” The tall brunette looked stunned. “No, not at all! I am only afraid that I might have upset you.”

“And what makes you think that?” I asked as I crossed the room and gripped her narrow waist with one hand.

“Because I ran out of the room like a child,” Elana sighed and then raised her eyes to meet my gaze.

“Why did you run off like that?” I asked. “I can tell you feel sad and a little embarrassed, but I’m not sure why.”

“And you…” The slender brunette paused, and I tightened my grip on her waist to reassure her. “You really want to know why I feel this way?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I demanded. “I am your husband, Elana. Don’t you think I might be curious why my wife feels sad or upset about something?”

“You are?” Elana sank down onto the edge of the fountain again.

“I’m here asking if you’re alright, aren’t I?” I chuckled lightly. “Now, tell me what happened in there.”

“It’s only that you sent for my sisters.” The tall brunette stretched out her long legs. “And for Leara.”

“I told you that I would,” I said as I sat down beside her. “I’m really confused why this is an issue, Elana. Do you not want them to come here?”

“Of course, I do!” Elana’s hazel eyes opened wide. “I just can’t believe you, uh… well, I can’t believe you remembered.”

I stared at her for a second and then just started to laugh.

Women.

“That’s why you’re upset?” I snorted. “Because I remembered my promise to you?”

“Well, when you put it like that… it sounds rather stupid,” Elana said as her ears flushed dark pink. “But you’re the King of Kings, Adam. You have trillions of people you’re in charge of now, and you have an entire galaxy depending on you to defend it against creatures of nightmares.”

“What does that have to do with Leara and your sisters?” I asked.

“Well… you know what Riecka said about my father?” Elana ran her fingers through her short curly hair. “About how he was basically a giant walking asshole?”

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“He was an asshole like that with everyone, not just his admirals,” Elana said.

“That didn’t take long to see,” I growled as I thought about the arrogant king. “He was even an asshole to Odin, if I remember correctly.”

“It’s true, but I guess the point I want to make is that I’ve never really had anyone I could rely on,” Elana explained as she raised her hand to fiddle with her short hair. “My mother died when I was very young, and under very suspicious circumstances. It was basically just me for as long as I could remember.”

“Didn’t you have any friends?” I asked.

“Not really,” the Waymund queen said with a little quirk of her mouth. “I always had to pretend I was a boy, so… I could never let anyone get really close to me, or they might find out the truth. Then my father would have killed them.”

“So even when you were around other people, you still felt alone,” I concluded.

Elana nodded and let her fingers slip into the water of the fountain.

I thought about my time in prison and then in all of Yu’s experiments. Sure, there had been other weretigers who I went on missions with, but our control collars kept us from really talking to each other about anything except for the mission. I might as well have been alone for those entire two years, so I could only imagine how alone Elana must have felt for her whole life.

“What about Leara?” I asked.

“Oh, Leara was different,” the slender brunette said with a smile. “She accidentally walked in on me changing one day, so I told her everything, and she promised to keep my secret. After that, we were pretty much inseparable until… well, you know the rest.”

“Until your father killed his last wife and forced Leara to submit to him,” I finished for her.

“Yeaaah,” Elana sighed. “Riecka wasn’t wrong, you know.”

“Even wolves can tell the truth.”

“It means a lot to me that in the middle of everything else going on, you still remembered your promise,” the slender brunette said. “I am not used to anyone being so good to me. It may take a while for me to remember that there are noble men out there, and that I am married to the best of them.”

“Well, you better get used to it,” I said, and before she could react, I twisted in my seat, gripped her narrow waist, and spun her around to sit in my lap.

“Ohh!” Elana giggled and then adjusted her long legs to straddle me.

“Now,” I said. “Can you think of anything else I could do to reassure you?”

“You mean here?” Her hazel eyes were wide, but I could feel her desire flow toward me like the fountain water.

“Why not?” I purred. “What’s the point of being King of Kings if I can’t make love to my wife by a beautiful fountain under a statue of Freyja?”

Elana didn’t ask me again. Instead, she leaned forward and planted her soft lips against my own. She grew a little more confident with her kissing, so while our lips devoured each other, I slid my hands down her slinky green dress until I found the two slits on each side that showed off her long legs.

“I know you’re not used to wearing dresses,” I said and ran my left hand up her slender thighs to her narrow hips. “But they have their advantages, don’t you think?”

“Oh!” Elana closed her eyes, and I slipped my right hand into the slit of her dress and skimmed it up her smooth skin until I felt the edges of her lace panties.

Then our lips met again as I pulled the pretty brunette closer against me. She was less shy this time than the first time we made love, so in only a matter of seconds, we’d helped each other out of our clothes, and I had drawn her down onto my lap again.

Then I was deep inside of her tightness, and her light whispers turned to whines of pleasure as our bodies struggled to become one.

Elana climaxed for the first time only a few minutes later as the statue of Freyja stood guard above us, but then our bodies continued to enjoy each other until she peaked a second time. Her skin was red and slick from our passion, and both our breaths came out in ragged gasps as I brought her down deeper and quicker onto me. Then her third climax forced her tunnel to grip impossibly tight around my shaft, and we cried out each other’s names while my seed poured into her accepting womb over and over again.

“By Odin…” Elana leaned against me while we recovered our breaths half a minute later. “That… wow… Husband… I…”

“You don’t need to say anything,” I chuckled as I reached up to trace my fingers through her short brown hair. “I know what you feel for me, and you know what I feel for you.”

“I… enjoy being filled by you,” she whispered as she leaned into me again. “I enjoy you being so hard and deep inside of me. Even now… It feels as if you could go again, and the warmth of your seed seems to be slowly penetrating every part of me.”

“I find you beautiful,” I whispered as I moved my hands down from her hair and then traced my fingers down her spine.

“It’s strange.” She shivered as my fingers found the spots on her back that she liked. “I… never thought I’d have this. A man who loves me for me. A man who loves me for being a woman.”

“You aren’t just a woman,” I said. “You are a sunflower beginning to bloom a golden color. You are a queen. You are my queen.”

“Yes,” she sighed. “I’m your queen, and it has made me unbelievably happy. Husband, your words are honey to my ears.”

“I never thought of myself as a poet, but I’m glad I can make you happy.”

“I’m very happy,” she sighed, and then she glanced over her shoulder at the statue of our goddess. “Hopefully she has blessed this moment… I thought I’d live out my existence as a man, so the blessing of new life is something else I never thought I would have.”

“Oh?” I whispered.

“Yes,” she muttered as she leaned her perky breasts into my chest again. “Nordar have evolved to be the strongest humans possible, but a woman is still a woman, and we were made for creating babies. Does… does that suit you, Husband? Would you want me to bear your child?”

“I--”

“I… I don’t want to press the topic!” she blurted, “but your seed is warm and just… there is so much inside me… and you are still hard and deep in my womanhood. It feels so wonderful, and I… I have hope that--”

“I think that’s the idea,” I whispered as I gently kissed her slender throat. “I’ve never thought about it-- well, more than any Marine with zero prospects would think about it, but now that I’ve come to love and marry, that’s the next step. So… I hope to give you what you want.”

“It makes me happy to hear you say this,” she sighed, but I could already feel her joy through the bond of our souls and where our bodies were connected.

“I know how to make you even happier,” I said as I lowered my hands to cup her firm butt cheeks, and I continued to kiss down her collarbone toward her small breasts.

“Oh? I think I can guess what you have in mind.” Elana giggled, but as she pushed herself up off my chest with a little smile so that I could lick her delicious nipples, someone pounded on the door.

“Shit,” I sighed. “We need to get dressed.”

“What is it?” Elana gasped as we pulled our clothes back on.

“It’s Madalena,” I said. “I can sense her through the door, and something’s not right.”

As soon as we were dressed, I raced across the room and flung open the door to find my warrior wife with her aegis armor halfway spread over her body.

“I was about to break down the door,” the Prime Valkyrie said as she restored her aegis. “We need you in the spa, Adam.”

“What happened?” I knew something had to be wrong since Madalena didn’t often call me by my name.

“Something’s wrong with Eve,” Madalena said, and then her worry washed over me like a wave with enough force to drown me.



[image: ]



Chapter 4

“Take me to her,” I ordered.

“Follow.” Madalena turned and sprinted down the hallway, and Elana and I followed right behind her. I had brought my massive revolvers with me, but I hadn’t taken the transponder when I left Dance to the Dirge, and now I cursed myself for it.

I wanted to ask Madalena more, but I knew there was no point. I could taste her worry and fear like bitter smoke on the wind, and I knew anything that made her feel that way couldn’t be good. I couldn’t feel Eve’s emotions yet, but our submission bond was still new, so maybe it was still too early, or maybe I was still too far away from where she was in the spas.

I didn’t even bother with the elevator when we reached it. I flung myself down the first stairwell we came across, even though it might not have actually been any faster to take the stairs.

I wasn’t about to stay in one spot and wait around for even a few more seconds. The beast in my stomach wouldn’t allow it, not when Eve needed me.

I leaped down three stairs at a time, hopped over the railing to skip the landing, and then kept going toward the bottom of the Spire. I thought for a second that I might shift into my weretiger form so I could cover ground even more quickly, but I had a feeling that whatever was wrong with Eve wouldn’t require me to shift since we were on the Vaish battle fortress, and my wives were surrounded by the most elite warriors I had ever encountered.

As soon as we reached one of the hovercrafts docked outside the Spire, I gestured for the pilot to move out of the way so I could drive it myself, and Madalena jumped into the passenger seat beside me. Elana vaulted herself into the back half a second later, and then I tore forward in the direction of the spas.

“Who is with her?” I demanded. “Are Juliette, Zea, Kasta, and Paula still there?”

“Yes,” Madalena replied. “Juliette is the one who called me.”

“What about Aasne and Sivaha?” Elana asked.

“They are on their way, as well,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “Along with Riecka. I sent them to Eve at the same time I came to get you.”

“Did Juliette say what was wrong?” I asked.

“No,” Madalena said. “She only said to come quickly.”

“Shit,” I growled as I pushed the hovercraft even faster, and when we got closer to the spas, I started to weave it in and out of all the other crafts around me. As soon as they saw me in the pilot seat, along with the Prime Valkyrie, everyone else hurried to dive their crafts out of the way so I had a clear path forward.

The moment we reached the spas, I barely took the time to put the hovercraft in park before I jumped out and bolted inside. I was about to ask the attendant inside which room my vampire wife was in, but before I could even get the words out, I knew the answer.

I could finally sense Eve.

I must have been close enough to her now because I instantly knew she was on this level of the building, just like I knew she was to my right at the end of the hallway. And just as surely as I could feel where she was, I could also feel her emotions, and I knew how scared and alone she felt.

The angry beast in my stomach roared at anything that dared to make my woman feel lonely or afraid, and whatever it was that had done this to her, I would crush it. I would squeeze them by the neck until their head either popped off like a cork, or until their muscles melted under my grip like butter so their bones were that much easier to snap. Then I would break them in my fists again and again until they were nothing but dust.

Madalena and Elana stayed on my heels as I sprinted down the corridor toward the room where I sensed Eve, and when I reached the door, I sensed Sivaha, Aasne, and Riecka behind me. They must have arrived only a few seconds after I did, but I didn’t even pause to glance over my shoulder, I just flung open the door of the spa room with enough force to tear the whole thing off its hinges.

My heart hammered in my throat when I saw Eve.

The beautiful vampire woman lay robed and unconscious beside the pool of hot water. Zea had pulled her head into her lap while Juliette knelt at her side and patted Eve’s face every few seconds to try to wake her up. Paula knelt on her other side and kept adjusting the bathrobe that they had pulled up over the unconscious woman, but Kasta stood to the side of the group so she could quietly talk to one of the spa attendants in Nordar.

When I entered the room, the spa attendants all straightened themselves and bowed low to me, and all my wives looked up at me with worry plainly written on their beautiful faces. I inhaled the steam of the spas and the scent of fear that clung to my wives, but I also picked up their feelings of relief to see me.

“What happened?” I demanded when I reached their sides.

“The fuck if I know,” Juliette hissed between clenched teeth, and an unlit cigarette dangled out of her lips. “We were all in the hot spring together, and the attendants had just come in so we could get massages, and then… I don’t know. Eve moaned and collapsed.”

Paula scooted over so I could take her place beside Eve, and when I dropped to my knees, I immediately reached over to squeeze Zea’s hand. The blonde hacker swallowed loudly and tried to look like she wasn’t about to burst into tears, but her submission to me meant that she couldn’t disguise her feelings of panic.

“How long has it been?” I asked as I squeezed Eve’s fingers with my free hand.

The vampire woman’s skin was cold to the touch, and my heartbeat dropped down from where it hammered in my throat all the way into the pit of my stomach. I thought my heart might drown in my own stomach acid, but then I felt Eve’s pulse throb in her wrist, and a second later, I saw her chest rise and fall underneath the bathrobe.

“Maybe ten minutes?” Paula whispered. “She passed out in the water, and Juliette and Kasta had to pull her out. We thought maybe she just got too hot, but then she didn’t wake up, and…”

“She’ll be alright,” Zea whispered, but I could hear the tremor in her voice. “Whatever happened, Eve is stronger than all of us. Right?”

The slender blonde turned her blue eyes to me for confirmation, and I squeezed her hand again before I released my hold on her so I could smooth the damp black hair back from Eve’s eyes. She looked so still that she could have just been sleeping, but the potent fear that I sensed from her unconscious form told me something was definitely wrong.

“Can you sense anything from her?” Sivaha asked from behind me.

I glanced up at my Nordar wives where they had all gathered in a half-circle behind me. Madalena and Sivaha stood side by side, and as I felt them trying to send me a wave of reassurance, I glanced at Riecka beside them. The Jotnar queen mostly looked puzzled. Aasne and Elana stood shoulder to shoulder on the other side of the tattooed woman, but even though they looked as confused as Riecka, I could feel more concern from them than I did from her. Then again, my bond with Riecka was the most recent, so maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised by the fact that I didn’t feel much from her.

“Just that she’s afraid,” I finally said through the knot in my throat. “And that she feels like she’s all alone.”

“I would hate to see whatever could make Eve afraid,” Aasne murmured.

“Eve, wake up,” I whispered, and I stroked her pale face as I gently shook her shoulder, but the woman remained cold and still. “Eve, I’m right here with you, you just need to wake up.”

“What can we do to help?” Aasne asked.

“Nothing,” I growled and fought against my growing frustration. The beast in my soul was clawing at its cage like it wanted to get to Eve’s side, and I took a deep breath to keep the tiger in line. “I need to find some way to communicate with her, otherwise… fuck, I don’t know.”

As much as I didn’t want to say it out loud, I had a feeling I knew exactly what was wrong with my vampire wife. There was only one force that could make her feel afraid and alone at the same time.

It either had to be the SAVO or the women Elaka Nota experimented on just like Eve.

The head Draugr bitch had attacked Eve before, but this seemed more like another of Elaka Nota’s women attacking Eve, since she was as unresponsive as she had been in the space wreckage when they found her the last time. Plus, we weren’t in hyper or warpdrive, and as far as I could remember, the SAVO queen had never attacked just one of us in any other circumstances.

Even if I was right, the knowledge didn’t give me any way to help her.

“The healers are on their way,” Kasta announced as she left the spa attendants and came over to stand with my Nordar wives.

I felt another heavy pulse of terror from Eve, and it was so potent, the tiger in me roared right back. Then I closed my eyes to see if I could communicate with her in my mind, even while she was still unconscious.

It was all I could think to do, and Eve had saved me a hundred times over doing the same for me.

Eve, I whispered in my mind. Eve, I’m here. You’re not alone.

At first, I didn’t feel any kind of response from her. More of the same panic washed from her to me, and it threatened to suffocate me, but I tightened my grip on her hand and tried again.

Eve, can you hear me? I tried, and this time, I felt the love of my other wives flow toward me and surround both me and the vampire woman in a kind of warm cocoon.

Eve didn’t respond, but there was a sudden shift in her emotions, and I realized her feelings were more complicated than just fear. There was anger now, and it was the same kind of anger I’d felt from her when the evil SAVO bitch attacked both of us together at the end of our marriage vows.

She was definitely under attack, even if I wasn’t sure exactly how I knew that.

I couldn’t explain it, but then again, there wasn’t much of a logical explanation to how the submission bond worked, anyway. The Nordar said it was magic from the gods, Yu said it was the power of the intense Nordar belief that somehow made it happen, but I didn’t really care what made it work.

I just knew that I could feel my connection to her now even stronger than when I had first come into the room, and this was how I knew what was happening to her.

Eve was being attacked, and I needed to save her.

If Eve could join me in my dreams against the head SAVO bitch, then I needed to find a way to do the same with her. I had no idea how to do it, but I wasn’t going to sit here helpless and watch my wife struggle against her blood-sisters, especially when I knew that she wanted to try to save them from Elaka Nota.

Fuck that. I had to try something.

I closed my eyes, focused all of my attention and emotions on the woman in front of me, and let a flood of my own feelings wash over her. I thought about how she had saved my life and my soul, and how I would do anything for her, at any moment. The longer I focused on Eve, the stronger the outpouring of emotion from my other wives became, and I figured some of them had to know what I was trying to accomplish.

Then the softest string of words trickled into my mind.

You’re close. I can feel you beside me… My… love. So… close.

I should have felt the tension go out of my shoulders at the sound of her voice, but it only made me more desperate to reach her. She was still in some sort of dream-state, with fear and anger billowing from her, and I still didn’t know how to join her myself when I wasn’t asleep.

But she knew I was here.

Maybe I should have already shifted into my tiger form so I could shift back and then pass out, but I wasn’t even sure that it could work. I just assumed it must work similarly to how the Draugr queen invaded our minds, but since I couldn’t fall asleep on command, maybe I could try to follow her voice in my mind.

Eve spoke to me inside my head long before we had been bonded through the Nordar submission. Now we had even more to connect us, and this meant there was even more to help guide me to her and help her fight her blood-sisters.

I just needed a way to join her in battle. I needed a metaphorical road into her dreams.

Several more seconds passed while my gut tangled itself into knots, and as I feverishly focused every scrap of my attention on Eve, the beast in my soul threatened to break free and take over the situation. The tiger was growing desperate, and his rage boiled under the surface of my skin. He demanded to have Eve back with him, and I was becoming just as impatient as he was.

My love…

A whirlpool of love and pride poured from Eve and wrapped around me like smoke from a fire, and the beast in my soul purred to feel her sudden relief. Something had shifted, something had changed, but before I could decipher what it was, I felt her love tighten its grip around me and then pull me forward.

The smoke dragged me toward her in my mind, but I let it carry me along so I could join her, and at some point, as Eve pulled me toward her mind like a magnet, I felt the darkness shift around me. All traces of my other wives faded away like shadows at dusk until all I could sense was the darkness and the smoke-like trail of Eve’s emotions.

And then, all at once, the darkness cleared.

I could tell that my eyes were still closed, but I didn’t see the backs of my eyelids now. Instead, I found myself looking at a wall of massive glass cylinders, like the kind Eve had been trapped in when I first found her. The cylinders were all filled with clear liquid, and every one of them had a woman floating inside. Their eyes were all closed, so I couldn’t be sure if these were the ones attacking Eve, but I felt certain these were more of Elaka Nota’s experiments. They were tubed and held captive in a lab, just like Eve had been, but before I could turn around to find my vampire wife, I felt her small hand slip into mine and tug me backward.

Adam!

“I’m here!” I tried to turn around, but the darkness was coming again.

“Adam!” Eve cried out.

I blinked and found myself back in the Nordar spa room, and all traces of the darkness, the tubes, and the Elaka Nota women had vanished. I didn’t know who had just said my name, but as soon as my eyes were open again, my first thought was of Eve.

The beautiful vampire woman slowly opened her red eyes from her position in Zea’s lap, and she immediately looked up at me as if there was no one else in the steamy hot spring chamber with us. All her feelings of fear were gone now, and the primary emotions I sensed from her were a mixture of love, gratitude, and relief. There was still a little remaining anger over the Elaka Nota women too, but her love for me overwhelmed my senses and made me feel a bit drunk.

“You’re safe,” I told my vampire wife as I stroked her porcelain cheek.

“And you are here.” Eve smiled warmly, and her contentment eased my tension completely. “You are all here.”

“Yeah,” Zea sighed as she clutched our lover’s other hand. “We are here for you. Are you okay?”

“I’m better,” Eve said as she let out a long breath. “You can all stop worrying about me. I do appreciate the thoughts, though.”

“Thank Odin.” I rocked back on my heels to take a deep breath.

“Sooooo… what the fuck happened?” Zea asked.

“I’ll explain soon,” Eve said as she blinked her red eyes and tugged on my hand. Then she looked around at my other wives and smiled wider. “You all are quite beautiful half-naked. Adam, you are worrying about me and not appreciating your other women.”

“Uhhh… yeah. You were fucking unconscious.” I realized all of my women in the spa were half-naked. I had been so focused on my vampire wife that I hadn’t really noticed, but now, their states of undress held my gaze like a magnet.

Zea had managed to pull her own robe over one arm, and she’d draped the rest of it over her lap to help cushion Eve’s head. Paula had pulled on one of the Nordar spa robes as well, but she had forgotten to draw it closed all the way. As my eyes turned to her, the blonde engineer blushed and hurried to tie the front of the robe closed, but Kasta just smiled and put one hand on her bare hip when she saw me look at her, and she shifted her stance so that even more of her naked body was visible to everyone in the room.

The same robe that covered Eve was spread out over Juliette’s legs where the redhead knelt beside the dark-haired woman, but the shit-talking pilot didn’t have any kind of robe on herself, so her full breasts were on display, and I saw a small strip of red hair between her toned thighs. Her complexion was a perfect peaches and cream, and for a moment, I wondered if she felt as soft as a peach.

“Uhhh, Red?” Zea whispered. “You might want to cover up a little.”

“Shiiit, somebody get me a robe, would you?” Juliette groaned as she tried to cover her nipples with one arm. “I feel like I’m in the operating room about to have surgery or some bullshit.”

“You can take this one,” Eve said, and as she let me pull her to her feet, she handed over her robe to the redheaded cop.

I looked away from Juliette and back at the dark-haired beauty beside me. She didn’t seem to mind being naked around all my other wives, but as I hugged her to me, I realized how cold she still felt, so I gestured for one of the spa attendants to bring over another robe.

“That’s better,” Juliette sighed as she tied the belt of the robe tight around her waist and then slipped her unlit cigarette into one of the pockets. “Not that I’d mind if Handsome here got a better look at the merchandise I’m offering, but I don’t think now is exactly the right time.”

“You are all so beautiful,” Eve said as she looked from Juliette to the other women. “I am very happy to see you.”

“Umm, did you hit your head or something?” Zea asked with a roll of her blue eyes. “You were just fucking unconscious, and the first thing you talk about when you wake up is how beautiful we all are? How about a fucking explanation? We could all sense that you were scared. What happened?”

“Come on,” I told Eve before she could answer Zea. “You should probably sit down.”

“Yes. That is best.” My wife nodded and let me slip the robe over her shoulders before I led her back to the side of the hot spring. Then she sat down on the stone border of the steaming water, and once Zea, Kasta, Paula, and Juliette had finished putting on their own robes, they joined her at the edge of the water.

Then Madalena and my other Nordar queens strode over to join as well, and they all remained on their feet while I sat down beside Eve and wrapped my arms around her.

“What happened?” Madalena asked.

“Elaka Nota,” Eve said as she leaned into my chest for support.

“I thought so,” I growled. “Can you still feel them? Did they hurt you?”

“No,” Eve whispered. “They did not hurt me, and I--”

“Should I leave, my lord?” Riecka demanded.

I felt Madalena and Sivaha growl with fury that the tattooed queen had interrupted Eve, but to my surprise, it was Juliette who spoke first.

“Watch yourself, Tin Can,” the redhead snapped. “Eve was talking, in case you didn’t notice.”

“Your concern is wonderful, Juliette,” Eve said with a small smile. “But I do not think Riecka meant any harm by her question.”

“And it’s sweet that you always think the best of people,” Juliette said. “But since we all watched this woman murder her own niece, maybe don’t just automatically assume the best of her? Okay? Okay.”

“Juliette makes a fair point,” Elana said as she folded her arms over her chest. “Riecka is--”

“Riecka is standing right here,” the tattooed woman cut in. “I merely thought that perhaps my lord and husband would want some time alone with the Draugr woman, so I--”

“Enough,” I snarled as my inner beast raged at Riecka’s words. “You know that Eve is not a Draugr, just as much as you know that her name is Eve. If you insult her, you insult me, and I do not think you would like to insult me, would you?”

“No, my lord,” the tattooed woman said, and a glimmer of concern trickled toward me from her. “I apologize. Please forgive me.”

“I want all of you here so Eve can tell everyone what happened at the same time,” I said, but I kept my hard gaze fixed on Riecka. “Just because my words are directed at Eve, this does not mean I am not aware of the rest of you. I must make sure she is well.”

“Of course, you must,” Aasne said with a glare at the Jotnar queen.

Before Riecka could snap back at the other Nordar woman, the door to the spa chamber opened to admit a trio of healers in robes of white with red trim.

“With your permission, I will tell the healers we no longer have need of them,” Madalena said.

“Do it,” I agreed. “And dismiss the attendants. I don’t want everyone on the Odin Geirr to know whatever Eve has to say.”

“Yes, Husband,” Madalena replied. “I will also send for food to be brought here so that Eve will have something to help her recover.”

“Good idea,” I said, and then the Prime Valkyrie turned sharply on her heels to go speak with the Vaish healers.

“I am fine,” Eve said as she looked up at me. “They did not harm me, even though they tried.”

“Fucking Elaka Nota bitch asshole motherfucking cunts,” Zea muttered.

“I know you must have been worried about me, my love,” Eve told the blonde hacker.

“Nahh, I knew you’d be okay,” Zea said, even though tears had formed in the corners of her eyes. “I’m mostly just pissed off that I couldn’t fight them with you, so you had to be totally on your own against those fucking-- fucking… fuck! I’m so mad!”

“I am alright,” Eve said as she reached over to rest her hand on the blonde’s thigh. “And thank you all for taking care of me while I was unconscious. If I had been alone, I might have drowned.”

“I guess that’s just one more reason you should all be glad I stuck around,” Juliette sighed as she tightened the belt on her bathrobe again. “Not that you all couldn’t have pulled her out of the water yourself, but I’m pretty damn good under pressure, if I do say so myself.”

“So is Kasta,” Paula said with a smile at her blonde twin. “You and Juliette were pulling Eve out of the water before I even saw her collapse.”

“Android reflexes are faster.” Kasta shrugged.

“Yeaaah, I almost passed the hell out when I saw you drop,” Zea said with a nervous laugh. “I was pretty useless, actually.”

“You were not useless,” Eve said and smiled at our lover. “Even in the darkness, I could feel your arms around me, and your support gave me strength.”

“Oh,” the slender blonde said. “Well, okay, then.”

“Our husband would have sensed your distress in time, Eve,” Sivaha said. “You would not have drowned.”

“I didn’t feel anything from her until I was much closer,” I told the silver-haired queen. “Is that normal?”

“I would not be concerned,” Sivaha said. “It is still a new bond, so it may take a little more time to develop over longer distances.”

“That is possible,” Eve said. “But I think my blood-sisters may have had something to do with this.”

“You think they were blocking your connection to our husband?” Madalena asked as she rejoined us.

“Not exactly,” my vampire wife said. “I think the women who tried to attack me this time were stronger. They felt more powerful than the one who was on the Elaka Nota ship that found us when we were getting the Jotnar cruiser.”

“Women?” Juliette asked. “More than one of these catty bitches attacked you at once?”

“Yes, so perhaps they were not stronger individually,” Eve said. “Perhaps they had the advantage of numbers this time.”

“Why don’t you start from the beginning?” I asked. “What do you remember?”

“I had just stood up to move closer to Zea in the water,” Eve explained. “And then everything became dark. After a few seconds, I could feel Zea’s arms around me, but it felt like I was no longer in the spa, and when I opened my eyes, I was in my glass cylinder again… but it was not in the same facility as the one where you found me.”

“But you were definitely a prisoner of Elaka Nota again?” Juliette demanded. “Where did these blood-bitches come into play?”

“I was able to press myself up against the glass and see more of the facility around me, so I knew it was somewhere different,” Eve continued, and I sensed a hint of frustration from the dark-haired beauty. “I felt like I was farther and farther from Zea’s arms. I was completely contained there, but I am struggling to remember the details. I can’t quite recall what it all looked like.”

“That’s okay, just tell us what you can remember,” I said, but I understood her frustration. I usually struggled to remember the details of my dream-fights against the head SAVO bitch, and I always felt like I was missing something important whenever I woke up from them.

“I do remember that there were other cylinders,” my vampire wife said. “And they were all filled with women like me.”

“There’s nobody like you,” I said with a smile.

“Thank you, my love,” Eve murmured. “None of them were awake, or at least, I didn’t think so, but then I saw three women who were not in the tubes, and when they all started to walk toward me, I saw one of the women in the cylinders open her eyes. She looked terrified.”

“You felt terrified,” I said.

“I was at first,” the dark beauty replied. “I feared that the last few months had been nothing but a dream, like you had never saved me, and I had never met all of you. It was like I was still completely alone. I wondered if you and Zea were just a dream… and the tube was my reality… that is what scared me.”

I pulled her closer to me and wished that I could have found her years earlier than I did. I would have endured ten more years of genetic experiments with Yu if it meant that I could have saved Eve from even half of the pain Elaka Nota inflicted on her.

I know, my love.

I was so surprised Eve had spoken in my mind that at first, I thought she might have said it out loud. Hearing her speak to me like this again filled me with relief though, and I turned to gaze into her beautiful red eyes. She had been so afraid to communicate directly with me lately, but I had missed it more than I could put into words, and I wondered if this meant she was less afraid of our enemies’ powers than she had been.

If I can fight off three of my blood-sisters, then I can hold off the SAVO queen long enough to escape. Besides, now I know that my husband can find me in my dreams, and this makes me feel as if our bond is stronger than anything they could comprehend. There is power in our connection. There is strength in our love. I will not let our enemies take that from us.

“Sooo… then what?” Juliette asked. “Don’t leave us hanging, gorgeous.”

“They’re doing their mind-talking thing again,” Zea sighed.

“Really?” Madalena asked. “I thought you were concerned that the Draugr queen might use your connection to attack Adam.”

“Now, I am more angry than I am afraid,” Eve said, but her voice was still perfectly calm. “When the three Elaka Nota vampire women started toward me, they were so confident that they were going to kill me. They were arrogant, and they thought they could torment me before they finished me.”

An angry growl built up at the back of my throat, but I took a deep breath to calm my rage. Eve was safe now, and I knew that if the Elaka Nota women came after her again, I would be able to find her and help her fight them off next time.

“Instead, their efforts showed me their weak points,” Eve continued. “They broke me out of the tube so they could toy with me, but that was a mistake. It only made it easier for me to fight back, especially because I think their attack took more effort than they expected.”

“What do you mean?” Aasne asked.

“When my blood-sister attacked me in the wreckage of the Jotnar and Waymund ships, she was very close by,” Eve replied. “Therefore, I think they need to be closer for them to be able to attack me.”

“Do you mean that one of these Draugr women is on the Odin Geirr?” Riecka asked.

“No, I do not believe that is the case,” the dark beauty said. “But do not mistake who these women are, Riecka. They are experiments of Elaka Nota, and not true Draugr. As with myself, the term cannot quite apply. We have bits and pieces of the other race infused into our human forms. I am not offended by you calling me a Draugr, but it would be the same as if I called you a robot because you have some cyber parts of your body. Consider that I did not choose to be this way, but you did choose to augment your body.”

“I suppose that comparison makes sense.” Riecka pursed her lips into a hard line. “I will ask for your forgiv--”

“Do not ask for something you do not want,” Eve interrupted her as she narrowed her red eyes. “We are queens and wives of the most powerful man to ever exist. You and I will earn our trust just as the rest of us have. Is that fair?”

“Yes.” Riecka crossed her arms and gave Eve a small nod. “Please, continue.”

“I know that the Draugr queen can attack Adam all the way from the far side of the galaxy,” Eve said. “So, when these women suddenly attacked me, I thought that perhaps some of my blood-sisters have this same ability to attack even when they are still physically far away.”

“Maybe they’re getting stronger,” Juliette said. “Bitches can do that. Especially when there are three of them together.”

“Either that, or they have figured out how to coordinate their attacks,” Madalena said. “It would be much more effective for three of these women to go up against Eve, although they must not realize that Eve is Nordar now. They likely found her much more difficult to kill than they anticipated.”

“Is that why you said their attack took more effort than they expected?” Elana asked.

“That is part of it, yes,” Eve answered. “While I was still inside the cylinder, they spoke to me in my mind and tried to make me feel alone and helpless. They even used their witchcraft to try to make me believe that I was being attacked by creatures inside the cylinder with me.”

“But they weren’t successful?” I demanded.

“No, my love, but I let them think they were,” the beautiful vampire said with a small, fanged smile. “I wanted them to think I was weak so they would let me out of the cylinder.”

“I am sorry to interrupt,” Aasne said. “But what exactly do you mean by their ‘witchcraft’ and ‘making you believe?’ I have only briefly heard mention of the abilities your kind possess, but I don’t understand them at all.”

Eve explained her powers of telekinesis, telepathy, and illusion as briefly as she could, since my newer wives were still a little unfamiliar with how much she was capable of. Aasne and Elana had seen her throw the Jotnar wolf-drones around during our attack on King Uffe, but I had a feeling they still didn’t understand exactly how powerful Eve and the other Elaka Nota women were. Neither of my youngest wives had much experience with Eve’s ability to read people’s minds and influence their thoughts, so their eyes opened wide by the time the vampire had finished speaking.

“So, you mean…” Elana hesitated. “You mean you can read anybody’s thoughts, at any time?”

“It is a little more complicated, but that is the basic idea,” Eve said.

“I find that difficult to believe.” Aasne furrowed her brow in thought. “I do not mean any disrespect, but isn’t the mind a really complex thing? It has to be incredibly difficult to go around reading just anyone’s thoughts, right?”

“Not when you have had as much practice as I have,” Eve said. “For example, I could tell you, Aasne, that your greatest wish as a young girl was not to become a Valkyrie. That was your second ambition, but your first ambition was always to grow up and marry a hero like the ones from the old sagas.”

“Well, yes, but--”

“There was a scarecrow in the fields by your palace,” Eve continued. “Sometimes, when you were a girl, you would beg the gardeners to cut it down for you just for the afternoon so you could dance around the fields and pretend that it was Sigurd who had ridden to your rescue. You would pledge your love to him and--”

“Okay, I think that’s enough,” Aasne blurted, and the auburn-haired woman blushed so deeply, it almost hid her freckles from view. “I get it. I believe you.”

I smiled at the beautiful warrior, but I wanted to move on from Aasne’s embarrassment so Eve could tell us the rest of what happened. The tiger in my soul demanded to hear everything of the attack on the woman who had freed me, but before I could say anything else, someone knocked at the door, and Sivaha moved to answer it with Riecka.

Even though Eve had said the Elaka Nota women were not on the Vaish battle fortress, both Sivaha and Riecka kept one hand on their sidearms as they opened the door to the spa chamber.

We all stayed silent as the Nordar servers filed in with multiple trays of cheeses, crackers, pickled fish, and fruit, and after they set everything up on one of the tables in the room, they bowed, left, and closed the door behind them. Riecka immediately filled a plate full of food and brought it over to me, but Sivaha took it out of her hands and gave it to Eve, instead.

“There will be time for you to serve your marriage dinner to our husband later,” Sivaha said. “This food is to help Eve recover.”

“I did not mean to--” Riecka started.

“They tried to make you think you were being attacked in the cylinder?” I looked back at Eve. “And you let them think they were winning so they would release you. Then what happened?”

“And what about the other woman in the other cylinder who woke up and looked so scared?” Paula asked. “What happened to her?”

“She was part of why I wanted to take my time,” Eve replied and then bit into a cracker. “I knew it was a different facility from the one I had been in on Trappist - 1e, but I could also feel that we weren’t on a spacecraft. I wanted to notice as many details as I could, so I could try to put the pieces together later. I thought that maybe if I could remember, then I could help this other woman.”

“Are you sure she wanted to be helped?” Madalena asked.

“That is what she told me,” Eve answered. “While the other women attacked me, she begged me to help her and her other sisters. She said they all knew my story and how I had escaped, and there were some of my sisters who wanted the same thing.”

“Yeah, but obviously, not everybody wants that,” Zea said. “The three who attacked you clearly didn’t mind doing Elaka Nota’s bidding.”

“But even if only a few of them would want to join us against the Draugr, then we should help them,” Eve said. “That is our whole purpose now, after all. To help those in need.”

“Uhhh,” Zea sighed. “Here we go…”

“Here we go?” Aasne raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Zea chuckled. “You are new here, but… I just have a feeling that I know where this conversation is going, and this is all gonna end in a whole lot of bullets.”

“Oh.” Aasne nodded. “We will save the day?”

“Yep. It’ll be business as usual.” Kasta grinned.

“Hero shit.” Zea winked at Aasne. “You won’t even need to dance with any scarecrows.”

“Fuck…” Aasne groaned as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m never going to hear the end of this. Am I?”

“Probably not,” Kasta chuckled. “But we love ya.”

“Continue, Eve,” I said.

“After I fought off the three women, I tried to speak to my sister in the cylinder once more,” Eve began again. “But when I turned around, all of the women in the cylinders had their eyes closed, so I didn’t know which one she was. That was when I felt Adam more strongly than ever, and I knew that if he could be with me, we could pull each other out of there.”

“Your bond must be very powerful if you were able to join her there,” Sivaha told me. “Perhaps it helps that you already had such a strong connection through your minds, even before your emotions were fused together.”

“Whatever it is, I’m grateful for it,” I muttered as I gazed into Eve’s eyes.

When I felt you with me, my love, my hope was fully restored. I felt as if nothing in this universe could keep me from you. You were my strength. Thank you for coming to save me. Again.

I smiled to hear the woman’s words whispering through my mind, and I didn’t even care how many other women in this room could feel my emotions. I let all of my love for Eve fill every inch of my body, and the beautiful vampire blushed a soft pink under my gaze.

“Soooo…” Zea began as she fought against a smile. “When are we going to go find this facility, kill the bad Elaka Nota women, and save the good ones? I’m going to skip the whole ‘holy shit this is a terrible idea’ part, since no one listens to me anyway, and it always ends up fine, even though I practically piss my pants every other fucking minute while we end up getting shot at by pretty much everyone.”

“That sounded very queen-like,” Kasta snickered. “You are learning, Zea.”

“Okay, everybody hold on for just a second,” Juliette said as she reached over and grabbed a piece of cheese off of Eve’s plate. “I thought we were gonna go kick some SAVO ass now that Kitty-Man is space Viking King of Kings and all that Odin shit, but are you saying that we’re supposed to rescue a bunch of these Elaka Nota women first?”

“That will be Adam’s decision,” Eve said and then accepted a glass of wine that Paula brought over from the table. “I would like to save as many of my sisters as we can, but I know that we have less than two months before the Draugr return to Uraniel, so I am not sure what the best course of action is.”

“I’m not sure, either,” I admitted. “I have way more questions than answers right now, and the biggest one is exactly how much time we really have left.”

“Didn’t we just say it was less than two months?” Juliette asked.

“It’s less than two months before the SAVO show up at Uraniel,” I said. “But they could already be on their way.”

“So basically, the question is: what do we do if they’ve already left their homeworld?” Zea sighed. “Or… what if they’ve already woken up in their temples on other planets all over the galaxy?”

“Exactly,” I said. “We don’t know if they’re all still on their homeworld, or if they’ve already deployed out across the galaxy. On the one hand, I’d like to go to Uraniel and help shore up their defenses to prepare for the SAVO. But I also wish I could just play this whole thing like Tiger and head straight to the SAVO homeworld. Then maybe I could destroy them there before they even have a chance to infect the rest of the galaxy.”

“And exactly how far away is the SAVO homeworld?” Elana asked.

“Oh, just about ninety-thousand light-years away,” Kasta said.

“For the love of Odin,” Elana swore. “Doesn’t that mean the only kind of ship that could travel that distance in less than two months…”

“Is a Shadow Eagle,” I finished when the slender brunette trailed off. “We would have to use the foldingdrive, and as far as we know, Shadow Eagles are the only ships that have foldingdrive technology.”

I felt the nervousness of all my wives at the idea of using the foldingdrive to reach the Draugr, and I couldn’t blame them. The foldingdrive was as dangerous as it was unpredictable, but if I wanted to take the fight to the SAVO instead of just waiting around for them to spread across the whole galaxy, then I would have to do it.

And this meant I would need more Shadow Eagles in my fleet.

“I know the clock is running out on Uraniel,” I said to fill the silence. “But I think if we really want to end the SAVO, we will need to stop them at their homeworld. We can send my armada to Uraniel before the SAVO are supposed to arrive there, just in case, but we’ll take the Shadow Eagles to their homeworld and try to stop them there.”

“We will need more Shadow Eagles,” Eve said as she read my mind.

“Yes, just like we will need the most elite warriors we can assemble,” I replied. “And I think one of the best weapons we could use against the SAVO are these women from Elaka Nota.”

“If any of them are even half as powerful as Eve, that could really help us,” Zea agreed.

I thought I saw Riecka roll her red eyes, but I just smiled to myself. The tattooed woman clearly didn’t understand how strong Eve was, but she would figure it out sooner or later.

“So, you’re saying that you want to go find these other women first?” Juliette asked.

“I think that would be the smartest play,” I replied. “We may need them to be successful against the SAVO, and we might even be able to find out more information from Elaka Nota about the SAVO.”

“If they have experimented on so many women like they did with Eve, they would have some of the Draugr DNA,” Madalena said. “There may be something of use to us in their facilities.”

“Plus, Elaka Nota were the ones who found Persephone,” Zea added. “So, they might know more about other Shadow Eagles, too.”

“That seems like a reasonable plan.” Sivaha nodded. “We go after Elaka Nota, free these women, find out what information they have on the Draugr and on the Shadow Eagles, and then go from there?”

“That all sounds good to me,” I said.

“And as a nice side bonus, Elaka Nota won’t be able to track Eve once we steal all their women,” Kasta said. “We won’t have to look over our shoulders anymore. At least, not for them.”

“Yeah, and then Elaka Nota won’t get to use their planet-vaporizing ion beam anywhere else we visit from here on out,” Zea growled. “I might not have been the biggest fan of the Sampsons or Cynthia Jayhee, even though she made some mean barbecue, but that whole planet full of people didn’t deserve to just, you know, poof! Into thin air.”

“That is powerful technology,” Riecka said with a frown. “This Elaka Nota must be a formidable opponent, but they will not be a match for the king of all the Nordar.”

“Those poor people on that planet.” Paula shuddered. “I wonder if they even saw it coming.”

“I hope not,” I muttered. “I hope it was like a wave on the ocean that you don’t see until it’s too late, and then it sweeps away a whole section of the shore.”

“Adam,” Eve gasped, and she suddenly set the plate of food down on the floor so she could grab both my hands and look at me.

“What’s wrong?” I demanded.

“I just realized why it was so difficult to figure out where these women were,” Eve replied. “Water makes everything a little distorted, and that’s why I couldn’t figure out what the windows in the facility were.”

“What windows?” Aasne asked.

“There were windows along one of the walls behind the cylinders,” Eve said. “But I couldn’t see anything through them. It was almost like they were foggy, but they were moving at the same time, and I think I know why.”

“Then tell us, gorgeous!” Juliette said. “We’re dying here. Where is this place?”

“I do not know exactly,” Eve said. “But I do know that it is underwater.”
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Chapter 5

“Sorry, what?” Zea demanded. “Like, in the middle of some water? On an island, right?”

“No, my love,” Eve said. “This facility is under the water, and from the color that I remember, I think it may have been very deep.”

“So, what, we’d have to swim to it?” Juliette asked. “I’d have to brush up on my breast-stroke a little bit, if you know what I mean, but I’m always up for a swim.”

“Uhh, I’m not,” the blonde hacker said. “I can’t swim.”

“Really?” Sivaha asked. “I thought that would have been part of your training with Madalena before your Nordar rite.”

“It was,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“It was the one thing that didn’t take, sorry,” Zea said. “I just couldn’t get the hang of exhaling through my nose and then not inhaling all the water right after that.”

“It did not stop you from completing your rite,” Madalena said. “But I would still like to try again with you.”

“If I can do it, so can you,” Paula said. “I’d never even seen a body of water before we left Queen’s Hat.”

“Yeah, but you’re like a super genius,” Zea sighed. “And so is Kasta, and I guess Eve learned to swim at some point in all the years that she was stuck floating in a tube.”

“Every warrior has a weak point,” Elana said.

“Speak for yourself,” Riecka said with a smirk.

“I was!” the slender brunette said. “I was just trying to--”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Don’t worry about it, Zea. You won’t have to swim, and even if you do, we would get you some sort of suit so you could breathe underwater.”

“Perhaps we should return to the question of where exactly this underwater facility is,” Sivaha said in a diplomatic tone. “If Eve’s blood-sisters are being held in a bunker underneath some kind of lake or sea, that could make it much more difficult to retrieve them.”

“It would sure as hell make it more difficult to find them,” Aasne said. “Besides, there are so many planets with water that it would be impossible to go to all of them to search for this facility, even if we were somehow able to scan the ocean floors and everything.”

“Well, we wouldn’t have to search the whole galaxy,” Kasta pointed out. “We know that Elaka Nota has the strongest hold in the Trappist system, so we could always start our search there.”

“I believe they also have some power in the neighboring Patapi system,” Eve added. “At least, that is what I learned from some of the men who came to see me in the tube. I cannot remember how long ago I heard that or if it is still true, but it was at one time.”

“Those two systems sound like a good place to start,” I said. “And you’re absolutely sure that it was underwater? It couldn’t have just been dark outside the windows that you saw?”

“I know it will make it more difficult to break in and free my sisters if they are underwater,” Eve said. “But I am sure of what I saw.”

“That actually makes a lot of sense,” Juliette said as she pulled her unlit cigarette back out of the pocket of her robe.

“Why?” Elana asked.

“Well, Long Legs.” Juliette turned to the slender brunette. “If you think about how much water distorts things just when you look at it, think about how much it would distort any kind of signals that tried to go back and forth between an underwater facility and the surface. That could be why Eve had a hard time figuring out her surroundings.”

“It could also be why three of these women attacked her instead of only one,” Riecka said. “Perhaps they had to work together as some sort of telepathic signal booster.”

“That would make sense,” Kasta said. “It might have been easy enough for the Elaka Nota woman to track and attack Eve in the space wreck that we came across, but if these women attacked her from an underwater facility across such a big distance, then they would have to work together to reach her. Amplification.”

“Um, especially because Eve was the one who followed that woman back onto the Elaka Nota ship the last time,” Zea said. “This time, these bitches actually took Eve’s mind into their facility.”

“It is true,” Eve said. “I did not follow them there, so they were responsible for yanking my consciousness to them from across the galaxy.”

“Why would they do that?” Paula asked.

“Maybe they felt stronger on their own turf,” Zea said. “Or maybe they just wanted to disorient Eve or something, so they could try to make her weaker.”

“Those are both possibilities,” I said. “But the most important thing is that Eve was still stronger than they anticipated, so she was able to fight them off.”

“I still think that we should perhaps check Odin Geirr for any sign of these women,” Riecka said.

“There is no such room or facility on board this battle fortress,” Madalena said.

“I know there’s not,” I said. “But it also won’t hurt to make sure the guards are on alert for anyone who fits Eve’s description but isn’t her.”

“Quick question,” Juliette said as the unlit cigarette continued to dangle in between her lips. “Are all of these Elaka Nota assholes-- no offense, Eve-- women? From the way you’ve all talked about it, there’s not any fellas, are there?”

“No, and that is curious,” Eve said. “Thanks to the Draugr that Adam killed on Uraniel, we know that they have males and females of their species, but as far as I know, Elaka Nota only ever experimented on women.”

“I wonder why,” Sivaha said as she pursed her lips.

“Women have more often been recorded throughout history with telekinetic abilities, as well as telepathy,” Kasta said. “My theory is that it’s because we like to talk so much, so some women aren’t satisfied with just talking out loud. They want to talk silently, too.”

“That only explains the telepathy, Sis,” Paula pointed out.

“Oh, right,” the blonde android said. “Well, I don’t know about the telekinesis, but if women tend to have more of these kinds of powers naturally, like Eve did before Elaka Nota found her, then it makes sense that Elaka Nota would focus their efforts on them.”

“Perhaps more women have the ability to move things with their minds because we have less ability to move things with our bodies,” Paula said. “Or at least, because it is harder for us.”

“Again, speak for yourself,” Riecka said.

“Too bad we can’t all be made of half-metal,” Juliette said with a roll of her eyes.

“I am not half-metal,” the tattooed woman said. “It is only my arm and the cybernetics in my eyes and brain.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re a very special snowflake,” the redheaded cop said. “Maybe let’s get back to the fact that there aren’t any naked Elaka Nota vampire men running around, at least not that we know of.”

“Disappointed?” Sivaha smirked.

“Actually, no,” Juliette said as she wiggled her eyebrows at me. “There’s only one man that I’m interested in seeing without his clothes on, and I’ll give you all one guess who it is.”

“I think we all know who you mean,” Elana said with a small smile.

“So, now we just need to figure out which planet in Elaka Nota territory has a big enough body of water to hide a secret underwater facility,” Aasne said. “Any ideas where to start?”

“I say let’s start with Zea,” I said as I turned to my blonde wife.

“Umm, I don’t know that I’m gonna be super helpful on this score,” the hacker said.

“Of course, you will,” Eve said. “Trappist - 1e is your home planet, my love. I might have spent a lot of time there, but the only time I ever saw outside the facility was after Adam saved me.”

“And even then, we stayed inside the city,” I added. “The only thing I remember about Trappist - 1e is the desert badlands that I saw on my way in.”

“I also remember that it was very dark,” Eve said. “Even the sunlight was hazy, but there wasn’t much of it.”

“You’re right about that,” Zea sighed. “There’s not a lot of sunlight in the first place, and they fucked up the terraforming so badly that even though it rains a lot, nothing ever grows. That’s why everybody grows shit in greenhouses. Or at least, the rich people do. Everyone else is kinda fucked.”

“You do not have to worry about where your next meal will come from anymore,” Eve murmured as she reached over to squeeze the hacker’s hand.

“Thank Odin for that.” Zea grabbed a handful of dried dates from Eve’s plate and started to chew them like gum. “So, uhhh, I guess you want to know if there’s any big-ass oceans on Trappist - 1e, right?”

“It could also be a lake,” Eve said. “Or a very large river.”

“There’s definitely no rivers and no real oceans,” Zea replied. “There are some lakes around Bandar Arang, but--”

“Bandar what?” Aasne interrupted.

“Sorry, my home city,” Zea said. “Anyway, there’s some lakes around there, but I wouldn’t exactly call what’s in them water. It’s like, uh, ninety percent sludge, and maybe ten percent water. Elaka Nota dumps all their waste into them, so I don’t know if they would actually look like the water that Eve saw through the windows.”

“It could still be a possibility,” Paula said.

“Maybe, but I have a feeling that this underwater bunker may be on a completely different planet,” I said. “If it was on Trappist - 1e, then they probably would have held Eve there instead of in the facility where I found her.”

“Unless they moved all of these women to another facility after you broke Eve out,” Paula suggested. “They might have all been in the same facility as Eve, but when you freed her, they would have known that their security was compromised, so they could have moved them all somewhere else. That is what I would have done.”

“That’s true,” I said. “But then we’re still stuck with the question of where this place is. Is it on Trappist - 1e or another planet in the Trappist system?”

“Or on some planet in the Patapi system?” Kasta added. “That’s a lot of options, but I don’t have enough information to make a calculated guess.”

“We’ll definitely need some more information to figure out where this bunker is,” I sighed. “And even when we do, it’ll have to be more of a stealth mission than anything.”

“But you are King of Kings,” Aasne argued. “Your armada is bigger than any navy that has ever been assembled, so surely, this Elaka Nota is no match for you.”

“No, Elaka Nota is no match for the Nordar fleet,” I agreed. “We would be able to wipe them out without much trouble, but the problem is that if we just throw my armada up against theirs, then we might accidentally kill all of Eve’s blood-sisters in the process.”

“And that kinda defeats the whole point,” Zea groaned. “Okay, so we can’t just shoot them up and hope for the best like we normally do. What are our other options?”

“Yeah, any ideas on how to sneak into a secret bunker controlled by one of the most powerful corporations in the galaxy, all without setting off a single alarm?” Juliette asked. “Because I’m all fucking ears.”

“And let’s not forget that Elaka Nota can track Eve,” Kasta said. “And if they can track her movements, they’ll be able to know that she’s coming.”

“And we’re sure that Elaka Nota is tracking Eve, not Persephone, right?” Zea asked. “Well, I guess if they found her here in the spa, that kind of answers that question.”

“Plus, they found her when we were getting the Jotnar cruiser,” Paula reminded her. “And Persephone wasn’t anywhere close to us at that point.”

“I think the only people that we have to worry about tracking Persephone are the Draugr,” I said. “Elaka Nota might want Persephone back, but they can’t actually track her through space like they can with Eve.”

“Okay, well, I’m not sure what to do about the fact that the Elaka asshats can track Eve,” Zea said. “But if we could at least find out for sure where this underwater bunker is, then I might be able to figure out how to disable some of their security remotely. Then we could sneak in and grab the women, and then Adam can do his ‘punching bullets into assholes’ faces’ thing, and then the Nordar fleet can do their shooting thing, and then boom! No more Elaka Nota.”

“I’m alright with that plan,” I chuckled.

“Yes, it’s a great plan,” Sivaha agreed. “Especially the bullets part, but where exactly are we going to find out information on this bunker? We would need to know what planet it’s on, and we would also need to know what kind of security they have in place.”

“Ehh, I wouldn’t worry about the security,” Zea said as she stretched her arms up overhead. “Whatever it is, I’ll take care of it.”

“Of course, you will,” I chuckled. “But we still need a way to figure out where this facility is in the first place.”

“I’ve got you covered there, Handsome,” Juliette said as she finally took the cigarette out from between her lips. “We should just go back to Queen’s Hat.”

“Ooh, that’s a good idea,” Kasta said.

“I know,” the redhead replied. “That’s why I suggested it. I’ll just look through all the docking logs for Elaka Nota, see what systems they are coming from and going to, and then bam! We’ll have just a few places to check after Kasta and Paula do their genius shit on the data.”

“Don’t you have a job there that you’re supposed to go back to?” Zea snickered.

“Oh, you’re not gonna get rid of me that easily, Blondie,” Juliette said. “I took a month off work anyway, so I’ve still got time. Besides, I think saving the galaxy might be a little more important, don’t you?”

“I don’t know, you are pretty essential to Queen’s Hat,” Paula said. “They would have all died a bunch of times over without you.”

“Correction,” the redheaded pilot said. “They would have all died a hell of a lot of times without Handsome Cat Man here. I just gave a little helping hand. And speaking of helpful things that I can do with my hand--”

“Juliette and Kasta are right, Queen’s Hat is a good idea,” I said before the pilot got too carried away, but I couldn’t help sending a smirk in her direction.

“See?” Juliette grinned. “Besides, Queen’s Hat owes me so many damn favors at this point that I honestly should be able to draw a salary and never work another day in my life. They’ll bend over backward to help me find out anything we want to know about Elaka Nota.”

“Yeah, and it’s not like Queen’s Hat is fond of Elaka Nota,” Paula added. “After all, they did try to attack the station.”

“So, it’s settled.” Juliette nodded. “We’ll go to Queen’s Hat and search their logs to find out anything we can on Elaka Nota and where this secret underwater facility might be.”

“And if the higher-ups try to tell you to come back to work, you’ll tell them to go get fucked,” Kasta said with a smile. “I love it.”

“Yeah, that’s more or less the plan,” the redhead chuckled and then gave me a wink. “I’m kinda over the whole scene at Queen’s Hat, anyway. I’d much rather help Kitty-Boy.”

“Husband, perhaps this pilot does not understand your new position as King of all the Nordar,” Riecka said as she folded her arms over her chest. “Your title is King of Kings, not this ‘Kitty-Boy’ that she continues to use. A concubine should know better than to address a king this way.”

“Watch who you call a concubine, bitc--” Zea started.

“Nah, it’s okay,” Juliette interrupted the blonde hacker with a smirk. “The whole Nordar submission thing isn’t really for me, with all the blood and the slicing open your own skin and shit. But hell yeah, I’d be Kitty-Boy’s concubine and get all the D and all the spa treatments. Where do I sign up?”

“You speak as if you are on the same level as us,” Riecka hissed with her chin in the air. “Yet you are not submitted to him. You are not even married to him.”

“Yeah, well, the only reason that you’re submitted to him is because you elbowed your way into the position,” Juliette snorted. “And by ‘elbowed your way in,’ I mean you took out a hit on your own family member. So, maybe let’s not talk about who is equal to who, hmm?”

“That’s enough,” I told Juliette. “Whatever happened in the past is in the past, and that’s where I want it to stay. Juliette, Riecka is my wife now, so she should be treated as such.”

I saw a hint of triumph in the tattooed queen’s eyes, but I ignored it and continued.

“And Riecka, Juliette is my friend and has proven both her loyalty and respect for me many times over,” I informed the cyborg. “I expect you to treat her with respect, too.”

“As you wish, Husband,” Riecka said, even though her upper lip curled like she smelled something foul.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Elana said in a timid voice. “But I’m a little confused.”

“Go ahead,” I told the tall brunette. “What’s on your mind?”

“I’m having trouble drawing a line between Queen’s Hat and our next destination,” Elana said. “Wouldn’t it just be whatever we can find in the harbor logs? I’m not sure how that will help us.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Long Legs,” Juliette said. “Queen’s Hat has a whole storehouse of information if you know where to look, but even the harbor logs alone should be able to help us out. That’s where Kasta and Paula will come in.”

“The harbor logs will help us track every Elaka Nota ship that has come through Queen’s Hat,” Paula said. “When they arrive and depart, they have to note their point of origin and their destination. That alone will give us some valuable information on the planets and systems that they most frequently travel to.”

“What about the underwater bunker?” Elana asked.

“That’s where we come in,” Kasta said as she cracked her knuckles in a completely human-like manner. “If Red here gets me into the right system, Sis and I-- and maybe with a bit of Zea’s razzle dazzle-- will be able to pick up enough little breadcrumbs to catch Elaka Nota with their pants down.”

“It will be a bunch of math and probabilities.” Zea shrugged. “The three blonde girls are good at that.”

“Breaking all the stereotypes,” Juliette snorted. “I love it.”

“And even if we can’t find the location of the underwater bunker on Queen’s Hat, we should still be able to find out where to go to figure it out,” I said. “It makes sense as a good first step.”

“When do you want us to depart, King of Kings?” Riecka asked. “I can leave instructions behind for my admirals when they get here to help ease their integration into your forces.”

“I’d like to go immediately,” I answered. “The sooner we can find where Elaka Nota is holding these women, the sooner we can get in there and get them, along with any other information they might have on Shadow Eagles or the SAVO.”

“And with less than two months left before the big day, we really should move our asses,” Kasta said. “So, time to finally head back to Persephone? I have to say that I’ve missed her, even though Dance to the Dirge is pretty similar.”

“It is similar in looks, but she has a different soul,” Eve said with a smile.

My wife’s words made me suddenly remember the rose-haired, winged woman in my dream. I wondered how similar this sister vessel was to Persephone in spirit, and if I would get the chance to know her better. I hoped it was still possible for me to see her even when I wasn’t on board Dance to the Dirge, because as much as I wanted to get to know Dancer, I really had missed Persephone. She was the only Shadow Eagle I wanted to take to Queen’s Hat.

“We will take Persephone, yes,” I decided. “But there’s no need for all of us to go this time.”

“Well, I know I’m sure as shit going,” Juliette announced.

“Yes, you’ll come with me,” I said with a smile. “That’s your home base, after all. Eve and Zea, I’ll need you to come as well, and Kasta and Paula, of course.”

“Should we come as well, my lord?” Aasne asked.

I thought for a moment about who else I wanted to come with us before I answered. All of my Nordar queens were fierce warriors, so if we ran into any trouble on Queen’s Hat, it would be best to have them around. Then again, the Nordar crew of Persephone were also fierce warriors, so I didn’t have to rely on just my queens when it came to defense, especially since I didn’t plan for us to find any trouble on Queen’s Hat.

Of course, when it came to Queen’s Hat, there was never any real way to know what we might come up against.

This would mostly be a data mission though, and that meant the work was much more up Zea, Kasta, and Paula’s lanes. Juliette’s knowledge of the Queen’s Hat systems would be a necessary component, and of course, I wanted Eve with me so she could tell us if anything we found triggered a memory for her.

I also still needed to integrate my naval forces to be ready for any threats that we came up against, and since I wanted this process to continue moving forward as smoothly as possible while I was gone, I needed either Madalena or Sivaha to manage things in my absence.

And one of my queens was the superior choice when it came to managing egos and politics.

“Madalena, you’ll come with us,” I said. “Sivaha, Aasne, Elana, and Riecka, you all stay here and continue to coordinate with the admirals.”

“We will take care of your fleet while you are gone, Husband,” Sivaha said. “By the time we have it all arranged, it will be even more well-disciplined and organized than it was as individual clan armadas.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at the gorgeous silver-haired queen. “I know the four of you will make sure everything is handled swiftly and appropriately.”

“But will it not pain you to be separated from us?” Riecka asked. Then she flipped her chocolate-brown hair over her shoulders to expose more of the swirling tattoos across her chest. “I only wish to minimize your pain, my lord.”

“That’s not necessary,” I said.

I didn’t need Eve to read Riecka’s mind in order to know that the cyborg probably had another reason why she wanted to come with me. I guessed that she wanted a chance to prove herself to me so I would know how valuable and loyal she was. Sivaha had tried to do the same thing at first before she realized there was no way for her to become my “primary wife.” Now she knew that my women were equals, and the sooner Riecka learned to work for the good of the group instead of just for herself, the better.

In fact, this might be exactly the kind of opportunity she needed to figure out some of her shit.

“Your bond is newer, so he might not feel the separation hardly at all,” Sivaha told the tattooed woman. “Our husband will likely be uncomfortable with the separation from Aasne and Elana, and perhaps a little more uncomfortable in his separation from me, since ours is the oldest bond except for Madalena’s.”

“Do you think you can make it?” I grinned at the beautiful seductress. “We were just separated while I went to Jotnar space, and now you’ll have to manage it for a little while longer.”

“I am made of tougher stuff than most,” Sivaha said with a Cheshire Cat smile. “I will endure until you return to me, Husband.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, and I knew she could feel my pride and love for her, just as I could feel hers for me.

“Then we will continue to work with the admirals to integrate your forces like we discussed earlier,” Aasne said.

“Yes, we will,” Elana added quickly.

“I know you will,” I said with a smile for both of my young and eager wives.

“Should I notify the crew of Persephone that we are on our way?” Madalena asked. “Lux should have already resupplied it with everything we need.”

“I’m sure she has,” I said. “But since Juliette didn’t get to finish the full Nordar spa experience yet, why don’t you all stay here and enjoy yourselves for a little while longer? You can go ahead and tell the crew to get ready, but that’ll give me a chance to check over everything on Persephone, and then we can leave in two hours.”

“Are you sure?” Juliette asked. “If we need to skedaddle on out of here, that’s okay, too.”

“Two hours won’t make or break us,” I replied. “We’ve had a hell of a couple of days, so relax for a little longer. As a matter of fact, you can consider that an order.”

“Hot damn, it sure does pay to be friends with the King of Kings.” Juliette winked. “Not that I would mind being friends with benefits, either, but maybe we’ll save that for a little late-night private discussion on our way to Queen’s Hat.”

“Uhhh, isn’t it only forty-five minutes to Queen’s Hat in warpdrive?” Zea asked. “That’d be one hell of a quickie.”

