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Chapter 1

“You’re telling me you really don’t know anything about this?” I demanded.

“Adam, my boy, please try to pay better attention,” Calvin Yu sighed. “I never said I don’t know anything about this. I simply said I found this all very interesting.”

“You still have not answered the question,” Madalena growled.

We had been going around in circles for the last half hour with Yu. After I learned that two of the vampire women we had rescued from Elaka Nota were pregnant, I wasted no time in having Yu brought to the harbor where we were docked on Odin Geirr. My wives and I met him in the hold, except for Zea, Paula, Kasta, and Riecka, since they wanted to continue to clean up the files they’d stolen from Elaka Nota on Patapi - 2g.

Now, six of my women surrounded me in the hold of Dance to the Dirge, and the Valkyries stood at Yu’s back to make sure he didn’t try to go anywhere. Madalena and Sivaha stood closest to the scientist, and Aasne and Elana stood behind me on my right side. Juliette stood on my left but slightly in front of me so she could keep blowing cigarette smoke in Yu’s face, and Eve stood directly beside me.

It was my vampire wife’s job to help keep me calm every time I wanted to crater this asshole’s face.

The two pregnant Elaka Nota women stood off to one side since I’d wanted them to meet Yu along with the rest of us, but once they explained everything to him that they had first explained to us, all this blond asshole could do was giggle like a schoolgirl and say how very interesting all this was.

“Perhaps it has been too long since someone threatened to slice his balls off, Husband,” Sivaha purred. “I would be happy to do the honors myself, since I am curious how long it would take a Gray to heal from such a catastrophic injury.”

“Get in line,” Madalena muttered. “If anybody is going to chop his--”

“I assure you, my darlings, none of that will be necessary,” Yu said quickly, but he took a few steps back until his shoulders bumped into the wall of Valkyries behind him. Then he was promptly shoved forward again by Lux. “I only said this was all interesting because you did not actually ask me a question.”

“We’re asking now,” I grunted.

“No, no, see?” Yu sighed so heavily that it seemed like he might never come back up for air. “You’re telling me that you have a question, but you’re not actually asking me anything, understand? It’s the same thing as if you had asked ‘can I ask you a question’ and not understood that this, too, is a question!”

“Sivaha, go ahead.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Take him to the infirmary if you’re worried about the mess you’ll make.”

“Wait!” the blond scientist gasped. “I’m getting to my point, just give me a minute.”

“Get there faster,” Sivaha sighed as she pulled out one of her blades and ran her fingers along the steel like a lover’s caress. “At this point, I want to see what your insides look like almost as much as I want to hear your answer.”

“What a woman.” Yu shook his head. “You really should be thanking me, Adam. If I hadn’t pulled the tiger out of you in the first place, you wouldn’t have all of these gorgeous women draped on your arms and ready to do your every bidding, would you?”

“You did not pull the tiger out of him,” Eve said firmly. “He was already Tiger, and you know this.”

“Ah, well, at least someone’s been paying attention in class,” Yu chuckled. “It’s a good thing you have her to take notes, son. I know you haven’t figured out yet that you can use your crayons to take notes, and not just as a hard-to-digest meal replacement.”

“If you don’t know anything, numbnuts, how about you stop wasting our time?” Juliette blew another ring of smoke toward the scientist. “I’m getting the impression you don’t actually give a shit about saving the galaxy as much as you say you do.”

“Oh, redheads were always my favorite.” Yu rubbed his hands together. “So feisty. Well, the silver one with the knife is also deliciously sassy. She’s probably a great fuck.”

“Oh, I am,” Sivaha purred. “But I’m about to fuck you with my knife.”

“Enough, Yu.” I took a step toward him, but Eve laid her hand on my lower back to keep me calm.

I wanted to shift into my tiger form right now and wipe the smug look off the lanky man’s face with one deadly swipe of my claws. I wanted to rip his tongue from his throat and embed it in his nasal cavity, and maybe even wrench his head in half by burying my thumbs in his eye sockets and giving his skull a firm pull in either direction, but it wouldn’t do any good.

It would only leave him dead, and then all his years of knowledge would die with him.

It was too bad Yu wasn’t a cyborg, otherwise we could have downloaded everything he knew and avoided this ridiculous back-and-forth dance with the man.

“I sense your patience is wearing thin, so allow me to get to my point, unless…” Yu glanced at the two pregnant Elaka Nota women and then back to me. “Perhaps you would prefer a smaller audience for the wisdom I am about to bless you with?”

“You two can go back to your quarters with the others,” I told the two vampire women. “Once we have proper rooms set up for you on the battle fortress, I’ll have someone show you to them.”

“Yes, my lord,” both women said and bowed in unison.

After they retreated back to their rooms on board Dance to the Dirge, I looked back at Yu, but now he was staring at Aasne and Elana like he had never seen a beautiful woman before in his life.

“My wives stay with me,” I growled. “All of them. Now, talk.”

Yu shifted from one foot to the other like he couldn’t quite get comfortable, but this was exactly what I wanted. He had spent the last few days on board Persephone so he could hold the time loop open at Trappist - 1e, and even if he had spent a lot of the trip in the brig or guarded by Dragon and his ex-wives, it was still a nicer accommodation than he deserved.

Plus, I sure as hell wasn’t about to invite him to dinner again to pick his brain. It was much better for him to talk to us here on my own turf than for me to try to make this blond asshole comfortable. He might have really helped us against Elaka Nota, and he might want to defeat the Draugr as badly as we do, but he was still one irritating son-of-a-bitch.

“So, you want to know how it’s possible these Elaka Nota women got pregnant,” Yu sighed. “Especially since the Draugr don’t, ah, how to put this delicately for the ladies--”

“Cut the ‘ladies’ crap,” Juliette snapped. “We’ve all taken a bunch of Adam’s dick, so get to it.”

“Right.” Yu swallowed. “You are curious, I’m sure, how it’s possible when the Draugr themselves don’t reproduce in a… traditional… way. At least, not as far as I know.”

“How do you mean?” Aasne demanded.

“See, I thought your younger wives might not be ready for a discussion on the birds and the bees,” Yu snickered. “Well, when--”

Sivaha’s blade was pressed into the scientist’s balls before he could even finish his thought. She didn’t actually slice through the fabric of his pants, but she pressed the knife hard enough that Yu’s face turned a sickly shade of white.

“Do not insult my sisters,” the silver-haired queen hissed. “I swear on Odin, I will fucking cut them off and shove them down your throat.”

“So sorry, darl--”

“We are fucking queens,” Sivaha growled as she pushed the dagger deeper into the fabric of Yu’s pants. “Address us as such.”

“I’m so sorry, my queen,” Yu said and then gulped down a mouthful of air when Sivaha stepped back again.

“If they don’t reproduce in a traditional way, then how do they?” Juliette asked. “Are we talking petri dishes in labs or what?”

“No, but I imagine that’s how Elaka Nota must have gotten those women pregnant,” the blond scientist said with a shrug. “The Draugr themselves tend to take over host bodies as a type of parasite. That’s how they reproduce.”

“How does it work?” Eve asked.

“Believe it or not, dear gir-- queen, I am not actually a Draugr myself, so I hardly know all the ins and outs of their private lives,” Yu said. “I can only tell you what I have discovered in all my years of learning and wisdom and research and cunning and--”

“We get it,” I growled.

“It’s sweet that you keep spitting out your crayons long enough to share your thoughts with the rest of the class,” Yu said with a smirk. “Aaanyway, as I was saying, the Draugr take over host bodies as a parasite, though I’m not sure precisely how this works. I only know that sometimes, the host takes very well to the Draugr parasite, and sometimes, it goes very, very badly.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have an example for us, would you?” Aasne asked in an irritated tone.

“Or any details that might actually be helpful?” Elana added.

“Ah, the impatience of youth,” Yu sighed. “Or perhaps, it is the impatience of the tiger that has worn off on them.”

“The wasps on Uraniel!” Eve gasped. “They are an example, aren’t they?”

I glanced at my dark-haired wife, and when she smiled up at me, her love for me rushed like a wave so strongly toward me that I actually swayed a little on my feet.

He is so busy trying to insult us all that he keeps letting the guard over his mind slip. He wanted to make us guess, but I was able to read his thoughts this time.

“Very clever,” Yu muttered. “Yes, the wasps are one example. Who knows what form they originally had, but once the Draugr took over Uraniel, they took over some host species, and the wasps were the result, only it wasn’t at all what the Draugr had intended.”

“Because the wasps didn’t actually feed off of humans or other sentient creatures,” I said. “They only fed off the plants.”

“But when they were unearthed after being dormant for so long, they did consume all vegetation,” Eve added. “To the point that the humans were starving and so desperate that they accepted help from slavers.”

“Exactly.” Yu adjusted the slack tie around his neck. “They might not have been precisely what the Draugr wanted to create, but they did feed on life. Just not sentient life.”

“And the wasps were originally found around the SAVO temple dig site on Uraniel,” Eve said. “So, it makes sense for them to have some deeper connection to the Draugr.”

“What about the bat-like creatures?” Aasne asked. “They’re shaped kind of like humans, but their faces look like bats, and their limbs aren’t right, plus their claws are poisonous. Does any of this ring a bell?”

“I don’t recall ever learning about bat-like humans.” Yu tilted his head to the side as if the missing information might fall out of his ear. “But it certainly is possible. The Draugr have created far worse. Even as wise and knowledgeable and clever as I am, I must admit that I don’t know everything about them or their creatures.”

“It must be hard to admit you don’t know everything.” Aasne rolled her eyes.

“Not at all, my dear queen!” Yu grinned. “The more I don’t know, the more fun I get to have finding it all out! Just think of our Adam, here. There was so much I didn’t know about the race of tigers, and we had so much fun figuring it all out together, didn’t we?”

A growl escaped my throat, but when Eve laid her cool hands gently on my back, I forced the feeling back down into my stomach.

“Stay focused,” Madalena snapped. “For a scientist, you lack the necessary discipline required to even complete a single thought. I am not sure how you ever completed an experiment in your life.”

“Have I told you lately how much I admire your women?” Yu smirked. “You really have managed to become king of the jungle despite the empty space between your ears, and now you’re surrounded by an endless array of beautiful, ferocious wom-- errr, queens.”

Patience, my love.

I took a deep breath and relaxed as I inhaled the scents of all my women. Yu might not be right about much, but it was true that I was surrounded by beautiful, ferocious women. The beast in my soul roared as I breathed in their sweet scents, and more tension left my shoulders when I felt the love of all my women wash over me in a wave of pleasure.

“Let’s see, where were we?” Yu tapped his chin with his fingers. “Ah, yes! The birds and the bees, Draugr edition. So, normally they reproduce like parasites who take over hosts. However, the fact that Elaka Nota was able to get these live samples-- ahem, excuse me, these women-- pregnant is bad news.”

“Children can never be bad news,” Madalena said with a glance back at me, and a trickle of worry flowed toward me from her.

I knew how badly the Prime Valkyrie wanted to bear my children, just like I understood her concern that Yu’s experiments might have made it impossible for me to give her any.

“Oh, I’m not talking about the children themselves,” the blond scientist said. “I simply mean these women were probably able to get pregnant because they are part human but also part Draugr, thanks to Elaka Nota’s genetic work. So, if the Draugr ever find out that human women can give birth to Draugr children, with the right variables and experimental controls in place, it could be… disastrous is the first word that comes to mind.”

“How would this be any worse than if the Draugr used humans as hosts and tried to take them over like parasites?” Elana asked. “Wouldn’t both options accomplish the same thing? More Draugr?”

“Ah, yes.” Yu shifted again from one foot to the other. “But you see, if the Draugr find out about Elaka Nota’s experiments, then they would be able to reproduce themselves at a dizzyingly fast pace. The parasitic process takes a while, and it doesn’t always work. But pregnancy using human hosts? The Draugr could be unstoppable.”

“They could also continue to feed on humans at the same time,” Sivaha pointed out. “The old stories all say that the Draugr planted seeds of life in the galaxy like a blood farm, and when these seeds bore fruit, they harvested them and consumed all life until they planted more seeds and then went to sleep again.”

“That could just be a story,” I said with a shrug. “Who knows what the Draugr really did, versus what they want us to believe?”

“Oh, son!” Yu clapped his hands together. “You’ve just earned yourself a gold star, and I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder.”

“So,” Aasne started as if Yu had not spoken. “You’re basically saying that if the Draugr find out about these pregnant women, they would just turn all the humans into one giant blood and breeding farm? And they would use some for food and some for reproducing more of their own species?”

“It is a possibility, yes,” Yu replied.

“If this kind of information would only help the Draugr, then why the hell did Elaka Nota even do these experiments?” Juliette asked. “It can’t have been just for fun.”

“Perhaps they did not care,” Eve sighed. “They only wanted to make the most powerful weapons that they could. Nothing else seemed to matter to them.”

“Ding, ding, ding!” Yu chuckled. “Elaka Nota understood the most basic facts of life. Or to quote the red queen: ‘Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!’”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I growled.

“Well, we were on the topic of queens and such, but I can see you aren’t well read in the old timey Earth classics. The point she made in the story is that you have to keep evolving or get eaten, and corporations are just big ugly life forms that keep eating, aren’t they? If you are not the strongest, you might as well be the weakest, so you have to look at everything as either an enemy or a potential new weapon, whether it’s a person, a piece of technology, a shred of gossip, whatever.”

“This is a bleak way to live your life,” Eve said.

“It’s the only way to stay alive.” Yu shrugged.

“Some things are more important than a pulse, numbnuts,” Juliette said as she dropped her cigarette and stubbed it out with her boot. “Being alive is all well and good, but not when it comes at the cost of your soul.”

“I’m afraid I may have to disagree with you on this,” Yu sighed. “More’s the pity, since I really thought we understood each other.”

Juliette ground her cigarette into the cold metal floor even harder.

“Then…” Eve hesitated, looked up at me with a wave of nervousness and hope, and then forced her gaze back to the blond scientist. “Then if Elaka Nota had the technology, why would they have told me I couldn’t ever have children?”

“I’m gonna take a wild guess here and say, uh, because they were lying fucks who wanted to control you?” Yu snickered. “Then again, maybe you were one of their first experiments so they hadn’t made all their special little adjustments yet. You might really be as barren as they said you were.”

The flicker of hope from Eve instantly faded and was replaced by an almost crushing sense of despair. I could have killed Yu for his careless words, but I took a step in front of Eve instead, as if I could block out all the pain in the world from ever reaching her.

“Then what about me?” I growled.

“What about you?” the blond scientist asked.

“What about all your experiments on me?” I demanded. “Didn’t you tell me I couldn’t have children after everything you did to me?”

“Everything I did to you?” Yu snorted. “Oh, my dear boy, how little you still understand!”

“Why don’t you be a lamb and explain it to us real quick?” Juliette asked. “Unless you want Hot Bitch over there to take her blade out again.”

Sivaha smiled and stared down lovingly at her knife, but Yu raised his hands and tried to take a step backward before my silver-haired seductress could glance back up at him.

“You see, son,” Yu sighed, “all I really did to you was talk shit to you in order to make you angry.”

I stared at him and tried to imagine what it would be like to cut the scientist’s tongue out and feed it to him.

“You have, uhhh… ‘anger issues’ to put it mildly,” the blond scientist continued. “But of course you do. This is how Tiger works. You get mad and want to fuck shit up, and when you embrace your rage, it is how you get things done. I simply tried as many ways as I could to bring out your anger.”

“What about the drugs you pumped me full of?” I growled. “What about all the needles and procedures you put me through?”

“Ah, right.” Yu swallowed loudly and glanced back as if he might make a run for it, but Lux crossed her arms and squared her stance right behind him. “So, to be honest, and let’s be honest, since this is what friends do, yes? So… honestly… I’ve always found pain to be an exceptionally good motivator, haven’t you?”

“Keep going,” Aasne said. “This is not enough of an explanation.”

“I’d listen to Freckles if I were you,” Juliette added. “She might be young, but she’s got one hell of a mean swing with her axe. As a matter of fact, I bet she could slice the top of your skull clean off and still leave you enough brain cells to feel the pain.”

“Thank you, Juliette,” Aasne said, and her freckled cheeks blushed light pink.

“I call ‘em like I see ‘em.” The redheaded pilot shrugged and then turned back to Yu. “Now, talk.”

“I believe we were agreeing about what a good motivator pain is,” Yu gulped. “So you understand it makes sense that all the needles and drugs I used on you were simply, ah, different ways to make you feel pain, so you would get angry and bring out even more of the Tiger.”

My fists clenched at my sides, and one of the discs in my spine popped with the tension like it was about to start the shift into my weretiger form all by itself.

“I didn’t actually fuck with your DNA,” Yu finished. “You were always already one of these tiger aliens. I only wanted to bring it out and see how much you could do. I wanted to take away your humanity so you’d be an even better weapon. But you see? It was all good, since here you are, and here I am, and here your queens are, so I did a good thing. Am I right?”

“Then you didn’t…” Eve trailed off, and another flicker of hope from my dark-haired wife curled around me like a thin blanket of smoke.

“So, Adam could have children?” Madalena demanded. “This was your question, Eve, wasn’t it?”

My vampire wife nodded, and the Prime Valkyrie turned her attention back toward the blond scientist.

“You see, Adam simply has a significant mental block about the whole thing,” Yu said. “These tiger-man-species are quite good at accomplishing whatever they set their mind to, that’s why the Draugr are terrified of them, so I’m going to guess Adam hasn’t put a bun in any of your ovens because he deep down didn’t want to. Maybe it’s because his daddy isn’t around, or maybe he was worried he was supposed to be human but had little tiger swimmers that would fuck up his baby mamma. I’m not in his head, but if he completely embraces the Tiger, then everything else will follow.”

“And you think all of the pain you put him through was the best way to bring out the Tiger?” Juliette asked. “Haven’t you ever heard the carrot is always better than the stick when it comes to motivating somebody to do something?”

“I’ve certainly found rewards to often be much more effective than punishment,” Sivaha said. “Or perhaps I simply find rewards to be far more entertaining.”

“I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it?” the scientist chuckled. “All you have to do is look at Adam now to see how effective the pain was. Still, perhaps it may help if you stop thinking about it as ‘pain’ and instead consider it a type of strategy.”

“You talk about it like this is all some sort of game,” Elana muttered.

“Exactly!” Yu grinned, and another of my vertebrae popped. “I’m so glad you understand. The game between the forces of light and the forces of darkness has been underway since the beginning of the universe. Sometimes, you need quicker strategies to counter the movements of your opponents, and sometimes, you can afford to take a more long-term approach.”

“The Draugr are not a game.” Madalena’s voice was calm, but I sensed her anger as it simmered just below the surface.

“Everything is a game,” Yu snapped. “And in the long-term game between the Draugr and every other sentient species in the galaxy, pain was the most strategic choice to form Adam into the most effective weapon against them. Was I supposed to think ‘Oh, I better not be mean to my tiger-soldiers and hurt their little feelings,’ when the fate of the whole fucking galaxy was at stake? Sacrifices had to be made, says the omelet to the egg.”

Something hummed in my ears before I realized I was growling, and I forced myself to think about the gentle waves of the ocean and the warm sunlight on the sand until I felt calm again.

“Then why did you say what you did about Adam’s ability to have children?” Juliette asked. “Why mention it at all?”

“I merely told him I doubted he would ever have children,” Yu answered. “I never guessed he’d find so many women who wanted to bathe in his creamy baby batter, but no… none of my experiments did anything to affect his ability to give you all children.”

Eve let out a little cry, turned on her heels, and then fled toward the armory.

I need a moment to calm myself.

Elana and Aasne both moved up the ramp like they would go after her, but I held my hand up to stop them.

“The rest of you stay here and see what else you can find out from him,” I growled. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

“Yes, Adam,” my wives replied.

I walked up the ramp further into the hold and then cut down the hallway to the armory. I could sense my dark-haired wife inside the weapons room, just like I could sense her anger and sadness, all mixed in with a heavy dose of frustration.

I pushed open the door and let it shut behind me.

Eve was seated on the opposite side of the armory, and her knees were drawn up to her chest. She was softly crying, and the sight of her in tears was enough to make me want to rip Yu’s heart from his chest with my bare hands.

It is not his fault, my love. Not really.

“I might have to disagree with you on this one,” I said and then joined her on the floor. “Now, come here.”

My dark-haired wife didn’t argue. She let her knees drop to one side, scooted closer to me, and then leaned her head against my chest as my arms wrapped around her like a blanket. It was unusual to see Eve get truly upset about anything, since she was usually so calm and gentle. She wanted to give me children so badly so we could grow our family, and I wondered if maybe all the talk about children had been enough to upset her.

“Would you like Sivaha to cut his balls off?” I offered. “Or would you like to do the honors yourself? Or we can just hang him off the landing gear of the ship and take a quick lap around the battle fortress, if you’d like. Anything to help you feel better.”

“I do not think any of those things will be necessary,” Eve sighed as she pushed herself off my chest with a little smile. “But I thank you for the offer, my Adam.”

“I meant it,” I assured her, and I looked deep into her beautiful red eyes. “Yu can probably still help us against the SAVO, but if you’d rather see him strung upside down by his toes, that’s okay with me, too.”

“It was not anything he said, or not exactly,” Eve replied. “It is only what his words reminded me of. It made me remember everything he put you through, but it also reminded me of everything Elaka Nota did to me and to those other women.”

“Are you thinking about how much they lied to you?” I asked. “Is this why you’re frustrated?”

“I only felt frustrated because I could not keep myself from getting upset in front of everyone,” Eve admitted. “My feelings toward Elaka Nota are a mix of something else. Anger, yes, but also sadness and…”

“And what?” I pushed her black hair away from her face and cupped her chin with my hand. “You can tell me.”

“Elaka Nota made me feel so small,” Eve whispered. “They made me feel like I was less than nothing, and one of the biggest ways they did this was by telling me that I would never be able to have children, and that I would never have a family to call my own. I was never to be more than the subject in the test tube.”

“And look how wrong they were,” I said with a smile. “You already have more sisters than you ever dreamed of, and this doesn’t even count the blood-sisters we rescued from Patapi - 2g.”

“Your wives really are like my sisters,” the pale woman said. “And Juliette too, even though she is not married to you.”

I thought about how I had told Juliette we should get married after our fight against the SAVO and how the redhead had agreed, as long as she didn’t have to slice her palms open, and as long as there was plenty of beer, barbecue, and whiskey at the reception. I didn’t know if we would live long enough to do it, but I had already claimed Juliette as my own, and now, I really wanted to make it official.

“Oh!” Eve’s hands flew to her mouth, but when she dropped them, she was smiling. “I am sorry, my love, but I could not help but read your thoughts just now.”

“I’m glad you did,” I chuckled. “I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

“I will be happy to count her as my sister, too.” The beautiful vampire offered me a fanged smile. “Officially, anyway, since I already do.”

“I know you want to have children, not just sisters,” I said. “But we are your family, Eve. Never forget this.”

“And I am so grateful for you all,” Eve said as she slipped her fingers into mine. “My only concern is if both Elaka Nota and Yu lied about our ability to have children, then… Why have we not conceived yet? Why haven’t your other wives? Is it really because you fear making children?”

“That might be a part of it.” I smiled. “Look… my dad wasn’t around when I was growing up and… Yu was right. I was afraid. I keep thinking I’m human and… I don’t know what will happen inside of each of your wombs if your eggs mix with my sperm. Will we even make babies? I guess… I guess I’ve just had that all in the back of my mind.”

“Yes…” Eve said after she stared into my eyes for a few moments. “That makes sense to me. I never thought about your fears in all of this. Now that Yu has spoken about this, do you still have these concerns? Much about you has changed in the last few weeks. You are starting to understand yourself better. You are starting to wear your powers and abilities more comfortably. I once thought you were on the path to insanity, but that feeling is long gone. You seem so much more at peace now.”

“I’m not concerned, no,” I replied. “I think it’s all a matter of timing. Time in space is strange, anyway, especially when you travel as much as we do. But you’re right, I only just made friends with the tiger in my soul, and who knows? Maybe that’s all it will take. Maybe I just need to make love to you and intend to make you pregnant like Yu said.”

“There is one way to find out,” Eve said and then bit down on her lip. “But I suppose we do not have time right now.”

“I’m afraid not,” I said, but I still leaned forward and kissed her.

Her soft lips melted into mine, and I pulled her onto my lap so I could devour the sweetness of her mouth. Her long black hair fell around us like a curtain, but I only tightened my grip on her slender waist and leaned into her more deeply.

When I finally pulled back from our kiss, Eve’s pale cheeks were pink when she smiled, and the sight was enough to make my knees weak.

If we hadn’t already destroyed every last Elaka Nota asshole, I would have gone back to their home systems right then and squeezed them by the throats until their heads popped off like mangled corks. Death was better than what those dickbags deserved after everything they put Eve through, but I was glad they could never hurt anyone again.

I wondered if Eve and I would ever have met if Elaka Nota hadn’t taken her for their experiments, or if Yu had never sent me to retrieve her on my last mission for him. I could still have been enslaved to the blond scientist, and maybe someone even worse than Elaka Nota would have found Eve and experimented on her.

“We would always have found each other, my love,” Eve said as she read my thoughts. “You are Adam, and I am Eve. We were made for each other, and everything else was just a matter of timing. The universe is forever, but we are two halves of the same whole.”

“I’m sure you’re right, but Zea might wonder where she fits in there.”

“You love her as I do,” Eve said as her smile widened. “Two halves of the same life. I love all your women as my wives also, but there will be more time to explore those relationships in the future if they care to.”

“Speaking of timing…” I sighed. “We should get back to the others. I have more questions for Yu before we send him back to his cell on Odin Geirr.”

We stood up and made our way back to the main hold with the rest of my women. Lux and the other Valkyries all snapped to attention when I appeared at the top of the ramp, and the pride and admiration of the rest of my wives pooled around me as they turned their attention toward me.

“Are you alright?” Aasne asked as she slipped her arm into Eve’s.

“I am now,” Eve assured her. “I only--”

“Hellooo?” Zea’s voice called over the ship’s intercom. “I see on the cameras that you’re all still having quite a party down in the hold, and I hate to break up the fun, buuut--”

“What is it, Zea?” I interrupted.

“We finished cleaning up the files we stole from Elaka Nota,” the blonde hacker replied. “And I’m pretty sure all of you are gonna want to see this.”
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Chapter 2

“We’re on our way,” I growled, and then the speakers in the ship chimed to signal that the audio connection was closed. “Everybody, back to the bridge.”

“How lovely,” Yu said. “Since you don’t seem to have any more use for me, I--”

“Bring him,” I told Lux. “He might know something about whatever Zea has discovered.”

“And even if he doesn’t, he is still not free to leave,” Lux said with a shrug.

The black-haired Valkyrie seemed to understand me perfectly.

After we all took the elevator back up to the bridge, I saw that the three blondes and Riecka were all huddled around one of the terminals, and they were so busy talking about something that they didn’t even hear the elevator doors open.

“Are we interrupting?” I grinned when I stood right behind them.

“Oh, just wait until you see what we found,” Kasta said. “You’re gonna want to take me down to the galley and serve me up as your main course, and that’s a promise you can take all the way to the bank.”

“Maybe we should focus on what we found instead of what you want Adam to do to you, Sis,” Paula giggled.

“Sure, because I’m the only one who wants Adam to--”

“What did you find?” I interrupted the blonde android as I tried to keep a straight face. “Were you able to finish cleaning up all the files?”

“Hellll yeahhh,” Zea cackled. “Not to toot my own horn or anything, but, uhh…”

“Toot toot!” Kasta chuckled. “You’re brilliant, sweetie. You’re allowed to brag about yourself. Brains and beauty. You’re the whole package.”

“Even I have to admit it was quite impressive,” Riecka said, and her top lip curled into some cross between a smile and a scowl.

“I don’t know why you gotta say it like you’re so surprised,” Zea muttered. “I’m good at what I do, okay?”

“No one doubts this,” I said with a frown at Riecka. “So, these are the files you took from the security station on Patapi - 2g?”

“Plus the shit Riecka downloaded from the underwater bunker into her own brain, err, uh, interface?” Zea flipped back around in her chair and let her fingers fly across the keyboard again. “In her cyborg brain system thing, I mean.”

“My brain is still human,” Riecka stated. “It is simply enhanced with cybernetics in a way that none of yours are.”

“I’ll try not to take this personally because I know you didn’t just forget to acknowledge the android who is sitting right beside you.” Kasta rolled her blue eyes and then winked at me. “It’s a good thing Miss Metal Arm is so sexy, am I right?”

“Why don’t we stick to the subject?” I suggested. “What did you find out?”

“Right, so, technically speaking, I didn’t clean up every piece of every file,” Zea explained. “Some of them got corrupted when we tried to download them too fast, and some of them are missing information that looks like it got partially wiped in some kind of system clean out.”

The blonde hacker glanced over her shoulder when I didn’t say anything and gave me a little smile.

“You don’t care about the details, got it,” Zea sighed. “Then how about you all try this on for size?”

Her fingers punched a few more keys, and then the holographic display in the middle of the bridge lit up with a series of documents and graphic maps, all highlighted to different degrees.

“What am I looking at here?” I asked.

“We call it a hol-o-gram.” Yu pronounced each syllable as if it was a separate word. “See, when a 2D piece of visual media loves a 3D piece of plotting software, they get on the bed and make--”

“I would not insult the King of Kings again,” Lux said calmly beside the blond scientist. “It is, of course, your own decision to make.”

Yu swallowed loudly but kept his mouth shut.

“Okay, so this first bit is about where it looks like Elaka Nota might have gotten some of the SAVO assholes’ DNA for their little genetic experiments,” Zea said.

Her fingers danced across the keyboard again until the holographic display zoomed in on one particular document. There were a series of numbers listed, along with several key words highlighted, and as I scanned the document, I guessed it was a list of experimental trials, where each trial was ranked according to its success or failure, and whether or not it could be replicated.

I couldn’t tell exactly what each of the experiments were for, but since this was Elaka Nota we were dealing with, I had a pretty good guess.

“You know I love when you do your technical thing, Blondie,” Juliette sighed. “But if you could break this shit down into English, I sure would appreciate it.”

“You got it, Peaches.” Zea spun around in her chair while Riecka continued to scroll through the file for us all to read along.

“The short version is Elaka Nota might have been even worse than we imagined,” Paula explained. “The longer version is… well, Zea, you go ahead.”

“The DNA samples they used in their experiments with Eve and her blood-sisters were, uhh… well, there were two different ones,” Zea said.

“You mean Elaka Nota had access to more than one SAVO’s DNA?” Juliette demanded.

“I don’t have a whole hell of a lot more information than what I just told you,” the blonde hacker said. “But uhh, yeah… that’s what it looks like. See the different sample numbers they’ve got listed, along with all the other variables in their experiments? There’s only two of them, and they’re both underscored with ‘SUCCESS’ written in pretty capital letters because they were so proud of themselves.”

“Are you saying that some SAVO motherfucker volunteered their DNA to Elaka Nota?” I asked. “Or that two of them did?”

“Maybe, but also, maybe not,” Zea answered. “Or, maybe there were more samples, but only two were successful. Or, maybe we just didn’t get access to the rest of the files before we had to hightail it out of there.”

“How else would Elaka Nota have access to Draugr DNA unless someone volunteered it?” Aasne asked.

“I know this isn’t a super helpful answer,” Zea said, “but the files aren’t hella specific when it comes to where these Draugr samples came from. The second sample looks like it was donated just based on the amount of the sample they had to work with, but the first one looks like it might have been found on this ship that’s listed, uh, where was it--”

“Most of the ship’s code classification is blocked out, but it ends in 5432B,” Kasta said. “Hello, 5432B! Anybody?”

“It’s Persephone,” Paula said, and she smiled like she had just found pirate treasure buried at the bottom of an ocean.

“You mean Elaka Nota found Persephone with one of the SAVO on board?” I demanded.

“No, no, I don’t think so,” Kasta said. “They found some DNA on board, but based on the amount compared to the other sample, it doesn’t seem like enough to be from a living sample.”

“I understand why there might have been Draugr DNA on board Persephone,” Madalena said. “The Shadow Eagles were their slave ships, so it makes sense. But where did they find the other sample?”

“I doubt those dickbags managed to capture a live SAVO for themselves,” Juliette muttered. “So, that is a good question.”

“We didn’t find any real answers on that account,” Riecka said. “But we also were unable to retrieve any records about how old the Elaka Nota corporation was. Perhaps it has been in existence far longer than any of us believed.”

“Long enough that they were able to make contact with one of the Draugr?” Aasne asked, and her wide green eyes turned to me. “How is this even possible?”

“I’d like to know just as much as you would,” I growled. “But right now, the more important question is why?”

“I agree,” Eve said. “If the SAVO had contact with Elaka Nota in any way, why would they? What was the point?”

“Ahem,” Yu cleared his throat. “If I may?”

“Keep it short,” I grunted.

“Elaka Nota’s greatest claim to fame was all the experiments they conducted on Eve and the other women, yes?” the blond scientist began. “They were obviously quite skilled in the field of genetic enhancements and alterations, so it seems reasonable that anyone who sought contact with Elaka Nota was interested in their genetic experiments.”

“I think I know where you’re going with this, but I don’t like it,” Juliette said.

“If Elaka Nota is older than we all imagine, then it is possible they might have been working for someone else,” Yu said. “Perhaps even the Draugr, or perhaps someone who had access to their DNA samples.”

“You think the experiments might have been about more than just turning us into weapons?” Eve asked.

“We already said it, didn’t we?” Yu shrugged. “Draugr propagate themselves by infecting other life forms, but if humans can be used to host the Draugr parasite, and they can also still bear children, then they would be invaluable to the Draugr. Right now, the Draugr cannot bear children themselves, so their ability to repopulate is often slow. But if the Elaka Nota women are part-Draugr themselves and can still have part-Draugr children, they would be of more use to the Draugr than simply as another source of food.”

“I wonder if the two Draugr whose DNA they used are still alive,” Eve said. “The Draugr take over other life forms like parasites, and Yu has told us before that the successful ones become linked to their Draugr masters. So, if both Draugr are still alive somewhere, then I might have a master somewhere, and so would the rest of the Elaka Nota women.”

“What happens if those Draugr are dead?” Zea asked. “Does it mean you’re all free and clear?”

“I do not believe this is how it works,” Yu replied. “I believe if Eve and the other women’s masters were dead, then whoever was their master’s master would simply take over.”

“So, Eve could be enslaved to her master’s master?” Zea demanded. “That’s fucked up.”

“The Draugr are linked as a species,” Yu said. “They are not individuals in the way that humans are.”

“This all kinda supports my SAVO termite queen theory,” Juliette muttered, and I turned to look at her. “Maybe she holds the knowledge of her whole species or something, and she gets to inherit everybody’s enslaved parasite people if their original masters die.”

Does this mean the other Elaka Nota women and I will always be open to attack until we kill the Draugr queen?

I slipped my arm around Eve’s waist to reassure her.

We didn’t even know if this was true or not, but I couldn’t help sharing in my wife’s worries. I didn’t know where Eve’s Draugr DNA came from, even though I guessed her “master” was probably dead by now. If her master was dead, and the SAVO queen was the top of her species’ food chain, it might explain why the horrible woman seemed to have such a connection with Eve. It would certainly explain how the SAVO queen thought she could exploit this link to attack me.

Either way, the Draugr queen kept telling both of us that Eve belonged to her, just like she kept telling me that I belonged to her too, maybe through my connection with Eve. It was a pretty convincing indicator that the SAVO queen was somehow Eve’s master, but in the end, it wouldn’t matter.

I’d still be ripping the Draugr queen’s head from her body.

“I could always run some tests and see what I can find out.” Yu licked his lips. “It wouldn’t necessarily be a simple thing, but with a week of study, I could--”

“No one’s going to run any tests, especially not on Eve,” I growled. “She’s endured enough experiments for a lifetime, and so have her sisters.”

My love, perhaps he is right. Perhaps we should--

I shook my head before she could even finish the thought. I wasn’t about to let Yu prod and poke my wife like he had done to me for two years. Even if her DNA did mean she was somehow enslaved to the head SAVO bitch, it didn’t matter enough to me to subject her to the blond scientist’s experiments. If we couldn’t find out for sure some other way, then I would rather have been left in the dark about it before I let Yu come near her.

The only thing that mattered to me where Eve was concerned was the fact that our love was stronger than anything the Draugr woman could throw at us.

We had proven it before, and we could prove it again.

Very well, my love. I am lucky to have you looking out for me.

Eve’s love billowed around me like a cool ocean wave that relaxed the tension from my shoulders.

“Let’s leave the issue of where the hell they got these samples for now,” I said. “What else did you find?”

“We found out a little more about Persephone,” Paula said as she reached across Zea to pull up a map on the holographic display. “Eve, you said Elaka Nota found her floating in space one day, right?”

“Yes, I listened to some of my captors’ thoughts about her, and this is how I learned about Persephone’s existence,” my vampire wife replied. “This is when she began calling me.”

“And why we damn near broke our necks trying to fly her off the planet,” Zea chuckled. “Not that I would ever trade in the old girl.”

“One of the files we took went into more detail about where exactly Elaka Nota discovered her,” Paula explained. “One of her engines had failed. It looks like some maintenance work was never done or something, and she dropped out of hyperdrive and almost broke apart. Then she just sort of drifted along until Elaka Nota found her.”

“Where did she drop out of hyper--” I stopped myself as I stared at the holographic map display. “That’s the edge of the Sol System.”

“This is where Persephone’s logs said she was headed,” Paula continued. “Her engine failed when she was on the outskirts of the Trappist system, so she was firmly in Elaka Nota territory.”

“From what we can tell,” Kasta added, “Elaka Nota spent a hell of a lot of time trying to figure out exactly where Persephone was headed when they found her. I don’t think they ever got any answers, though.”

“What about you?” Aasne asked the android. “Did you find any answers?”

“Thank you so much for asking, yes, we did!” Kasta said. “They don’t call us the Three Badass Blondes for nothing… ah, the Three Badass Blondes, plus the Brunette Cyborg? I don’t know, it’s a work-in-progress.”

“And who exactly calls you this?” Sivaha smirked.

“You could be the first, you know,” Kasta said. “It’d be a--”

“Maybe save it for later, Sis,” Paula interrupted. “Let’s just stick to the facts for now.”

“This is just one more reason I love you,” Kasta giggled. “You’re so focused that anybody might think you’re the android and I’m the human, but you always manage to keep us on task.”

“Persephone didn’t have any planet or moon coordinates plugged in so there was no specific destination in the logs,” Riecka said. “She only had the Sol System itself listed as her planned destination before her engine failed.”

“Buuut, wait, there’s more!” Zea said as she waved her hands and then dramatically punched a single key.

The holographic display of the Sol System didn’t change, but a dotted red line suddenly streaked across the map, and it was headed straight for Ganymede.

My mouth instantly went dry as I saw my home moon appear on the holographic map. This seemed impossible. There was no way Persephone had been headed for Ganymede before Elaka Nota found her. The Shadow Eagle might have as much of a soul as all the rest of us, but how could she have been trying to make it all the way to my homeworld so long before I met her or Eve?

And why?

“This is insane,” I muttered.

“We can’t prove where Persephone was headed,” Paula explained. “But if we track the trajectory that she would have come out on, based on the coordinates she had plugged in, she would have eventually drifted to Ganymede if she hadn’t done anything else.”

“Really?” Yu whistled and sent me a wide grin. “How very curious!”

“But that’s where our husband is from,” Aasne stated.

“I think that might be the point,” Sivaha said gently. “Persephone called to Eve--”

“And Dance to the Dirge spoke to me, at least in a way,” Madalena added. “So, we know the Shadow Eagles have minds and souls of their own. And… they had a plan.”

“Hold on.” Juliette reached into the pocket of her leather jacket for a cigarette but then dropped her hand back to her side. “Are you all trying to tell me that Persephone was headed to the Sol System on purpose? As in, she directed herself there?”

“There were no signs of life on board when Elaka Nota found her,” Paula said. “Other than the leftover DNA sample, but no tiger-men or SAVO were on board, so… yes, I think that’s our assumption.”

“Was anyone on board Dance to the Dirge when you found her?” Riecka asked the Prime Valkyrie.

“Yes, but no one was alive,” Madalena replied. “It had crashed on a Goldilocks planet near a Draugr temple, but there were no Draugr on board. There were only a few tiger-men, but they were all long dead by the time I found them.”

“Persephone must have been trying to reach Adam,” Eve whispered. “She was clearly trying to find him, anyway. Maybe this is why she called to me in the first place.”

“I didn’t even know what I was until just over a couple years ago,” I said. “Do you really think Persephone could have known about me before I did?”

“She is a Shadow Eagle,” Madalena said with a shrug. “She can fold the universe like a cloth and pass through it like a needle. Perhaps her understanding of time is not the same as it is for the rest of us.”

I thought about all the times Persephone had saved me, both in my dreams where I was attacked by the SAVO woman, and in the waking world. She had been looking out for me ever since we found her on Trappist - 1e, but based on what my women had discovered in these files from Elaka Nota, it seemed like Persephone might have been looking out for me even longer than I realized.

I already knew how much Persephone meant to me, but the idea that she might have been trying to come find me before Elaka Nota captured her was incredible. I would do whatever it took to keep her safe, and I would do whatever I could to free her from the Draugr queen. I still wasn’t sure exactly how the Shadow Eagles were connected to the Draugr, but I knew they had been the SAVO’s slaves, and I would make sure they never had to be afraid of the Draugr again.

“It makes sense, don’t you think?” Zea asked. “Persephone is suuuper into Adam, and it definitely wasn’t an accident that we found her on Trappist - 1e. Shit, she may have been the only reason we didn’t accidentally kill ourselves when we used the foldingdrive for the first time.”

“This is true,” Eve agreed. “We had no idea how the foldingdrive worked or how dangerous it was. Perhaps Persephone helped keep us safe while we used it to travel.”

“I think we probably owe a lot more to her and Dance to the Dirge than we thought,” I said.

“Plus, maybe it’ll make it easier to find these other two Shadow Eagles,” Juliette said. “They might be looking for you as much as you’re looking for them.”

Persephone and Dancer had both joined me in my dreams before, and I wondered if the other Shadow Eagles would do the same. The first time I had seen Dancer was shortly before I met Madalena for the first time, and since Dance to the Dirge was so connected with the Prime Valkyrie, I wasn’t surprised Dancer had been able to reach me in the dream-world. Maybe when we got closer to Valravn and the Shadow Eagle on Parnarta, I would see them in my dreams, too.

Maybe they could tell me how to finally free them from the SAVO.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I growled. “We’ll have to go to Nyr Valhalla to get Valravn, and then we’ll make our way to Parnarta to retrieve the last Shadow Eagle.”

“And we’re sure the last Shadow Eagle is definitely on this Parnarta planet?” Aasne asked.

I turned to Yu, since he was the only one here who had ever seen the Parnarta Shadow Eagle in person. This had been over a hundred years ago, so there was no way to tell for sure if it was still there or not, but if anybody knew more about the last Shadow Eagle’s location, it would be the blond scientist.

“Well?” I demanded. “What do you know about it, Yu?”

“And don’t lie!” Kasta said. “Remember we have video footage that you were on Parnarta and with the Shadow Eagle.”