“Hmmmm…” Juliette gave me a smoldering look. “I don’t need a lot of foreplay. Pretty much ready to go anytime, Handsome.”

“Actually, about the warpdrive,” Sivaha said. “It’s still cooling down.”

“But we were on Dance to the Dirge,” Paula said. “Where did Persephone go?”

“I take responsibility for that, Husband,” Madalena said. “We had not received any word from the last Waymund admiral who was supposed to arrive, and since his route took him close to some Jotnar territory, I worried that his fleet might have been compromised. I took Persephone to check on his portion of the armada.”

“And everything was fine?” I asked.

“Yes, but we did use warpdrive,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Should you take Dance to the Dirge instead?” Elana asked.

Aasne whispered something to the other young queen, and the tall brunette blushed.

“Oh, never mind,” Elana cleared her throat. “I forgot that her warpdrive is still cooling down, too.”

“How many hours left until Persephone’s drive resets?” I asked.

“Less than ten,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“That’s fine,” I decided. “We’ll start in hyperdrive and then switch over the warpdrive has cooled down. It won’t take long.”

“You are not angry with me?” Madalena murmured.

“Why would I be?” I shrugged. “You were doing what I asked you to do in order to take care of my fleet.”

“Thank you, Husband.” The beautiful brunette nodded as a small smile touched her stoic face.

“Sivaha, since we will be apart again for a little while, I want you to come with me and check over Persephone’s stores,” I said. “I’d like to spend some time with you, and the rest of you can either stay here in the spa or go wherever you’d like. You can rest or work some more with the admirals or train, but I’ll let you know before we leave.”

“Rooms have been prepared for you all on board the Odin Geirr,” Madalena said. “I trust they will be to your liking.”

“As long as Uffe Jotnar was not the decorator, I’m sure they will be,” Riecka deadpanned.

I felt a hint of a smile twitch along the corners of my lips. It was the first time I could remember that Riecka had tried to make a joke, and I hoped that meant the chocolate-haired woman wanted to try to be a little more pleasant with my other women.

I was even more glad than before that I had told her to stay behind for this next mission.

“I will stay here and keep an eye on Eve and the others,” Madalena said. “But I will come to Persephone the moment you are ready to depart, Husband.”

“Thank you, I appreciate that,” I said.

“I think I’ll go to my room and, um, freshen up,” Elana said as she ran her fingers through her short dark hair.

“I wouldn’t mind a little time in the spa, as long as you all don’t mind if I join you,” Aasne said with a glance at Zea in particular.

“There’s plenty of hot water,” Zea said with a grand gesture at the spa chamber around us. “Knock yourself out.”

“I will summon guards to escort you to your chambers,” Madalena told Riecka and Elana. “Just make sure you keep your transponders on so that our husband may summon you as soon as he is ready to depart.”

“You don’t have to see me off if you’d rather catch up on some sleep,” I said. “I won’t be gone long, so--”

“Of course, we will see you off,” Riecka said. “We are your queens, after all.”

“Thank the stars, that’s finally something we agree on,” Elana muttered.

“Alright, Sivaha, are you ready?” I smiled at the silver-haired queen.

“I am yours, Husband,” Sivaha purred.

I kissed Eve softly before I turned to go, and I searched her red eyes for any signs of fear or hesitation.

I am not afraid, my love. I will be ready to face Elaka Nota when it is time. I will destroy any of my sisters who wish to harm you, and we will save the rest of them.

I pulled her close to me and held her for a moment. I knew that it would be difficult for her to face any of her sisters who stood in our way, but Eve would be able to tell who was on our side and who opposed us. And unfortunately, I knew that it would be good practice for her to face the power of her sisters before we had to face the power of the lead Draugr woman who seemed to be coming after us.

I am still cautious of the Draugr queen when it comes to our connection, but I refuse to be afraid of her. I did not know how strong I was until I faced three of my sisters just now, so I believe I can keep her at bay. And if not…

Eve didn’t have to finish the thought. If she couldn’t keep her at bay by herself, then she would have me, especially now that we knew we could join each other whenever the SAVO queen attacked us again.

“Ughh, get a room,” Zea huffed. “Just because I can’t hear what you two are saying to each other doesn’t mean that we don’t all know you’re mind-fucking each other over there.”

“We are only speaking.” Eve smiled. “And you know you are always invited any time Adam and I make love, whether it is in our minds or in the flesh.”

“You know, I’ve kind of been meaning to ask you two about the rules,” Kasta said. “I know we all share the Captain now, er, the King of Kings, but you know the bed in his quarters on Persephone is awfully big, so…”

“We can speak of it later,” Eve said firmly. “It will be a nice discussion, and I am sure we can all find a method that will lead to our equal enjoyment of our husband.”

“Riiight, gotcha.” The blonde android nodded. “Then we’ll see you on board in a little bit.”

I nodded to the rest of my wives and to Juliette, and then I linked arms with Sivaha and left the spa. I was so relieved Eve was safe that I didn’t mind when Sivaha asked if she could drive the hovercraft back to Persephone for us, and as we flew back toward the harbor of Odin Geirr at maximum speed, the silver-haired queen slipped her fingers into mine.

“I missed you, Husband,” Sivaha murmured as she casually guided the speeding hovercraft through the steel roads of the battle fortress.

“So did I,” I answered. “It was a strange feeling to be separated from you. It was like we were connected by a rubber band that had been stretched too thin, and it left an aching feeling in my chest.”

“It was the same for me,” the Nordar queen said. “If the bond is stretched too far or for too long, it will snap. I believe that was almost the case with Dana’s bond to the Prime Valkyrie.”

“And the Nordar men’s submission bond to Milda,” I said as I thought of Baki, Arno, and Pier.

“Yes, it was fortunate that you found them on the Wargey,” Sivaha sighed. “If they had been separated for much longer, I do not think they could have survived.”

She parked the hovercraft just outside Persephone’s dock, and we jumped out at the same time to head toward my Shadow Eagle’s open hold.

“I won’t be gone long this time,” I told her.

“I know,” Sivaha said. “And I understand why it is necessary for me to stay behind with Riecka and the two younger queens. I can help calm tempers to ease the integration of our forces and our peoples.”

“You read my mind,” I said. “Thank you, Sivaha.”

“You do not need to thank me, Husband,” the silver-haired queen said. “It is my pleasure to serve you in any way that I can.”

As soon as we entered the hold, Lux stepped forward at the top of the ramp and saluted me with a fist raised to her chest.

“Hail the King of Kings!” the black-haired Valkyrie called.

Instantly, the rest of the crew all hurried forward to salute me too, and I remembered that Madalena had told them I was on my way.

Mikhael and Josefinna stood to one side of Lux, Dragon and his four ex-wives stood behind them, and Nikki and Calisto stood on the other side. Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma were there too, and so were the recently rescued crew of Dance to the Dirge. Dana looked a little more relaxed than she had earlier, and Baki, Arno, and Pier all looked relieved to be beside Milda again.

“At ease,” I told them all. “Dana, didn’t I tell you to take some time off? What are you all doing on board?”

“I hoped that we might come with you, my lord,” Dana said. “I am a Valkyrie, and my only desire in life is to serve Odin. You are his avatar, and I would like a chance to redeem myself for my capture by the Jotnar. Please, allow me to stay on board and accompany you to Queen’s Hat.”

“Do you three feel the same way?” I asked the trio of men beside Milda.

“Yes, King of Kings,” they replied together.

“Well, I’m sure as hell not going to tell you that you can’t stay with Milda when you’ve been separated from her for so long,” I sighed. “If you all want to stay on board Persephone for this trip, that’s fine with me.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Dana said as she inclined her head.

“Oh, and Nikki, Juliette will be joining us for this trip, too,” I said. “The two of you can trade shifts or work out who gets to pilot when.”

“Yes, Captain,” Nikki said with a nod.

I ordered the crew to return to their stations and make sure Persephone would be ready to go shortly, and then I took Sivaha to the armory to inspect everything that Lux had stocked for us. The black-haired Valkyrie had done a fantastic job, as usual, and I was grateful she was on my team.

Once I inspected all of Persephone’s supplies and felt like enough time had passed for Juliette and my other women to enjoy the spas, I summoned the rest of my wives so we could leave. I made sure to take my time kissing Aasne, Elana, and Sivaha goodbye, since I knew their separation from me wouldn’t be easy. Each of them seemed eager to keep my attention as long as possible, and I didn’t mind giving it to all of them in turn. Then I nodded to Riecka when I reached her.

“I’ll return soon,” I told the Jotnar queen.

“I look forward to it,” Riecka purred. “Perhaps by then, I will have earned a kiss for myself, and then I will show you what I can do in the bedroom.”

“Give it a rest, Tin Can,” Juliette sighed as she pushed past the cyborg woman up the ramp into Persephone.

“Let’s go,” I said, and then I gave a final goodbye to my four wives before we boarded the Shadow Eagle.

“Adam, Prime Valkyrie, may I speak with you both for a moment?” Nikki asked before we took our seats. “It will not take long.”

“Sure,” I replied, and the three of us moved toward the elevator for a little privacy from everyone else on the bridge. “What’s going on?”

That’s when I sensed that Nikki was actually nervous.

I had never felt or seen anything like nervousness from the blonde Nordar pilot before, not even in the most dangerous maneuvers she had pulled off. If Madalena was “stoic,” and Lux was “distant,” Nikki was “ice cold,” and I had never seen her smile or frown no matter what sort of stress she encountered in her pilot’s chair. Hell, Madalena had killed Nikki’s husband right in front of her, and she hadn’t seemed to give a shit, so I wondered if I should be on edge. I felt only calm from Madalena beside me, and since Nikki was submitted to my warrior wife, she would know if anything was really wrong with the blonde pilot.

“It is a small thing,” Nikki said with her usual blank expression. “But it is also everything to me. I wanted to ask you both about my title.”

“Pilot?” I asked.

“No, my former title,” Nikki said. “I used to be a Valkyrie.”

“You still are,” Madalena said.

“Thank you, Prime Valkyrie, but that is not really true,” Nikki replied. “I gave up my title in order to marry Goran, even though he proved to be untrue and unfit in the end. You do recall this, King of Kings?”

“Yeah…” I hesitated as I once again remembered the Nordar warrior who had betrayed me to Madalena’s father, but the joke was on him. Now, both Tanal Vaish and Goran were dead, and since Madalena had put a bullet through Goran the moment she learned of his betrayal, he hadn’t even lived long enough to see me kill Tanal and ruin all his plans, anyway.

“What is it you wish to discuss, then?” Madalena calmly inquired.

“I would like to be able to take up the title of Valkyrie again,” Nikki continued. “You are the Prime Valkyrie, so your word is law, and Adam, you are King of Kings, and the avatar of Odin. A Valkyrie’s only purpose in life is to serve Odin, so if you would accept me, then I would like to serve you under the title of Valkyrie again.”

“And the title is really that important to you?” I asked.

“My service to Odin is more important than my own breath,” Nikki replied.

“Then you should use the title again.” I nodded.

“You are just as much a Valkyrie now as you were before Goran,” Madalena agreed, and I sensed a wave of pride and devotion flow from my wife as she smiled the tiniest bit. “That is how I have always felt about the matter.”

“Thank you, Prime Valkyrie.” Nikki bowed her head to hide a flicker of emotion in her eyes. “Thank you, my king.”

Then Nikki straightened her posture and turned to take the copilot’s seat beside Juliette without another word.

Since I’d known her, Nikki had more than proven to me that she was an incredible warrior and pilot, so I didn’t really mind one way or another what she called herself. Still, I knew the title was important to her and all the Nordar, and I was glad she had asked us about it.

I certainly wouldn’t mind having another official Valkyrie on my crew.

I sat in the captain’s chair between Eve and Madalena, Paula sat to the right of my vampire wife, Kasta sat beside the Prime Valkyrie, and Zea took a seat beside Nikki and Juliette.

The redheaded cop took us out of the dock so smoothly that I barely felt Persephone move, and after she had navigated us through the millions of Nordar ships around us, she settled back into her chair as we reached open space.

“I’ve already plotted the course for Queen’s Hat, Captain,” Kasta announced. “Just sent it over to you, Julie Baby.”

“And I just got it,” Juliette said. “You ready for me to engage hyperdrive, Handsome?”

“Do it,” I ordered.

“Engaging hyperdrive,” the redhead said, and just like that, the stars blurred around us, and we were headed back to Queen’s Hat.

As soon as we were on our way, I stood up from the captain’s chair to move around the bridge. I hadn’t seen Dragon since I’d become King of Kings, and I had to admit, I’d missed the strange man, but before I could actually talk to him, I glanced back at the officer chairs and realized Eve had vanished.

I am still here, my love. I went down to the galley to take care of something.

My sudden tension immediately eased out of my shoulders, and I turned back to talk to Dragon. The former emperor did not seem at all surprised that I was now King of all the Nordar, since that was just one more piece of evidence that I was meant to be the leader of the forces of light. We talked for a few minutes, but it didn’t take long before Eve spoke to me again, and this time, it was through the ship’s speakers.

“Adam, could you please come assist me in the galley?” Eve asked.

“Sure, I’m on my way,” I said. “Madalena, you have the bridge.”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

I sensed something from my warrior wife, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on the emotion. It was like pleasure or pride, but it was something more complicated than that. She must have sensed my confusion, but Madalena didn’t explain herself. Instead, she kept a straight face and nodded toward the elevator.

“You’ll see,” she said, and I thought that she almost smiled.

I took the elevator down to the galley, and as soon as I entered, I realized what Eve had planned, and that Madalena must have known about it. One of the tables in the galley was set for two people, and there was a whole counter full of ingredients laid out beside the stove.

“Since we have to use hyperdrive for a few hours, I thought we might have a little bit of downtime,” Eve said as she brushed her long black hair back over her shoulders. “So, I thought that perhaps, if you would like, we could finish our marriage rite properly, since the SAVO queen robbed us of it the first time.”

“You want to cook for me?” I asked.

“And then make love, yes,” Eve replied. “If that would be alright with you.”

“Of course, it would be.” I grinned, and then I slipped my hand around her slender waist and pulled her close to me. “Or we can skip the dinner and go straight to my quarters.”

“I know I never had the chance to learn how to cook properly since Elaka Nota took me when I was so young,” Eve said. “But I would still like to do this rite properly.”

“You know I do not care if you cook for me or not,” I told her. “That doesn’t matter to me.”

“I know, but traditions like the Nordar marriage dinner are part of what make us human.” Eve gently placed her hands on my chest. “I would like to do this for you.”

“You know that, technically, I’m not human,” I said with a smirk.

“That is simply not true, my love,” the dark beauty replied. “You may be a Tiger, but you are also the best man I have ever known. Haven’t I told you before that you are a Prime Male? You are the best of Tiger and the best of humanity. So please, allow me to do this to show you even just a little bit how much I care for you.”

“If you really want to, I won’t stop you,” I chuckled. “But what are you going to make?”

“There is no need to worry about that,” Eve said with a little fanged smile. “Madalena gave me a few tips to help me prepare a meal for you.”

I thought about the emotion that I had sensed from the Prime Valkyrie on the bridge, and the thought that my women were friends now made me smile. I glanced over at the counter to see that Eve had set out two thick steaks, along with greens, peeled potatoes, and a bottle of wine.

“It will only take a few more minutes for me to prepare,” Eve said. “I hope you will not mind that I have only fixed you one course, even though I know the Nordar women traditionally serve multiple for their marriage dinners.”

“As long as I get to have you at the end of it, I don’t care what you make,” I said as I tightened my arms around Eve’s narrow waist.

“You will have me, my love,” the pale beauty said as she went up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

Her kiss was like a wave of electricity through my body that made every nerve stand at attention, and I immediately slid my hands under her tight ass to lift her up. Then we deepened our kiss, and the rush of her emotions combined with her supple body against mine made the beast in my chest purr.

He wanted to prove once more that Eve belonged entirely to me, and that nothing, not even Elaka Nota or the SAVO could take her away.

I started to carry her over to one of the empty tables, and Eve gasped as she read my intentions.

“But the steaks!” Eve said as she pulled back from our kiss.

“The steaks will wait, my wife. I need an appetizer.” I grinned as I laid her perfect body out on the galley table, and then the pale beauty let out a sensual moan as I began to feast on her.
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Chapter 6

By the time Eve and I finished our second session of love-making, my stomach had started to roar with hunger, so my lover cooked the potatoes at the same time that I seared the steaks for us. She protested at first and said I shouldn’t help her at all, but when I told her how much I just wanted to throw her over my shoulder and carry her to my quarters for a third, fourth, and fifth round, she let me help her finish the meal.

The steaks were perfectly seared with just enough salt and pepper rubbed into them to bring out the flavor of the meat, and the potatoes were seasoned with salt, dill, and a little bit of creamy butter to bind it all together. Even the greens tasted delicious, and I was amazed at how fresh they were.

Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised, since Odin Geirr had an unusual amount of trees and gardens for a battle fortress, but if there was one thing I had learned about the Nordar, it was that their women really liked to cook for their husbands. And since Lux would never settle for second-best when it came time to stock Persephone, she must have gotten enough fresh fruit and vegetables to get to Queen’s Hat and back at least half a dozen times.

Eve’s marriage meal didn’t sit in my stomach for long before I felt my hunger for her grow again, and this time, I scooped her up in my arms like I had promised, carried her up to my captain’s quarters, and then laid her down on the bed for our dessert.

I didn’t know how long we made love, but I guessed that it was at least a few hours by the time we both collapsed back on the bed. A light sheen of sweat glistened on both of our naked bodies, and I propped my head on my hands as I leaned back into the pillow and stared at the ceiling.

Eve nestled closer to me so she could lay her head on my chest, and then she raised her red eyes to look into mine.

“I think someone might like to join us,” Eve murmured.

“Who--” I stopped myself as I realized I could sense my other lover, too.

Zea stood just outside my captain’s quarters.

Eve must have sensed her thoughts, and now, thanks to my bond with the blonde hacker, I could feel her emotions as they swirled through the door to join me on the bed. She felt hesitant but turned on, so I looked down at Eve before I gave Zea permission to come in.

“It’s up to you,” I told the raven-haired woman. “This is our marriage rite, so if you want it to just be us, Zea will understand. But if you would like her to join us, you know I’m happy with that, too.”

“Do you think you could go again with both of us?” Eve smiled. “Actually, I already know the answer to that question, my love.”

“I could make love to both of you until the SAVO arrive at Uraniel,” I chuckled. “I think the question is if you’re still hungry for more.”

“Always, my husband,” Eve said. “Besides, you know sex satisfies my blood-hunger, so the more you make me climax, the less I need to feed from others.”

“Then maybe we should get Zea in here, after all,” I growled, and my heart started to beat faster at the thought of both my women together.

“Come in, Zea,” Eve called, and she draped one leg over my lap so she could straddle me on the bed.

When the blonde hacker pushed open the door, I felt a surge of desire for both women, and I knew it would never matter how many times I had them. I would always want more, and I would always want them. They had been with me from the beginning of my new life on Trappist - 1e, and like I had told Eve before, I wanted them both to be with me until the day I died.

And I didn’t care if that was hours, days, or decades from now.

“I’m not crashing, am I?” Zea whispered as she shut the door behind her. “I just kinda figured that you two have had time to get your freak on alone, so maybe you’d like a little company now?”

“You are always welcome in our bed,” Eve said as she turned to hold out her hand to the slender blonde.

“Well, Juliette and Nikki seem to have the piloting under control,” Zea said. “So, if you--”

“Get your tight ass over here,” I growled.

Zea giggled, and then she was tearing off her clothes as she hurried over to join us on the bed. The three of us knew everything about each others’ bodies, so we already knew how to give each other the most pleasure, but the submission bond made our love-making even better. Every time one of my women climaxed, I felt their pleasure like it was my own, and the same was true for them.

The three of us remained lost in the tangle of our bodies and our pleasure, and I lost track of the number of times I filled each of the beautiful women’s wombs with my seed. Finally, just as we had exhausted ourselves, and they both laid trembling and moaning in a knot while my sperm gushed out of their tunnels like a stream, I heard the comms beep.

“We’ve just exited hyperdrive, Captain, and are preparing to enter warpdrive,” Juliette said. “Estimated time of arrival at Queen’s Hat is fifteen minutes. Engaging warpdrive in three… two… and we’re off!”

“Thanks, Juliette,” I said. “Give us a two-minute warning before we come out of warpdrive, okay?”

“You got it, Handsome,” Juliette replied, and then the audio connection chimed to signal that it had closed.

“I guess we better get in the shower,” I said with a grin.

“So much for getting any sleep before Queen’s Hat,” Zea groaned.

“Would you rather have slept?” Eve asked.

“You know the answer to that question,” the blonde hacker replied with a roll of her eyes. “So, Captain Tiger Space Marine King, you think we might be able to join you in the shower for one last round?”

“You better,” I said, and then I pulled both women to their feet to lead them into my shower.

We might have only had ten minutes until we needed to be back on the bridge, but I was able to make both women climax again before I finished deep inside of Zea. Then we took a quick shower together to wash the sex off, and Juliette shouted a two-minute warning just as I turned on the dryers.

With sixty seconds to go before we came out of warpdrive, we slipped back into our clothes and headed out the door of my captain’s quarters. We were all breathless when we reached the bridge, but we made it with twenty seconds to spare.

“Hey there, Sleeping Beauty,” Juliette called over her shoulder from the pilot’s seat, but then she turned around and grinned when she saw Eve and Zea right behind me. “Oh, I see. I’m guessing you didn’t do too much sleeping over the last few hours.”

“Not exactly,” I said as I settled into the captain’s chair.

“We’ll be at Queen’s Hat in five whole seconds,” Juliette said.

Eve and Zea had just found their chairs when the hat-shaped space station appeared in front of us, and everyone on the bridge seemed to breathe a sigh of relief when we saw that the station was still intact. The station didn’t seem to be under any kind of attack, but I still wouldn’t rest completely easy until we were actually docked, since we had almost been fooled a couple of times before.

So far, there didn’t seem to be any signs of Nebula Gammon or Elaka Nota, and I already knew the Black Hearts would no longer be a problem for us since we had already destroyed Warren Royzar and then obliterated the rest of the Black Hearts under the command of his brother, Arex.

“Incoming transmission,” Kasta announced. “Audio or video, Captain?”

“Audio is fine,” I said.

I was pretty confident that everything on board Queen’s Hat was fine, but my shoulders relaxed a little more when I heard a friendly voice hail us.

“Nice to see you again, Persephone,” the woman’s voice said.

“Is that you, Iana?” Juliette asked.

“Commissioner Larns?” Iana replied. “I didn’t think you were due back from your vacation yet, but it sure is nice to hear your voice again.”

“Oh, I’m not back from vacation yet,” the redheaded cop said quickly. “I’m just here to gather a little intel on something for myself.”

“Is that tall drink of water with you?” the woman asked. “You know… the wide-shouldered, muscled guy who looks like he could just throw you over his shoulder, take you to the nearest flat surface, and break your pussy in half without even breaking a sweat?”

“He’s right here and listening, sweetie,” Juliette laughed.

The transmission went silent for a few seconds as we drifted closer to Queen’s Hat, and when Iana came back on, she did her best to sound professional after she cleared her throat.

“So, uh, Persephone, you’ve been cleared to dock at harbor, uhhh, B5,” the woman said. “You know the drill about weapons and the laws of Queen’s Hat, but, uh--”

“I’ll vouch for everybody on board,” Juliette said. “We’ll all be carrying weapons, so feel free to send us an escort. But while I’ve got you here, you’re not under attack by any well-financed mercenaries or cold-blooded corporations at the moment, are you?”

“No, ma’am,” the other woman replied. “We’re all good here.”

“I hope that’s really true this time,” Paula murmured.

“If it is not, we will crush our enemies, just as we always do,” Madalena said simply.

“Now, that’s the kind of can-do attitude I like to hear,” Juliette chuckled.

“Since you are with them, we won’t need to send an escort,” Iana said. “Your word is law around here anyway, boss.”

“I appreciate that,” the redhead said. “See you on the other side, Iana. Docking now.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Iana said, and then the transmission ended.

While Juliette guided us into the harbor, I thought about who should come with me and who should stay with the ship, but in the end, I decided that a quick in-and-out mission probably made the most sense. I wasn’t sure how much we'd be able to find out about Elaka Nota, but I hoped it wouldn’t be too long before we could hurry back to Nordar - 13 and plan our next moves against the assholes who had imprisoned Eve.

“Zea, Kasta, Paula, Juliette, Eve, and Madalena, you’re all with me,” I announced. “Lux, you’re in command of Persephone until we get back, and I want the rest of you to stay and guard the ship. I don’t think we’ll have any trouble from Elaka Nota while we’re here, but just in case, I want you all armed and ready for a fight.”

“We are always ready,” Lux said with a slight nod. “They will not catch us off guard, Adam.”

I knew Persephone was in good hands with all of the Nordar warriors and Valkyries on board, and that didn’t even count Dragon and his ex-wives. I hoped there would be no need for them to use their weapons while we were here, but if they ended up needing to defend the ship or come to help us, I didn’t want there to be a delay.

As soon as Juliette docked my Shadow Eagle, we took the elevator down to the armory to gear up. I didn’t think I needed to bring any of my shotguns or rifles with me, but I also understood that the citizens would be less likely to fuck with a group of people who showed obvious firepower, so I slipped on my ammo webbing rig over my shoulders, holstered my golden and silver revolvers on my hips, secured my Bowie knife made from aegis steel to the back of my belt, and then I strapped one intimidating-looking submachine gun to my chest.

As soon as we were all armed, we started down the docking tube together. Madalena and Juliette went first, Paula and Kasta were right behind them, and I brought up the back of our party with Eve and Zea.

“It’s kind of nice that it’s just us,” Zea said as we strode forward. “It’s like the old days, you know? Don’t get me wrong, I like Aasne and Elana just fine, and Sivaha has even grown on me, but I kinda don’t mind that Riecka isn’t along for the ride this time around.”

“Madalena wasn’t with us in the old days, yet you do not seem to mind her presence,” Eve said.

“Yeahhh, ‘cause she’s like, I don’t know… a lot more chill than she used to be,” the blonde hacker chuckled. “Plus, she’s a super badass killing machine, so it’s nice to have her around. I feel a good thirty-two times safer with her close by.”

“Thirty-two?” Eve raised a dark eyebrow and smirked.

“Yep,” Zea chuckled. “Exactly thirty-two times.”

“You know you have to give Riecka a chance,” I said. “You didn’t like Madalena or Sivaha at first, and look how that turned out.”

“Okay, but that’s different,” Zea said. “Eve can’t read Riecka’s thoughts this time around because she’s all cyborgy and shit, so who knows what she’s thinking or planning or feeling?”

“I do,” I said. “She is submitted to me, remember?”

“Yeahhhh, I know,” Zea sighed, but she just threw her hands up in the air. “Maybe I’m being a big old bitch, but I just find it hard to trust her after what happened at the Jotnar battle fortress. Killing your niece? Ice. Fucking. Cold.”

“Ooh, here’s an idea,” Kasta said as she and her sister slowed down so they could walk beside us. “Maybe we could see if she has any brain implants we could mess with, and then we could have some fun and reprogram her a little!”

“Sis, that’s terrible,” Paula said, but she smiled despite her best efforts.

“I mean it,” I said firmly. “She’s my wife now too, so I need you all to give her a chance.”

“Ughhh, okay,” Zea said. “I’ll try, but I can’t promise much more than that. Especially if she doesn’t play nice.”

“Let me worry about her playing nice.” I sent the blonde hacker a wink, and she snickered in response.

“Well, I still think Riecka is a total rabid wolf,” Kasta said with a shrug. “I’ll still be my usual charming self, but that won’t stop me from thinking she’s a psycho.”

“There are no wolves anymore,” Eve calmly stated. “There is only the clan of the Tiger now.”

“Yeahhhh, yeahhh, yeahhh,” Kasta sighed. “Either way, I think our Tiger-Man can tame a rabid wolf any day.”

My wives giggled at the thought, and I noticed even Madalena glanced back at me with an amused smirk.

“If the Nordar submission magic can work on Kasta, then Riecka can definitely be trained to be a tiger,” Zea said. “But it’s still gonna take me a while to warm up to her.”

After we passed the checkpoint and entered the streets of Queen’s Hat, the first thing I did was look around for any signs of trouble. Nothing seemed unusual, and Eve couldn’t detect anything wrong in the minds of all the citizens around us, so I figured that for once, everything might actually be alright.

“Well, nobody’s started to shoot at us yet,” Kasta said. “So far, so good, right?”

“Yeah, let’s just hope it stays that way,” Juliette said. “I know I’m a big deal around here and all, but let’s just say there are still some people out there who don’t like seeing a sexy redhead like myself on top.”

“We will be vigilant,” Madalena said as her eyes scanned the crowd of civilians in District B.

“Where to first?” Paula asked. “I know District H has a lot of information that we might be able to dig through, but that’s not where the harbor logs are.”

“Nahh, we can just start in my office,” Juliette replied. “We can access the harbor logs through the police station terminals, and then we should be able to figure out what we need from there.”

“Lead the way, Red,” Zea said, but the blonde hacker started forward without her.

The streets of Queen’s Hat were as busy as they usually were, but everyone got out of our way when they saw us coming. I didn’t know if this was because no one could stop staring at the six beautiful women who surrounded me, or if it was the fact that we were well-armed on a station that didn’t allow guns, but even the carriages seemed to slow down when they passed us, and the citizens in Victorian garb stopped to look just as often as the ones in jeans and t-shirts.

Hell, Juliette had saved their asses so many times that maybe the civilians just recognized her on sight at this point.

By now, we had all been to Queen’s Hat often enough to know our way around most places, especially District B, so Zea had no problem leading the way to the police station. Paula and Kasta had grown up here, of course, and I could sense Paula’s emotions from where she walked behind me.

“Hey, you okay?” I asked as I slowed down to walk with her at the back of our group.

“Sorry, yes, I’m fine,” Paula said quickly.

“You’re sad,” I said, even though we both knew that the submission bond made our emotions obvious.

“That’s normal,” she replied. “I usually get a little sad whenever we come back to Queen’s Hat.”

“Your sister?” I guessed.

When I thought of how Paula had been all alone after her sister was taken and her parents had been killed, it made the beast in my stomach roar with anger. But she certainly wasn’t the only one. Zea had been left to fend for herself, just like Eve had been alone in the tube, and just like Aasne and Elana had felt alone and like they had no one they could rely on.

Just like I had been on my own from the time I went to prison to the day that I found Eve.

“Yeah,” Paula whispered. “I know it’s silly, but sometimes, I still hope that when we come back to Queen’s Hat, maybe someday, she’ll be waiting here for me. Maybe one day, she’ll make her way back to Kasta and me.”

“If anyone could do it, it would be your sister,” I said, even though I knew the chances that her sister was still alive were slim to none. “If she’s even half as smart as you and Kasta--”

“She’s smarter,” Paula chuckled. “I was the dumb one, but I know it’s just a dream, and probably a silly one. Sometimes, I think about it, but then I remember how happy I am now, and how I have a whole family of sisters who love me, and… well, and I also have the love of the best man I’ve ever known.”

“It’s not a silly dream,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “But you’ll always have me. You’ll always have us.”

Paula leaned her head against my chest, and I paused to pull her closer for just a moment as the foot traffic of Queen’s Hat parted around us like a wave. Then I dropped my arm from her shoulders, squeezed her hand, and started forward again.

When we reached the security station of District B, I was relieved that everyone inside snapped to attention the moment they saw Juliette. Nobody shoved their guns in our faces, nobody opened fire without warning, and nobody gave us any kind of shit.

If this kept up, I might actually start to feel like the King of Kings, and not just like some kid from the backwaters of Ganymede who joined the Jupiter Marines as a way to try to earn an honest living. That was all long before I knew that I could shift into a weretiger, but if nothing else, the Marines had made me disciplined and given me enough battle tactics to survive all of the missions that Yu had thrown me into with nothing more than a shotgun.

“We can just go through here into my office,” Juliette said as she pointed us through the lobby.

Once we were all inside the redhead’s office, I pulled over a few extra chairs so all seven of us could try to squeeze behind Juliette’s desk, but just as I went to grab the seventh chair, Madalena shut the door behind her and then stood there.

“I will keep watch, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie announced. “I do not wish there to be any surprises, and I can still listen to everything you learn from here.”

“That’s a good idea, thanks,” I said, and I felt a swell of warm pride from the warrior woman.

The rest of us huddled around Juliette’s screen, but the pilot and the hacker fought for control over the keyboard and who would sit dead-center in front of her computer.

“I know this is your office and shit, but trust me, I’m the expert here,” Zea said as she pulled out her cable and plugged one end into her skull port and the other into the redhead’s terminal.

“Oh, is that right?” Juliette grinned as she watched Zea’s fingers fly over the keyboard. “Then good luck piecing your way through all of the harbor data. You’ll never find what we need without me.”

“We’ll see about that,” the blonde hacker grumbled.

Zea’s hands were a blur as they ran all across the keyboard. Sometimes, she closed her eyes and kept typing, but other times, she just kept them open, and they seemed to glaze over while she kept working on accessing all the harbor logs that might be related to Elaka Nota.

“You’re gonna want to go there,” Juliette said as she pointed at the screen.

“I know that,” Zea said. “I was just checking something else first.”

“And this means all the logs from over fifty years ago,” Juliette said and then pointed to something else. “The codes are written differently for ships that--”

“Jeez, I know that, too!” the slender hacker growled. “I was getting there!”

“Oh, and those logs are some leftover shit from Nebula Gammon,” the cop added and pointed again. “They’re restricted even from me, so if you try to gain access to them, then they could backfire and destroy the whole--”

“It’s like you’ve never met me before.” Zea paused long enough to direct an icy-blue glare at the redhead. “I know what I’m doing.”

The blonde hacker then raised her hand dramatically and slowly brought her index finger back down to the keyboard. The whole time, she kept her gaze locked with Juliette’s, until she finally mashed a single button, and the screen filled with endless rows of names, numbers, and dates.

“I never doubted you, Blondie,” Juliette laughed. “I just wanted to see how fast you could access all the restricted logs.”

“Impressed?” Zea crossed her arms over her chest.

“Always,” I said with a smile.

“This is all good stuff,” Kasta said as she started to scan the data. “But I feel like we really should try to find some other information on Elaka Nota while we’re here.”

“Like where the underwater bunker is,” Eve said.

“Yeah, like that,” the android replied. “But also, if there’s any records of weapons technology that we should know about. We might not be able to find out anything on Queen’s Hat, but it’s worth a shot. We already know Elaka Nota has crazy technology just in general, so we can guess that their defenses are pretty badass, too.”

“They did send those giant spider drones after us when Adam and I escaped,” Eve said.

“Uhh, not to mention the huge-ass, planet-melting ion beam they have!” Zea snorted.

“I wonder why they never used it against Queen’s Hat,” I muttered.

“Now, everybody hold up just a minute,” Juliette said as she pushed herself back from the screen. “Is there a chance Elaka Nota could come out of nowhere and basically, you know, nuke the fucking station?”

“Well, we’re not fortune-tellers,” Zea sighed. “But umm… maybe?”

“Damn!” Juliette hissed and then immediately reached into one of her desk drawers for a cigarette. “I can’t believe we ever let those assholes dock here before.”

“It’s not like you had much of a choice,” I said. “But to be fair, there’s no way they’ll use it as long as we’re on board. They want Eve alive too badly, and I guess they want me alive pretty bad as well.”

“Well, I can’t blame them for that, Handsome.” Juliette lit her cigarette and took one long drag before she exhaled the smoke through her nose.

“I thought you’d quit?” Zea crinkled her nose and then waved the smoke away from her own face.

“I did,” Juliette deadpanned as she took another drag. “This is me… quitting.”

“I hope Jatal and the other miners are still well,” Eve changed the subject back to what was important. “I would hate if Elaka Nota had tracked them down and tried to destroy them.”

“Now, that, I can actually check on,” the redhead said as she leaned forward in her chair. “I sent another shipment of food to Gliese 876 - B-iv and one to Uraniel, so I can check now and see if the cargo transports have come back yet.”

“Do it,” I said, and Juliette instantly elbowed Zea out of the way so she could run her own search. “Now, go ahead, Kasta. What were you saying?”

“Okay, so Elaka Nota seems to be one step ahead with everything, so there’s a chance they would have been pretty careful whenever they docked here in the past. We’ll be able to see where they came from and where they went whenever they passed through Queen’s Hat, but if they ever looked for anything while they were inside the station, I doubt we’ll be able to access it through the system here.”

“I think Sis means that we’ll need to go to the mainframe in District H,” Paula explained. “Once we look at all the harbor logs, the mainframe should probably be our next stop because it stores all the station transactions, hotel bookings, and utility information. If we are lucky, we can figure out if anyone from Elaka Nota was looking for any specific information while they were here.”

“Actually, I’ve had them switch things around here a little,” Juliette said. “I’ve had them change over the mainframe from a local circuit in District H, so you can access it from anywhere on the station that’s been granted special permission. Including my own little office.”

“I hope you put a bunch of extra security features in,” Zea said as she stared at the redhead. “Otherwise, every asshole and his brother can hack in and fuck with the data.”

“Of course, we put in extra security features,” Juliette sighed. “Do you think this is my first rodeo?”

“Good,” Madalena said from her lookout post beside the door. “But don’t you think that still leaves us with the problem that Elaka Nota could have covered any kind of trail there?”

“Maybe,” Zea said. “But the wonderful thing about corporations is that they get fucking cocky. They get all high on themselves and think they’re unstoppable, so at a certain point, they always leave a backdoor unlocked somewhere. That’s how I hacked into Elaka Nota’s files in the first place.”

“I thought you did that because you are the best hacker in the galaxy,” Eve said with a fanged smile.

“Oh, I am,” the blonde snickered. “No other asshole could have found the door, and they definitely wouldn’t have known how to fucking open it. So basically, you’re all welcome.”

“Thank you, Zea,” I laughed.

“Besides, if Elaka Nota came here looking for anything, there’s a chance that Nebula Gammon knew about it, so they would have wanted to keep those same files for themselves,” Kasta said. “It’s just corporate ego.”

“Well, corporate ego may be the thing that saves us in the upcoming weeks,” I said. “I just want there to be something here we can use.”

“Oh, here we go,” Juliette said. “It looks like the last delivery I sent to Gliese 876 - B-iv got there intact, and the transport already came back. So, that’s all good.”

“What about Uraniel?” Madalena asked.

“I know this is probably terrible to say,” Kasta said. “But, uh, what if Elaka Nota did vaporize Uraniel? Can you imagine the faces of all the SAVO if they showed up and there was just nothing there? Just empty space?”

“Ooh, they’d be so maaad,” Zea chuckled. “But I’m pretty fond of the Uraniel natives, so I don’t think it would be worth it.”

“Besides, it would only make the Draugr angrier,” Madalena said. “And isn’t the plan to eliminate them at their homeworld before they even have the chance to come to Uraniel?”

“That’s the idea.” I nodded. “As long as we can get enough Shadow Eagles to take the fight to them before then.”

“And that means we better get our asses after Elaka Nota,” Kasta said. “How else are we going to get Eve’s blood-sisters on our side, find out what they know about the SAVO and the Shadow Eagles, and zip our way clear across the galaxy in time?”

“Exactly,” I said and then glanced at Juliette when I realized she had grown quiet. “What is it?”

“One second.” Juliette took the cigarette from between her lips and flicked the ash into a tray on the side of her desk. “Okay, so it may not be anything, but the cargo transport hasn’t come back from Uraniel yet.”

“What does that mean?” Paula asked.

“Maybe nothing.” Juliette shrugged. “They could just be delayed, or they could have picked up a different job while they were there, but they were supposed to come back here when they were done.”

“What are you worried about?” I asked. “It’s still too early for the SAVO to be there.”

“Yeah, so it’s probably nothing,” the redhead said. “It’s just… I don’t know. My pilot senses are kind of tingling.”

“Lith Dae,” Eve announced. “Do you think it’s possible that they have come back to try to take over Uraniel again?”

“Shit,” Zea muttered. “Didn’t we kick those dickbags in the nuts enough to scare them off permanently?”

“Maybe not,” Eve said. “Evil men are always looking for people to exploit, and Uraniel has too much potential not to attract people who want to take advantage of their resources.”

“That’s true, but let’s try not to jump to any conclusions,” I said. “Juliette, can you send a ship to check on the cargo transport and Uraniel in general? I just want to get a feel for what’s going on, if anything.”

“Of course, I can,” the redhead replied.

“I meant do you have the authority to do that?” I smiled. “I don’t know Queen’s Hat’s rules about interstellar travel and jurisdiction.”

“Eh, fuck it,” Juliette chuckled. “Rules were made to be broken, right, Handsome? I’ll take care of it. Council won’t care that I sent a ship out on their behalf.”

“Thanks,” I said. “In that case, there’s really nothing else for us to do about Uraniel until we hear back from your check-in ship. For now, let’s just focus on the harbor logs and whatever we can find out on Elaka Nota from the files in the mainframe.”

“I’m already in the mainframe,” Zea announced with her eyes closed.

“What? How?” Juliette demanded. “You haven’t even had anything pulled up on the screen.”

“Don’t need it,” the hacker replied and then tapped the shaved side of her skull. “It’s all in here.”

The screen changed then to show all of the files she was sorting through in the Queen’s Hat mainframe, and it was like a waterfall of numbers and letters, so I was glad Zea and Kasta could analyze it so quickly. Paula was almost as fast as both of them, and Juliette moved over to the side a little so the three blondes could study all the data in front of us.

“Damn,” Zea finally sighed. “I think we’re shit out of luck here.”

“What do you mean?” Eve asked.

“There’s some stuff on Elaka Nota in here, and I can see when crewmembers from Elaka ships logged in and tried to access different files, but none of them are really helpful,” Zea explained.

“I agree,” Kasta said. “It’s mostly just all the ways that they’ve tried to exploit the resources of different planets, but none of them have the information we need about this underwater bunker.”

“Then what now?” Madalena asked, and I felt a flicker of frustration coming from her. There was concern too, and when I glanced up, she was looking over her shoulder at Eve.

“We continue trying,” the vampire replied.

“I think we’ll probably have more luck with the harbor logs,” Paula said. “What do you think, Sis?”

“I think if you give me about sixty seconds, I can analyze all the logs,” Kasta said as she scooted her chair forward even more between Zea and Juliette.

“That’s impressive,” Madalena said and turned back to her post at the door.

Kasta’s blue eyes stared at the screen in front of her, and I would have sworn that her irises turned a darker shade than usual as she concentrated on her analysis. I knew that the amount of information she was processing right now was insane, and not for the first time, I felt incredibly lucky to have the brilliant android with me, along with her genius sister who had created her in the first place.

“Okay,” the blonde android finally said as she blinked and looked back at the rest of us. “I’ve analyzed all their origin points and destinations, and I think I have a pretty good estimate of where we should go next.”

“Is it bad that I kinda hope it’s not Trappist - 1e?” Zea asked. “I feel like I’m really gonna have to work myself up to going back there.”

“Then today is your lucky day,” Kasta said. “There’s a space station in the Patapi system, and as far as I can tell, that’s their biggest and most important station. From the number of ships going in and out, I’d say it’s probably about the size of Wobbegong, maybe a little bigger.”

“So, what, we’re just gonna zoom in there, knock politely, and ask if we can look at all their data?” Juliette asked.

“I don’t think there’s a better option,” I said. “There was nothing in the mainframe here that helps us figure out where this underwater bunker is, so this means we have to look somewhere else for the information.”

“And there is nowhere better to look than in the very minds of our enemies,” Madalena said. “It is a sound plan. We will board this space station--”

“AL-417-53-692,” Kasta said. “Aliata Station, for short.”

“We will board this Aliata Station,” the Prime Valkyrie continued, “and then Zea will hack into their systems, steal all of their data, and find out the location of the underwater bunker where Eve’s blood-sisters are being held.”

“And then we can finally save them,” Eve said.

“Yeahhh, so there’s just one problem with this grand plan,” Zea said. “If we show up at that space station with Eve, we might as well send in a marching band first to announce ourselves.”

“You are right,” Eve sighed. “If any of my sisters are on board the station, they will instantly know of my arrival.”
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Chapter 7

“Then, what are we supposed to do?” Paula asked.

“I could stay here, while you all go on to this Aliata Station,” Eve said. “Then, after you find out the information we need, you could return here, and we could all go back to Nordar - 13 together to plan our next move.”

“I am not leaving you here alone,” I growled.

“I would be fine, my love,” Eve said. “Everything is running smoothly on Queen’s Hat, and I can stay hidden in a hotel for a few days until your return.”

“Uhhh, fuck no,” Zea scoffed. “I’m with Adam on this one. It’s way too dangerous to leave you alone. I know you can, like, explode people with your brain, basically--”

“That is not exactly--” Eve started.

“And I know you’re this super badass vampire witch,” Zea continued like Eve had not spoken. “But the thing is, you are way too valuable and way too important, and I’m sure as hell not going to lose you. Ever.”

“What if Elaka Nota shows up while we’re gone?” Paula added. “It won’t do us any good to find out where your blood-sisters are if they are able to take you from us in the meantime.”

“Yeah, no offense to Juliette or anything, but what if they sneak their way in here, so nobody knows that they’re here until they’ve already docked?” Kasta demanded. “They probably know they can’t just approach Queen’s Hat or they’ll get shot down, since they weren’t exactly friendly last time.”

“So, they might come on different ships that aren’t branded as Elaka Nota,” Zea agreed. “Then the moment they arrive, they’ll blow their way through the station until they find you! Uh-uh. No way you’re staying here by yourself.”

“I’ve actually gotta agree with my three favorite blondes on this one,” Juliette sighed and then took another drag from her cigarette. “Queen’s Hat is in pretty good shape at the moment, but I can’t guarantee anything as long as I’m not here.”

“I understand your concerns,” Eve sighed, and she wore a subtle smile as she considered the concerns of my other wives. “I just thought that perhaps it would make things easier, since we are working with such a limited amount of time to accomplish so much.”

“If you are trying to make things easier on the rest of us, then this is not the way,” Madalena said, and my warrior wife turned around for a moment to face Eve. “You have a good heart, Eve, but do not let your concern for others outweigh concern for yourself. We will need you to defeat the Draugr, so we cannot lose you now.”

“They’re all right,” I told my dark-haired wife. “I know you always think of everyone before you think of yourself, but this is not the time for that. I need you to stay safe, and there are too many unknown variables on Queen’s Hat for me to leave you here while we go to this Aliata Station.”

“I know you are right in what you say,” Eve said. “I just do not want to be any trouble.”

I ground my teeth together at the thought of Eve ever being a bother to me, especially when it came to keeping her safe. Protecting her was like breathing to me, and I felt a deep sense of calm and love flow toward me from the vampire woman while I held her gaze.

“Then what would be the best course of action, my love?” Eve asked after a moment.

“You won’t be able to come with us to break into Aliata,” I said. “So, this means I need you somewhere I know you’ll be safe while I’m gone.”

“There is nowhere safer than in the middle of your armada, Husband,” Madalena said.

“Exactly,” I agreed, and a rush of pride spiraled from the Prime Valkyrie. “We need to get you home to Nordar - 13. Even if Elaka Nota tracks you there, they will never attack against the full force of the Nordar.”

“That’s all well and good,” Juliette said. “But I hope you don’t think you’re gonna leave me behind while you’re at it, because I am definitely coming to Aliata with you, Handsome.”

“Good,” I said with a grin. “I could use your experience there.”

“I think we’re all forgetting one other little key factoid,” Zea sighed. “Persephone.”

“What about her?” Kasta asked.

“Oh, you are right,” Eve spoke up. “Elaka Nota will recognize her if you take her to their space station, even without me along for the ride.”

“That is a problem,” I sighed and scratched at the back of my ear.

I wanted to just bring half of my fleet against the Aliata Station and threaten to blast them into nothing but space debris if they didn’t hand over the information I needed. As appealing as that sounded, I knew it would never work. I didn’t want to give them any kind of heads-up that we wanted to rescue Eve’s blood-sisters from their underwater prison, and I knew if we showed up and threatened them, they could easily erase all the information we needed.

Then we would be in the same situation we were now, only we would have wasted too much fucking time.

“We’ll have to take Dance to the Dirge,” I finally decided. “I know she looks really similar to Persephone, so she might still be a target, but at least their system won’t flag it or think Eve and I are on board.”

“We can bring enough Nordar warriors to ensure Dance to the Dirge is protected while we search the station for information,” Madalena said.

“And as long as it doesn’t take too long, we can just scoot our way out of there before they know what hit them,” Juliette said. “No pressure or anything, Zea, but I think your little fingers are gonna have to work overtime on this one.”

“I can do it.” The blonde hacker nodded.

“Then we should get back to Nordar - 13 as soon as possible,” I said. “Zea, do you think you would be able to hack into their systems and get everything we need without Kasta and Paula? Well, I know you can, but do you think you can do it fast enough?”

“I’m sure I can make it work,” Zea answered. “Just give me a countdown whenever we get there.”

“Damn, we’re not coming?” Kasta asked, and she sent me a pout. “It’s because I’m too distracting, isn’t it? Because you can’t stop thinking about me in that little pink lingerie number? Ahh, shit, it was the whipped cream, wasn’t it? Now that’s all you can think about, and I would distract you from the mission, so you’re forced to distance yourself from--”

“Maybe just let him tell you why,” Paula interrupted her sister with a smile.

“It’s only because I have a feeling this is gonna get pretty dicey,” I chuckled lightly. “I want to get in and out of the Aliata Station as quickly as possible, so other than the Valkyries and Nordar warriors on board, I want to keep our boarding party pretty small. Juliette and Zea will come, and so will Madalena and Sivaha, but that’s it.”

At the thought of the silver-haired queen, a slight but sudden ache panged in my chest, and I realized it must be the submission bond affecting me. We hadn’t been apart for very long, so the ache wasn’t overwhelming yet, but I could easily see how painful it could become if the separation lasted for weeks. The ache was both physical and emotional, and I was once again amazed that Dana and the three Nordar men had survived the pain after their capture by Jotnar forces.

“I’d actually like to take a look at some of the shielding technology Aasne mentioned,” Paula said. “Sis and I could be helpful there while you’re gone on this mission.”

“It’s like you read my mind.” I smiled at the blonde engineer. “You two are the most brilliant engineers I’ve ever met, so I’d like you to run point on making sure my fleet is the best it can be.”

“Aye, Captain,” Kasta said and sent me a little salute. “So, does this mean we get to boss around a bunch of people?”

“I thought maybe you could just work with them,” I said with a smirk. “Just see that it gets done.”

“We will,” Paula said.

“Then let’s blow this joint.” Juliette stubbed her cigarette out in her ashtray. “We’ve got a high-security space station to break into, and I’ve got another Shadow Eagle to pilot. Maybe I’ll even let Nikki take a turn this time.”

“Nikki will do whatever Adam instructs her to do,” Madalena said with a shrug.

“You mean, like… anything?” Juliette raised her eyebrows. “Yeahhh, I bet she would. And I know how much Kitty-Boy likes the blondes, but don’t worry, I’m secure enough to know that nobody’s wilder than a redhead in the bedroom.”

“What about Sivaha?” Eve teased.

“Okay, so, that’s fair.” Juliette reached for her cigarette before she remembered that she had finished it. “Hot Bitch definitely looks like she’d kitty-cat scratch your back enough to leave scars and make you happy about it.”

“I bet Adam purrs like a kitten for her,” Kasta giggled.

“That’s enough talk about my sex life,” I sighed. “Let’s get moving.”

“You got it, Captain,” Zea chuckled.

On our way out of the security station, Juliette stopped long enough to issue a whole string of orders to her subordinates. As her list kept growing, the men looked like they might piss themselves from fear that they wouldn’t do a good enough job, but Juliette just kept right on going until she was finally done.

“That should keep them busy until I get back,” the redhead said as we left the station and started back toward the harbor. “If I come back, anyway.”

“That’s kinda bleak, don’t you think?” Zea asked. “It’s not much of a vote of confidence in our plan.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that, Blondie,” Juliette said. “I meant just in case I decide to blow off this whole police commissioner thing and stick to my job as Kitty-Man’s pilot.”

“We will need to come back here at some point to check in on the cargo transport to Uraniel,” I reminded her. “I’ll want to know if your check-in ship has any news.”

“Well, yeah, we can do that,” Juliette agreed. “But I’m still not making any promises that I’ll come back to work here.”

“You’re always welcome with us, Juliette,” I said. “Do whatever you like.”

“I usually do,” the redhead purred, and then she strolled forward so I could watch her ass sway back and forth in her tight jeans.

“Now, that’s what I call trouble looking for a place to happen,” Kasta laughed.

“Hmm,” I muttered, but a half-grin hitched at one corner of my mouth while I admired the view.

When we got back to Persephone, Lux greeted us in the hold. She had arranged all the warriors on board into strategic groups in case anyone attacked while we were gone, so there were snipers up top, Valkyries and warriors down below, and Mikhael with the plasma bazooka front and center.

“Did you have any trouble?” I asked as we walked up the ramp.

“No, Adam,” Lux said. “I have also refilled Persephone’s stores for our return journey.”

“Was there anything to refill?” I asked. “We haven’t been gone that long, so I’m sure there is still plenty of food.”

“Some of the greens have wilted now, and it would be inappropriate for the King of the Nordar to eat them,” Lux said, but there was no trace of emotion on her stoic face.

“Inappropriate?” I smiled. “Well, anyway, thank you, Lux. We’re headed back to Nordar - 13 to change ships, so get everyone in position.”

“Yes, Captain.” Lux turned on her heels to lead the way back up to the bridge. “Stations!”

As the crew of Persephone filed back toward the elevator with a quick stop by the armory to restore their weapons, Madalena stepped up beside me.

“Lux seems to be extra cranky today,” I snickered.

“Did I not tell you, Husband?” The corners of the Prime Valkyrie’s mouth twitched. “Lux seems to like you quite a lot.”

Yes, I do not think she would have sent someone out for fresh greens for anyone else, my love.

Even though Eve was walking ahead of me, I could tell she was smiling by her tone.

“She’s good at her job.” I shrugged. “Now, let’s get back to Nordar - 13 so we can go break into this Elaka Nota station.”

The trip back to Odin Geirr took long enough for me to catch up on the sleep I had missed during my love-making with Eve and Zea, and even after I felt refreshed, there was still enough time for me to spend several hours alone with Madalena.

The Prime Valkyrie massaged my muscles like we were in the spas of her battle fortress, and I thought of how much time we had wasted before I finally claimed her as my own. She had been stubborn and arrogant at first, so I had refused to see her before I started the Odin rite, but even back then, I had wondered if I made the right call.

Then Madalena had swooped down in Persephone to help me fight off my attackers at the airfield on Nordar - 13-a, and I’d watched her plunge to the ground with her purple wing thrusters stretched out behind her like an avenging angel. That was when I knew the bond between us would only grow deeper and stronger.

Now, all I wanted to do was make sure she never questioned my feelings for her again, especially because our relationship started out extremely rocky. This was from a combination of me not knowing Nordar ways, and her frustrations with falling in love with someone who wasn’t one of her people and who didn’t understand her status as the Prime Valkyrie.

To most, Madalena was practically a stone-cold goddess of death and destruction. She had proven herself countless times to be the most powerful and deadly warrior of her people. The title of “Prime Valkyrie” was something all the Nordar Kings, Queens, and people understood to be extremely close to Odin, and she was respected with equal parts fear and reverence.

But I was her husband, and she was my wife, and beneath her stoic exterior was a woman who loved me more than she loved herself and Odin.

So, I let the Prime Valkyrie massage me all she wanted before I made love to her a few times over. She sighed when I kissed her and traced my fingertips over the long, perfect muscles of her disciplined body. She cried out when she climaxed from my mouth and tongue licking her dripping wet pussy, and when I came close to reaching my own release, she begged me to fill her womb with my seed so that she could give me a child.

Madalena was the perfect woman, and every time we made love, we became lost in the joy of completing each other, and we only stopped when her body could not fit another drop of my cum inside, or when someone alerted us that it was time to get back to saving the galaxy.

When we were about to enter the Nordar - 13 system, Juliette gave us a twenty-minute warning, and Madalena and I were able to climax one last time. Then we stretched ourselves out of the well-used bed, got dressed, and grabbed a quick bite to eat before we headed to the bridge to prepare for our landing.

As soon as the stars and ships of my home base came into view, Juliette leaned back in the pilot’s seat and glanced over at Nikki.

“It’s all you now, babe,” the redhead sighed. “I’ll let you bring us home.”

Nikki nodded and seemed to show no emotion about any of this, but I noticed that she ran her fingers over the controls with the gentle touch of a lover before she began to guide us toward the harbor of Odin Geirr.

Even before we docked, I could feel the ache in my chest start to vanish, and my heart beat a little faster at the thought of seeing my other wives again so soon. Sure, I would leave most of them behind in order to carry out our next mission, but it would be nice to feel them beside me again, even for just a little while.

What a strange life I had now.

I told Juliette and the crew of Persephone to switch over to Dance to the Dirge so we could leave right away, and I left my Shadow Eagle to meet Aasne, Elana, Riecka, and Sivaha just outside the harbor dock. Then I didn’t waste any time before I told them what the plan was.

“This shouldn’t take long, and by the time we’re through with this Aliata Station, we should have all of the information we need to go save Eve’s blood-sisters,” I said at the end of my explanation.

“I am honored that you have asked me to accompany you, Husband,” Sivaha said with a sultry smile.

“Between your skills in battle and your ability to charm anyone into… well, into whatever we need, I think it would be foolish not to bring you,” I replied.

“But you will leave the rest of us again so soon, my lord?” Aasne asked, and my young, freckled wife couldn’t mask her disappointment.

“I think it’s the best way,” I said gently. “Eve, Kasta, and Paula will stay behind too, so it won’t just be you, Elana, and Riecka.”

“There is still plenty to keep you occupied until the rest of us come back,” Sivaha told the younger queen. “It is just as important for our husband to have his fleet prepared as it is for him to get this information on Eve’s blood-sisters. One is not better than the other.”

“Besides, you can give us a tour of some of your ships with the new shielding tech you were talking about,” Paula told the auburn-haired woman. “Sis and I would really like to see it in action and see if we can engineer anything helpful in terms of drones or anything else.”

“That would be nice,” Aasne said, but I could still feel her sadness. “I will just miss our husband until he is able to return.”

“So will we, Aasne,” Eve said.

“We understand, though.” Elana ran her fingers through her short brown hair. “We will do whatever we can to help while you are gone, my lord.”

“We will make sure the fleet is ready for you, King of Kings,” Riecka said, but I could sense the disappointment in her words that she would be left behind again, too.

Still, I didn’t think it was a bad idea to let her have a little more time to learn how to get along with my other women.

“Dance to the Dirge’s warpdrive should be reset by now, so I don’t want to waste any more time,” I said. “Let’s go see how fast she can get us there and then back home.”

There was a brief sensation of pride from Madalena beside me, but I wasn’t quite sure why. She had already known that I wanted her to accompany me to the Elaka Nota station, so that couldn’t be it, but before I had too much time to think about it, Eve slipped her hand in mine to tell me goodbye.

She is proud that you now think of Nordar - 13 as your home. She is proud that you are our lord and husband, and that her people are now your people.

Sometimes, I wondered what I would do without my dark-haired wife or her ability to read people. But whenever I thought about this, I felt only a tight knot in my stomach at the idea that anyone would ever try to take her from me.

You will always have me, my love.

Eve went up on her tiptoes to kiss me, and I obliged the woman for several long and tender seconds before I finally released her.

Then I told Madalena, Sivaha, and Zea to go ahead and join Juliette and the crew on Dance to the Dirge. After Zea gave Eve her own kiss goodbye, the beautiful vampire followed the Nordar queens toward where the other Shadow Eagle was docked, and I turned to tell the rest of my wives goodbye again.

I felt a rush of hope from Riecka that I might embrace her after I did the same for Eve, Elana, Kasta, and Paula, but I just nodded and told her goodbye as politely as I could. I dismissed my wives then, but I grabbed Aasne’s arm when she turned to follow the others.

“I just want one second alone with you,” I said and then waited until the others were out of earshot.

“With me?” Aasne repeated and looked up at me with her bright green eyes.

“I didn’t want to worry anyone else,” I said. “But I need you to do me a favor while I’m gone.”

“Anything, my lord,” the freckled woman whispered, and I could feel the excitement flow from her eager body. “Just tell me what I can do to serve you.”

“I need you to keep a close eye on Eve,” I said. “I don’t think Elaka Nota will try to use her blood-sisters to attack her again so soon after their last attempt, but I don’t want her to be alone in case they do.”

“And if they do, how should I help her?” Aasne asked.

“She might have drowned in the spa if she had been alone,” I said. “Just make sure her body is safe, even if they attack her mind. Other than that, do your best to keep her calm and keep talking to her. She may be able to hear you, even if she can’t respond, and she may be able to draw strength from you during her fight.”

“I will not let anything happen to her,” Aasne promised, and her green eyes flashed with fire. “You have my word, my lord.”

“Thank you, Aasne,” I said as I cupped her face with my palm. “And look after yourself, too. I will need all of my wives to be ready when it is finally time to go up against Elaka Nota.”

“I will be,” the auburn-haired queen whispered. “And then nothing will stand in your way.”

I leaned down to kiss her, and I was surprised by how cool her lips felt compared to the heat of the rest of her skin as I pulled her close to me. She slipped her fingers into my hair to draw me down toward her even more, and it felt so good to have Aasne in my arms that I almost forgot all about Elaka Nota, Shadow Eagles, and even the Draugr.

I finally forced myself to take a step back before I lost all sense of time.

“I’d like to pick this conversation up again later,” I said.

“You can pick it up any time you want to,” Aasne whispered as a wide smile split her adorable face. “I look forward to your return, Husband. I look forward to it very much. Thank you for trusting me to take care of Eve.”

I kissed her briefly again and then started at a jog toward Dance to the Dirge. It was docked only a few slots over from Persephone, so it didn’t take me long to reach, but when I bounded up the ramp, the only people in the hold were Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma.

“Is everybody else already in position?” I asked the Idonan women.

“Yes, King of Kings,” Hegeia replied. “I asked to greet you when you arrived.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “Sorry for the quick turnaround, but I really want to get to Aliata as soon as possible. If any of you are too tired after the trip back on Persephone, I can always sub you out for some other Nordar crew.”

“No, we are happy to come with you on this Shadow Eagle, too,” the red-haired woman said.

“Will you ask Waiola and Uma, just to make sure they feel the same way?” I asked.

Hegeia translated, but before she could even finish her sentence, Uma grabbed her by the arm and shook her head hard enough that it sent her blonde hair flying back and forth.

“No!” Uma said as she turned her dark eyes toward me. “Stay!”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Odin,” Waiola said and pointed at me, and then she gestured to herself and the other two Idonan women. “Servants.”

“I’ve already told you,” I sighed. “You’re not servants, and you’re not thralls. I don’t see you that way. You’re my friends who helped me when I needed a hand.”

“My sister means we are servants of Odin,” Hegeia said. “That is why we wish to serve you as long as you will have us. You are his avatar, and you are blessed by Freyja.”

“Odin,” Waiola said again with a shy smile.

I smiled back and shrugged.

If these three women were happy to continue to serve on my crew, I wasn’t going to refuse them. They might not be Valkyries, but they were Nordar, and if they hadn’t helped me during my Odin rite, I might not have lasted long enough to unite the clans in the first place.

“As long as you’re happy,” I told the trio. “Come on, we can head up to the bridge together.”

I poked my head into the armory before I got on the elevator just to make sure all our weapons had been transferred over from Persephone, but Lux had already taken care of it. Sometimes, I wondered if the obsidian-pigtailed warrior ever found the time to sleep, or if she had somehow evolved past the need for sleep during her Valkyrie training.

When I exited the elevator and headed toward the bridge with the trio of Idonan women, Josefinna and Mikhael were the first ones to see me, since their gunner stations were the closest to the elevator.