“And video footage of you killing poor Fredrick Gammon,” Zea muttered. “That was pretty fucked up.”

“All in the service of the greater good, I assure you,” Yu snickered as he clasped his hands behind his back. “How else was I supposed to retrieve the tiger-man’s corpse? It took me quite a long time to find a sample, and even then, I had to make do with one that was already dead.”

“Until you found Adam,” Eve pointed out.

“Ah yes, until I found my pride and joy.” Yu grinned. “Well… and the others. It takes a lot of noodles against the wall for one to stick, don’t you know.”

“Get back to the Shadow Eagle,” I grunted.

“Poor Fredrick Gammon, as you say, didn’t have the first clue about what he had discovered on Parnarta,” Yu continued. “And before you feel too sorry for him, remember that he belonged to Nebula Gammon, and can you imagine what would have happened if that corporation had gotten the Shadow Eagle technology and some tiger-man DNA for themselves? It would have been Elaka Nota all over again.”

“I’ll give you that one,” Juliette said. “Nebula Gammon might have built Queen’s Hat, but only so they could have a whole damn station of slaves. If they had gotten the tech from Parnarta, the citizens of Queen’s Hat might never have been able to overthrow them in the first place.”

“And at least we know they’re not coming back anytime soon,” Kasta said. “Not after we kicked their asses when they tried to take over again.”

“I don’t see how Nebula Gammon is worse than what you did to me,” I told Yu. “Even if you didn’t change my DNA, I know you did those kinds of experiments on some of the other men in prison with me.”

“Answer the question.” Riecka drummed her metal fingers against her leg. “Did you leave the Shadow Eagle on Parnarta?”

“Yes,” Yu sighed. “I only needed the tiger-man’s body.”

“You weren’t interested in the ship?” Madalena asked.

“Oh, I was interested,” Yu replied. “But I was also in a bit of a hurry, and it would have taken far too long to retrieve the ship itself. It was buried deep in a cave, you see--”

“We saw the video, remember?” Zea rolled her eyes. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

“Yes, of course,” Yu said. “My point is it was buried too deep underneath the surface of the planet to dig out quickly, and I… well, I’m afraid my memory of my trip is a bit on the fuzzy side. An effect of all the time loops I’ve done over the years and all that, but--”

“Just tell us what you remember,” Eve said.

“I remember I was in a hurry.” Yu shrugged. “I also remember there was something deeper in the caves below the Shadow Eagle, and it was something I did not want to wake up.”

“You mean there was some kind of creature down there?” Zea demanded. “And you didn’t want to, I don’t know, lead with this information?”

“Some kind of creature, yes,” the scientist replied. “But I cannot remember what it was, or how many there were, or why I was so worried about waking them up. I only remember they are part of why I wanted to leave so quickly.”

“Suuuper,” Zea groaned. “So, not only do we have to dig this damn ship out of a cave, and uh, I would love it if someone could tell me how the fuck the Shadow Eagle got stuck there in the first place. But we also might wake up some kind of scary-ass monsters that made Yu shit his pants and run for the hills?”

“I don’t know if I would say I shit my--”

“Shit. Your. Pants,” Zea cut off the scientist.

“Fredrick Gammon did say the cave looked almost like a hangar,” Paula spoke up as she turned to me. “Do you remember? He was determined to discover how the ship had gotten in there.”

“Not that it would have mattered if he did find out,” Yu said lightly. “Surely, the beasties lurking down there would have killed him as swiftly as I did.”

“You do realize you’re comparing yourself to the beasties in this scenario?” Juliette snorted.

“Of course, I do, my dear.” Yu flashed a twisted grin, and the redhead rolled her eyes.

“Well, whatever these creatures are, we’ll deal with it when we get there,” I said. “I’m sure we’ve dealt with worse.”

“Ugh, let’s hope so,” Kasta said. “I can only imagine the kinds of things that live in the deep, deep darkness of caves on forgotten planets, and, uh… no thank you.”

“Perhaps they are creatures the SAVO left behind,” Eve said. “Like the wasps that were unearthed on Uraniel.”

“Um, if you’re trying to make me feel better, it’s not working,” Zea groaned.

“It will be fine,” I reassured the blonde hacker. “I’m more concerned about how quickly we can free the ship from where it is.”

“The Jotnar have the proper technology to address this,” Riecka said. “My fleet should have a number of the tools you need, and these tools will be at your disposal, Husband.”

“Your people did manage to connect the magnetic poles of your home planets with metal bridges,” Paula said. “So, cutting a ship out of a cave seems like it would be right up your alley.”

“Thank you, Paula,” Riecka said with a little flush of pleasure.

“Way to side with the enemy, Sis,” Kasta grumbled.

“Riecka isn’t the enemy, and you know it,” Paula said. “She might not realize you’re teasing her, though.”

“Ughh, fine, that technology sounds super cool and badass,” the blonde android groaned. “Maybe you can tell us how it works sometime or something.”

“The Waymund also have technology that could help with this,” Elana said, and she crossed her arms over her chest with a little frown.

“This is not a pissing contest,” Madalena snapped. “We will use whatever technology is the most efficient. The sooner we free the last two Shadow Eagles, the sooner we can fly to the SAVO homeworld and destroy them.”

“Ha!” Kasta clapped her hands. “You said SAVO, Maddy!”

“I meant Draugr,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“But you saaaaid SAVO,” Zea giggled. “I think we might be rubbing off on you.”

“It’s a good name,” Madalena said with a stoic nod. “They are assholes.”

“You can say the whole thing if you want to,” Zea said. “We won’t tell anybody. Look, I’ll say it with you: Superpowered… Asshole… ughh fine, I’ll say it by myself. Superpowered Asshole Vampire Overlords. There.”

“Thank you, Zea,” Madalena said with a trace of a smile.

“Like Madalena said, we’ll get the two Shadow Eagles as quickly as we can, and we’ll use whatever technology we need to,” I said. “If we run into any trouble on Parnarta, we’ll kill it. That’s all there is to it.”

“You make it sound so simple,” Yu snickered. “As I recall, I had a substantial force when I showed up there, and I was a bit afraid of overstaying my welcome. But sure. You’ll do just fine. I’m sure it’ll all work out.”

“Because to our husband, it is simple.” Aasne glared at the scientist. “You are weak like a string bean. He is Tiger.”

“Lux, I think I’ve had about all I can stand of Yu for one day,” I told the black-haired Valkyrie. “You all can escort him back to his cell on Odin Geirr until we need him for something else.”

“But what about all the good times we just had?” Yu scoffed. “Did they mean nothing to you, my son? We could have more, you know. I could help you with--”

“I promised you dinner with Juliette and a trip out of your cell if you helped us with the time loop,” I said. “I held up my end of the bargain, and so did you. This is all we agreed on.”

“You’re so serious all the time, Adam,” Yu sighed. “Could I at least please have a shower in my cell?”

“The last time I moved you to a cell with a shower, you tried to escape,” I said.

“Yes, that’s why you were moved back to a cell without one,” Madalena added with a cold stare.

“A simple misunderstanding!” Yu said. “No, I swear to you, if you let me have a shower in my cell again, this time I’ll--”

“If you can go forty-eight hours without getting into trouble, then we can talk about it,” I said.

The blond scientist clicked his tongue and crossed his arms, but then the Valkyries grabbed him to haul him off toward the elevator.

“We will see him safely back, Adam,” Lux said with a short bow, and she turned on her heels to join the others.

“Now that we are back, I will address the problem of the Shadow Eagle’s missing engine on Parnarta,” Madalena announced. “I have a crew of engineers who have done regular maintenance on Dance to the Dirge over the years, and I will task them to come up with an engine that will work for us.”

“Excellent,” I said, and I felt a wave of pride flow toward me from the Prime Valkyrie. “Just make sure they know that they’ll need to come with us to Parnarta on another vessel that can carry the engine, and they’ll have to install it while we’re still on the planet.”

“They can do this.” Madalena nodded. “I will make sure of it.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at my warrior wife. “Once you’re finished addressing all that, you can join Eve and the Elaka Nota women.”

“Yes, Husband,” Madalena said.

“Eve, you’re in charge of getting the women settled into new quarters on the battle fortress,” I said and turned to the dark-haired beauty. “I know they’re still nervous about everything, so do your best to keep them calm and let them know they’re safe now.”

Of course, my love.

“We’ll tell them more about how we’d like their help to fight against the SAVO later,” I continued. “Right now, I want them to get settled in so they start to feel like they’re at home.”

“May I also go with them?” Elana asked. “I spent a lot of time with them on the way back from Patapi - 2g, and I think I might be able to help.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Riecka, I want you to get together all the tools we’ll need to get the Shadow Eagle out of the cave, and from under the rubble on Nyr Valhalla, if you think you can help with that, too.”

“I can,” the tattooed woman replied, and I sensed a rush of determination from the Jotnar Queen.

“Paula and Kasta, you go with Riecka,” I said. “Sivaha, check in with my admirals and see how everything is going with the fleet, and Zea, is there anything else you think you can clean up from these Elaka Nota files?”

“Maybe,” Zea said. “I can try, anyway.”

“See what you can do,” I said. “But let Sivaha drop you off somewhere on the battle fortress so you can stretch your legs and get off this ship.”

“Aye, Captain,” the blonde hacker said with a little salute.

“How about us, Handsome?” Juliette asked. “You want me and Aasne to spend some super sweet time with you in the spas? I’m thinking two redheads, plus a bottle of massage oil, plus a steamy hot spring, all equal one very happy Kitty-Man.”

“As nice as that sounds, we’ll have to save it for another time,” I chuckled. “I really should check in with my mother and sister, since I haven’t seen them for a while. I was going to ask you two if you wanted to come with me, but if you would rather go to the spa or--”

“I’d like to come with you,” Aasne said.

“Yeah, same,” Juliette sighed. “The spa’s not as much fun without a sexy tiger-man to enjoy it with.”

“Then keep your transponders with you, and I’ll let you know when it’s time to meet and discuss the next steps,” I said.

“As you command, King of Kings,” Riecka said, and she bowed her head to me slightly.

“I wasn’t commanding you as king,” I told the tattooed queen. “I was only speaking as your husband.”

“But you are both our husband and the king,” Riecka said. “Just like you are the avatar of Odin and blessed by Freyja. It is a great honor to serve you, and you should not hesitate to command us to do… anything… you desire.”

“I think someone’s ready for her marriage dinner and sexy time,” Zea muttered. “But I’m next in line, and don’t you forget it.”

“We’ll discuss that later,” I said firmly. “Juliette and Aasne, let’s go.”

After I bade the rest of my women goodbye, I took the elevator with the two redheads down to the lowest level of the ship. I took my golden and silver revolvers from the armory, Juliette took her massive black revolver, and Aasne slung a pulse rifle across her back. I didn’t think we would need any weapons now that we were home, but it never hurt to be prepared.

Several hovercrafts waited for us at the end of the docking tube, so I helped the redheaded cop and my auburn-haired wife into the front seat of one, and then I slid into the pilot’s seat beside them. I knew the way to my family’s quarters well enough by now that I didn’t need to turn on the navigation. Odin Geirr was a big battle fortress, but its engineers had planned it well so the layout was easy to remember.

It had been a while since the last time I’d seen my mother or sister, so I was glad I had a chance to check in on them now. I had made sure they had everything they needed, even if my mother wasn’t quite used to having servants of her own. While we were growing up, she had worked herself to the bone to keep a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs, and it still hadn’t been enough to keep me from getting a job as a kid to help out. But this was the system’s fault, not hers, and now I would make sure she never had to work another day in her life.

“How’s your mom and sis settling in, anyway?” Juliette asked. “And are you, uh… are you sure you don’t want to see them alone?”

“They’ll love you, don’t worry,” I said with a smile. “And you won’t be alone. Aasne hasn’t met them yet, either.”

“I am surprised your mother doesn’t think it’s strange for you to have so many wives,” Aasne said. “Perhaps the inhabitants of the Sol System are not as backward as some of the Nordar stories have said.”

“Oh, she thinks it’s strange,” I chuckled. “But she’s really just glad that I have the love of so many amazing women.”

“So many amazing and beautiful women,” Juliette added. “Don’t forget ‘beautiful.’ And talented. And smart. And--”

“Yes, you’re all of those things, too.” I smiled. “I think they’re both adjusting to their new lives well, or they were the last time I saw them.”

“Did your sister ever get over her infatuation with Yu?” Aasne asked. “Or what was the name she called him by? Calvin?”

“I think she’s getting there,” I said through slightly gritted teeth. “I know he helped us against Elaka Nota, but I’m glad Hanekawa finally saw him for the liar that he is.”

“The man can be helpful and still be a lying asshole at the same time,” Juliette said.

“Exactly.” I slowed the hovercraft down a little as we entered the bright city on board the battle fortress. “I’m sure my mom is enjoying all the spas and relaxation, but I have a feeling Hanekawa might be chomping at the bit to do something. She’s not the same shy, passive girl she was when we were growing up.”

“No kidding,” Juliette replied. “She’s a weretiger like you, so we know she’s definitely gotta have rage issues, and I’m sure she likes to get shit done, too.”

“Will you allow her to fight with us against the Draugr when we finally face them?” Aasne asked.

“I haven’t decided,” I admitted. “We could use all the help we can get, and she is able to hold her tiger form for hours at a time, so she could really be an asset.”

“Does she have any formal military training?” Aasne asked.

“No, and this does concern me,” I said. “But I’m more worried about what will happen if things go badly.”

“You mean if we lose?” Juliette sighed. “Yeah, join the club. I think we’re all worried about that.”

“I’m not,” Aasne said proudly. “Adam will win against anything the Draugr can throw at us.”

“I appreciate the vote of confidence,” I laughed. “But I have to think about all possibilities. If things don’t go well for us, I want someone alive to look after my mother.”

“If we lose, won’t it only be a matter of time before the whole damn galaxy is food for those fuckers?” Juliette asked.

“Yeah, but at least if Hanekawa was with my mom, they might stand a chance,” I said with a shrug. “They could run together, along with any Nordar that are still alive, and get as far away from all this as they can.”

“The Nordar will not run,” Aasne said, and I glanced over to see fire flash in her green eyes.

“They will if they want to regroup and live to fight another day,” I said as I pulled the hovercraft over and stopped outside my family’s house. “And they will if their king commands it.”

“This all got real grim,” Juliette muttered. “I’m just gonna go back to thinking happy thoughts and hoping we beat the SAVO assholes in the first place.”

“I am optimistic,” Aasne said. “You simply do not understand the power of Odin, Juliette, or the power of his avatar.”

“Your gods are all well and good for you, Freckles, but don’t come at me with that gospel.” The redheaded cop smirked. “I believe in the power of my gun, my ability to fly anything with an engine, and in Kitty-Man, here. He doesn’t have to be Odin or anything for me to know how badass he is.”

“You make a good point,” Aasne said. “But--”

“We’re here,” I announced before either woman could say anything else.

I helped both women down from the hovercraft and turned to face my family’s new mansion. It was only a two-story house since my mother had insisted she could never live in anything bigger than this, but I’d managed to edge my way around the agreement a little. There were basically four separate buildings to the house that were all connected to each other by hallways with floor-to-ceiling windows, and the entire structure was big enough to have its own courtyard in the middle, complete with a garden, porch swing, windchimes, and even an artificial wind machine to make them sing.

It was more than my mother asked for, and almost as much as she deserved in my opinion.

Before I could even knock on the door, a servant opened it from inside and bowed low before me.

“It is an honor to receive you, King of Kings,” the man said.

“Are my mother and sister home?” I asked.

“They just sat down to lunch in the sunroom,” the servant replied. “May I take you to them?”

I nodded and followed the servant down the long hallway toward the back of this section of the house. Juliette and Aasne came right behind me, and I could feel the nervousness of my auburn-haired wife at the fact that she was about to meet my family. I couldn’t sense Juliette’s emotions in the same way, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if she felt similarly.

When we reached the sunroom, I thanked the servant, dismissed him, and then pushed the door open. The sunroom was bigger than the entire apartment we’d lived in growing up, and even though there was no real sun on Odin Geirr, the windows of the room all had artificial sunlight thanks to the series of lamps that formed a ring around the ceiling. I smiled to see my mother and sister on the couch next to each other beside a table full of fresh fruits, cheeses, and bread still steaming from the oven.

“Shinta!” my mother cried when she saw me. “Oh, sorry, I meant Adam. I didn’t know you were back!”

She jumped up from the couch and ran over to hug me, and I smiled to see how healthy she looked. My mother had always been petite and a little too much on the skinny side, since she worked so many jobs that she barely had time to eat. She also barely made enough money to feed herself on top of us, but now her cheeks were a little plumper than the last time I saw her. She had even curled her dark brown hair, and she looked like she had really started to relax and enjoy her new life.

Hanekawa stood up from her seat beside my mother, but she didn’t move toward me. She had my mother’s dark hair and high cheekbones, but she got her height from our father, the same as me. We were still uneasy around each other even now that her infatuation with Yu seemed to be finished, but I was still glad to see my little sister.

“I only got back just now,” I said as I hugged my mother. “We didn’t mean to interrupt your lunch.”

“What nonsense,” she laughed. “You’re my son. It’s impossible for you to ever interrupt. Now, who are these two pretty redheads with you?”

“This is Aasne.” I gestured to the auburn-haired beauty. “Warrior, Queen of the former Idonan clan, and my wife.”

“I’m Andrea,” my mother said. “And this is Hanekawa.”

“And this is Juliette,” I said as the fiery-haired pilot stepped forward. “Cop, pilot, and all-around badass.”

“Not another wife?” my sister said with a teasing smirk.

“Not yet,” Juliette chuckled. “But we are working on it.”

“Just when I think my son must have found every beautiful woman in the galaxy, he comes back with more.” My mother smiled. “I am happy he has the love of so many good women.”

“Wait until she meets Riecka,” Aasne whispered under her breath, and I saw Juliette grin out of the corner of my eye.

I sat down in one of the chairs in the sunroom, Aasne and Juliette seated themselves on either side of me, and my mother and sister sat back down on the couch. As they began to eat their meal of fresh-baked bread and cheese, I leaned back and looked at both of them.

I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen my mother look so healthy or so well-rested. When we were growing up, I doubted she had ever gotten more than a few hours of sleep a night, if that much, but now she looked completely relaxed.

Hanekawa looked like she had enjoyed plenty of downtime too, but she also kept scrunching her mouth on the left side whenever she wasn’t talking, and that was a sure-fire sign that she was annoyed with me about something.

We didn’t talk about much in particular, but I could tell my mother was glad we had stopped by to visit her. Juliette kept her entertained with stories about everything we’d been up to, and whenever my mother started to express worry about my fight against the Draugr, Aasne smiled and gently reassured her that I would win, no matter what the odds were, because I was Odin reborn in physical form.

“You know what might be able to help you against these Draugr?” Hanekawa finally asked, and her golden-yellow eyes shot to mine.

“I thought you might bring this up,” I sighed. “Is this the reason you’re annoyed with me?”

“I’m annoyed, but not with you,” my sister said. “Or, basically, not with you. Just more in general.”

“It’s no small thing to volunteer to fight the Draugr,” Aasne said. “This is what you want, isn’t it?”

“Adam’s a weretiger, and he gets to fight them,” Hanekawa pointed out. “I’m also a weretiger, so why wouldn’t I get to fight them, too?”

“I’m not saying no,” I said. “But I’m definitely not saying yes.”

“I wish no one had to fight them,” my mother sighed. “I know they have to be stopped, based on everything you explained to us, but I wish you could just send the navy to deal with them. I wish you didn’t have to go, Shin-- Adam.”

“What kind of king would I be if I didn’t lead my troops into battle?” I asked. “But we don’t need to talk about any of this right now.”

“Well, I’d like to talk about it,” Hanekawa grumbled. “The spas here are nice and everything, but I want to be doing something. I want to be fighting someone or doing something that matters.”

“Your safety matters,” I said. “But if you’d like to do weapons training, I can arrange that.”

“Yes, please!” My sister leaned forward. “And maybe then I--”

“One thing at a time,” I said. “We’ll talk about the rest later, but I’ll talk to the Prime Valkyrie and have her arrange a training schedule for you.”

“Can we do anything for you?” my mother asked. “I feel like all you’ve done is give us things, and I have nothing to give back to you.”

“You don’t need to,” I said. “You took care of me long enough, so now it’s my turn to take care of you.”

My mother held her hands over her eyes for a moment, and when she dropped them back into her lap, they were shining with tears.

“So,” she said quickly and cleared her throat. “Where will you all be heading off to next?”

“We’re still discussing our options,” I said. “But if we--”

“Adam, do you have a moment?” Sivaha purred over the transponder.

“Give me one second,” I said, and then I nodded to my mother. “I’ll be right back.”

“Take your time,” she replied.

I left the sunroom, walked back down the hallway, and moved into an empty room before I closed the door behind me. I didn’t know what Sivaha wanted to share with me, but the less involved my mother and sister were, the better off they were for now.

“What’s going on?” I asked as I pressed the button on the transponder.

“I only thought you might want to hear how the continued integration of your fleet is going,” Sivaha said. “Then you can decide if you want to check in with the admirals yourself or if you are satisfied with their progress.”

“Go ahead,” I replied.

“The long and short of it is everything is going even better than we anticipated,” the beautiful seductress said. “New battle formations have been drawn up and practiced, ships without adequate shielding are getting the appropriate defensive upgrades, and the warriors on board each ship have received additional training for both manning the gunner stations and for possible face-to-face encounters with the Draugr.”

“The Nordar really are efficient, aren’t they?” I chuckled. “Have they run into any issues I should know about?”

“No,” Sivaha answered. “Admiral Birger has everything well in hand, and the admirals are all working together so well that you’d think they had all been tigers forever.”