“Captain on the bridge!” Josefinna announced.

Everyone instantly snapped to attention, and I waved them back to their places and then took my seat in the center officer’s chair. Zea had plopped down in the row just behind mine, but Madalena and Sivaha both sat on either side of my chair. Lux occupied the chair beside Zea, or at least, she would until we got in the air, and Juliette and Nikki both sat in the pilot’s row at the front.

Dance to the Dirge had four more gunner stations than Persephone, but now that we had the rest of Madalena’s crew on board, there weren’t enough gunner positions for all of my people. Instead, I tasked Hegeia and Waiola with running everything else on the ship while we were in the air, so the gunner stations were occupied by Uma, Calisto, Dana, Josefinna, Mikhael, Dragon and his ex-wives, and Milda and the three men submitted to her.

“How long will it take us to arrive?” I asked as I settled into my seat.

“It should be just over an hour in warpdrive to get to the Patapi system,” Nikki replied. “We are ready to depart on your command.”

“Then let’s get going,” I said.

It took us sixty-five minutes to reach the Patapi system, and even though I knew we wouldn’t be there long enough for the warpdrive to reset, I was glad the trip had been fast. The return trek would be a little longer, but I would take the speed anywhere I could get it, and not for the first time, I felt like one lucky asshole to have two Shadow Eagles at my disposal.

Without their warpdrives, much less their foldingdrives, we wouldn’t stand a chance against the oncoming Draugr, and we definitely wouldn’t be able to save Eve’s blood-sisters to help us in our fight against the SAVO. Sure, maybe their help wasn’t completely guaranteed, but Eve seemed convinced that there were enough of the Elaka Nota women who wanted to help us, so if she thought we should attempt a rescue, then that was a good enough reason for me.

When we exited warpdrive, and the stars came into focus again, I took a deep breath. Aliata Station loomed ahead of us, and as Dance to the Dirge’s scanners started to scroll its stats for us, I felt my stomach drop.

City Class Station: AL-417-53-692

Manufactured by: EN3512

Branding: Elaka Nota Military and Trading Outpost

Hyperdrive: 2000 hours to one lightyear

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 8.1 kilometers

Minimum crew: 2000

Estimated population: 300,000

Estimated fighter craft: 750

Estimated drone payload: 500

Heavy plasma cannons: 110

Light plasma guns: 80

Laser arrays: 40

Fuck.

That was a lot of damn firepower, and there was no way to turn back now.
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Chapter 8

“Incoming transmission,” Juliette said as we drifted closer to the cylindrical-shaped station.

“Audio only,” I told her.

“Dance to the Dirge, state your business here,” a man’s nasally voice said. “Who am I speaking with?”

I nodded at Madalena, and she immediately leaned forward to practice what we had rehearsed.

“This is Captain Madalena Vaish,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “We’re a little low on supplies and need to stock up on a few things.”

“This is not a charity station,” the man grunted.

“We have rhodium to trade,” Madalena said.

Just like usual, those were the magic words. Any time a door seemed to close in our faces, rhodium was always the password to open it back up again. And now that I was King of all the Nordar, I had more rhodium at my disposal than I knew what to do with.

I didn’t even have to bluff about it.

“How much?” the man’s nasally voice demanded. “This is primarily a military station, but we do have trade districts, if you have enough to make it worth our while.”

“One hundred and fifty grams,” Madalena replied.

The line was silent for a minute, and I wondered if we had told the man too much. I had gone back and forth when I thought about how much rhodium we should declare before docking, but in the end, I decided it was better to overshoot and make sure we got permission to dock, even if it did make us a bit of a target for any mercenary types on board.

Then again, my crew could easily handle any assholes who thought we might be a good target.

“Alright, Captain Vaish,” the man finally replied, and I could hear the greed dripping from his voice like an out of tune trombone. “That’ll do. You can come around to the other side of the station and dock at D7. Hand over a twenty percent docking fee at check-in, and then feel free to make your trades. No guns are allowed, but batons and utility knives are acceptable.”

“Is there a bank where we can convert our rhodium to the local currency?” Madalena asked.

“No, like I said, this is primarily a military outpost,” the man answered. “You’ll trade your rhodium directly with vendors for any supplies you need. Make sure you have that twenty percent docking fee ready to hand over.”

“We will,” Madalena said, and then I signaled Juliette to cut the transmission.

“I wonder how long he’s had a stick up his asshole,” Zea muttered. “A twenty percent docking fee is fucking ridiculous.”

“I agree,” Madalena said. “But if it will allow us to get the information we need, then it will be worth it. We have more than enough rhodium to spare.”

“Yeah, but did you catch that shit about the direct rhodium trades with vendors?” Juliette asked. “That is some bullshit corruption nonsense. I bet you anything that all their vendors have a whole mess of different scales that they use whenever they think they can cheat somebody.”

“I have no doubt this is true,” Madalena agreed.

“That’s why Queen’s Hat makes everybody trade their rhodium in for R-credits, so at least it’s all going through the bank,” Juliette said. “If you leave it up to individuals, they’re definitely gonna try to rig the system and weigh their scales wrong. Everyone’s out to cheat the poor assholes who don’t know any better if they can.”

“Well, we sure as hell know better,” Zea growled.

“I do not like to be cheated any more than the next person,” Sivaha said. “But perhaps we should remember the reason why we are here. Who cares if they take twenty percent or if they try to cheat us? Men would pay a hundred and twenty grams for women like us to piss on them, and this pathetic corporation will soon be nothing but space dust.”

“Thanks for keeping things in perspective,” I chuckled. “So, I want to run this basically how we ran Queen’s Hat. Lux, you take charge of the ship while we’re gone, but have everybody ready to mobilize in case there’s trouble.”

“Yes, Adam,” the black-haired Valkyrie said.

“Juliette, Zea, Madalena, and Sivaha are with me,” I continued. “Sivaha, I’ll need you to charm the hell out of anyone who tries to get a little testy, but don’t use too much of your power. I don’t want to draw more attention to us than we have to.”

“You know that might be a little hard not to do,” Juliette said as she guided the Shadow Eagle in toward the harbor dock. “I bet these Elaka Nota dickbags have probably never even seen one woman as hot as us in their lifetimes, much less four of us all together.”

“It will be difficult to avoid notice,” the Prime Valkyrie agreed.

“Then we’ll just have to be fast and trust Sivaha to deal with anyone who gets too close to us,” I said.

“I’d rather trust your bullets to shoot anyone who gets too close to us,” Zea grumbled. “Do you think there’s any way we can sneak some guns on board?”

“On board a military station?” I laughed. “No, I don’t think so. But we can take knives and batons, and it’s not like I need bullets to tear a man’s head off, anyway.”

“Whew!” Juliette started fanning herself. ”Is it getting steamy in here to anyone else? Maybe it’s just you talking about tearing people’s heads off, Handsome, but you know, it’s really working for me. I’m dripping like a leaky faucet.”

“It is pleasing to hear my husband discuss how many ways he can kill our enemies,” Madalena agreed, and a burst of pleasure flowed from her to pool around me.

“Plus, we all have our aegis armor, except for Juliette,” I added.

“Oh, I’ll just stay close to you, then,” the redheaded pilot said and glanced over her shoulder to wink at me.

“Zea, as soon as we get out into the station, I need you to find an access point and figure out where we need to be,” I continued. “If there are cameras around the station, they’re bound to recognize me sooner rather than later, and even if they don’t, I think Juliette is right. It’ll be hard not to draw attention to ourselves on a mostly military outpost, so let’s make this as fast as possible.”

“I get it, no foreplay,” Zea said. “I’ll be in and out fast, I promise.”

“Just as long as you get what we need,” I told her.

“Can we do anything to help you?” Sivaha asked the hacker.

“Just stay out of my way,” Zea chuckled. “Uhhh, please. Oh, and make sure nobody interrupts me. That’ll be the best way to make me work faster.”

“We can do that,” the silver-haired queen replied.

“Okay, so let me just make sure I’m clear on what we need,” the blonde hacker said. “I need to dig up some dirt on an underwater prison, or any of their worlds that have a lot of oceans or lakes; anything I can find out about their defensive tech that we might have to go up against, plus anything I can find out about the SAVO or about the Shadow Eagles.”

“Yeah, that’s basically it.” I knew it was a lot to look for, but Zea had broken into Elaka Nota’s systems before, and she would never have been caught if her ex-boyfriend hadn’t betrayed her for a measly pay-out.

I was glad that fucker had gotten what he deserved, but I was even more glad I now had the beautiful tech-genius on my ship and in my bed.

Zea was indispensable to me in several ways.

“Theoretically, or maybe I mean hypothetically, it shouldn’t take a crazy long time,” Zea decided. “When I hacked into Elaka Nota back on Trappist - 1e, I had to go in from outside their systems, so it took a while. But as long as I can hook into their own system here, I should be able to gain access a lot faster.”

“I just hope they have the information on the bunker,” I said.

“Yeahhh, me too, but whatever else they don’t have, I can always find out later,” Zea replied. “As long as I can figure out where this underwater prison place is, and what kind of defenses surround it, we should be good. If there’s anything else we want to know, I’d bet you my last paycheck that we’ll be able to find it in the underwater bunker. That’s where I’d lock up all my most secret shit on a local circuit, so my enemies would have to swim down and break in that way.”

“But you do not get a paycheck,” Madalena said with a slight tilt of her head.

“Exactly, Maddy,” Zea said. “Do you mind if I call you Maddy? I know you could totally kill me just by, uh, looking at me, you know, but I think it’s got kind of a nice ring to it, and you haven’t killed Kasta yet whenever she’s called you that, so I thought maybe--”

“That is acceptable,” the Prime Valkyrie interrupted. “And we have docked now.”

“Shiiit, that was smooth, Red!” Zea said. “Way to stick the landing.”

“Actually, I let Viking Blondie take us in for the home stretch,” Juliette said with a nod at Nikki.

“Well, then, shit yes, Nikki!” Zea did a little fist pump in the air. “You’re a badass too, you know.”

Nikki didn’t say anything, but I saw the Nordar woman offer a slight smile in return.

“Let’s go charm the pants off of these Elaka assholes,” Sivaha said as she rose to her feet.

While the docking tube extended to admit us, we headed down to the armory to gear up with what we could. I felt naked without my twin revolvers, but I didn’t want to bring trouble down on us before we even had a chance to get started, so I figured we would play by their rules until we needed to break them.

The four women all armed themselves with small knives, but I noticed Sivaha strapped about five of them to her thighs alone. They would be within easy reach underneath the high-slit black dress she loved to wear, but she didn’t carry any other weapons. Juliette and Madalena both grabbed straight batons, Zea took a stun baton that she slipped into the back of her belt, and I armed myself with my usual Bowie knife and a tonfa baton.

After we grabbed the rhodium that would buy our way into Aliata Station, we exited Dance to the Dirge, and we headed down the tube toward the check-in point.

The man in the check-in booth was an asshole, but I didn’t expect much less from someone who extorted twenty percent from people as a docking fee. I was just happy to know that the Nordar clans mined well over two hundred thousand kilograms of rhodium every day, so it wasn’t like this could really put a dent in my pocket.

I had come a long way since my first trip to Queen’s Hat when Zea, Eve, and I had been on the edge of starvation.

After we passed the checkpoint and started through the streets of the station, I glanced around for the signs that would point us to the trade districts. The asshole in the booth had told us where to go, and even though I didn’t plan to actually trade any of our rhodium for goods, I wanted to get a sense of the station’s layout as much as I could.

The nasally man who had given us docking permission hadn’t lied when he said that Aliata was mostly a military station. The avenues were gray steel and devoid of decorations, the buildings were crafted together with printed concrete squares, and there were spots of brownish-red and open electrical panels on the twenty-meter-high ceilings. There was a faint smell of rust, oil, and vodka in the air, and everywhere I looked, there were dreary corporate soldiers in ill-fitting uniforms. There were also plenty of them dressed in plain clothes, and we passed clusters of civilians every now and then, but they mostly seemed to be either food and alcohol vendors or prostitutes, so I knew Juliette was right.

We really stuck out in this crowd.

I kept my head down as much as possible, but that didn’t stop anyone from looking at my beautiful companions. They stood out like four sparkling gemstones on a gravel beach, and every woman we passed looked like she wanted to desperately join our group and get off this shithole while every man looked like he wanted to kill me and take my place.

I tried to just focus on moving forward, but it was hard when the beast in my stomach wanted to shift and shred these men into bloody scraps of ribbon just because they had the audacity to look at my women. It wasn’t only that they were looking. I knew what they were thinking, and that was enough to make me want to lose control.

It was enough to make me want to kill every damn male on this station.

“They will not harm us, Husband,” Sivaha murmured, and I realized she must have sensed my anger and hostility. “Imagine if you had never seen a sunset? Or a blue ocean? They only wish to look at things more beautiful than they had ever imagined. The poor things.”

“I could cut their eyes out of their skulls for looking,” I growled.

“Ooh, you’re gonna have to stop saying sexy shit like that if you don’t want me to cause a scene,” Juliette said with a smirk. “If you keep it up, I might just get someone to hit on me, so you can swipe their head right off their ugly shoulders while I cream my panties.”

“I would advise you not to test him,” Madalena calmly suggested. “I have seen my Husband do far worse to a man for less.”

“There’s a bar with public terminals up ahead,” Zea announced. “I’ll start on one of them, but if that doesn’t work, I’ve got a backup plan.”

When we reached the information bar, the man at the door demanded ten grams of rhodium for entry. It was one hell of an overcharge, but when Sivaha moved toward the man to persuade him to lower his price, I grasped her arm, instead. We had the rhodium, and this wasn’t the hill to die on, not when we would probably definitely need her charms for something else soon enough.

Madalena handed over the correct amount of rhodium, but the man’s scale showed that we were still three grams short. It was obviously rigged, but as much as I wanted to rip the man’s ears off and stuff them down his throat, I forced myself to think of oceans and remain calm.

The bigger picture was more important than this asshole, and I made this much rhodium every hundredth of a second.

I was the King of Kings, but I was just so used to being poor.

I reminded myself that there were a hell of a lot more innocents in the galaxy than fuckers like this guy. Otherwise, it would have been hard to remember why we wanted to save the galaxy from the Draugr. I knew this was just the way that things were most places. The majority of people were decent folks who wanted to make a living and get by.

The dickbags at the top were just fucking loud.

And there was no one to silence them.

Until now, and I knew what my life’s work would be after I took care of the SAVO.

The Prime Valkyrie handed over an additional three grams of rhodium, but when she dropped her hand back to her side, she flexed her fingers like she was imagining what it would be like to wrap her hands around the man’s throat and crush his life.

Yes. I would deal with the Draugr, and then I would use my position as King of Kings to destroy every single corporation and asshole who thought they could steal from and exploit other people.

But for right now, the man slipped the extra rhodium into his pocket and then waved us inside the information bar.

“You ahh use any open terminal,” the greedy dickbag said, and he licked his lips and stared at Sivaha. “Any problem, go to ahh the man at the front. Or ahh…”

“We can take it from here, thank you,” Sivaha purred. She wasn’t using her powers, but the man’s jaw still fell open enough that he almost started to drool.

Madalena pushed her way past the man, followed closely by Zea, and the rest of us slipped inside after them.

The information bar smelled exactly like I predicted: cheap cigarette smoke, moldy carpet, and depression, but the inside was larger than I’d expected. The ground floor was a good fifty meters long and thirty wide, and I spotted a staircase on the far end that I assumed led to the roof. There was an actual bar along one side of the room, but at each of the fifty or so tables scattered around the inside, there was a public terminal that anyone could use to access different types of information or entertainment. As I glanced around the room, I saw a number of men who all tried to hide the screens of the terminals they were using, but there was no way to hide the shit they had, for some reason, decided to access in public.

Fucking gross.

“That one,” Zea announced and then led us toward a terminal on the far wall. It was in a good location since it allowed us to have our backs against the wall. We could keep an eye on everyone else inside at the same time we watched the door.

“Nice pick, Zea,” I said as the four of us surrounded her, and the hacker sat down at the terminal.

“Oh, this isn’t actually the terminal I’m gonna use,” Zea whispered, but she plugged in her skull port, anyway. “This is just our entry point.”

“Say what now?” Juliette asked.

“I can’t completely say for sure just yet,” the hacker said as her fingers began to fly over the keys. “But I’m pretty sure that since this is a military station, the info we want is gonna be on… yep, now I can say for sure.”

“Do you always communicate this clearly on a job?” Sivaha smirked.

“Hey, I’ve got like eighty-seven different functions I’m doing up here,” Zea said, but while one hand tapped her skull, the other kept flying over the keys. “Plus, I’m trying to write new code whenever I come to a roadblock, so if you--”

“Zea, focus,” I whispered.

“Riiiight, so basically, I’m gonna need to use that terminal over there,” Zea said with a nod to a dark-haired man who sat at a screen halfway between the bar and the main entrance.

“I think that is the owner or at least the manager of this place,” Madalena said. “Should I tell him to go somewhere else?”

“Why do you need that one?” Sivaha asked.

“His system is the gateway hooked into the mainframe, so it’ll be easier for me to sneak in through a back door if I use it,” Zea explained.

“Oh, I like using the back door,” Juliette snickered.

“Calm your ovaries the fuck down, Red,” Zea groaned. “I can work my magic on this one, but it’ll take me a lot longer because I’ll have to go through the network and be dependent on his terminal’s processor speed.”

“I will go tell him to move,” Madalena growled.

“Hold up a sec, Maddy,” Zea said. “Give me three… two… there!”

Immediately, a chorus of curses started all around the room, and every single public terminal went dark. The light of the owner’s terminal screen still reflected off his wire-rimmed glasses, but everyone else seemed to be shit out of luck.

“Oh, no!” Zea cried out dramatically. “It just went out! Whaaaat the hell?”

The owner of the information bar looked up, saw that everyone’s screens were dark, but then he went right back to whatever he was browsing.

“Okay, now you can make him move,” Zea growled to the Prime Valkyrie.

Before Madalena could head over, the men scattered around the room all started to move toward the owner too, but I didn’t know if they were going to demand their money back or just the use of his terminal.

It didn’t really matter.

All that mattered was that they were in my way.

“Let me, if you don’t mind,” Sivaha said. “I can clear out the riff-raff at the same time.”

“So could I,” Madalena said.

“Yes, of course, but I can use… gentler methods,” the silver-haired queen said. “Methods that might not call the attention of every soldier on this station.”

“Do it,” I told her.

I instantly felt my knees rock a little when the beautiful seductress turned on the full force of her charms. Every man in the room forgot what they were doing and turned toward her instead, but she just strolled forward to the front of the room. Then all the men trailed after her like lovesick puppies.

“Excuse me,” Sivaha sighed to the dark-haired owner, even though he was already staring at her with wide eyes. “Do you think you could help me out here? You look like the kind of man who wouldn’t leave a woman in distress, would you?”

“N-No, ma’am,” the man stammered and pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up his suddenly sweaty face.

“See, my terminal over there just went out all of a sudden,” Sivaha said and laid her hand on his arm. “And my friends and I really, really, really need to find what we were looking for, so… do you think there’s any way I could use your terminal?”

“Y-You need mine?” the man asked. “I’m not really s-supposed to…”

“It’ll be our little secret.” Sivaha’s words dripped like honey, and I knew there was no way this asshole could resist the silver-haired seductress. “You can keep a secret, can’t you? I know I can.”

“Y-Yesss,” the man groaned and then wiped the sweat from his forehead.

As he moved out of the way, Sivaha turned toward the rest of the men in the room with a pretty smile.

“And if you all don’t mind,” Sivaha purred as she reached up to casually run her long fingers through her silver-hair. “I’m looking for some information that’s kind of… sensitive… so maybe you boys could all give me a little privacy? Pretty please? Do you think you could do this one little favor for me?”

“Fuckkkk…” Juliette softly moaned beside me. “If she keeps this up, I’m gonna end up promising her my kidney or my firstborn child or something.”

I chuckled as the men all nodded and tried to garble some kind of response to the beautiful queen, but when Sivaha nodded to Madalena, the Prime Valkyrie gently steered them all toward the exit. They shuffled off with a little bit of drool crusted in the corners of their mouths, and fifteen seconds later, we were the only ones left inside.

“Daaaamn, you are good,” Zea snickered, but she didn’t waste any time before she scooted herself into the chair at the owner’s terminal. “And so am I, so give me just a second.”

“Have I told you how pretty you are today, Sivaha?” Juliette asked. “And, uh, how nice and wonderful I think you are, and how I definitely wouldn’t ever want to piss you off, or I’d be like, uhhh…. I don’t know, fucking putty in your hands?”

“Thank you, Juliette,” Sivaha said with a smirk. “I certainly enjoy what I do.”

“Alright, I’m in,” Zea announced. “I’m definitely gonna trigger some kind of alarm if I’m in here for too long, so do you want me to try to disable the alarm or just get the information?”

“How long would it take to disable the alarm?” I asked.

“Hmmmm… Fifteen minutes. Or I can just force my way in and get the info. That will be way quicker, but we might get some heat.”

“Just get the information,” I said. “If the alarm goes off, we’ll deal with that then, but I have a feeling somebody is gonna notice the crowd of drooling men that Sivaha just sent to stand in the street anyway, so we are on borrowed time.”

“You got it, Kitty-Boy,” the blonde hacker replied, and then she went silent as she started to work.

There was no window on the door, so there was no way to look out of the information bar, but Madalena held her baton loosely with one hand and squared off against the entrance in case anyone came through. Sivaha stood to the right of the door with two of her knives in hand, and Juliette and I stayed by Zea’s side as I watched her fingers dance across the keyboard.

“Okay, here we go,” Zea said and continued to type even as she told us what she found so far. “The majority of Elaka Nota’s fleet is in orbit around Trappist - 1e, but we were already pretty sure of that.”

“How many is the majority?” I asked.

“Looks like… four thousand, give or take a little,” Zea answered. “The whole fleet is around six thousand ships, so the other two are… there! Or I mean, here. The other two thousand are here in the Patapi system.”

“Where?” I demanded.

“Most of them look like they’re in orbit around one planet,” Zea replied. “Patapi - 2g.”

“Any info on it?” Juliette asked.

“Looks like it’s a mostly ocean world, but it’s not super life-supporting,” the hacker answered. “There’s a fuck-ton of shipments that have been sent to it for acid-resistant metals, so I’d say the water is corrosive as hell.”

“Anything on a--”

“Beat you to it,” Zea cut me off. “Most of the shipments were sent to one port in particular on the planet, but there are instructions for delivery on how to request security clearance to bypass their defenses, and… ohhhh, damn, those are some badass defenses. We’ll have to--”

“You can go back to the defenses in a minute,” I said. “What were you saying about the shipments?”

“Right, so after they clear security, there’s instructions for where to make the delivery drop, and… shit, this is a lot to explain, and I don’t think I have a lot of time left.”

“Just give us the short version, Blondie.” Juliette shifted her straight baton from one hand to the other, and it was obvious she felt nervous about the fact that we were surrounded by enemy soldiers.

“It’s an underwater bunker,” Zea gasped. “I can’t find anything else like it in their systems, so it has to be the one that Eve saw. It looks like it’s Elaka Nota’s biggest lab too, so I guess that explains the crazy defense system it has.”

“How crazy?” Madalena asked from her position in front of the door.

“Uhhh…” Zea hesitated as she studied a few more things on the screen. “Well, the good news is that if we destroy the Elaka Nota fleet at Patapi - 2g and at Trappist - 1e, then that’ll basically wipe their warships off the star map.”

“And the bad news?” Sivaha asked.

“The bad news is that a lot of the defenses at Patapi - 2g are automated,” the blonde hacker replied. “So, even if we weren’t trying to stage a rescue mission, it would be hard to throw the Nordar armada against them. We’d win, obviously, but the automated system would mean we’d take a lot of losses.”

“And I want as many Nordar as possible to be able to fight the SAVO,” I growled. “I can’t waste them here before the end game. Will just one ship trigger the defenses?”

“No, it doesn’t look like it, but you’d still have to avoid the fleet of ships they have in orbit,” Zea said. “If we get past the fleet and manage to enter the atmosphere, then anything over three ships would trigger the automatic defenses, and then we’d be fucked.”

“It sounds like we need a decoy,” Sivaha said. “Something to keep most of Elaka Nota’s fleet distracted while we take one ship down to this Patapi - 2g planet and infiltrate the bunker.”

“We could use Eve,” Juliette said. “After all, she’s the thing Elaka Nota is most interested in, plus they have the ability to track her.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Sivaha said. “While Eve distracts them in one place, the rest of us could--”

“Eve will not be used as bait,” I growled before the women could continue their planning. “She remains--”

“Ahhh, shit!” Zea suddenly hissed.

“What?” I growled.

“Apparently, any outage on the station is immediately reported to security, so when I shut down the terminals, it kicked back a signal to the security assholes,” Zea said. “Uhh, plus security is also about to get an alert that somebody’s messing with their systems, since you said to just dig and not worry about the alarm.”

“Give us some more specifics, Blondie,” Juliette asked. “How much time do we have?”

“They’re already on their way,” Zea said. “And they should be here in approximately… shiiiit.”

Something pounded against the door like a battering ram.

“Now,” Zea groaned. “Approximately now. Sooo… Yeahhhhh… woops.”
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Chapter 9

“Any chance we can still run back to Dance to the Dirge?” Juliette asked.

“I think it’s too late to run.” Sivaha shrugged as the door rattled again. “I give it one more attempt before they break it down. I was getting bored anyway. Killing a bunch of people seems quite fun now. Are you lovelies ready to get your claws bloody?”

“Call Lux, Calisto, and Dana to leave the ship and come meet us,” I growled to Madalena before anyone could answer Sivaha. “Everybody else, defend the ship, and have Nikki get ready to leave as soon as we’re on board.”

As the Prime Valkyrie carried out my commands, I let the shift take over my body.

Sweet, raw agony.

Striped, orange fur sprouted from every pore in my skin, and claws ripped their way out of my fingertips while all the discs in my spine broke apart and re-formed themselves. Sharp tiger fangs burst through my gums and made my human teeth fall out across the ground, and even though it all still hurt like hell, it was less painful now that I didn’t have to try to convince myself I was still human.

I was Tiger, and it was time for me to crush my enemies.

By the time I completed my shift into my tiger form, the aegis armor had spilled over me to encase my body and head in metal that would stop most bullets and lasers.

Then the Elaka Nota soldiers outside finally broke through the door.

They wore armor and helmets like I had expected, but their helmets only covered their skulls, and that left their faces exposed.

These assholes might have been prepared to arrest a group of hackers for breaking into their systems, but the surprised look on their faces told me that they definitely didn’t expect to come face-to-face with a two-and-a-half-meter tall, armor-wearing tiger-man and his battle-hardened wives.

Then the killing started.

Sivaha was closest to the door, and the silver-haired queen stabbed both her knives into either side of a soldier’s unprotected throat. A fountain of blood immediately sprayed out to coat both Sivaha’s aegis armor and the closest soldiers like a firehose, but the Nordar queen had already ripped her blades free and hurled herself toward her next target.

And she was already laughing.

“I just need two more seconds to download this shit!” Zea shouted.

“Juliette, stay with her,” I ordered as I launched my body over the terminal and straight into the fight beside Madalena. “Zea, your armor!”

“Woops!” Zea sent me grimace right as she let her aegis armor flow over her body, and I turned back around to see the Elaka Nota security pour into the information bar.

These weren’t just standard station security guards. This was a military outpost, and there were easily fifteen well-armed and heavily-armored soldiers inside the information bar now. It only took one glance over their shoulders to see there were a fuck-ton more of these guys in the street outside, but this didn’t concern me too much.

They may have been armored and well-armed, but they could still die like every other asshole.

My claws ripped open the throat of the first soldier to reach me like fingers digging into a birthday cake, and then I tore through his muscles and tendons so deep that his head rocked to the side, and a second swipe tore his head completely loose from his shoulders. The row of soldiers directly behind him opened fire, but they were using submachine guns, and the smaller caliber bullets flattened themselves against my aegis armor like they were made out of children’s play putty.

Then their eyes opened wide, and my inner beast roared at their terror.

I grabbed two of them at the same time and smashed their helmets together hard enough to dent both their skulls like rotten melons, and then I grabbed one of their machine pistols and turned it around to face them. It was a cartridge-based weapon, and even though it didn’t have armor-piercing rounds, it could still do enough damage if I aimed it properly.

Or held the trigger long enough.

I used my left hand to slam my baton into the nose of some asshole who thought he could sneak up beside me, and after I watched his nasal bones shatter up into his own brain, I raised the submachine gun with my other hand and fired it at the soldiers who I’d just given double concussions to.

The machine pistol was set on burst mode, so three shots ripped into the cheek of the man on the left and tore his jaw off before the next three shots spat into the other soldier’s stomach. They embedded themselves in his armor, and when I saw a trickle of blood, I knew at least one of the rounds had plowed its way through.

I fired two more bursts at the same spot in his stomach until a bubble of blood welled up and poured down his front like he had just pissed himself. As soon as he was down, I flipped myself back around to cover Juliette and Zea, and I left Madalena and Sivaha to handle the soldiers behind me.

Juliette had her baton pressed up against one guy’s throat so hard that she pinned him against the wall, and while Zea continued to type away with one hand, she waved her stun baton around with her other hand to send a jolt of electricity through every soldier who got too close to them.

More soldiers were headed toward both women, and even though Zea had her aegis armor to protect her, Juliette didn’t have the same advantage.

I raised my gun and let it vomit angry bullets in quick bursts of three until the fuckers were thinned out. Then I watched Juliette slam her baton into her opponent’s throat again, and when Zea jabbed her stun baton into another fucker’s armored codpiece, I turned away from them and sprinted back into the thick of the fight.

Madalena and Sivaha stood back-to-back as they stabbed and beat every soldier who tried to come through the door, and I watched Sivaha smash a man’s face in, grab his machine pistol, yank it from his dying hands, and then casually toss it over her shoulder so that Madalena could catch it after she left her dagger embedded in the eye of another man. Then Madalena swung the gun wide as three bullets barked out of its muzzle, and a trio of guards all went down with bullet holes in the centers of their skulls.

But more assholes kept coming in, and they practically had to ant-crawl up over the bodies Sivaha and Madalena left by the entryway.

If the Valkyries didn’t clear a path back to the ship for us soon, we could easily get trapped here, and we’d end up perfect targets for any of the five hundred battle drones Elaka Nota had on their station. But I also sure as hell wasn’t about to lead my women into the street and straight into the line of fire of the soldiers.

There was only one other door in the information bar, but it looked like it was for rooftop access, and we would be too exposed if we headed up to the roof now, especially if Elaka Nota sent any aerial drones after us. No, we would have to hold them off here until Lux and the other Valkyries made it to us.

I glanced back long enough to see that Zea was still trying to download some information, but when the soldiers started to coordinate their fire in more organized bursts, I didn’t bother shouting to ask her how much longer she needed.

I just let my beast have his way.

Elaka Nota bullets bounced off my aegis armor as I used the claws of my other hand to rip the plated armor from a man’s chest. As soon as enough of his chest was exposed, I slammed the butt of the gun into his sternum with enough force to crack it. A second blow shattered the bones, and the man only had time to gasp one time before shards of his own sternum impaled his lungs and collapsed them both at the same time.

Just as I dropped him to the ground, someone concentrated their weapon fire on my left shoulder blade, so I reached back over my shoulder and used the long reach of my tiger arms to grab the smoking gun in his hands. I felt the heat of it through the aegis armor on my paws, but the metal protected me from any burns, so I ripped it straight out of the poor asshole’s hands and then flipped myself around to face him.

Zea was right behind him, so instead of shooting him, I set the machine pistol on the counter, slid it across the surface to where Zea’s terminal was, grabbed his arm, and then ripped his shoulder right out of its socket.

“Nooooo!” He dropped to his knees with an ear-splitting shriek, and I grabbed hold of either side of his helmet, twisted his skull until I heard his neck snap, and then chucked his lifeless body at three oncoming soldiers.

I half-growled, half-purred as I watched the soldier’s body send the three other men stumbling backward, and then, while Madalena and Sivaha continued to drop every asshole around them, I leaped forward high enough that my aegis helmet damn near went through the ceiling.

All three of the stumbling assholes looked up at me like they had just seen god for the first time, but I didn’t give them a chance to confess their sins. I just crashed down on top of them with the full weight of my one hundred and fifty kilos, and they crumpled like they were made of rice paper.

The soldier in the middle had been instantly crushed by my weight, and his eyes glazed over the moment his heart burst inside his chest. The other two dickbags were still breathing, so I pulled out my knife, stabbed one of them through the throat, and then immediately speared the other fucker through the eyeball. His eye popped like a burst tomato and dribbled out all over his cheeks, and I twisted my knife into his brains just to make sure they were good and scrambled.

I leaped back up a second later only to see more armored assholes had continued to stream into the information bar, and I wondered if every damn soldier stationed on Aliata had come to answer the alert.

I only sensed complete calm from the Prime Valkyrie as she switched back and forth between her limb-breaking baton or the submachine gun Sivaha had given her.

It didn’t really matter which method Madalena used, though. The Prime Valkyrie was just as deadly in hand-to-hand combat as she was with a firearm, and I felt her pleasure flow toward me with each new kill she made.

My silver-haired queen seemed to prefer the use of her knives instead of any of the submachine guns that laid at her feet. Her blades flashed every few seconds as she used them to slice through every muscle and artery that she found exposed, but because her blades were made from the same aegis steel mine was, they carved through the soldiers’ armor as if it was bare flesh. There was a stack of red, gushing bodies all around her like the floor of a butcher’s shop, and I purred at the sight of her long legs coated in the slick red blood of our enemies.

If Sivaha was this deadly with a pair of knives, I would have loved to see what she could do with a longsword.

I felt a few more bullets spit into my armor from some of the fuckers who had just come through the door, and then I saw three more of them drop to one knee and take aim past me and at Juliette.

And these ones carried rifles instead of submachine guns.

The sassy redhead might not be my wife, but she was still sure as hell my woman, and the beast screamed at the sight of the beautiful redhead in danger.

I tore across the floor of the bar toward the assholes who had aimed at Juliette. They were on the other side of the room by the entrance, but I reached them in less than a second, and I ripped out the esophagus of the first soldier I came to with my claws.

I crushed the rings of cartilage in my paw until blood oozed down my aegis armor, and then I flung what was left of the man into the dickbag beside him. This gave me enough time to grab his rifle from his hand, whip the stock across his face so hard that his teeth blew out the other side of his mouth, and then whip it back the other way to break his jaw. The fucker looked dazed and bloody when I fired a quick two-burst shot at the base of his throat just above the chestplate, and when his blood flew out the other side and coated the wall of the bar, a growl of triumph tore from my throat.

That was when I realized it didn’t feel like I was letting the beast in my soul have control. It didn’t feel like the tiger was enjoying himself, it felt like I was enjoying myself. It felt like he was just part of me, or maybe like I was part of him, and I knew that finally, we had the same goal.

Kill my enemies.

Protect my women.

End the Draugr.

Rule the galaxy.

I backed up a few steps with the rifle in my hand so I could get a clearer aim at the last soldier who had targeted Juliette, and the bullets coughed into his exposed flesh and made his blood rain down onto the floor of the bar.

“Zeeeeeee!” I shouted as I turned to concentrate my fire on the dickbags who were coming through the door.

“Two seconds!” the blonde hacker called back. “A literal two seconds, and then I’m… got it! I’m good!”

I sensed Zea running up behind me, so I knew that Juliette had to be right behind her, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off the door long enough to check. The constant stream of soldiers had slowed down to a trickle, but I had a bad feeling this wasn’t because the military station had suddenly run out of assholes to throw at us.

Actually, I was pretty sure the opposite was true.

I braced myself for any grenades or drones they might send in on top of more soldiers, but then I heard a sound that was better than any damn music I’d ever heard before.

It was a fucking symphony of pulse rifle fire.

“We are approaching your location,” Lux calmly announced over the transponder. “Estimated arrival in one minute. A slight delay is possible if their battle drones reach us before we reach you.”

“Fuckkk, what kind of battle drones do they have?” I demanded.

“We spotted one large spider-tank drone on our way to you,” Lux replied. “We avoided it, but it may reach your location before we do.”

“But nothing airborne?” I asked.

“Not that we have encountered so far,” the Valkyrie answered.

“Then we’ll hold them here until you clear a path for us,” I said, but then I realized the pulse rifle fire was no longer the only sound I could hear from outside the information bar. Another sound filled the air, and this one filled my stomach with dread.

It was a battle drone, and its gatling gun barked wave after wave of bullets somewhere just outside the building where we were pinned.

I didn’t know if it was the same battle drone that Lux had spotted, or if Elaka Nota had already deployed another one to our location. I only knew that if a battle drone reached the building we were in, we would be trapped, and we wouldn’t be able to take the drone down in such close quarters before it took us down first.

A gatling gun was bad news even for our aegis armor, and Juliette didn’t have an aegis to begin with.

“New plan, Lux!” I shouted into the transponder. “We’re headed to the roof.”

“We will be at your location in thirty seconds,” Lux said. “We will draw the soldiers’ fire on us and give you a chance to get back down to the ground.”

“You rrrread my mind,” I growled. “As soon as we run back toward the ship, rrrretreat and get yourselves out of there.”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux replied.

I lunged forward and ripped the throat out of another asshole right before he fired his weapon at me, and then I glanced over at the door to the roof. Our path was open, but I wanted to give us enough time to retreat through the door without getting overrun by the incoming soldiers.

“Madalena, clear out enough of them so we can get to the roof,” I growled.

“Yes, Husband,” my warrior wife said, and a wave of pleasure poured toward me from her.

The Prime Valkyrie ran backward across the room, leaped on top of the bar, and then spun around to face the incoming soldiers. Then with her purple wing thrusters extended out behind her, she swung her gun forward and launched herself through the air like a fearsome bird of prey.

My warrior wife rained bullets on the crowd of soldiers as she flew overhead, but right before she reached the door, she kicked her feet forward to slam into the soldiers who blocked the threshold. The force of her thrusters was too much for them to withstand, and they toppled backward into the street.

The moment the doorway was clear, I turned toward Zea and Juliette, grabbed them both by the arm, and hauled them toward the rooftop door.

“Sivaha! Madalena!” I shouted.

Sivaha stabbed another soldier in the throat before she ran after me toward the door, and after I shot off the lock, I pushed all three women into the stairwell.

“Go!” I roared. “I’m right behind you.”

As the three women sprinted up the stairs to the roof, I turned back around to check on Madalena. She was surrounded by soldiers, but she calmly placed one bullet after another into the soldiers’ foreheads like she was the carnival game master showing the next mark how to shoot all the plates on the stand.

“Madalena!” I shouted, and she fired up her thrusters again and flew over the soldiers toward me. A single asshole near me tried to climb on the bar so he could jump to get her, but I dashed forward, swiped with my knife, and sliced his leg in half as easily as I’d cut a banana.

He screamed as blood sprayed over the bar, and I realized I was laughing.

As soon as Madalena was inside the stairwell, I sprinted inside after her and slammed the door shut. I had shot the lock open, so the door wouldn’t hold the soldiers off for long, but Lux should be here any second now, and the Valkyries would be able to draw enough of the soldiers’ fire to let us make our escape.

My only real worry now was the battle drone.

“Lux, location?” I demanded as we bolted up the stairs toward the roof.

“We just turned onto the street,” the Valkyrie replied over the sound of heavy gunfire. “We are beginning to draw them off, but we keep having to take cover from their battle drone’s auto cannon.”

“Still just one?” I asked.

“Yes,” the Valkyrie answered. “I believe I hear two more approaching from behind, but I do not have a visual on them yet.”

“Then you can’t go back that way,” I said. “Draw the soldiers’ fire off us and let me see the situation when we get up top.”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux said calmly.

Madalena and I burst through the door onto the rooftop of the single-story building. My other three women were already there, but they had all dropped to their stomachs at the edge of the roof so the soldiers below wouldn’t see them. As soon as we joined them and looked down, I realized that we didn’t need to be worried about the soldiers spotting us.

The Valkyries were keeping them plenty occupied.

Calisto and Dana took cover behind the corners of buildings at the turn of the road and firehosed an endless stream of blue energy bullets into every soldier that rushed toward them. Lux came right behind them, but she engaged her purple wing thrusters to take her up over the crowd so she could shoot anyone taking cover from Calisto and Dana.

Every soldier had their attention fixed on the three Valkyries.

And so did the spider drone that had just reached the front door of the information bar.

There were at least three dozen soldiers positioned all around the battle drone’s legs, and about half of them held riot shields. As I watched the trio of Valkyries obliterate everyone in front of them, I glanced up and down the street and figured that if we dropped down behind the soldiers, we should be able to take the same route back to Dance to the Dirge, and we should be able to make a clean break if the Valkyries continued to draw the soldiers’ fire.

But then two more spider drones rounded the corner about sixty meters behind the three Valkyries, and they were joined by two dozen more soldiers.

If we ran now, the Valkyries would be cut down while we made our escape.

Fuck that.

I was a raging tiger in magic armor, and I was surrounded on the rooftop by four of the most badass women in the galaxy.

There was no way these assholes were going to win.

“I’ll take out the drones,” I said as I checked the latest rifle I had taken off a dead soldier to make sure it still had plenty of ammo.

“Uhhh… You mean the building-sized ones that look like spiders that the Viking chicks keep shooting with their plasma guns?” Juliette shouted.

“First this one, and then the other two,” I told Madalena and Sivaha. “You all take down the soldiers.”

“Yes, Husband,” they both said in unison.

“The big spider one that is just laughing off the plasma rounds?” Juliette shouted again, but I was already moving.

“Welcome to the fucking team, Red!” Zea screamed as I dashed forward across the rooftop, jumped off the edge with all the force my powerful legs could give me, and then I swiveled my rifle to point at the drone operator where he stood off to the side.

My bullets sprayed into the soldiers who all stood guard around him, but they didn’t cut them down fast enough to reach the operator. Instead, I flung out my feet as I sped toward the ground, and then I landed right on top of the spider drone itself.

“Move!” I shouted back to my women on the rooftop.

I wrestled the bucking spider drone so it couldn’t angle its barrels up at me, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Sivaha and Zea jump off the roof first. Their aegis armor helped them stick a soft landing, and a second later, Madalena fired up her purple thrusters and carried Juliette down to the ground.

The spider drone swayed back and forth as it tried to throw me off, but my women were already shooting at the soldiers around me to keep them from aiming at me. I gripped the top of the spider drone between my thighs, swung my rifle up toward the operator again, and then unleashed such a hail of bullets that his stomach finally erupted like a blood-filled balloon.

The spider drone sagged underneath me and then crumpled to the ground, but I wasn’t close to finished yet. There were two machines at the opposite end of the street, and I would have to take them out if I wanted to protect my Valkyries.

If there was one thing I knew about Odin, it was that he always protected his Valkyries.

I just had to get through these soldiers who stood in my way first.

“Take cover!” I shouted into the transponder. “I’m on my way to you!”

“We are in the alley on the right,” Lux replied. “We will destroy the soldiers who tried to flank us, but the battle drones may pose a problem.”

“That’s where I come in,” I growled.

The five of us plowed ahead, and each of my women took their positions as naturally as breathing. I took point with my rifle, Madalena flanked behind me on my right to cover our side, Sivaha took the same position on my left, and Juliette and Zea brought up the rear.

These assholes might have riot shields to defend against our bullets, but that wouldn’t keep their heads attached to their bodies when I was through with them.

While the sound of the gatling guns kept thundering from up ahead, I felt the prick of smaller bullets continue to bounce off of my aegis armor, and a new surge of energy flooded my muscles. Sure, I could heal fast in my tiger form, so even if the bullets had ripped into my fur, I would have been fine. But I definitely liked it better when I didn’t have to waste any energy on healing myself.

Instead, I could just spend my energy on the destruction of everything in my path.

When I reached the first line of soldiers with riot shields, they locked them like a wall to protect themselves from the bullets and plasma shots. They probably didn’t think I was crazy enough to just smash through their pathetic wall with my shoulder, but that’s exactly what I did, and they screamed when I bowling-balled them aside.

The moment their bodies fell still, I flipped the rifle up and emptied it into another line of soldiers. I let it drop instead of trying to reload, and then I grabbed a riot shield and pushed deeper into the packed crowd of men so that they’d get broken up more.

I loved killing these assholes.

I hefted the edge of the shield into some Elaka Nota dickbag’s throat, and the shield cut into his windpipe in a spray of blood. He didn’t even have time to gasp before he plunged to the ground in front of me. Then I rammed the front of the shield into another asshole beside me to knock him down, and Sivaha leaped on him like a wildcat and sliced his throat open like a second grin.

I hurled my shield at another soldier to knock his brains loose, and then I reached my paw around to gouge his eyes out. My claws ripped both eyeballs free from his skull, and then I used the new eye holes to get a good grip on his skull like I was holding a bowling ball. I jerked his head to the side until I heard his neck snap, and then I tossed him into another group of soldiers, where he toppled over a few of them like pins.

When I body slammed the next soldier to the ground, he grabbed one of his friends to try to save himself, but he only managed to pull both of them down together. I stomped my boots down on both of their chests to make sure they didn’t get back up again, and when their armor and rib cages cracked beneath my weight, I knew I had done the job.

“Fuck!” Zea shouted, and then I turned around to see her stun baton zap some poor fucker in the nuts when he got too close.

“We’ll be clear of them in a minute,” I growled. “Madalena, I need to get up top.”

I might not have shared the same psychic connection with Madalena that I did with Eve, but the Prime Valkyrie instantly seemed to understand exactly what I wanted to do.

Madalena’s rifle sprayed every enemy in my way, and when the path ahead was clear, I ran toward a group of soldiers who had all huddled together in a circle beside a building. Their riot shields were locked and raised for protection, but I sprinted toward them so fast that they didn’t even see me coming.

The second before I reached them, I launched myself into the air, used the riot shields as a vault to spring myself up even higher, and then grabbed onto the second-story gutter of the building behind the soldiers. The gutter shrieked against my added weight, but it didn’t immediately crumble under my grip, so I was able to swing my legs up until I got enough momentum to launch my body right up onto the roof.

I glanced down to check everyone’s positions, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that Juliette and Zea were safe at the back of the group of four women. Madalena and Sivaha were still successfully driving the soldiers forward to the Valkyries, and even from their cover in the alley, the Valkyries were still successfully herding the soldiers forward to Madalena and Sivaha.

Between the two groups of women, the seemingly endless horde of Elaka Nota soldiers was dwindling, but the two spider drones were shooting dangerously close to the Valkyries, and I knew that their advanced armor wouldn’t hold up against a stream of fire from the robots’ massive guns.

“Lux, hold your position,” I said. “Give me cover fire if I need it.”

“Yes, Adam,” the black-haired Valkyrie replied.

“We have eyes on you too, Husband,” Sivaha said. “We’ll watch your back.”

I turned in the direction of the two spider drones at the end of the street and then sprinted across the rooftop with my body low. When I came to the first gap between roofs, I cleared it almost as if I actually had wings, and the same was true for the second and third gaps until I was nearly right on top of the first spider drone.

I spotted the operator behind an information kiosk about a dozen paces behind the battle drone itself, but the operator saw me as well, and his house-sized killing machine swiveled its rotating barrels up at the roof line.

This fucker was in for one hell of a disappointment.

In the same moment that the spider drone opened fire on my location, I sprinted across one final gap in the roof line, glanced down to visually confirm the three Valkyries in the alley below me, and then launched myself off of the rooftop toward the drone operator like a diving eagle.

One of the spider drones’ bullets ripped through my armor into my shoulder, and a second bullet tore through my thigh, but I barely even felt the pain.

I just felt rage.

As soon as my feet hit the ground, I tucked into a forward roll to absorb most of the impact. Then I sprang right back up to my feet and dashed the two meters that separated me from the drone operator. He swiveled the spider drone’s gun barrels around as fast as he could, and as another explosion of pain ripped into my hamstring, I reached the soldier.

“Nooooo!” he screamed over the sound of his drone spitting bullets at me, but then I slammed my open palms into the operator’s ears so hard that his skull caved in on both sides, and his eyeballs popped out of their sockets like rotten zits getting squeezed.

For a few seconds, the spider drone’s rotating barrels spun wildly as they spat their bullets all over the street behind me, but as the pilot fell dead at my feet, the whirling gatling gun finally went silent behind me.

Only one more to go.

As the second spider drone swiveled its barrels toward me, I reached down to grab the controls of the operator I had just killed. My tiger paws were too big to hold the controls easily, but I could still manage to point and shoot.

There were so many soldiers positioned around the spider drone that I couldn’t see the operator, but at this point, it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that I took down as many enemies as I could so we could get the fuck back to the ship, so I let the rotating barrels of my own battle drone scream, and the bullets poured down the road toward the other spider-shaped tank.

The more I vomited bullets toward the Elaka Nota drone and soldiers, the more they all focused their fire on me, but even when their bullets found their mark, I only roared through the pain and spat more bullets back at them. If I held their fire a little longer, I could give the Valkyries enough time to get back to Madalena and the rest of my women, so every time a bullet ripped through my thigh or my shoulder, I only growled and kept going.

When I decided that I had mowed down enough of the soldiers to give the Valkyries a chance to move, I concentrated my fire on the spider drone alone, since its bullets would be the deadliest.

“Lux, get to the Prime Valkyrie!” I roared above the thunder of the gatling gun.

The three Valkyries instantly emerged from the side alley and used their wing thrusters to fly up and over the soldiers toward Madalena’s group. As they flew overhead, Lux, Dana, and Calisto poured blue energy bullets down at the soldiers below to supplement my own bullets, and by the time the Valkyries landed on the ground beside my women, the only soldiers left in the street were missing legs or skulls, except for one surviving drone operator across from me who looked like he had just shit his pants.

He tried to thumb his controls to train his drone’s barrels on me, but I’d just finished decimating his weapon with my own drone, and as he frantically chucked his controller aside, I concentrated all my firepower on him. The gatling gun of my spider drone vomited so many bullets that they ripped the operator’s body in half, and his torso toppled off of his waist.

I had just started to congratulate myself on how quickly we had taken down the battle drones and the soldiers in our way, when I saw two more spider drones appear at the end of the street behind me, along with at least two dozen more armored soldiers.

Elaka Nota would keep sending more drones and more soldiers until they mowed us all down. The next battle drones might even be aerial, and then we’d really be fucked.

We needed to get the hell back to Dance to the Dirge.

“Madalena, get Zea and Juliette!” I roared into the transponder. “Head back to the ship!”

As I swung the barrels of my spider drone around to face the latest wave of Elaka Nota assholes, I glanced over my shoulder to check on the position of my women. The Prime Valkyrie and Lux had their purple wing thrusters fully extended, and as soon as they grabbed Juliette and Zea, they rocketed both women up into the air with them. Dana and Calisto grabbed Sivaha and engaged their wing thrusters as well.

Once I was sure that they were all headed away from the area, I turned back toward the approaching enemy just as the two spider drones opened fire from the end of the road.

I was ready for them.

There was no chance that I would hit my own people now, so I unleashed the full force of the spider drone into the oncoming soldiers and drones. The bullets ripped through their riot shields like they were made of paper, and their bodies exploded like red confetti when the gatling gun tore into them.

The two spider drones at the end of the road were both concentrating their full power on my own battle drone, so I knew I didn’t have long before they made my weapon worthless.

Another glance behind me showed that all seven of the women had landed at the end of the road just before the turn back to the harbor. They didn’t want to leave me to face all these dickbags alone, but all I needed was to draw the spider drones’ fire for a few more seconds so I could get everyone far enough away.

“I’m right behind you!” I shouted. “Go!”

The Prime Valkyrie led my women back toward the harbor, and I walked backward with my paws still on the spider drone’s controls. The barrels were smoking by this point, but even though the only targets left were the other battle drones and their operators hidden somewhere beyond them, I kept shooting until I heard Madalena’s voice over the transponder.

“We have taken the crossroad back to the dock,” the Prime Valkyrie reported. “I will return to help you now.”

“Not necessary,” I said. “Just get everybody on board. I’m on my way.”

I fired a last stream of shots at the other battle drones, and then I ditched the controls, spun around, and zigzagged up the street until I made the next turn and kept going forward to rejoin my wives.

By now, every last soldier on the station was probably on his way to our location or to my ship, and as much as my tiger wanted to rip the heart out of each and every one of them, I knew the risk wasn’t worth it.

With a station this size, we had probably only faced a fraction of their forces.

We already had the information that we needed, so there was no reason to risk the lives of my crew on what was supposed to be a recon mission. At this point, I just wanted to get the hell out of here so we could return home and plan the rescue mission for Eve’s blood-sisters.

When I turned on the next street, I saw that Lux had taken the position of rear guard to make sure no one followed my women back to the harbor, and a few quick strides brought me to her. Without a word, the black-haired, pig-tailed Valkyrie tossed me an extra pulse rifle, and I grinned as I slid my hands down toward the grip.

Now, if we could just make it back to the dock without running into any more battle drones, we’d be in business.

We moved like a stream through the streets of the station. Every time I glimpsed a column of soldiers down a side alley, we picked up the pace and hurried back to the harbor even faster than before. Whenever a cluster of soldiers came around a corner after us, Lux and I unloaded endless blue energy bullets into them, and even when they had riot shields to protect them, we just aimed low and took them out at the ankles.

Finally, we made the last turn toward the harbor. There was still nothing behind us, but I knew we couldn’t turn around and run for it. I wouldn’t leave our backs exposed like that. The soldiers who had come after us so far hadn’t been well-organized, other than the battle drones anyway, but I had a feeling that shit was about to get bad.

And my gut was usually right about these things.

“I have no wish to alarm anyone,” Mikhael said over the transponder. “But may I request your ETA?”

“Just got to the harborrrr,” I growled. “It’ll take two minutes to get to our dock.”

“Any way you can make it in one, please?” Mikhael asked politely, and then a boom like a damn sonic blast sounded through the transponder.

“Shiiit!” Zea shouted as she ran forward with the rest of my women. “Was that the plasma bazooka?”

“It was.” Mikhael’s voice was still calm, but if he had used the plasma bazooka, Dance to the Dirge must really be in trouble.

“How many?” I asked.

The plasma bazooka boomed again before Mikhael answered.

“Battle drones,” the warrior replied. “At least six.”

“We’ll be there in under a minute,” I told the Nordar man and then glanced back at the crew with me.

“What are your orders, Adam?” Lux asked.

“Valkyries,” I said. “Let’s take to the skies.”
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Chapter 10

Just like they had earlier, the Valkyries all grabbed the women who didn’t have wing thrusters to propel them forward. Madalena grabbed Zea, Dana took Sivaha, Calisto carried Juliette, and Lux flew solo so she would be able to use her pulse rifle against anyone we might come across.

In my tiger form, I was able to run almost as fast as the Valkyries could fly, so I kept pace with them until we turned onto our row of the harbor and saw our dock up ahead. There were six battle drones, just like Mikhael had said, but the situation was worse than I’d guessed.

Three of the battle drones were shaped like men, only they were all about as tall as I was in my tiger form. Two others were spider drones, but they were much bigger than the shit we had just faced outside the information bar, and the last battle drone was shaped like a helicopter. It flew overhead, but every so often, it dropped down so it could unleash its fury into the docking tube to Dance to the Dirge.

The next time it dropped down it fired down the tube toward the hold of the Shadow Eagle, and the neon chartreuse fire of the plasma bazooka erupted from the tube a split second later.

The blast knocked out one of the helicopter’s wings, and Mikhael’s voice came over the transponder.

“Helicopter drone shields are down,” Mikhael said. “It will be out of the air shortly.”

“Nice shottttt,” I told the Nordar warrior, and the second blast from the plasma bazooka exploded the helicopter drone out of the sky.

I signaled the women with me to all stop and come back down to the ground before we got close enough for the rest of the battle drones to spot us. There were only two rows of soldiers behind the drones, and they were clearly just there to protect the operators, but I wasn’t sure if we could get to the operators before the drones made hamburger meat out of all of us.

“Morrrre have to be on the way,” I growled. “We can’t beat every goddamn battle drone on this station, so we need to focus on getting inside Dance to the Dirge and then blasting the fuck out of herrrre.”

“Without getting shot, right?” Juliette panted. “Because I’m starting to wonder if maybe the whole slicing your palms thing isn’t such a bad idea after all. At least then I would have a nice set of armor between me and certain death.”

“The submission bond is only possible for those who have completed the Nordar rite of passage,” Madalena said as calmly as if we were just strolling around her battle fortress. “You would have to become Nordar first.”

“Ehh, fuck, never mind,” Juliette said. “I’m not big on camping trips in the woods, but thanks.”

“Stay focused,” I ordered. “There’s only one way for us to get inside without getting a bunch of holes punched in us.”

“A distraction?” Sivaha guessed.

“I don’t think your charms are gonna work on the battle drones,” Juliette snorted. “Unless I am really underestimating your abilities.”

“I didn’t mean me,” the silver-haired queen said. “I just meant that we need someone to draw fire, while the rest of us get on board.”

“I’ll do it,” I growled.

“Adam, you are the king,” Madalena said. “You cannot--”

“That’s exactly why I can,” I said. “As soon as I pull them away, I need you all to get on board. Tell me when you’re secure, and then send Mikhael out with the bazooka to give me some cover.”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Oh, but first, I’m gonna need you all to make me fly,” I said with a grin. “I might not have leveled up my aegis armor yet to the point that I have wing thrusters, but I still have all of you.”

“You want us to slingshot you into the middle of the soldiers, don’t you?” Madalena’s voice was emotionless beneath her aegis helmet, but I could feel her nervousness billowing around her like a tornado.

“Can you do itttt?” I asked.

“Lux and I will slingshot you into the soldiers,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “Calisto and Dana will carry Juliette and Zea onto the ship the moment it’s clear, and then Lux and I will be back for Sivaha as soon as we drop you off.”

“Perfect,” I said and then looked over at Sivaha. “I assume you can hold your own until Lux and Madalena get back?”

“‘I’ll be just fine,” the silver-haired queen replied. “As long as I can have Lux’s pulse rifle.”

“Of course, my queen.” The black-haired Valkyrie handed her weapon over to the Nordar queen.

“Good, then I’ll run on board behind all of you as soon as I can,” I told the group. “Just make sure Nikki has the hyperdrive course plotted, so we can get the fuck out of here before the station’s cannons obliterate us.”

As soon as all of the women were in position, Lux and Madalena stood on either side of me and picked me up under my shoulders. I knew I was one hell of a heavy load in my tiger form, but the moment the two warrior women engaged their wing thrusters, they lifted me into the air and hurtled across the distance between us and the battle drones who were all trying to board Dance to the Dirge.

I wouldn’t have to distract them for long, just long enough to get everyone else on board so we could blast out of here, but as the two Nordar women flew me forward through the air so fast that the floor of the station blurred beneath us, I realized it wouldn’t take very much to distract them, either.

A fully-armored tiger-man was about to drop down on them from the sky.

“Now!” I roared.

Madalena and Lux released their grip on my shoulders at the same time, and as they flew back around to rejoin the other women, I plunged down right into the middle of the soldiers who were guarding the drone operators.

When I landed, my feet alone knocked three of the armored assholes onto their backs. I had managed to surprise them enough that I was able to get off a dozen shots with my pulse rifle before any of the Elaka Nota men could react, but by then, the air had already filled with a bloody mist from the soldiers I had punched full of holes.

I slammed the stock of my rifle back into somebody’s stomach and then fired off another few shots at the soldiers right in front of me. Now, I could see the drone operators where they hid behind the armored fucks, and I sprayed blue energy bullets at the soldiers between me and the operators. When that wasn’t fast enough, I shifted the rifle into one hand so I could keep shooting, and at the same time, I started to pick up soldiers off the ground and hurl them out of my way.

All of the soldiers had turned their attention on me, but they couldn’t shoot without killing their fellow soldiers. Instead, they started to fall back and run to the side so the battle drones could pivot around and point their barrels at me rather than at the Shadow Eagle’s docking tube.

This was exactly what I wanted.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the first wave of my women were almost inside the docking tube, but as soon as the drone operators and most of the soldiers were out of the way, the battle drones’ barrels all started spinning again.

I was ready for them.

The moment they started shooting, I dove toward them instead of away. A couple bullets nicked my back as I rolled forward, but the pain felt like little bee stings, and it didn’t stop me from finishing my dive underneath one of the spider drones.

I guessed that I had moved faster than the operators thought was possible, because the other drones were all clustered so close to each other that they couldn’t swivel their barrels at a steep enough angle. They had no chance of hitting me unless they put some distance between us, and I didn’t plan to give them the option.

The spider drone above me was fucking massive, but I gripped it by its belly, pushed all my power into my legs, and then twisted up and over with all my force to flip the metal fucker onto its back. Its legs wobbled uselessly in the air, but it couldn’t get itself back upright, and its guns were pinned against the ground.

I flipped around and fired a stream of blue energy bullets back at one of the drone operators. One of my shots got lucky and tagged him right between the eyes, and he dropped to the ground before he knew what hit him.

One of the man-shaped drones suddenly stopped moving as soon as the operator’s blood leaked out across the station floor, but by then, the other spider drone had gotten far enough away from me that his operator had a clear shot.

“Adam, dive to your right!” Mikhael called through the transponder.

I didn’t need to ask him why.

Instantly, I threw my body to the right, only seconds before the neon chartreuse plasma fire from the bazooka blasted into the second spider drone. The first blast bounced off the drone’s shields, but the second shot blew off one of its legs, and the third shot blew off another one, so the spider drone collapsed onto one side and couldn’t move forward.

“We’re all on board!” Sivaha shouted through the transponder.

“Then I’m on my way,” I growled. “Mikhael, coverrrr me.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar warrior replied.

Another burst of yellow plasma fire burned a giant hole through a soldier who thought today was a good day to try to be a hero, and the moment the plasma shot faded, I sprinted toward the docking tube. The plasma bazooka fired again on my right and then on my left, but I didn’t look back anymore.

I just concentrated on pumping my legs as fast as I could to carry me forward, and as soon as I was inside the docking tube, I saw Mikhael standing to one side.

I slung the plasma rifle back over my shoulders and held out my arms.

“Toss it to me!” I shouted. “Then get inside!”

The Nordar warrior hefted the plasma bazooka over to me, and even though it was a heavy fucker, it was nothing for my tiger form to catch. As Mikhael ran back up the tube onto Dance to the Dirge, I swung the bazooka around to give a few parting gifts to the Elaka Nota assholes.

I glanced at the bazooka to see it was almost in need of a recharge, but I still had five shots left, and I planned to make them count. Four of the six battle drones were already disabled, but I didn’t concentrate my fire on them. Instead, I saw that the operators of the last two man-sized drones had been left exposed thanks to the chaos that Mikhael and I just caused.

Too bad for them.

The bazooka boomed in my hands so hard that it sent a vibration all the way into my spine, but the five shots found their marks in both drone operators. As their bodies fell smoking to the ground, the man-sized battle drones lowered their guns, and they just leaned forward like they had given up on life.

It wouldn’t be long before the rest of the Elaka Nota soldiers made it to the dock and brought more battle drones with them, so it was time to get out of here while we were still ahead.

I kept my grip on the plasma bazooka as I turned and raced down the docking tube, and I didn’t slow down until I was inside the hold of Dance to the Dirge.

“I’m in!” I shouted into my transponder. “Nikki, get us out of herrrre!”

“Stand by,” the blonde pilot replied.

The doors to the hold immediately started to close, and I threw myself into one of the chairs, just behind where Mikhael had already strapped himself in. I buckled myself in too, to keep from bouncing around the hold when we took off, but there was no time to stash the plasma bazooka, so I just held onto it.

“Hold on,” Nikki said.

I felt Dance to the Dirge roll forward, and then Nikki dive-bombed the Shadow Eagle clear out of the harbor and into open space. Aliata Station’s cannons fired after us, but the blonde pilot pushed us down so hard that Mikhael and I were both flung back in our seats like ragdolls, and it felt like my cheeks blew all the way back to my ears. The plasma bazooka banged into my chest, but I kept my grip on it, so it didn’t fly out of my paws.