“Good,” I said through my smile. “Because we’ll need to deploy the fleet pretty soon, probably in a week or two, and I need them all to be ready by then.”

“They will be, Husband,” the silver-haired queen said.

“If you’re confident in the fleet’s progress, then I don’t need to check in with them,” I decided. “I’d like to go ahead and think about our next steps though, and right now, the biggest unknown factor is what the fuck is happening at Uraniel.”

“You wish to know how soon the fleet should deploy there?” Sivaha asked.

“Yeah, and I think the only way to do that is to see if Juliette’s check-in ship has returned to Queen’s Hat yet,” I said.

“Then will we return to Queen’s Hat next before we take any further action?” Sivaha asked.

“That’s my plan,” I replied. “Based on that information, we’ll know what to do next.”

“Then perhaps--”

Adam!

I almost jumped out of my skin.

It was unusual for me to hear Eve’s voice when she wasn’t close by, and something had to be wrong if she was trying to contact me in my mind instead of using her transponder. I gripped my transponder so tightly that I almost broke it in half, but I couldn’t focus on anything Sivaha was saying.

I could only wait with my stomach in knots until I heard Eve again, and this time, there was no mistaking the fear in her voice.

Adam, we need you!
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Chapter 3

“Adam?” Sivaha asked. “Did you hear me?”

“Where did Eve take the Elaka Nota women?” I demanded. “Do you know?”

“I’m here with them,” Madalena’s voice cut into our feed, and even though my warrior wife’s tone was level, she sounded as tense as if she was holding a knife between her teeth. “We’re in the palace at the apartments just past the bronze statue of Freyja standing over a slain demon. Please hurry.”

“What’s going on?” Sivaha asked.

“The Elaka Nota women are being attacked,” Madalena said. “Eve is trying to keep them calm, but you should all come as quickly as you can.”

“Be right there,” I growled. “Sivaha, tell everyone else to get their asses over to the palace, too.”

“Yes, Husband,” the silver-haired queen said.

I bolted back down the hallway into the sunroom. Hanekawa was laughing about something with Aasne while Juliette and my mother rolled their eyes, but there was no time to explain. If the Elaka Nota women were somehow under attack in their minds, then they would need all the reinforcements they could get, especially if they accidentally lashed out with their powers while they were trying to defend themselves.

“We’ve gotta go,” I announced. “Mom, Hanekawa, I’ll send you a message later. Take care of yourselves.”

They looked stunned but nodded when Juliette and Aasne jumped to their feet and dashed out the door without hesitation. I hated to leave so suddenly, but my mother and sister would simply have to understand, so as soon as I announced we were leaving, I turned and sprinted back to the hovercraft with the two redheads.

“Where to?” Juliette demanded as she flung herself into the pilot’s seat.

“The palace,” I said.

“Everybody grab a hold of something,” the redhead muttered, and then the hovercraft purred to life beneath her touch.

As we flew through the city toward the glass palace on the battle fortress, I told the two women everything I knew, even if it wasn’t very much. Madalena, Eve, and Elana were all with the Elaka Nota women, but I hadn’t heard from any of them once Madalena told us where they were. I was sure they were busy trying to help the vampire women, so I didn’t want to distract them, but my fists clenched at my sides with how impatient I was to reach them.

“But if the other Elaka Nota women were the ones who attacked Eve in the past, then who is attacking them now?” Aasne asked. “Aren’t all the rest of the Elaka Nota women dead?”

“They are,” I growled. “And as far as I know, there’s only one other possibility.”

“The Draugr queen,” Aasne whispered, and her freckled face paled a little.

“Fucking bitch,” Juliette muttered, and then she banked such a hard left that Aasne almost tumbled out the side of the hovercraft.

I caught my young wife in an iron grip and settled her back in the seat beside me, and I kept a firm hand on her thigh for the rest of the trip.

The redheaded pilot straightened us out as the road opened up toward the glass palace, and every other vehicle on the road dove out of the way as we tore toward the glittering castle. It had been a while since I saw the palace, but I didn’t have time to be awed by its architecture today. Instead, the moment Juliette slammed to a stop at the front doors, I jumped out and dashed forward. Both women followed right behind me, and the guards at the doors bowed and hurried me inside.

“The Prime Valkyrie told us to bring you to her, my king,” one of the guards said. “Please, come this way.”

The Nordar guards sprinted down the corridor to lead us to the Elaka Nota women. We passed the bronze statue of Freyja standing triumphantly over her slain enemy, and then the guards bowed again and pointed to a door.

“You can return to your posts,” I said, and the moment they were gone, I pushed open the door into the apartments.

I was close enough now that I could feel my three wives in the building, so as Juliette and Aasne followed behind me, I moved through the hallways like I had a blueprint of the place inside my head.

These looked like apartments for minor nobles, and I was glad Madalena had chosen living quarters in the palace for the Elaka Nota women. They would never be far from help, and it would hopefully keep them from being overwhelmed by the sudden transition from their underwater bunker to a busy battle fortress city.

Now, they just needed to live long enough to enjoy it.

I found a courtyard in the middle of the apartment units half a minute later, and this was where my three wives and all of the Elaka Nota women were scattered.

Eve knelt on the ground beside a fountain in the middle of the courtyard, and one of the pregnant vampire women was shaking in her arms. My dark-haired wife also held the hand of a second unconscious pregnant woman on the ground beside her, and Elana was in a similar position with a third Elaka Nota woman while Madalena held a fourth in her arms on the edge of the fountain.

All of the unconscious women thrashed around every few seconds, and their bodies shook enough that they would have dashed their heads on the concrete all around the courtyard if my wives hadn’t held them still.

The twenty-two other Elaka Nota women all clustered around the rest of the rectangular courtyard in their matching Dance to the Dirge flight suits. Some of them leaned up against ash trees for support, some of them had their eyes closed and seemed to be muttering under their breath, but none of them looked like they were being attacked in the same way.

I was beside Eve in under a second and instantly turned the second pregnant woman onto her side while Aasne hurried to rest the woman’s head in her own lap as a cushion. Juliette took over for Madalena without a word, and the Prime Valkyrie moved toward the other vampire women who all stood around the courtyard.

“What happened?” I demanded as I tried to keep the trembling woman still in my arms. She was sweating and shaking like she was having a seizure, but I glanced at the conscious Elaka Nota women who were still on their feet. “And what are they doing standing around?”

“Madalena is trying to get them to help Eve,” Elana said quickly. “But they’re not as strong or as experienced as Eve, so they’re having a hard time getting into the other women’s minds. A few of them are in though, and these women already seem better than they were.”

“This is better?” Juliette muttered while she clutched her shaking ward against her chest. “Fuck, were they dead before or something?”

“They looked like it.” Elana shuddered. “The two pregnant women dropped first. Their eyes went totally blank, their skin turned gray, and then they collapsed. Eve and Madalena caught them before they hit the ground, and we thought maybe there was an issue with their pregnancies, but then the other two women passed out, too.”

I am with them, my love. They are lost in their minds, but I am trying to draw them back out.

I didn’t know how the hell they could be lost in their own minds or how much the head SAVO bitch had to do with any of this, but if the Draugr queen could reach them here, this had to mean her power was growing.

And that definitely didn’t sound good.

I sensed Sivaha, Riecka, Kasta, and Paula approaching the apartment building a few seconds before they burst into the courtyard, and Zea appeared only half a minute later behind them. My wives split up around the fountain to help us hold the unconscious women still and to keep the rest of the vampire women calm, but I worried about how long the Elaka Nota women had already been unconscious.

Then the leaves of the ash trees began to tremble.

There was no natural wind on the Odin Geirr, and no wind machines in this area, but it seemed so natural to hear wind in the trees that I didn’t think anything about it at first. When the branches themselves started to scrape against each other though, I looked up at the same time as all of my wives, and my stomach dropped into my feet.

The trees were all on fire.

Huge plumes of smoke swam toward the sky, and red flames engulfed every tree until the leaves rained down like fiery hail onto the ground of the courtyard. The burning leaves hissed when they met the water in the fountain, but just as I opened my mouth to shout orders to retreat before we all burned alive, Eve’s calm voice sounded in my mind.

The flames are not real. Tell the others. I almost have them out, but they are panicked, and their powers are not under their control right now.

“It’s not real!” I roared as most of my wives started to grab the Elaka Nota women and run away from the trees.

Only Riecka and Kasta remained where they were, since they couldn’t be affected by the mind-attacks of the vampire women.

“Stay where you are!” I shouted again. “Just keep them from hurting themselves!”

The woman in Juliette’s arms trembled and then started to shake badly enough the redhead had to pin her arms at her sides. Eve tightened her grip on the pregnant woman in her arms, and I held the other pregnant woman still as the flames danced even higher in the treetops.

The smell of fear and ashes filled the courtyard, but I told myself it wasn’t real and that it would pass. It was only a mind-trick, and it would be over as soon as Eve led the women out of wherever they were trapped.

I hated to think what would have happened without my vampire wife here to guide them.

The vampire women scattered around the courtyard were all glistening with sweat at this point, but Sivaha kept them calm while Madalena kept giving them instructions to try to find and help Eve with their blood-sisters. Slowly, the flames started to fade from the trees, the wind started to die down, and the unconscious women stopped trembling as their breathing grew deeper.

A few minutes later, when everything was completely still and silent in the courtyard, the unconscious Elaka Nota women finally opened their eyes again.

The pregnant woman in front of me looked terrified and confused as she tried to shoot up off the pavement, but I held her firmly and placed a hand on her cheek to soothe her.

“You’re safe,” I said gently. “We’re all here to look after you.”

“What…” The woman trailed off and looked all around like she didn’t even know where she was, and I helped her to sit up. “Eve?”

“I am here,” my dark-haired wife said.

They have all returned, but they are scared and weakened. They may not remember much of what happened.

“Here, I’ve got you, just hold onto me, alright?” I told the pregnant woman, and she nodded shakily as I scooped her up in my arms.

Then I carried her closer to the fountain, and when I carefully placed her down with the stone to support her back, she sent me a small smile even though tears had started to stream down her face.

After we helped the rest of the women into sitting positions and gathered them all around the fountain, I stood up and called for a servant to bring them some food and drink, and then I waited for them to recover their breaths before I asked them any questions.

When the servant returned, and the women had all downed a little wine and bread to soothe their nerves, I turned to Eve and the four who had been attacked.

“Tell us what happened,” I said. “As much as any of you remember.”

“I only remember we were talking about the fountain and how beautiful it was,” the pregnant woman I’d looked after said. “And then this inky blackness seemed to pour up out of the water and fill my whole vision with smoke. Then… I’m really not sure.”

“It felt the same way to me,” the other pregnant woman added. “All I could see was the smoke and the darkness, and I couldn’t find my way out. I tried to use my powers to clear away the smoke, but then I only caught glimpses of a black metal door, and it wouldn’t open.”

“I saw a door, too,” the third Elaka Nota woman said. “There were strange markings on it that glowed red, and I was almost able to open it, but then Eve appeared beside me and told me not to.”

“It looked like the door to a SAVO temple,” Eve told me. “It had the same markings on it, and the handle was the same.”

“What about you?” I asked the fourth vampire woman. “What did you see?”

“I was in my cylinder prison again,” the Elaka Nota woman whispered and clutched her knees tight against her chest. “But there were rubber tubes all around me, and everything glowed in a strange reddish-purple light. I heard a rumble like the ocean, and then… then there was just laughter.”

“Like the queen’s laughter?” I asked Eve.

“I did not hear the laughter myself,” Eve replied. “I was able to gather the other three women together first before we went to find her together in the tube, but by the time I got there, she was standing in the open doorway of another SAVO temple.”

“I don’t remember anything else,” the fourth woman admitted. “I only remember I was scared of whatever was in the temple with me, and it kept laughing.”

“That sounds like one hell of a nightmare,” Juliette muttered.

“How is this possible?” Sivaha asked. “The queen has attacked Adam before, even though we’re not sure how she does it, but whenever Eve has been attacked before, it was always at the hands of her blood-sisters.”

“No offense to any of you,” Kasta added.

“Except for right after our wedding,” I pointed out. “The Draugr queen attacked Eve and me together that time.”

“But I believed this was because of our submission bond,” my vampire wife said with a worried look. “Could we have been mistaken? Could this really be on account of our Draugr DNA?”

“Either way, if the queen is powerful enough to attack Adam from across the galaxy, then it seems reasonable she is powerful enough to find and attack these women, too,” Madalena said. “They were hidden in their underwater bunker before, and it may have been harder to sense them, but now they are out in the open.”

“I am not sure if it was the queen or not,” Eve said. “When she attacks Adam, she usually makes sure he knows it is her. But I am not sure if I sensed her at all. There was definitely an evil presence, and it felt like the SAVO, but… I am not sure. Maybe I was too focused on the women to really pay attention to anything else.”

“If it wasn’t the head SAVO bitch, then who the hell was it?” Zea demanded and crossed her arms. “Evil presence, plus creepy laughter, plus darkness and spooky red light? Sounds like the SAVO queen to me.”

“But if it is the queen, why didn’t she try to attack Eve?” Aasne asked. “Why only go after these four women?”

“What if it’s not the queen?” Paula asked. “We just found out Elaka Nota had at least two different samples of Draugr DNA they used in their experiments on these women. What if these four women are ‘enslaved’ to the same Draugr, but the rest of them are enslaved to a different one? What if the Draugr they’re enslaved to is… well, what if it is waking up?”

I slipped my hand into Eve’s and squeezed it as I tried to absorb what Paula had just suggested.

“Anything is possible,” I said finally. “We only have a few weeks left before the SAVO are supposed to show up at Uraniel, so some of them may have just started to wake up. And if there is some kind of blood connection between these women and one particular SAVO, then this could explain why they were the only ones who were targeted.”

“There are too many questions and unknowns,” Riecka said with a frown. “I do not like all the guesswork.”

“Trust me, I feel the same,” I growled as my hold on Eve’s hand tightened. “But right now, it’s all we’ve got.”

“So, what can we do?” one of the pregnant Elaka Nota women asked. “How do we keep it from happening again, and how can we fight back?”

“Let me think,” I muttered.

Our situation had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated. I still wanted to go to Queen’s Hat to find out what happened with the check-in ship Juliette sent to Uraniel, but I didn’t want to leave the Elaka Nota women alone on Odin Geirr.

Everything outside the underwater lab was new to them, and it would take them some time to adjust to their new lives. They needed to strengthen their powers so they could fight against the SAVO when the time came, but if their minds were attacked again while they trained, the Nordar really wouldn’t have any idea what to do with them or how to help them.

I thought about bringing the Elaka Nota women with us to Queen’s Hat, but until they had slightly better control over their powers, I didn’t necessarily want to bring them on board Persephone for what should be a quick round-trip. I needed someone to look after them while I went to Queen’s Hat, but I also needed to find out what the hell was happening at Uraniel and how quickly I needed to deploy my fleet there.

I could deploy my armada now, but if I was able to give them just a few more days to finish all their preparations, then we would really be unstoppable. My fleet of ships could easily handle Lith Dae if that was the only issue at Uraniel, but if the SAVO had come early, I wanted my armada to be as prepared as possible before I sent them against the Draugr.

“Then I will stay with them, my Adam,” Eve said as she read my thoughts.

“Stay with them?” Zea repeated. “Are we all going somewhere? Ohhhh, wait. You two were doing your little mind-thing again, weren’t you?”

“It is sometimes more efficient,” Eve said as she smiled at our lover.

“We need to go to Queen’s Hat,” I explained. “We’ll be able to plan our next moves after this, but Queen’s Hat has to come first.”

“And you don’t want to leave these women alone while we are gone,” Madalena concluded with a stoic nod.

“Right,” I agreed. “It makes more sense for Eve to stay here while the rest of us go. She’s the only one who can help them if their minds come under attack again.”

“I’d like to stay with Eve,” Paula offered and took a small step forward. “She can help them in their minds, but she’ll need someone to help make sure they don’t injure themselves if they fall unconscious.”

“This is sweet of you to offer,” one of the pregnant vampire women said. “You are a good friend, Paula.”

They bonded on the trip back from Patapi - 2g. Paula and Elana were both very helpful in making sure my blood-sisters felt comfortable and safe.

“Elana, would you stay with them, too?” I asked the slender brunette.

“Of course, my lord,” Elana replied, and she blushed while a wave of eagerness rippled from her. “I would be happy to help Eve and Paula if you wish.”

“Thank you.” I smiled at my young wife.

“How about me?” Kasta asked. “Do you think you could spare me, Sexy? I’d like to keep Sis company, plus my mind is like a steel trap, so if they start to throw around invisible magic flames or whatever, it won’t affect me.”

“This could be helpful,” Eve told me.

“Then you should stay with them,” I told my android wife. “The four of you can also coordinate with the admirals on anything they need.”

“But we are not Nordar queens,” Paula said.

“Yes, you are,” Sivaha scoffed. “You passed the rite, wear the aegis, and are married to the King of Kings.”

“You are Nordar, and you are my wives,” I agreed. “This makes you Nordar queens.”

“I can help with any details about the navy or our culture that you might not know,” Elana said, and I smiled a little more to see how confident the young queen was becoming.

“Good thinking, Elana,” I praised. “Then Eve, Paula, Kasta, and Elana will stay here. Zea, Juliette, Madalena, Sivaha, Aasne, and Riecka will come with me to Queen’s Hat to see what we can find out there.”

“When would you like to leave, Husband?” Madalena asked.

“Right away,” I said. “If the SAVO really are starting to wake up, and that’s why Eve’s blood-sisters were attacked, then we need to move fast.”

“I will speak to Lux and make sure Persephone is ready to go,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Actually, let Sivaha speak to Lux,” I said. “And tell Lux I want her and the other Valkyries to come with us, like usual.”

“Yes, Husband,” Sivaha purred.

“Madalena, I want you to arrange training for Hanekawa before we leave,” I continued. “I don’t know if I’ll let her fight with us against the SAVO or not, but she is eager to learn, and I want her to be prepared for whatever happens. She might be a weretiger like me, but she has no formal military training.”

“I can fix this problem,” my warrior wife said.

“I figured you could,” I chuckled. “Set it up and then have a message sent to Hanekawa with the details. Oh, and tell my mother I had to leave again but everything is fine, since our visit got cut a little short.”

“I will take care of it,” Madalena replied.

“Look after yourselves while I’m gone,” I told the Elaka Nota women. “You will not always be under attack from the Draugr, and if you wish, you’ll even have the chance to fight back against them one day soon. But for right now, rest, recover, and listen to whatever Eve tells you. You’re safe here among my wives and my people.”

The vampire women all bowed, and Madalena and Sivaha went to stand at one end of the courtyard while they carried out my orders over their transponders.

After I kissed Elana goodbye, the slender brunette started to take the Elaka Nota women to their apartments in this wing of the palace. Then I pulled Kasta into a tight embrace before she went to help Elana, and I took Paula in my arms and kissed her, too.

“It will be strange not going to Queen’s Hat with you,” Paula said with a smile. “It was our home for so long, but now it feels like that was a lifetime ago.”

“It doesn’t feel like your home anymore?” I asked.

“No.” The blonde engineer shook her head, and when she looked up at me again, her eyes seemed an even darker shade of blue than usual. “You are our home now, Adam.”

“Never forget it,” I growled, and the beast in my soul purred at the feeling of the beautiful engineer in my arms.

Paula went to join her sister and Elana as they got the vampire women settled in their quarters, and now the only women who remained in the courtyard were the rest of my wives and Juliette. Eve slipped her arms around my waist and went up on her tiptoes to kiss me, and I would have sworn I could already feel the pain of our separation from each other.

I will miss you every moment you are gone, my love.

“We’ll be back as soon as we find out something, so until then, stay safe, my wife,” I told her. “And remember you are stronger than the SAVO queen.”

“With you by my side, I know I am,” Eve replied.

I kissed her again while a veil of our love for each other seemed to envelop us, and it grew stronger the longer our tongues danced together. When I finally released my vampire wife, I felt as if her very essence pulsed through my veins, and I knew by the smile on her face that she felt this, too.

I could only hope this would last me until I returned to her again.

Then I turned to the rest of my women in the courtyard, and Madalena and Sivaha had both finished carrying out my orders. Now, they stood poised to fulfill my next commands, and I nodded toward the courtyard exit.

“Let’s move,” I growled.

By the time our hovercrafts returned to the harbor, Lux, Calisto, Dana, and Nikki all waited at the end of the docking tube to Persephone to see us safely on board. Juliette and Nikki could split the piloting duties on the way back to Queen’s Hat, and if we ran into any trouble, it would be good to have four Valkyries instead of three.

Once we boarded Persephone and headed to the bridge, I nodded at Mikhael and Josefinna at their gunner stations, and also at Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma at their stations. I had left Dragon and his four ex-wives on Odin Geirr for this trip so they would be able to keep a close eye on Yu while we were gone.

Nikki and Juliette slid into the pilot and copilot seats, but to my surprise, Zea didn’t pop into the navigator’s chair beside them. Instead, she just sank into the chair on my left where Eve normally sat and waited for us to take off. Madalena sat at my right hand, Aasne sat beside her, and Sivaha and Riecka both took chairs in between me and the pilot seats.

“We’ll use hyperdrive to get to Queen’s Hat,” I announced when everyone was in position. “I want to save the warpdrive in case we need to haul ass back here when we’re done.”

“You got it, Handsome,” Juliette said. “I got the coordinates for Queen’s Hat already plugged into the navigation. Wanna do the honors to get us out of here, Viking Blondie?”

“I am ready whenever the captain gives the word,” Nikki said calmly as the docking tube receded.

As soon as we were clear, the blonde Valkyrie guided us out of the harbor of Odin Geirr and toward a clear patch of space. It wasn’t an easy task since my armada had well over a million ships, but the ship captains all knew to watch for any Shadow Eagles, and whenever they saw us, they scrambled to move their crafts out of our way.