The first round of the station’s cannon fire missed, and before the next round could engage, Nikki engaged hyperdrive, and the stars stretched like rubber bands all around us and then went dark.

“We are now in hyperdrive, Adam,” Nikki reported. “I am sorry I did not ask for your permission to engage, but I felt as if the situat--”

“It’s finnnneee,” I growled.

“Hot damn, you’re good!” Juliette gasped through the comms. “If I had been in your seat instead, I definitely could have done it, but that was some pretty impressive work, Viking-Blondie-Pilot-Babe.”

“Thank you,” Nikki replied, and I could almost imagine her casual shrug.

“Thanks for getting us out of there, Nikki,” I said. “I’ll be up in a minute.”

I took a deep breath as I lowered the plasma bazooka to rest in my lap. First, I allowed my aegis armor to melt back over my body until it was all restored to the aegis itself. Then I closed my eyes and thought of the oceans of Earth, and I imagined Eve and Zea on either side of me with a cool drink in their hands. I thought about Sivaha walking through ankle-deep waves in a revealing swimsuit, and when I pictured Juliette lounging on a chair beside me, I finally felt myself complete the shift back into my human form.

“That was some good shooting,” I told Mikhael once I opened my eyes.

“Thank you, Adam.” The Nordar warrior stood up and held his hands out to me. “May I return your weapons to the armory?”

“Yes.” I handed him the bazooka before I remembered the pulse rifle I had slung onto my back, and then I handed that over, too. “Join us on the bridge when you finish.”

“Yes, Adam,” Mikhael said, and then he hesitated. “You are…”

“I am what?” I asked as I stood up to stretch.

“You are the ballsiest king I have ever known.” Mikhael had the slightest trace of a smile on his stoic face. “It is an honor to be part of your crew, King of Kings.”

“Thanks, Mikhael,” I laughed. “It’s good to have you on board.”

While Mikhael headed to the armory to put back the bazooka and the pulse rifle, I took the elevator up to the bridge. Madalena and Josefinna were the first ones to greet me, but the rest of my women hurried over to see if I was hurt. My wounds had already healed over, and I felt Madalena’s relief reach me first.

“I’m good,” I said. “And thanks for your concern.”

A wave of exhaustion threatened to crumple me where I stood, but I pushed through it and moved to sit in my usual seat. There was plenty of time for me to rest on the way back to Nordar - 13, but right now, I wanted to check in with my women and my crew.

“Everybody okay?” I asked as the women all filled the officer chairs around me.

“A-Okay, Handsome,” Juliette called from beside Nikki. “And now that I’ve flown through the air with the greatest of ease, my last life dream is pretty much fulfilled, so I’d say it’s been a pretty damn good day.”

“That was your last life dream?” Madalena asked.

“Okay, my second to last life dream,” Juliette said. “My actual last life dream involves a very big walking tiger-man and his huge--”

“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Zea interrupted. “Keep it in your pants. You are worse than Kasta.”

“Hey,” Juliette snickered. “I can’t help it if my dream is to ride the tiger.”

“I think that is everyone’s life dream.” Sivaha smirked.

“But you’re all okay?” I repeated my question.

“Yes, Adam,” Lux replied. “They are all unharmed.”

“Good, then I’d say that was a job well done,” I sighed.

“Um, except for the part where Elaka Nota figured out we were there and came after us,” Juliette said. “Does this mean we’re fucked?”

“Fucked how?” Zea asked.

“Well, not in the good way, Blondie.” The redhead rolled her eyes. “Look, I know we killed a whole hell of a lot of them, but they’ve got security footage, so they’ll definitely know that we were the ones who broke in to look for information.”

“They might even know what we were looking for,” Sivaha added. “Their systems likely have records that they can access to find out.”

“Sooo, I kinda already took care of that,” Zea snickered as she leaned back in her chair with a smug look on her face. “What do you think I was doing at the end that took so long?”

“I have no idea,” Madalena said.

“I was covering our tracks, Maddy,” Zea said. “There’s no way for them to track what information I was looking for or even what I downloaded. I made sure of it.”

“That’s great,” I sighed with relief.

“Aaaaand, hold on, I’m not done singing my own praises just yet,” Zea chuckled as she wagged her finger in the air. “I also might have planted some false information for them to follow, so now they’ll chase their own tails in a circle for a little bit.”

“What exactly did you do, Blondie?” Juliette asked.

“I might have made it look like we were super interested in information on Trappist - 1a,” Zea replied.

“What the hell is Trappist - 1a?” Sivaha asked.

“A planet in the Trappist system, where--” Zea started.

“Well, I know that,” the silver-haired queen said with a roll of her eyes. “I meant what does Trappist - 1a have to do with anything? Isn’t most of Elaka Nota’s fleet on Trappist - 1e?”

“Yep!” Zea laughed. “So, most of Elaka Nota’s fleet is split between Trappist - 1e and Patapi - 2g, right? But those idiots have some kind of presence on every planet in the Trappist system, and all the ones that are worth a damn in the Patapi system, too. Sooo, I kinda figured that we could make it look like we’re super interested in going to this Trappist - 1a. Then, if Elaka Nota takes the bait, they’ll send a bunch of their fleet there, and that should make whatever we do next easier.”

“Is there anything on Trappist - 1a that would be of interest to us?” Madalena asked.

“Uhh, technically, yeah, there could be,” Zea said. “It looks like they have a bunch of places there where they test out weapons, so it’s reasonable that we might want to go there.”

“Even if they don’t take the bait and deploy their forces there, you did a good job covering our tracks,” I told the blonde hacker. “And I know that means they won’t be sure about exactly what we’re interested in, anyways, so they won’t be able to prepare for us on Patapi - 2g.”

“That was kinda my idea,” the blonde replied. “Pretty good, right?”

“Very good.” I smiled.

“Ooh, I just had a thought!” Zea said.

“Just one?” Juliette smirked.

“Yeaaah, anyway, we want to use a decoy to distract Elaka Nota, and if they send a bunch of their people to guard Trappist - 1a, that could be the perfect decoy!” Zea clapped her hands together. “Especially if we just send Eve there as part of the decoy, so their vampire women sense her there and everything.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of everything in that plan,” I said. “But for now, I think I’m gonna get a little sleep while we get the hell back to Nordar - 13. You should all rest as well because when we get there, we’ve got some plans to make, and we’ll need to make them fast.”

I didn’t feel as tired as I usually did after I shifted into my tiger form, but I still slept most of the way back to Odin Geirr. Zea woke me up just before we entered Nordar - 13 space, and I made it to the bridge in time to oversee our arrival.

Juliette had taken over as pilot from Nikki, but she guided us into the harbor just as smoothly as the blonde Valkyrie would have. They were both such talented pilots that they really should have each had their own ships. At the moment, there were two Shadow Eagles in my possession that they could both pilot, but since we normally only needed one at a time, that didn’t make sense just yet.

Still, that wouldn’t be the case for long. The Shadow Eagles were the only ships that could make it across the galaxy to the SAVO homeworld in less than two months, so both Nikki and Juliette would have the chance to fly Persephone and Dance to the Dirge at the same time soon enough if they wanted to.

But none of that could happen until we eliminated Elaka Nota and rescued Eve’s blood-sisters. It would give us more reinforcements against the Draugr, and since the odds weren’t exactly in our favor anyway, I figured we would take all the help we could get.

After we landed and waited for the docking tube to extend to meet our hold, I felt a wave of warmth and love flow toward me, and I immediately recognized the presence of Eve close by.

I am happy to feel you so close to me again, my love.

“I am happy as well,” I whispered, and I was so relieved to hear her voice in my head that for just a moment, I forgot about everything else we were up against.

Do not worry, I am well, and my blood-sisters did not attack me again, since I know that is your concern. Aasne did not leave my side while you were gone. I think perhaps you had something to do with that.

I should have known Eve would figure out that I told Aasne to watch her closely in case she needed help. There weren’t many things that could be kept secret from a mind-reader, but I didn’t mind in the slightest. I’d been too worried about Eve’s safety to possibly act otherwise, and I knew she wouldn’t mind me taking action based on those concerns.

I worried about you too, although it was for different reasons. We all wish to meet with you right away, my love. I will inform everyone to meet in the Spire immediately, and we can begin planning as soon as you get off the ship.

Before I headed down to the armory with the rest of my women, I took the three Valkyries on my crew aside. I knew my wives could feel how pleased I was with what we had done on our mission, and I was confident that Juliette already knew too, even without a submission bond.

But I wanted to make sure the Valkyries knew, since shit would have gone a lot worse if they hadn’t come when they did.

While everyone else on the bridge took the elevator down to the first level of Dance to the Dirge, I pulled Lux, Calisto, and Dana to one side. They all seemed about as calm and stoic as Madalena, and I guessed this meant Dana was feeling more like her usual self again after the stress and uncertainty of her capture by the Jotnar.

“Thank you for what you did on Aliata,” I told the three Nordar women. “If you hadn’t come when you did, we would have had one hell of a tough fight to get back to the ship.”

“We were only doing our jobs.” Lux shrugged.

“And you did them very well,” I said. “I’m honored to have you three Valkyries on my crew.”

“We are honored to serve the King of Kings and the avatar of Odin,” Calisto replied.

“Right.” I nodded. “Well, I don’t know if I’m his avatar or not, but I do know that you three were fantastic back there. Maybe one day soon, my aegis armor will improve to the point that I have wing thrusters of my own.”

“It will,” Lux said. “Your armor has already evolved to the fourth level, so there are only five more to go.”

“It has?” I asked.

“I noticed it while we were in the air on Aliata,” the black-haired Valkyrie explained. “The shoulders of your armor are now wider and thicker than before, and the plating is denser.”

“And his helmet,” Calisto added.

“Yes, it has started to take on the shape of a tiger skull,” Dana said.

“I also noticed that,” Lux confirmed. “Your king-tiger helmet isn’t even at the most advanced level, but it is already…”

The Valkyrie trailed off, and I furrowed my brow at her completely unreadable expression. There was a strange flicker of emotion from her, but it was too confusing to decipher.

“Already what?” I asked.

“It is already quite intimidating,” Calisto said. “It will strike fear into the hearts of your enemies. This is good.”

“It will make women yearn for you,” Lux said with a stoic nod.

“Anyone who gazes on you will either fear or love the Tiger,” Dana added.

“I see,” I chuckled. “Well, as long as it helps protect me, I guess I don’t really care what it looks like.”

“You did not feel any real pain from the bullets that hit you, correct?” Lux asked.

“Yeah, they just felt like bee stings, nothing serious,” I replied.

“This is because your aegis is advancing rapidly,” Lux said.

“That is unusually fast,” Dana added. “Although this pace seems about right for the King of Kings.”

“That’s good to know,” I said. “Hopefully, by the time we face the Draugr, my aegis will be at the most advanced level.”

“It will,” Calisto said with complete confidence. “You are blessed by Freyja, so she will not let you face our deadliest enemies without proper protection.”

“Besides,” Lux said with another shrug, “you also have us.”

“That I do.” I smirked and nodded my thanks. Then I dismissed them, and all three Valkyries walked toward the elevator in a strict line and took it down while I stayed alone on the bridge for another few minutes.

I still wasn’t sure what I thought about being the avatar of Odin or blessed by Freyja, but I did know that I felt like one lucky son-of-a-bitch. I had the love of all of my beautiful wives, and I also had the loyalty of the amazing women and men on my crew.

Nothing would stand in the way of me saving the galaxy.

I grinned at the thought of taking everyone with me to destroy the SAVO, but then a pair of warm hands slipped around my waist from behind, and I froze.

I was afraid the feeling would vanish if I looked down, so I closed my eyes, instead. Sure enough, the hands stayed where they were, but then soft lips kissed the back of my neck, and I felt a woman’s warm breath purr into my ear.

“Ohhh yah eyye,” Dancer whispered and then kissed me again.

I knew it was the soul of Dance to the Dirge instead of Persephone, not only because I was on her ship, but because the feeling of the two Shadow Eagle women’s hands were so different. They were like fire and ice, and a pleasant warmth rippled through me now as Dancer kissed the back of my neck again.

Her wings wrapped around me until I could feel their soft feathers brush all against the front of my body. When I finally couldn’t take it anymore, I kept my eyes closed but whirled around and slipped my arms around the winged woman’s waist.

Her wings folded around me again to hold me from the back, and before I could even lean down to kiss her with my eyes closed, Dancer reached up, grasped the back of my head, and pulled me down to her lips. The warmth continued to spread through my body as we kissed, and my blood stirred with desire for her.

“Eyyah ohh,” Dancer sighed as she pulled her lips away from me.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I whispered. “But--”

“Adam?” Zea murmured behind me.

The feeling of warm hands and soft feathers instantly melted away, like they had never existed in the first place.

I blinked my eyes open, but there was no trace of the winged woman with rose-gold hair. Instead, I was alone on the bridge, and I turned around to face a confused Zea.

“We’ve been calling you for five minutes,” the slender blonde said.

“How long has it been since you went down to the hold?” I asked.

“Uhh, like fifteen minutes since the Valkyries left the bridge,” Zea replied. “We tried calling for you over the transponder, but when you didn’t answer, I said I’d come up here and check on you.”

“I’m okay,” I said. “Let’s get going.”

“That’s the idea, Kitty-Boy,” Zea chuckled. “But I’m not the one who decided to just fall asleep on his feet, am I?”

“Very funny.” I smirked.

After Zea and I took the elevator down, I saw that Madalena had already grabbed my weapons for me from the armory. I slipped my usual revolvers into their holsters at my sides, slid the aegis Bowie-style knife into its sheath, and then turned toward the open hold doors.

“So, should I head back to the spas or something, Handsome?” Juliette asked when we were about to leave.

“Why wouldn’t you come with us?” I asked.

“Well, because you and your wives wanna talk business, like private Nordar shit, right?” The redhead pulled a cigarette out of her jacket pocket and let it dangle between her fingers.

“Anything we have to talk about includes you, Juliette,” I said. “You’re part of this just as much as they are. Unless you’ve decided that you’ve had enough of being a pilot again and want us to ship you back to Queen’s Hat to your desk job there?”

“Hey, now, hold your horses,” Juliette chuckled. “I didn’t say I wanted to high-tail it out of here. Besides, Nikki is good and everything, but I’m one of the best damn pilots in the galaxy. So, basically, you need me.”

“Then are you coming?” I smirked.

“Uh, yeah, just let me…” The redheaded cop trailed off as she lit her cigarette and took a deep drag. “Ahh, there it is. Okay, now I’m ready. I’m quitting. I promise.”

“As long as you don’t quit me,” I said as our eyes met.

“Not a chance,” she whispered.

“Then let’s go.”

I led the way down the docking tube with Madalena and Sivaha right behind me, followed by Zea and Juliette. We took two hovercrafts to the Spire, and once we reached the tall white tower, we joined Eve and my other wives in one of the large meeting rooms on the second level.

As soon as we entered through the double doors, I saw that my wives must have been busy from the moment I landed back on Odin Geirr. There was a massive table in the middle of the room, and it was loaded down with just about every kind of food I could imagine. There were dried fruits and cheeses, crackers and breads, jams and sweetmeats, salted fish and pickled vegetables, and enough bottles of wine to get all of us drunk two times over. The blue overhead lights shone softly over the table, and the statues of Nordar heroes cast in bronze all around the room glimmered in the calming hue.

I smiled as the six wives I had left behind stood up from the far side of the table, and they all came forward to greet me.

“We thought you might be hungry,” Paula said.

“Did you leave any food for everybody else on the battle fortress?” I laughed.

“Odin Geirr has sufficient storehouses to afford a small spread such as this,” Riecka said.

“I think that was a joke.” Juliette smirked.

“And I think that was a compliment,” Zea said and then gave a little whistle. “Damn, you guys must have been busy while we were gone if Riecka is making compliments about the Vaish now.”

“It is not a compliment,” the tattooed queen replied. “It is only an observation.”

“Either way, thank you,” I told my wives. “I think we could all use some food after our trip, and it’ll be good to eat while we talk.”

I opened my arms to embrace Eve, Kasta, and Paula together, and when I released them, I did the same for Aasne and Elana. I could feel Riecka’s desire for me when I turned to her, but I only nodded. I was starting to care for the dark-haired cyber woman, but she was going to need to earn her place at my side.

“Sit,” I told all ten women. “We have a lot to discuss.”

Aasne and Elana piled a plate full of food for me, and I took my place at the head of the table. Eve sat at my right hand, Madalena sat on my left, and the rest of the women all found their own places around the table.

While we began to eat, Sivaha caught everyone up on what we had discovered and what happened on the Aliata Station. I felt Eve’s concern grow especially strong when Sivaha mentioned how many enemies we faced, but all of my women’s concern shifted to pride when they heard how we overcame Elaka Nota’s defenses, and how I had defeated the battle drones so everyone could board Dance to the Dirge safely.

“Truly, you are the King of Kings,” Riecka said as she sipped a glass of wine that was the same shade of red as her eyes.

“So, we know that Elaka Nota has a secret underwater lab facility on Patapi - 2g, where Eve’s blood-sisters are most likely being held,” I said. “And we know that the biggest numbers of Elaka Nota’s fleet are divided between Trappist - 1e and Patapi - 2g.”

“With a small chance that they might send a bunch of ships to Trappist - 1a, thanks to the fake information I planted in their systems,” Zea said with a little raise of her hand. “It’s not for sure, but it’s a possibility.”

“Do we have a plan?” Kasta asked. “Other than to blast these assholes into oblivion?”

“I think we should use Eve as a decoy,” Sivaha said. “She can take Persephone to Trappist - 1e, and our husband can send half of his armada or even more as an escort, to make sure that Elaka Nota is unable to capture her.”

“Trappist - 1e, not 1a?” Elana asked. “I thought Zea made it look like we were planning to head to 1a, instead.”

“Yes, so if they take the bait, then there will be even less Elaka Nota ships stationed at 1e,” Zea said. “This way, Eve will be even safer as a decoy.”

“So, while Eve acts as a decoy, the rest of us will go to Patapi - 2g and break into the bunker?” Riecka asked.

“Right,” Sivaha replied. “Then once we rescue her blood-sisters from the underwater lab, we can destroy the entire Elaka Nota fleet wherever they are stationed.”

“It is not a bad plan,” Riecka said.

“I do not mean to be a killjoy,” Eve said. “But this plan will not work.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” I muttered into my wine glass. “I never approved the idea of using you as bait.”

“My objection is not for the sake of your concern for me, my love,” Eve said with a slight smile.

“Then why not?” Juliette demanded. “I thought we did a pretty good job thinking about all the possibilities and ways that things could go sideways.”

“It is about my blood-sisters,” Eve clarified.

“What about them?” Elana asked. “Are you worried that we won’t be able to convince them we’re on their side?”

“I know they might not trust us at first, especially since we can’t read their thoughts or talk to them in their minds or anything like you can, Eve,” Aasne said. “But we should still be able to convince them that our husband is good, and that we are there to help them.”

“I guess it might be a little harder for us to figure out which women are good and which ones need to be destroyed,” Elana said with a frown. “But I’m sure we can figure that out, too.”

“That is not what I worry about,” Eve said. “It is--”

“You aren’t the only one who is able to resist their mind-tricks and witchcraft,” Riecka firmly interrupted. “If you are worried about their ability to attack us through our minds, then you should remember that I am a cyborg, so they will not be able to influence my mind in any way.”

“Well, you’re obviously not going to be the only one who goes with Adam,” Zea said, and then she reached over the Jotnar queen to grab another piece of cheese.

“Besides,” Kasta chimed in. “I’m an android, so they can’t use their bullshit mind-tricks on me, either. Even though they can definitely still throw me around or freeze me, like that SAVO did on Uraniel.”

“I think the Draugr and Eve’s blood-sisters will still be able to affect both Riecka and Kasta’s bodies, even if they cannot affect their minds,” Madalena said. “That is something to consider.”

“You’re right, Madalena,” Eve said. “But Riecka and Kasta will both be very valuable on this rescue mission since they are at least partially resistant to what my sisters can do. Aasne and Elana are also both right that you all will need help to know which women want to be rescued and which ones need to be destroyed, especially since a number of them may still be in incubation tubes, although I am sure you would be able to take care of this issue as well.”

“Then what are you worried about?” Aasne asked.

“I worry about how powerful these women are,” Eve said as she leaned back in her chair beside me. “Our husband would stand a chance against them, but it would be incredibly dangerous for everyone else because so many of my sisters will be there.”

“You speak as if they are actual Draugr.” Riecka propped her metal arm up on the table and began to drum her fingers against the wood. “They are experiments, not real Draugr, so how powerful could they really be?”

I noticed Madalena and Sivaha both smirked out of the corner of my eye, but they didn’t stop the tattooed woman or try to explain just how strong Eve really was.

“Uhhh, if they are even… like, half as powerful as Eve, then we need to--” Zea started.

“No offense to you, Eve,” Riecka said with a slightly condescending look. “But you will be more useful as a decoy. Adam and I, along with whatever other Nordar warriors come with us, will be able to handle a few women who have been locked in an underwater bunker for the past few years or decades.”

“You do not think the women Elaka Nota has experimented on are as powerful as any of the Draugr?” Eve chuckled lightly.

“Not really, since--”

Eve didn’t give Riecka a chance to finish her sentence.

My beautiful vampire wife just smiled wide enough to show her fangs, and in an instant, not a single person at the table was able to move.
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Chapter 11

I had felt and seen Eve’s power plenty of times before, so I knew what to expect, but it was still a strange feeling to be completely unable to move or even blink.

I wasn’t scared, since I knew this was Eve controlling our bodies, but the terror radiated from the rest of my wives like stinky fish, and their eyes couldn’t hide their panic.

Then Eve flicked her wrist and sent us floating up into the air, and the glass in Riecka’s hand spilled red wine all over the table. The cloth looked like it had suddenly been stained with blood, and Riecka herself flew all the way up to the ceiling. Before she crashed into the overhead lights, Eve flicked her wrist again, and we all stalled in place right beneath the ceiling as if invisible strings were hanging us from the rafters.

Most of my women took deep breaths to steady themselves in the air, but Aasne’s long auburn hair covered her face, and she couldn’t even move her hair aside to see below her. I sensed her absolute panic rushing toward me, and a similar outpouring of fear billowed from Elana. The tall brunette had flipped upside down when Eve sent us all toward the ceiling, so she was face-to-face with one of the ceiling lights.

Riecka then pushed up against the ceiling, and it was the first time I could remember the chocolate-haired Jotnar queen’s red eyes opening wide with surprise.

Eve looked up at us from her seat at the table, smiled, and then slowly guided our bodies down one by one so she wouldn’t lose control and accidentally drop one of us. After she seated me at the head of the table first, she released her hold on my body altogether, and her thoughts drifted into my mind.

I am sorry to involve you in my demonstration. I merely wished to demonstrate what we all might face when we meet my blood-sisters.

I didn’t mind. If Riecka’s expression was any indication, it was obvious that Eve had more than proved her point to the Jotnar queen.

Eve glanced up to see the same mixture of anger and fear on the tattooed queen’s face that I felt from her, but she guided down the rest of the women and released them first before she finally brought Riecka back to the ground and released her.

“Well… That never gets… old,” Zea groaned as she wiggled her fingers.

“I just want the record to show that I believed you all along.” Juliette lit a cigarette and blew a single smoke ring that filled the air above the table. “I’ve always known you were a badass, gorgeous. Also, thank you for not straight up murdering me back in the day when I put you in jail. That was awful sweet of you to just not paint the whole station with all our blood and guts and shit.”

“I did not intend for this demonstration to only showcase how powerful I am.” Eve smiled. “I want you all to understand what you may face when you meet my blood-sisters. This demonstration was a small example of what I can do by myself, and I didn’t even use any of my witchcraft against you.”

“Witchcraft?” Riecka cleared her throat.

“Yes,” Eve said as she stared at the cyborg, but then there was a bit of a pause when my vampire lover didn’t speak anymore.

“You… are more powerful than I gave you credit for,” Riecka admitted as she glanced around the room. “I am sorry for doubting you.”

“Thank you,” Eve replied. “There are between forty and fifty women like me in the underwater bunker on Patapi - 2g, and if even only ten or twenty of them need to be destroyed, then you will need my help to do so.”

“Especially if they attack our minds,” Zea agreed. “Eve will be able to help us figure out what’s real and what’s not. Like when she made all those Alloprize assholes think they were on fire back on Jatal’s moon.”

“Or when she made the Lith Dae soldiers think they were being attacked by giant flying bird-drones,” Kasta added.

“Yes, I would be able to help with this as well,” Eve said. “I have demonstrated to Adam and Zea before how this kind of witchcraft can work, but I will not show you that now.”

“Let’s just say, it would be helpful to have you around to tell us what’s real and what is just an illusion,” I said.

“This is why I think it is important for me to come with you,” Eve concluded.

“You won’t get any arguments from me.” Sivaha smirked at Eve with a hint of pride, and it made me really happy to see how my group of fierce lovers had all come to respect each other.

“Or me. Eve has proven her abilities a thousand times over.” Aasne pushed her long auburn hair out of her face and then tried to smooth it back down in place.

“Still, I understand that if I come with you, it would immediately alert Elaka Nota that we are closing in,” Eve said. “I would not want them to track our husband through me, so I do understand that it would be helpful if I acted as a decoy.”

“So, basically, we need you to be a decoy but also to be with us and Handsome here at the same time?” Juliette blew out another ring of smoke. “Quite a con. I’ve got no idea how to pull it off.”

“That seems to be the problem, yes,” Eve replied. “I am not sure what the best way to go about this is, or if this is even possible.”

“What if we could fly Eve from the decoy position to Patapi - 2g really, really fast?” Zea asked.

“No, I think it would still take too much time,” Paula replied. “And her sisters would be able to feel the moment she left the decoy location.”

As the ten women continued to go back and forth about different ways we could solve the logistical problem, I took a sip of my wine and leaned back in my chair. We had a real issue on our hands, because when it came right down to it, there simply wasn’t enough time.

But if time was the problem, then I realized I might actually have the answer.

I just wished that answer was anyone except Calvin Yu.

Fuck.

I had a bad feeling that he was exactly the person who might be able to help us, since he was something of an expert on the problem of time. In fact, Yu wasn’t even human. He was a gray, and apparently, that meant he could shape and alter time in more or less the same way I could alter my form to go back and forth between human and tiger.

Yu had also broken into different Elaka Nota headquarters before in his quest for information about the tiger-men and the Draugr. With this much experience, he might even be able to give us some insights about how to coordinate the issue of Eve as a decoy, and how to break into the underwater facility as discreetly as possible.

But I sure as hell didn’t want to have to ask the bastard, asshole, motherfucker anything.

Yu was smug enough that I could already imagine what he would say if I came to ask him for help, but I realized I might not have a choice if I wanted to carry out this rescue mission with the minimum number of casualties. He was also the kind of asshole who might refuse to help me just out of spite, or at least not until I begged him.

And if there was one thing Tiger didn’t do, it was beg.

Still, Yu seemed to want to fight the Draugr as much as we did, even if his methods were total bullshit, so maybe we could persuade him to actually give us some insight on the best ways to break into Elaka Nota facilities, and maybe he would have an idea about how to give ourselves enough time to move Eve from a decoy location to Patapi - 2g with the rest of us.

As long as I didn’t smash his face in before he could say something helpful.

The ten women around the table were mostly going in circles now, and no one seemed any closer to a solution than before, so I leaned forward and cleared my throat, and instantly, they all fell silent and looked over at me.

“I might have our solution,” I said. “Or at least, I might have a way to come up with our solution.”

“Yu,” Eve whispered as she read my mind.

“You what?” Riecka demanded.

“Ohhh, yeah,” Zea snickered. “I forget not everybody has had the pleasure of meeting Calvin Yu in person.”

“Who is Calvin Yu?” Riecka asked and narrowed her eyes. “I have heard nothing of this man.”

“Trust me, you’re not missing much,” I growled. “Yu was the scientist who imprisoned and experimented on me for two years to bring out the tiger that was already inside me. Now, he is my prisoner here on the Odin Geirr, and he also happens to be a member of a non-human species. He is one of the grays, who have some kind of ability to shift time, even though we’re not really sure how or to what extent he can do this.”

“He imprisoned and tortured you, and he is not dead yet?” Riecka’s red eyes narrowed even further into menacing slits. “When he has finished answering your questions, please allow me the honor of his execution.”

I could feel how strongly the tattooed woman felt about what she said, and I was a little surprised by how much concern I heard in the Jotnar queen’s voice.

“As much as I might enjoy that, Yu is more valuable to us alive than dead, at least for now,” I said. “He is over a hundred years old, if not more, and he has a lot of knowledge about the Draugr.”

“So, how is this Yu person supposed to help us, exactly?” Elana asked.

I explained Yu’s first-hand knowledge of the tiger-men that the Draugr once enslaved, along with how he had broken into Elaka Nota headquarters before and stolen all kinds of information from them and all the other corporate assholes who had any connection to the Draugr. I also explained the little amount I knew about the grays, like how they were able to manipulate time the same way that I manipulated my own mass when I shifted.

“It’s possible that he really can manipulate time somehow,” Paula said once I’d finished. “There are plenty of theories that discuss how this could be possible, so the science is there. I’ve just never read about any concrete proof that time manipulation can really be achieved.”

“You mean like time travel?” Zea asked.

“Kinda,” Kasta answered for her sister. “Time isn’t real, not in the way we usually think about it. This is why we can warpdrive from one point to another so fast, and this is also how the whole foldingdrive works, and why we don’t really understand it.”

“Time is really just a measurement of mass in motion, and that means it’s incredibly relative,” Paula added. “So, it’s definitely possible that Yu and his species might be able to manipulate this relationship between mass and movement.”

“And we think this could somehow help us with the decoy problem?” Riecka asked me.

“It might be worth a shot.” I shrugged. “Our problem is a problem of time, after all. We need Eve to be in two places at once, or we need to move her very, very quickly from one place to another before anyone notices she’s gone.”

“Even if he cannot help us, it would be beneficial to ask him,” Madalena reasoned. “That is the only way we will know for sure.”

“Perhaps I can help you persuade him to offer you his assistance,” Riecka said and then cracked the knuckles of her human hand.

“My persuasive techniques may be a little more effective,” Sivaha said.

“Actually, I’m not sure your ability will even work on him,” I told the beautiful silver-haired queen. “He’s not human, so it may not even matter.”

“Whoever goes to see him should be on their guard,” Madalena warned. “He tried something back while you were all in Jotnar space, and he almost freed himself from his cell.”

“How?” I demanded. “What happened?”

“He fell on the floor and faked an illness,” Madalena said. “He was completely still for so long, the guards felt like they had to check on him, but when they bent down beside him, he tried to grab one of their weapons.”

“How did that work out for him?” Zea muttered.

“Not well.” The Prime Valkyrie smirked. “We do not have inexperienced Nordar guarding the king’s prized prisoner. We have Nordar who like to break the things they're guarding.”

“Smart,” Zea snickered. “Also, fuck that guy. For real. I hope they broke his fucking dick off.”

“Soooo… this guy is a slippery cunt,” Juliette stated.

“This is exactly why I’ll be going myself,” I said. “Eve will come with me too, but at this point, I’m going to try to have a friendly conversation with him, so I’ll leave torture out of the question for now.”

“That may be for the best,” Eve sighed. “I have a feeling that Yu does not mind a little bit of torture here and there, especially since he can heal from his wounds like Adam, just more slowly.”

“Okay, so you and Eve will go see him,” Juliette said as she let her finished cigarette fall into her nearly-empty wine glass. “But can I just go with you two lovebirds and help out in the interrogation, hmm? Interrogation of prisoners is kind of my thing, as Handsome here probably remembers.”

“That’s fine with me,” I said with a grin. “Eve?”

“I would welcome your help, Juliette.” Eve offered the redhead a soft and admiring smile.

“Yeahh, I bet you would welcome me into your bed too, gorgeous, but I’ll need to have a chat with Blondie about that first,” Juliette chuckled.

“Ughhh, don’t you ever stop?” Zea moaned, but I could feel that she wasn’t actually upset. The blonde hacker seemed to be in an almost playful mood, and I watched her a little more closely as she finally grinned at the cop.

“Not until I get what I want.” Juliette winked. “And what I want is a king’s thick cock spreading my pu--”

“Let’s go,” I interrupted as I stood. “We all have tasks to do. I’ll let the rest of you know when we’re done talking to Yu, and we’ll see if we can’t solidify our plans after that.”

“Yes, my lord,” my queens all said in unison.

Elana, Riecka, Aasne, Sivaha, and Madalena all left together to discuss the integration of my new armada, but when I turned to Kasta, Paula, and Zea to see what they were going to be up to for the next few hours, all three blondes were already huddled together around the table as they discussed something in a series of giggles and whispers.

“Are we interrupting something?” Juliette chuckled.

“Oh, sorry!” Paula looked up. “Zea was just telling us about some of the information she was able to download from the Aliata Station.”

“You three go have fun,” I said with a smile. “Let me know if you figure out anything else from the data you pulled that might be helpful in our rescue mission.”

“Aye, Captain!” Zea said. “You got it.”

After the three blondes left to access Zea’s data stick together, I escorted Eve and Juliette to one of the hovercraft outside the Spire and started to pilot it to the prison on board the Vaish battle fortress.

When I thought of Yu though, I was reminded of my sister and mother. Hanekawa had finally stopped believing the blond scientist’s lies, but he had really done a number on her. This thought alone was enough to make me want to throw him out the airlock, but I tried to keep the bigger picture in mind so I wouldn’t bash his face in the moment I saw it.

I hadn’t seen my sister or mother since I returned with Riecka from the Jotnar battle fortress, and I wasn’t sure if I would have time to see them on this trip, either. If I didn’t want them to be killed or enslaved by the SAVO, then I needed to spend all my time trying to solve that problem. For now, it would have to be enough that they were both safe on Odin Geirr, and they would never have to worry about money, shelter, or food for the rest of their lives.

It was the best that a son and brother could do for his family. Especially one like ours that never had a father.

As soon as we reached the prison, the guards outside saluted and opened the doors for us. More Nordar warriors were posted all up and down the hallways of the jail, so even if Yu had almost managed to sneak his way out of his cell, I doubted he would have made it very far.

Still, I would make sure that I kept a close eye on him today. The last thing I needed was for the snarky blond fuck to make a break for it or try something underhanded, since we couldn’t afford to waste any more time with him than we had to. He was one sneaky little piece of shit, but he was my prisoner now, so he couldn’t call the shots anymore.

The guards stationed directly outside of Yu’s cell saluted and stepped aside when they saw me approach.

“Do you need us inside, King of Kings?” the first guard asked.

“No, just keep your post here,” I said. “If I need you, I’ll call, but otherwise, keep an eye out for anything suspicious.”

“He is a sneaky one,” the second guard said. “We’ll stay alert.”

“Eve, can you sense him at all?” I asked as the first guard unlocked the cell.

“His mind is still shielded from me,” the dark-haired beauty replied. “But I can sense his life force near the far wall of the cell.”

“Good.” I signaled the guard to push the door open.

Yu sat on a low stool against the far wall directly in view of the cell door, and his hands rested in his lap.

“You’ll see that I’m as good as gold today, Subject Two,” Yu sneered the moment he saw me. “There’s no reason for you to beat me to a pulp or sic your warrior wives on me, unless you-- oh, hello there, Officer.”

Yu stood up so he could look over my shoulder at Juliette, and he raised his hands in mock surrender. Eve already stood at my right side, but as soon as the cell door closed and locked behind us, Juliette stepped forward to stand on my left. Juliette had never met Yu before, so I wasn’t surprised to find him so interested in her.

“Officer?” Juliette raised a red eyebrow.

“Sheriff, Constable, Gumshoe, the fuzzzzzz…” His grin spread wider.

“How did you know?” Juliette cast me a sideways glance, and I realized that he was already starting to mess with her head a bit.

Fuck.

“Goodness, has this lunk of flesh stopped eating crayons long enough to get himself another wife?” Yu tried to smooth back his stringy blond hair into some state of order. “I’m rather fond of redheads, you know.”

“I’m gonna take a wild guess and say that redheads aren’t too fond of you,” Juliette dryly replied. “Or any woman, for that matter.”

“Oh, I like her.” Yu grinned brazenly. “She’s feisty, Adam. Call me Romeo and let me know if the rug matches the drapes?”

“I wouldn’t call it a rug.” Juliette shrugged. “Just a wee landing strip. Just a bit of something to excite the tongue.”

“Oh, my,” the blond man cackled. “I do love her so much. She might just be my favorite of your women, Adam. You’ve done a good job.”

“I don’t really give a fuck about your feelings. Enough with the mind games. Let’s get to the beating.” The redheaded cop pulled out a cigarette and slipped it unlit between her teeth. I was happy to see that her hand wasn’t shaking, so I guessed that the brief shock she experienced when Yu seemed to know about her had passed.

“B-b-beatings?” the blond man gasped.

“We have questions, Yu,” Eve said. “We would appreciate it if you would answer them.”

“Oh. Yes. Of course, you need my vast intellect.” Yu clapped his hands together. “I’m afraid that even though I practically raised Adam from a bottle, he doesn’t have time for his old man anymore. He only comes around when he needs something, but I’ll take what I can. A man should always have time for his son and his wives, don’t you think?”

“I’m not your son,” I growled, but then Eve gently laid her hand on my lower back to keep me level-headed.

“Well, of course, you’re not literally my son.” Yu rolled his eyes. “I’m being fucking metaphorical and the like. Tell me, when you stand in the wind, can you actually hear it whistle in the empty space between your ears? I imagine it must get cold inside that vacant skull of yours.”

“I see why Adam wanted me to meet you,” Juliette said. “You’re a sharp son of a bitch.”

She is toying with him. She is using an interrogation technique to flatter his ego.

As far as I could tell, Yu was something of an expert at interrogations himself, but if anyone was his match, it would be the sassy redhead. Juliette usually knew how to get what she wanted, so I hoped this would prove true today, too.

We will see. Juliette is very good at what she does.

The redhead strolled across the cell like she was out for an afternoon walk, picked up the stool from behind Yu, and then moved a few paces away. As soon as she set the stool down, she seated herself on top of it and then finally lit her cigarette.

“I’d sit closer, but you kinda smell.” Juliette took a deep drag before she exhaled the smoke in Yu’s direction.

“Your cigarettes also smell, and yet, here we are,” Yu said as he tried to wave the smoke out of his eyes.

“Maybe, but the smell of a cigarette can be fixed with a breath mint.” The redheaded cop took another long drag. “But you, my greasy-haired friend, would need a lot more than just a shower before you smelled like anything other than a steaming pile of shit.”

Eve had said that Juliette was going to flatter his ego, but this was one hell of a way to do it.

She’s getting there. Do not worry, my love. She has a plan.

At first, I wasn’t sure how Juliette’s insults were going to help us wring any information out of the man, but the thought reminded me of when Juliette had imprisoned us all on Queen’s Hat. She’d forced us to do her dirty work before I convinced her that we were the good guys just as much as she was, and her insults had infuriated me back then. Eventually, I had realized this was all just to push me in the direction she wanted me to go, and I smiled at how clever the redhead was.

She must have been trying the same tactic with Yu, now.

The blond scientist always thought he was the smartest person in the room, and that was one of the reasons why he constantly gave me so much shit when I wouldn’t trade insults with him. Maybe that kind of thing would have worked with Dragon, but Tiger didn’t have time for mind games.

I would much rather have smashed his face in.

“But you do know that your lungs are currently curdling every time you inhale, don’t you?” Yu sat down on the edge of the bed in his cell.

“I’m not pumping my lungs full of milk, am I?” Juliette snorted. “So, no, they’re not curdling. They’re just… toasting. Real nice and slow, too. It’s soothing.”

“If you’re both done, maybe we could get down to--” I started.

“Hold that thought, Kitty-King,” Juliette said. “I’ve got two quick questions for Yu, first.”

“And I have about a million for you,” the blond scientist replied. “Starting with, how in the hell did someone like you--”

“Ladies first, am I right?” Juliette cut him off. “Not that I’d consider myself a lady, but you get what I mean. Now, I was given the impression you were some badass time-manipulator and a member of an ancient-ass alien race. So, why the hell haven’t you manipulated yourself into a shower? Frankly, it’s a little disappointing.”

“That is not exactly how it works,” Yu sighed. “I am not a foldingdrive. I cannot simply move from one place to another.”

“I guess not.” Juliette exhaled smoke toward the scientist again. “Otherwise, your kind would be more powerful than the Draugr, but as it is, you’re really just an in-between man, aren’t you?”

Now she is about to shift into flattery.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Yu said as he tried to wave the smoke away again.

“You’re a middle-man,” the redhead said with a shrug. “A connector. You don’t actually want to fight against the Draugr yourself. So instead, you tried to connect Tiger and Dragon, just like you tried to connect Adam to his destiny when you brought out his tiger form in your experiments. You try to move all the pieces around to connect everything together, so the Tiger will face the Draugr, and you will have done your job and honored your race and all the sacrifices they have made.”

“Where did you find this one?” Yu glanced at me.

“Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s rude not to look at the person who’s trying to hold a conversation with you?” Juliette rolled her green eyes. “But I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, since you can’t even remember how to wash your pits to make sure you don’t smell like a literal asshole.”

Yu actually laughed, but Juliette didn’t even crack a smile. Instead, she just held out her half-finished cigarette to the blond scientist.

“So, am I wrong?” Juliette asked. “It doesn’t happen very often, but I suppose it’s possible. You’re a connector, and that’s why you haven’t actually tried to break free. You are exactly where you want to be.”

“What do you mean?” Yu asked as he took a drag of the offered cigarette.

I couldn’t believe Juliette had guessed that Yu actually smoked. Even I had never seen him smoke before in all the years I’d known him, but then again, I only recently found out that Yu wasn’t even human, so maybe there was more about him I didn’t know.

She has been watching him and the way that he has eyed her cigarette since she first took it out. I do not think he smokes regularly, so they are perhaps an indulgence that he sometimes allows himself.

“You want to be here with Adam,” Juliette said. “Sure, you probably can’t actually escape from the middle of a battle fortress in the middle of an armada of over a million ships, but the fact is, you haven’t really even tried.”

“I tried to--”

“Nawwww…” Juliette waved her hand absently in the air. “Play dead? You aren’t an idiot. You just had to keep up pretenses.”

“Why would I do that?” Yu asked with a curious tilt of his head.

“Because you’ve worked your whole life, or at least what you can remember of it, to prepare for the return of the Draugr.” Juliette shrugged. “And now, you’ve finally got all your little chess pieces in place, so you’re pretty content to sit back and let things play out however they’re going to.”

Yu chose not to respond, but I caught a glimmer of amusement in his eyes as his left eyebrow raised just a fraction of a centimeter.

“Well, you’ll let them play out however they’re going to as long as you retain a little bit of your own power,” Juliette added. “You’ve got secrets, and you want us to be dying to know them. But really, you just want a fair exchange. Power for power.”

“There is no such thing as a free lunch,” Yu said and then inhaled the cigarette all the way down to the filter.

“Please, that’s some capitalistic corporate bullshit, and you know it,” the beautiful cop snorted. “It’s meant to make people feel like they should work twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, or they don’t deserve to even eat.”

“I have to tell you,” Yu said with a smile as he glanced over at me again. “This is the most fun I’ve had since you threw me into this cell. It’s been so terribly boring that I even tried to look forward to your occasional visits, Subject Two, but even then, it was all very tedious.”

“Your boredom is your own fault,” Eve said.

“Aaand you!” the scientist sighed. “You’re almost worse. You’re always so serious, but at least you can carry on a conversation, unlike this guy, who would eat a whole wax apple before he figured out it was fake fruit. Space Marines, am I right?”

“I’m so glad Juliette could relieve your boredom,” I growled.

“Ooh, Juliette, is it?” Yu smiled. “It’s a real pleasure. It has been quite some time since I met anyone with a shred of intelligence to their name.”

“I would shake your hand, but I meant what I said about you needing a shower,” Juliette said. “It’s too bad that’s not how your time manipulation works. Although perhaps manipulation of space would be more helpful here.”

Yu opened his mouth, but the redhead beat him to it.

“Then again, they’re basically the same thing, aren’t they?” Juliette smiled. “Time and space, I mean. And both very relative, from what I understand.”

“You simply must tell me how you met Subject Two,” Yu said as he leaned forward even more. “I cannot understand how he managed it. I guessed your occupation, but the rest is all smokey like this cigarette.”

“Oh, it’s a great story,” Juliette said and then stood up to head back toward the door. “And one I think you would get a kick out of, but unfortunately, I just don’t think you’re going to be able to offer us anything that we want right now, so I’m not going to be able to offer you anything that you want in return.”

“Juliette, I think we should still--” I started.

“Nah, he said it himself,” the redheaded cop interrupted and started to open the cell door. “Apparently, his race can’t really manipulate time or space in the way we thought he could. Or maybe the grays can, but he’s lost the ability or knowledge of how to do it himself.”

“Then we will have to come up with another way to break into the Elaka Nota facility,” Eve said as she followed Juliette toward the door.

“Wait!” Yu’s voice was desperate.

Juliette stopped with one foot out the door.

“What are you doing with Elaka Nota?” Yu asked as he reached to scratch the back of his head.

“Wouldn’t you love to know?” Juliette smirked. “Unfortunately, that information is reserved for somebody who could actually help us.”

The redhead took another step out the door, but by then, I knew Yu was hooked. He might like to play mind-games with me, but Juliette had managed to make him desperate to find out what we were up to, and that put us at an advantage.

“Perhaps I can help you,” Yu said with a charming grin. “We won’t actually know until you give me details, of course, but my skills have been called useful from time to time.”

“Time to time,” Juliette repeated. “Ha, good one.”

“Please,” Yu said as he started toward the door after us. “Just tell me what you have planned for Elaka Nota, and maybe I can find a way to be helpful. Or at least to connect you with the right information, since like you said, I am someone who connects people with who or what they need.”

Juliette had Yu exactly where she wanted him, but it was hard for me to keep my patience. He obviously responded to her interrogation tactics better than mine, since she used a combination of insults and flattery instead of threats and force, but it was frustrating to have to sit around and wait when I knew time was the last thing on our side.

Then again, these few extra minutes wouldn’t matter at all if Juliette was able to get the information from him that we needed.

“Alright, let’s see what you can do,” Juliette said and shut the cell door again. “But if you jerk me around, I won’t give you any more cigarettes, and you sucked that last one down like it’s been months since your last fix.”

Eve and I stayed close to the door, but Juliette moved back to the stool. After Yu seated himself on the bed again, she adjusted herself on the stool and then pulled out an unlit cigarette to roll back and forth between her fingers.

“Eve, do you want to take this one?” Juliette asked.

She is only asking me instead of you because she worries Yu will not be able to resist taunting you. She thinks he may focus better if I tell him about our planned rescue mission.

“You probably already know about the other women like me who Elaka Nota has experimented on.” Eve took a step forward into the cell, and the fluorescent lights reflected off her dark hair.

“Oh, yes, although I’m not sure any of them are quite as strong as you are,” Yu said. “After all, I sent Mr. Crayon Muncher over here to retrieve you as my live sample, not any of the other subjects that Elaka Nota had. Your specs were the most impressive.”

The beast in my stomach growled at the fact that Yu talked about Eve and the other women like they were just experiments, and not actual people, and I remembered how he had treated me like a test subject for so long that my birth name seemed to die in the lab.

Now, Adam was all that remained, but I’d bet anything that Yu hadn’t expected Subject Two to one day become King of all the Nordar.

“We are going to rescue the other women Elaka Nota has imprisoned and experimented on,” Eve continued in a calm tone. “We know you have broken into Elaka Nota facilities before, so we thought we might be able to benefit from your experience.”

“And you want to know how you can break in without them tracking you, hmm?” Yu grinned. “That is indeed a very interesting question.”

“So, can you help us or not?” Juliette continued to play with the unlit cigarette in her fingers.

“You’ve got balls, I’ll give you that much,” Yu said as he glanced over at me. “But really, I’m not sure how helpful I can be. My information on their facilities is likely out of date, and you haven’t even told me which facility it is.”

He was clearly playing hard-ball, but before I could take a step toward the blond asshole, Juliette shrugged and sighed.

“Suit yourself,” the beautiful cop said. “I thought grays could shift time in the same way tigers shift matter, but I guess you’re not as bored as you said you were, since you don’t seem to be interested in making it look like Eve is in two places at once or anything like that.”

“Now, wait a moment, you didn’t say--” Yu started.

“Oh, put the pieces together already, smarty pants,” Juliette sighed. “Elaka Nota can track Eve. Eve needs to come with us on our little rescue mission. We need it to look like Eve is somewhere else so Elaka Nota doesn’t track us on our little rescue mission.”

“And you think I can help you?” Yu asked with an intrigued grin. “I suppose it would be relatively easy to make her disappear from their radar completely, but that would be a difficult illusion for me to hold. It might make Elaka Nota more suspicious, too. Of course, I might be able to make it seem like she is in two places at once, as you say, but this would only spur Elaka Nota to look for her in two locations instead of one. So, really, what you might need is--”

“Can you do it?” Juliette put her unlit cigarette in between her lips. “If the answer’s no, we’ll move on to Plan B.”

“And what is Plan B?” Yu asked.

“Something that has nothing to do with you,” the redhead chuckled. “And something that definitely won’t get you out of this cell any time soon. Not even for a shower.”

“I could be useful,” Yu promptly replied. “But like you said earlier, I’m interested in a fair exchange.”

“You’re not in any position to decide what’s fair,” I growled.

“Oh, come now, Adam. I can be reasonable,” the blond scientist said. “For example, if your beautiful redheaded friend were to take me out of this cell for the evening and join me for a nice dinner, I might be very interested in talking a bit more about what I can do to help your little rescue mission.”

“I’m gonna need a more definite commitment from you than that,” Juliette snorted.

“As will I, darling,” Yu smoothly replied. “It is dreadfully boring in here, so I’ll expect our further discussions to be just as enthralling as this one has been.”

“I suppose I could tell you how I met Adam over dinner,” Juliette tossed back.

“Well, then!” Yu stood up and stretched. “If you tell me that, I promise I will be oh so helpful to you. I think I know just the technique to take care of your little Eve problem.”

“So… just to be clear,” Juliette began as her full lips turned into a smile. “We go out to dinner, I tell you some things about how I met Adam, and then you agree to help us with our little ‘Eve in two places’ problem?”

“Yesss!” he cooed.

I didn’t like the excitement I suddenly saw in Yu’s eyes. He might be willing to help us, but he also might just see a golden opportunity for him to get out of this cell and then try to escape, or at least cause me a splitting fucking headache.

“Adam, is that fine with you?” Juliette asked and sent me a sly glance.

“Sure thing,” I said. “Let me just call my personal escort to take us to dinner.”

“Us?” Yu’s grin dropped. “Now, Adam, I was under the impression I would be allotted some private time with--”

“You already agreed to dinner, not the specific guests,” I said, and then I stepped into the hallway outside the cell before he could continue and then let the guards close the door before I touched my transponder.

“Lux?” I asked.

“I am here, Adam,” the black-haired Valkyrie replied.

“I need you to arrange a small dinner for Yu, Eve, Juliette, and me,” I said. “Then I want you to come to Yu’s cell along with Dana and Calisto. The three of you will be keeping an eye on him while we eat.”

“We will be there in less than five minutes,” Lux said.

I moved back into the cell to wait for the three warrior women to show up. I was still half-convinced that this was all going to be a gigantic waste of time, but as long as we got what we wanted out of this, it didn’t matter that we had to go to dinner with this smug asshole.

Besides, the moment we were done with him, he’d go right back into this cell.

Shit, if he was actually helpful, I might even upgrade it for him.

Only a few minutes passed before there was a light knock at the cell door, and Yu spent the entire time glaring at me from his cot. Then I opened the door to allow Lux, Dana, and Calisto inside.

The three Valkyries looked like flawless statues as they stepped into the cell with us, and they were all a good ten centimeters taller than Yu. Their faces were so expressionless that they could have been carved from marble, and they were armed with pulse rifles slung over their backs, pistols on their hips, and longswords at their sides.

Yu’s scowling face suddenly turned ashen, and I was pleased to see my three fearsome Valkyries had made the right impression.

Uncertainty was etched all over Yu’s shitty face now, and I knew the chance of him trying anything funny just flew out the window.

I didn’t even require Yu to be in handcuffs when we left the cell because I wanted him to know I wasn’t worried about him at all. Between Eve, Juliette, my Valkyries, and me, there was no chance Yu would be able to pull off any real escape attempt.

We had dinner in a private restaurant in the city that stood outside of the castle on Odin Geirr. It was a smart move by Lux to arrange the dinner there, since it meant we wouldn’t run into anyone in the Spire or the palace itself who might be of interest to Yu. Instead, we took the hovercraft straight to the restaurant, and since the place was closed to everyone except us, the only person we saw was our waiter.

Eve, Juliette, and I all sat around the table with Yu, but the Valkyries stationed themselves as guards in a ring behind us. Dana informed me that they had already eaten, but even if that wasn’t true, I knew the warrior women wouldn’t have compromised their guard duties for the sake of a few mouthfuls of food.

After Juliette had entertained Yu with the story of how we met through the first and second courses of dinner, she finally brought him back to the problem that we had mentioned earlier.

“Pay up, or there will be no third course,” Juliette said. “What can you do for us?”

“You’ve been surprisingly patient,” Yu sighed. “I know Adam prefers to smash first and ask questions later, so you must have him trained quite well.”

My fists clenched in my lap, but I felt a wave of love flow toward me from Eve.

He is only trying to provoke you.

I knew she was right, but I hated that Yu was so goddamn good at it. Of course, he had two years of experience doing just that, so he knew too well which buttons he could press to piss me off the most.

“Focus, numbnuts,” Juliette said in a harsher tone. “Can you do anything to stop Elaka Nota from tracking Eve when she comes on this rescue mission with us?”

“It is true that I can influence time, at least in a way.” The blond scientist dabbed his lips with a napkin. “I can’t alter it or travel through it in the same way that most stories talk about time travel. That’s all fiction, you understand.”

“We’re aware of what fiction is.” Juliette rolled her eyes.

“So, I can’t time travel or change events in time,” Yu said. “Instead, I sort of… bend it a bit.”

“You bend time,” I repeated.

“Yes,” Yu replied. “But I’m sure Juliette will understand what I say, so there’s no reason for you to hurt your brain trying to keep up with what the adults are discussing, Adam.”

“Give us an example,” Eve said quickly.

“Well, when I bend time, I don’t actually change anything,” Yu said. “I only play with the appearance of things. Sometimes, I just change people’s memory of a circumstance, so the event is the same as before, but their memory is altered.”

“Those are all just explanations,” Juliette said. “What Eve asked for is an example. Sooo…”

“So, for example, one of the most common ways to bend time is to set an event on a time loop,” Yu sighed. “Now, Mr. Eats Crayons for Breakfast isn’t gonna understand this, but basically, I am able to take a certain place, person, whatever, and I can set it on a loop, so the same thing seems to keep happening. It’s not actually happening over and over, of course. It’s only that people’s perception of the event doesn’t move forward. It’s like they’re stuck, but they don’t realize they’re stuck in this loop.”

“How long does a time loop like this last?” Juliette asked.

“Why, my dear, that depends on a great many factors,” the scientist replied and leaned his elbows on the tabletop. “It is usually a limited period of time, but I have kept some loops going for… well, I suppose there are a few that are still going in little pockets all over the universe.”

“Have you ever done a loop like this on yourself?” Eve asked.

“Oh, many times,” Yu said.

This may explain the strange gaps in Yu’s memories. Like how he knows that he sent you on a mission to retrieve me, but he has no memory of it. Or how he knows that he went to Parnarta, but has no memory of that, either. Or how he knew Juliette’s occupation as soon as he met her, but he didn’t know how you and she met. It might also be why it is so hard to read his thoughts.

It also might explain why Yu was over a hundred years old but barely looked older than I was. Of course, that could also just be because he wasn’t any more human than I was, but if Yu manipulated time often enough, it would make sense that it warped his mind to the point where his memories got kinda fuzzy.

Perhaps that is also why his morality is… fuzzy, at best.

I was pretty sure Yu’s morality was non-existent, but I reminded myself that even as fucked up as he was, he didn’t want the Draugr to win any more than we did. He might have had twisted ideas about how to face them, and I wasn’t about to let go of what he had done to me, but if he helped us out now, then maybe he wasn’t the actual scum of the universe.

Then again, even shit-eating beetles served some purpose.

“So, if we put Eve at a decoy location, you can start a time loop there, and it will seem like Eve continues to exist in that location even after she leaves?” I asked.

“Oh, well done, my boy!” Yu clapped his hands together. “I didn’t think you had it in you, but that is precisely what I can do. In fact, I can make the signal of this time loop strong enough that Elaka Nota will not be able to sense her elsewhere without a great, great, great deal of effort. And even then, they would assume that the stronger signal of the time loop was Eve’s real location.”

“And you could keep it going as long as we need you to?” Eve asked.

“Yes, indeed,” Yu replied. “Oh, but there is one little, tiny, minor detail that you should probably know about.”

“Spit it out,” Juliette said as she held a cigarette just out of reach of the blond scientist.

“I have to be physically present in order to start and sustain a time loop this powerful,” Yu said, and only then did the redhead hand over the cigarette.

“Then we send Eve in Persephone to Trappist - 1e,” I decided. “Yu could go with her and the crew, and we can send a large number of my fleet with them as an escort.”

“Then once I’m there,” Eve said, “Yu can start the time loop to make it seem like I will still be there on Persephone, but I can get on a different vessel and go to rescue my sisters with Adam from the Patapi system.”

“And I’ll just stay on Persephone all by myself to keep the time loop going,” Yu said with a wide grin. “Oh, how fun! This is a great plan, Adam. I’m very proud.”

“There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you on my ship by yourself,” I growled.

“Really?” Yu grinned even wider. “That’s even better! Which one of your delightful women will guard me? Perhaps your feisty redhead or the stone-faced queen? Or perhaps--”

Suddenly, Lux stepped forward from the shadows behind the table, and she rested one hand on the hilt of her longsword.

“I will guard the prisoner,” the black-haired Valkyrie said.

“Ahhh… shit,” Yu groaned. “Not that one.”
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Chapter 12

I didn’t say anything for a second, but just as it started to look like Yu was going to piss himself, I shook my head.

“I appreciate you volunteering, Lux,” I told the warrior woman. “Under different circumstances, I would accept your offer, but I want you to come with me down to Patapi - 2g.”

“You do?” Lux asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “Someone else can guard Yu on Persephone. You’ll be of greater use to me down on the planet, and in fact, if this bunker is locked up as tight as I think it will be, I’ll definitely want you with me.”

The black-haired Valkyrie’s face didn’t betray a single emotion, but I felt an undeniable rush of pleasure flow toward me from her. The feeling was strong for less than half a second before it faded away, but in that brief moment, I sensed feelings of deep pride mixed in too, along with something else that I couldn’t quite identify.

I had been able to sense Dana’s emotions before through her submission bond to Madalena, so I realized this same connection must be the reason I felt Lux’s emotions now since the pig-tailed Valkyrie was also submitted to my warrior wife.

I just hadn’t expected to feel them quite so strongly.

“As you wish, Adam,” Lux replied, and then she stepped back into the shadows of the restaurant.

“Then who will guard me?” Yu looked relieved but a little disappointed at the same time.

“Dragon and his four ex-wives,” I chuckled. “I know it’s been a while since you last saw Dragon, or should I say, since you last held him as your prisoner, so I’m sure you two will have plenty to catch up on.”

That surprise managed to shut Yu up until after we had finished our dinner, so I knew it was the correct decision.

Once we were done eating, I had Calisto summon everyone back to Persephone so we could all go over our plans together. There was still plenty to think about when it came to the rest of our rescue mission, like how we were going to bypass security and break into a secret underwater facility, but now that we had a way to keep Eve somewhere as a decoy while she also came with us, we had one less problem to deal with.

Everything else was only a matter of details.

Our hovercraft reached Persephone before any of the rest of my wives, but as soon as we headed up to the bridge, I saw that Dragon and his four ex-wives were already there.

“Ah, Tiger, it is good to see this man as a prisoner.” Dragon stood up from his gunner station to bow to me. “He has caused us both a great deal of pain, and for this alone, he deserves no mercy.”

“That might be true,” I replied. “But right now, he’s useful to me.”

“Hello, Dragon,” Yu said. “Lovely to see you again. Been a while, has it? Well, I won’t apologize for everything that happened the last time we were together, since I was only--”

“I have a job for you and your ex-wives,” I continued as if Yu wasn’t even there. “I’ll explain the details once everyone gets here, but I need the five of you to act as Yu’s personal guards on the trip we are about to take.”

“It would be my honor,” Dragon said with another bow.

“Do you think you all are up for it?” Juliette crossed her arms over her chest.

“Perhaps your pilot does not understand how ferocious a woman can be in service to her master,” Dragon said. “You should firmly educate her.”

“I’m nobody’s master,” I sighed.

“But you are their lord and husband, are you not?” Dragon asked.

“Technically, I’m still single.” Juliette winked at me. “Even though it’s not for lack of trying on my part. Tiger-man has been busy trying to save the world instead of sampling my delicious pink taco.”

Dragon blinked at Juliette in confusion, so she opened her mouth to explain.

“A pink taco is a--”

“Juliette is plenty ferocious,” I said to steer the conversation back in the direction I wanted it to go. “Do you think you and your ex-wives are up for the task?”

“I assure you that we are,” the man replied. “May my former wives introduce themselves, to further reassure you of our capabilities? You have ignored them up until now, but they are eager to serve you.”

Ugh. Not this again.

I figured Dragon alone was enough to keep Yu safe and out of trouble, but since I hadn’t actually spent any time with his ex-wives, I figured the least I could do was let them introduce themselves. I had no interest in marrying the four of them, even though Dragon kept insisting that I should, but I could get to know them a little since it seemed more and more likely they’d be long-term members of my crew.

“Go ahead,” I said.

One of Dragon’s former wives with long onyx hair stepped forward, and she bowed so low that the ends of her hair brushed against the floor.

“My lord, I am Vikana,” the woman said as she stood up straight again. “Dragon was an enemy of my people, and I was the most revered spy for my empire. I was sent to observe him, to watch his every move, to sense out any weakness, and to gather every scrap of information that I could find on him and his own empire.”

“And did you?” Juliette asked.

“I did, but I could not return to my people with this information,” Vikana said. “By then, Dragon had realized I was a spy, and he tamed me to his own cause.”

It would be helpful to have someone so trained in detailed observation as one of Yu’s guards. Vikana would help keep a close eye on him, so there would be no chance that he might trick us in any way.

“Thank you, Vikana,” I said. “Your skills will be very valuable on this mission.”

Vikana bowed again, and then Dragon’s second ex-wife with long onyx hair stepped forward and bowed, too. She looked like she could have been Vikana’s sister, but her cheekbones were more angular, and her neck was longer. Gold necklaces were stacked like rings, one on top of the other, from the base of her throat all the way up to her chin, and it made her posture unusually straight.

“I am Kalan, my lord,” she said. “I was the general-in-chief of my people, and I commanded great armies against the armies of Dragon when they came to my world. When our forces had nearly destroyed each other, I challenged Dragon to single combat, because no man had ever beaten me before. Dragon defeated me, so my people became his people, and my life became his. But he has gifted me to you, and I am eager to serve you in whatever way you deem fit… Very eager…”

“Bitch is thirstier than I am,” I heard Juliette whisper under her breath.

“Thank you, Kalan,” I said. “It is no surprise to me that you were a general once since you are so skilled at the gunner station.”

Kalan bowed again, and then the last two women stepped forward. They both wore gold silk blouses on top of linen pants, and they both had short black hair that almost fell into their dark eyes.

These were the women who had danced with me at Emperor Kuroda’s party on Wobbegong. This was before I knew that the emperor was Dragon, and before I ripped into his chest, held his heart in my hands, and forced him to swear eternal allegiance to me.