“On your orders, Adam,” Nikki said when the space in front of us was clear of any other vessels.

“Engage hyperdrive,” I said.

“Engaging hyperdrive,” the blonde Valkyrie replied.

The stars blurred and stretched around us, and then we were speeding through the blackness of space. My chest suddenly ached like a kick in the ribs that hadn’t quite healed, and I realized it must be my separation from the four wives I had left behind.

It was stronger than I had felt it in the past, but Madalena always said the submission bond grew stronger over time. The ache grew less sharp as I settled into my seat, but I would be happy to rejoin my four wives when we were finished with Queen’s Hat. At least they would be able to help the Elaka Nota women settle into their new quarters and keep an eye on them while we were gone, but it still felt strange, as if some pieces of my soul had gone missing.

“Uh, Adam?” Zea leaned over and whispered. “Do you think we could talk for a minute… in, um, private?”

“You better put a sock on the door, Blondie!” Juliette snorted. “Also, your whispers are not as quiet as you think they are.”

“Ughh, apparently!” Zea rolled her eyes, and her cheeks turned a bright shade of pink. “Come on, Kitty-Boy.”

“Madalena, you have the bridge,” I said as I stood up to follow Zea.

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie said, and a wave of amusement washed toward me from my warrior wife at Zea’s embarrassment.

Zea didn’t lead me toward my quarters like I thought she would. Instead, she took me straight into the elevator, mashed the button for the second level, and leaned back against the wall.

“It’ll be a little hard to put a sock on the doors of the elevator,” I said with a smirk. “But I can try, if that’s what you want.”

“We’re not gonna fuck in the elevator,” Zea huffed. “I’m classier than that, you know.”

“What’s not classy about an elevator?” I asked. “One of my best memories is you and me in an elevator killing a bunch of fuckers. And hey, we’ve got the low lighting, we could get someone to play music over the speakers, and it’s--”

The elevator doors dinged open before I could finish my sentence, and Zea fled toward the galley.

“Oops, maybe next time,” the blonde hacker giggled. “Now, hurry up, I’ve got something for you.”

“I’ve got something for you, too,” I growled as I chased after my slender wife, and I scooped her up in my arms just as she reached the galley doors.

Then I pushed open the doors myself while Zea screeched in laughter, and I carried her inside, set her down, and turned to lock the galley doors behind us.

The blonde hacker’s desire for me swirled between us like a warm bath, and as I turned back around to face her, I let my eyes devour her slender form and the way her short hair fell across her eye on one side. On the other side of her head, her hair was freshly shaved so I could see every detail of the dark tattoos there.

“What exactly do you think is about to happen?” Zea crossed her arms over her chest and smirked. “Juliette’s comment about the sock on the door must have really given you some ideas, I guess. What if I just want to talk or something?”

“You’re submitted to me, Zea,” I said. “I can feel your emotions, remember?”

“Ohhh, shit.” Zea’s hand flew to her mouth. “Damn. How’s a girl supposed to keep a little mystery when you can feel how much I want you to rip my clothes off?”

“You’re still plenty mysterious,” I chuckled. “Now, come here.”

“No, no, no,” Zea said, and she took a few steps back until her ass bumped into one of the galley tables. “This whole thing is my idea, so we’re gonna do it my way, got it?”

“Whatever you say,” I said but kept moving toward her.

“You just stop right there!” the blonde hacker insisted as she held her hands up in front of her. “I’m serious, okay?”

“Okay.” I stopped when I was only a step away from her, but I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Tell me what you want, Zea.”

“The whole thing,” Zea informed me with a haughty look. “From top to bottom, or bottom to top, whatever.”

“Either one works for me,” I teased.

“I mean the whole Nordar marriage dinner-sex thing!” Zea put her hands on her hips. “So, how about it, Kitty-Boy? You finally gonna let me cook for you? It might be a little like taking your life in your own hands, since cooking isn’t exactly my strong suit, but I want to do this right, okay?”

“I wouldn’t tell anyone if you didn’t want to cook.” I smirked.

“Don’t tempt me, Captain Sexy Pants,” Zea snickered as she crossed her arms. “I’m a Nordar queen now, remember? And I’ll be damned if I don’t do this marriage dinner rite exactly how it’s supposed to go, otherwise Riecka would definitely find out somehow and never let me forget about it.”

“Are you really thinking about Riecka right now?” I chuckled as I took another step forward, wrapped one arm around the blonde hacker’s slender waist, and pulled her close to me.

“What? No, definitely not.” Zea shook her head so hard that her short blonde hair fell into her eyes before I pushed it back for her. “No way. That bitch-- sorry, that… uhhh… woman-- is the last thing on my mind. Her and all her stupidly badass tattoos.”

“You think her tattoos are badass?” I teased.

“Not like that!” the blonde hacker huffed. “Sure, they’re sexy and everything, especially since you can’t tell how far they go down. It’s like a giant sexy fucking question mark, like do her tattoos go all the way down her stomach, or do they end in her cleavage, or do they-- ughhh, never mind! I don’t know why you had to bring Miss Metal Arm into the conversation at all.”

“I didn’t,” I laughed. “That was all you.”

“Ahh, shit,” Zea sighed. “Well, sue me. What can I say? You’ve got good taste in women, Kitty-Boy.”

“I like to think so,” I said as I pulled her hips against mine. “Now, what about this dinner you’re supposed to be making me?”

“You cannot distract me!” Zea said. “I will be making you food first, and then we can have fun sexy times.”

“What are you gonna make for me?” I whispered into her ear as I slowly kissed down the side of her neck.

“Uhhh, shiiiit,” the blonde hacker moaned. “Your distractions… aren’t… working… noodles!”

“Noodles?” I grinned and then ran my tongue along her collar bone. Her skin tasted amazing, and I couldn’t wait to lick down to her pussy.

“Noodles, mhm, yep, that’s what I’m making.” Zea’s eyes were closed, as if this could actually keep her focused on anything but the feeling of my lips on her skin. “The same, uhhh, the same noodle dish we had the first time we saw each other on Trappist - 1e.”

“That sounds perfect.” I gripped her tight ass and lifted her onto one of the galley tables. “But I’ll be honest with you, I--”

“You didn’t like the noodles we had?” Zea demanded as her eyes flew open. “I thought--”

“The noodles were great,” I laughed. “And I’m sure they’ll be great when you make them, but Zea?”

“Hm?” The blonde hacker’s eyes closed again as I started to run my hands up the inside of her long thighs.

“There’s something else I’d rather eat first,” I purred as I knelt in front of her. “You know… an appetizer.”

“Ohhhh!” Zea’s face flushed a dark shade of red, but then she grinned. “Well, shit, who am I to argue with the King of Kings?”

As soon as we pulled each other’s clothes off, she repositioned herself on the edge of the table, and I gripped her thighs and ran my tongue up her soft flesh until I reached her womanhood.

Zea moaned as my tongue explored every part of her pussy, and I scooted her hips closer and closer to the edge of the table so my tongue could keep finding new ways to make her cry out. After her first climax, I pushed myself to my feet, let her legs wrap around me, and then entered her with a quick thrust.

I held myself inside her for a minute as our submission bond let her pleasure wash over me as if it was my own, and then this same connection let my pleasure wash over her in turn. I could have stayed like that forever as our pleasure cycle went back and forth between us, but I slowly started to move inside her tunnel, and the feelings of ecstasy only intensified. Her body felt so good and familiar to me that I knew every sensitive place and even the way she liked me to kiss her neck when I entered her more deeply.

When I couldn’t take it anymore, I breathed in her ear to make her crazy, and then we both finished at the same time together. We panted in each other’s arms as we recovered our breaths, but even though I had just filled her tunnel with my seed, I was still hard as a titanium rod and ready to fuck her again.

“Heyyy, hold on!” Zea gasped as I slowly began to thrust into her once more. “I need fuel, Kitty-Man! You’re just gonna have to sit tight while I whip up some noodles real fast, got it?”

“Fair enough,” I laughed, and then we both gasped as I slid out of her wetness.

“Just wait right there!” Zea lowered herself off the counter, and then she waltzed over to the stove to start preparing our noodles in the nude.

“Damn, you are so fucking sexy,” I growled as I watched her tight ass wiggle back and forth in the kitchen while a bit of my sperm dripped down the insides of her lean thighs.

“You are just saying that because I’m cooking for you naked,” she laughed over her shoulder.

“Nope,” I chuckled. “The second I met you, I thought you were incredibly sexy.”

“Well… I already told you that I got instantly wet when I met you. So the feeling was mutual.” Zea winked over her shoulder at me before she went back to work.

I couldn’t believe I had known Zea for less than a single year in Earth-time. She felt as much a part of me as the Tiger did, but if things had gone even slightly differently the first time I met her, I would have missed out on everything the beautiful, brilliant hacker had to offer.

If I had thought she really betrayed me to Elaka Nota, I wouldn’t have saved her from the soldiers they sent to kill us, but if she hadn’t stopped long enough to help me up the elevator shaft, even though there’d been no reason for her to trust me back then, I doubted I would have ever made it off the planet in the first place.

Zea had been such a contradictory mix of confident and insecure when we first met, but now it was hard to imagine how she had ever been insecure when it came to my love for her. She was so much more sure of herself, and it made her all the more beautiful to me.

“Order up!” Zea announced as she slammed two bowls down on the counter. “Two servings of eel noodles!”

“Where the hell did you get eel?” I laughed as we sat down to eat.

“It turns out the Nordar are pretty fond of all seafood, not just pickled fish,” Zea said. “Plus, Lux made sure it was fresh. That girl can get anything I need in like ten minutes. She’s fucking awesome.”

“They’re delicious,” I said as I slurped down my first mouthful. “And they definitely taste better without the threat of Elaka Nota breathing down our necks.”

“Psh, you can say that again!” Zea sighed.

After we finished our noodles, we made love again on top of the galley table, and then I carried her up to my quarters and made love to her over and over until we damn near couldn’t see straight anymore. When we finally collapsed back against the pillows together as a sweaty lump of limbs, I took the slender blonde in my arms and kissed the shaved side of her head.

“Zea?” I whispered a few minutes later when we both had caught our breaths.

“Yeah?”

“Are… are you still on the pill?” I asked.

“Uhhh… yeah…”

“What would you say if I asked you to stop taking it?” I asked.

She didn’t speak for a few moments.

“Zea?” I turned my head slightly to look at her.

“You… you’re sure?” she whispered as she blinked her eyes. “I mean… I don’t know if I’d be any good at--”

“You’d be wonderful,” I said.

“Should we, like… wait more?” She cleared her throat a bit. “We are about to fight a bunch of space vampire fucks on the other side of the galaxy. Kinda seems like bad timing and… yeah. But I mean… If you want?”

“What do you want?” I asked.

“I…” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I guess I’ve wondered what it would be like. A little snot-nosed asshole running around. Oh my god, if he looked like you my heart would just burst.”

“Or she could look like you,” I whispered as I pulled her tighter against me.

“Even worse,” Zea snickered. “I’m adorable. She’d get away with everything.”

“I don’t know if it will work… I talked to Yu about it this morning. I think… I want it now. I’m ready.”

“I’m still worried I’d be shit at the job,” she sighed. “Especially if it looked like us.”

“You’d have nine other women to help,” I said as I kissed the top of her head again, “and they’d be going through the same thing.”

“You wanna knock us all up, eh?” Zea snickered. “I guess that’s what happens after you get married…”

“It is,” I said. “Sooooo?”

“I… I guess I’ll stop taking the pill,” Zea said. “Do you think it would work soon?”

“If it doesn’t, we’ll just have to keep trying and trying.” I smirked, and the blonde hacker blushed bright red as she smiled. “I certainly don’t mind the idea.”

“Me neither,” Zea whispered. “It’s… like, I’m scared, but I’m also super wet and turned on just thinking about making a baby. Weird, huh?”

“You want to go again?” I asked.

“Yeah…” she said. “And now we are fucking with a purpose.”

I pulled her on top of me, and then a moment later we were moaning each other’s names as our pleasure slowly reached another climax. I’d lost track of the number of times I had already filled her tonight, but this felt the most intense, and we both stared into each other’s eyes while we orgasmed.

“Yeah…” she whispered after I’d flooded her womb again, and she laid on my chest while I was still hard and deep inside of her. “I’m going to get super preggo really fast.”

Before I could answer, I felt her body twitch against my chest, and then her breathing became deeper than the ocean. I followed her a few moments later, and my dreams were filled with little blonde kids who got into plenty of mischief.

Then I woke up surrounded by darkness.
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Chapter 4

My eyes instantly adjusted to the darkness, but what I saw as I turned full circle sure as hell didn’t make me feel any better.

Tall pine trees stood on every side of me, and the trunk of each one was about as thick as my torso. They stretched as far as I could see in every direction, but when I leaned my head back to try and see into the tops of the trees, all I saw was more darkness.

I looked back down and was relieved to find I was wearing one of Persephone’s flight suits and boots, so at least I had some protection between me and anything I might face in this forest. I didn’t have any weapons or my aegis on me, but when I closed my eyes and reached for my tiger form, it was prowling just below the surface like a second skin, so I knew I would be able to unleash the beast if I needed to.

It seemed like a safe bet that I would need to shift soon enough.

“Zea?” I whispered into the darkness.

The forest of pine trees remained silent around me, and when I took a few steps forward and called her name again, the same thing happened. I must have entered this dream by myself, and my fists unclenched at my sides as I realized that at least the blonde hacker seemed to be safe for now.

Zea might still appear later in my dream though, or maybe some of my other wives would, but there was no guarantee, especially since these dreams were usually unpredictable.

For now, I seemed to be alone here at the moment. I only wished I knew where “here” was.

The silence in the forest made it feel like I was trying to push aside a heavy blanket. I should have scared birds or insects as I walked forward through the trees, but everything in the darkness was as still as the surface of Uraniel had been. Even my boots barely made any noise on the floor of pine needles, and I whispered Zea’s name again to make sure I could still hear something.

I didn’t have any particular direction I was headed, since the forest looked the same on every side, but I tried to make sure I didn’t accidentally veer to the left or right. If I kept going in a straight line, eventually I would leave the forest, or at least, I fucking hoped so. The only way to stay trapped in a normal forest forever was to go in circles, so as long as I kept a straight path, I should come out of it sooner or later.

Unless the rules were different for SAVO forests.

I kept moving forward, even when I could have sworn I’d just passed between the same two pine trees I had walked by earlier. All the trees looked the same at this point though, so I continued walking ahead.

The air had started to turn colder, and if I didn’t keep moving, I had a feeling my limbs would begin to stiffen pretty quickly. The next time I exhaled, I saw my own breath plume around me like a dragon’s smoke, and I rubbed my hands together and moved a little faster.

The pine trees looked as dense and tall as ever, so I reached up and started to peel off a few pieces of bark from their trunks every time I walked between them. It should help mark where I’d been in case I got turned around in the forest, since there was nothing else to distinguish one tree from the next.

I didn’t know how long I walked, but at some point, I realized the rhythm of my steps matched my heartbeat. My pulse seemed to throb in my ears as soon as I noticed it, and I stopped short when I saw the tree in front of me had a few pieces of bark scraped off its trunk.

I swore I hadn’t been this way before, but the two trees in front of me both had their bark scraped off. I glanced behind me and saw that every tree behind me was also missing some bark, and then, as my heart started to hammer faster inside my chest, I looked at all the rest of the trees surrounding me.

Every single one of them was missing pieces of bark.

I had either been going in circles for hours, or this forest was playing tricks on me in the darkness.

“Fuck.”

My heart pounded in my throat as I started to feel like a beast in a cage, but I turned toward the closest tree and squared my stance. If I couldn’t walk my way out of the forest like this, I would simply have to climb up and scout the best way out.

But right before I launched myself up toward the lowest limb of the tree, the trunk flared with a reddish-purple light.

It was the same pulsing hue that I’d seen in the seams of one of the Shadow Eagles, and the tall pine tree looked like it was glowing from the inside while the dark magenta hue lit up every scrap of bark I had left intact. The light extended all the way up the thick trunk into the branches high above me, and from there, the tree seemed to stretch on endlessly into the dark night sky.

I figured it would at least serve as a good trail marker, so I turned to go back in the direction I was heading, but then every other tree began to imitate the first one. The whole forest started pulsing with reddish-purple light, and each tree faded in and out in time with the others. Whenever the lights faded for a moment, my eyes burned as I tried to see in the sudden darkness, and every time the trees throbbed with light a second later, it was only long enough to disorient me again.

I gritted my teeth to keep my shit together. I could still climb a tree, even if it was pulsing light, and since I couldn’t see a way out of the forest, I might as well try to climb above it and see if there was anything from the view up top that could help me. I turned toward one of the trees, dropped into a crouch, and then sprang up to grasp the lowest limb.

Once I swung myself up on top of the branch, it groaned under my weight. I wasn’t even in my heavier tiger form, so if I kept climbing, there was a decent chance I would get to a point where I couldn’t climb up any more without the risk of crashing back down through the slimmer branches, but I could see no other way out of this fucking reddish-purple forest.

I grasped the tree trunk and pushed myself to my feet. When I felt balanced on the branch beneath me, I reached up to grasp the next limb, wrapped my fingers around it, and then pulled myself up onto the branch. This one groaned a little more, but it held firm beneath me, so I took a deep breath and then adjusted my stance again to push up to the next branch.

I made it up four more branches and had just started to straighten up to reach the fifth one when I felt a wave of heat from above me. I dropped back down into a crouch on the creaking limb and craned my neck to look toward the top of the pine tree.

The upper boughs were on fire.

“Shit,” I growled.

Angry red flames swirled and billowed overhead, and I could already hear the hiss and pop of the pine sap and branches as the heat devoured them. A branch above me cracked like it had been struck by lightning, and when it plunged to the ground, my gaze followed it all the way to the forest floor below.

As I watched the burning branch shatter on the ground, I realized I had made it higher up in the tree than I thought. I was a good three and half, maybe even four, stories high, and this meant I needed to get my ass back to the base of the tree fast if I didn’t want to get caught by the flames above me, or worse, if I didn’t want to get hit over the head with a burning limb as it fell to the ground.

I started to scramble back down the tree.

I quickly glanced around since I was about twelve meters above the ground now, but the flames above me were so thick that I couldn’t see anything overhead, and when I tried to look out into the forest, there was nothing but dark billowing smoke. Even the ground below me didn’t give me much of an idea about the area, so I hurried my ass down through the branches.

Somehow, there seemed to be dozens of branches where before there had hardly been enough to pull myself up with, and every limb caught on my flight suit and clawed at my skin to try to keep me trapped in the burning tree. I shimmied down the trunk as the heat licked down through the branches above me, and whenever I looked up, the flames seemed even closer. Whenever I looked down, the ground seemed as far away as it had when I started.

The heat was so intense now that sweat poured down the back of my neck, and it felt like the entire forest was on fire. I wanted to look at the other trees, but all I could focus on was scrambling back down the tree before the flames reached me.

Another pine branch cracked loose and plummeted to the ground, and the edge of the limb swiped at my forearm on its way down. I gripped the tree with my thighs long enough to pat out the flames, but the fire had already burned a hole through my flight suit.

If this fire was all in my mind, it was doing a damn convincing job.

It might be one of the SAVO’s mind tricks, but then again, I didn’t really know how these dream-spaces worked, and the last thing I wanted was to think it was all a trick and accidentally let myself go up in flames. I hadn’t planned to shift into my tiger form since I didn’t know what I still had to face before I could escape from this place, but it was the only choice that made sense now.

I’d be able to climb down a tree a hell of a lot faster as a cat.

Fuck it.

The heat of the flames was right above me, so I threw my head back and roared to let the shift course through me. The discs in my spine all popped like the burning pine branches overhead, and as they reshaped themselves, my spine and all my limbs lengthened. Fur sprouted from the backs of my hands, claws erupted from my fingertips, and a savage growl ripped from my throat as my shift finished.

I only had a second to celebrate how easily my claws gripped the trunk now, because in the next moment, the tree limb directly above me burst into flames. The heat curled down toward the top of my head and filled the air with the scent of singed fur, and I realized there was no time to actually climb down the tree.

Instead, I jumped.

My body twisted through the air as I plunged toward the ground, and somewhere above me, the air filled with the roar of the flames that devoured the tree. I tried to rotate my body so I would land feet-first on the ground, but there was no time to adjust my fall. I only had a moment to grit my teeth, and then I smacked into the ground like an asteroid that collided with the Earth.

When I hit the forest floor of pine needles, my wrists snapped where I had flung them out to catch my fall, and my right kneecap popped loose and sent a wave of pain through my body that made me feel like someone had wrapped my intestines around my lungs and then squeezed out every last gulp of air.

I forced myself to flip over onto my back so I could see the tree burning above me, but my vision swam with pain as my bones all began to stitch themselves back together. It seemed like there were a dozen trees on fire above me, not just one, and I let my eyes close to readjust my vision.

When my bones healed a few seconds later and left behind only a slight ache, I opened my eyes again, but the sight of a dozen trees on fire hadn’t changed. I rocked my head to the right and to the left to try and shake the image loose. It still didn’t change even when I pushed my body into a sitting position, and then I finally saw that it wasn’t just the one tree I had been climbing.

Every damn tree in the forest was on fire.

“If you wanted to fight me, you could at least have the balls to show up yourself,” I growled. “Unless you’re scared I’ll bite your head off again.”

I didn’t hear the SAVO queen reply. I didn’t even hear her laughter in my head. The only sound in the forest was the pop of the pine branches as they cracked under the heat, and the roar of the flames as they consumed more and more of the trees.

This had to be an attack by the head Draugr bitch, but I didn’t know why she was being so fucking quiet about it. Her silence irritated me even more than the burning forest all around me. If she thought she could get under my skin, it had already worked, but I wasn’t about to let it stop me. I would find my women if they were trapped here with me, and I would find a way out of this forest and back to Persephone.

I always did.

Another burning limb fell and splintered apart on the ground in front of me, and I leaped back to avoid the spray of embers. This was worse than fighting an enemy I couldn’t see. I could see the fire plain as day, only there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

My only option was to run.

I jumped over the burning branch and sprinted forward. I didn’t bother thinking about what direction I was going or if I might end up racing in circles. I just ran and dodged branch after branch of the burning limbs as they cracked loose and plunged to the ground like fiery hail all around me.

When I saw a dark spot in the trees up ahead, I pushed all of my energy into my legs to pump them forward even faster. If there was no fire up ahead, it might mean an end to the forest. I only had to make it there before the fire started to topple over entire trees that could block my path.

I was fast in my human form, but as a weretiger, I was unstoppable. The trees and flames all blurred around me into one giant red haze, and I roared as I threw myself forward. The roar seemed to give more fuel to my muscles, and the darkness up ahead loomed closer and closer.

“Eyyah!” a woman’s voice screamed from somewhere in the burning forest around me. “Ahh-daaam!”

Black wings suddenly streaked down from the fiery treetops, and I had just enough time to look up and see Persephone as she plummeted downward like a dark angel before she landed in front of me with a cry of pain.

The tips of her black wings were on fire.

I managed to slow down my sprint before I could flatten her, but our bodies still collided hard as I wrapped her in a tight embrace. She struggled against me as the flames on her wings ate through my flight suit, but I held her closer and smothered the flames with my arms and tiger paws until the fire died out.

“Ahh-daaam,” Persephone gasped and looked up at me.

The winged woman was dressed in her usual black lace bodysuit, and her pale skin glowed under the sheer fabric from all the flames dancing around us. Her singed wings looked like they were already starting to heal, and her rhodium-colored hair shimmered like water in the rain from all the firelight in the forest.

When I realized that Persephone’s face was streaked with ashes, I wondered how long she had been flying through the burning forest to find me. She had risked death to reach me, but this was nothing new for her. The Shadow Eagle was as brave as she was beautiful, and the beast in my soul roared to take her and claim her as my own right here in the middle of the burning forest.

“Cooomahh!” Persephone slipped her hand into mine and tugged me forward.

“I’m coming,” I growled. “I just hope you know the way out of this place.”

“Eyyah ohh!” The platinum-haired woman smiled.

“Of course, you do,” I chuckled.

Then I let Persephone lead me through the burning trees, and the Shadow Eagle kept her wings folded tight against her back so the flames didn’t catch her feathers on fire again. The roar of the flames was louder than my own thoughts now, but the dark patch up ahead was slowly getting closer, and I just needed to be patient a little longer.

A sudden pop behind us was followed by a thunderous crack like the earth had split open to vomit up its dead. The heat at our backs exploded ten-fold, and when I risked a glance over my shoulder, I saw that one of the massive pines had splintered off at the base and was falling straight toward us.

“Fuck!” I shouted, and I scooped Persephone up in my arms. She weighed nothing, and her arms instinctively wrapped around my neck.

We’d done this before.

I launched forward like a bullet, but every gasp of fiery air made me more convinced that my lungs might crumple like burning paper. But when Persephone buried her face in my chest and held on even tighter with her arms around my neck, I knew nothing would stop me.

The tree crashed to the ground just behind me, and even though a rush of hot air blew toward my back, none of the flames touched me. I only pounded the ground harder until Persephone looked up and pointed at something straight ahead in the darkness.

“Gooo ahh!” the winged woman cried.

I was moving too fast to see exactly what she had pointed to, but I adjusted my stride toward the location and kept moving. When I had crossed another ten meters, I saw the small entrance of a cave up ahead, but on the other side of the cave, the burning trees continued.

The last tunnel I entered in one of these dreams had forced me to crawl on my belly for what felt like hours, but as much as I didn’t want to enter another cave, it looked like our best option if I didn’t want to run through the fiery trees until my legs gave out.

I pushed forward with one last burst of energy, ducked my head slightly to fit through the entrance, and then threw myself into the cave with Persephone still in my arms.

The ground inside the cave was wet, and I skidded across the smooth stone until I flung out one hand and caught myself on the wall. As soon as we stopped moving, I set Persephone down and looked around to see exactly where we were.

The raging fire outside the cave cast long shadows and a faded red glow on the cavern walls, and it gave us enough light to see our way forward. Now that we were deeper inside, the ceiling of the cave stood slightly taller than me, and it was double the width of my shoulders. The floor was spotted with slick puddles, and every few seconds, water dripped down from the ceiling to add a little more to each puddle.

The air reeked with the stench of the water, and I didn’t have to touch it to know it was the same blood-like substance the SAVO used in their cylinder chambers. I just clenched my jaw, grabbed Persephone’s hand, and moved deeper into the cave.

When we turned a corner in the tunnel, the light from the fire behind us disappeared, and there was only darkness up ahead. Persephone’s fingers tightened their grip on my paw, and I angled my body so I would be in front of her if we ran into anything in the cavern.

“You don’t happen to know where the SAVO queen is, do you?” I whispered.

“Nooo gaah,” Persephone murmured.

“I’m sure she’ll make herself known eventually,” I said as I clenched my paw into a fist. “Then I’ll fucking kill her. Again.”

I wished I had some kind of weapon with me. Hell, I would have taken a knife or even a spear at this point. My tiger’s maw could handle the Draugr queen, but if we ran into any of her minions, I would have preferred a weapon to help hold them off inside the tight quarters of the cave.

As we pushed forward through the dark tunnel, I lost all track of time. Sometimes, there was water under our feet, and sometimes, it felt completely dry, but the stench of the rotten liquid was always around us. It seemed like we had been walking for hours, but every time I thought it had been long enough to get used to the scent, a fresh wave of the coppery water’s decaying smell would hit us in the face and make Persephone gag.

There was nothing else in the cave to mark how far we had walked or how far we had to go before we reached whatever waited for us on the other side, but I kept my grip on Persephone’s hand and led us forward. Every few meters, I heard something scuttle in the darkness around us, but so far, nothing moved to attack us, so I tried to dismiss the sounds as the normal noises of a cave.

But I knew damn well there wasn’t anything normal about this cave.

The burning forest was the only thing behind us so there was no point in retreating, and at this point, I had to believe we were closer to the other end of this cavern than we were to the beginning of it. Another scuttling noise passed right over my head, but when I slammed my paw up into the ceiling of the cavern, I found nothing but rock that fell around me in a light shower of dust.

The cave slowly started to grow lighter, but it didn’t seem like sunlight. There was a slight red hue to it, and it made me feel like we were walking through a blood-stained tunnel that someone had tried to wash clean. Still, it made it a little easier to see our path forward, and as the tunnel was illuminated more, it started to zigzag back and forth at the same time it sloped downward in front of us.

I was careful to keep my grip on Persephone’s fingers tight so she wouldn’t slip, but every time I turned around another corner, adrenaline flooded my muscles to prepare for any enemies that might be waiting for us.

“Daaansah!” Persephone suddenly cried and then put my hand on her heart. “Eyyah?”

I was about to tell the platinum-haired woman I wasn’t sure what she meant, but then I heard a rush of wings from up ahead. I pulled Persephone forward around the next corner, and a wave of relief swept through me.

The relief was instantly replaced by pure rage.

Dancer was at the bottom of the sloping tunnel in front of us. Her back was to us, and the rose-haired Shadow Eagle didn’t seem to hear us at all. The cave looked like it ended in a solid wall just in front of her, but the bright, pulsing red light seemed to shine from underneath the wall, and Dancer kept fidgeting with something that I couldn’t see. From the way her black wings beat against the air, it looked like she was trying to open up something without much success.

But none of this was what made me enraged. It was the fact that two bat-like monsters were creeping up toward her from behind, and she seemed completely unaware that they were about to pounce on her and sink their poisoned talons into her pale, unprotected skin.

I didn’t even bother to shout a warning.

Instead, I dropped Persephone’s hand and threw myself down the sloping tunnel like a cannonball being fired down a bowling alley. I shoulder-checked the monster on my right and sent him sprawling forward on the cavern floor, and the moment he fell, I dropped down on all fours and swung my leg out to catch the other asshole in the back of his knees.

As the second bat creature was flung to the ground, I jumped back up to my feet and punched the back of his head hard enough to make blood explode out the front of his ugly face. While the fucker tried to turn around and face me, the first bat creature staggered to his feet and came after me, too.

I elbowed the second creature in his bleeding nose to make sure he stayed down, and then I lunged at the first dickbag and grabbed him by the throat. He slashed his poisoned claws at the fur on my arms, but only a few of his swipes made it through my thick orange fur. My skin burned where his claws managed to get through my fur, but I was already squeezing his throat so tightly that his weak attacks quickly dried up into useless flailing.

After I squeezed the pulp out of his throat, I dropped the bat-like monster’s corpse to the cavern floor and then turned to finish off the other asshole. His eyes had started to bleed along with his nose, and I realized I must have really knocked his brains loose when I punched the back of his skull. It would be better to put him down fast at this point, even if this was better than he deserved, so as his bleeding eyes tried to focus on me, I gripped both sides of his skull and jerked it until his spine snapped.

His head sagged in my hands, and I released his corpse to join the other fucker’s body.

I looked up to make sure no other bat creatures had snuck up behind Persephone, and once I was sure we were alone in the cave, I turned my attention back to Dancer.

The rose-haired woman still hadn’t turned around after all the sounds of fighting behind her, she just continued to tug on whatever she was trying to open. She was still a good two meters away from me, but her black wings were spread wide, so I couldn’t see what she was trying to force open.

“Dancer!” I said.

The soul of Dance to the Dirge looked over her shoulder and gasped at the sight of the two dead bat creatures. Her face was stained with tears, but she still didn’t let her wings drop to show us what was on the other side.

“Ohh ahh eyy,” the rose-haired woman cried. “Ahhdumm eyy?”

I didn’t know what she meant, but I lunged to her side at the same time Persephone hurried down the slick, sloping tunnel to join me, and when we closed the few meters of distance between us and Dancer, I saw what the problem was.

There was a Shadow Eagle buried in the wall of rock, and the door to its hold was fastened shut against the rose-haired woman. The door was just about the only part of the Shadow Eagle that was visible, so I couldn’t be sure if I recognized it, but based on the look of the keypad, I guessed it wasn’t Persephone or Dance to the Dirge.

The keypad itself wasn’t lit up, so there must have been an issue with its power supply, and Dancer clung to the manual door release while she tried with all her strength to tug it open.

“Kweeeen!” the rose-haired woman cried and looked at me with desperation in her pale-red eyes. “Siiiahh!”

“The queen’s in there?” I asked.

“Eyyahh,” Dancer pleaded. “No gaaah!”

I gently wrapped my paws around the winged woman’s hands and pried them loose. Her fingers were scratched bloody from how hard she had been trying to claw the door open, and I nodded at Persephone to step forward and try to help the other woman’s fingers.

“I’ll ggget it open,” I growled.

As both winged women backed up from the door, I scanned the lock and tried to figure out the best way to open it. The manual release could really only be opened with a machine, since otherwise, any asshole who came along could spring his way into the Shadow Eagle. I wasn’t sure I wanted to open it if the Draugr queen was trapped inside, but I was Tiger, and I didn’t run from a fight.

I grasped the manual door release with both paws and tested its strength. I planted one foot firmly on a dry patch of the cavern floor and set my other foot against the frame of the hold. But as I started to lean back and tug on the door release, I heard something from inside the Shadow Eagle that made me pause mid-pull.

The SAVO bitch was laughing inside the hold.

I let go of the door handle and turned back to face the two winged women.

“There has to be a better way,” I said. “She’s waiting for us on the other side, and this means she’ll have the advantaaaage.”

“Nooo ahh!” Dancer shook her head.

“If it was just me, that’d be one thing,” I said. “It’s too dangerous with both of you. If she hurt you before I was able to stop her--”

“Eyyah,” Persephone pleaded, and she and Dancer both stepped forward to grasp my paws. “Siiissaaah.”

“There has to be another way in,” I said. “I don’t want to send you back the way we came since there might be more of the bat creatures, but… fuckkkk! It’s like this bitch planned this whole thing.”

Before either of the winged women could answer, I heard another sound from inside the Shadow Eagle, but this one made my blood rage. It was a woman who sounded like she was crying, but this wasn’t the only reason my blood was boiling.

It was the fact that I heard her call my name.

“Ahh-daam,” the woman cried from inside the hold. “Nooo gahh!”

Then the woman fell silent, and all I heard was the SAVO bitch’s cruel laughter.

If this was some fucked up trick from the Draugr queen, it was a hell of a good one, but I didn’t think it was. Persephone and Dancer both wanted me to get inside the Shadow Eagle, and even though the vampire queen knew I was coming, I didn’t care anymore.

I would crush her skull in my jaws before she had a chance to hurt my women.

“Stay bbback,” I growled and then grasped the manual door release.

My muscles strained with the effort to pull it open, but my arms had already healed from the bat creatures’ poison, so I had the strength of a god flowing through my veins. The lock started to budge, but barely, and the more I wrenched at the door release, the more the SAVO bitch laughed inside.

I was going to rip off her face and then punch it down her fucking throat.

Persephone and Dancer flew forward and grasped the lock with me, and as their wings beat the air to give a little extra force to our efforts, I threw my head back and let the full strength of my tiger arms rip back on the handle. It turned centimeter by centimeter, until finally, it snapped loose, and the door opened into the hold of the Shadow Eagle.

Except it wasn’t a Shadow Eagle at all.

It was the inside of a SAVO temple, and it was pulsing with reddish-purple light.

“Son of a bitch,” I growled and immediately stepped in front of Persephone and Dancer.

I didn’t see any sign of the SAVO queen or any other woman inside the temple, but I knew what was behind us already. There was nowhere to go but forward, so I flexed my tiger paws a few times, and I entered the Draugr temple with my claws out.

As soon as the two winged women entered the temple behind me, I heard the door slam shut, and I knew we were committed now.

The reddish-purple lights pulsed along the seam between the floor and the walls, and they also pulsed up the rubber tubing that lined the walls and then ran across the ceiling. A series of monitors on my right side all showed black screens as I approached them, but every time I passed one, the screen lit up with the familiar image of three planets trapped between the gravitational pull of two dying red suns.

There should have been a cylinder at the far end of the temple, but the pulsing lights stopped at a blank stone wall. It was perfectly smooth and so black that it seemed to absorb every shred of light that fell on it. It looked like the end of the temple, but I knew this had to be a trick. The rubber tubes overhead disappeared into the blank wall like they just kept going, and I could hear muffled crying again, but now, it was coming from the other side.

“Ohh ahh eyy,” Dancer whispered as she pointed over my shoulder at the wall.

“Eyyy nah,” Persephone murmured on my other side.

Then the two winged women stepped forward, placed their hands against the smooth black wall, and simply pushed through it. Their hands disappeared into the blackness first, and by the time the rest of their bodies started to follow through to the other side of the trick wall, I was already following them.

I held my claws ready to tear out the vampire queen’s throat, and the moment we were on the other side, the wall vanished like it had never been there in the first place.

There was still no cylinder in front of us, but we weren’t alone. Two women waited at the back of the SAVO temple, and one of them was the Draugr queen. She stood on the right with a cold smile on her face, and beside her, a second woman was chained to the wall.

It was another Shadow Eagle.

Her black wings drooped against the wall behind her, and her bronze hair shimmered in the dim red light. She was dressed in a gray lace bodysuit with a skirt that fell like gossamer around her hips, but there was an ugly slash across the front of the lace like the Draugr queen had torn her pointed nails through the Shadow Eagle’s clothes.

The winged woman’s head was slumped forward as if she had given up, but then she looked up, and her red eyes were full of pleading.

I didn’t know which Shadow Eagle this was, but it didn’t matter. She was mine to protect, and I would make the Draugr woman pay for hurting my woman.

“Ahh-daaam,” the head SAVO bitch laughed and then tapped the winged woman’s cheek with one of her blood-red fingernails. “Yoooou mmmiine. Sssheeee mmmiinne. Mmmmiiiinnnneee.”

“She doesn’t belong to you any more than I do,” I growled. “Let her go.”

“Mmmm.” The Draugr queen pressed her thin lips together like she was actually thinking about it.

I glanced at the bronze-haired woman, but she held herself perfectly still as the vampire queen continued to tap her sharp nail against the winged woman’s cheek. I was ready to jump forward and crush the queen between my powerful jaws, but I wanted to make sure I timed things right, otherwise she might be able to sink her fangs into the beautiful Shadow Eagle’s throat before I crossed the four meters that separated us.

“Siiissah,” Dancer murmured, and she clutched my right bicep.

“Vaaaal raah,” Persephone added as she clung to my left arm.

“Shit,” I hissed, and I finally understood what the women had been trying to tell me. “She’s your sister. She’s the soul of Valravn?”

“Noooott foooor loooooong,” the Draugr queen cackled, and her hand shot out to wrap around the chained woman’s neck.

I saw the SAVO bitch’s nails pierce the winged woman’s throat a second before rage flooded my vision.

Fuck.

No.

In an instant, I was suddenly at the Draugr woman’s side, and she screamed as I yanked her away by her long black hair.

Persephone and Dancer instantly flew forward to free their wounded sister, but I couldn’t help them until I dealt with this vampire bitch. I threw her back against the wall, but after her spine slammed into the stone, the SAVO queen only shook herself off and licked her lips like this was all some kind of elaborate foreplay.

“Faaassstttt… Ahhhdeeeeemmm.”

“And strong,” I growled a second before I sprinted across the distance between us, and this time, my paws swiped through the queen’s black leather flight suit. My claws ripped open her chest all the way down to the bone, but her alabaster skin immediately started to knit itself back together, so I swiped at her chest again with one paw, and my other paw tore open her stomach.

The Draugr woman only laughed and leaned closer like she wanted to whisper a secret in my ear. As she reached up to grasp the sides of my furry skull, I dug my claws even deeper into her stomach, but she only smiled and then started to heal again.

“Adddummm,” the vampire queen moaned. “Miiiiineee.”

I opened my massive tiger’s maw to break her skull, but she suddenly twisted out of my grip and ducked to the side. I tried to move toward her, but I was frozen in place, just like I had been in the SAVO temple on Uraniel and in the underwater Elaka Nota facility.

Only this time, I wasn’t worried.

The Draugr bitch might be able to keep me frozen for a short time, but I would tear through her hold soon enough, and then her life would be mine. A growl escaped my throat as I tried to move, and I risked a quick glance at the three winged women.

The bronze-haired woman was bleeding from the throat, and even though Dancer and Persephone were trying to free her from where she was chained to the wall, she looked at me like I was the only one who could really help her.

“Fuuuck!” I roared and then let the full strength of Tiger flood my muscles.

Then I was free.

I tackled the SAVO bitch to the ground and began to beat on her face like a jackhammer. She lashed out at me with her long fingernails, and they shredded my fur like they were made from steel. We wrestled across the ground as we each tried to gain the advantage over the other, but every time I leaned down to lock my jaws on her throat, she ripped open some new artery and the blood gushing from both our bodies made us too slippery.

I could hear Persephone and Dancer pleading with the other winged woman, but I couldn’t understand them. Then again, I didn’t have to understand their words to know what they were saying. My women were begging the third Shadow Eagle to fight, to help them free her from the chains, but I didn’t know if they would be able to manage it without my tiger strength.

“Yoooou diiiid thiiiiis,” the SAVO bitch snarled. “Youuuu miiinnnneee. Subbbbmiiiittt! Meeee!”

“No, you did this,” I growled and then flipped her over onto her back again. “And I’m not going to submit to you. This is what I’m gonna do, you ugly cunt.”

I finally pinned both her arms to her sides at once, leaned down, and snapped my jaws over her head. I gave her enough time to cry out once before I sank my teeth all the way into her skull. Then I released my hold and clamped down again, and this time, I let my jaws crush her skull in their grip until it crumpled like wet paper in my tiger’s maw.

The Draugr bitch’s blood streamed from my mouth and poured down my fur and flight suit like water from a showerhead, but I didn’t release her mangled skull, not until I was completely sure she was dead. As soon as her corpse was limp, I looked up at the three winged women, and a wave of worry flowed toward me from them like they had somehow submitted to me, and I could sense their feelings.

The bronze-haired woman’s throat wasn’t bleeding as badly as I feared, but she looked even paler than she did before. Dancer and Persephone were still trying to free the other Shadow Eagle’s wrists from where they were chained to the wall, but every few seconds, they shook her shoulders when her head started to sag, like she was tired of fighting and wasn’t sure she could keep doing it much longer.

“Siiisaah!” Persephone looked back at me with desperation in her beautiful red eyes. “Aaaddum!”

I hauled myself up from the ground and turned to sprint to Persephone’s side, but time seemed to lag. My legs felt like lead, and I couldn’t make them move fast enough. All I could do was watch Dancer and Persephone try to free the other Shadow Eagle, and even though I knew they needed my help to free her, all three winged women seemed to move in slow motion as Persephone screamed my name.

“Aaaadum!” Persephone pleaded again.

“Adam!” Zea yelled, and her voice pulled me out of the SAVO temple in my dream. “For the love of Odin, wake the fuck up, Kitty-Boy! You’re scaring the shit out of me!”

I shook myself the rest of the way awake and forced my eyes open. I was still in bed in my captain’s quarters on Persephone, and Zea was still naked under the sheets beside me. The blonde hacker had twisted into a sitting position under the sheets, and she had one hand on my chest while her other fingers ran through her short blonde hair to push it out of her eyes.