“I am Rin, my lord,” the shorter of the two women said. “I was an assassin sent to kill Dragon. He is the only man who was ever able to derail my mission, and after he tamed me, I became his personal assassin. I had more kills than any other assassin in his empire, and I will not hesitate to kill anyone who threatens your own empire, Tiger.”

“Good to know.” I nodded. “I’m glad to have you on my crew.”

“My lord, I am Yui,” the other woman with short black hair said after she bowed to me. “I am sister to Rin, and I was a mercenary before I met Dragon. After my sister went to assassinate him and never returned, I followed her into Dragon’s territory to track her down, but I found that her allegiance was now to Dragon, even more than it was to me. I fought her in order to bring her back home with me, but she and Dragon defeated me together, and I placed my life and service in his hands.”

“You must be one hell of a fighter if it took both of them to bring you down,” I said. “Thank you all for telling me a little about yourselves, and if you need anything while you serve on my crew, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Yes, my lord,” all four women said as they bowed again in unison.

“Well, Yu, what do you think?” I smirked. “These five should make up a sufficient guard to ensure you hold up your end of the bargain.”

“It would seem so.” The blond scientist had turned a sickly shade of gray, but he still plastered a snide smile on his face.

Shortly after Dragon’s ex-wives had all introduced themselves, I sensed a mixture of emotions flow toward me from the elevator, and I knew the rest of my wives had returned to Persephone. They were all talking to each other when the elevator doors opened, but as soon as they stepped out onto the bridge, they smiled and let their love wash over me.

“Is this the scientist who imprisoned you, my lord?” Riecka narrowed her cyborg eyes at Yu.

“Yes, this is Calvin Yu, and he is not to be touched or harmed in any way without my order,” I replied. “He has agreed to help us with our decoy problem.”

“In exchange for what?” Zea grumbled.

“Oh, just the chance for a little fresh air outside of my cell.” Yu licked his lips. “And perhaps, a shower?”

“You can take a shower once we’re in the air,” I said. “But you won’t be allotted any privacy in your shower. We can’t have you trying anything underhanded.”

“I realize I’m dealing with tigers and dragons here, but I’m not actually an animal, so I’m not sure why I should be treated like one,” Yu sighed. “However, I accept your terms. I am quite desperate for a shower.”

“You’re telling me.” Juliette’s nose wrinkled, and she took a step away from the scientist.

“What is the plan, Husband?” Madalena asked. “How can we save Eve’s blood-sisters?”

“We’ll need both Persephone and Dance to the Dirge to pull this off,” I replied. “Juliette will pilot Dance to the Dirge when we head out, and other than the crew, she’ll take Lux, Calisto, and Dana with her. All the rest of us, including Eve and myself, will start out on Persephone, along with Yu, Dragon, and his four ex-wives.”

“Nikki can pilot Persephone as usual.” Madalena nodded.

“Once we’re ready to leave Nordar - 13, we’ll take Persephone along with a hell of a lot of the Nordar armada with us,” I continued. “We’ll head to Trappist - 1e first, and the fleet that remains in that locale will be taking on the Elaka Nota fleet there. So, we will require enough of our own ships to make sure Persephone is thoroughly protected, and also to make sure that when we’re ready, we can wipe out every Elaka Nota ship stationed there.”

“This will not be a problem,” Sivaha assured me.

“Where does Yu come into all this?” Kasta asked and propped her hand on her hip.

“Well, once we are close to Trappist - 1e, Yu will start a time loop to make it seem like Eve is still on board Persephone,” I explained. “He will then stay on board to make sure this illusion continues unabated.”

“What do you mean by ‘a time loop?’” Elana asked.

“Oh, I do hope I’m about to get to listen to your botched attempt at an explanation,” Yu snickered.

“Yu is a gray, so he can bend time,” I said without looking at the smug scientist. “He’s not powerful enough to actually travel through time or change concrete events that have already occurred, but he can set things on a time loop. This makes it seem like time is not moving forward at all, at least, not when it comes to the thing he is looping. If he does his job right, no one should be able to tell their perception is stuck in a strange time-bending loop. To Elaka Nota, it will appear as if nothing is altered, and Eve still resides on Persephone.”

“Why, I’m impressed, son,” Yu said with a shit-eating grin. “Someone must have been paying attention in class when I--”

“Save it, stinky,” Juliette interrupted. “You’ll be able to talk everybody’s ears off all the way to Trappist - 1e, so I’d save your voice if I were you.”

Yu looked like he was about to protest, but Juliette shoved a cigarette toward him instead.

“Here, stuff this in your vomit-hole for a minute, would you?” the redhead demanded.

“So, this creature will begin a time loop around Persephone,” Riecka said as she drummed her metal fingers on her thigh. “It will make everything on Persephone seem to remain the same, and while Eve appears to still be on board, the rest of the Nordar fleet is free to attack the Elaka Nota ships if they move against us?”

“That’s the plan,” I confirmed.

“What do we do once the time loop starts?” Paula asked.

“All of my wives will come with me,” I said. “We’ll take one of Persephone’s shuttles and use it to join Juliette and the Valkyries on Dance to the Dirge.”

“And I’ll keep Dance to the Dirge close enough that you can reach me on a shuttle, but not so close that we’ll be easily spotted by Elaka Nota,” Juliette added.

“Then, once we’re all on board Dance to the Dirge, Juliette will fly us to Patapi - 2g,” I said. “The Nordar fleet with Persephone can engage Elaka Nota to keep them busy at Trappist - 1e, but I’ll have a smaller portion of my fleet set aside, and they’ll have their courses set to arrive at Patapi - 2g about one hour after we get there.”

“You wish to use this smaller fleet to destroy Elaka Nota’s presence on Patapi - 2g,” Riecka guessed.

“Yep.” I nodded. “But since they won’t get there until an hour after we do, they won’t trigger any of Elaka Nota’s alert systems. That gives us time to break into the underwater bunker, rescue the women there, and then get back out again before my fleet shows up and destroys every last trace of Elaka Nota.”

“If I may offer a suggestion?” Yu raised his hand like he was a schoolboy.

“What is it?” I growled.

“You may want to have your fleet give you a little more time before their arrival,” the scientist said. “Perhaps ninety minutes instead of only sixty.”

“And why would he do that?” Juliette asked.

“To give yourselves enough time to break through their defenses,” Yu said with a smug smile.

“What do you know about their defenses?” Zea asked. “And don’t give me any of that vague ‘oh, I know plenty, wouldn’t you like to know’ kind of crap. Either you know something and want to be helpful, or you don’t.”

“I know enough, thanks to my own run-ins with Elaka Nota over the last few… well, let’s just say decades and call that good enough,” Yu sighed. “After all, I knew exactly where the Live Sample, err, I mean Eve, was going to be on Trappist - 1e, didn’t I?”

“How exactly do you know so much about Elaka Nota, anyway?” Sivaha narrowed her deep-brown eyes. “If you were secretly working for them, I suppose that might explain why you seem so eager to help us with our plan now, but then again, you wouldn’t have had to try to steal Eve if you were on their payroll.”

“I assure you, I have no interest in working for those short-sighted human fools,” Yu spat. “We may be in the same business in terms of weapons development, or at least something like that, but they don’t understand what they could truly do with their knowledge. Their scope is too limited.”

“Unlike yours?” Juliette smirked.

“Oh, my scope would make your toes curl, darling,” Yu chuckled, and half my women rolled their eyes at the man.

“Uhh, could we maybe get back to the part where Yu knows something about Elaka Nota’s defenses?” Zea asked no one in particular. “Don’t get me wrong, I can hack into whatever I need to, but it’ll definitely be faster if I know a little bit about what I am getting myself into.”

I didn’t think Yu was jerking us around or talking out of his ass. He was one frustrating motherfucker, and he certainly liked to play his cards close to his chest, but he knew about Elaka Nota, about their weaknesses, and about their history. Even if I wasn’t always convinced that he told one hundred percent of the truth, I knew he always told at least a portion of it, so I gestured for the blond scientist to go ahead.

“I never sent Subject-- I mean Adam-- on a mission to Patapi - 2g,” Yu said. “I never actually sent any of my subjects there before, even though I always wanted to know what was inside their underwater lab.”

“Why not?” Aasne asked.

“Suicide mission.” Yu shrugged.

“Every fucking mission you sent me on was a suicide mission,” I said as fury knotted in my stomach like a burning ember.

“And yet, here you are!” Yu waved his hands. “Still breathing, and now the King of Kings, from what I hear. So, no, I didn’t send you on suicide missions. Not exactly. I sent you on missions that were, ah, challenging. Difficult. Only survivable by the most elite of my soldiers. See? And look at how you turned out! I’m so proud of you.”

“Oh, my god, shut the fuck up,” Zea groaned. “I’ve never wanted to punch someone in the fucking face as much as I want to punch you.”

“I do have that effect on people,” Yu chuckled.

“Then why is the facility on Patapi - 2g so impossible to break into?” Eve asked. “Adam broke into the facility where I was and rescued me, so how much more difficult could this place be?”

“Oh, plenty more difficult,” Yu laughed. “First of all, it’s underwater, and the water is not the kind you can swim in. The Patapi system is older, so the terraforming units they used back then were not as advanced as the later versions. The water on Patapi - 2g is likely to eat through your skin if so much as one drop touches you.”

“We have aegis armor,” Madalena pointed out.

“Uhh, technically, you all have aegis armor,” Juliette said. “I guess I’ll just have to swim really fast.”

“We can take a vessel down to the bunker instead of swim down to it,” I said. “That would be more efficient, anyway, especially when it’s time to leave with the women we rescue.”

“Okay, so maybe you find a vessel and manage to take it down to the facility,” Yu said while he started to pace a thoughtful circle. “How do you escape their underwater detection system so their missiles don’t blast you into pieces before you can even try to hack your way inside the bunker itself?”

“Why don’t you tell us how, if you are so knowledgeable on the subject?” Riecka crossed her arms over her chest and drummed her metal fingers against her opposite elbow.

“Right, ah, well…” Yu hesitated as my cyborg wife stared him down, but he found his balls after a second and continued. “Most of Patapi - 2g is water, but there are a few land masses scattered here and there, and one of them has the controls to this underwater detection system.”

“Super,” Zea sighed. “I won’t have to go underwater, after all, since as you all know, swimming really isn’t my thing. Even the idea of being in a submarine type thing freaks me out. All I’d be able to think about is how the hell I can swim to the surface if something goes wrong with the submarine.”

“To be fair, none of us would be able to swim to the surface,” Elana said. “Not if the water is really that acidic.”

“Our aegis would likely protect us,” Riecka said. “Although, the red-haired one with the disrespectful attitude might have to go down with her ship.”

“Keep talkin’, Tin Can,” Juliette murmured as she side-eyed the cyborg. “If you think I’m not keeping track of all these underhanded threats--”

“It was not a threat,” Riecka hotly replied. “I am merely stating an observation based upon the fact that you are not Nordar and are therefore next to useless.”

“Nobody’s going down with anything,” I interrupted.

“Aww, now that’s disappointing to hear, Captain,” Kasta pouted. “I was hoping you’d maybe like to, ah… go down somewhere with me later.”

“Sis…” Paula covered her face with her hand. “Read the room.”

“I did,” Kasta snorted. “My timing is perfect. Juliette and I delivering the old one and two.”

“Love it, girlfriend.” Juliette winked at my blonde android wife.

“I don’t think this is the time or place, Kasta,” I said, but I had to stop myself from smiling.

“I’ll take that as a maybe,” the android giggled.

“Soooo, basicallyyyyyy,” Zea drawled. “You all would just need to drop me off at the control station on whatever chunk of land it’s on, and then as soon as I disable the defense system, you can all zip your merry little asses down to the bunker, and I can help disable anything else you come across from my cozy perch above sea level.”

“The control station is likely to be heavily guarded,” Madalena said. “Perhaps even more so than the underwater facility itself.”

“Okay, fine,” Zea said. “I get my own badass group of guards to come with me while I break in, and then once I’m inside, Adam and everybody else can go down to the facility.”

“How would we communicate with you if we’re underwater?” Aasne asked.

“Sis and I can handle that,” Paula said. “We’ve got some new signal boosters that we’ve been working with, so Kasta should be able to get our transponders to still relay signals through the water. To a certain depth, at least.”

“That’ll have to do.” I nodded. “Any other problems, Yu?”

“Other than the several dozen angry vampire women who can read your minds and toss you around like rag dolls?” The scientist smirked. “No, I suppose that’s all the obstacles I can think of.”

“Then we’ll deal with the rest of it when we get there,” I decided. “I can have the rest of my fleet set to arrive ninety minutes after we do. As soon as we escape the facility, my warships will be showing up, and they’ll destroy all remaining traces of Elaka Nota.”

“Good, when do we leave?” Aasne asked.

“Not so fast.” I smiled at my young wife’s impatience. “We need to coordinate the departure of my fleet to both Trappist - 1e and Patapi - 2g so they all arrive exactly when I need them to. We’ll need some of them to arrive at Trappist - 1e at the same time Persephone does, but we’ll also need to schedule some of them to arrive at Patapi - 2g ninety minutes after Dance to the Dirge lands there.”

“Plus, Persephone and Dance to the Dirge both can’t leave until everyone else is scheduled to depart, and those babies are both so much faster than everyone else in the fleet that it’ll be a few days before it’s our turn to leave,” Juliette said. “It’s a lot to coordinate, but somebody’s gotta do it.”

“Are you volunteering?” I snickered.

“That might be a little above my paygrade,” the redheaded pilot replied. “But if old Ice-Queen here wants to show me the ropes, I’d be happy to help boss everybody around about any preparations they need to do and when they need to get their asses out the door, all that good stuff.”

“Good,” I said. “Do it, and Madalena, take whoever else you need with you in order to get it done as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Husband.” Madalena offered a curt nod before she turned to the crew. “Dana, come with me, Juliette, and Elana to arrange the departure to Trappist - 1e. Calisto, go with Sivaha, Aasne, and Riecka to arrange the departure to Patapi - 2g. Lux, coordinate supplies and the departure times for Persephone and Dance to the Dirge, and take care of whatever else Adam needs.”

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” all three warrior women said at once.

“Hey, what about us, Maddy?” Kasta pouted. “Don’t you have any orders to boss us around on?”

“I am not sure that--”

“She’s teasing,” Paula interrupted the Prime Valkyrie. “Sis and I will work on the signal booster some more, so don’t worry, we have plenty to keep us busy before we leave.”

“And I’d like to see what other pieces of information Yu is holding back on.” Zea glared at the blond scientist. “Eve and I might spend a little time with him, and maybe he’ll remember more information about Elaka Nota’s defensive systems or something.”

“Oh, how delightful!” Yu smiled like a snake. “To spend time with two of Adam’s most cherished wives would be--”

“Under the watchful eye of Dragon and his four ex-wives, of course,” I said.

“We will not leave his side, Tiger,” Dragon said with a low bow. “You need not fear to leave him on Persephone, as long as we are here.”

“Good, then I’ll go with Madalena to start,” I told the others. “Keep your transponders on, and I’ll let you know when we plan to depart.”

As we all split off to carry out our tasks, I was glad that Madalena had so much naval command experience. I could command troops on the ground, but since I had been a marine, not a naval officer, I didn’t know much about how to coordinate the movement of an entire fleet.

We weren’t taking all of the Nordar armada, since over a million and a half ships seemed like overkill, even for Elaka Nota, but we were taking enough of them to ensure the corporation that had imprisoned and tortured Eve and her sisters for so many years would be put down for good.

Even if the Elaka Nota ship with the planet-vaporizing beam showed up.

That ship was the only thing that really had me worried.

I felt confident that the Nordar armada could eliminate the Elaka Nota fleet in both the Trappist and Patapi systems without too much trouble.

Other than the Draugr, I couldn’t think of anyone stupid enough to attack the Nordar now that all five clans were united, but I would still leave plenty of ships behind in Nordar - 13.

Just in case.

I had seen this particular Elaka Nota ship vaporize Greenpeace like it was nothing. The entire moon just melted away like butter under the force of the ion beam, but since the beam had easily been one thousand kilometers wide, its destructive force shouldn’t have been much of a surprise.

But in all my years as a Jupiter marine, and even as a weretiger on Yu’s insane missions, I had never seen anything like two million people on a moon disappearing from the galaxy in a flash of vibrant orange power.

I doubted they even had time to say final prayers to whatever gods they worshiped. They might have looked up to see what looked like a bright sun falling out of the sky toward them, but they would have been dead even before the beam actually touched down.

It was more than an impressive display of power from Elaka Nota. It had been a threat that anywhere we went, we might bring death and destruction behind us, but those assholes hadn’t stopped us yet, and they weren’t about to, either.

I wondered if Elaka Nota had decided planet-destruction was too much of a calling card to leave behind them, since they had never used it again on any of the places Eve and I had visited. At least, not that I knew of. Based on the last shipment of supplies that Juliette had sent to Jatal, I knew his moon was still safe, and Queen’s Hat was still standing, too.

Then again, I didn’t always understand the logic of corporate fuckwads like Elaka Nota. I was sure they had their own reasons for the things they did, but I wasn’t particularly interested in corporate logic. I was much more interested in making sure that they were never able to hurt innocent people again.

As soon as we saved Eve’s sisters, Elaka Nota would be destroyed, and after we took care of the SAVO, I would end every other corporation and government who brought death and destruction to the people they were supposed to help, or to people who were just trying to make ends meet from one day to the next.

And with the entire Nordar fleet behind me, no corporate dickbag in the galaxy stood a chance against us.

Over the next few hours, Madalena took charge of coordinating the movement of my fleet, but she still asked for my input about how many destroyers versus cruisers we should take, how many fast frigates versus how many bulky carriers, and other details that would help us eliminate Elaka Nota with as few casualties as possible.

The Shadow Eagles were by far the fastest ships in the Nordar fleet, so Persephone and Dance to the Dirge would be the last to depart. The biggest, slowest ships would leave this afternoon, while the smaller ships would leave some time during the night or even the next day.

After all of our plans were solidified, and the first ships of the fleet had departed, I informed Admiral Birger that I would leave him in charge of the Odin Geirr while my queens and I were gone. It was a tough decision because the admiral would have also been invaluable in our fight against Elaka Nota, but I needed someone level-headed who I could trust to run Nordar - 13 until my return, and Madalena agreed that the admiral was perfect for the job.

Then all we had to do was wait until it was our turn to leave.

Juliette would pilot Dance to the Dirge, and Nikki would pilot Persephone, but since both ships would leave at almost the exact same time, it was mostly just a game of waiting. Lux, Dana, and Calisto would go with Juliette as part of the crew, but my nine queens and I would join them soon enough from Persephone. Dragon, his ex-wives, and Yu would stay on Persephone, along with the rest of the usual Nordar crew.

We had made our final plans, but there was plenty to occupy us over the next few days, between weapons practice, potential battle lines and tactics, and different scenarios and defensive measures we might encounter on Patapi - 2g.

When it was finally time for the two Shadow Eagles to depart, I didn’t feel like we had enjoyed more than a few precious moments of downtime, but that was partially due to my decision to only use the hyperdrive on the way there, so that our warpdrives would be fresh for the second part of our plan. I didn’t want there to be even a second’s delay from the time we switched over from Persephone to Dance to the Dirge. We would need to get to Patapi - 2g as fast as possible, and even though it was only one system over, the fastest way to do that was in warpdrive.

Once we entered hyperdrive, I ordered everyone except for Nikki and a skeleton crew to go to their quarters and get some sleep. If my queens and I really were about to start on a suicide mission, then we would all likely need as much rest as possible.

Even though Nikki, the other Nordar warriors, and Dragon were going to stay on board Persephone instead of coming down to Patapi - 2g, they would be engaged in a space battle with Elaka Nota’s forces almost as soon as we entered the Trappist system, so I wanted them to be rested as well. Nikki said that Josefinna could take over as pilot for a little while, and I agreed that the blonde Valkyrie should catch at least a few hours of sleep.

But even after I ordered everyone to sleep for the next few hours, I found that Sivaha had managed to sneak her way into my captain’s quarters and stretch out on my bed.

She had also lost all of her clothes somewhere along the way, and my eyes roamed over her perfect body as my cock hardened in my flight suit.

“I thought you could use a little massage to help you relax before you sleep,” Sivaha said as she patted the sheets beside her. “Don’t you want to join me?”

“I like your idea of a massage.” I smiled and started to strip off my flight suit on my way to the bed.

“Oh, let me help,” Sivaha purred. “After all, I’m very good with my hands.”

She slid off the bed and knelt in front of me, and I let the beautiful seductress pull off every last scrap of clothing I wore. Then her fingers skimmed up my thighs until she grasped me in her hands.

“Now, where do you think I should start your massage?” Sivaha winked up at me. “And do you think I should use my hands, or maybe… other things?”

Her love and admiration flowed toward me like a warm bath, and as her lust curled around me as well, the silver-haired queen began to pleasure every inch of me with her hands, lips, and tongue until I was completely relaxed. After I climaxed inside of her hungry mouth, I was more than happy to return the favor, and then we made love until we each orgasmed a half a dozen more times and passed out in each other’s arms.

I didn’t sleep long.

I woke up to the feeling of cold water dripping down the back of my neck, and when I opened my eyes, I was no longer on Persephone. I was in a dark, damp room that seemed to drip water from every crevice in the ceiling.

Or at least, it seemed like water.

The room was filled with tubes and stones marked with strange etchings, and when I tried to take a step forward to study my surroundings, I couldn’t move.

This was when the reddish-purple lights began to pulse in the seams of the dark room around me.

This was when the head Draugr bitch’s laughter began to fill my ears from somewhere in the darkness beyond my sight.

I was inside a SAVO temple, and I could see no way out.
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Chapter 13

My heart hammered inside my chest like it might break my ribs from the inside, but I forced myself to take a few deep breaths. I wasn’t chained to the wall like I had been in the past, and I was still in my human form, so maybe the danger wasn’t too bad yet.

The pulsing lights didn’t make me feel great, but they had appeared when I saw Dancer on board her ship before, and we hadn’t run into anything dangerous. Sure, the alarm had gone off, and if I had stayed in the dream any longer, we might have run into the head SAVO bitch or her minions at some point, but I might still have a little bit of time here.

I just wished that I couldn’t hear the Draugr queen’s laughter.

Or at least that I could pinpoint where the fuck it was coming from.

When I tried to flex my fists at my sides in case anything sprung at me from out of the darkness, I realized that I still couldn’t move, even though I didn’t see the SAVO bitch anywhere around me. I should have at least been able to make a fist, but the only movement I seemed able to accomplish was blinking and moving my eyes first one way and then another.

I took another deep breath to calm the panic that started to creep up around my throat like a python. I almost tried to shift, but I held myself back at the last second. I had been trapped in one of these SAVO dreams for hours with Persephone once, and I had shifted so early that everything had grown increasingly difficult.

I would save the beast for when I really needed him.

Right now, I needed to keep a clear head. I’d figure out a way to move again, but until then, I needed to get my bearings.

Even though my body stayed completely still, I glanced around the inside of the temple for any clues that might help me out when it came time to move, and since the head SAVO bitch’s laughter had died away, it allowed me to focus on my surroundings without her voice in my head.

The temple looked the same way most of the SAVO resting places did. Rubber tubes ran all along the ceiling of the dark stone chamber, and stone monitors lined the wall to my left. Every few seconds, one of the stone monitors surged with reddish-purple light, but then it faded, so the only constant light was the pulsing seams of the temple around me.

I didn’t see any kind of door or way out of the temple, so I guessed my back must be facing the exit. If that was true, then there should have been a stone cylinder in front of me, but as my eyes adjusted to the darkness and the creepy light, I saw there was no cylinder.

There was only rubble.

The stone cylinder had already crumbled open, and whatever SAVO had been inside it was gone. The stone had broken apart at the far end of the seventy or so meter long temple, so now there were only a few large chunks of rock left, though most of the cylinder had turned into nothing more than dust.

Or at least, it should have been dust.

As I gazed closer at the ruins of the stone cylinder, I realized the dust was wet in places, so it looked more like clay than stone soot. More and more of the dust started to get wet, as if water was rising up out of the ground to soak the ashes of the broken SAVO cylinder, and then more liquid started to flow out of the ruined stones themselves.

The water flowed toward me across the smooth, dark floor and lapped at my ankles. Only then did I confirm that it wasn’t actually water. The liquid smelled like copper and decay, and the next time something cold and wet dripped onto the back of my neck, I knew the same liquid must be leaking down on me from the ceiling.

Fuck.

I tried to pick my feet up out of the foul liquid, but I still couldn’t move, so I forced another deep breath into my stomach and focused on what else I could sense around me. If the cylinder had been in front of me before it crumbled open, then the exit to the temple should definitely be right behind me. But since there was no other light inside other than the reddish-purple glow, I guessed that the door must be closed. Otherwise, even a little moonlight would have made things brighter in here.

I knew from experience that the SAVO temple doors could be tricky fuckers to open, so if it really was closed, then I hoped that I wouldn’t have to open it in a hurry, especially since I didn’t see any other way out of here. A few of the pipes in the ceiling thickened out when they reached the wall, and one or two of them could be big enough for me to squeeze into and try to get out of the temple that way. It would be a tight fit even for my human form, and if I had to shift into a weretiger, then I doubted I would be able to squeeze inside.

Even if I did, I’d probably get stuck halfway down, and it was hard for me to think of anything worse.

Based on what I could see, there was only one real option, and that was to go out the door of the temple as soon as I freed myself from this frozen state. It would have been nice to have some kind of clue about what was outside the door, but since that was the only exit I could take, it didn’t really matter. I would find a way to move again, force the door open, and then figure things out from there.

Just like I always did.

When I didn’t see any other clues around the room that could help me out, I figured it was about time for me to try moving again. I started by trying to call out for Persephone or Dancer, but I couldn’t seem to make my voice work, and there was no trace of either Shadow Eagle in the darkness around me. In fact, everything in the temple was silent, so the only sound I could hear was the throbbing of my own heart inside my chest.

The moment I focused on my own heartbeat, I realized the reddish-purple lights were pulsing in the exact same rhythm, just like they had earlier on Dance to the Dirge.

That couldn’t be good.

I thought I heard something slam into the hidden door behind me, but it was so faint that it could have been a gust of wind from outside. The sound repeated itself a few seconds later, but before I could try to identify it again, the Draugr queen’s laughter spilled into the darkness around me, only this time, it didn’t seem like it was in the pipes or in the walls.

It seemed to come from right in front of me.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

The rotten liquid started to spill faster across the ground toward me until it reached the middle of my calves, and then the trickle above me turned into a steady drizzle of the coppery water. The liquid hissed every time it hit my skin before it slid down my spine, but as more drops started to fall from the ceiling to land on my shoulders and hair, I wondered if this whole temple was about to drown in the decaying liquid.

The SAVO bitch’s laughter sounded louder and louder now, until I realized that it came from the exact spot where the cylinder would have stood if it was still intact. The reddish-purple lights continued to pulse, the Draugr queen continued to laugh, and my heart continued to hammer inside my chest like it could somehow beat hard enough to break me free of this bitch’s hold.

Then the pulsing lights suddenly stopped.

I was left in complete darkness, and the only reason I knew I was still alive was because the vampire queen kept laughing in my head.

“Aaaaadduumm,” she called, but her voice seemed to bounce off the walls, so I couldn’t tell where she stood.

I tried to growl something in response, but I felt an intense pressure around my throat. If I tried to speak or shout, it seemed like the pressure might tighten to the point that it just popped my neck off, so instead, I kept silent and tried to call on the beast in my soul to get ready to fight.

Before I was able to shift, the reddish-purple lights in the temple flared back on all at once, and the head bitch herself stood right in front of me. She was dressed in a form-fitting, black flight suit, and she had it unzipped so her pale cleavage was on display, but there was nothing about this woman that was attractive. She might look similar to Eve, but she was hard everywhere that Eve was soft, and when her thin lips smiled, they looked as full of cruelty as her red eyes.

“Aaadduumm,” the Draugr queen said again. “Sssoooo haaansomm.”

The vampire woman dragged one of her long nails down my cheek, and the feeling of her cold hands on me made my beast roar with anger. I reached for him to shift and tear this bitch’s head off her body, but when I found him, for the first time I could remember, Tiger hesitated.

“Heeee knooows,” the SAVO bitch cackled and held up a control stick. “Yooouu forgooot alllreaaady? Youuuu arrrr minnnnneeeee.”

I suddenly realized what the tightness around my throat was. I hadn’t felt it in so many months that I’d nearly forgotten what it was like to have it wrapped around my throat, but the moment the Draugr queen mentioned it, I knew what was wrong.

My old control collar wrapped around my neck like a leash.

I didn’t understand how this was possible.

The collar had exploded when Eve freed me on Trappist - 1e, so it was impossible for it to be around my throat now. Unless Yu had made another control collar and somehow put it on me while I was sleeping. I knew that wasn’t right though, because Yu was my prisoner, and he would have had to defeat a ship full of warriors and Valkyries to get to me in my captain’s quarters.

I couldn’t see the control collar to tell if it was the same one I once had or some new version, but I could feel its pressure around my throat just the same. If I talked out of line or tried to attack this SAVO bitch, all she had to do was activate the control stick in her hand, and my head would no longer be attached to my body.

The beast in my soul must have sensed the explosive device, and that was why he hesitated to come out now. Yu had controlled my shifts and told me when I could and could not be the tiger, so now that the collar was back around my throat, he knew he had no chance of survival if the Draugr queen chose to thumb the button.

The collar felt as real as anything else in the room, but something about it wasn’t right. It was as tight as it had always been, and when my heart started to beat faster, I swore the collar grew tighter, like an uncomfortable reminder that my life was not my own.

Even in all of Yu’s experiments, I had never felt so helpless.

At least back then, I had been able to move my body on command, even if I couldn’t do everything I wanted without the risk of exploding my own brain out of my skull. As I stood in front of the SAVO queen, all I could do was glare at her and hope she didn’t set my collar off when I refused to give her whatever she demanded.

I couldn’t believe I was actually almost nostalgic for my time with Yu.

“Ssservve meee,” the vampire queen moaned, and this time, she dragged her long nail down her own angular cheekbone. “Minnnneeee… Aaaadddmmm…”

“You know I won’t,” I said.

I was surprised that I was able to speak again, but she didn’t let me enjoy my little victory for long.

“Nnoooo chooyyss.” The Draugr woman smiled to reveal her sharp fangs, and then she held up the control stick for my collar right in front of my eyes.

I wanted to bite it out of her hand, or just bite her whole fucking hand off to keep her from using it, but I still felt like I was frozen in a block of ice. My throat was thawed enough that I was able to speak now, but every time the cold coppery liquid hit the back of my neck and slid down my spine, it was like another layer of ice was added to keep me rooted in place.

“Sshheee brrroot yoo--”

“Eve did not bring me to you,” I growled before the SAVO bitch could finish.

“Sshheee diiidd noooot frrreeee yooo,” the Draugr queen cackled and waved the control stick in front of my face again.

For a second, I wondered if she was right. Eve was the one who had released me from my control collar right before I saved her from her cylinder prison, but if the collar was still wrapped around my neck, maybe she had never actually freed me.

Maybe the last few months had only been a dream, and I was finally waking up to a reality that was worse than a nightmare.

Maybe the Draugr queen had captured me on one of my missions for Yu, and now she would hold me prisoner until I agreed to serve her. And if I didn’t, then she would bring every one of my women before me, rip their throats out, and drain their blood from their bodies one by one.

Unless my women had all been a dream, too.

But as soon as I started to think I might never be able to move again, and that I might never feel the sunlight on my skin again, I knew this bitch was lying.

The Draugr queen was the one who had mentioned Eve in the first place. This meant Eve was just as real as I was, and if she was real, then so were all my other women. I thought about Zea when she reached back down through the elevator shaft to try to help pull me up, even though she could have left me behind to die. I thought about the first time Paula had felt the sun on her skin when we reached Uraniel, and how magical that experience had been for her since she had spent her whole life on a space station with artificial light. I thought about how Kasta had given up everything she knew to come with me and her sister, and about how Madalena had fought against her own father when he attacked me. I thought about how much all the rest of my women loved and supported me, and I knew this bitch didn’t stand a chance.

“Eeevv seeervves mee,” the Draugr queen said triumphantly. “Sooo wiiiill you.”

“You tried that line on me before,” I growled. “It didn’t work then, and it won’t work now. Eve doesn’t belong to you. She’s mine, and I’m going to fucking kill you for trying to hurt her.”

The vampire woman snarled, and I felt the control collar tighten around my throat again until I had to tense up the muscles of my neck to keep it from crushing my windpipe. She held her finger above the trigger, but before she could move, something slammed into the door behind me again, and it surprised the SAVO woman so much that she finally took her eyes off me.

The moment she looked away, the feeling of the collar around my throat vanished, and I felt my fingers start to twitch with life again. Something slammed into the door even harder now, so when the Draugr queen still didn’t look back at me, I flexed my fingers and wiggled my toes to restore more feeling to them. Then the water stopped dripping from the ceiling down my back, and I realized that this whole thing had been one of the Draugr queen’s mind-tricks.

There had never been a control collar around my throat, only the illusion of one that made me question if Eve had ever freed me and if my dark-haired wife was even real.

The SAVO bitch might have frozen me in place, but now that she was distracted by the near-constant beating on the door behind me, the strength flowed back into my muscles in the same way that air flowed back into my lungs.

When I reached for the Tiger this time, he was ready.

Fur sprouted from between my knuckles first, and as my human teeth ripped free of their gums to plunge into the decaying water around my feet, tiger fangs instantly grew to replace them. The discs in my spine tore free of each other as they elongated and let me grow half a meter taller, but just when the Draugr queen turned back toward me with a slight hint of panic in her red eyes, the door behind me burst open, and a flurry of black feathers blew into the room in a gust of wind.

“Fuck you, bitch,” I growled, and then I punched the SAVO woman in the face with my massive tiger paw.

Her skull crumpled in on itself as she stumbled and fell to the ground, but when I leaped forward to finish off the vampire queen, I felt warm hands suddenly grab my bicep. I stopped mid-stride and looked down as I remembered the black feathers that had blown into the room, and a wave of relief shivered down my spine when I saw Dancer at my side.

The rose-haired woman wore the same dark red lace bodysuit that she had worn last time, but even as her red eyes looked up at me with adoration, she tugged my bicep toward the open door.

“No. I need to finish this,” I said as I turned around.

The SAVO woman was scrambling on her hands and knees back toward the ruins of the stone cylinder, and blood and brains leaked out her ear on the side of her skull I had caved in with my punch.

“Ooo naah!” Dancer tugged my arm again away from the vampire bitch.

“Just let me end her,” I growled and took another step.

I was about to drop into a crouch to spring forward when the rose-haired woman spread her black wings wide and wrapped them around me. Her feathers blocked the Draugr queen from my vision, and at the same time, it amplified a sound behind me that I hadn’t heard before.

It was a screeching, gnashing sound like teeth scraping on metal.

When Dancer tried to turn me around again, I let her. The SAVO woman was still on her back on the floor, and I figured she wasn’t an immediate threat, so I spun around to face whatever Dancer wanted me to see.

Instantly, I pushed the winged woman behind me to protect her.

The door to the temple was open, but the only thing outside it was a nearly endless rope bridge across a deep chasm. It was the same canyon that I had seen before with Persephone, but the temple wasn’t quite the same as the one I remembered, so I wondered if it was a different section of the canyon, or if things just seemed different than the last time I was here.

But really, it didn’t matter what part of the canyon we were in.

The only thing that mattered was the horde of humanoid man-bat monsters that were rushing at us across the rope bridge. Even from a distance, they looked uglier than I remembered. Their skin was gray like the color of disease, and their fangs grinned with death as they raced forward on long limbs that ended in poisoned claws.

The moonlight was so faint over the canyon that it might as well have been nonexistent. It was impossible to see the other end of the rope bridge or what might be waiting for us on the other side, but the bat creatures were about two hundred meters away, and that meant we needed to act fast.

I had already checked the inside of the temple for other possible escape routes, and I knew there was nothing for us inside. We would have to go forward, but the only way across the canyon was over the same rope bridge that was now filled with fanged demons. I didn’t know what waited for us on the other side, or if we could even make it through the horde of bat-like creatures running toward us, but we would have to try. The cliff face of the canyon was too steep to climb up or down, so there really was no other option.

Then I had a crazy idea.

The planks of the bridge were wooden slats, but the rails were thick rope, and since it was a suspension bridge, the ropes were the only things that seemed to hold it up in the air. If I could cut the ropes in exactly the right spot, I might be able to send the bat creatures hurtling to their deaths in the canyon below, and as long as Dancer and I held on tight to our end of the bridge, we could swing down and hope to find a foothold somewhere lower in the canyon.

If the canyon was just as steep below us as it looked above us, we might be shit out of luck, but this seemed like a problem for a few minutes from now, and all I wanted to do right now was get away from the fanged demons before they slashed the winged woman or me with their poisoned claws.

I needed a blade to cut the rope.

I glanced over my shoulder back into the SAVO temple for anything that might work, but instead, I saw that the Draugr queen had stumbled back to her feet. Her face had managed to punch out the massive dent my fist had left there, and the vampire woman snarled as she strode toward me.

Now, we faced enemies on both sides.

I would just have to use my claws to rip the ropes to shreds. The bat creatures were just over a hundred meters away now, and when the SAVO bitch started to laugh behind me again, I realized how short on time we really were.

I grabbed Dancer’s hand and pulled her forward onto the bridge so we could at least close the door and try to slow down the vampire queen. It was much easier to close it than it had been for the winged woman to open it, and I wondered how long she had beaten on the door before she finally forced it open.

“Where’s Persephone?” I demanded as I slid the door back into place. “Is she here, too?”

“No aahh.” Dancer shook her head.

I didn’t have time to wonder why Dancer was with me instead of Persephone, and it really wasn’t important. The soul of Dance to the Dirge wanted to help me as much as Persephone would have, and I had a feeling that she cared for me just like the other Shadow Eagle.

“Looovv!” Dancer smiled, and she laid her hand on my chest.

“I love you, too,” I said, but I could still hear the vampire queen’s laughter through the closed door of the temple, and the sound forced a growl from the back of my throat. “Now, let’s get the fuck out of here. Can you fly?”

The winged woman nodded, but then she grabbed my furry forearm and bit her lip.

“Ohh gaahh!” Dancer started to shake her head, and the movement made her rose-gold hair shimmer in the dim light.

“Don’t worry, I won’t leave you,” I said. “Not unless shit goes way off the rails, anyway, and I need to buy you time to escape.”

The humanoid bats were less than a hundred meters away now, and I could estimate their numbers. There looked to be only about twenty of them, but their limbs swung out at such unnatural angles as they ran that there seemed like a lot more of them.

Of course, twenty was more than enough to try to deal with, especially with only a single door between us and the SAVO bitch, but if no more of the fanged monsters came out of the darkness on the other side of the canyon, then my plan might actually stand a chance.

I just needed to push the horde of bat creatures back far enough to give myself a little breathing room to cut the bridge ropes, and there was really only one good way to do that.

I would have to rush them and hope for the best.

“Stay behind me, and fly if you need to,” I growled to the winged woman. “I’ll get us out of here.”

“Nooo awwwhhh,” I heard her gasp.

I launched myself forward along the bridge toward the nightmarish monsters, and every step I took made the swinging bridge shudder underneath my massive frame. It was enough to make the bat creatures pause for a second to catch their balance on the swaying bridge, and that was all the time I needed to catch up to them.

I slammed into the first few monsters like a fucking cannonball into a glass window.

Four of the demons went flying off the sides of the bridge, but one of them managed to grab the edge of the wooden planks to keep himself from disappearing into the darkness below. He tried to pull himself back onto the bridge as I elbowed another fanged fucker in the throat, but I stomped my foot on his clawed hand, and with an ear-splitting wail, he dropped and vanished into the abyss.

Another bat creature latched onto my arm with his claws, but even as the skin under my fur burned and hissed from the poison in the monster’s talons, I was able to kick the knees out from under him. Then I used both hands to grab the demon’s skull and twist it until his neck snapped, and I slid my hands down the back of his skull so I could grab the scruff of his broken neck. His skull sagged forward against his chest, but I just hoisted him up into the air and hurled him at the rest of the monsters on the bridge.

The body didn’t knock anyone else off into the canyon, but since the bridge was already narrow enough that only two of the monsters could stand side by side at one time, it slowed them down for about two seconds, and I used those two seconds to rip the throat out of another asshole.

I swiped my paw at the closest bat monster and ripped his arm off at the elbow so it dangled by nothing but bloody tendons. The creature snarled like he had barely felt the pain and clawed at me with his other arm, so I tore that arm off his body, too. He screamed as I laughed, but I yanked a little harder and completely severed his arm, and then I turned right back around and started to beat him with his own poisoned talons.

“Aaahdummm!” Dancer cried out behind me.

My heart pounded at the panic in the beautiful woman’s voice.

“What?” I looked back over my shoulder at the soul of Dance to the Dirge, but even when I saw that the SAVO woman still hadn’t come through the door yet, I realized that was only because Dancer had the door handle in a tight grip. Her back muscles strained as she kept pulling to keep the door closed, and her wings beat the air and sent obsidian feathers flying in every direction with the effort that it took.

I also realized that the winged woman could have simply flown up into the air to avoid the Draugr queen, but instead, she had chosen to stay on the bridge behind me and try to hold the evil bitch off.

I needed to finish these fanged demons quickly.

More of them had rushed forward out of the darkness until it was impossible to tell exactly how many I faced. I felt another asshole swipe his claws into my back, but even though the poison burned like fire on its way into my skin, I threw away the severed arm in my hands and used my own claws to tear open the chest of the closest monster.

Dark blood exploded onto my own chest before I tossed the creature off the bridge, and the fucker just behind him slipped on the bloody wooden plank and fell forward to bash his bat-like nose at my feet.

“Easy,” I growled as I kicked his skull in, but I didn’t even have time to throw him off the bridge before two more of the assholes jumped onto my back, and a third monster pushed his way forward from the horde and hurled himself toward my throat.

“Ohh gaaaah! Ahhhhdeeemmmm!” Dancer’s voice sounded close to breaking.

I roared at the desperation in my woman’s voice, but if I turned around to try to help her now, we would both end up dead, and I didn’t want to think about what that might mean in reality. This might be a kind of dream world that I was in now, but it didn’t mean that what happened here might not have real consequences whenever I woke up again.

I smelled the poisoned breath of the two attackers on my back as they leaned in to sink their fangs into my shoulders, but I couldn’t shake off both of them since a third asshole was launching himself straight at my throat.

I did the only thing I could think of.

I kicked both feet forward and fell onto my back.

All one hundred and fifty kilograms of my tiger form fell on top of the two fanged demons, and their bones crunched under my weight at the same time their claws released their hold in my fur. Their poison had already seeped into the claw marks they had left behind, but my body would heal itself eventually, even if it did take longer to work against the creatures’ toxins.

I couldn’t afford to slow down, so I roared through the pain and jerked myself to my feet, but I’d been half a second too slow, and a bat-man had jumped over me. Now there was nothing between him and Dancer, and more of these assholes kept pouring across the bridge toward me.

Fuck.

“Dancer, get out of here!” I shouted as I kicked back at the next two fuckers who tried to push past me. “Use your wings, damn it!”

“Nnnoo aaahh!” Dancer cried. “Kwweeenn!”

I couldn’t decide if I was more touched or frustrated by her loyalty to me. She was doing her best to keep the SAVO queen trapped inside the temple, but in the meantime, the bat creature who had made it past me was rushing toward the winged woman.

I grabbed another bat monster under his shoulders, flung him off the bridge, and then swiped my claws at the rope railing on my left. They cut halfway through it, and I cursed the fucking sturdy rope. A quick glance behind me showed the fanged creature only fifty meters away from Dancer, but I was committed to my path now.

If I ran back too early, the horde of monsters that I was holding back would flood forward and overwhelm both of us anyway, so even though I was desperate to reach the winged woman, I knew I had to stop these creatures at the source before they took us both down with them.

I had to cut the bridge.

The rope hadn’t severed all the way on my left, so I grabbed on and ripped it the rest of the way free. As soon as the rope railing was gone from this stretch of the bridge, one of the fanged creatures tumbled off the edge and vanished into the endless abyss below, but it still wasn’t enough to drop that side of the bridge completely. The planks only wavered at a slant that slowed the bat-men down the slightest bit, and they wildly scrambled onward while they clutched the roping on the opposite side.

If I was going to end this bullshit, I would need to sever the rope that bound the wood planks together, and then I would still need to sever the rope up top and below on my right.

But there were now only forty meters between Dancer and the bat creature racing toward her, and I didn’t know how much longer the winged woman’s muscles could hold up against the SAVO queen on the other side of the door.

“Fuck!” I shouted as I dove down to my left and slashed my claws through the ropes that held the wooden planks together.

There were so many monsters on top of me now that I didn’t aim my hits anymore. They were like ticks on my back, so as soon as all the ropes on my left were shredded, I pushed myself to my feet and did a roundhouse kick to smash two ugly fuckers’ noses into crushed bits of cartilage. Then I shoulder-checked two more assholes who thought they could push past me and run toward the temple along with the fucker who had jumped over me when I was down.

Thirty meters were left before the humanoid monster reached the rose-haired woman.

Now that half of the ropes were loose, the planks under me began to bow out and collapse. It wouldn’t take much more effort to tear the bridge apart completely, and then I only needed to get to the bat creature before he reached Dancer and before the SAVO bitch broke free from her temple.

I stabbed two of my clawed fingers into one of the bat creature’s eye sockets, speared both eyeballs on my claws like moldy kebabs, and then ripped them out of his head in a spray of dark blood. As the blood of my enemy washed over me like warm rain, I growled in triumph and then clamped my jaw down on another fucker’s throat so deeply that when I finally released him, his whole head rocked loose and then tumbled off his shoulders.

Twenty meters left.

I twisted to the side to slash at the rope railing on my right, but first, my leg shot out to trip the fanged creature who tried to leap past me. He fell forward on the shifting planks, but before I could throw him into the abyss, the plank directly underneath both of us gave out, and he simply plunged through the gap into the waiting darkness.

A second later, I was falling through the gap myself.

I threw my arm up overhead and barely gripped the rope railing, but my legs fell through anyway. As they dangled below me, I half-expected some huge SAVO-created monster to crawl up out of the canyon and tear my body in half, but I managed to hold my grip on the rope rail, and instead, the bat-like creatures all suddenly stopped their push forward.

This was when I heard the rope begin to fray under my grip.

The entire bridge bucked as my full weight grasped onto these few centimeters of rope, and it threw the asshole running toward Dancer backward, so he still had just over fifteen meters to go before he reached her. The creatures right beside me hesitated and tried to grab onto whatever they could find to keep their balance, but they were so close to falling off the wildly swaying bridge that I figured, fuck it.

I kicked my legs up until they landed on the rope holding the planks together on the right side of the bridge, and then I reached down with one hand to tear the lower rope in half with my claws. The moment it tore free, the last few remaining planks caved on either side of me, and I did the only thing left to sever the bridge completely.

I sliced my claws through the frayed rope railing.

As the two halves of the rope bridge fell away from each other, the bat-like creatures howled and crawled over each other to try to scramble their way up the falling rope bridge before gravity pulled them down into the abyss. A few of them managed to grab hold of the ropes or the planks themselves, but most of the fanged monsters plunged into the darkness.

If I hadn’t launched my body toward the other half of the falling bridge, I would have fallen into the canyon right after them. But even as my half of the split bridge swung down toward the sheer cliff face, my massive paws grasped onto one of the wooden planks and kept me from falling.

I pulled myself up several planks at a time, and my blood-soaked shoulders screamed with the effort to haul my body up a falling rope bridge. The bat creature above me was closing in on Dancer with only ten meters to go, but he was having the same struggle as me to climb up a falling bridge.

The winged woman still had a tight grip on the temple door handle too, and she must have felt the bridge buck underneath her, because all at once, her wings spread wide and beat against the air to keep her afloat.

I might be a massive were-tiger, but I could move fucking fast, and in only a few seconds, I was right underneath the bat-like creature. The only problem was that now he was right underneath Dancer. He launched himself up one more time, but even though a shout ripped its way free of my throat, I couldn’t stop him from leaping onto the rose-haired woman’s back.

I grabbed his ankle one second after he landed on the winged woman, and I ripped him off her before he was really able to sink his claws into her neck. Then he plunged into the abyss, but dozens of black feathers floated down after him, and I looked up to see two slashes through the muscles of Dancer’s right wing.

“Shit!” I roared, but I didn’t even have a second to ask her if she was alright.

The SAVO temple door had started to open, and I had started to fall into the canyon after the fanged monster.

I reached out and grabbed the rope railing on my left, but the rope slid through my paw with such a deep burn that I thought it might have singed straight through my fur, skin, and even my muscles all the way down to the bone.

Before I slid down any further, I felt Dancer’s warm hands underneath my shoulders.

She cried out in pain as her injured wings beat against the air, but she held me up just long enough for me to reach my other paw over and grasp the rope with two hands. As soon as it was more secure in my grip, I stopped sliding, and the winged woman immediately stopped flying. She threw herself onto my back instead and wrapped her arms and legs around me to keep her in place.

I had just enough time to look up and see the temple door finally open above us, but before the Draugr queen herself could appear, the bridge slammed into the canyon wall.

The impact sent a jolt through every bone in my body until it almost felt like my spine was about to break and re-form itself again, but I didn’t let go of the rope. I clenched my eyes and my jaw against the pain, and a few seconds later, the agony faded enough that I was able to open my eyes and plan my next move.

I was stuck halfway down a cliff face with an injured woman on my back. Above me was the vampire queen, below me was certain death, and the only thing that was currently keeping me in place was a single fraying rope.

I was sure my odds had been worse before, but I couldn’t quite remember when exactly.

“Hold on tight,” I growled.

I transferred one paw to the closest handhold I could find, even though it was only a few centimeters wide, and then I swung my leg over and felt around until I had a decent enough foothold. The rope would split soon enough, so I did the same thing with my other hand and foot, but as soon as my paws were the only things keeping us in place against the cliff, I wondered if this was a huge mistake.

There was no going back now.

I moved as slowly and carefully across the cliff face as I could, but I didn’t want to move too slowly, or some new horror might crawl up the side of the canyon to attack us. Besides, I wanted to put as much distance between me and the Draugr queen as possible. There had to be another way out of this canyon, even if it meant I had to climb all the way down to the ground far below.

“Ohh eyyah!” Dancer cried.

I glanced along the cliff face until I spotted the same small cavern that she did. It was further down the cliff face to our left, and there weren’t a hell of a lot of handholds or footholds on the way. Still, it was the best, and only, option I could see, so I gritted my teeth and started to move.

“Just hold on a little longer, and I’ll get us there,” I grunted.

Dancer buried her face against the back of my shoulder, and her warm breath sent a burst of pleasure down my spine. She held onto me even tighter as I began to move one hand over the other along the nearly sheer face of the canyon.

All it would take was one slip, and we would both be lost in the waiting darkness below. But centimeter by painstaking centimeter, we made our way across the cliff face until I was finally able to swing my legs and then drop us both inside the small cavern.

Of course, that presented me with a whole new set of problems.

The cavern was barely tall enough for me to crawl in, so the moment I swung us inside, I dropped to my belly and started to inch forward. The winged woman tried to make herself as small as possible on my back, and the effort to fold her wings against her spine must have made her injuries worse because once every few meters that I crawled forward, Dancer whimpered in pain and then clung to me a little tighter.

The tunnel was damp, so it only took a few minutes before the mud began to cake in my orange fur. It made it hard to get a good enough grip to pull myself forward, but every so often, the tunnel opened up enough that I was able to crawl on my hands and knees. Those few minutes almost made up for all the rest of the time that I had to pull myself forward on my belly like I was back in basic training on Ganymede.

I lost all track of time as we struggled our way forward through the dark tunnel. My muscles were beyond exhausted, and my throat burned with thirst, but even the wet patches of the cave smelled like decay. I didn’t know how long I had been in my tiger form at this point, but the only way to get out of this was to keep going and hope that we didn’t suddenly run into a dead end and then have to crawl backward the same way we came into this shit.

I was about to give up on ever escaping from this hell-hole when I felt Dancer’s heartbeat start to beat faster where she was pressed into my back.

“Oooh ahh naah!” the rose-haired woman cried. “Liiiihhht!”

I craned my neck to see a faint light up ahead. I could have laid down right then in gratitude for the sight, but there was still a good fifty meters to crawl before I reached it. I pushed my gratitude into the thick muscles of my forearms and shoulders, and then I kept pulling us forward half a meter at a time.

When we finally reached the other end of the tunnel a few minutes later, the cave spat us out onto a green lawn beside a high cliff face. We tumbled onto our backs and breathed the death-scented air like it was pure fucking oxygen, but I only let myself enjoy it for a second before I glanced around at our surroundings.

The cliff face that we had emerged from must have been the other side of the canyon cliff, so if the SAVO woman or any of the humanoid bat monsters had seen us go into the tunnel, there was a good chance they knew exactly where we would be now. The lawn around us was green and perfectly trimmed, and to my left, there was a two-story building that seemed oddly familiar.

When I saw the building’s long windows, I remembered where I had seen it before. It was the same facility that I had been inside with Persephone before we escaped in another dream, and I realized that Dancer and I must have come out into a different section of the lawn around that same building. I didn’t see the Draugr queen or her bat-like minions yet, but there was a bone-chilling shriek in the distance, and I would have bet half my fleet that it came from one of the fanged fuckers.

I’d be damned if I let them herd us where they wanted us to go.

“We have to move.” I pushed myself to my feet and helped the rose-haired woman stand up straight. Her wing looked like it was beginning to heal where the bat creature had ripped his claws into her muscles, and I knew I would tear my own throat out before I ever let anything touch her again.

We staggered forward through the lawn outside the facility. I hoped we wouldn’t trigger any kind of alarm as we moved forward, but after we pushed our way through two large hedges in front of us, I suddenly forgot all about the possibility of an alarm.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the garden we had stumbled into.

It wasn’t particularly pretty, and it certainly wasn’t peaceful, but there was something strange about the chaotic design that made me feel like I had stumbled into some place very old and very powerful.

There was a strange square fountain directly ahead of us, but it spewed coppery liquid that smelled like rotting flesh, the same kind that had been in the SAVO temple. Twisted vines lined either side of the path forward, and every time we took another step, the vines crept a little closer across the ground toward our feet.

But the strangest part was the two rows of statues along either side of the path. All the statues were of tiger-men, but every last weretiger statue was wearing aegis armor.

Then I realized they weren’t tiger “men,” the statues had breasts, and their faces seemed feminine.

They were tiger-women.

What the fuck?

I pushed my furry paw into the closest statue, and even though I hadn’t hit it very hard, it rocked back and forth like it was made of paper instead of metal.

“Eyy yah?” Dancer stepped up beside me and studied the statue. “Ohh eyyah!”

The rose-haired woman pushed the statue herself, and it rocked back and forth again. Then she looked at me, clapped her hands, and pushed it again.

“I’m not sure now is the right time to play pinata,” I said. “But I guess if you want me to break it, there’s no harm in it.”

I punched the metal statue harder this time, and spidery cracks appeared all along the sculpted aegis armor. A second punch widened several of the cracks until entire chunks of the statue started to drop, but a third punch shattered the rest of the metal to reveal what was hidden inside.

It was Aasne.

I didn’t even think about why my wife was hidden inside the metal statue because all I knew was that I couldn’t hesitate.

The Draugr queen had tricked me before with illusions of my wives, and if I had held back for even a second, they would have killed me. The auburn-haired woman inside the tiger statue couldn’t be Aasne. It had to be another trick, but I wouldn’t let that SAVO bitch fool me again.

I growled and pulled my paw back to strike her, and then I let it rip loose like a fucking gunshot that would slash through the fake Aasne’s throat all the way to her spine.

The freckled woman screamed and threw her hands up to try to block my blow, but I didn’t fall for the Draugr queen’s mind-tricks, and my paw continued forward.

Right before I tore open the auburn-haired warrior’s throat, Dancer threw herself in between us and flapped her wings in my face to block my blow to Aasne.

“You don’t understand,” I growled. “Get out of the--”

“Eyye yahh oooh!” The rose-haired woman shook her head and then slowly lowered one of her black wings to reveal the trembling woman behind her. “Eyye yah?”

When I saw what Dancer was trying to tell me, my heart stopped inside my chest.

Aasne looked up at me with terror in her wide green eyes.

Green eyes, not red.

She wasn’t a trick.

She really was Aasne.
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Chapter 14

I lowered my paw to one side, and then I rocked backward as I realized how close I had come to killing my beautiful young wife. I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, I heard another ear-splitting shriek from somewhere in the darkness around us.

It was definitely closer this time.

“A-Adam?” Aasne stammered.

Dancer tucked her wings against her back and stepped to the side so I could pull my auburn-haired wife to her feet. Then I cradled Aasne against my chest, and for a moment, despite the screams around us and the darkness so thick that it threatened to choke me, I just held her and gasped a few deep breaths.

“Are you okay?” I finally asked.

“I’m okay.” Aasne pushed herself back from my chest and looked up at me with her clear green eyes. “I know you didn’t realize it was me. I know you would never hurt me, Adam.”

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I asked and stroked her cheek with my tiger paw. “How did you get here?”

“I remember being on the ship,” the auburn-haired woman said. “I remember… well, I’m not sure what else I remember. I was in my seat on the bridge, but everything after that is sort of fuzzy. Then I was trapped inside the statue, only I didn’t know it was a statue. It was dark and cold, and I thought maybe it was a coffin.”

“I’m glad I found you.” I kissed the top of her hair. “Even if I’m not sure how you got here.”

“Where exactly is here?” Aasne glanced around at the dark garden. “And what exactly is going on?”

“You’ve heard us talk about how the Draugr queen attacks me in my dreams sometimes, right?” I asked.

“Like how she attacked you and Eve after Eve submitted to you?” Aasne’s green eyes were still wide.

“Exactly, so we’re in one of those dreams now, but otherwise, I’m honestly not sure what’s going on,” I told her. “Eve is the only one who’s ever been with me in these dreams, except for Persephone and… oh, this is Dancer. She’s the spirit of Dance to the Dirge.”

“Um, nice to meet you?” Aasne nodded at the rose-haired woman. “But we’re on Persephone, so how is she here?”

“Eyye yaah,” Dancer sighed and flicked her shimmering hair over her shoulder.

Aasne glanced at me.

“I think she means it’s not important right now,” I said. “We’ve got more important things to worry about than how either you or she are here with me.”

Another shriek split the darkness, and I could have sworn that it came from the top of the sheer cliff that Dancer and I crawled out of minutes ago.

“When you say more important things, do you mean… um, do you mean that?” Aasne whispered.

“Yeah,” I said. “So, the short version of the story is that we’re in my dream, and we’re on the Draugr homeworld, at least, I think so. The head Draugr bitch is trying to kill us, and she’s got fanged bat-like creatures to help her finish the job.”

Dancer touched me gently on the back where the monsters’ claw wounds had finally almost healed over.

“Oh, right,” I said. “Also, their claws are poisoned, so--”

“Are you alright, my lord?” Aasne gasped.

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “I still heal from them, but it just takes longer, so we definitely don’t want them to get you.”

“Then we should get out of here,” the freckled young woman said. “But I could use a weapon.”

“I haven’t found any yet, but we’ll look for some,” I replied.

“Ohh gaah!” Dancer tugged at my arm. “Ooh eyyah!”

I glanced in the direction that the rose-haired woman wanted to take me, but I only saw the facility that Persephone and I had escaped from in another dream. It seemed like the last place I would actually want to go inside of, especially since none of us had weapons, but then I noticed one of the windows on the bottom floor was open.

“You think there are weapons in there?” I asked the winged woman.

“Eyye yah!” Dancer nodded.

“It’s worth a try,” I said. “We’ll have a hell of a better shot to get out of here if we have more weapons.”

“Is anyone else here?” Aasne asked. “Or is it only the three of us?”

I glanced at the other tiger statues in the garden. If Aasne had found her way into my dream, then it was possible that my other wives had, too. The only way to check was to break each statue open, but every second we spent in the garden was another second the bat-like monsters used to close the distance between us. If they caught up to us before we were armed, then I would be the only one able to hold them off.

Then again, if we left to get weapons before we checked the other statues, I didn’t know what would happen if the Draugr queen’s minions reached them before we were able to come back.

“We’ll try to get some weapons in a minute,” I said. “First, help me break into these statues and see if anyone else is inside.”

Dancer and Aasne worked as a team to try and break through the closest aegis-wearing tiger statue, and I started on the statue on the other side of the path. By the time I had destroyed two more statues only to find them both empty inside, my two women had pushed over one and smashed it open against the ground, but it was empty as well.

There were only three more statues left in the garden, but since they were just as empty when we broke them open, we ran toward the facility as soon as the last one was shattered in pieces on the ground. The screams of the fanged creatures were closer now, and they sounded like they could be above us, behind us, or maybe just all around us.

Wherever they were, we needed to get some fucking weapons.

I vaulted over the low windowsill into the facility first, and my heart constricted in my chest when I saw a massive tiger-man right in front of me, but when I raised my fist, he raised his at the same time.

It was my own reflection, and I let out a huff of annoyance as I lowered my arm.

A wall of mirrors stood opposite the wall of windows behind me, but other than the mirrors, the room didn’t have anything else in it. Still, I cleared the room while Aasne and Dancer kept watch outside, and when I was sure that no one was hidden in the shadowy corners or even in the ceiling up above, I ordered them to both join me inside.

The shrieks of the bat-like creatures sounded more frequent now, and I guessed this was because they were close to their prey. I hoped we weren’t about to walk into a trap, but it felt smarter to go through the facility and look for weapons. Otherwise, we would just have to keep running outside and pray it didn’t come down to a fight.

I didn’t want to be trapped inside too long, but at least I could control the approach of any enemies to a certain degree. Outside, they could surround us from every direction, but if anyone attacked us inside the building, I might be able to funnel them into some sort of kill zone, and until we were better armed, that might be the best option for us.

I glanced back at the garden through the open window as I led us toward the door in the middle of the wall of mirrors, but the twisting vines outside had completely covered the path now, and all signs of the broken tiger statues had been swallowed up by the thick leaves. Every statue had been broken open and checked, but I felt an itch in my palms that I had missed something.

And the next time I heard a scream, it didn’t sound like the humanoid bats at all.

“Shit,” I muttered. “You two didn’t see any other statues out there, did you?”

Both women shook their heads.

“Do you think there’s more of us?” Aasne asked.

“I think there’s a very good chance there is.” I nodded. “But either way, we’ve gotta try to find some weapons first.”

“Do you know where we’re going?” the auburn-haired woman asked.

“Not exactly,” I said. “I’ve been here before, but not in this part of the building.”

“Ooh aah naah,” Dancer whispered with a gesture to the mirrored room around us. “Eyyah?”

“Sorry, didn’t catch that,” I said, but the winged woman sighed and didn’t try to repeat herself. “Listen, there should be an armory on the first floor. That’s my best guess, anyway, so we’ll go from room to room and see what we find.”

I wrapped my giant paw around the door handle and cracked it open to listen for any sounds in the hallway outside. I only heard more screams through the open window, but now I couldn’t tell if they were hunting cries or calls for help. The only sound out in the hallway was a steady drip of water from somewhere, so I pulled open the door and stepped through.

The hallway was as full of mirrors as the room, only this time, they lined both walls, so everywhere I looked, I saw a walking tiger-man flanked by two beautiful women.

“This gives me a bad feeling,” Aasne whispered. “Like we are looking upon cursed images of ourselves.”

“I know what you mean,” I growled. “I feel like we’re at some sort of carnival, and any second now, a clown is going to pop out, except he’ll have a semi-automatic instead of balloons.”

“I don’t know what a carnival or a clown is,” my young wife said. “But it sounds like something Loki would like, and he is too mischievous for his own good.”

“Noo gaah.” Dancer shook her head firmly.