“Are you back, or what?” Zea demanded.

“Sorry, did I scare you?” I asked. “It was another dream from the SAVO bitch.”

“You scared the piss out of me, but it’s okay,” Zea sighed. “I know you didn’t mean to, but daaamn! You were all shouting and angry and shit, and you didn’t even hear Juliette when she said we’ve got ten minutes left before we get to Queen’s Hat.”

“Shit.” I sat up and rubbed my temples, and I was a little surprised that I was in my human form after the dream.

“You okay?” Zea whispered.

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like I slept at all,” I said, but then I started to remember what happened in the dream. “Fuck. Fuck!”

“Adam?” Zea gasped. “Talk to me, what happened?”

I held my head in my hands for a minute as everything came back to me, and Zea kept her hand on my chest to help steady my breathing.

The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle had been wounded, and the other Shadow Eagles had been trying to free her from her chains. They needed me to help them, but I had woken up before I made it to them, and now I wasn’t sure what any of this meant. If the bronze-haired woman was injured in the dream, did it mean the ship was injured, too? Or was she only trapped and in need of my help?

If I didn’t free her in time, could a Shadow Eagle die the same way a human could?

The only thing that helped me breathe was the fact that Persephone and Dancer were with her, and I had to trust that they were still there, even though I had left that dream-world. Now more than ever, I wanted to get to Nyr Valhalla, and I hoped we would still find Valravn buried beneath the rubble there.

Otherwise, we might be royally fucked.

“Sooo, was I there?” Zea prompted when I stayed silent. “I don’t think I was there, or if I was, I sure as hell don’t remember it.”

“None of you were with me,” I said. “It was just Dancer and Persephone, but there was another Shadow Eagle there, too. She had bronze-colored hair and--”

“A super sweet bod?” Zea teased. “Sorry. You look upset. My default setting is to make jokes when people are upset.”

“She was beautiful,” I agreed. “I think she was the soul of Valravn.”

“Ugh, that’s a Nordar mouthful,” the blonde hacker muttered. “I think I’ll just call her Val for short.”

“The Draugr queen was there, and I remember fire, almost like the trees that seemed to be on fire when the Elaka Nota women lost control in the courtyard for a minute,” I said, and then I finished telling her what I remembered.

“She’ll be okay,” Zea said. “The Shadow Eagle women are tougher than they look, and Persephone and Dancer will help her.”

“You sound pretty sure about this,” I said.

“I am.” The slender blonde shrugged. “It sounds like Val is in trouble, but you clearly had the dream as some kind of warning. We’ll be able to make it to Nyr Valhalla in time. Plus, we don’t even know if a wound or a death in the dream world really has any effect on the real world.”

“But what if it does?” I asked. “She didn’t seem too badly injured, but still, I didn’t like to see her hurt at all. I just finished killing the Draugr queen, but I didn’t have a chance to see if Valravn had recovered from her cuts.”

“No, no, think about it,” Zea said. “You’ve killed the SAVO bitch in these dreams, like, a bunch of times, right? And apparently, it doesn’t even faze her. So if she can live after you kill her in the dreams, then I’m sure the Shadow Eagles can, too.”

“The Shadow Eagles aren’t the Draugr, though,” I said. “They’re completely different species, and the dreamspace is kinda the SAVO’s territory.”

“Maybe it isn’t only theirs,” Zea countered as she raised her eyebrows. “It’s not like Persephone or Dancer have flown any differently even when they’ve been injured in the dreams.”

“You might be onto something,” I muttered and scruffed my hair to ease some tension. I had no idea how the Shadow Eagles ended up in these dreamspaces, I’d just been finding them there for months now.

“Yeah, Val is fine!” the blonde hacker persisted. “I probably woke you up right before she was like ‘ohh, don’t worry, I’m all good here’ or something.”

“Thanks, Zea,” I sighed. “I’ll try to just take it as a warning to hurry and get to Valravn as soon as I can.”

“Sounds good, Captain,” Zea said. “Now come on, if we hop in the shower now, we might even have time to uhhh… you know… with what we talked about last night.”

“You better not be teasing,” I purred.

“Come and find out,” the blonde hacker replied with a smile.

As soon as the water was hot, we stepped into the shower and took turns rubbing each other down with soap. The steam already felt like it was clearing my head, and when Zea slipped her arms around my waist and went up on her tiptoes to kiss me, I let all thoughts of the Shadow Eagles and the Draugr queen wash down the drain.

They would wait until later, and right now, I had a beautiful woman in the shower with me, and I planned to satisfy her at least twice before we arrived at Queen’s Hat.

I lifted her up and pressed her against the wall of the shower, and when I entered her, Zea rocked her head back and moaned. She usually liked a bit of a build-up so I held myself inside her at first, and then I slowly started to grind my pelvis against hers until her muscles all began to tighten and clench as they prepared for release.

When her first climax swept over her, I almost let myself go too, but I held back at the last second. My thrusts came harder and faster, and as the hot water streamed down our bodies in a veil of steam, Zea climaxed with me, and then we both cried out as my seed poured deep inside of her womb.

“Yeahhhh… I’m getting super pregnant for sure.” The blonde hacker buried her face in my neck as her body kept trembling with the after-shocks of her orgasm. “You’ve put a good five liters of sperm inside of me in the last ten hours.”

“Good,” I whispered. I would have held her like this forever, but when the audio connection chimed open in my chambers, I realized we had better get our asses to the bridge.

“Two minutes, Handsome,” Juliette’s voice came through the speakers. “This goes for you too, Blondie.”

“Coming!” Zea shakily replied.

“Oh, I bet you are,” Juliette snickered. “See you on the bridge.”

The moment the audio connection closed, I kissed Zea again and then let the water drain from the shower. The dryers kicked on a moment later, and less than thirty seconds after Juliette’s warning, we were slipping our clothes back on and running out the door.

We made it to the bridge with a minute to spare. Zea slid into one of the empty chairs on the raised dais and crossed her long legs, and I dropped into the captain’s chair to oversee our arrival at Queen’s Hat.

“Captain on the bridge!” Nikki announced, and she was halfway toward standing up when I waved her back into her seat.

“At ease,” I panted.

“Hey, lovebirds,” Juliette called from the pilot’s seat. “We’ll be exiting hyperdrive shortly, so just sit tight.”

The redheaded pilot started the countdown with fifteen seconds to go, and I glanced around the bridge to make sure my crew was ready for anything we might run into. They were all seated in the officer chairs or at the gunner stations, and they looked as calm and prepared as they always did.

It hadn’t been very long since our last trip to Queen’s Hat, but I would be happy to see the familiar station. It felt a little like a home away from home, since it was where I had met Juliette, Paula, and Kasta, and it was also where I had first kissed Zea and told her my feelings for her. Queen’s Hat might attract trouble like a magnet, but it had cleaned up its congress and its security force so much that I imagined very little could shake it now.

Then we exited hyperdrive in full view of the station, and I instantly realized how wrong I was.

The entire space station was surrounded by a fleet of ships that made Persephone’s alarms scream. The stats on ship after ship scrolled up our screens in red letters, and I tried to count the number of vessels all around Queen’s Hat.

When I realized there were at least several hundred ships in a clear battle formation though, I stopped counting.

Fuck. Not again.
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Chapter 5

“Incoming transmission,” Nikki announced. “Audio or video, Adam?”

“Audio only,” I replied. “But if they start to make a move, get ready to do our best and fight our way out of here.”

“We have faced worse odds,” Madalena said with a stoic nod.

“Uhhh, have we?” Zea grimaced.

The audio transmission chimed through before the Prime Valkyrie could answer.

“Persephone, this is the harbormaster for Station Q-987-H-rR345b, known locally as Queen’s Hat,” a man’s flat voice began.

“Yeah, no shit,” Juliette muttered.

“Who is the captain of your vessel, and what is your business on this station?” the harbormaster continued.

“This is Adam, captain of Persephone,” I replied. “Everything okay there?”

“Captain Adam is accompanied by me,” Juliette interrupted. “Commissioner Larns, since I’m sure you’ve heard of me. Where is Smith or Iana?”

“Commissioner Larns, your presence is noted,” the harbormaster replied. “Iana is right here.”

“Hiya, Juliette,” Iana said over the audio channel.

“Is everything okay?” Juliette demanded. “What are all these ships? Who do they belong to?”

“Everything’s fine,” Iana said quickly. “They’re just, uh, rhodium traders, and they’ve got a hell of a lot of product, so they hired a small fleet to protect themselves.”

“Then can you give us a dock number or what?” the redhead asked.

“Of course!” Iana replied. “You can dock at…”

“B8,” the nasally-voiced man finished for her.

The audio connection closed, and I signaled for Juliette to go ahead and take us to dock B8. None of the station’s cannons seemed to swivel toward us, and the armada posted around Queen’s Hat held their positions, but every second that brought us closer to the dock made my heart hammer faster in my chest.

“Um, can I point out something weird?” Zea asked.

“Yeah…” I said, “Something feels off for sure.”

“So…” Zea cleared her throat. “Persephone’s scanners read out a bunch of stats on these ships, right? Buuut, the thing is, she didn’t have anything listed under the branding or manufacturer of any of these ships. There’s none listed.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I crossed my arms.

“The ships are unfamiliar to me, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “They do not belong to any star system the Nordar have dealings in, so I cannot help you in this.”

“That’s already pretty helpful,” I told her. “They must be from a pretty fucking far away station if you don’t recognize any of the markings.”

“I think I know what it means,” Riecka announced. “There’s only one kind of ship that has no branding or manufacturer listed, and that’s a pirate ship.”

“Docking now,” Juliette announced.

“Shit,” I groaned. “What the fuck would pirates be doing at Queen’s Hat?”

“They might actually be here just to trade rhodium,” Juliette said as she shrugged. “Pirates sell anything that’ll turn a profit, and they always move as a fleet since there’s strength in numbers. They could have stolen rhodium from some poor assholes and then come to trade it for whatever they need at Queen’s Hat.”

“That’s true, but it doesn’t exactly make me feel great that a pirate fleet has surrounded Queen’s Hat,” I said. “Zea, can you set up a private comm link once we’re docked? Maybe see if you can communicate with anybody at District B’s police station and find out what’s going on.”

“Uhhh, yeah, I can set that up,” the blonde hacker replied.

“If we could reach Constable Smith or someone else Juliette knows, maybe they could tell us something,” I said.

“Iana said everything was fine.” Juliette shrugged. “But there was someone obviously standing over her shoulder.”

“Still, let’s see if we can talk to Smith and find out for sure,” I said.

“Besides, there might be a lot of ships surrounding the station, but it would still be quite a feat for them to conquer all of the station’s police forces,” Riecka said. “How many police officers are there on Queen’s Hat, Juliette?”

“Oh, thousands,” the redhead replied. “I know this asshole has a hell of a lot of ships, but I think Tin Can might actually be right. I doubt they could have defeated every single cop on board, especially since they probably don’t know the ins and outs of the station like we do.”

“Her name is Riecka,” I reminded the pilot. “Tin Can strikes me as an insult to my wife. I would not allow anyone to speak of you that way, Juliette.”

The cyborg queen’s red eyes snapped toward me, and I sensed all my wives’ surprise that I’d spoken up on Riecka’s behalf.

“Shit.” Juliette cleared her throat, and her cheeks turned a bit red as she glanced over her shoulder at me. “That’s my bad. It won’t happen again. I’m sorry. What I should have said is Riecka might actually be right.”

I nodded my approval, and a rush of pleasure flowed from Riecka as I spared her a brief glance. I expected the tattooed queen to have some sort of self-serving statement to make, but to my surprise, she just bowed her head to me and gave Juliette a small smile.

“Perhaps Juliette is right, and this pirate armada really is just here to trade rhodium,” Madalena smoothly continued the conversation.

“Then having Zea set up a private audio link should be able to sort out if that’s the case,” I said.

“Working on it, Kitty-Boy,” the blonde hacker said as her fingers flew across the controls.

“How long do we have before the docking tube locks onto us?” I asked. “Give me an estimate.”

“Oh, like now,” Juliette said. “Ten more seconds, if we’re being technical about it, but I guess since I’ve been talking for a few seconds, it’s probably… yep, the tube is locked onto us now.”

“Incoming audio,” Nikki said.

“Go ahead,” I replied.

“Persephone, stand by for boarding and inspection,” the harbormaster’s nasally voice announced. “We need to inspect your ship and make sure you have no illegal goods on board.”

“That’s not good for me,” I growled. “I have nothing to hide, but my ship is my personal property. I give you no leave to search it.”

“Queen’s Hat has been a hotbed for the slave trade in recent years,” the harbormaster said. “This is only to ensure that you are not here to deal in slaves.”

“Hold on, now I know the slave trade has been a problem here, but we’ve cleaned all that up!” Juliette said and sat forward in her seat. “We got rid of the Baccalas and Huyan Kar and--”

“It’s fine,” I grunted. “You can inspect my ship.”

“Then have your crew meet us in the hold,” the man said. “And no weapons! If we see any weapons, we will shoot on sight.”

“Understood,” I replied, and then the connection closed again.

“How long until they’re on board?” Aasne asked.

“It depends on if they’re ready to go when the tube is locked, or if they’re still sending a greeting party over,” Juliette said. “If they already have a boarding party at the end of the docking tube, it’ll probably take them… two minutes to get to the hold? Two and a half, tops.”

“Zea, this means you’ve got thirty seconds to open up a comm line if we want to get any kind of information before we have to go meet these assholes,” I said.

“I can wait for them in the hold, my king,” Lux volunteered.

“Good,” I said. “Nikki, stay in the pilot’s chair in case we need to make a run for it, and I want the gunner stations to be manned by Mikhael, Josefinna, Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma. If we do try to break free of the dock, we need to have all gunners at the ready.”

“Yes, Adam,” my crew replied.

“This means Lux, Calisto, and Dana will head down to the hold and take their positions immediately,” I said.

“Would you like us to be armed?” Dana asked.

“Hell, yes,” I replied. “Grab pistols you can hide easily, so they don’t start shooting as soon as they see our big guns.”

“We are just as deadly without weapons,” Calisto said.

“I figured,” I chuckled. “But no, I want us all to be armed. It’s unusual that they want to inspect the ship, and even though Iana says it’s fine, I want to be prepared to fight if we need to. Sivaha and Madalena, you two go ahead with the Valkyries. Sivaha can use her charms on any men in the boarding party--”

“Or women,” the silver-haired seductress purred.

“Or women,” I said with a grin. “If these dickbags try anything right away, we’ll be ready for them.”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “We will wait for them in the hold.”

“We’ll join you shortly,” I said and stood up to join Zea. “How’s that comm link coming?”

“Give me ten more seconds,” the blonde hacker replied.

Madalena, Sivaha, and the Valkyries all took the elevator down to the hold, and Juliette, Aasne, and Riecka crowded around me and Zea while she worked to open up a private communication channel with District B’s police station.

I exhaled slowly to release some of the tension from my shoulders, and by the time I started to breathe in again, the blonde hacker had finished setting up the private audio link.

“This is Persephone,” Zea hissed when the audio link chimed open. “Anybody friendly over there?”

There was only static from the other end.

“Repeat, this is Perse--”

“We heard you the first time,” a man’s voice whispered. “You don’t have to say it again.”

“Is that you, Smith?” Juliette demanded.

“Larns?” Constable Smith replied. “Is it really you?”

“You bet your sweet ass it’s me,” the redheaded pilot said. “Now, you’ve got about, let’s see, twenty seconds to tell me what the hell is going on here.”

“Pirates,” the young cop answered.

“We figured,” Juliette said. “Are they here to trade rhodium or what?”

“No,” Smith said. “They showed up a few days ago, and…”

“Smith?” the redhead demanded when the line started to go static.

“Sorry, there’s some kind of interference or something,” Zea said through gritted teeth. “I’m trying to… there!”

“… fired everybody except for me and a few other officers,” Smith continued.

“Who fired everybody?” I growled. “Who are these pirates? What do they want? What’s their goal?”

“Why did Iana say everything was fine?” Juliette added.

“… threatened her,” Smith said after a few seconds of static. “I’ve been trying to find out more, but all I know right now is their captain is super interested in the slave trade, and-- oh, shit, I gotta go.”

The audio link closed, and I glanced at the time on Zea’s screen to see how long we had been talking. I guessed we had about thirty seconds before we needed to be in the hold to meet the boarding party, and we would have to figure out what to do on our way.

“Let’s move,” I growled.

Zea, Juliette, Aasne, and Riecka all followed me to the elevator, and as soon as the doors closed behind us, Juliette was the first to speak.

“So, this is bad,” the redhead sighed. “How did these assholes fire all my cops? They were handpicked, dammit, so I knew they wouldn’t be corrupt.”

“The pirates must have taken over the station, or at least District B,” Aasne said. “It’s the only way they would be able to fire all the cops, right?”

“I’m starting to have a bad feeling about this,” Zea moaned. “Space pirates sound bad. Especially ones who are super interested in the slave trade.”

“Maybe they want to stop slavers?” Aasne asked. “They did say they wanted to make sure we weren’t dealing in illegal goods like slaves.”

“I’ve never heard of a pirate who tried to stop slavers,” Riecka chuckled and combed her metal fingers through her hair.

“I have to agree with you,” I told Riecka. “This pirate must be a slaver himself, and this is why he’s so interested to see if we have people on board that we’re planning to sell.”

“I can’t believe we’re about to have to fight slavers on Queen’s Hat again,” Zea groaned. “This was supposed to be a quick in and out.”

“Nothing’s ever a quick in and out lately,” I told my slender wife. “But don’t worry. As soon as we figure out what the hell is going on, Queen’s Hat will become a Nordar outpost. I don’t know if some new asshole has taken over things or not, but the easiest solution to make sure it doesn’t happen again is if I take the damn station for my own. Problem solved.”

“This is a wise decision, Husband,” Riecka purred, and I smirked at the sultry look she was sending me. “You should be ruler of all humans, anyway, so Queen’s Hat seems like a good place to start.”

“I agree,” I chuckled. “I kind of like the place.”

“I would have thought you were crazy if you said all this a couple months ago,” Zea sighed. “But I actually totally agree with you. We’ve had to fight the Black Hearts, Elaka Nota, and Nebula Gammon on Queen’s Hat, so uhh, yeah. Let’s just say it belongs to the King of Kings now.”

“Juliette is basically already their queen,” Aasne said. “She could run the admin side of things.”

“Aww, I like you too, Freckles,” Juliette chuckled as the elevator doors opened. “But as much as I like the way ‘Queen Juliette of Queen’s Hat’ sounds, if I have to do admin stuff as a queen, I’m perfectly happy to just stay a pilot. Thanks, but no thanks.”

“What if we named it ‘Juliette’s Hat’ instead of ‘Queen’s Hat,’” Zea snickered as she pointed at the redhead’s cowboy hat.

“Ohhhh…” Juliette cooed. “Now we are talking.”

“Either way, this will all end once Queen’s Hat belongs to me,” I said. “Eventually, the galaxy will be mine. Then we can ensure there are no more shitty corporations or corrupt governments controlling everything.”

I felt several soft tendrils of arousal permeate the elevator before we stepped into the hold, and Juliette chuckled and sent me a wink.

“I sure as hell do like the way you do things, Handsome,” the cop sighed. “You just take what you want now. Makes a girl’s panties all wet.”

“I’m glad I can please you,” I snickered.

Once we entered the hold to join the Valkyries, along with Madalena and Sivaha, I saw that the Valkyries had already gathered weapons for everyone, and they had deposited them all in the middle of the hold, along with jackets that we could all wear to conceal the weapons. My twin revolvers were front and center, and the rest of the weapons were pistols and revolvers that could be easily concealed at our sides during the inspection.

As we armed ourselves and slipped on the jackets to hide our sidearms, I glanced up to see that Lux and Calisto had both taken positions on top of some of the stacked pallets at the top of the hold ramp. Dana stood firmly planted at the back of the ramp in the center, and Madalena and Sivaha stood on either side of the open door to the hold.

“Aasne and Zea, stay toward the back,” I ordered. “Riecka and Juliette, I want you in the middle of the hold. I’ll be up front with Madalena and Sivaha.”

“Yes, Adam,” my women replied.

“I’ll make the rest of this quick,” I said. “Our best guess is that some big-deal space pirate has taken over some part of Queen’s Hat, and he’s a slaver. So, right now we keep our heads down, let them do their inspection, and then once they let us go, we’ll head into the station and figure out what’s going on and how to stop this dickbag.”

“Once they realize we have nothing on board that would interest them, they will look for better targets,” Madalena said.

“And then we can put down these slaver pirates for good.” Zea punched her fist into her open palm.

“One thing at a time,” I chuckled. “First, let’s get through the inspection.”

A few seconds later, I heard the steady tramp of boots coming down the docking tube toward us, and it took all of my restraint not to shift. There was no way to know what these fuckers were armed with or how many there would be, and if I played this right, we should be able to get through our inspection pretty quickly. Then we could get down to the business of figuring out what exactly the pirate fleet was doing here and why most of District B’s police force had been fired… and who the fuck had fired them in the first place.

As the boarding party came around the corner, I stepped forward between Madalena and Sivaha. Even with only sidearms, my crew was still the deadliest group of warriors in the galaxy, but my heart still pounded heavy in my chest as I waited to see how many assholes this pirate scumbag had sent to greet us.

Twenty-five armed and armored soldiers turned the corner and approached the hold.

They walked in perfect unison down the docking tube toward us, in five neat rows of five assholes each, and their helmets covered their skulls completely so their faces were hidden as if they were wearing aegis armor. Both their helmets and their dull gray plate armor sure as hell didn’t look as effective as our aegis, but I didn’t like the fact that we couldn’t see their expressions at all.