“Someday, you’ll have to tell me how you know what a clown is,” I told the winged woman.

I pushed aside thoughts of carnivals on Ganymede. Thoughts like this only made me think about Hanekawa and the time my sister had gotten lost in the funhouse. I was supposed to watch her, but she had escaped from my sight for two seconds, and until I found her huddled in a corner, I had been convinced that slavers kidnapped her from the fairgrounds.

I had sworn that day that I would do everything in my power to always protect her, but I hadn’t known that she was a weretiger just like me, or that she might end up in just as much danger when it came to our fight against the SAVO.

That was a problem for another day.

I held up my fist to tell both women to stop when we reached the next corner, but we didn’t stay still long. Reddish-purple lights reflected off the mirrors around us, and I turned the corner to see where they came from. There was an open door at the end of the next hallway, and the lights seemed to flow across the polished floor like dark blood that pulsed toward us down the hall.

The shrieks outside the building seemed to vibrate under my feet now, so I didn’t take a lot of time to think three moves ahead. I just checked behind me to make sure no one was at our rear, and then I bolted down the hall toward the room with the eerie lights.

We blew inside along with a gust of feathers from Dancer. The room was an armory, but there wasn’t a single gun to be found. The area was only stocked with ancient melee weapons, and while longswords and axes might have been nice if I was about to duel the Six on Oskmay again, I didn’t think they would be super effective weapons against bat-like creatures with poison in their claws.

It was almost like the building had pushed us toward this room because we wanted to find an armory so badly, but now the damn facility was laughing at the fact that we still didn’t have any guns.

But it was better than nothing, and at least Aasne was really fucking good with melee weapons.

“Alright, there’s not a lot, but take whatever you can find,” I told both women. “As soon as we’re armed, we’ll head right back outside.”

“Won’t we be too exposed?” Aasne asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t want to accidentally go deeper into the building and further away from an escape,” I said. “At least outside, we’ll be able to see where we’re going, and now we’ll have some kind of weapons.”

The shrieks outside grew louder all of a sudden, and I thought I heard laughter from the Draugr queen herself.

I really wanted to kill this bitch.

“At least they have a weapon I like.” Aasne grabbed a double-headed axe from the wall and gave it a few practice swings before she found some plate armor that she slipped over her flight suit. Apparently, the destroyed tiger statues were the only ones in this dream who got to wear aegis armor, since Aasne and I didn’t even have our amulets.

I glanced around the armory for anything I could use, but my tiger paws seemed better than most of the options in front of me.

They were our only options though, so we couldn’t afford to be picky.

I pulled on the biggest set of armor that I could find, but when I offered some to Dancer, the rose-haired woman shook her head and pointed to her wings.

“Noo gaaah.” The winged woman shrugged.

“Yeah, I guess they don’t really make armor to go over wings,” I said. “At least grab a weapon.”

Dancer took a sturdy spear and leaned on it like a walking stick before she pointed to the far wall of the armory with the expression of a kid in a candy store.

The only weapon on the far wall was a massive, spiked club that looked like it could bash in someone’s skull in one stroke, and that was only if a human wielded it. If I started to swing it around, I bet I could knock someone’s skull right off their shoulders.

“That’ll work.” I grinned. “Good eye, Dancer.”

I pulled the spiked club off the wall, and instantly, the pulsing reddish-purple lights went out. The room was dark as fuck, and while my tiger eyes adjusted quickly, both women fumbled toward me in the darkness until they brushed against my shoulders.

“This seems… not optimal…” Aasne whispered.

“Yeah, let’s get the fuck out of here,” I growled. “Grab onto my waist so you don’t lose me.”

I felt the warmth of Dancer’s hand even through my plate armor, and after the pressure of Aasne’s hand found me on the other side, I started forward. I wondered how long I had been in my tiger form, just like I wondered how much longer I could stay in it, but strangely enough, I didn’t feel tired yet.

Sure, my body was exhausted, but that was only because of the poison that took my body extra energy to heal from. Or maybe it was from when I slammed into the face of the canyon, or when I had to crawl through the narrow tunnel with Dancer on my back. Whatever it was, it didn’t feel like this exhaustion came from being in my tiger form.

The only thing I felt from the beast was my growing hunger to kill more assholes.

When I rounded the corner back into the hallway of mirrors with my two women, there was enough light for them to see the way forward, but neither woman dropped her hand from my waist. Instead, we moved forward as one unit until we reached the room of mirrors we had entered the facility through.

“Doesn’t this all seem a little too easy?” Aasne whispered. “Almost like somebody wanted us to find this place?”

“I wouldn’t call our route here easy,” I said as I remembered the feeling of the muddy tunnel pressing in on every side. “But yeah, the armory seemed a little too easy. It’s like we’re being toyed with.”

“Like a game,” my young wife said.

“Yeah, and I don’t like these kinds of games,” I growled.

A series of quick shrieks sounded from outside again, but this time, they were followed by fainter screams, and I wondered if the bat creatures had found other prey to hunt besides us. If that was true, then more of my wives might be in this dream after all, or the fanged monsters might be trying to confuse us to draw us out of hiding.

But I was no one’s prey.

I was an apex predator, and these fanged demons would soon know what it was like to be hunted themselves.

“They’re outside,” I murmured. “They’re trying to draw us away, but we’ve got about… fifteen seconds before they come in here, anyway.”

“Eyyah gahh!” Dancer looked terrified, but she gripped her spear a little tighter and angled herself toward the open window.

“Do we fight our way back outside?” Aasne’s grip was loose and comfortable on the shaft of her double-headed axe, and the young queen clearly seemed more confident now that she had a weapon in her hands. “Or do we go deeper into the building?”

“Outside, as fast as we can.” I glanced at a shadow that twitched along the corner of one of the room’s mirrors. “I don’t want to get pinned down in here.”

I sure as hell didn’t want to fight inside a room full of mirrors since there would be way too much room for error, but it should at least give our enemies the same problem. I had another two seconds to figure out a backup plan, but in the end, I gave up on the idea because I really didn’t want a backup plan.

I just wanted to kill shit.

Then five of the bat-like monsters jumped through the open window all together and rushed forward.

Their red eyes flared as they dashed forward on all fours like dogs, and they shrieked like demons who had come to carry our souls to some hellish afterlife.

They didn’t realize they were dealing with the avatar of Odin.

I shifted my spiked club into one hand, flexed the fingers of my other paw, and sprinted forward to meet them. I shoulder-checked the first asshole who swiped at me, and my hit bounced him directly into the path of Aasne’s waiting axe. The auburn-haired warrior muttered something between a curse and a prayer beside me, but her axe carved through the fucker’s chest as naturally as if she had fought a hundred of them before.

My spiked club ripped the face off the next bat-like creature. He shrieked and tried to cover the bloody, exposed muscles under his skin, but my next blow hit him squarely on the temple, and his skull disappeared in an eruption of dark blood that exploded into the air like a popped water balloon.

The headless fucker’s body tumbled back toward the window and blocked three more bat-like creatures that had jumped over the sill. As they ran toward us on all fours, their reflections in the mirrors sprinted toward us at the same time, so it seemed like there were dozens of them in the room.

From the shrieks that continued outside, I had no doubt there were at least dozens more of the fuckers on their way.

I slammed my club into the chest of another fanged creature, and as soon as I ripped his skin away from his ribs, I dug my claws into his open chest cavity and squeezed his heart until it burst. His blood gushed down the fur of my arm, and I planted my foot against his stomach and kicked him away so I could turn to the next asshole.

I elbowed one of the humanoid bats in his stunted nose, but he didn’t seem to feel the pain. Instead, he reached for my stomach before he realized that I was wearing armor, and then his claws extended toward my exposed arm. I tried to twist my body out of the way in time, but another fanged fucker sprang at me from the window, and I had to twist my body to block him, too.

My club swiped away the asshole from the window just in time, but the other creature raked his claws across my forearm until it felt like the poison had seeped all the way down into my bones. As I hissed in pain, the monster shrieked in triumph, but when he threw himself forward to try to sink his fanged teeth into me, he suddenly found himself picked up by the back of his neck.

Then I tore his spine out as easily as I’d pull the shell off a cooked lobster.

As I dropped him at my feet, I glanced behind me to check on my women. There were only four fanged monsters with us in the room now, and Aasne was carving her axe through two of them as easily as a farm scythe through wheat. Once they collapsed to the ground with half of their guts hanging out of their stomachs, Dancer darted forward to finish them both off with a spear through the chest.

That left two for me, and I would need to work fast if we wanted to get out of here before they pinned us down or we had to retreat further into the building. We could escape through the facility, but it would be too easy for us to get trapped somewhere. These creatures probably knew the building a hell of a lot better than we did, and since I had only barely escaped from the cliff-side temple with Dancer when we were trapped there, I didn’t want to immediately throw myself into the same situation.

So instead, I launched myself toward the two fanged creatures who were headed straight toward me.

They both jumped for my neck at the same time, and their red eyes glowed with the victory they thought they were about to achieve. I kept running at them like I wasn’t even going to block their attack, but at the last second, just as the fanged assholes shrieked in delight, I dropped down on all fours and swung my legs around in a sweeping low-kick.

It knocked both bat-like creatures on their asses, and while they were still scrambling to sit up, I leaped onto both of them.

I slammed my foot into one fucker’s chest to keep him pinned, and I reached down to carve my claws through the stomach of the other dickbag. As I pulled out a fistful of his spaghetti intestines, I pushed my foot deeper into the chest of the other humanoid bat. His claws slashed at my calves like the pain could distract me, but my forearm already felt like it was on fire from the other asshole’s poison, so a few more slashes on my calves weren’t going to do anything.

I threw away the handful of intestines and then stomped my foot into the other creature’s chest to finish the job. His sternum cracked under my weight, and a second stomp crushed his chest completely. As his head rocked limply to the side, I lifted my foot off him and winced at the pain in my leg. I would heal from the poison, but it would be better if I had a few minutes to do it before I faced any more of these fanged demons.

“Everybody okay?” I exhaled as I turned toward my two women.

“We’re fine, but-- oh, your arm, my lord!” Aasne rushed toward me with Dancer right behind her.

My auburn-haired wife grasped my arm gently and raised it so she could look at the poisoned wounds more closely.

“You’re not healing yet,” Aasne said as she looked up at me with her clear green eyes. “Is the poison painful?”

“It’ll pass,” I grunted. “But it’ll pass faster if we get out of here before more of those assholes come back.”

“Those things look like creatures from my nightmares.” The freckled woman shuddered and then spotted the blood on my calf. “Can you walk, or should we--”

Before she could finish, Dancer jumped forward and wrapped one of my arms around her shoulders, as if she would half-carry me forward. Her black wings wrapped around Aasne and me as a kind of shield, and I didn’t need a submission bond to feel the winged woman’s love and admiration for me.

“Thanks, but it’s not that bad.” I smiled at both women. “I’m just glad they didn’t get either of you. Let’s get a move on while we’re still ahead.”

“If you’re sure,” Aasne said.

“Oh nah eyyah,” Dancer sighed.

“I’m sure,” I told my beautiful women.

Another shriek sounded through the night, but it didn’t sound like it was right outside the window. Still, since the wall of mirrors gave me a good angle at most of the garden, I glanced at the mirrors to make sure I didn’t see any of our enemies waiting for us.

There were no more of the humanoid bats in sight, but every aegis-wearing tiger statue we had destroyed in the garden was completely intact again. Each statue stood exactly where it had been earlier, and each one looked like it had never been broken open in the first place.

“What the fuck?” I hissed.
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Chapter 15

Aasne and Dancer followed my gaze, and both women pressed themselves against me even more.

“How did they…” the young queen trailed off. “Is it some kind of trap? Or should we break them open again?”

“Eyyah!” Dancer said. “Ohh gahh.”

“I think that means yes, we should open them,” I said.

Half a dozen howls sounded from the darkness outside the window, and the poison in my wounds prickled and burned at the shrill noise.

“Then we better do it fast, my lord,” Aasne said.

I gripped the sill and vaulted back over the window into the garden, and once I had helped both women do the same, we ran toward the tiger statues. I limped from the pain of the poison in my calf wounds, but I was still able to run faster than a human, and I channeled my frustration at the pain into the first tiger statue I reached.

The metal cracked and fell apart in large chunks, but there was nothing inside the first statue. The same thing was true for the second and third statues, and the whole time, the howls of the creatures who hunted us kept getting closer and closer. Dancer and Aasne didn’t have any better luck with the statues that they tackled so I was about to just call it off and get us the fuck out of there, when I suddenly felt a wave of fear flow toward me from one of the last remaining statues.

When I turned toward the statue, I saw that it was one of the bigger ones, but two quick punches still cracked the metal. This time, before I started to peel away the metal piece by piece, something inside broke free. The metal fragments fell to the side like a shower of silver coins until every last trace of the statue laid in a heap on the ground.

In the middle of where it had stood, Paula and Sivaha had their arms wrapped around each other.

“Adam?” Paula’s blue eyes were wide with terror, and she threw herself into my arms almost before she finished saying my name.

“I thought we might be stuck inside that thing forever,” Sivaha said as she smoothed down her silver hair. “My thanks for your help, Husband.”

“Any time.” I smiled at how calm Sivaha seemed, even as I felt her gratitude and relief wash over me.

“Where are we?” Paula pushed herself back from my chest and saw Aasne and Dancer for the first time. “Oh! Aasne, I didn’t know you were here, and, uh… who is the beautiful woman with the wings?”

“Paula, Sivaha, meet Dance to the Dirge,” I said. “You can get to know each other later, but we’ve gotta move.”

“Where to?” Sivaha asked with a casual flip of her silvery-hair.

I glanced around the garden but finally decided to head in the opposite direction from the way Dancer and I had come.

“That way.” I pointed to a line of trees up ahead. “It’s my best guess, anyway.”

“Enemies?” Sivaha asked, but she had already started running toward the trees. “Weapons?”

“We’re in my dream,” I said as I followed her with the three other women. “The SAVO queen is attacking me, and I think you all have access to this dream world where she attacks me. My guess is that you’re linked to it now because you submitted to me.”

“And there are ugly bat-like creatures with poisonous claws here,” Aasne added. “They serve the Draugr queen.”

“We found these weapons but didn’t take any extra from the armory,” I said. “We’ll just have to run faster than them.”

“Eyyah ohh!” Dancer said. “Siiiv haa!”

Sivaha didn’t slow down, but she glanced over her shoulder at the winged woman and then held out her hand. Dancer tossed her the spear she had armed herself with, and my silver-haired queen caught it with one hand.

“That’ll do.” Sivaha’s lips split into the bloodthirsty grin I loved.

“You’re out of luck,” I told Paula. “But stay close to me, and you’ll be alright.”

“That’s fine,” the blonde said. “Sivaha with a spear is worth twenty of me with a weapon.”

“We’ll just have to find you a drone, darling,” Sivaha laughed.

At another howl behind us, the blonde engineer looked back but didn’t say anything. Her nervousness flowed toward me, and I would have scooped her up in my arms to carry her forward, but I needed both my hands free in case we needed to fight, especially since my forearm was still trying to push the poison out of the deep gashes there.

Sivaha suddenly glanced back and stared at the wounds on my arm and legs, and her anger at our enemies surrounded me like she had just drawn a warm bath from their blood to soothe away my pain.

“You’re hurt,” the beautiful seductress said.

“I still heal from their poison,” I said. “It just takes longer than a regular wound.”

“I hope we run into more of these bat creatures so I can kill them for you,” Sivaha growled.

“What happens if we get hurt or, you know, die here?” Paula asked as she ran beside me.

“I honestly don’t know,” I said. “But let’s not find out.”

The shrieks and howls were closer behind us now, but they also sounded like they were on either side of us and closing in. I wanted to stand and fight, but I didn’t know how many fuckers we were up against this time, and I was still trying to heal from the poison of their last attack. Besides, even though four of my women were with me now, and that meant we already had better odds on our side, it also meant there were four people I also needed to protect.

I had told Paula that I wasn’t sure what would happen if they were hurt by the creatures’ poisoned claws, or even if they died here. I hadn’t wanted her to worry, and I didn’t have any proof of the matter, but I was pretty damn certain that whatever happened in this dream-world had very real consequences for what happened in our own world.

After all, the Draugr queen wouldn’t bother to attack me here if she didn’t think it would have an effect.

The thought just gave me more motivation to get my women somewhere safe.

The tree line was just up ahead now, so we all pumped our legs a little harder to carry us toward the tall pines. The howls of the bat-monster creatures sounded like they were on nearly every side of us, but if we could get inside the cover of the trees, then we might be able to lose them.

The moment we reached the trees, Sivaha stopped at the edge and turned to make sure the other women got inside safely. Paula and Dancer were the first to cross the tree line, and Aasne followed right behind them. I brought up the rear, but right before Sivaha and I headed into the trees together, the silver-haired queen’s face turned pale in the dim moonlight.

“When you said they were ugly, you weren’t joking.” Sivaha tightened her grip on the spear shaft in her hand.

I followed her gaze and saw a group of at least twenty fanged monsters as they ran up over the crest of the hill behind us and then bolted in our direction on all fours.

“Move!” I ordered, and the five of us fled through the trees.

Sivaha brought up the rear this time, Aasne ran directly in front of her, and Paula and Dancer moved side by side right on my heels as I led the way forward through the ghost-like pines. There should have been animals or at least insects inside the woods, but the only sounds and movements around us came from the fanged creatures that crashed through the woods at our backs.

The strange silence reminded me of Uraniel, and I wondered if the SAVO homeworld had once been the home of other creatures before the Draugr drained the life out of every last one of them.

“Ooh gaah!” Dancer cried behind me. “Eyyah?”

The winged woman ran faster until she was right behind me, and she pointed at a gap in the trees up ahead.

“I see it, too,” I growled. “Let’s hope there’s something for us on the other side.”

But as the five of us kept running toward the opening in the trees, the whole forest suddenly filled with the pulse of reddish-purple lights.

Every time they blinked on, it looked like we were running through a forest of blood, and every time they paused and went dark again, I heard my women stumble and catch themselves behind me.

There was definitely something on the other side of the gap in the trees, and now I just had to hope it wasn’t the Draugr queen and all her minions.

If she had seen me and Dancer go into the tunnel in the side of the canyon, she must have known where we were headed, so maybe she had sent some of her forces to chase us while she and the rest of the bat-like creatures went on ahead to cut off our escape.

The thought of being trapped by the SAVO bitch and her fanged demons was enough to send a growl all the way up my spine, and the surge of energy would have sent me into a shift if I wasn’t already in my tiger form. The sudden wave of fury pushed itself toward my poisoned wounds instead, and they all started to itch as my skin finally began to repair itself.

When we emerged from the tall pines, the SAVO queen was nowhere in sight. There was only row after endless row of Draugr temples in every direction we looked, and every single one of them pulsed the reddish-purple light up into the sky.

“That can’t be good,” Aasne said.

“Anybody got any ideas?” I growled.

“Stand and fight, and hope we all wake up soon?” Sivaha shrugged. “Or at all? I like killing things, so that’s how I’d like to go out. It will make Odin proud.”

“That one.” Paula pointed to one of the black stone temples in the distance, but I couldn’t see any difference from all the other temples in front of us.

“Eye yaah!” Dancer nodded.

“Good enough for me,” I said and began to lope forward again. “Why that one?”

“The light is pulsing out in a slightly different rhythm,” Paula explained. “I think it’s… yep, it’s Morse code.”

“What does it say?” Aasne demanded.

“I’m working on it,” Paula replied.

“Work while you run!” I called over my shoulder.

All four women instantly raced after me, and I kept my gaze fixed on the temple up ahead so I wouldn’t confuse it with any of the others. We bolted down the hill between two rows of temples, and even though I expected a SAVO to come out of every single one, the doors remained closed as we passed.

“I don’t know if you’re going to believe this,” Paula gasped.

“Trrrry me,” I growled, and I knew I was reaching the limits of how long I could stay in my tiger form.

“It says A-D-A-M,” the blonde engineer reported.

“Eye yaah!” Dancer cried again.

“Shit, don’t you think that might mean we should run away from it?” Aasne asked.

“It’s the only one that’s different,” Paula said.

“It’s our best option,” I decided, and then I glanced over my shoulder as the shrieking bat creatures emerged from the woods behind us.

If we were going to make it to that temple with time to block the entrance, we needed to get there fast.

“Fuck!” I growled. “Dancer, can you fly?”

The winged woman launched herself into the air and soared forward, and I shifted my spiked club into my left hand and threw Paula over my shoulder with my right arm. Aasne and Sivaha were both trained warriors, so when I started to push myself forward even faster, they did, too.

When we were close enough to the entrance of the temple, I saw that the door was wide open, and I figured this was either very good, or very bad. There was only one way to find out which it was, but I wanted to make sure I was the first one inside, so I pumped my legs so fast that it felt like they might just run away from underneath me.

As soon as I reached the temple door, I set Paula down, gripped my club with two hands, and flung myself through the door, ready to attack whatever stood in my way.

The moment I set foot inside the temple, I realized it wasn’t actually a temple at all.

It was the inside of a Shadow Eagle.

At first, I thought it might be Dance to the Dirge, but the seams along the sides of the hold were a slightly different shade of metal, and so was the color of the ramp up into the hold.

I gestured for my four women to join me, and they all looked as surprised as I did to find themselves in the hold of a ship that looked very much like Persephone.

Well, all the women looked surprised except for Dancer.

The rose-haired woman just smiled and patted the side of the hold like they were old friends. She turned to the rest of us like she was about to introduce us to her friend, but then I saw the corpses of three bat-like creatures at the top of the ramp.

Their dark blood had pooled beneath their bodies, and two of their heads had been completely burst apart, so I could only tell what they were because of the clawed arms that were twisted awkwardly at their sides. The third creature had a massive hole in the middle of his back, and I guessed it must have been one hell of a rifle that left such a gap in his chest.

“Oh, thank Odin!” a woman’s voice floated toward us from behind a stack of boxes at the top of the ramp.

We raised our weapons, but I felt a familiar flow of love wash toward me at the same moment that Elana stepped out from her hiding spot behind the boxes. She had a sniper rifle propped up against her shoulder, and she ran her fingers through her short brown hair with the exhaustion of someone who hadn’t slept in days.

“Elana!” I gasped. “How did you get here?”

“I woke up on the bridge and haven’t been able to figure out what’s going on,” Elana said as she moved down the ramp to join us. “I couldn’t find anybody, so I went to the armory, grabbed a sniper rifle, and I’ve camped out here since then. Every time I tried to leave, I saw one of those… things… outside, so I decided to just stay put and shoot them every time they came inside. I didn’t really have a plan beyond that, so I’m glad to see all of you.”

“Likewise,” Aasne said. “Especially since you managed to find yourself a gun.”

“You’re gonna need it, too,” I said as I hugged Elana against my chest. “More of those things are on our heels, so you’re gonna have to hold them off while I try to get this ship in the air.”

“Are we sure it will work like a ship?” Sivaha asked. “We did run into a temple, after all.”

“Elana said she woke up on the bridge,” Paula said. “So, it sounds like it might be an actual ship.”

“Let’s find out,” I growled.

I pressed the button to close the hold door, but nothing happened. When I went to press it again, Dancer grabbed my arm and shook her head.

“Noo gaah!” the winged woman cried. “Sheee cooomaah!”

“Shit, the queen is coming?” I demanded.

But Dancer didn’t have to say anything for me to know the answer. Already, I could hear how close the howling creatures were to us, and I guessed they would be here in less than a minute.

I wondered if the SAVO bitch was the reason the hold doors wouldn’t close. That would make sense, but we should still be able to trigger the manual door release. If we were able to do it in the next few seconds, we might be able to fly out of here before the Draugr queen and her minions attacked.

“Paula, get to the bridge,” I said. “You can fly one of these, right?”

“Yes,” the blonde replied. “I’ll see if I can get the comms working, too.”

“Good, but the priority is to try and blast us out of here,” I said. “Go!”

Paula fled toward the elevator.

“Sivaha, go with her, in case any enemies are hidden on board,” I continued. “And Dancer, you go, too. I’ll hold the fuckers off with Elana and Aasne.”

As Sivaha, Dancer, and Paula closed the elevator doors behind them, Elana and Aasne eyed the hold door and gripped their weapons with white knuckles.

“Elana, take up the same position you were in,” I said. “Aasne, you stay beside her and defend her from any enemies who get too close.”

“Yes, my lord!” Elana and Aasne cried.

“Where will you be?” Elana asked.

“Where I always am,” I said with a grim smile. “Right in the thick of it.”

I turned to face the open hold door right as the first of the bat creatures reached it. They snarled and gnashed their teeth as they hesitated on the threshold, but their hesitation only lasted a second. Then they rushed forward like a wave up the ramp toward me, and behind them, even though I couldn’t see her yet, came the laughter of the Draugr queen.

“Get us out of here!” I shouted, but I knew Paula and the others had probably only just stepped out of the elevator, so they’d had no time to even start the ship’s engines, let alone fix the comms system.

I pushed aside everything that might be happening on the bridge, and I swung my spiked club into the first few assholes who pushed their way up the ramp to meet me.

If they wanted to meet Tiger, I wouldn’t disappoint them.

My spiked club swung back and forth until it was so coated with torn flesh, blood, and guts that I had to pause and shake it out. Every time I paused to beat my club against the ground so it could swing free again, I used my claws to tear through the gray flesh of the other dickbags around me, and sometimes, I used both claws and club to rip apart as many of the bat-like creatures as I could.

But no matter how many I killed, and no matter how many Elana and Aasne killed behind me, more of them kept pouring in through the open hold. If I could get to the manual door release, then I might have a chance, but before I could even locate it in the middle of the crowd of assholes all around us, I spotted a major fucking problem.

The vampire queen appeared on the threshold with a fanged smile and an extended hand.

“Aaaaduuum,” the SAVO bitch purred.

“Fuck, there’s too many of them!” Aasne cried behind me. “It’s like an ocean!”

“Comms are on!” Paula shouted through the ship’s speakers. “Maybe the bat things are like drones!”

“What do you mmmean?” I growled.

“Kill the ship that deployed them, and you’ll kill them, too!” Paula said.

“The queen!” Sivaha cried out. “Kill their queen!”

That just might work.

I elbowed one of the bat creatures in the throat, tore half of another one’s thigh off with my spiked club, and shoulder-checked the next fucker who tried to block my path to the queen.

Every few seconds, Elana dropped another monster somewhere around me, and a few of her shots even ripped through more than one fanged asshole at once.

Even though I didn’t look over my shoulder to check on Aasne, I heard steady howls of pain behind me as every bat-like monster who made it past me met the swinging axe of my auburn-haired wife.

The closer I got to the SAVO queen, the more she smiled, and the more the beast in my stomach growled to tear her head off her body. I knew I could crush her skull in my jaws if I could just get close enough, and in a few more steps, I would be there. Every asshole I killed to get to her only made me angrier at how long it was taking, and I couldn’t understand why we were still on the ground.

Paula should have been able to get the Shadow Eagle up and running by now, but we were still ground-bound, and the ship wasn’t even humming like its engines were started yet.

I didn’t have time to ask what the fuck was going on though, and I also knew it wouldn’t change anything.

The blonde engineer knew what she was doing, and she would get us out of here as fast as she could.

When only a few assholes stood between me and my target, I drove my spiked club into some fucker’s face, but I buried the spikes so deeply this time that it got stuck in his flesh. I would have pulled it out of his skull, but even a second’s delay meant too many of these dickbags might make it past me and get to Aasne and Elana, so I let go of the club, dove to my right, and grabbed one of the bat-like creatures by his ankles.

Then I swung him around and knocked two of the other fanged demons onto their asses before I launched him against the far wall of the hold. He hit the metal so hard that I thought he might stick there like a swatted fly, but then he slid down and crumpled into a heap on the floor.

This left only one asshole between me and the Draugr queen, but I didn’t even have to move this one.

The queen moved him for me.

With only a flick of her wrist, she sent him sprawling on his belly, and he tried to get away from both the walking tiger-man and the vampire queen.

Aasne and Elana continued to drop gray-fleshed monsters all around us, but the SAVO bitch didn’t even seem to notice. She just strode toward me until she was close enough for me to smell her decaying breath, and then she pursed her lips like she would kiss me.

I leaned down as if the stench of her breath wasn’t enough to make me sick, and I forced myself to purr as she traced a fingernail down the side of my throat and closed in.

Then I opened my tiger’s maw.

Her red eyes went wide as she realized I wasn’t going to kiss her after all, but then her whole face disappeared when my teeth punched holes through her skull. She gave a muffled cry, but it was lost inside the power of my jaw as I snapped it shut and crushed her skull in my mouth.

Her blood squirted over my lips, and I shook her like a rag doll before I dropped her in a bloody pile at my feet. Then I turned to the closest bat creature to do the same thing to him, but he took one look at his dead queen, shrieked, and ran for the exit.

The rest of the fanged monsters fled after him, but Elana shot several more of them in the back on their way out. As soon as the hold was clear, I dashed over to the manual door release, waited for the hold door to close completely, and then turned to face my two young wives at the top of the ramp.

“To the brrridge,” I growled.

As soon as we rode the elevator up to the bridge, exhaustion started to set in. I had been in my tiger form so long now that I thought I might fall asleep before the elevator doors opened again, but I had pushed through this kind of exhaustion before.

And right now, I had no other choice.

“What’s the problem?” I asked as I strode toward the officer chairs on the bridge. “Why aren’t we--”

I didn’t have to finish my question. I could see the problem plainly for myself, and I realized why Paula hadn’t been able to fly us out of there yet.

We were stuck in the middle of a fucking rock.

“The engine won’t start, either,” Paula said. “I tried everything I could from here, but I was just about to go to the engine room and see if I can fix it there, instead.”

“Do it,” I replied. “Dancer, any ideas?”

“Nooo gaah,” the winged woman murmured.

Even if Paula was able to get the engines working, I didn’t know if this would help us. We seemed to be surrounded by rock on every side, and even the ship’s sensors said there was no way we could engage thrusters, much less the engines. If we tried to fire any of them up right now, we might combust ourselves, and then the vampire queen would have ultimately won.

Aaaaaduuuuum.

Dark laughter curled around the edges of my mind, and I froze where I stood.

The SAVO queen wasn’t dead after all.

I had crushed her skull in my jaws, I had felt her blood pour out over my lips, but it hadn’t mattered.

The Draugr bitch was still alive, and there was no way out.
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Chapter 16

Aaaaaduuuuum!

“Adam!”

I jolted upright and found myself back in bed in my captain’s quarters on board Persephone. My stomach heaved as the room spun around me, but I gripped the sheets and forced my eyes to focus on one spot until everything stopped moving.

Someone groaned beside me, and when I glanced over to see Sivaha in bed with me, I remembered everything. My silver-haired wife and I had made love, fallen asleep in each other’s arms, and then I had woken up inside the SAVO temple with the vampire queen. Sivaha had been there, and so had Aasne, Elana, Paula, and Dancer, but already, some of the details were slipping away from me, and I didn’t want to lose anything this time.

“Sivaha!” I lunged out of bed toward the closet. “Wake up!”

I stretched out my arm to grab my flight suit and saw that I was in my human form again, and I wondered how long I had been asleep or why we had suddenly come out of the dream.

“Fuck, who the--” Sivaha rubbed her temples as she sat up in bed and looked around in a daze. “Husband?”

“Adam!” Zea shouted through the speakers in my chambers again. “If you and Hot Bitch are still doing the deed, you better get your clothes on and get out here in the next ten minutes!”

“Where are we?” I pulled on the flight suit as Sivaha retrieved her clothes from the floor. “Fuck, when are we? How long have I been out?”

“We’ve got ten minutes until we arrive at Trappist - 1e,” Zea replied. “So, are you coming or what?”

“I’m on my way,” I said. “Are Paula, Aasne, and Elana with you?”

“No, I think they’re--”

“Get them to the bridge,” I growled. “And if they don’t answer right away, send someone to check on them!”

“Aye, Captain,” Zea said, and the speakers chimed to signal that she had closed the communication channel.

“Did all that really happen?” Sivaha murmured once she had her clothes on. “I didn’t imagine it, did I?”

“No, it happened,” I said.

“Oh, your injuries!” the beautiful queen gasped. “Are they healed?”

I flexed my fingers but didn’t feel any pain in my forearm, and my calf had looked fine when I pulled on my flight suit. In fact, I didn’t feel injured at all, only like I had been hit by a freight train and then left out in the rain to rot.

“I seem to be fine,” I answered Sivaha. “Can you remember what happened?”

“I think so,” the Nordar queen replied. “Most of it.”

“Good, try to remember as much as you can, so we can talk about it with the others,” I said and then held the door to my quarters open for her.

As soon as we were on the bridge, my wives gathered around me. Yu had been brought to the bridge since he would have to start his time-loop soon, but Dragon and his four ex-wives surrounded him, so there was no chance he would try anything. Juliette and the Valkyries were waiting for us on Dance to the Dirge, and I knew the fiery redhead would be pissed that she missed out on all the excitement.

I was pretty sure there would be plenty of action to make up for it on Patapi - 2g.

Once Aasne, Paula, and Elana had joined us, I glanced around at my women and kept my voice low. My five Nordar queens looked ready to fight on my behalf, even though Aasne, Elana, and Sivaha just had. Kasta and Zea looked worried but curious, and Eve slipped her hand into mine as she read my mind to see everything I could remember from my dream.

“You were attacked by the Draugr queen again,” Eve said.

“Yes, and I wasn’t alone this time,” I replied.

We only had ten minutes before we arrived at Trappist - 1e and would have to start the time loop, so I told the others what happened as quickly as I could. Sivaha and Aasne added a few details here and there, and even Paula and Elana chimed in with parts they remembered that the rest of us had already forgotten.

Between the five of us, I thought we might have actually recalled everything that happened.

“I feel like I missed all the fun,” Kasta moaned. “Why were only some of us there?”

“I am also curious why I was not there, especially since the Draugr woman talked about me again,” Eve said.

“Maybe it was the timing.” I shrugged. “It’s possible that if I stayed in the dream long enough, you all would have showed up eventually.”

“Perhaps you are right,” Madalena said. “It seems more important to figure out which Shadow Eagle this was.”

“You said it was surrounded by rock?” Riecka asked.

“That’s what it seemed like,” I confirmed.

“The engines also didn’t work,” Paula added. “I had only just gotten to the engine room to take a look at things when I woke up and heard Zea’s voice through the speakers.”

“If you are certain it was not Persephone or Dance to the Dirge, then it must be one of the other two Shadow Eagles we know of,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Unless there are more than two,” Riecka countered.

“That is possible,” Madalena replied. “Although, I have searched many years for other traces of Shadow Eagles in our galaxy.”

“Sooo, the other two Shadow Eagles?” Zea asked.

“One of them is the Shadow Eagle that belonged to my father,” Madalena said. “Valravn.”

“Didn’t we destroy that or something?” Kasta asked.

“No, we only destroyed Tanal’s fortress,” Eve said. “Valravn was trapped in the rubble, I believe.”

“And where was his fortress?” Riecka asked.

“Nyr Valhalla,” Zea answered. “Are we absolutely sure his Shadow Eagle wasn’t wrecked?”

“It should still be intact.” Madalena nodded. “We were going to retrieve it, but there has been no time.”

“Our husband has been busy uniting all the clans,” Aasne said.

“Yeah, that kinda kept me occupied,” I agreed. “I do want us to go back and get Valravn, though. We’ll need as many Shadow Eagles as possible if we’re going to get to the SAVO homeworld in time.”

“Okay, super, that’s one,” Zea said. “Anybody wanna share details on number two?”

“Ewww,” Kasta giggled.

“You know where the fourth one is,” I told the blonde hacker. “We saw a video of it based on footage you cleaned up for us.”

“Ohhh, shiiit.” Zea’s eyes went wide with recognition. “Parnarta.”

“What is that?” Riecka demanded.

“A goldilocks planet in System PAR - 876,” Eve told the tattooed queen. “We have a video of a Shadow Eagle trapped in a cave on the planet’s surface.”

“And what we saw in the video makes me think that Shadow Eagle could have been the one we were just trapped on,” I said.

“Why is that?” Paula asked and furrowed her brow.

“Because you couldn’t get the engine to work,” I told the blonde engineer. “You of all people should have been able to work it out fast as hell, even in a dream, but--”

“Oh, shit!” Zea gasped again before I could finish. “The fucking engine!”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “The Shadow Eagle on Parnarta didn’t have an engine in it. They mentioned it multiple times in that video.”

“Yeah, but it was also trapped there like a hundred years ago or something,” Kasta added. “Do we really think it’s still there?”

“I don’t know, but I’m sure as hell gonna find out,” I said.

“What could a ship with no engine possibly do to aid in the efforts of the King of Kings?” Riecka asked and crossed her arms.

“Plenty,” I answered. “Because it could still have a foldingdrive.”

Most of my women pursed their lips at the statement, but when I turned my gaze to Madalena, she had a subtle and calculating look on her face. I could tell my warrior wife was already on the same train of thought as me, but a flicker of her nervousness still swirled toward me just at the mention of the alien technology.

“We know next to nothing about the foldingdrives,” I continued, “but we know enough about our own Shadow Eagles to guess whoever took the engine from that ship never managed to do the same with the foldingdrive. They probably never found it.”

“We still haven’t even found Persephone’s,” Zea snorted and shook her head.

“And we also have never located the foldingdrive on Dance to the Dirge,” Madalena confirmed. “It is quite possible this would still be intact in the buried Shadow Eagle on Parnarta.”

“So, all we need is an engine to make it worth our while to dig it out,” I concluded.

“Sixty seconds to arrival at Trappist - 1e,” Nikki announced from the pilot’s seat.

“We’ll have to figure all this out later,” I sighed.

“Yes, I will consider the trouble with the missing engine, my lord,” Madalena assured me, and I was pleased to see she didn’t shy away from the plan.

“Thank you.” I smiled at my warrior wife, and a sense of determination billowed from the Prime Valkyrie as she nodded back. “Right now, we have some women to rescue and an evil corporation to crush. Then we’ll work out what to do about the Shadow Eagles.”

“Well, I am relieved to know I am not the only one who can join you in your dreams now,” Eve said as she and my other wives moved with me toward the officer seats. “Besides Persephone and Dancer, of course.”

“Me, too,” I agreed.

“Our submission bonds to you seem very strong, my lord,” Elana said.

“That’s good.” I offered my young wife a wry grin. “Because you saw what we’re up against in the dream, and we’re gonna need as much strength on our side as we can get.”

“Ten seconds,” Nikki announced.

The darkness around us turned into a blur of stars, and when they came into focus, Trappist - 1e appeared in front of us. We had come out close to the planet but not directly in its orbit, since we wanted to get our bearings and check the position of Elaka Nota’s fleet first. As soon as the stars appeared around us, so did the rest of the Nordar ships that we had deployed already, and there almost seemed to be more naval ships than actual stars in the system.

“Tell the fleet to advance toward the dark side of Trappist - 1e,” I ordered. “I want to give the Elaka Nota fleet just long enough to detect Eve here, and then Yu can start the loop, and we can all get on the shuttle and join Juliette on--”

“They already know I’m here,” Eve murmured.

I rested my hand on Eve’s leg as Madalena barked out orders to the fleet admirals, and I waited for my dark-haired wife to say anything else. If they already knew she was here, we would need to get to the shuttle even faster than I thought, but I wanted to make sure she was alright before we moved.

It is only one woman, my love. Give me a few moments, and I will escape her.

“Yu, you better be ready to do your thing,” I growled.

“This is all very exciting, isn’t it?” The blond scientist grinned, but he jumped at just a slight twitch from Rin and Yui beside him. “Yes, yes, I’m ready.”

“Where do we need to be for this time loop?” Aasne asked.

“Oh, anywhere you like, darling,” Yu said. “Eve is the one I’m most concerned about, but I’ll loop the rest of you in as well, just to keep up appearances and all that.”

“As soon as Yu starts the time loop, the rest of us will head to the shuttle to go join Juliette,” I said. “Madalena, have the fleet ready to block Persephone from view when we take the shuttle out of here so Elaka Nota doesn’t see us leave.”

The Prime Valkyrie relayed my commands, and the nervous excitement of the rest of my wives billowed around me. I didn’t blame them for it, since I felt the same way myself. We were about to take out one of the most powerful corporations in the galaxy, and it just so happened they were also the ones who had held Eve prisoner for years.

It would be even more satisfying to steal Eve’s sisters right out from under them first, and then while they panicked about how to recover their decades of research, we would obliterate them from the face of the galaxy.

Yu just needed to keep up his end of the bargain, and I could start fucking Elaka Nota’s shit up.

She is no longer in my head. She can still sense me, but I have blocked her access to my mind, so when she reaches for me again, she will think I am still here, but that I am using a mind-blocking technique against her.

“Start the time loop, Yu,” I ordered.

As the Nordar fleet all moved into position, the lanky scientist moved across the bridge to stand at the end of the row where Eve and I were seated. Dragon, Rin, and Yui stood directly behind him, but Dragon’s two other ex-wives stood a little further back to give the scientist some space.

Yu rested his hand against the back of Eve’s seat and closed his eyes. He started to mutter something under his breath, and the snatches I heard were all in a language I didn’t recognize. I thought Kasta might be able to understand him since she could speak and understand every Earth-derived language, but when I glanced at the android, she shrugged and shook her head.

The language of the grays must have been unlike anything that came from Earth.

As he continued to mutter under his breath, Yu began to sweat. Little beads appeared at his temples first, but then bigger droplets started to roll down his forehead and drip down the front of his nose. He didn’t even wipe his face. He just kept repeating the same words while he gripped the back of Eve’s chair a little harder.

This was the most serious I had ever seen Yu, but I had never seen him manipulate time before, so I guessed it took a hell of a lot of concentration. I wanted to ask him how he did it, or how long it would take. I also wanted to ask how he had learned to do it, or if every member of his race was born with the ability, but I didn’t want to break the blond scientist’s concentration.

Then Eve gave a little cry.

I was halfway out of my seat with a growl, but then Eve’s voice was in my head.

Wait, my love. It only surprised me, but I am not hurt.

I snarled anyway, but I forced myself back into my chair. I didn’t know what had surprised my dark-haired wife, but I kept glancing between her and Yu as I waited for any sign that he had gone off-script.

A few seconds later, my spine started to prickle like I was about to shift into my tiger form, only the sensation felt much calmer and slower than usual. I tensed my fists at my sides, but when I glanced over at Eve to ask if she felt the same thing, my question got stuck in my throat.

Every inch of my vampire wife was shimmering.

Her body seemed to glow softly from within, and when she opened her eyes, her red irises were glowing too, as if she had just used her powers. She glanced down at her shimmering skin, looked back up at me and the rest of our wives, and then smiled.

I followed her gaze and saw that my other women had started to glow like Eve, and even my own skin looked like there was a hazy reflection just above it.

I hadn’t given much thought to how the time loop worked, mostly because I didn’t need the details, but now I realized that Yu must actually need to create mirages of everyone who was about to leave Persephone. The concentration this took must have been incredible, and I wondered, not for the first time, exactly how long Yu had been alive.

The bridge was completely silent as we drifted toward Trappist - 1e, but so far, there was no signs of the Elaka Nota armada. They were either mostly at Trappist - 1a, thanks to Zea’s diversion, or we would come face to face with them when we came around the dark side of the planet.

Finally, when I thought I was about to lose my mind if I had to stay still for another minute, Yu opened his eyes and slumped toward the ground until Dragon hauled him to his feet.

“It’s done,” the blond scientist gasped. “Move around and see for yourselves.”

I nodded at my wives, and we all stood up at the same time, only when we looked back at our seats, there was still an image of each of us there. They weren’t as solid as our physical bodies, and since each figure was a little hazy and blurred around the edges, it seemed like I was looking at our reflections in a pool of water.

“Hoooly shiiit!” Zea gasped. “I’m hot! I know I’m all fuzzy or whatever, but daaamn, I look good!”

“Haven’t you ever looked in a mirror before, or is your own appearance really that much of a surprise?” Riecka smirked.

“You know what?” Zea whirled toward the tattooed queen. “I know you probably meant that to sound shitty, but I look so good that I’m not even mad. I’ve never looked at my ass or legs from this angle. Damn. I’d super do me.”

“And that’s it?” I asked and turned to Yu. “The time loop has started?”

“Yes, if you want to put it so simplistically,” Yu sighed and shook off Dragon’s supportive arm. “It’s a little more complicated than just flipping a switch, but for the purposes of your crayon meal plan, it’s done. You can all go, and I’ll maintain the time loop here.”

“To confirm, if Elaka Nota tries to find me again, they will still think I am on board Persephone?” Eve asked as she studied the shimmering reflection of herself in the chair.

“Yes, that is what we agreed on.” Yu rolled his eyes. “The illusions of everyone else are just for good measure, since everything needs to seem exactly the way it was before you left.”

“That is good thinking,” I admitted, but when Yu sent me a wide grin, I immediately regretted saying a damn word.

“Then we should depart, Husband,” Madalena announced. “The ships at the front of our fleet have detected the Elaka Nota armada just on the other side of the planet, and we will come into view in the next sixty seconds.”

“Dragon, you have command of Persephone,” I said. “Yu, keep up the time loop like we discussed. Everyone else, get to the shuttle.”

“I just informed Juliette to expect your arrival on board Dance to the Dirge shortly,” Nikki said.

“Perfect.” I nodded to the pilot. “Let’s move.”

We left the shimmering time loop versions of ourselves and headed straight for one of Persephone’s shuttles. We’d already prepared her to leave, so as soon as we were on board, Zea took the pilot’s seat, and the rest of us strapped in for departure. Eve and Madalena sat on either side of me like usual, Paula and Kasta sat close to Zea, Sivaha sat with Elana and Aasne, and Riecka perched directly behind me.

The shuttle bay doors opened above us, and Zea guided us out of Persephone almost as smoothly as Nikki or Juliette would have. The blonde hacker had really been paying attention lately to hone her piloting skills, but she was already a natural. She had once piloted us off Trappist - 1e beautifully, and that was before she even got any training.

“On our way to you, Red,” Zea said as the bay doors closed behind us.

“I just opened the back door, and I’m all lubed up for you,” Juliette deadpanned through the audio feed.

“For fuck’s sake,” Zea groaned.

“Juliette, make sure you have the course plotted for Patapi - 2g so you can take us out of this system the moment we’re on board.”

“Already done, Handsome-King-Tiger-Man,” Juliette replied.

We had the coordinates of Dance to the Dirge, and it only took a few more seconds before the other Shadow Eagle came into view. It was strange to leave Persephone behind, especially near Trappist - 1e where we had first found her, but I knew she was in good hands, just like I knew Dance to the Dirge would have our backs as much as Persephone always did.

Zea guided us into the open bay of the other Shadow Eagle, and once the doors closed above us, I told Juliette to get us out of there. We could get off the shuttle as soon as we were in the next star system over, but I didn’t want Elaka Nota to even have a chance of spotting Dance to the Dirge. I wanted them to stay completely preoccupied with Persephone and my Nordar navy, and as long as they spent all their attention and firepower on them, we’d be able to break into their secret underwater lab and free their most valuable assets.

Eve and her sisters were more than just prized experiments, and it was high time someone told Elaka Nota this.

The Patapi system was so close to the Trappist system that we exited hyperdrive almost as soon as we entered it. The moment we entered Patapi space, my wives and I got off the shuttle and headed to the bridge of Dance to the Dirge, and Juliette piloted us toward our target location.

“Captain on the bridge,” Dana announced when we exited the elevator.

Dana, Calisto, and Lux all snapped to attention, and Juliette gave me a little wave from the pilot’s seat.

“How’s everything looking?” I asked.

“All according to plan so far,” the redhead reported. “Did Yu do his loopy thing?”

“He did, so we should be good to go,” I replied. “He’ll keep the time loop going so it seems like Eve and the rest of us are still on board Persephone while my fleet attacks the Elaka Nota ships around Trappist - 1e.”

“And we’ve got how long until the other part of your fleet gets here?” Juliette asked.

“Ninety minutes from the time we enter orbit around Patapi - 2g,” I said. “That gives us ninety minutes to get down to the surface, disable any defenses they have, break into the underwater lab, and get the women out.”

“Then, as soon as Eve’s blood-sisters are free and the rest of your fleet arrives here, we will engage the Elaka Nota forces around this water-world and wipe them out,” Madalena said.

“And, uhhh, what if they bring in the big guns?” Zea asked.

“You mean the big-ass planet-melting ion beam?” Kasta whistled. “Yeah, that’d be a little hard to use evasive maneuvers against.”

“It moves slowly, and we know how to watch out for it,” I said. “If they bring it here, or even if they deploy it at Trappist - 1e, we’ll be alerted before they can engage the weapon, and my fighters know how to destroy it.”

“Ninety minutes to save the world,” Kasta said. “We’ve done more with less time.”

“Ummm, have we?” Zea snorted. “Name one example.”

“Patapi - 2g,” Paula stated.

“Sweetie, that’s where we’re going now,” Zea said. “It doesn’t count if--”

“No, Patapi - 2g,” Paula said again, but this time she pointed. “There.”

“Right on schedule,” Juliette said as she adjusted our course toward the planet. “Hope everybody’s got their swimsuits on. Mine’s a little itty-bitty green number, and it really brings out the color of my eyes like--”

The alarms on Dance to the Dirge started to blare, and as a wave of red text began to scroll on our screens, I was glad that we hadn’t come out right beside the planet. Now, we had a better idea of where the Elaka Nota fleet was stationed here, and I glanced at their location to see if they could spot us yet, but it looked like we were still in the clear.

“Hyperdrive us to the far side of 2g,” I said. “We should make it there before they spot us.”

“Course plotted,” Kasta announced. “Sent it over to you, Juliette.”

“Got it,” the redheaded pilot said. “Engaging hyperdrive.”

The stars stretched like rubber bands around us, and when we popped back out of hyperdrive a few seconds later, we were in a perfect position above Patapi - 2g. From here, we were both out of sight of the Elaka Nota ships in orbit and close enough to run a scan of the surface below.

The planet was almost completely water, but it wasn’t a kind of water I’d ever seen before. It was a sickly, greenish shade, like someone had filled the oceans of the world with bile instead of water. A few land masses were scattered here and there, but none of them were bigger than a small island. They were all made up of a series of rolling hills, and the substrate looked like it had been slowly bleached by the weak sun until it couldn’t support life any better than the sickly waters around the islands.

If someone was looking for a good spot to hide a secret underwater lab where no other creatures lived, this was the perfect place for it.

“We’re looking for any kind of land masses close to the coordinates we have for the underwater bunker,” I said. “There should be a security station on some land pretty close by, so everybody keep an eye out while we run the scan.”

“Aye, Captain,” Kasta said, and all my wives and the Valkyries leaned forward in their seats to watch the scanner.

Half a minute passed before Zea pumped her fist in the air.

“Got it!” the blonde hacker shouted. “There, see it? There’s a land mass less than five kilometers from the bunker coordinates, and there’s some kind of big structure there. It has to be the security station.”

“Get us there, Juliette,” I said. “Just find somewhere safe to land.”

“There’s a pretty big rise about three kilometers north of that building,” Juliette said and glanced back at me. “I can drop us down on the other side so we’re out of their visual scope.”

“Do it.” I nodded. “Once we’re there, Zea will need to break into the station and shut down the security for the underwater lab. The last thing we need is to get shot out of the water while we try to go down and get Eve’s sisters.”

“I can go with her to make sure she gets inside,” Madalena said.

“Uhh, was there a question about that?” Zea demanded. “I sure as hell wasn’t about to bust up in there by myself, thank you very much. I might be a badass, but I’m not delusional.”

“You were always going to have an escort.” I smirked.

“Maybe this time, you won’t pass out on the way down,” Madalena teased even though her face remained expressionless.

“You know what, I’d like to see you jump out of a fucking ship and free-fall through a planet’s atmosphere without passing out,” Zea said.

“I have,” the Prime Valkyrie stated. “Thirty-four times, actually.”

“Well, obviously, I know that.” Zea rolled her eyes. “I just meant like metaphorically or something. I don’t know! I do computers, not like… warrior princess stuff!”

“You will not have to free-fall this time,” Eve said as she smiled at our lover.

“We’re gonna land like civilized people, don’t you worry, Blondie,” Juliette added.

“I just want it on the record that whenever we go back to Nyr Valhalla to get Valravn, I am not setting foot outside our ship until we are on solid ground,” Zea declared. “Somebody write that down.”

“I think we’ll remember,” Kasta giggled.

“We don’t have exact numbers on what we’re up against in the bunker or in the security station,” I said to keep my wives on track. “We’ll need to split our forces. Zea will obviously go to the security station, and Madalena will go with her, but so will Sivaha, Aasne, and Elana. Your only job is to get Zea wherever she needs to go and protect her while she works to drop shields, disable detectors, and whatever else we need. And Paula, I want you to go with them too, so you can help Zea. Between the two of you, you’ll be able to work even faster.”

“Considering the clock is ticking before your fleet shows up and blasts the Elaka Nota into itty bitty pieces, I’ll gladly take the extra help,” Zea snorted.

“Eve, Kasta, Riecka, Juliette, and I will find a vessel to take us down into the water, and we’ll infiltrate the bunker,” I continued. “Calisto and Dana, I want you to stay behind and guard Dance to the Dirge, but Lux, I want you to come with me. I’ll need the extra fire power.”

“Yes, Adam.” The black-haired Valkyrie gave a stoic nod.

“Where will we find a vessel to take us underwater?” Riecka asked. “Our aegis may or may not protect us, but Juliette will not even have the option.”

“Aww, I’m touched that you care,” Juliette said.

“It is merely a question of practicality,” the tattooed queen replied. “I do not want to drag your disintegrating corpse through acidic waters in order to give you a proper burial.”

“And you want to send me off in style?” The redhead grinned. “You really must be warming up to me.”

“There should be a dock close to the security station, since that’s also the location of the port where Elaka Nota receives shipments,” I said. “We’ll be able to find some kind of vessel we can use there.”

“Almost there,” Juliette said as Dance to the Dirge skimmed above the surface of the greenish water that made up most of the planet. “I’m taking the back way in so they don’t see me coming.”

When the redhead pilot finally dropped us down on the land mass north of the security station, I saw that Patapi - 2g seemed a hell of a lot like Trappist - 1e. The sunlight was a little brighter here, probably because of the thinner atmosphere, but there were hardly any signs of life in the hills around us, and the ground was damp but also crumbly, like sand dunes that had been washed into steep hills.

Once Juliette set us down on the ground, we all headed to the armory to prepare for our mission. I armed myself with my pair of gold and silver revolvers, my Bowie knife, and a pulse rifle, and once my wives had all armed themselves too, we exited the hold.

“Calisto, Dana, the ship is yours,” I said when we reached the end of the hold ramp. “Contact the Prime Valkyrie if there are any problems, since I may or may not be out of range underwater.”

“The signal boosters should work,” Paula added. “But it will be faster to reach us than Adam’s group.”

“We will take good care of the ship.” Dana nodded. “She’s in good hands.”

“I know she is.” I offered the Valkyrie a smile. “Everyone else, let’s get to it.”

When we reached the top of a hill that overlooked the security station to the south and the dock to the southwest, we made our final plans. Yu had told Zea what he knew about Elaka Nota’s presence on this planet, so she had enough details to know how to break into the place and where to go once she was inside. The Prime Valkyrie was the deadliest warrior I had ever met, other than myself, so Zea would be well-guarded, especially since Sivaha, Aasne, Elana, and Paula would also go with her.

I hated to be separated from any of my women on this mission, but our plan made the most sense. We needed to get in and out as quickly as possible, and this meant we had to split up. Thanks to Paula’s signal boosts on our transponders, Zea could disable shit for us remotely as we went along, and we wouldn’t have to wait until everything was clear before we even started on our way down to the underwater bunker.

“That’s our entry point.” Zea pointed to a gate in the rear wall of the security station. “I’m basing a lot of my plan off of what Yu said, but he did the time loop like he said he would, so I figure… ehh, it’s probably fine? If not, I’ve got Maddy with me.”

“You’ve got us, too,” Elana said shyly.

“Yu would not have lied to us,” Eve said. “He may not have the same morals and values that we have, but he wants the same thing we do.”

“I hate to admit it, but Eve is right,” I said. “He wants the Elaka Nota women to be free, even if he thinks about them more like weapons against the Draugr and less like actual humans.”

“Then let’s go shoot some assholes!” Zea chuckled. “And, you know, make sure Adam’s path to the bunker is clear and all the defensive missiles are disabled.”

“I’d appreciate that,” I said with a grin. “Now, we just need to find the vessel we want to--”

“That one,” Juliette announced. “I want that one.”

The redheaded cop pointed to a cylinder-shaped craft in the distant harbor. It bobbed up and down in the greenish water, and it looked like a cross between a shuttle and a submarine. There were several of them at different docking points along the harbor before the dock turned into an airfield, and I assumed this was where supply ships could land and then deliver their goods to the security station or to the underwater bunker itself.

“Yeah, that should work,” I decided. “Do you think you and Kasta can get it started?”

“I’m almost insulted that you have to ask, Kitty-Boy.” Juliette smiled. “Blondie, you better hop to and do your thing so we can run down there and do ours.”

“Be safe, my wives,” I told my women who were about to break into the security station. “Let me know when you are safe.”

I clenched my fists at my sides as I watched Zea leave with Madalena, Sivaha, Elana, Aasne, and Paula. There was a chance the Elaka Nota soldiers inside the station would detect them as they approached, but based on what Yu had told Zea, they monitored the air more than they did the land, and less than ten people on foot shouldn’t be enough to trigger any automatic alarms.

Now, it was just a matter of waiting.

The more minutes that ticked by, the more impatient I became, but we couldn’t just run down and try to hop on board a submarine. The dock was monitored by too many cameras, and we needed Zea on the inside first, so I forced myself to breathe and stay focused on the plan for once we got inside the underwater facility.

Finally, Zea’s voice came over the transponder.

“Cameras are all off!” the blonde hacker said, but her words were immediately followed by gunfire.

“Zea? Zea!” I roared.

“Oh, we’re all still here,” Zea replied, followed by another rapid burst of gunfire. “Maddy and Sivaha are doing their murder thing out in the hallway, Elana and Aasne are keeping guard inside the room, and Paula and I are breaking into Elaka Nota’s systems so they all bend over and take one up the--”

“Zea, is the harbor clear?” I interrupted. “Can we move?”

“Free and clear!” Zea said. “Knock yourselves out! Except, uhhh, you know… don’t. Be careful, okay?”

“I’ll let you know when we’re on board,” I replied. “Then give us the all-clear when the defenses are down.”

“Aye, Captain!” Zea said, but her words were followed by another round of pulse rifle fire that jacked my heart rate up.

They will be fine, my love. Madalena alone could probably take on the entire security force inside the station, but she has Sivaha, Elana, and Aasne to help her. And Paula and Zea will be able to get us past every obstacle we encounter. Everything is going according to plan.

I knew my vampire wife was right, but it was still hard not to be in two places at once. Then again, I kind of was in two places right now, since a hazy version of myself existed in the time loop Yu had started for us.

As amazing as the concept was, I was glad I wasn’t one of the grays. It seemed too complicated with too much planning involved, and the beast in my soul had no patience for that kind of cunning and calm. As Tiger, I had one job, and it was to fuck up as many people as I could, as fast as I could, whenever anyone stood in my way or tried to hurt the people I had promised to protect.

“Let’s go,” I muttered to my group of badass women.

Now that the cameras to the harbor were down, we were able to approach without any trouble, and even when the guards at the entrance started to turn toward us, Lux punched them full of holes with her pulse rifle before they could even get their hands on their guns. With the guards out of the way, it was a straight shot to the submarine that Juliette had her eyes on.

The metal looked partially corroded up close, but it seemed to be intact enough for us to take it down to the underwater bunker. We just had to make sure we didn’t touch the acidic water on our way into the submarine shuttle. I was curious exactly how acidic this water really was, but I wasn’t about to stick my hand under the waves and test it. Sure, I would heal from it, but I was slower to heal in my human form, and I wasn’t about to shift into Tiger just yet.

Saving the beast for when we really needed him was more important than ever.

“We could use the corpses of the guards,” Eve said after she read my thoughts. “They are already dead.”

“Let’s do it,” I said. “I want to make sure this water really is fucked up, so we know exactly how careful we need to be.”

“I’m on it,” Lux said.

After the black-haired Valkyrie dragged one of the corpses back to us, she and Riecka each grasped one of his arms and slowly lowered him into the water so we could see the effects on his body.

As soon as his skin met the water, it started to hiss.

His clothes disintegrated around his limbs as the two women lowered him deeper into the water, and his skin puckered up in a series of bubbles that burst and then caved in on themselves. Each time another bubble burst, more of the man’s skin disappeared until the acid burned straight through his flesh and started to eat away at his muscles.

“That’s enough,” I said. “You can drop him.”

Lux and Riecka released the guard’s body into the greenish water, and we were all careful to take a step back so none of the waves splashed back onto us. The water hissed and bubbled around him for a few seconds as he bobbed there, but then the corpse disappeared completely under the surface.

“Shit, that’s nasty,” Kasta said. “I almost feel bad for the man.”

“He was not one of the good guys,” I growled. “He was an Elaka Nota soldier, not some innocent secretary.”

“Yeah, but it was still hard to watch.” Juliette shrugged. “Let’s just try not to touch the water, I guess.”

“Riecka, you go in first,” I said as I opened the hatch on the side of the submarine shuttle.

The tattooed queen glanced inside the vessel, gripped the edge, and started to climb in.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Zea shouted over the transponder loud enough to rattle my eardrums. “Get away from there!”

Riecka dropped back down to the dock and grabbed the pulse rifle from where she had slung it over her shoulder.

“Zea, what’s wrong?” I demanded.

“That dock is no good!” Zea cried over a quick burst of gunfire. “It’s no longer in use, and that sub you’re looking at is an abandoned model. It corrodes too quickly at a certain depth, so it would break apart if you tried to take it down to the bunker.”

“Shit,” I muttered.

“I think I just saw my life flash before my eyes.” Juliette shuddered.

“Oh, yeah, how was it?” Kasta chuckled.

“Not enough sex,” the redheaded pilot snorted. “Maybe after all this is over, Handsome and I can take care of that little problem just as soon as--”

“Not the time,” I growled. “Zea, where the hell are we supposed to go if these vessels are no good? What does Elaka Nota use to get to the bunker?”

“Uhhh, hang on, I’m looking,” the blonde hacker said, and she typed so loudly that I could hear her fingers fly across the keyboard even over the transponder.

What if we cannot do it? What if we cannot get down there to save them?

I understood Eve’s concern, but I’d be damned if we had come this far to turn back now. I’d promised my dark-haired wife a long time ago that we would return one day to save her blood-sisters, and it wasn’t just because they might be able to help us fight the SAVO.

It was because they were women like Eve. They had probably been ripped from their homes and families by Elaka Nota scientists, pumped full of alien DNA, imprisoned, tortured, and brainwashed until they couldn’t remember their own names, much less what life was like outside of their glass cages.

I knew what that was like.

Eve knew what that was like.

We would make damn sure that no one else ever did.

We will.

“The airfield!” Zea said. “They’ve got ships at the airfield you can use. There’s a couple of ships that look like the one you’re standing by, but they’re outfitted for space and for underwater, and they shouldn’t break apart on your way down to the bunker.”

“Shouldn’t, or won’t?” Juliette demanded. “That’s kind of a big distinction, Blondie.”

“Uhhh, won’t?” Zea replied. “The airfield entrance is half a kilometer from your location, and the first ship you can take is… yeah, it’s like two hundred and fifty meters inside the entrance.”

“How many guards?” I gestured for the five women to follow me back up the dock in the direction of the airfield.

“Is ‘a fuck ton’ a helpful number?” Zea whistled. “They’re not all at the entrance, but there’s fifteen at the guard house, and then they’re stationed all throughout the airfield in clumps of five or ten together.”

“Then we’ll just have to start shooting as soon as we get there,” I decided.

“One more quick little kind of major thing,” Zea said. “There are auto turrets at the edge of the airfield, and they can angle themselves to shoot their missiles down at the water or back at the airfield itself, so if you take a vessel without authorization, you’ll be blown to pieces.”

“Can’t you override this problem?” Riecka demanded.

“Hold on, I’m not finished,” the blonde hacker said. “There’s also auto turrets on the outside of the underwater bunker, and they shoot supercavitating torpedoes, you know, like big fucking underwater missiles that make those bubbles around them so they move at a higher velocity?”

“You’ve gotta give us some good news here, Zea.” I held up my fist to stop our advance toward the airfield until I had a better idea what we were up against.

“I can override the missiles and torpedoes,” Zea replied. “But their system is pretty swanky, so I can only do it for a certain amount of time before the system will kick me back out, and I’ll have to hack back in again.”

“You can’t permanently override it?” Kasta asked.

“I can, but we’ve got less than ninety minutes before Adam’s fleet is supposed to fly in here and destroy everything,” Zea said. “It would take me more time than we’ve got, so all I can do right now is a manual temporary override of both systems.”

“How long do we have?” Juliette demanded. “And since we might blow ourselves up in the process, maybe try to be as specific as possible.”

“Once I engage the override, you’d have, uhhh… ten minutes,” Zea replied.

“Ten minutes to get the ship down to the bunker?” Lux asked.

“No,” Zea sighed. “Those ten minutes are for you to run across the airfield, jump in the ship, go underwater, and get inside the facility down there.”

“That’s a long list,” I said.

“Yeaaahh,” Zea sighed again. “And if you can’t get down there in time, I won’t be able to override it again fast enough to keep you from getting blown the fuck up.”
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Chapter 17

I took a deep breath to consider our options, but I didn’t even have time to exhale before Juliette pulled out a cigarette, twirled it between her fingers, and gave me a sly wink.

“No problem, Handsome,” the redhead snickered. “You just say the word, and I’ve got this.”

“Uh, are you sure?” Kasta asked.

“Of course, I’m sure.” Juliette lit her cigarette and gave it a quick suck. “As long as you all can get through the soldiers on the airfield fast, I can make up for any time we lose on the way down to the bunker.”

“Ten minutes is an impossible timeline,” Riecka said as she drummed her metal fingers against her leg. “It could take ten minutes to get across the airfield and into the ship. Besides, have you ever piloted a submarine or flown underwater at all?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Juliette shrugged. “Piloting is piloting, and I’m the best there is.”

“Perhaps, but--”

“If she says she can do it, then she can do it,” Lux interrupted the tattooed queen. “She does not even have an aegis to protect her from the water, so she would not go into battle if she could not win.”

“That’s a sweet vote of confidence,” Kasta said. “But I’m pretty sure the torpedoes or the missiles would make short work of our aegis armor, and Juliette wouldn’t even have a chance to try to swim through this churning vat of acid.”

“You do not even know if this vessel can go fast enough to make it,” Riecka told the redhead. “It might not even have the capability of such speed.”

“We could always toss you overboard and lighten the load a bit.” Kasta grinned. “Just kidding… basically… kinda… whatever.”

“Our mission is too important,” Eve murmured. “We have to try.”

“I don’t know how you all normally operate, but we should not risk the life of the King of Kings if we are not absolutely sure that we can make it into the bunker in time,” Riecka argued. “Juliette might be able to pilot a starship, but an underwater vessel is a very different--”

“Listen up, Tin Can,” Juliette cut her off. “You stick to your little cyborg lane and do whatever cyborgs do. Let me take care of the piloting. It’s what I do.”

“Juliette has piloted both my Shadow Eagles as easily as if they were made for her,” I told Riecka. “If anyone can get us into that facility in under ten minutes, it’s her.”

“We will make sure we get across the airfield as quickly as possible,” Lux said. “Then Juliette will have as much time as we can manage to get us down there.”

“I appreciate that,” the green-eyed pilot said as she took another long drag.

“How’s the situation inside, Zea?” I asked. “Will you be able to override everything from your position, or are things too dicey there? If you have to move locations, tell me now.”

“Nah, they’ve got everything under control,” Zea replied, and her words were followed by another half a dozen pulse rifle shots. “It sounds worse than it is. Well, it’s not great, but for Maddy, it’s like a walk in the damn park.”

“The rest of us are also fighting!” Sivaha called out loud enough for us to hear her.

“Sorry, no disrespect!” Zea said.

“Then tell us when to run, and we’ll go as fast as we can,” I growled.

“You can go another quarter of a kilometer before the soldiers at the entrance will be able to spot you,” Zea replied. “I’ve got eyes on you now, so go forward until I tell you to stop. Then I’ll disable everything, and you can make a run for it. Try not to spend too much time fighting those soldiers, or you’ll never make it. Just get past them, get to the ship that I’m sending you the specs on, and get your asses down to the facility. I’ll give you a countdown as you go.”

I normally used the transponder in my flight suit that enabled me to open a line of communication without constantly holding down a button, but I always brought my manual transponder with me just in case. I pulled it out now and unrolled the device to reveal a small flex-screen. Zea had already patched through the specs and location of a ship, and after I scanned the details for myself, I showed the screen to the others.

“Alright, you know the plan,” I said. “Now, armor up.”

I focused on my aegis and let the metal flow over my body like water. It felt cool against my skin, and I breathed steadily as it continued up over my head to encase my skull in a tiger-like helmet. I would stay in my human form as long as possible, but if I needed to shift into my tiger form, the aegis would adapt to that, too. My best estimate was that we had seventy minutes left before my fleet arrived to destroy Elaka Nota’s presence on Patapi - 2g, and this meant seventy minutes to do everything we needed and get the fuck back to Dance to the Dirge.

This also meant there was a high risk that I’d be spending a long ass time in my tiger form if shit went south too soon.

But I didn’t fear this as much as I usually did. I was getting more and more used to being what I really was.

I glanced at the five women around me, but only four of them wore aegis armor. Eve’s armor fit her like a black glove with red stripes streaked across it like blood, and Kasta’s silver armor had deep blue stripes that matched the glowing blue eyes on her helmet. Riecka’s armor was a dark pewter color and now covered in tiger stripes instead of wolf-like fur. Lux had been a Valkyrie long enough that her armor had evolved through all nine levels, so it would take a direct hit from an armor-piercing round to do any real damage, but even her highly advanced aegis had evolved to take on the appearance of tiger stripes etched all up and down the metal.

“Well, don’t you all look spiffy?” Juliette whistled and then stomped her cigarette out beneath her boot.

The redheaded cop wasn’t completely defenseless. I had talked her into wearing one of the Shadow Eagle’s flight suits and plated armor, even though she insisted she should wear her leather jacket on top of it. An extra layer of protection couldn’t hurt, especially since she didn’t have any kind of helmet, but I didn’t plan to let anyone get close enough to hurt her.

“Stay close to me,” I told the redhead. “We can take more damage than you.”

“You won’t hear any arguments from me, Kitty-Boy,” Juliette said. “Let’s do this thing.”

We all ran in the direction of the airfield, and I struggled not to just sprint ahead and kill every Elaka Nota soldier who stood in our way. If this plan was going to work, we would need to stay together until we got in the submarine vessel, and we would also need to save our strength for whatever waited for us inside the underwater lab.

“Eve, I want you up front with me,” I said as we ran forward. “I want Kasta and Riecka to bring up the rear and keep our backs safe, and I want Lux to use her thrusters to fly above us and take out anybody we miss.”

“Yes, Adam,” the women said in unison.

“Juliette, stay in the middle of us,” I said. “If you can get a clear shot at anybody, take it, but I want you to focus on running and staying safe. We’ll never be able to pilot that ship down to the bunker in time if your pretty face catches a bullet.”

“You got it,” Juliette murmured, and I thought she might actually sound nervous.

We all fell into the formation I ordered, and when there was a quarter of a kilometer left before we reached the airfield entrance, Zea chimed in again over the transponder.

“I’ve got the override ready,” the blonde hacker announced. “Tell me when you’re good, and I’ll start your ten-minute countdown.”

I glanced at the five women with me. I could only see the excitement and tension on Juliette’s face, but the same feeling pooled toward me from the other women, and I knew we would never be more ready than we were right now.

“Do it,” I ordered.

“Aaaand, go!” Zea shouted.

We broke into a full sprint toward the airfield gates, but I was careful not to leave my women behind me. As my legs pumped across the ground like engine pistons, I felt the beast in my soul roar to break free. He didn’t want to take over like usual though, he just seemed interested in killing as many of our enemies as possible.

I was about to let him have his way.

The soldiers at the gate saw us coming at the same time we saw them, but Lux was already in the air, and her pulse rifle screamed as it rained down blue bullets.

Half a dozen soldiers spilled out of the open gates and started shooting, but my golden revolver punched a fist-sized hole through the first man to come out, and his legs fell one way and his torso crumpled the other way. My silver revolver fired an instant after, and another soldier’s head exploded like a ripe watermelon.

Eve flicked her wrist to make two soldiers aim their guns at one another, and they pumped each other full of holes as they both screamed in terror.

Juliette fired her black revolver over my shoulder into a soldier’s thigh, but as he dropped to one knee, another asshole behind him tried to close the gates of the airfield. I almost laughed at the idea that he thought he could block us out with just a gate, and then I raised my twin revolvers again.

My golden and silver revolvers thundered like the hammer of Thor, and the soldier who had started to close the gates gawked at me for half a second before one of my bullets exploded his brains onto the chest of the Elaka Nota fucker right behind him.

The next soldier lost three-quarters of his head a moment later, and then more of them poured forward to try to block our path through the gates. We still shot our way through, and every asshole we didn’t cut down crumpled under the hail of pulse fire that Lux rained down from above.

The moment we passed through the gates onto the airfield, Kasta and Riecka opened fire on the soldiers who streamed toward us from the other guard posts along the fence line, but any time one of them got too close, Eve threw them backward or ripped the rifle out of their hands to leave them defenseless. I knew she would need to do much more in the underwater bunker, and I worried about her using too much power too soon.

I will not tire myself, my love. Killing these men is child’s play for me, but I am being mindful.

I trusted Eve would know when she was about to push herself too much, but she did start firing her submachine gun more often, so I shoved my concerns aside and focused on the clock.

I guessed that only a minute had passed, but that still felt like too much time.

After we blew through the gates of the airfield, we kept moving forward. More Elaka Nota soldiers poured toward us from every direction now, but we didn’t have time to stick around long enough to fight them all. We just had to put enough distance between us to get into the ship and get down to the facility.

On the other hand, if we just so happened to destroy every last one of them, then no one would be around to send a warning signal to the assholes down in the bunker.

“Seven and a half minutes,” Zea shouted right around the time I guessed we had eight minutes left. “You’re gonna have to move faster than that!”

“Fuck!” I fired my revolvers at two men running straight toward us, and the bullets left lances of flame behind them as they streaked toward the assholes. The hot metal punched through the men’s stomachs at the same time, and we had to swerve to the right to avoid the ground that was suddenly slick with intestines.

Lux continued to pour blue energy bullets down on our enemies as her thrusters carried her forward, and Eve took care of anyone who tried to shoot the Valkyrie out of the sky. Kasta and Riecka mowed down the soldiers who chased after us, and Juliette stayed right on my heels like I had told her to.

I was glad the headstrong cop wasn’t taking any unnecessary risks.

The trip down to the bunker would be a big enough risk to make up for it, but we only had seven minutes left, and we still hadn’t made it to the ship yet. We needed to cover more ground a hell of a lot faster, and as I eyed the next approaching group of soldiers, I made up my mind.

“Lux, take my position!” I roared.

The purple-winged Valkyrie plunged to the ground, but her stream of pulse rifle fire didn’t even slow down as she took over my position in the lead. Since I wanted to clear our path so we could make a straight run for it, I quickly reloaded my massive revolvers before I shoved them back into their holsters.

Then I let Tiger off his leash.

I roared as my helmet opened wide enough for me to spit out my mouthful of human teeth. Fangs burst through my gums to replace them, and the armor that covered my hands opened to allow my claws to rip free. The armor instantly lengthened to let me grow by half a meter, and I threw my head back and roared again.

I met the next group of soldiers with nothing but my claws.

I swiped my paws across the throats of two fuckers in a row, and since the Elaka Nota armor did nothing to protect their necks, their blood spurted and then gushed down their chest plates even before their brains caught up to the fact that they were dead.

While their bodies collapsed at my feet, I had already jumped over them and moved on to the next three soldiers. My aegis helmet opened just enough for my jaws to close over the head of the closest asshole, and my teeth tore through his helmet and pinched his skull like a nutcracker. When I felt my jaws crush through the bone into his brains, I dropped him and then slammed my fist into the stomach of another soldier who was just about to pull the trigger of his sidearm.

The air fled from his lungs with the sound of a popped balloon, and I spared half a second to watch Eve force the man to flip his rifle back around on his own face.

“No!” he pleaded, but then his brains blew out the back of his skull, and I turned to the third soldier and shoulder-checked him hard enough to knock him onto his back.

“Six and a half!” Zea screamed. “Move, people! Go! Go! Go! Goooooo!”

The soldier on the ground got one shot off at me, but the bullet splattered like water against my aegis armor. He pulled the trigger again with a look of sheer panic on his face, but before he could fire off a third shot, I had pulled my Bowie knife out and stabbed it straight through his chest plate and into his heart. Then I twisted the blade, jerked it away, and looked up to see how many assholes were left between us and our target ship.

The airfield looked like the site of a massacre by now, but there were still five soldiers left between us and the ship, and more of them would definitely be on their way. The remaining soldiers’ helmets only covered their skulls, and their faces clearly showed that they would rather be anywhere but here. They didn’t throw down their weapons and surrender though, and this meant there was only one thing to do.

I ripped my pulse rifle from my back, flipped it to burst-mode, and mowed down the oncoming soldiers until their bodies broke apart and sent blood spraying into the air like a suburban sprinkler system.

“Five minutes, forty-five seconds!” Zea shouted, and even though I could still hear rifle fire through the transponder, the blonde hacker seemed more concerned with our performance, and I could picture her jumping up and down as she shouted at us with frustration.

“I’ll go first,” I growled when my women caught up to me.

The target ship was just ahead of us, and as soon as I reached it, I saw what Zea meant about its ability to fly or deep-dive into the water. The ship rested on the ground beside a steep two-meter drop-off into the acidic green water, and it was made from a metal I didn’t recognize. There were the usual thrusters in the back, but it looked like there were shields that could drop over them, so it must have been powered underwater by something else.

But that was Juliette’s problem, not mine. I just needed to make sure we all got inside in one piece.

I tried to thumb open the hatch, but it was locked with a code. The frustration was enough to make me want to rip the vessel apart into scrap metal, and I eyed the auto turrets along the edge of the airfield with a sick feeling in my stomach.

If shit went wrong now, it would go very, very wrong.

“Let me.” Kasta pushed forward and started to play with the keypad to open the hatch. “Zea, you there? It looks like a Tarins system, but I--”

“Do not lose that covering!” Zea cried, and Kasta’s fingers froze as she clutched the casing that had concealed the keypad. “Listen very closely! You need to rip off the panel because it’s not worth a damn, and you need a key fob to open it. But if you lose that covering, all the fucking water is going to corrode the guts of the sys--”

“Okay! I have the covering!” the android yelled back. “What next?”

“Okay, so underneath the panel, there’s--”

“More soldiers are on their way,” Lux calmly announced while Zea continued to give Kasta instructions.

I glanced behind us to see an armored personnel carrier tearing across the hills toward the gates of the airfield, and I gritted my teeth at the thought of how many soldiers might be inside it.

“I can hold it off while you go on ahead,” Lux continued.

“Not a chance,” I growled. “You’re coming with us, not on some suicide mission against an armored vehicle. Kasta, I need you and Zea to work a little fucking faster.”

“Al-most-thereeeee,” the blonde android sing-songed. “I just need to cross these two wires against these other two, and then-- got it! As they used to say: Open sesame!”

The hatch popped open with a hiss, and Kasta hastily secured the casing over her rewired panel while we all poured on board.

The vessel looked even smaller inside than it did outside. It couldn’t have been any longer than a small patrol ship, but I guessed it was even smaller than that, probably about twenty meters long and only one level throughout. Hopefully, it would be big enough to hold the Elaka Nota women once we got them, even if they might be packed in a little tightly.

While Kasta worked to close the hatch, the armored personnel carrier passed through the gates and flew across the airfield toward us. Juliette ran straight for the pilot’s chair and started to fire up all the systems. The incoming soldiers would be close enough to open fire in just a few seconds, so I waited at the back of the vessel with Lux while Eve and Riecka moved forward to join Juliette on the bridge.

“Four and a half minutes,” Zea groaned. “I honestly don’t know if you’re gonna make it.”

“Have a little faith, Blondie,” Juliette said, and the ship started to hum around us.

The hatch closed just as the armored personnel carrier stopped and started to vomit soldiers out onto the air strip behind us. I hoped this ship could lift straight into the air and didn’t need to taxi at all, otherwise we’d gunk up our hull with the guts of the soldiers who stood in our way.

Then again, if Juliette didn’t get us out of here in the next few seconds, the soldiers might be able to punch enough holes through our ship that the moment we got under the waves, the acidic water would pour in and melt us all to death, anyway.

“Can you get her airborne?” I yelled over my shoulder to the front of the craft.

“You betcha,” the redheaded pilot said. “But I’m not gonna.”

Riecka whipped her head toward us. “What do you--”

“Everybody strap in,” Juliette interrupted. “This shit is about to get bumpy.”

The ship’s alarms started to blare, and I heard quiet tapping against the outside of the vessel as I rushed to get myself strapped in. Eve and Riecka were already strapped into seats, along with Juliette, but Kasta and Lux quickly took their own spots and buckled themselves in, too.

The tapping noise on the outside of the vessel was louder now. The metal was sturdy enough to withstand the corrosion of the acidic water below us, and this must have been enough to hold out against most of the bullets that struck the exterior of the ship like gentle rain.

Still, even rain could eventually wear through metal, and it was only a matter of time before more soldiers showed up with bigger guns. Zea’s last count was four and a half minutes, so there was no way we had more than four minutes to go before our asses needed to be at the bottom of the acidic ocean and inside the secret lab.

“The route down to the bunker is already plugged into the navigation system,” Juliette announced. “It’s supposed to take five minutes to get into the pressurized docking chamber from here.”

“You’ve got three minutes and forty-eight seconds before the torpedoes come back online,” Zea said. “So, unless you can--”

“I’ve got it, Blondie,” the redheaded pilot said. “That’s if I drive this baby on autopilot, so don’t you worry about a thing. Everybody ready?”

“Those soldiers are gonna pump us full of holes any second now,” I growled from my seat. “Just punch it!”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Juliette gripped the controls and then launched the vessel forward off the edge of the two-meter tall ledge.

If we hadn’t all been buckled into our chairs, we would have crashed forward into the nose of the ship. The seat back slammed into my shoulders, and only a second after I got used to our freefall toward the water, we hit the waves, and the whole ship rocked and shuddered like it might break apart.

“Fuck!” Riecka gasped. “Was that… really… the best way…”

“Let her concentrate,” Eve said. “You can speak your piece later.”

The moment the ship plunged beneath the acidic waves, Juliette transformed. She had managed to light a cigarette at some point in the last few seconds, and it dangled between her lips as she exhaled the smoke through her nose like a dragon. Her green eyes narrowed in concentration, and the fingers of one hand flew across the keyboard to make a hundred micro adjustments at once while her other hand gripped the controls and propelled us down into the water with more speed every second.

The redheaded pilot might not be Nordar, but she sure as hell looked like a fucking queen.

No one on the ship said a word as Juliette kept diving the vessel forward at a steep angle, and even Zea was silent on the transponder. My ears popped as we plummeted deeper into the water, and I was suddenly very aware of just how much pressure the ship must be in from the acid that pressed in on us from every side.

The ship didn’t cave in on itself, but it rattled and groaned every few seconds as if it might give up. My seat shuddered underneath me, and even the floor trembled and creaked as Juliette pushed us harder through the water.

“Uhhh… not to complain,” Kasta whispered, “but this vessel doesn’t really seem to like how fast you are--”

“Shhhh, baby girl… Momma’s in charge right now…” The redheaded pilot had to be pushing the ship to its limits, but I knew there was no other choice if we wanted to make it to the bunker before the torpedoes blew us apart. I couldn’t see shit out the front of the vessel, so Juliette had to be steering just based on the coordinates she was given, and I couldn’t imagine flying blind into thick greenish water with nothing but a computer to guide me.

“Two minutes, thirty seconds,” Zea whispered.

“Plenty of time,” Juliette muttered through her cigarette, and she kept staring straight ahead.

Two minutes and thirty seconds was nothing in the grand scheme of things, but the waiting was almost more than I could take. I couldn’t even see the turrets of the torpedoes we were supposed to avoid, much less the underwater facility itself, and this was all before we even broke in and found the Elaka Nota women.

Without a word, Eve slipped her hand into mine and squeezed it.

“How are we gonna get in?” Kasta whispered. “Don’t we need a code or something?”

“The doors into the pressurizing chamber are automatic,” Zea replied.

“Sweet,” the blonde android replied. “Also, nice work on the signal boost to the transponders, Sis.”

“You helped,” Paula spoke for the first time from the other end.

“I’d love to hear you all keep chatting about things that won’t mean shit if I get us killed,” Juliette said through tight lips that kept her cigarette in place. “But if you don’t mind, I’d love a little peace and quiet for the next, uhh-- how long, Blondie?”

“A minute and fifty,” Zea said.

“Fuck,” Juliette grunted.

“Uh, Juliette?” Kasta whispered.

“Leave it,” I said.

There was no way back, so we were fully committed now. Juliette had let us do our thing to get her to the ship, and now it was her turn to do what she did best.

I wondered if the Elaka Nota soldiers in the underwater facility knew we were coming yet, or if the assholes back on land were still scrambling to set off the necessary alarms. I was surprised the soldiers back on the dock didn’t seem to be following us, but then I remembered the supercavitating torpedoes. They probably assumed we would be blasted out of the water any second now, and by the time they realized the systems were down, we would be out of their reach.

I wanted to ask Zea if she had jammed the signals between the surface and the underwater bases, but since all we could do for Juliette was keep silent for another minute and fifty seconds, I kept my question to myself.

As the seconds ticked by, the ship gave a new groan every few meters that we plunged further underwater. It sounded like a dozen gremlins were trying to tear the ship open from outside, and every time they couldn’t pull apart a seam, they shrieked and beat against the metal instead. Whenever the ship made a new creak, nervous energy pooled around me from my wives, but Lux sat like a rock on my left, and the only emotion I could sense from her was a faint sense of thrill, almost like the excitement of foreplay.

Well, Valkyries were made for battle.

The ocean floor had to be close now, but there was no way for me to be sure without asking, and it wouldn’t have done any good, anyway. I didn’t know if it would be better to see the ocean floor before we plowed right into it, or if I would rather just smash ourselves into pieces by surprise.

We will not crash. Juliette will bring us safely there.

I believed my dark-haired wife, but it didn’t change the knot in my stomach that kept tying itself tighter and tighter.

“Passed the first torpedo turret,” Juliette growled with the cigarette still smoldering between her lips. “They’ve got ‘em all lined up in neat little rows, plus a bunch more attached to the front of the facility itself.”

“Forty seconds,” Zea whispered.

“Second turret,” the redheaded pilot said. “I’m angling up for our approach.”

The ship leveled out even as it continued driving forward, but the scenery outside the vessel didn’t change at all. Everything was still a thick greenish color that was impossible to see through, and the only way I knew we had changed direction was because I suddenly found myself flung down against my seat.

“Thirty,” Zea said.

Juliette kept pushing forward without a word, but she inhaled a final drag of her cigarette until the filter started to crinkle, and then she spat the butt out onto the floor in a huff of heavy smoke.

“Turrets three, four, and five,” the redhead muttered. “Oh, there’s six.”

I glanced at the display that lit up the turrets of the supercavitating torpedoes as we passed them. They only showed up on the screen when they were close enough that we might run into them and the ship felt it necessary to blare an alarm about an object that obstructed our path forward. Each time, Juliette steered us past them, and the alarm fell silent for a few seconds until we passed the next turret.

“Twenty seconds,” Zea gasped. “Come on, Red, you’ve got this.”

Juliette didn’t say a word.

“Automatic doors are opening!” the blonde hacker shouted. “Come on, come on, come ooooonnn! Ten seconds!”

The redheaded pilot suddenly slammed on the brakes so fast that I thought my seatbelt harness might cut me in half. The ship spun around in a tightly controlled circle that slowed its advance even more, and I saw what looked like massive doors for half a second before we finally skidded to a complete stop.

There was a soft thud outside the ship, and then the air filled with a gentle hissing noise.

“Daaaaamn, you’re good!” Zea shouted through the transponder. “You’re in, right? It’s draining? I got an alert that it’s draining, but are you really inside? Oh. My. Fucking. God! You did it!”

As I watched gray metal start to replace the thick green water all around us, I realized the hissing noise was the sound of water as it drained from the pressurized chamber and was pumped back into the ocean outside.

“Fuck. Yes.” Juliette threw off her seat harness and jumped to her feet so she could turn and look at us. “Fuck yes! I am officially the most badass pilot in the damn galaxy. I’m available for autographs every hour on the hour, and if you play your cards right, you might get a kiss from yours truly.”

“Ooh, would you sign my chest?” Kasta giggled. “I always thought I would look great with a tattoo there like Miss Metal Arm over here.”

“I did half of my tattoos myself.” Riecka shrugged. “I could make her autograph permanent if you wanted me to.”

“Did I hear that right?” Zea gasped. “Riecka, you must have seen your life flash before your eyes if you just decided to be a nicer person because I swear it sounded like you were--”

“That was some great piloting,” I interrupted as I looked at the redheaded pilot. “You had me a little worried there for a minute.”

“Ha!” Juliette flexed her fingers, and they looked stiff from how hard she’d gripped the controls. “I had myself worried there for a minute too, if I’m being honest. Now, let’s go save some sweet vampire babes!”

“Hold on, you can’t go outside until the dryers finish,” Zea said. “Otherwise, that acid can drip right on you, and poof! No more pretty skin, Peaches.”

“Who are you callin’ Peaches?” Juliette demanded.

“Obviously, you,” Zea chuckled. “I think that run you just did secures you an upgrade from Red.”

“I won’t argue with that,” Juliette snorted.

“How long until my fleet arrives?” I asked. “Just under sixty minutes?”

“You got it,” the blonde hacker replied.

Zea started to say something else, but I couldn’t hear her over the sound of the dryers that suddenly engaged in the pressurizing chamber. As the last of the water drained out of the room around us, vents slid open in the walls and ceiling of the chamber and began to pump in blasts of heat to get rid of the last traces of the acidic water.

When the vents slid shut again, the chamber fell silent, and I led the five women toward the back of the ship.

“What were you trying to say?” I asked Zea.

“Other than the pressurizing chamber, I can’t see a whole lot else about the bunker,” Zea said, and the line crackled for a moment before her voice came back into focus. “Since everything is done automatically, like the doors and the drainage and the dryers, it probably sent an automatic alert that an incoming ship just arrived.”

“I guess we’re about to have company, then,” Juliette said.

“You have your dragonfly drones, right?” I turned to Kasta.

“Yeah, and they should work down here.” The blonde android opened a small pouch on the belt of her aegis armor and fished out the small drones. “I’ve got four of them we can use to scout up ahead.”

“Go ahead and get them ready,” I said, and then I smashed the button to open the hatch. “You’ll scout ahead with your drones, and you and Riecka will need to work with Zea to get past any checkpoints we come across. Lux will keep an eye out behind us, and Juliette, Eve, and I will go forward first.”

“Yes, Adam,” the five women said in unison.

“I do not know precisely where these women are,” Eve said. “But the closer we get to them, the more I should be able to feel them and guide us forward. I can already tell they are close, so it is only a matter of time.”

“Between Eve and Kasta, we’ll figure out the rough layout of where we’re going,” I said. “And remember, I don’t know what we’ll run into out there, but we want to keep as many of these women alive as we can. Eve will help us know which ones to save and which ones are too far gone, but try to give them a chance unless Eve gives you the go-ahead.”

“But we can shoot everybody else in the fucking face, right?” Juliette demanded.

“You can shoot anybody who gets in our way, yeah,” I said.

The beast in my soul roared in agreement, and I flexed my claws at my sides. I had only been in my tiger form for a solid ten minutes now, so I still had plenty of fight left in me, and since we were about to go up against Eve’s blood-sisters and even more Elaka Nota soldiers, I had a feeling I would need it.

I left my paws free of weapons so I could rip out the throats of anyone we came across, and then all six of us moved out of the ship and toward the single door at the side of the room. It was a vertical sliding door, but this one wasn’t automatic, so as Riecka began to run her fingers across the keypad to break through, Kasta deployed her four dragonfly drones to send through the moment the door was open.

“It is impressive security, but not as impressive as it should be.” Riecka’s red cyborg eyes narrowed as she studied the keypad. “Elaka Nota must think no one can make it past their torpedoes without authorization, or they would have made this slightly more difficult.”

“Just open it,” I said.

“I almost can’t hear you!” Zea shouted. “What was that?”

“I think we’re about to lose the signal boost,” Kasta said. “It’s one thing to transmit underwater, but now we’ve got this thick-ass metal bunker between us and the surface, and that’s on top of the water itself.”

Riecka straightened up, and the sliding door retreated into the ceiling to expose an empty hallway straight ahead.

“See, it pays to have a cyborg around,” the tattooed queen said. “We may not be hackers, but numbers speak to us in a way they never will to other humans.”

“Join the club,” Kasta sighed lightly.

Then Kasta’s dragonfly drones rushed forward on silent wings, and we followed at a slightly more cautious pace.

“We’re probably about to lose you, my love,” Eve told the blonde hacker as we entered the dark hallway. “We will be in touch again as soon as we can.”

“Shit, but be… and don’t forget… kay?” Half of Zea’s reply was lost as the sliding door slid closed again behind us.

As we advanced down the hallway, automatic lights flickered on from above, but there wasn’t much to look at around us. It was just a long metal hall that extended out in front of us with fluorescent lights overhead and in the seams between the wall and floor. There was nowhere else to go but forward, and the further down the hallway we moved, the more my spine prickled.

I pulled my revolvers from their holsters and held them loosely in my tiger paws. I could see Kasta’s dragonfly drones up ahead, but she didn’t send them so far forward that they would give away our location if they ran into any soldiers.

All around us, the underwater bunker groaned and creaked like the submarine had on our way down, and I wondered how long this facility had been here. Of course, I also wondered how long Elaka Nota had been around, and more than this, I wanted to know how they’d gotten their hands on Draugr DNA and what else they knew about the Shadow Eagles.

I hoped Zea would be able to find out some information in the security station to help answer some of my questions, since I wasn’t sure we would have a whole lot of spare time to look around while we were down here.

“Is anyone else super aware of just how many tons of pressure the water is probably putting on this place?” Juliette swallowed loudly. “And, you know, how any second, something might snap, and this whole place could implode?”

“I was trying not to think about any of that, sooo… thanks,” Kasta groaned.

“The force of such an implosion might kill us before we drown or end up disintegrated by the acidic water,” Riecka pointed out. “It would be a faster and less excruciating death.”

“Hey, I never said anything about dying!” Juliette huffed. “I’m depending on one of you to swim my non-Nordar ass up to the surface fast enough the acid won’t eat me alive, please and thank you. If not, I’m definitely coming back to haunt you.”

“The hallway ends up ahead and splits into two halls to the left and right, both with vertical sliding doors,” Kasta said as her dark blue eyes took on a faraway look.

I wished I had a rough blueprint of this lab so I could make a good guess about whether we should go left or right, but we would find the women eventually, even if we had to explore every inch of the facility first.

“Shit, incoming,” Kasta muttered, and I instantly heard a door slide open up ahead. “Four soldiers, armed and armored, from the hallway on the right.”

“We will kill them,” Lux said calmly.

“No,” Eve said. “Let me hold them in place and read their minds to figure out the precise location of their lab.”

“Good, but try to do it fast,” I said.

Kasta’s drones flew up out of sight against the smooth metal ceiling just before the four Elaka Nota soldiers rounded the corner. Two of them carried rifles, and two of them carried shotguns, but all four had their weapons pointed forward. When they saw us, they halted on the spot and looked at each other until one brave soul took another step toward us.

Zea must have jammed the signals between the security station and the bunker, or these fuckers would have already tried to shoot us in the face.

“Your entry was unauthorized.” The soldier cleared his throat. “State your names and business, or prepare to surrender your weapons and be--”

The soldier stopped mid-word, and all four men froze with their weapons lowered. Their eyes bulged, their throats tightened, and every muscle froze in place as my vampire wife took a step forward.

Then her aegis helmet lowered to reveal her burning red eyes.

“Where are my blood-sisters?” Eve growled.
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Chapter 18

The four Elaka Nota soldiers looked ready to piss their pants. One of them tried to speak, but Eve just flicked her wrist slightly to keep his throat constricted.

They would only lie if I let them speak. I will search for the answer in their minds instead.

Eve knew what she was doing, but I worried how long it might take. A quick glance toward the end of the hall showed there were security cameras pointed in our direction, and I was sure there were more cameras all throughout the bunker. If we didn’t move soon, we might be easy targets for any other soldiers Elaka Nota wanted to send after us.

I am trying, my love. Their minds are very guarded, so they are difficult to read.

“Kasta, send your drones up around the corner,” I said. “If anybody’s monitoring the cameras, they already know we’re here, so we need a layout of the facility as soon as possible.”

“On it,” the blonde android replied.

As the dragonfly drones buzzed forward and flew through the doorway on the right, I glanced at Eve again and saw her face was still knitted in concentration. I knew she would break through and learn where her blood-sisters were soon, and even though it could help save us some valuable time, I didn’t want her to spend too much of her energy now instead of against the blood-sisters who were too brainwashed to save.

They are definitely here. They are somewhere above us, I think on the next level.

“What’s taking so long?” Juliette hissed.

“Eve said their minds are guarded, so they’re harder to read,” I replied.

“Maybe the soldiers who work down here have special mind-training they have to go through.” Kasta shrugged. “Otherwise, all the vampire babes could just make them do whatever they wanted.”

“This would make sense,” Riecka said. “Still, we don’t have all day to wait around.”

“They’re definitely on the second level,” Eve whispered. “I see it in these soldiers’ minds, and I can also feel my sisters’ nervousness and curiosity, but I can feel anger from a number of them.”

“You’ll have to sort that out when we reach them,” I growled.

“I cannot see the layout of the facility, though,” Eve said with a frown. “I just need another few--”

“More incoming,” Kasta announced. “Like, uh… a lot more.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Eve, we’re out of time.”

“I haven’t figured out the layout of the bunker, but I can keep working on it while we move,” Kasta said. “If we don’t want to get trapped here, we gotta go. Like, now.”

“Kill them!” Eve gave a cry of fury and threw all four soldiers backward down the hallway. Their backs slammed into the wall, but they stumbled to their feet with their weapons raised surprisingly fast.

We were just faster.

The sound of Juliette’s gunshot thundered in my ears, and by the time it blew apart one of the soldier’s heads, I had raised my own massive revolvers and started shooting.

I fired the golden revolver at one of the assholes with a shotgun, and it exploded his skull like he had just eaten a grenade for breakfast. My silver revolver fired next, and it tore a smoking cavity in the middle of the third soldier’s torso at the same time Lux’s pulse rifle peppered his face full of holes.

The last soldier turned and tried to run, but Eve flicked her wrist and hurled him up against the metal wall again. He crumpled to the ground and tried to raise his shotgun, but I had already tucked my revolvers back into their holsters and crossed the gap between us.

“Nope,” I growled as I grabbed the shotgun out of his hands and slammed the butt of the gun straight into the middle of his face.

The soldier’s skull caved in on itself, and then I wiped the end of the shotgun off on his pants. I liked shotguns, especially in close quarters, so as soon as it was clean, I turned to my women and nodded toward the end of the hallway.

“Let’s do this,” I growled.

“Ooh, I know what that means!” Kasta said and bounced on her toes. “It’s time to turn on the tiger, right?”

“What do you mean?” Eve smiled at the android.

“I know,” I chuckled. “She means it’s time to beat these fuckers to a pulp.”

“Fuck yes!” The blonde android did a little dance in the middle of the bloody hallway, but she quickly recovered herself as she tilted her head to the side like she was receiving an incoming transmission. “Hold on, that’s weird.”

“Where are the incoming soldiers?” Lux demanded. “You said a lot more were on their way.”

“They were,” Kasta said. “They disappeared, so I’m trying to get eyes on them again. They must have gone into one of the rooms.”

“Perhaps they went into an armory to retrieve additional weapons for themselves,” Lux said.

“Wherever they are, I’m tired of waiting,” I said. “Keep looking for them, but let’s move. Eve, get your helmet back on.”

“Yes, Adam,” my vampire wife murmured, and her aegis flowed back up to shield her head.

I held my new shotgun at the ready, and we rounded the corner into the next hallway. It was made of the same metal as the entry hall, but I could see claw marks along the surfaces and bloodstains that had never been scrubbed clean. I wondered again how old this place was and how many other types of experiments they had done before they settled on Eve and her blood-sisters.

After today, they wouldn’t be able to experiment on anyone ever again.

This hallway was also filled with doors on both sides, and the path curved around to the left in the distance. We would have to check each room as we passed to make sure we didn’t leave any enemies behind us, even though I wanted to run straight up to the second level and find Eve’s blood-sisters right away.

I was just about to give my women orders about how I wanted to clear each room, but then Kasta gasped, and I knew the soldiers must have appeared again.

“Shit, they’re here!” Kasta said.

Two dozen or so soldiers spilled around the distant corner, and I recognized the military precision of their movements as they came into view. I figured they must be the most elite soldiers of Elaka Nota since they were down here protecting the corporation’s secret weapons, but I was sure they’d die just as easily as normal soldiers.

The shotgun barked in my hand before a single Elaka Nota soldier could take aim at us, and a tight bunch of metal shot blew the brains of one of the kneeling soldiers out the back of his skull all over the chest plate of the man behind him. I angled the shotgun to the right, and it punched another spray of metal globes clear through another soldier’s armor.

Then I launched myself forward at full tiger-speed.

Lux and Riecka opened fire with their pulse rifles behind me, but they were both so skilled that not a single shot missed their targets. I didn’t even think about the blue energy bullets that flew around me. I only let out a tiger’s growl and fired my shotgun at every asshole who I couldn’t simply tear apart with my claws.

The soldiers fired back at me more and more frantically the closer I got to them, but their bullets couldn’t penetrate my aegis. By the time every new asshole realized their bullets were worthless against my armor, it was too late for them to panic and run, because by then my shotgun had found its next target.

And my shotgun was one beautiful piece of work.

It completely severed one soldier’s leg from his body, and when I fired it at the man beside him, his skull turned to dust and his brains disintegrated into a fine red mist. My next blast left a crater in a soldier’s stomach where his intestines used to be, but the man didn’t even have time to try to scoop his guts back into his body before he collapsed on top of the others.

One soldier latched onto my back like he thought he could choke me out through my armor, but I just flipped the shotgun over my shoulder and pulled the trigger right behind my ear. The pressure on my back instantly released, and even though my eardrum screamed and bled at the noise I had just blasted it with, it healed half a second later.

I glanced back to see the soldier’s skull broken open like a piece of bloody pottery. These assholes all had rifles, no shotguns, so once I had emptied the weapon in my paws, I would need to switch back to one of my usual guns. I always liked the feeling of a shotgun as it blew apart my enemies, so I would use this one until it was out of ammo.

I jammed the gun stock back into the stomach of a soldier behind me, and when the hit ejected the air from his lungs, I spun around and buried my claws in his throat. I wrapped them around his spinal column, snapped it with a quick jerk, let his corpse fall limply at my feet, and then swung my shotgun up at the next asshole.

This soldier managed to feather his trigger as he went down, but the spray of bullets from his rifle wasn’t enough to pierce my aegis armor. He had just enough time to see his efforts crumple against the Nordar steel, and then the next blast of my weapon ripped apart his eyeballs and face like rotten fruit along with the rest of his skull.

I heard the thunder of Juliette’s revolver behind me, and I saw a few soldiers claw at their skin like they were on fire, so I knew Eve was busy too, but even though we were all fighting tooth and nail against the Elaka Nota assholes, more and more of the soldiers continued to come around the corner.

“It’s a circle!” Kasta suddenly shouted. “The hallway’s just one big fucking circle that goes all the way back around to the other door in the pressurizing chamber!”

“Fuck!” I snarled as I fired off another shot.

If this was true, then the soldiers might be coming out of every single door in the bunker, and we needed to get somewhere with more cover in case their reinforcements brought bigger guns. I doubted they would have anything on the level of a plasma bazooka, since that could blast a hole in the side of the underwater facility, but they might have targeted drones that could make a mess of us before we even reached the Elaka Nota women.

“We need a choke point!” I roared. “Eve, find a door that doesn’t have any life forms behind it!”

Kasta’s rifle fire covered my dark-haired wife as she fled toward the doors on the left side of the hall. While Eve tried to sense out an empty room we could use, Juliette gave her additional cover fire, but Lux and Riecka kept advancing beside me through the oncoming soldiers so that we created a shield of aegis armor.

I slammed my shotgun into a soldier’s temple hard enough to make the barrel stick in his cracked skull. Then I squeezed the trigger to blow out the back of his head, and the same shot erased the stunned expression off the Elaka Nota asshole behind him in a spray of blood, brains, and screeching metal.

I jerked my shotgun back, but when I tried to fire it at the next fucker, it clicked instead of barked.

“Fuck,” I growled and swung the weapon like a club into the soldier’s throat instead, and I used enough force to crush the cartilage of his windpipe.

Before I could finish him off, a blue energy bullet from Riecka buried itself between his eyes, and I nodded my thanks to the cyborg queen. Her metal arm flung out to the side and crushed another soldier’s throat, and she fired her pulse rifle one-handed at the next wave of soldiers who rushed toward us.

“This room is clear!” Eve called over the heavy gunfire.

“Get to Eve!” I shouted.

Lux instantly fired up her purple wing thrusters and flew toward the ceiling. It was only about two meters taller than I was, but it gave the Valkyrie enough of an angle to fire down on our enemies while the rest of us dashed across the hall to join Eve.

Juliette flung open the door first and swept her revolver around the room, but I saw it was clear at the same time she did. Then I stood guard by the door as each of my women entered after the redheaded pilot, and when they were all out of the hallway, I sent a burst of pulse rifle fire at the oncoming soldiers.

“Lux, get down here!” I ordered.

The black-haired Valkyrie flipped over backward in the air, retreated to my side, and dropped down beside me. As soon as we were both in the empty room, I slammed the door shut and looked around to see what room we had stumbled into.

There were no cylinder prisons or vampire women anywhere to be seen. Instead, the large room was filled with sinks and test tubes, along with one whole wall of computers and another wall of security camera footage. On the far wall opposite to the door we’d entered through, there was an identical door that I guessed led into the other half of the main circular hallway of the facility.

“Who knew there were so many assholes down here?” Juliette gasped. “They just keep fucking coming, don’t they? Fucking cockroaches.”

“Stay on the door,” I told the redhead. “Lux, take the opposite entrance in case they come back around.”

“I’m surprised this facility can supply enough oxygen for all of these soldiers,” Riecka said.

“Yeah, but I think I can give us a little more breathing room if you give me just a minute.” Kasta had already plopped herself down in front of one of the computer monitors, and her hands were flying across the keyboard almost as fast as Zea’s.

“What do you mean?” I strode toward the security camera monitors to take a better look at our situation.

I was surprised the soldiers hadn’t tried to bust down the door yet, but they might have been trying to surround us before they attacked again. Then again, they could simply deploy the Elaka Nota women against us instead of wasting more of their soldiers’ lives, but either way, the cameras should tell me something.

Eve joined me beside the cameras, and we began to scan each monitor to get our bearings. Juliette and Lux stood guard by both doors, but Riecka had joined Kasta on the computers across the room.

“So, you know those sliding doors we came through to get in here?” Kasta asked as her dragonfly drones settled down on the desk beside her. “There should be an override, and I should be able to trap some of those fuckers in between them. Did you notice how many doors were suspended up in the ceiling?”

I hadn’t noticed. I had been too busy killing my enemies.

“They’re probably a failsafe for flood or fire, that kind of thing,” the blonde android continued. “Disaster-level shit probably triggers them automatically, so people have a few more minutes to try and escape.”

“If you can block them off, do it,” I said.

“Zea could probably do this in under thirty seconds,” Kasta moaned. “But give me just a minute, and I’ll see what I can--”

“I can help,” Riecka offered.

“I can do it,” Kasta said. “You look and see if you can access any files on Shadow Eagles or where they got the Draugr DNA and shit. I’ll take care of the doors.”

Riecka nodded and moved to another terminal.

I continued to scan the monitors in front of me and tried to make sense of the numbers in the corner of each camera feed. I could see us inside the empty lab on one monitor, I saw the soldiers in the hallway on our right, and I even spotted soldiers in the hallway on the left. There were two more empty labs like the one we were in now, and there was also an armory that continued to pump more soldiers out into the circular hallway.

Then I saw the stairs.

I hadn’t been able to see the facility as we approached it, so I had no idea how tall the bunker was, but the stairs showed that it was about five stories high, with a single empty room on the highest level. This room was ringed with a circle of about twenty small spherical vessels that looked like escape pods, and the sight of them made my stomach tense.

If Elaka Nota could evacuate Eve’s blood-sisters before we reached them, they could flood the facility with the acidic water and kill us all before we made it back to our submarine in the pressurizing chamber.

I couldn’t tell where any of these rooms were in relation to each other, other than the fact that the escape pod room seemed to be on the top level, but then I finally saw the room we were looking for.

The monitor on my far left displayed a huge room filled with the same kind of glass cylinders that had imprisoned Eve. It looked like there were about two dozen all lined up in rows, and I recognized the cylinders and the windows that lined the side of the room as the same chamber that I had followed Eve into in my mind after she collapsed in the Nordar spa.

Every cylinder had a woman inside it with her eyes closed, but there were at least twenty other women who were walking around freely in the middle of scientists and guards, and the red eyes of these women were wide open.

They are directly above us on the second level. I feel them searching for me.

Eve gripped my massive tiger hand with her slender fingers. Her nervousness billowed around me like a fog, but a moment later, the fog lifted as Eve’s feelings shifted to excitement and grim determination.

“I found something,” Riecka announced. “I think you’ll want to take a look.”

“Download it or something,” I said. “We just found Eve’s sisters, and we need to move.”

“Give me thirty seconds,” the tattooed queen replied.

“You have fifteen,” I growled. “You too, Kasta. Just make sure you leave us a path out of here.”

“They are sending battle drones.” Eve nodded toward the camera footage of the left side of the hallway.

“Lock it down!” I shouted.

“Al… most… there… got it!” the blonde android gasped.

Kasta flipped herself around in the chair to watch her handiwork, and half a second later, three massive metal doors crashed down from the ceiling on the left side of the hallway. It trapped one group of soldiers with a spider battle drone in between the first two thick doors, and it trapped another cluster of soldiers who had just exited the armory between doors two and three.

“I can’t clear the right side of the hallway without blocking our path to the stairs,” Kasta said.

“Then we’ll fight our way through,” I growled. “Riecka, did you get it?”

“Yes,” the cyborg woman announced. Then she gestured at another camera feed. “But the soldiers are leaving.”

I followed her gaze and realized the scientists in charge of the lab must have ordered the soldiers to retreat and help protect them, but it didn’t make me feel better. Now we really needed to get into the room with Eve’s sisters before they all fled to the escape pods or cut off our own exit.

“Mmmove!” I ordered.

The six of us fled back out the door we had come through, and as the dragonfly drones led the way, we dashed down the blood-soaked hallway as quickly as we could. We leaped over shredded corpses, and Juliette almost slipped in a puddle of intestines, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her forward down the hall.

“Stairs up ahead, ten meters!” Kasta cried out.

The hallway kept curving, and when it felt like it had finally started to curve back around on itself, I saw the stairs that Kasta’s drones had spotted for us. It was a spiral staircase leading directly upward, and Lux and I took point and headed into the stairwell first in case any Elaka Nota assholes had set up an ambush.

The dragonfly drones buzzed past our ears and flew up the stairs ahead of us, but the more we advanced, the more convinced I became that there was no one else on the stairs. They were either already in the room with Eve’s sisters, or they were all headed to the top level with the escape pods.

“The stairs keep going after the second level,” Kasta said as she and the other women bounded up the stairs after us. “Should I send the drones up further?”

“Can you send two up the stairs and two onto the second floor?” I asked.

“Yeah, but it’ll take a little more concentration,” the blonde android replied. “It will be hard for me to run at the same time.”

“Do it,” I ordered, and then I turned around to throw Kasta over my shoulder so she could use all her concentration on the dragonfly drones.

The entrance to the second level was right above us, but it only took a second for the drones to scan both areas for us. Unlike the circular hallway on the bottom level, the second floor didn’t have any kind of hall. The stairwell just opened onto a single door, and this meant it had to be the room where Eve’s sisters were being held.

“I don’t see anybody on the top three floors,” Kasta announced. “My drones can’t go through closed doors, so they might be hiding in the rooms on the top level instead of the open hallways, but maybe all the soldiers got sent down to the second level to hold us off.”

“Or to help evacuate,” I grunted.

“Before we reach my sisters, please remember…” Eve hesitated, and we all paused on the stairs. “Try not to harm them if it is possible, at least until I can read their thoughts a little better.”

“We’ll do our best, gorgeous,” Juliette said. “But if those bitches try to kill us, we won’t really have a choice.”

“Of course,” Eve said. “I will be able to determine more about their feelings once we are in the room with them, but if they try to harm us, then we will have no other choice.”

As soon as we reached the entrance to the second level, the dragonfly drones rejoined us, and I set Kasta down again. The door into the room had a window in the top half, so we immediately saw the women and guards all massed on the other side, and one of the women looked me straight in the eyes and smiled with cold, cruel eyes.

Then a vertical sliding door crashed down from the ceiling straight on top of us.

I didn’t have time to think about it. I just threw my arms up and grabbed the heavy door before it made pancakes out of us all. The metal was even heavier than I thought, but I adjusted the stance of my feet and squared my shoulders to hold it up.

“Ggggo,” I growled. “Get inside!”

Let me use my powers to hold the door!

Eve needed to save her strength for the fight against her blood-sisters, so I shook my head. My vampire wife turned toward the window in the door instead, and her anger pooled around me as she locked eyes with the woman who had tried to flatten us with the door. Lux aimed her pulse rifle at the lock on the door, but Eve beat her to it.

My dark-haired wife flicked her wrist, and the whole door blew off its hinges.

The door of the lab crashed into the room, and before it even hit the floor, Eve’s powers had flung the cruel-eyed bitch back against one of the cylinders. As soon as my women all poured into the lab as one unit, I jerked my body out from underneath the vertical sliding door, and I let it thunder against the metal floor behind us.

There was no way to retreat now, unless Eve or one of the Elaka Nota vampires opened the door back up for us.

My women and I formed a line just inside the room and scanned the situation, and our enemies scrambled into defensive positions.

The lab chamber was massive at about forty meters across, and two dozen large glass cylinders ringed the room like we had seen on the security camera footage, but the women inside the tubes still hadn’t opened their eyes. The twenty women, dozen scientists, and thirty armed guards stationed on the perimeter all turned to us with their eyes wide open.

Then no one spoke for a few long seconds.

“Surrender now!” a scientist suddenly called from the back. “You cannot win against our weapons, and we would rather have Adam and Eve alive than dead.”

My sister in the back by the scientist who just spoke knows who we are. She can sense who I am in spite of my aegis helmet, and she knows who you are through my submission bond to you.

I wasn’t surprised the Elaka Nota scientists wanted us to surrender, since they knew how powerful Eve was and probably had a guess about how powerful a walking tiger-man could be. I was surprised that these fuckers hadn’t attacked us right away. Either they really didn’t want to risk killing us, or they were really afraid of what we might do to them.

Stall them just for a moment, my love.

“What about everyone else?” I demanded. “Would they be free to go?”

Juliette looked at me like I had just grown horns out the top of my aegis helmet, but the rest of my women stood calmly at my side. Their hands were ready on their weapons, but they kept them aimed at the floor for now.

“They will be taken prisoner,” the scientist said. “They may be released after a fair trial or after proper deprogramming.”

“Deprogramming?” Juliette whistled. “That sounds like some cult-level mind game shit, so… no thanks.”

“You must be made to forget what you have seen here, or you must be eliminated,” the scientist said. “But if you surrender now, the choice will be yours.”

I will free the women in the cylinders. They have not been successfully brainwashed yet. The rest of them cannot be saved except… the two women on the far right. They mean us no harm, and they are scared.

I trusted she would be able to free the rest of the Elaka Nota women, but I hoped Eve would tell the two women to get out of the way so they wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire that was about to happen. I had stalled long enough, and if we didn’t open fire first, the scientists would call our bluff and send all the soldiers and women against us at once.

The scientist plans to have Juliette, Riecka, Lux, and Kasta killed, anyway.

I already figured as much since I wouldn’t trust these Elaka Nota assholes any farther than their entrails would spray when I cut their stomachs open. The scientist was still waiting for my answer, and I thought for a brief moment whether it was possible to keep him alive and stuff him into one of the cylinders for a few years so he would know what it was like.

Death was too good for these dickbags.

Unfortunately, we didn’t have time for revenge. The odds of six against the rest of the room were already slim, which is probably why the guards hadn’t fired yet, but Elaka Nota clearly didn’t understand who they were dealing with. They were up against a Valkyrie, a cyborg queen, a brilliant android, and one of the galaxy’s best pilots who also happened to be one hell of a deadly shot.

This didn’t even count Eve or me, and when I glanced at the nervousness on the soldiers’ faces, I wondered how many stories they’d heard about the powerful walking tiger-man who freed Elaka Nota’s greatest weapon from her prison on Trappist - 1e.

And I wondered what they thought about the fact that they were about to experience our power firsthand.

It was too bad none of them would live to tell the story.

“So, what’s it going to be?” the scientist snarled. “Are you--”

My silver revolver roared in my right hand before the scientist was able to finish his question. The thumb-size bullet streaked across the lab with the sound of thunder, and it turned the scientist’s head into a shattered bottle of bloody champagne.

“That’s my answer, you fucking cunts,” I growled.

Then the room erupted in chaos.

My women and I opened fire on the soldiers, and they immediately returned fire, but their bullets bounced off our aegis armor like coins. I blocked Juliette’s body with my own to keep her safe, and the redhead popped out to the side every few seconds and dropped one soldier after another every time she fired her massive revolver.

Elaka Nota scientists and vampires all dove for cover while we killed the soldiers, but I was a bit surprised that the women hadn’t tried to use their powers on us.

I am protecting us. I need to get closer to the cylinders to break them open. Then we will have some help.

“On it,” I growled. “Pair up, and do not let them trap us in here.”

Lux and Kasta bolted toward the left side of the room to take cover behind a metal table, and Riecka and Juliette positioned themselves behind a desk full of monitors to the right side of the door. As the soldiers began to poke their heads up and fire a few shots off one at a time, I gripped both my revolvers, nodded at Eve, and dashed forward into the middle of the circular chamber.

Then the golden revolver sang in my left hand while the silver revolver thundered in my right, and every bullet I fired found a home in the brains or throats of a new target.

No matter how quickly the soldiers tried to swivel their sights toward me, they weren’t fast enough to catch a weretiger running at his full speed. Their bullets sprayed wide or high as my revolvers tore their jaws off their skulls, and a few of my bullets even tore their arms from their torsos in a burst of blood that painted the glass cylinders behind them like bloody rainbows.

There were only a few times where I felt my feet seize up for a moment like someone had grabbed me by the ankles, but every time one of the Elaka Nota women tried to freeze me, Eve flung them backward with her mind, and I was free to run forward again.

I heard the constant pepper of pulse rifles and Juliette’s revolver behind me, so I knew the rest of my women were still alright. Eve and I were causing enough chaos in the middle of the room that most of the soldiers and women had all their attention focused on us, but this couldn’t last forever. Any minute now, the Elaka Nota women would try to fuck with the minds of the women on my team, and when they found they couldn’t attack Kasta and Riecka this way, they would just toss them around like dolls instead.

We had to stop them first.

As soon as Eve and I reached the center of the room, I glanced over at my dark-haired wife and realized her plan. She held her arms away from her body at shoulder-height, and the glass cylinders all began to tremble around the circular boundary of the room.

But the moment Eve started trying to break open the cylinders, it left the rest of us open to attack by the Elaka Nota women.

The remaining soldiers all adjusted their positions to protect the vampire women, and in return, the women all began to focus their thoughts on us. I could feel them at the edges of my mind like the faint memory of rotten fruit, but at first, they just nibbled there as if they wanted to test exactly how strong my mind was before they actually attacked.

We needed to get rid of these women as fast as we could, but to do that, we’d have to kill the soldiers first.

I emptied my revolvers into the soldiers closest to me, and after Lux covered me through my next reload, I made a quick scan of the room to see how many enemies we were still up against. I fired another thumb-sized bullet to tear the arm off an asshole who tried to shoot Eve while she was still working on the cylinders. Then my silver revolver thundered again to split apart the spine in another soldier’s neck when he trained his sights on Juliette by the door.

We had eliminated about twenty soldiers, and all the scientists had already died like cowards where they tried to hide behind the cylinder prisons that they created in the first place. This left twenty soldiers and about eighteen Elaka Nota women who had been too brainwashed for us to save.

Then Juliette suddenly screamed.

The barrel of her black revolver swung dangerously close to her temple, and her left hand tried to push it away. Still, her right hand kept twisting the gun back toward her own skull, and I couldn’t tell which Elaka Nota woman was controlling her movements.

I just kept shooting.

While my twin revolvers roared again, this time at any of the vampire women who came within my sights, I saw Riecka move toward Juliette from the corner of my eye and wrestle the revolver away from her. The beautiful redhead wouldn’t be able to shoot any of our enemies without her gun, but at least she wouldn’t be forced to shoot herself.

The Elaka Nota women in the cylinders were naked, but the rest of them on the floor were only dressed in fancy looking light plate armor, but that armor had never been tested against the kind of caliber revolver I was shooting, so the evil women looked really fucking surprised when my next three bullets left smoking chasms in the middle of their chests. Their blood coated the trembling glass cylinders at the edges of the room, and I realized all two dozen cylinders had started to crack under the force of Eve’s power.

I had to trust that Riecka and Kasta would at least be able to help Juliette and Lux against the mind-attacks of these women, and I forced my attention back to the vampire women and soldiers around me. I fired two more bullets at soldiers who tried to take Eve down, and their rifles sprayed an arc toward the ceiling as they died.

My heart caught in my throat when I thought they might have damaged one of the windows.

We were too exposed out in the middle of the floor, and there were too many variables. The last thing we needed was the chamber to fill with acidic water, but I couldn’t move as long as Eve was breaking open the cylinders.

There were only a handful of soldiers left now, and they all looked like they had pulled the short straw on guard duty today. Whenever they popped up from their hiding places to try and take a shot, they almost immediately ducked for cover again, and it was clear that they were hoping the vampire women would protect them instead.

The spider cracks continued across the cylinders surrounding us. I covered Eve with as much of my body as I could, but even the Elaka Nota women were staying behind cover now, and I couldn’t just charge forward and rip their throats out like I wanted to, not unless I planned to leave my wife exposed.

“How much longerrrrr?” I reloaded my revolvers again and realized I only had two speed-loaders left. I would still have my rifle, of course, and any weapon that I pulled from the hands of the dead soldiers blanketing the floor, but shit was about to go from bad to worse.

I almost have them open.

I hoped this was true because in the next second, Lux, Riecka, Kasta, and Juliette were all suddenly flung against the ceiling by an invisible hand. My own feet floated off the floor a half-moment later, but I was a lot heavier than my women, so I let two more thumb-sized bullets rip free of my revolvers and split open the skulls of two vampire women who were pointing their fingers at me.

Fucking bitches.

I dropped back down to the ground, but I didn’t have time to take out any of the other vampire women because just then, I saw the cold-eyed bitch who had tried to slam the door down on top of us.

She pushed herself to her feet now from where she’d collapsed when we first entered the room, and she advanced toward me with a cruel smile.

Her smile reminded me of the Draugr queen, but if the evil SAVO woman could die in my dreams, then this Elaka Nota woman could sure as shit die in real life.

I tried to raise my revolvers toward the cold-eyed woman, but both my arms suddenly froze at my sides. I heard Kasta cry out behind me, followed by a crash, but when I tried to twist my body free of the vampire woman’s grip, I couldn’t even move my gaze to look behind me.

It felt like I was trapped by the control collar all over again, and this thought made the beast in my soul rage and fight even harder against the Elaka Nota woman’s hold on me. The more I snarled against her control, the more the feeling began to trickle back into my fingers where they gripped my massive revolvers, but before I could inch my fingers toward the triggers, the room burst into orange flames around me.

I yelled and jumped back, but I couldn’t even celebrate the fact that I was able to move again. I couldn’t see the cold-eyed woman in front of me through the inferno, and I sure as hell couldn’t see my four women or any of the cylinders that ringed the room. I saw Eve beside me, but she stood so still that I thought she might have passed out on her feet.

Shit.

The flames circled around us and licked closer with every passing second, but I raised my guns to shoot through the ring of fire. I got one shot off but couldn’t see what I hit, and the flames edged closer to me.

I could only think about the smell of my own singed fur as the fire crept toward me like a living creature, and my pulse hammered in my neck until I struggled to swallow properly.

It is not real!

I stared at the red flames, but they still felt just as hot as they had a moment earlier.

It is one of their tricks. You have seen me do as much, do not let them use this against you.

Some trickle of recognition tugged at the edges of my mind. I wanted to trust Eve’s words, but I had started to pant from the heat of the fire, and I couldn’t understand how an illusion alone could make me sweat. It was all too real. The screams of my four women by the door filled the air around me, and at the sound of the flames that must be devouring their skin, I shot blindly into the circle of fire around us.

Then the lab exploded with the noise of shattered glass.

I grabbed Eve by the waist and dove to the floor with her. Shards of glass rained down on the fire that suddenly seemed cold, and a second later, a wave of liquid rushed toward us across the floor. It smelled like copper and decay, and the moment the water pooled around us, the red flames vanished.

Then I pushed myself to my knees and swung my silver revolver up toward the cold-eyed bitch. I squeezed the trigger, but she ducked forward into a roll to avoid the bullet.

“Fuck!” I growled as I squeezed the trigger two more times. I’d always been a damn good shot, but every bullet went wide around her as she raced toward the door, and as she ran around the room, I finally saw what Eve had done.

Every single cylinder prison had broken open, its liquid contents spilled across the floor, and now twenty-four naked Elaka Nota women stepped out of the tubes into the middle of the fight. Each of them had the same red eyes and black hair as Eve, each of them had pale skin that looked like they had never been allowed to see the sunlight, and each of them looked equal parts pissed and scared as hell.

I wondered how long they had been held prisoner down here.

“Die!” Eve screamed as she flung one of the evil vampire women into a bed of broken glass.

A meter-long shard pierced the bitch’s chest, and as she collapsed into the decaying liquid that pooled around our ankles, the newly freed women all raised their hands toward the sisters who had betrayed them. The new recruits managed to sway some of the other Elaka Nota women on their feet, but the naked women from the tubes could barely stand on their own, so I knew we needed to help them out of here before they got themselves killed.

I fired another few bullets at the cold-eyed bitch as she fled for the door, but she managed to avoid every last round. Riecka and Juliette were back on their feet by the exit, and they tried to block her from leaving, but she threw them both aside like they were bits of crumpled paper.

The cyborg woman and the redhead didn’t move from where they had crashed into the metal wall.

I made a wordless growl, slipped my guns back into their holsters, and sprinted toward the Elaka Nota woman from behind. Eve was right on my heels, and since Lux and Kasta had been released to the ground again, they trained their weapons on the women and soldiers who were still trying to kill us. Half the naked women from the tubes huddled together and didn’t move, and the other half tried to fight on our side, but I only had eyes for the vampire woman headed for the door.

My claws flexed at my sides, but just as I launched myself toward the cold-eyed bitch’s back, she whirled around in the doorframe and sent me flying backward like I was attached to a parachute, and my spine slammed into the water with a massive splash that would have sent the rotten liquid straight up my nose if it hadn’t been for my aegis helmet.

I swept aside the fragments of glass that floated around me in the water, but as I launched myself toward her again, the Elaka Nota woman smiled and then swung her hand out like she was directing an orchestra.

A dozen glass shards floated up out of the coppery liquid and then flung themselves toward an electric panel on the side of the room. As the glass buried itself in the panel, sparks exploded all around it, and then a second wave of glass shards drove themselves toward the other half of the electric panel.

Eve held up her hands to try to stop the glass fragments, but the other Elaka Nota women sent more of the broken glass toward the naked women from the tubes. Eve was forced to defend them instead, so while she kept the glass from severing the defenseless women’s arteries, I knew she couldn’t stop the glass from burying itself in the electric panel.

I pushed myself up to my feet in the stinking liquid, but before I started toward the cold-eyed bitch again, I glanced at the panel and realized what she had done. The glass fragments hadn’t hit the panel at random. Each one had found a home in a separate switch.

The Elaka Nota woman had clearly wanted to trigger something.

I just didn’t know what.

I leaped across the watery distance between us again, and I glanced at Lux and Kasta as they continued to kill our enemies every chance they could. Whenever they got a clean shot off, the Elaka Nota women threw them back against the wall or tried to force Lux’s gun back on herself, and then Kasta had to fight to tear the pulse rifle out of the Valkyrie’s hands.

Riecka and Juliette had just started to stir from where they fell by the door, but two clothed Elaka Nota women now knelt beside them. I reached for my rifle to shoot them through the face, but at the last second, I heard Eve in my head again.

Those are the good ones, leave them!

I swung my rifle back over my shoulder again and focused on closing the gap between me and the cold-eyed bitch. The massive vertical sliding door was right behind her, so I had her trapped between the flooded lab and the thick metal door. She was obviously the most powerful, so all I had to do was rip her pale throat out with my claws, and the other women should fall easily enough.

Easier said than done.

Just as my claws reached out to pin her against the thick sliding door, the Elaka Nota woman threw me backward across the entire length of the lab. My spine slammed into the opposite wall from the exit, my ribs cracked against the metal, and the breath was knocked clear out of my lungs.

“Shiiiitttttt…” I gasped and struggled to sit up against the wall, but my ribs hissed with pain, and I had to pause. I looked up as the fractures in my bones stitched themselves back together, and I was just in time to see the head Elaka Nota woman force the vertical door back up into the ceiling and then slip through to the stairwell outside.

I growled and pushed myself to my knees. The vampire woman smiled at me from across the room and held the door open with her mind as the remaining dozen or so brainwashed vampire women ran forward to join her on the stairs.

My ribs gave a little pop as I struggled to my feet, but before I could take a step forward, I felt such a wave of dread from Eve that it rocked me where I stood.

We have to get to the escape pods. She triggered something on the electric panel that will make this whole facility flood. Can you hear it?

The sound was faint enough that a human might not have been able to hear it, but my tiger ears pricked at the sound of running water below us.

It’s the pressurizing chamber. She broke every switch that could control the automatic sensors, and now it is flooding with the acidic water.

There were still a series of doors between us and the pressurizing chamber, plus a flight of stairs, so we might not be completely fucked just yet. But I realized my mistake at the same time Eve spoke in my head again.

She disabled the doors. There is nothing between us and the water except a single flight of stairs, and the water is already spilling down the hallways below us. She believes it will reach this level in less than a minute.

“Fuck!” I roared and hurled myself across the room at the cold-eyed bitch again.

My ribs were still healing, and they screamed with pain as I raced across the lab. The decaying liquid splashed up on every side of me, but I pushed forward through the stench to get to the head Elaka Nota woman. When I was two thirds of the way across the chamber, the last of the brainwashed vampire women finished running through the open door into the stairwell, and I roared at how close I was to her.

Then, with a final cruel smile, the head vampire woman turned on her heels, let the vertical door slam down behind her, and cut off our only escape route.
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Chapter 19

“Shhhhhittttt!” I growled again. “Eve, can you open this door?”

“She is holding it shut while the others get away,” my dark-haired wife said through gritted teeth. “But I will get it open again as fast as I am able.”

“They have to be headed to the escape pods,” I said. “It’s their only option now, but if they take all the pods before we get up there, we’ll be fucking trapped.”

“She is strong, but I will get it open,” Eve said.

While Eve struggled against the Elaka Nota woman on the other side of the door, I glanced around the lab. The floor was still covered with the gross liquid from the broken tubes, and the corpses of soldiers all kept bleeding into the liquid to make it smell even more like death. The naked women from the tubes all huddled together in the middle of the room, and the two clothed vampire women had just helped pull Riecka and Juliette to their feet. On the other side of the lab, Kasta and Lux leaned on each other as they caught their breaths, and they both wore annoyed looks on their faces.

The electric panel continued to spark every few seconds, so I could already tell there was too much damage for Kasta to try to override what the cold-eyed woman had done. The bunker was flooding, and the only way out was to go up.

“Anybody hurt?” I demanded, and when everyone shook their heads, I nodded. “Good, because we’re gonna have to make a run for it. This place is about to be flooded.”

“It already looks pretty fucking flooded to me.” Juliette rubbed her temple and gave a kick to the liquid around our feet.

“It’s flooding with water from outside the bunker,” I said.

“You mean the fucking flesh-eating acid?” the redhead groaned.

“Yeah, and it’s too late to go back down to our submarine,” I replied. “We’ve gotta get to the escape pods, and we’ve gotta do it before those women escape or trigger all the pods to release and leave us stranded here.”

“Can’t you all help Eve?” Riecka turned to the red-eyed women from the tubes.

They still seemed stunned, like they had just woken up from a hundred-year sleep, but the women nodded and focused their gazes on the metal door between us and our escape route. There were twenty-four women from the tubes, along with the two clothed women who had helped Riecka and Juliette, and in just a few seconds, the door started to retreat back into the ceiling.

“She is the strongest of us,” one of the Elaka Nota women in light plate armor said and pointed to Eve.

“No shit,” Kasta muttered.

“Listen,” I told the crowd of newly freed women. “Your only job on our way out of here is to keep your other blood-sisters from hurting these five women. We’ll take them out as soon as we catch up, you just keep them out of our heads until then.”

“Yes, Adam,” the twenty-six red-eyed women said in unison.

I almost jumped when they said my name, but I remembered Eve must have already spoken in their minds. She was certainly the kind of woman who would try to reassure her sisters while she broke them free of their prisons, and she must have told them briefly who we were.

I told them you are King of Kings, my love, and that you are a good man who has come to free them from their torture. They are very happy and will help as much as they can. We are almost there. Just one last push, and we can be free of this place.

The thick metal door disappeared completely into the ceiling now, but there was no sign of the cold-eyed bitch on the other side. She had held it in place long enough to let the other vampires flee, and this meant the Elaka Nota women must already be getting close to the escape pods on the top level.

“Stay right behind me,” I growled. “Riecka and Eve, you’re both up front with me.”

The moment we spilled into the spiral stairwell, I aimed my pulse rifle up in case anyone waited to ambush us. The stairs above us were empty, but the stairwell below us was a different story. The thick greenish water had flooded up to the landing halfway between levels already, and it devoured another stair every few seconds as it surged upward.

“Oh, hell no,” Juliette groaned. “I am not gonna go out like this. I want an open-casket funeral, thank you very much, so I’ll be damned if some sun-starved bitch is gonna drown me in a giant vat of acid. If she--”

“Lux, stay close to Juliette,” I cut off the redhead mid-sentence. “Our aegis may or may not protect us, but if things go badly, she’ll have a better shot at survival with your wings.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Valkyrie replied with a stoic nod.

“Now everybody, mmmove!” I snarled.

As the acidic water churned below us and splashed higher and higher, we bounded up the stairs two at a time to escape the water before it caught up to us. I kept my eyes trained above us for any signs of the Elaka Nota women or the surviving soldiers, but so far, the only thing that stood between us and the escape pods was time.

When we passed the entrance to the third level, I glanced down the hallway, but it was empty, so we kept climbing. The water was gushing up the stairwell faster every second, and even if we kept out of its reach as it got closer, it might splash up and shred someone’s skin away from their bones like a potato peeler.

We just kept moving.

When we passed the landing halfway between the third and fourth levels of the bunker, fear began to gnaw at my heart. There was still no sign of our enemies, so we might already be too late. They might have already made it to the escape pods and ejected all twenty of them. Then we would be trapped down here along with all of Eve’s blood-sisters we had tried to rescue.

Then the entrance to the fourth floor appeared in front of us, and I forgot about everything else except what it would be like to feel my enemies’ blood pool at my feet as I crushed their skulls in my tiger maw.

The Elaka Nota woman with the cold eyes and the cruel smile stood on the stairwell right beyond the opening to the fourth floor, and at her back stood all the rest of the evil vampire women on the stairs, so I guessed that any soldiers who had been hiding on the top levels had already fled even higher away from the flood waters.

Hell, they might have already taken some of the escape pods.

I rushed up the next few stairs with Eve and Riecka on my heels and the rest of the women right behind them. Every time I raised my pulse rifle to try to get a bead on the head vampire bitch, she ducked around the side, and the spiraled angle of the stairs made it impossible to take a clean shot. The risk of firing on the stairs themselves and dropping us all into the acidic flood was too high, but as we neared the bitch, I noticed she had started to hunch over as she moved.

I am trying to fight her, but she is so strong.

We were so close to her now that a few more steps would let me get a clear shot off, and a few more steps beyond that would let me bite her head off instead. When I was only five steps below the cold-eyed bitch and just around the corner of the spiral stairs, she threw her hands up. Then all the women behind her smiled like perfect clones of their leader, and they raised their hands in the same gesture.

I couldn’t move.

None of us could.

Even Eve was completely frozen beside me, but I could at least hear her communicating with me in my mind. From the rest of my women, I only felt a mixture of fear and anger.

She is in my mind. She is…

Eve’s thoughts cut off before she was able to finish. I could feel her desperation as she fought against the entire group of Elaka Nota women.

We were almost out of time.

The acidic water continued to spill up the stairwell behind us, and the metal bunker roared with the echoes of the coming flood until I could barely hear my own thoughts. I couldn’t even move my head to look down, but when I was able to glance down with just my eyes, I saw that the water was already at the level of ten stairs below the last of the rescued women behind me.

Ten stairs to go before the acidic waters started to eat through our skin, but this number would be even less if the flood waters splashed up higher.

The Elaka Nota vampires slowly began to retreat up the stairs, but they moved backward so they could keep their concentration on us. As my gaze locked with the cold-eyed bitch, I realized exactly what she meant to do. She would keep us frozen in place just long enough for the flood waters to sweep up over us, and then as we screamed in agony, she would release us to the acidic waters and escape in the pods with the rest of the brainwashed women.

And as long as I was frozen in place, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

I felt as helpless as I had in the SAVO temple on Uraniel. I had been forced to watch as the Draugr man drained the life from Yegor and then tossed him aside like trash. I had been forced to listen to Eve scream in pain as the SAVO’s thoughts tore into her own mind, and I had been forced to see the terror on my women’s faces as the Draugr turned to devour them next.

Now, only eight stairs were left between us and the churning waters below.

One of the Elaka Nota women above us on the stairs faltered where she stood, and then, with a terrified little scream, she threw herself over the railing and plunged into the vat of acidic flood waters beneath us. The woman beside her looked over the railing in horror, but the only trace of her friend that remained was a few plates of armor that bubbled to the surface and then sank beneath the sickly green waves.

She was the next to flip over the railing and fall into the skin-eating water.

Eve was starting to win, and my wife didn’t give a fuck about murdering these bitches.

The Elaka Nota woman with the cruel smile hesitated for a moment, but then she gestured for the group of women behind her to move faster. Her hold on me was just as strong as it had been, but Eve must have been able to break the head bitch’s control long enough to throw the two brainwashed women off the stairs. She hadn’t spoken in my mind again, so it must have been taking all her concentration to keep the head vampire woman out of her own mind.

I knew what I had to do, and this realization shifted something in me.

I had been in my tiger form for so long that I should have been exhausted or worried that I would permanently become the animal who resided in my soul, but I didn’t feel anything like that. Instead, a different kind of controlled rage settled over my body, and the feeling was new but somehow familiar to me. I felt all the usual ferocity that Tiger felt when someone threatened my women, but it no longer processed as blind rage.

I felt completely in control, and I could use the anger like a weapon.

I had been frozen in place on Uraniel, but only until I fully embraced the beast in my soul. The moment I let him break free, I had ripped loose of the SAVO’s control over me, so even though I used to be afraid to let the animal take control for too long, I knew better now.

This knowing pulsed under my fur like a second nature, but maybe it was more like first nature.

Because the beast wasn’t just inside me.

The beast was me. It was the energy of the cosmos that Dragon had been telling me about. I was the chaos to his order, and he told me that one of us was destined to save the universe.

These Elaka Nota women didn’t stand a chance against Tiger.

The beast’s roar fused with mine as I ripped free of the cold-eyed bitch’s hold over us. There were only four stairs left between us and the churning green water, so I crouched down on the step and then hurled myself toward the head bitch’s throat with all the force of a surface-to-air missile.

The head Elaka Nota woman gasped and flung out her hands toward me. She entered the edges of my thoughts like a dark shadow, but it was too late for her mind games now.

The aegis flowed away from my face so I could open my mouth wide, and then I slammed into her. My tiger jaws clamped over her shrieking face, my teeth tore straight through her skull, and I shook her body like a chew toy until her blood bubbled up and streamed down the front of my armor.

As soon as I threw her corpse into the churning water below, the rest of the Elaka Nota women toppled like bowling pins. One at the back of their group tumbled over the side of the railing from Eve’s power, and then the rest of the vampire women stumbled backward and tried to scramble up the stairwell away from us.

They didn’t get very far.

The moment the Elaka Nota women turned their backs on us, everyone in my troop was able to move again, and we all surged up the stairwell after them. Eve flicked her wrist to topple another woman over the stair railing, and I grabbed the closest one and sank my jaws into her throat before I threw her bloody corpse into the water below.

Then I slashed my claws through the spine of another red-eyed bitch, and as she was trampled under my feet, I saw Riecka punch a different woman with her metal arm hard enough to cave the vampire’s face in. Eve’s blood-sisters below us had to jump out of the way so they weren’t caught by the woman’s body, but by the time it rolled into the waiting acid below, we were all several steps higher.

A few of the vampire women turned and tried to make another last stand, but my claws ripped apart their throats before they could invade our minds again. Eve and I were unstoppable as we raced up the stairs side by side. Every time she jerked one of the vampire women out of our way, my claws ripped the woman’s stomach open, and whenever I snapped someone’s neck, Eve swept them out of the way so their corpse wouldn’t trip up her sisters behind us.

The more the vampire women realized they were cornered, the more they snarled and tried to fight back, but any time Eve or I missed one of the women, Riecka was there to crush their throats with her metal fingers, and every few seconds, Lux’s rifle screamed to topple another Elaka Nota woman off the stairs. Kasta and Juliette were right behind Lux, and when I heard them trying to encourage the naked women from the tubes, I realized Eve’s sisters must have been weaker from their time in the watery prisons than I thought.

There were only a handful of Elaka Nota women left in front of us now. My body slammed up against the stair railing when one of them tried to throw me off it, but I rocked backward and caught myself on the rail.

“Burn!” Eve snarled, and the Elaka Nota woman shrieked and patted at her skin like she was trying to put out a fire. She screamed again and slapped at her hair and face, and then her nails tore the flesh off her own cheeks as she tried to fight against Eve’s magic.

Finally, the vampire woman jumped over the railing like the acidic water might be able to put out the flames, and her shrieks disappeared in a steady hiss as her body bubbled and then sank beneath the flood waters.

Only three women stood on the stairs above us now, and they turned to face us with cold fury on their faces.

Eve hesitated just long enough that I guessed she must be trying to communicate with them, but then she shook her head, and one of the women went flying over the railing. I sank my claws into the throat of the second one, swung her body around like a club, and knocked the other vampire woman down the stairs. Riecka was there to finish her off for me, and I dropped the last woman down into the bubbling water a split second later.

Then something rattled the whole bunker, and we all braced against the metal railing.

I thought the flood waters had broken through somewhere else and were now rising faster, but then I realized the sound came from above us on the fifth floor. Some asshole soldiers who had fled from the upper levels must have decided it wasn’t worth it to fight against us, and now they were starting to take the escape pods out of here.

Then one of Eve’s blood-sisters shrieked behind me, and when I glanced over my shoulder, the acidic water had splashed up on her leg and left a deep burn mark behind. We were almost halfway up to the fifth level, but the water was spilling up the stairwell even faster now, and we still had to make it past the last soldiers and inside the escape pods to blast out of there before the whole facility drowned in the flesh-devouring acid.

“Mmmmove!” I growled. “Lux, I need you to--”

Before I could deliver the command, Lux fired her wing thrusters and spiraled into the air. As she rose above us like a purple-winged bird of prey, she raised her pulse rifle and emptied half a dozen blue energy bullets into our unseen targets above us on the fifth floor. Then she dropped back down to my side.

“The remaining soldiers are eliminated,” the black-haired Valkyrie reported. “Only two escape pods are gone.”

“Good work,” I said. “Now, start moving everybody up.”

Lux flew lower down the stairwell, but she was careful to keep her back turned away from Eve’s blood-sisters so she didn’t accidentally burn them with her thrusters. Then, as the rest of us ran up the stairs to the top level of the bunker, Lux began to ferry the weaker women up to the top floor one at a time.

We all made it to the fifth level a few moments later, but we had to step over the half a dozen bloody corpses of the soldiers that Lux had slaughtered.

Once we were inside the small circular chamber, I glanced back at the door in the ceiling.

“Eve, can you drop this door?” I demanded. “It will give us some extra time.”

A wave of exhaustion curled toward me from my dark-haired wife, but she squared her stance and nodded.

“Do it, and then we’re out of here,” I said as I turned to scan the rest of the room.

Each of the eighteen remaining pods looked capable of holding about three people, so there should be plenty of room for the thirty-two of us. The women from the tubes looked beyond exhausted, and I decided the best way to make sure we all made it to land was to split up my crew so that the rescue team could steer the pods.

“Juliette, take two women to that pod,” I said. “Kasta, take two and get in that one. Lux and Riecka, you each take two women into those two pods.”

“We can each pilot one,” one of the two Elaka Nota women in armor said.

“Good, do it.” I glanced at the open door and saw that Eve had just started to pull it down from the ceiling, but I could also see the water only two steps down from the escape chamber.

“What about you, King of Kings?” Riecka asked.

“I’ll take Eve in a separate pod,” I said. “She’s too tired for me to leave her on her own.”

As Lux and my wives hurried the naked women from the tubes into different escape pods all around the room and began to fire them up, I looked at the twelve remaining women who still needed to escape. They would have to do their best without pilots, but there was a good chance the escape pods would basically be self-guided, and they wouldn’t have to do very much steering.

“You three, take that one,” I said, and then I split up the rest of the women into different pods.

The door to the chamber crashed down a second later, and just a trickle of the acidic water had started to race across the floor. The thick metal cut off most of the water flow for now, but I barked at the women to move faster. Then I dashed across the floor to scoop up Eve in my arms before the water touched her aegis and carried her toward an empty escape pod.

“Everyone, get out of here!” I shouted as I set Eve down and strapped us both into the pod. “We’ll pick you up on the surface, but we’ve only got a few seconds left!”

Riecka was the first to slide the door of her escape pod closed, and then the pod rumbled and blasted up the escape chute toward the surface of the water.

I hoped whatever coordinates it was set to wouldn’t be a death trap.

The Elaka Nota women fired up their pods and blasted out of the facility at the same time Lux and Kasta did, so then only Juliette’s pod and my pod with Eve were remaining.

The water started to gush underneath the heavy door.

“You first, Handsome,” Juliette said with her door still open. “I want to see you get out of here before I blast off.”

“Not a chance,” I growled. “Go now, or I won’t.”

“Has anybody ever told you how sexy you are when you’re bossy?” Juliette moaned. “See you up there.”

The door to her pod hissed shut, and only once I saw Juliette successfully launch out of the chamber did I close my own door. Then I flipped the switch to automatically eject us from the underwater bunker. I had just enough time to see the green waters rush into the chamber, and then the pod’s thrusters fired and jettisoned us toward the surface of Patapi - 2g.

I clenched my jaw as the force torpedoed us upward through the dense water, but the tension went out of my shoulders when I saw that coordinates were already plugged in, so I shouldn’t have to do much for the next few minutes until we reached the surface.

Then again, the coordinates were for the airfield we had stolen the submarine from, so there was a decent chance there would be a nasty welcoming party of Elaka Nota soldiers waiting for us there. As soon as we came within signal reach of the transponders again, I would get an update from Zea, and maybe she could get Dance to the Dirge to blast those fuckers off the face of the map before we made it to the surface.

I reached over and squeezed Eve’s hand with my massive paw.

“Oh, my love,” Eve sighed and let the aegis flow away from her face like mine already had.

“I know that took a lot out of you,” I said. “But you were perrrfect.”

“So were you, Adam,” my dark-haired wife said with a smile. “You are not tired of being in your tiger form yet?”

“Nnnnoo,” I growled. “But I think I’ll shift back soon. I just want us safely back on Dance to the Dirge first.”

“I tried to tell the women they didn’t have to fight us,” Eve murmured. “In the lab and in the stairwell, I tried to tell them they had been brainwashed and that these men only wanted to use them.”

“They didn’t believe you?” I guessed.

“No,” Eve replied, and her sadness swirled around me in the pod. “Only the two women I told you about did not want to fight us and wanted to join our cause. The rest of the women we killed refused to believe me. They thought Elaka Nota had made them more powerful than they ever dreamed, and they… they loved that feeling of power. They didn’t care about anything else.”

“They sound like the Draugr,” I said. “I’m sorry, Eve. I know you wanted to save them all.”

My vampire wife squeezed my tiger-hand and shook her head, and the sadness of her emotions that swirled around me slowly turned into love and pride.

“But think of how many we saved.” Eve smiled. “Twenty-six women who were imprisoned and tortured like me, but now they are free, and they all want to help us fight against evil forces like Elaka Nota.”

“I’d call that a pretty good day’s work,” I chuckled.

“Adam?” a frantic voice shouted into the transponder. “Adam, can you hear me?”

“Zea!” I grinned. “It’s about time!”

“We haven’t heard a fucking thing from you!” the blonde hacker said.

“We’ve been a little busy,” I chuckled.

“Where the fuck, or who the fuck, or what the actual fuck are--”

“We are well, my love,” Eve interrupted our lover. “We are in eleven escape pods, and we should all automatically dock at the airfield we left in approximately…”

“Three minutes,” I read out the ETA from the control screen. “How’s it going top-side?”

“Escape pods?” Zea repeated. “What happened to the submarine you-- actually, never mind. We don’t have time for that. Your armada just hyperdrived into orbit around Patapi - 2g about ten minutes ago.”

“Calisto and Dana have Dance to the Dirge ready to go,” Madalena’s voice chimed in. “They have been in communication with Admiral Jetuyn, and she says the battle is going very well.”

“And the security station?” I asked.

“They are all dead by our hands, Husband,” Sivaha purred.

“Nice work,” I replied. “Have Calisto and Dana come pick you up from the station first, and then have them land at the airfield to get all of us. Oh, and if they see any more Elaka Nota soldiers waiting for us on the airstrip, they can blast them for us.”

“You got it,” Zea said.

When the escape pod slowed down a few minutes later, I knew we were close to the surface, but I kept my hand wrapped around Eve’s as we slowly drifted toward one of the empty docks at the airfield. The green water we could see through the window in the pod door started to get lighter now that we were closer to the surface, and I braced myself for any possible projectiles that might start to pepper us from remaining soldiers on the airstrip.

“Dance to the Dirge is picking us up now,” Zea said when there were thirty seconds left to our ETA. “We’ll be on our way to you any second now.”

We broke the surface of the water shortly after the Shadow Eagle left the security station, but the thrusters of the escape pod rumbled a little louder and carried us up out of the water and onto one of the empty docks.

“Looks clear.” I glanced out the small window again and saw that a few of the other pods had already landed, but there were no soldiers in sight.

“Everybody sit tight!” Zea shouted. “You’ve got an APC headed toward you from the east, and it’ll be there in… shiiit, like now! I think they must have been waiting for you!”

“Get rrrrrid of them,” I growled.

As the escape pod settled onto the dock and slowly stopped vibrating, bullets peppered the hull of the pods, but the fire only lasted a few seconds before Dance to the Dirge streaked across the sky and fired a salvo of cannon fire at something just past our field of vision.

“Ha!” Zea chimed in again a few seconds later. “It’s like shooting fish in a barrel.”

“Um, did you say eleven escape pods?” Elana asked. “I count thirteen.”

“Shit, then two of them must be the soldiers ahead of us,” I growled. “We’ll all exit together, and then you can light up the two remaining pods and any assholes who try to exit them.”

“Will do, Captain!” Zea said.

“We have twenty-six women with us, and they will need clothes and a place to rest,” Eve added.

“We’re ready for them,” Paula said as our door opened.

Eve and I waited until our open escape door finished dripping, and then we hurried out onto the airstrip. Twelve other pods had landed at the docks around us, but the moment we stepped onto the airfield, so did the rest of my women and the women we had rescued.

Only two pods didn’t trigger their door releases.

“Everybody, move!” I shouted.

Every last woman on the airfield fled in the opposite direction from the harbor, and as soon as they were out of firing range, Dance to the Dirge didn’t hesitate. She swooped in like a dark-winged bird of prey, unleashed her light plasma cannons, and wiped the two enemy escape pods out of existence before the soldiers even had time to exit.

“Clear,” Madalena said. “We will land in twenty seconds.”

I could have hugged every woman on the airfield when I saw we had made it safely back to land and had eliminated the last of our enemies, but it was more important for us to move quickly. There was a space battle going on right above our heads, and we needed to get the fuck off this planet as fast as possible with our precious cargo.

When Dance to the Dirge landed and extended the hold ramp, my crew helped the twenty-six shivering women on board and into warm flight suits. Eve and I boarded after everyone else did, and exhaustion and pride billowed toward me from all of my wives the moment they saw me.

“It is good to see you well, my lord.” Aasne hurried down the ramp to be the first one to greet me.

“It’s good to be alive,” I chuckled. “Juliette, do you think you’re up for getting us out of here?”

“Does whiskey go good with a cigar?” the redheaded pilot snickered. “I had a couple minutes to kick back and relax in the pod, so I’m ready to go again.”

“Then as soon as we’re all in position, take us out of here so we can join my fleet in the attack on Elaka Nota’s forces,” I said.

Once the newly freed women had all slipped into fresh flight suits and buckled themselves into the extra seats in the hold, I asked Paula and Elana to stay with them and reassure them. I headed to the bridge with the rest of my wives, then, and I let my armor flow away from my body and restore itself to the aegis around my neck with a soft hiss. My women had already restored their own aegis, but I still had one more step to go.

When I sank into my chair on the bridge, Juliette started to take us up, and I closed my eyes and imagined cool ocean waves lapping around my ankles. I imagined the hot sand beneath my body as the warmth eased the tension in my shoulders, and then I imagined the water sliding up around my legs to cool me off. I took one more deep breath, and when I opened my eyes, I was back in my human form.

Dance to the Dirge was just exiting the planet’s atmosphere.

And the view was glorious.

As soon as we entered the space around Patapi - 2g, I saw the complete destruction that my fleet had dealt to the Elaka Nota armada stationed there. Wrecked pieces of Elaka Nota ships drifted all around us like shredded ship confetti, and only Juliette’s careful maneuvering took us safely through the wreckage. It was like piloting through a meteor swarm, and the Shadow Eagle’s scanners immediately started to scroll through a whole host of ships we were headed toward.

Every last one of them belonged to me.

“Open up communication with Admiral Jetuyn,” I ordered.

“Yes, Husband,” Madalena replied.

“We have cut off their escape,” the young admiral said as soon as the communication channel opened. “We have eliminated all but a handful of their ships, and we have them surrounded, so they will not last long.”

“Our losses?” I asked.

“Minimal,” Jetuyn replied. “They were no match for our numbers. The last casualty count was eighty-six of our fleet.”

Compared to the thousands of ships that Elaka Nota had stationed around Patapi - 2g, those losses really were minimal.

“What about the big-ass, planet-vaporizing ship?” Zea asked. “Any sign of it?”

“It appeared shortly after our arrival,” Admiral Jetuyn answered. “However, it is only effective against planets, and it is too slow to be effective against the speed of our own fleet.”

“It is gone?” Eve gasped.

“We destroyed it, my queen, yes,” the admiral said with a slight chuckle.

Eve covered her face with her hands, and I could feel how overwhelmed with emotions she was. We had finally rescued her blood-sisters, and we had also finally destroyed the ship that had killed all the people on Greenpeace. Now, Elaka Nota would never be able to experiment on anyone again, and they sure as hell wouldn’t be able to melt any other planets into oblivion.

“Good work, Admiral Jetuyn,” I said as a grin spread across my face.

“Thank you, King of Kings,” the admiral replied. “I just received word that the last Elaka Nota ships have been destroyed as well. May your fleet be ever strong, King of Kings, for you are blessed by Odin.”

“Perfect,” I chuckled. “Direct the fleet to head home to Nordar - 13, and we’ll see you when you get there.”

“Yes, my king,” Jetuyn replied, and then the communication channel closed.

“Will we be heading home as well?” Madalena asked.

“We will,” I replied. “Persephone and the rest of my navy should have finished off the Elaka Nota forces over at Trappist - 1e, so we’ll meet them back home.”

“I just plotted the course and sent it over to you, Peaches,” Zea told Juliette.

“Got it,” the redheaded pilot laughed.

“Then Juliette, take us home,” I sighed and sank back into my chair.

“Engaging hyperdrive now,” Juliette said.

The stars blurred and stretched around us, and then everything around the ship went black as we headed home. Once we were in hyperspace, my wives unbuckled themselves from their seats, and they all gathered around me on the bridge.

“Now, I want to hear everything about what happened in the bunker,” Sivaha purred and stroked my arm. “Start at the very beginning, so I may admire every action that you took to rescue Eve’s sisters.”

“I didn’t do that much,” I chuckled. “It was mostly Eve--”

“No, my love,” Eve laughed. “You did plenty. You always do.”

“You should let us praise you, husband,” Aasne agreed. “If I don’t know all the details of what happened, how am I supposed to include it as a new verse in your saga?”

“This is a fair point,” I chuckled. “But as much as I would love to tell you all about it, I think my stomach is about to eat its way through my backbone if I don’t throw some food at it soon.”

“Then let us cook for you,” Madalena said. “We can--”

“Oh, no, hold it right there,” Juliette interrupted. “Kitty-Man made me a promise, if anybody remembers, and that means he owes me dinner now that we’ve wiped out Elaka Nota from the face of the galaxy.”

“You should cook for him, not the other way around,” Riecka said with a frown. “But you are not even Nordar, so it would not matter.”

“Yeah, are you sure you don’t want to take a little camping trip?” Kasta asked. “It was actually really fun!”

“If you were Nordar, you could submit to him like the rest of us,” Sivaha said in a prideful tone. “You could be our sister.”

“It is a great honor,” Aasne added.

“You’ll also get this sexy armor,” Kasta purred. “It would look super hot on you, Red.”

I smirked at all of my persistent wives, and when I caught Juliette’s gaze, her green eyes sparkled just a tiny bit.

“I’m sure it is a great honor,” Juliette sighed. “And you know, I’m pretty open minded, especially about where I’m going to let your husband put his cock, but I’m gonna draw the line at your little submission ritual. I’m not slicing my hands open and calling on some ancient god to bless me or whatever.”

“Just because you do not believe in Odin does not mean he wouldn’t bless your union,” Madalena said while I tried to stifle my laugh.

“Yeah, thanks, but no thanks.” The beautiful redhead shrugged. “Besides, I don’t cook, and I sure as hell don’t plan to learn at this point.”

“Don’t you at least want some of our super sweet armor?” Zea demanded. “Kasta is right, it would look super hot on you.”

“I like my cowgirl boots and jacket just fine,” Juliette said as she ran her hands down her leather jacket. “I’m really not looking for an upgrade. Besides, I just made it through an underwater bunker filled with psycho bitches who can throw shit around with their minds, so if I can do that without any aegis armor, I think I’ll be alright.”

“You could always just marry him.” Aasne shrugged. “You do not have to become Nordar and submit to our husband if you just wanted to be his wife.”

“Damn!” Juliette whistled and raised her eyebrows at me. “You Nordar really do have a solution for just about everything, don’t you?”

“Come on,” I chuckled. “Let me make dinner for you. I do owe you one, unless that was all talk.”

“Naw, you definitely owe me.” The redhead grinned. “Oh, and I like my steak just about dripping with blood.”

“She should get in line,” Riecka interrupted. “It is not her turn to have dinner with our husband, and--”

“Oh, chill out,” Zea groaned. “Juliette isn’t Nordar, so Nordar rules don’t apply to her. If the king wants to have dinner with her, then he will, and if I don’t have a problem with it even though my marriage dinner is supposed to happen next, then you can’t, either.”

“Thanks, Blondie,” Juliette said. “You’re a real pal.”

“Well, you’ve kind of grown on me, Peaches,” Zea giggled. “Now, get out of here before our tiger gets too hungry and eats all of us for dinner.”

“That sounds like a good time to me,” Sivaha snickered.

“I’ll make dinner for all of you,” I announced, and then I turned to Juliette. “But I will owe you a private drink after.”

Juliette swallowed, and I thought she might actually have been a little nervous.

I smiled despite myself, but then I directed Calisto to take over as pilot while I went to make us all a quick dinner of steaks and greens. We had more than earned ourselves a little bit of a break, and we had plenty of time before we arrived back in Nordar - 13. I invited Paula and Elana to join us in the galley, but they said they wanted to get the Elaka Nota women settled in their quarters, so they would grab something to eat later.

While the rest of us ate together, Zea told us how her group had blasted their way into the security station and how quickly the Elaka Nota soldiers had fallen, and she also explained that she and Paula had found some information in their systems I might be interested in. I remembered Riecka had found something in the underwater bunker as well, but I could look at both discoveries later.

I let Kasta tell my other wives about what we found in the underwater bunker and how the head vampire woman had almost managed to drown us before we escaped, and I felt so much love and admiration flow toward me from my wives that it damn near toppled me out of my chair.

After we finished our meal, I grabbed a bottle of wine from the pantry and waved it to Juliette.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go have a drink.”

Juliette’s cheeks flushed, but she nodded, and after she grabbed two wine glasses, we moved toward the exit together.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” Kasta called after us.

I chuckled and shut the galley door.

Juliette didn’t speak as we took the elevator back up to the top level, and she still hadn’t said anything by the time I closed the door to my captain’s quarters behind us. I gestured toward the small table and chairs along the far wall, and the redhead slipped off her jacket and slid into one of the chairs.

“You’re awfully quiet,” I said as I poured us each a glass of wine. “What’s on your mind?”

“Oh, uh…” Juliette fidgeted her fingers on the tabletop. “You know what? Never mind. It’s nothing.”

I slid one of the wine glasses across the table toward her and then took my seat. It was obvious something was bothering her, but I didn’t say anything at first. I had a feeling that I already knew what the issue was, so I let her take a few sips from her glass to calm her nerves, and then I started.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet now,” I teased. “You’ve been telling me I owe you ‘dinner’ for months.”

“And you cooked me one hell of a fine steak,” Juliette sighed.

“It’s the least I can do,” I said. “I know we haven’t had a lot of time where it’s just been the two of us, and that’s why I wanted to spend a little time with you on the way back home.”

“I never really thought I’d be tongue-tied when I actually got you all to myself,” the redhead cleared her throat as she stared into her wine glass.

“I think I might know why,” I said. “So, let’s get right down to it. How about it?”

“How about what?” Juliette reached for the cigarettes in her jacket pocket but dropped them at the last second.

“After all this is over, how would you feel about getting hitched?” I grinned. “No blood or ancient gods or anything else involved, though. Just you and me, with maybe some chicken wings and beer afterward.”

“You sure know the way to this woman’s heart,” Juliette snickered. “How did you know chicken wings are my weakness?”

“I know a lot about you.” I shrugged.

“Oh, yeah?” The green-eyed beauty arched an eyebrow. “Then can you guess what I’m thinking about right now?”

She expected me to tease her, but I didn’t feel like teasing anymore. Juliette meant too much for me not to tell her how I felt about her, especially when I hadn’t been sure if we were going to make it out of the underwater lab or not. The next few weeks were going to be even more difficult, and there was every chance that we wouldn’t survive our fight against the Draugr.

I didn’t want to waste any more time.

“You’re thinking that you never thought you would be able to love or trust anyone after what happened to your family.” I reached across the table to take her hand. “You’re thinking that I already have nine wives, so where would you even fit in?”

Juliette swallowed and raised her green eyes to meet mine.

“If there’s one thing I know for sure,” I continued, “it’s the fact that there’s no one else in the galaxy quite like you, Juliette. You will always have a place at my side as long as you want it.”

“You really mean that, don’t you?” the redheaded pilot asked.

“I think you already know I do,” I replied.

The pretty redhead suddenly pulled her hand away from mine, knocked both wine glasses onto the floor, and jumped up to crawl across the table toward me.

“I always wanted to do that,” Juliette chuckled and then slid off the table into my lap. “Now, I think there’s just one more thing we’ve gotta do to seal the deal and call this a proper proposal.”

“I take that as a yes?” I slid my hands up to her tight ass to pull her more fully onto my lap.

Juliette leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine.

Our lips parted as we began to explore each other’s mouths further, and our hands worked together to slide her out of her flight suit. Her peaches and cream skin was even softer than I had imagined it would be, and the more we ran our hands over each other’s bodies, the more eagerly our mouths devoured each other until we pulled off every last scrap of our clothing.

“I’m going to make you mine,” I growled as I kissed up and down her chest, breasts, and nipples while she straddled me on the chair.

“I want to be yours,” she moaned. “Forever, but…”

“But?”

“I’m… uhhh… not on the pill or anything.”

“Do you want me to pull out?” I whispered as I slid against her dripping wetness.

“Do… do you really want to marry me?” she asked, and her green eyes searched mine.

“Yes,” I chuckled as I reached up to run my thumb over her full red lips.

“Then… treat me as your wife, Adam,” she sighed before she kissed me deeply again.

I lifted the redhead in my arms, carried her over to the bed, and lowered myself down on top of her. She moaned when our lips met again, and then she moaned again when our bodies finally joined together.

Over and over again.

After Juliette and I made love for hours, and I’d filled her womb with my sperm until I was completely empty, I wrapped her in my arms so she could nestle herself against my chest.

“Hey, Handsome?” Juliette murmured.

“Yeah?” I kissed the top of her bright red hair.

“I’m only saying this because we just, you know, and because I’m about to fall asleep,” the redheaded cop said. “But… well, you know I love you, right?”

“Yeah, I know,” I chuckled and kissed her again. “Me, too.”

“Oh, and ribs,” Juliette said. “When we get hitched, I want ribs to go along with my chicken wings. Fuck load of beer and whiskey, too.”

“You got it.” I pulled her closer and laid my head on the pillow beside her.

“As long as I’m not preggo,” she yawned. “You poured a fucking gallon of baby batter in me. I’m going to be sore tomorrow, and dripping cream for days. Damnnnnnn…”

We fell asleep together for what felt like only a few minutes, and then I woke up to someone tugging on my arm.

“Ooh gaah!” Dancer’s voice hissed in my ear. “Eyyah!”
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Chapter 20

I forced my eyes open and found myself on the cold metal floor of the bridge on Dance to the Dirge. Dancer was on her knees beside me, and her black wings were spread over me like she was trying to protect us both from something.

“Eyyah,” the rose-haired woman pleaded. “Ohh gaah?”

I shook my head and pushed myself into a sitting position. I felt like I had been beaten with a sack full of bricks, and there was no sign of Juliette or any of my other women around me. There was only Dancer and an empty bridge.

On the holographic map display, three planets spun weakly on their axis where they were trapped between two dying red suns.

“Shit, where are we?” I growled.

“Nooo aah,” the winged woman replied and pointed at the map. “Eye yaah?”

I staggered to my feet, but I ignored the map and headed straight for the captain’s chair. I had seen the trio of planets and the two red supergiants plenty of times before, and I was more concerned with where the hell I was right now.

Even before I sat in the captain’s chair, I realized there was no way out of here.

The only thing I could see out the window was an impenetrable rock wall, and when I flipped all of the ship’s sensors on, it showed me what I already knew. I was trapped by rocks on every side, and there was no way to get out.

It was the same ship I’d been trapped on with my wives earlier, and at first, everything was completely silent, like we were buried in the center of a planet.

Then I started to hear scratching noises. They began softly, with just a few scratches at the metal overhead and a few more from somewhere below us. The scratches slowly grew more insistent, until they sounded like the steady scraping of claws across metal.

Dancer dropped to her knees in front of me and grabbed my hand. She looked terrified as she gazed at the ship all around us, as if any second now, the clawing creatures might tear their way into the ship and rip us to pieces.

“You’ve gotta help me out here,” I told the rose-haired woman. “Give me something I can use because right now, we’re dead in the water.”

“Eyyah nah!” Dancer said and pointed at the controls.

“She has no engine,” I stated.

“Yahhh.” She buried her face against my lap as the clawing outside the hull grew louder.

Suddenly, it became so loud that I couldn’t think about anything else except how fucking stuck we were. The creatures seemed to be clawing at the inside of my brain at the same time they were tearing through the metal of the Shadow Eagle. I held my hands to my ears as Dancer tried to cover us with her wings, but then all I could do was shout against the screeching noise.

“Adam!” Juliette yelled. “Hey!”

I bolted upright in bed.

Juliette was sitting under the sheets beside me, and she had a death-grip on my arm. When she realized I was awake, she released me and took a deep breath.

“Shit, I thought you were about to throw yourself out of bed there for a minute,” my lover said. “You okay? Was it another dream?”

“Yeah,” I said but then shook my head. “Persephone and Dancer both keep trying to tell me something, but I still have no idea what, and I’m starting to wonder if I ever will.”

“Tell me about this one. Maybe I can help.”

After I explained what happened, the redheaded pilot nodded.

“So, they obviously want you to go to this trio of planets trapped between the dying suns, right?” Juliette began.

“That’s the impression I got, yeah,” I said. “And based on what I know, I think it’s gotta be the SAVO homeworld.”

“That seems like a pretty safe bet,” the redhead replied. “But it’s like a bajillion light years away.”

“Ninety thousand, but yes,” I said. “Shadow Eagles are the only ships that would be able to make the trip fast enough, and even then, it’s only because we could use their foldingdrives.”

“Remind me why we can’t just lay in wait for these assholes to show up at Uraniel?” Juliette asked.

“Persephone and Dancer seem to think it’s a better idea to take the fight to the Draugr, and they know the Draugr better than any of us, since they used to be their slaves. I’m inclined to agree with them, anyway. If we wait for them at Uraniel, then whenever the signal from the planet finally reaches them, they might deploy ships all across the galaxy, not just to Uraniel, and then it would be too late to stop them.”

“So basically, you want to cut them off at the source before the signal from Uraniel even reaches them,” Juliette said. “Nip ‘em in the bud before they can leave their home planet?”

“I think that’s the only way we can keep them from spreading,” I told her. “At least, I think so.”

“They sound like termites.” Juliette pulled her knees toward her chest in bed. “Or some kind of insect, anyway.”

“How do you mean?” I asked.

“This SAVO queen bitch seems to be the one in charge, right?” Juliette asked. “She’s the one who keeps attacking you and sending her little bat minions after you and everything, and if she’s the queen, then all the other SAVO assholes must be her little colony workers who do whatever nasty bidding she has for them.”

“That sounds about right,” I said. “I don’t know for sure that she’s the queen, although she sure as hell seems to be. Even if she is, I’m not sure how this information will help us fight her if we currently only have two Shadow Eagles to get us to their homeworld.”

“We’ll get the other two,” Juliette assured me. “I don’t doubt that Valkyrie wife of yours has already worked out a solution to your little engine problem with the one on Parnarta. Hell, maybe we’ll even find more Shadow Eagles, you never know, and then we’ll definitely be able to make it to their home planet in time to stop them.”

“I wish I knew what this bitch’s connection to me is,” I growled. “Just like I wish I knew what her connection to Eve is, or how she used Eve to get into my head after our wedding.”

“Well, you can ask her right before you bite her fucking head off,” Juliette said with a smirk.

“Fair enough,” I laughed. “Anyway, I think it’s still too early for the signal from the temple on Uraniel to have reached the SAVO homeworld, but I wish I had eyes on Uraniel just to see what’s going on, especially since your last cargo transport to the planet never sent word back.”

“We can check in with Queen’s Hat again and see if they’ve gotten word back from the ship I sent to check on things,” Juliette replied. “But we’ve still got time. I bet it’s just those Lith Dae assholes who came back to try and interfere with things.”

“Either way, I will send a decent portion of my armada to Uraniel when the time is right,” I said. “Since the Shadow Eagles are the only ships we’ll be able to take to the SAVO homeworld, the rest of my armada won’t be able to help us in that fight, but we know Uraniel is a target, so the least we can do is make sure we have a greeting party waiting for them. I hope we’ll be able to catch all of the SAVO at their homeworld before any of them can even leave, but this way, Uraniel will be covered, just in case.”

“Or in case our fight doesn’t go, you know… exactly according to plan,” Juliette said.

“Let’s hope it does go according to plan,” I sighed.

“Here’s to hoping,” Juliette chuckled. “But let me get to the point about the queen and her colony because I’ve been thinking about this a lot.”

“I’m listening,” I said, even though it was hard to focus when the redhead’s cleavage was peeking out above the sheet she had wrapped around herself.

“If you kill a termite queen, the colony dies,” the redhead replied. “So, if we do take the fight to her at her homeworld, and if we can kill her there, then all the other SAVO might die, too.”

“Like drones.” I nodded. “If you destroy the ship that deployed them, then the drones die.”

“Exactly,” Juliette said.

“Something like that happened in the dream I had on the way to Trappist - 1e,” I said. “Once I killed the queen in my dream, all the bat creatures with her fled. They didn’t die, and there weren’t any other Draugr with her, so I don’t know what would have happened to them. But once the queen was dead, the bat creatures did run. That has to count for something.”

“Well, even if the other SAVO assholes don’t drop dead right away, there’s a chance they at least wouldn’t be able to procreate any more of themselves without their queen,” Juliette said. “And if they do just so happen to drop dead anyway, then it wouldn’t matter where in the galaxy they were. They’d still end up wiped out once you killed their queen. Maybe. But if not, at least the bitch who keeps attacking you and Eve would be dead.”

“Shit, I think you might be onto something here,” I said.

“I’m more than just a pretty face, you know.” The redhead winked.

“So sorry to interrupt,” Zea’s voice floated into the captain’s quarters.

“That’s okay,” I said. “What do you need?”

“Well, if you two can manage to get your clothes back on, we’ve got about fifteen minutes before we come out of hyperspace back at Odin Geirr,” Zea replied. “Are you coming to dock this thing, Peaches, or do you want me to do it?”

“We’ll be there soon,” I answered, and then I waited for the audio connection to chime that it was closed. “I think fifteen minutes is just enough for us to manage a shower, don’t you?”

“I think it’s enough to manage a shower plus a little somethin’ somethin’ extra,” Juliette snickered.

I pulled the redhead out of bed and into the shower, and we made love again under the hot water before we managed to quickly soap up and rinse off. By the time the water drained and the dryers finished, I heard the audio connection chime on again.

“Five minutes,” Zea announced.

“On our way,” I said with a grin.

We dressed as quickly as we could and headed out to the bridge, and I immediately felt the amusement of my wives as they smiled coyly at me. Juliette and I both took our positions, and the stars stretched and appeared all around us a few moments later as all the ships and planets of Nordar - 13 crystallized into view.

“Take us to Odin Geirr,” I told the redheaded pilot. “And Zea, open up a channel and see if you can hail Persephone or any of the other ships who were at Trappist - 1e. I don’t know if they’re back yet, but I’d like an update as soon as possible.”

“Aye, Captain,” Zea said. “Oh, uh… actually, we’ve already got somebody sending a communication request.”

“Who is it?” I demanded.

“It’s Persephone!” The blonde hacker did a fist pump in the air. “Fuck! I’m so glad she’s okay.”

“Of course, she is.” I smiled. “It would take more than a few thousand Elaka Nota ships to take her down, especially with the escort we sent with her. Patch her through, audio only.”

“This is Nikki and the crew of Persephone,” the blonde Valkyrie announced. “We arrived in Nordar - 13 half an hour ago, and we have been on the alert for you since then.”

“It’s good to see you back in one piece,” I said. “Were you successful against Elaka Nota at Trappist - 1e?”

“Yes, King of Kings,” Nikki replied. “Your armada destroyed them, and while we eliminated them at 1e, your admirals also sent patrol ships throughout the rest of the Trappist system to make sure Elaka Nota wasn’t hiding additional forces anywhere else.”

“What did they find?” Madalena asked.

“A small number of ships stationed at 1a and 1d, but those were quickly eliminated as well,” Nikki said. “The admirals also deployed fighter crafts to the surface of 1e to eliminate all the Elaka Nota bases that registered on their scanners.”

“Shit,” I said with a grin. “That’s fucking fantastic.”

“There may still be a few pockets of survivors scattered across the surface,” the blonde Valkyrie continued. “But their bases are destroyed, and so is their fleet.”

“What are the casualties on our side?” I asked.

“Two hundred and three ships lost, plus a few dozen in need of repairs,” Nikki said. “They entered hyperspace at the same time we did, but since their engines are slower than the Shadow Eagle’s, they will not return immediately.”

The portion of my fleet that had come with me to Patapi - 2g also hadn’t returned yet, but I’d expected this. The Shadow Eagles were so fast that they had been the last to depart and were now the first ones back home.

We really needed to find Persephone and Dancer’s two sister vessels.

“I’ll have to congratulate the rest of the fleet when they get back,” I said. “But for now, I want you and the rest of the crew to meet us on Odin Geirr. I think this calls for a little celebration.”

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki replied.

What about Yu, my love?

I hadn’t forgotten about the blond scientist. I assumed that everything had gone well with the time loop since Elaka Nota hadn’t been prepared for us when we showed up at Patapi - 2g, and Yu was probably already feeling smug enough about himself. Still, he might have been one irritating son-of-a-bitch, but he was also part of the reason our plan had worked, and he might know more about the Draugr that could help us in our fight against them.

“Did Yu survive the effort it took to maintain the time loop?” I grunted.

“I’m alive and well, thank you so much for asking!” Yu’s overly cheerful voice called out.

“He maintained the time loop as promised until we had eliminated Elaka Nota,” Nikki added. “He collapsed shortly after the images of you and your queens faded from the bridge, but he recovered when we were halfway back to Nordar - 13.”

“He collapsed?” I repeated.

“It means fell, crumpled, passed out, fainted away,” Yu chuckled. “Perhaps I should buy you a dictionary for--”

“I know what the fuck it means,” I growled. “Clearly, nothing seems to be the matter with him now.”

“No, Adam,” Nikki answered. “We believe it required more energy on his part than he explained to us, but he recovered quickly.”

“Good, then we’ll meet you on Odin Geirr in a few minutes,” I said.

“Yes, Adam,” the blonde Valkyrie said, and then the communication channel closed.

As soon as we cleared it with the harbor authorities, Juliette guided us toward an open dock on the massive battle fortress and set us down so gently I barely felt the ship rock at all. I stood up as soon as we landed, but when I turned to lead my women toward the elevator, I saw that none of them were moving.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“My love, there is something you need to see first,” Eve said. “We noticed it while you and Juliette were in your quarters, but we did not want to interrupt.”

“There was no reason to interrupt,” Madalena said. “Nothing could have been accomplished until we returned home, anyway.”

“What did you notice?” I demanded.

“Go ahead and have them brought up,” Eve told Madalena.

My warrior wife turned to Lux and Dana with a sharp nod.

“Yes, Prime Valkyrie!” they said in unison.

The two Valkyries moved toward the elevator, and while they headed down to one of the lower levels of Dance to the Dirge, I turned to Zea, Paula, and Riecka.

“Does this have anything to do with what you all found in Elaka Nota’s systems?” I asked. “You said you found something I might find interesting.”

“Uhhh, actually, no,” Zea said. “This is something totally different, and I’m still working to unencrypt some of the files I downloaded.”

“Zea is also cleaning up the files I found since a few of them were damaged when I tried to download them so quickly,” Riecka said.

“Eh, don’t beat yourself up about it,” Zea told the cyborg queen. “Sometimes, these things have a failsafe, so if you try to download it too fast or without the proper input codes, it starts corrupting the file so you can’t read it.”

“Didn’t you say you could fix it?” the tattooed woman demanded.

“Well, obviously, I can fix it.” Zea rolled her eyes. “I’m Queen Hacker Babe with the Tightest Ass now, remember? It’ll just take me a little longer. Jeez, I was trying to make you feel better and tell you that you did a good job getting that information.”

“Ah,” Riecka said, and even though her red irises were unreadable, a small flicker of embarrassment flowed toward me from the cyborg queen.

“Buuut, I can tell you the files I found have something to do with the Shadow Eagles,” Zea said. “I can’t tell you anything more than that yet.”

“There was definitely something about Persephone hidden in there,” Paula added. “We saw her classification listed and tried to go in, but we ran a little short on time, so we just downloaded everything instead.”

“And the files I found seemed to be about the Draugr DNA they used in their experiments,” Riecka said. “But again, this is all I can tell you until Zea finishes cleaning up the files.”

“Good work, all of you,” I said. “Zea, I want to know as soon as you get those files ready to view, but if none of that is what you wanted to show me, would someone please tell me what this is all about?”

The elevator doors opened again, but Lux and Dana didn’t come back alone. Instead, they brought two of the Elaka Nota women with them. I hadn’t spent enough time with Eve’s blood-sisters yet to tell any of them apart from each other, and these two women were dressed in some of the spare flight suits on board the Shadow Eagle, just like the others were now.

They are the only two women who were not in the tubes and wanted to join us.

I was about to ask what was so damn important about these two women, but when they strode forward onto the bridge, I instantly saw my answer.

Both Elaka Nota women had swollen bellies.

“Oh, shit,” I said.

“Yeaaah.” Zea stretched her arms up overhead. “I didn’t see this one coming.”

“Elana and I noticed it when we were getting the women settled in their quarters,” Paula said. “They’re the only ones who are pregnant, but their armor hid it until we gave them something else to wear.”

“Everybody hold your horses just a damn minute,” Juliette said as she joined the rest of us at the back of the officer chairs. “If they’re pregnant, then does that mean… can you get pregnant after all, gorgeous?”

“I am not sure,” Eve admitted, and a wave of sadness and hope swept toward me from my dark-haired wife.

When the two Elaka Nota women reached us, Lux and Dana took a step back, and I took a deep breath and examined both women. They both had the same alabaster skin as Eve, the same red eyes, and the same shade of black hair, only their hair was cut short to the shoulders. They were both pretty, but their beauty was nothing compared to Eve. Their bodies were gently rounded like they were still in the first half of their pregnancies, and the only difference between them was that the woman on the left had a sprinkle of dark freckles across her nose.

I had so many questions that I wasn’t sure exactly where I wanted to begin, so I figured I might as well just pick one and go from there.

“What are your names?” I asked.

“We do not remember,” the dark-haired, freckled woman said. “Elaka Nota worked very hard to make us forget.”

“They called me Fifty-Two,” the other woman said. “She was Thirty-Seven.”

“Fucking assholes,” I muttered and thought of how long I had been known only as Subject Two.

But that was all before Eve and I found each other, before we named each other, and before we started a new life together to try to free other people like us.

“We can help you pick new names,” Sivaha said smoothly. “Our Elana used to be called Alrick until we decided to rename her.”

“Thank you,” the freckled vampire said. “I would like to have a name of my own before…”

The Elaka Nota woman trailed off and touched her stomach.

“Before you have a little one of your own to name?” Eve murmured.

The other woman nodded but couldn’t say anything through the tears that sprang to her eyes.

“Is it your first child?” Aasne asked as she laid a gentle hand on the Elaka Nota woman’s arm.

“N-No,” the freckled vampire said. “It will be my second.”

“It will be my third,” the other Elaka Nota woman said. “It is the biggest reason I wanted to join you, Adam. I could not let them take another child from me.”

“Elaka Nota took your children?” Madalena growled. “What do you mean? What happened to them?”

“We do not know,” the freckled woman replied. “They took them from us the moment we gave birth, and we did not see them again.”

“Just when I thought Elaka Nota couldn’t be any bigger assholes than they were,” Juliette muttered. “That’s super shitty.”

“We think they might have taken them for a different experimental program,” the other vampire woman said. “Or perhaps it was to create a new version of what we are, but I am not sure. This is all the information I was able to gather from the scientists’ thoughts before they guarded their minds against me again.”

“I’m sorry for your losses,” I said. “But I have to ask, do you know how you got pregnant?”

“Uhhh, Adam, do we need to have a little talk?” Kasta giggled.

“I know this is a private question,” I continued. “But were there male Elaka Nota experiments, or--”

“No, there were only women,” the freckled vampire woman said quickly. “So, we did not become pregnant in the traditional way. It was in the lab.”

“They took us into another room one day, and they put us to sleep on an operating table,” the other Elaka Nota woman explained. “When we woke up, we were in our cylinder prisons again, and we had no idea how much time had gone by, but then we realized we were pregnant. They took us out of the tubes once we were awake, and they told us we were four months along.”

“As soon as we were four months along, they let us remain outside of the tubes until we delivered,” the freckled vampire added. “They did this with both her previous pregnancies and mine, and they had only just taken us out of our cylinders again about a week or two ago with this pregnancy.”

“Were any of the other women able to get pregnant?” I asked.

“About half of the women who attacked you had been pregnant before,” the freckled vampire woman answered. “We were the only ones who were currently pregnant, though.”

“There have been a few others in the last couple years who were also pregnant,” the second Elaka Nota woman added. “But they did not survive their pregnancies.”

“So, you two were allowed out of your cylinders because you’re pregnant,” Juliette said. “But nobody else who was in the tubes is pregnant?”

“No, pregnancy is hardly the only reason they kept us in there,” the first vampire woman said with a smile. “Eve knows this, too.”

“I did not know about the pregnancies,” Eve said. “But I knew the scientists used the cylinder prisons as punishment for the women who were disobedient, not just when they had more experiments they wanted to perform.”

“They kept you in there because you were disobedient?” Zea murmured.

“I resisted their brainwashing attempts so they punished me in the hopes that I would give up.” Eve shuddered.

“I say we hold a seance,” Zea announced. “Raise all those Elaka Nota fuckers back from the dead and then kill them all over again to make them pay. Fucking-asshole-shithead-fucknut-bastard-cunt-dickfaces.”

“I’m with you,” Juliette said. “Except this time, maybe we could draw out their deaths real long and slow-like, make them really think about what they did first.”

“I’ve got handcuffs!” Kasta chimed in.

“They’re dead now,” I sighed, “and they’ll never be able to hurt anyone again.”

“And no one will…” the freckled vampire woman hesitated.

“No one will take your children,” Eve said as she read their thoughts.

Both women bowed and fought back tears.

“Thank you for talking to us,” I told the two pregnant women. “Elana and Aasne, will you escort them to the hold and get the rest of the rescued women ready to leave? We’ll find suitable quarters for them on Odin Geirr, and we’ll discuss more about Elaka Nota with them later.”

“Yes, my lord,” my two young wives said.

After Aasne and Elana left the bridge with the two vampire women, I turned to the rest of my wives. This was an unexpected development, and it worried me as much as it excited me.

I had assumed the Draugr could only reproduce through infecting others, since Yu had mentioned that sometimes, their attempts to infect others had gone horribly wrong and produced nightmare creatures instead. I thought maybe the SAVO queen could reproduce, but otherwise, I didn’t think there was a real way for the rest of the Draugr to procreate on their own. But if these Elaka Nota women were anything like the real Draugr, then all of the Draugr women might be able to reproduce and populate the galaxy even faster than I had imagined.

That was bad news.

At the same time, this meant Eve might be able to get pregnant, and I would take on any new threat if it meant my dark-haired wife might be able to have my children.

Before I got too carried away with my hopes for the future though, I wanted to talk to the one fucker who might actually know something about all this.

“Somebody get me Yu,” I growled. “I want to see his sorry ass before we celebrate.”

“We will fetch him,” Lux said, and she nodded at Dana and Calisto. “If you also no longer need us here, Prime Valkyrie?”

“Go,” Madalena ordered.

The three Valkyries pivoted on their heels and headed straight for the elevator.

“You think the scientist knows something about this?” Riecka asked.

“If anyone does, it’s Yu,” I replied. “And if he knows anything about how exactly these Elaka Nota women ended up pregnant when nobody thought it was possible, then we’ll make him tell us.”

“Are you alright, Eve?” Madalena asked in a surprisingly gentle voice. “I know how much you have wanted a child.”

“I want one as badly as you do, Madalena,” Eve said with a sad smile. “But it still may not be possible. These women became pregnant in a lab, and even they have no memory of what exactly the scientists did to them.”

“They still were able to carry and bear their children,” Paula said. “This is the most important thing, don’t you think?”

“Perhaps you are right.” Eve nodded. “Thank you all for your support. Our bond to Adam has allowed me to feel your strength and love just now, and I do not know what I would do without all of you, my sisters.”

“Right back at you, gorgeous,” Juliette said and blew my dark-haired wife a kiss.

“The rest of you, go on ahead,” I said. “Eve and I will be right behind you.”

After the rest of my women exited the bridge and took the elevator down to the hold, I pulled Eve into a tight embrace. Her heart pounded against my chest, and as her excitement and confusion swirled around me, I held her even tighter and kissed the top of her dark hair.

I truly did not think it was ever possible for me to get pregnant. They told me the alien DNA they put inside me had made it impossible.

It was one of the things that made me hate Elaka Nota the most. Eve was such a caring and generous woman, and she wanted so much to be able to show this same love to our children, but she had always believed she was barren.

But what if Elaka Nota had been lying this whole time?

It wouldn’t have been the first time they lied about something, and there was every chance they wanted Eve to think it was impossible. Maybe they lied because they wanted to control the children just like they controlled the women. Maybe they only wanted them to get pregnant on their terms or in their labs with seed that they approved of.

Maybe they had never dreamed that a weretiger and a vampire would ever meet and fall in love and want children of their own.

My love, if I could bear your children… Ohhh… I do not even want to dare to dream. It just brings tears to my eyes.

“I know,” I murmured and squeezed her hand when she couldn’t even finish the thought. “But Eve, I love you whether or not you are able to give me children. You know that, don’t you?”

“Of course, I do.” Eve leaned back in my arms so she could look up at me. “But if it is possible, then nothing would bring me greater joy.”

“You forgot about one little detail,” I said with a smile. “We still have to win against the Draugr.”

“We will win,” Eve said.

“You sound pretty sure about this,” I laughed. “Just because I’m King of Kings now doesn’t mean I will automatically win, you know.”

“Your victory has nothing to do with the fact that you are King of all the Nordar,” my vampire wife replied. “It will certainly help, but this is not why you will win.”

“Don’t tell me Madalena has convinced you I’m the avatar of Odin,” I muttered.

“I don’t know about the existence of Odin or Freyja,” Eve said. “But I do know that you are Tiger, and as long as there is one shred of love and goodness left in the galaxy, you will win. Light will always win against the darkness.”

“Always?” I murmured.

“Always,” Eve said and then went up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

I only hoped she was right.

End of book 12
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