Every soldier was armed with a submachine gun and a smaller sidearm, and if this was how the pirate outfitted a simple boarding party, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see how the rest of his forces on board the station were armed.

“This all seems a little excessive,” Juliette muttered behind me.

“They don’t look like any pirates I’ve ever seen,” Zea huffed. “I expected dirty fuckers wearing bandanas and earrings and big red scarves, the whole works.”

“Have you ever actually seen a pirate?” Riecka chuckled. “Or have you only read about them in story books?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, have you seen a lot of pirates in your day?” Zea demanded.

“Stay calm,” I growled. “Focus on the objective.”

The twenty-five soldiers crossed the last three meters to reach me just inside the hold doors. They marched like they would walk right over me into Persephone, but when I didn’t move out of their way, the soldier in the middle of the first row held up his fist, and they all stopped at once.

I had dealt with a decent number of pirates during my time in the Jupiter Marines, but as a general rule, they were really just poor scavengers. Sometimes they were well-funded enough to act as mercenaries for hire, but this was definitely the exception to the rule. More often than not, they were glorified thieves who traveled the galaxy and stole ships, drugs, people, and anything else that would bring them money.

Pirates were also usually short on resources, so the fact that these scumbags wore real armor and carried some impressive weapons made me nervous. This was a new kind of pirate, and I didn’t know exactly what they wanted yet, but I had a feeling I wasn’t gonna like it.

“Captain Adam?” the soldier in charge asked.

“That’s me,” I said. “I’ll be coming with you while you inspect the hold.”

“We will be inspecting the whole ship, not just the hold,” the soldier informed me. “I believe our harbormaster made that clear.”

“I thought you might say that,” I said as my stomach tightened.

“Is there a problem?” Sivaha smiled at the man, and I felt my knees go weak at the power of the seductress’ charms.

“No problem as long as you let us inspect your entire ship,” the soldier replied in a flat tone.

“Listen,” Sivaha continued. “I’m sure you wouldn’t be leading this boarding party if you weren’t absolutely the man for the job, but I’m curious. Queen’s Hat has never felt the need to inspect us before, so--”

“Things are being done differently now,” the man said in the same flat voice.

“Very well.” Sivaha glanced over at me, and I felt a trickle of confusion from my silver-haired wife at the same time that I felt a wave of desire from my other wives in the hold.

Clearly, there was nothing wrong with the beautiful seductress’ powers, since the rest of my wives and I felt her charms flood through our bodies, but this soldier acted like he was made of fucking stone. I had never met any human who could resist Sivaha, and then I realized why something had seemed off since the soldiers entered the hold.

I couldn’t smell them.

Humans always had some kind of body odor, whether it was sweat, blood, tears, anything. Even when they tried to cover it up with shampoos and perfumes, there was always a deeper scent beneath the mask, and my tiger nose always sniffed it out.

It was part of how I had been able to tell Kasta and Paula apart when I first met them, and before I figured out how different their personalities were. Paula always smelled like Paula, but Kasta never had any kind of human scent. The beautiful android only ever smelled like the gardenia perfume she wore to help herself pass as human.

These soldiers couldn’t be human. They were some kind of androids, and this meant the pirate who was in charge of this whole operation had to be one well-funded fucker.

“You may accompany us while we inspect this level of your ship,” the soldier in charge continued. “How many other levels does it contain? Two more?”

“Yeah, two,” I grunted.

“Our search will take too long to wait for you to accompany us to each level,” the soldier said. “Two members of your crew may come with us to the upper two levels.”

“Aaaand what exactly are you searching for?” Zea piped up from the back of the hold.

“Any evidence that you may be involved in slave dealings,” the soldier said in the same flat tone. “E Team, take the top level. D Team, take the second level. Teams A through C will stay with me.”

“Understood,” the rest of the soldiers said in unison.

“I’ve already got crewmembers on the top level, so I’ll let them know you’re coming,” I said. “Calisto and Dana, you go with D Team to the second level.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Valkyries said together.

“Mikhael,” I said as I pressed my transponder. “You’ve got company coming, so be a good host and stand by for further instructions.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar warrior instantly replied.

Two teams of five soldiers split off toward the elevator and were joined by Calisto and Dana, but the other fifteen soldiers stayed in the hold with us. The android soldier in charge didn’t say anything else, he just started to gesture one way and then another so the other androids all spread out across the hold.

One team of five began to search through the storage boxes, but I was glad to see even androids could still flinch when Lux jumped down from the storage units she stood on top of. Another team fanned out across the ramp and trained their weapons on my crew to keep them from getting any ideas, and the last team of five headed up the ramp toward the armory.

“Stay here and keep an eye on everyone,” I growled to Madalena before I turned to follow the last team up the ramp. “Oh, and they’re androids.”

“This certainly explains a lot,” Sivaha sighed. “I was beginning to think I’d lost my touch.”

“Lux, you’re with me,” I said.

The black-haired Valkyrie fell in step beside me, and we walked right on the heels of the team of five android soldiers. I wished I could get a better read of these soldiers, but even if Eve had been here, she wouldn’t be able to read their thoughts since they were androids. I would just have to watch them closely and attack first if shit went sideways.

If the soldiers tried anything in the hold, I knew Madalena would lead the rest of my women and eliminate them swiftly. There was no one more suited to look out for my wives than the Prime Valkyrie, and if the team that was now headed to the armory in front of me tried anything, I was confident I could take all five of them out.

Still, it never hurt to have a little backup, and if there was one thing I knew about Lux, it was that she always had my back.

When we stepped into the armory behind the soldiers, I thought for a moment that I might just attack them and be done with it. I imagined the gentle pressure of Eve’s hand on my back though, so I held the shift back for a little longer.

I hated that these assholes acted like they owned my ship and everything on it, but there were too many things I didn’t know yet for me to just run headlong into a fight if I didn’t have to. I would much rather know a little more about these pirate slavers before we attacked them.

“This is an extensive armory for a trade ship.” The android soldier who was in charge took a turn around the room.

“There’s a lot of bad people out there.” I shrugged. “I’m sure you know how it is.”

“No,” the android soldier replied.

“You must be from a very distant place if you don’t realize how many bad people are in the galaxy,” Lux said flatly.

“I only meant there are bad people in the galaxy, and then there are worse people,” the soldier said. “None of this justifies this number of weapons. Where do you keep the slaves?”

“We’re not fucking slavers,” I growled.

“This is exactly what a slaver would say,” the android replied without turning his helmet toward me. “B Team, you may begin collections. Start with anything bigger than a sidearm.”

“Collections?” I repeated.

“We cannot allow you to have access to such an arsenal while you are on Queen’s Hat,” the android replied. “The weapons will be returned to you upon your departure when we decide you will not be a future threat.”

“What?” I snarled.

The android didn’t say anything else. He and his soldiers fanned out across the room and started to take down shotguns, submachine guns, and pulse rifles from where Lux had organized them so neatly. One of the soldiers held open a large bag, and the moment another android tossed in the first gun, Lux and I glanced at each other with the same look of fury.

Then our aegis armor flowed over our bodies at the same time, and in the next second, our sidearms were in our hands.
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Chapter 6

“Kill them!” I shouted into the transponder as I raised my massive twin revolvers at the two androids right in front of me.

The weapons roared in my hands with the thunder of Thor. The bullet from my golden revolver carved through the first android’s plate armor like butter, and the bullet from my silver revolver tore open the stomach of another soldier so his internal wires hissed and vomited black oil down the front of his armor.

Two more androids dropped to the ground with giant holes smoking in the back of their necks from Lux’s weapon, and then the Valkyrie and I both trained our weapons on the last asshole. He managed to halfway spin around, but he didn’t even get to raise his submachine gun before four bullet holes ripped apart his chest.

The beast in my soul roared at the feeling of the weapons in my hands and the beautiful Valkyrie fighting at my side, but even when all five androids were dead at our feet, we didn’t stop. Lux and I instantly dashed back out the door of the armory toward the hold. I could already hear the sounds of pistols from the ramp, and when I got there, I saw that these androids were no match for the six deadly women I’d left in the hold.

Madalena was just a blur of aegis steel, and as she flew from one enemy to the next, my warrior wife’s pulse pistol pissed out a stream of blue bullets that each found their mark in an android body. Sivaha had managed to hide a submachine gun underneath her jacket before the androids boarded, so now she was lighting up every enemy she could without hitting one of the other women in the hold. Aasne had moved toward Zea so they could watch each other’s backs while she tried to take out one of the androids with her sidearm, and Riecka blasted every soldier whose bullets got a little too close to Juliette.

Seven androids were already dead on the floor, so only three remained in the hold with us. I couldn’t hear what was happening on the other two levels of my ship, but I trusted that my Nordar warriors could eliminate a handful of android pirates.

Because I sure as hell was about to eliminate these last three fucks myself.

They had all taken cover behind one of the tall storage boxes at the top of the ramp, and every few seconds, the three soldiers would pop up and fire their submachine guns wildly into the hold to try to keep us from approaching.

“Back up,” I ordered the rest of my women. “Madalena, take the right, and I’ll take the left.”

“Understood,” the Prime Valkyrie responded, and even though I couldn’t see her expression underneath her screaming banshee helmet, I felt her pleasure curl around me at the idea of fighting together.

As the other women in the hold moved away from the three androids’ hiding spot, one of the pirates popped back up and fired a quick succession of bullets straight at us. I paused just long enough to see Aasne tackle Juliette to the ground and cover her with her body, and after I made sure the redheaded pilot wasn’t lying in a pool of her own blood, Madalena and I dashed up the ramp toward the three hidden soldiers.

Madalena’s purple wing thrusters carried her up and over the tall storage box, but I just barreled forward to their left. When the Prime Valkyrie started to rain blue bullets down on the three androids, two of them swung their guns up to try to take her out, but the third one kept his sights trained on me.

Not that it helped the poor asshole.

He got off a couple shots as I came around the corner of the storage container, but the bullets glanced harmlessly off my aegis armor, so I just raised my silver revolver at the face-covering of his helmet. The thumb-sized bullet blew through the thick plastic and then exploded his head right off his body.

My golden revolver blew apart the skull of the second android behind the storage box, and by then, Madalena’s blue energy bullets had melted the insides of the last android’s skull like an egg yolk that his helmet kept all in one piece.

As soon as they all crumpled into a sparking heap on the floor, I nodded at the Prime Valkyrie, and we stepped back out to rejoin the others.

“Uhhh… so what happened to our plan to let them inspect the ship and then figure shit out?” Zea gasped as her aegis armor flowed away from her face.

“They started taking weapons from our armory,” I growled.

“They should have known not to touch another man’s guns.” Lux shrugged. “Especially guns that belong to the King of Kings.”

“Speaking of guns, grab us some more pulse rifles, would you?” I told Lux.

As the Valkyrie moved back toward the armory, my women and I all shrugged out of our oversized jackets so we could move around more easily.

“Calisto, Mikhael?” I called over the transponder.

“The enemy is eliminated from the second level,” Calisto replied first. “Dana and I are headed back down to you.”

“All good here, too,” Mikhael added. “Josefinna and I finished them.”

“Good work,” I said. “Now--”

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Mikhael said. “But the fight’s not over. Persephone’s rear cameras show another force headed down the docking tube, and they’ll reach you in--”

“I hear them,” I growled as the sound of tramping boots echoed through the docking tube and into my ship’s hold.

The angle of Persephone’s cameras must have caught the enemy soldiers right before I heard them, because only a second later, more soldiers or pirates or whatever the fuck they were marched into view. There were at least twenty more of them that I could see, but there might be more behind them, and worse, we might have just called the attention of every last pirate asshole on board Queen’s Hat.

We would just have to deal with them the same way we always did.

One bullet at a time.

“Zea, get your helmet back up,” I snarled as I saw the stunned expression on the blonde hacker’s face. “Everybody else, you know what to do.”

Lux came back into the hold with pulse rifles and extra mags for everyone, and we all spread out to prepare for the soldiers on their way down the docking tube. They marched in a few seconds later, and none of their weapons were raised, but that didn’t stop us from pointing our own guns at them when they crossed the threshold into my ship.

“Our leader is prepared to overlook this incident,” the captain in front of the other soldiers said. “You simply need to--”

I opened fire before he could finish.

My women and I poured blue energy bullets down the ramp at the oncoming soldiers, and as my ears filled with the scream of their firepower, I knew there was no reason to hold back the animal inside me anymore. Instead, I roared to echo the shout of our pulse rifles, and I let the shift take me.

I spat out a mouthful of human teeth as tiger fangs pushed their way through my gums, and I felt fur sprout from my skin even underneath my aegis armor. The discs in my spine all ruptured and ripped themselves apart so they could lengthen, and when I completed my shift a few seconds later, I realized it hadn’t hurt as much as usual, and I didn’t feel as filled with blind rage as I normally did.

Instead, my rage was very, very focused.

I heard Mikhael shout something through the transponder, but I couldn’t make out his words over the symphony of rifle fire all around me. The android soldiers had recovered from their surprise at seeing me grow half a meter taller, and now they were all returning fire.

It was interesting that they were actually surprised by my shift, since it showed a high level of AI programming, but that wasn’t a riddle for me to solve right now. I just had to kill them and liberate the station again.

We spread out across the hold to take cover behind the storage boxes so we wouldn’t be sitting ducks, but this was the last thing the beast in my soul wanted to do. We had already killed at least half the enemy soldiers, but as I popped up to unleash another torrent of deadly blue bullets, I saw that the rest of the androids were moving steadily up the ramp now that we had taken cover.

Fuck this.

I shifted my rifle into one paw, sprung up from behind the storage crate, and bolted to the end of the ramp in under two seconds. I felt a few of the soldiers’ bullets nick through my aegis armor, but the pain was nothing compared to the fury that I felt at these dickbags who thought they could just waltz into my ship, take my guns, and put my women at risk.

I barreled into them like a tornado with claws.

My massive tiger paw ripped straight through a soldier’s armor to tear out his throat, and as the wires sparked in his neck, I threw his corpse into another android to send a little jolt of electricity through his body. He shuddered and stumbled into the soldier beside him, and by then, I had swung my pulse rifle up with one hand to fire another burst of blue energy bullets at both assholes.

Their smoking bodies plunged to the ground, and I jumped over the growing pile of corpses to reach the next soldier. He fired his submachine gun straight at my face, but it only grazed through the edge of my aegis armor just along my whiskers, and it felt like nothing more than a papercut. When I didn’t just drop to my knees with a giant hole in my head, the android readjusted his aim to try to shoot my chest instead, but my rifle fired first and punched a bunch of little holes in his stomach that leaked out a mixture of oil and some kind of hissing green acid.

I jumped back to avoid the acid as it poured across the floor of the hold, and my foot caught on one of the corpses behind me. I started to fall back but just swung my rifle up and melted the helmets off of two more androids before my spine hit the ground. As soon as I hit the floor, I rolled to the side, jumped back up to my feet, jammed the end of my rifle underneath an android pirate’s chin, and let my pulse rifle turn his mechanical brains into a bowl of oily jelly.

More blue energy projectiles from my wives consumed the last few remaining androids, and when the rage started to lift from my vision, I saw that we had finished off the second wave of pirate-soldiers. I let the pulse rifle fall back to my side and sniffed the air, but it only confirmed what I already thought.

These assholes were all androids too, and for a second, I wondered if Byron had managed to come back from the dead and was now having a good laugh at our expense with a whole army of androids he had created. But I had seen Byron’s death myself, and I knew he was never really the brains of the operation, anyway.

I turned to face my women and stepped over another few corpses to rejoin them in the middle of the hold. We had already killed nearly fifty of these android pirates, and I didn’t know how many more of them we would have to face if we left Persephone. Hell, I still didn’t really even know who they were or what they wanted.

“What are your orders, Husband?” Madalena asked as the rest of my women surrounded me in a half-circle.

“Shit,” I groaned. “Okay, as far as I can tell, we’ve got two options. One, we leave the dock and immediately hyperdrive out of here, hopefully before any of those pirate ships open fire. We could go back to Nordar - 13, get my fleet, come back, and take it over.”

“What’s option number two?” Sivaha asked.

“Well, we’ve already killed a bunch of these fucks, so we just keep killing them until we find their pirate captain and then kill him,” I said.

“The first option is safer,” Madalena said. “But by the time we return to Nordar - 13 and then come back, we will have lost about a week of time, and we need this time to prepare to fight the Draugr.”

“I agree,” I said.

“Yeahhh, plus, if this pirate captain is super interested in the slave trade and turns out to be some big-time slaver himself, we can’t just leave him to run around Queen’s Hat and do whatever he wants,” Zea said.

“You’re right, it would give the pirates too much time to kidnap and enslave people from the station,” I said.

“Plus, then we won’t know what happened to the ship I sent to Uraniel,” Juliette pointed out. “You know, the whole reason we came to Queen’s Hat?”

“We only have a few weeks before we will face the SAVO, anyway,” I said. “If we want to save Queen’s Hat from these slaver pirates, then we need to do it now.”

If some big-time slaver pirate really was in charge of Queen’s Hat now, I’d be damned if I tucked tail and ran. I had been forced to run when the Magate Order slavers stole Eve, Kasta, Paula, and Zea from me, and I had sworn I would never let anyone do the same thing to another woman again, not if I could help it.

“Adam!” Nikki’s voice cut over the transponder at the same time the elevator doors dinged open.

I glanced up to see Calisto and Dana emerge from the elevator, and they were joined by Josefinna and Mikhael. As soon as the two Valkyries and the two Nordar warriors walked toward us, I knew something else was wrong, and Nikki spoke again, but this time in the speakers of the ship.

“They locked our landing gear down,” the Nikki reported.

“What the fuck do you mean, they locked our landing gear down?” I snarled.

“The second team of soldiers was messing around with Persephone’s hull, and the cameras around the landing gear picked them up but didn’t send an alert,” Mikhael said as the other Nordar warriors joined us. “Nikki only caught the footage when she checked all the cameras to see if anyone else was approaching.”

“Why didn’t Persephone send an alert?” I demanded.

“If you give me a second, I’ll tell you.” Zea ran toward the elevator. “Okay, more like thirty seconds, sound good?”

“Faster would be better,” I growled just before the elevator doors closed behind her. “While Zea figures out why we didn’t get an alert, let’s go unlock the landing gear so we can get out of here if we need to.”

“Um, if?” Juliette snorted. “I don’t know how to tell you this, Handsome, but we’re a little outnumbered here. It’s one thing to keep them off your ship, but I hope you’re not planning to actually fight all these fucks.”

“I’m sure as hell not gonna just let them get away with this,” I said.

“Excuse me, but if I may add a small but important detail,” Mikhael said as he cleared his throat. “It’s not just physical locks. They did something with the computer system, so we need a special access code to open the physical locks. If we try to simply pry them open, we may damage our landing gear.”

“Perhaps Zea can tell you more,” Josefinna said. “I am not sure if I’ve ever seen technology like this before. It is… advanced.”

“Great,” I sighed.

“Should I go with Zea, my king?” Riecka asked.

“No, she can handle it by herself,” I said. “I want you here with me in case more of these android fucks show up.”

A burst of pleasure swept toward me from my tattooed wife and reminded me how desperate Riecka still was to earn my approval.

“Anything you wish,” Riecka purred.

“Any signs of more of these assholes on Persephone’s rear cameras?” I asked.

“No,” Nikki replied through the speakers. “The docking tube seems clear, but her cameras can only show so much.”

“Actually, Riecka, I have something better for you to do,” I said as I turned toward the chocolate-haired woman. “Can you use Persephone’s surveillance drones? Do you have the interface or whatever you need to control them?”

“Yes, my king,” the tattooed queen promptly replied. “Paula helped me upgrade a few things so I could control all of Persephone’s drones like she and Kasta do. I will send a few down the docking tube to check for further enemy soldiers.”

“Good, do it,” I ordered. “Zea, I need an update.”

At first, the only sound was Riecka as she moved across the hold to get to the surveillance drones, and I shifted impatiently as I waited for the blonde hacker to respond.

“Uhh, you want the long version or the short version?” Zea finally replied.

“He’s in his tiger form, Blondie,” Juliette said. “I’d say everyone will fare better if we keep things short and to the point.”

“Riiight,” Zea said. “So, basically… I can fix it, but this shit is bananas. We’re talking better than Elaka Nota level encryption tech. Whoever this pirate is, he’s got crazy good programming skills. He basically hacked our landing gear, got it to open without Persephone even noticing, and then attached these small locking bots around it. All in a few minutes. Like, to be honest, I’m a bit in awe here, but it’s nothing I can’t break open. I just need some time.”

“How long will it take until you can free up the landing gear?” Sivaha asked.

“Best guess?” Zea whistled. “Like… an hour? Ninety minutes, tops.”

“Fuck me,” Juliette swore. “In ninety minutes, every last android in the station could come down on top of us.”

“Are we sure they’re all androids?” Aasne asked.

“I don’t know about the rest of the fuckers on Queen’s Hat,” I said. “But these are definitely all androids. They have no scent and they’re leaving oil instead of blood all over my hold.”

“Where did a space pirate get a whole army of androids?” Madalena raised an eyebrow. “This is very strange.”

“The rest of them may be human,” Riecka said from the end of the hold as two palm-sized surveillance drones zipped out of sight into the docking tube.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I muttered. “Update me when you see anything, Riecka.”

“Yes, my king,” the tattooed woman replied but didn’t turn around.

“So, we’ve got a couple options at this point, and none of them are great,” I said. “One, we all stay on Persephone while Zea works to free the landing gear, and we hold off any more attackers this pirate captain sends after us.”

“We could hold them off,” Dana said. “But what if they send their ships to fly around the station and shoot Persephone where she’s docked?”

“If we cause them enough losses, they might not mind making a massive hole in District B’s harbor,” Calisto added.

“I am a little surprised they have not already threatened to do this,” Madalena said.

“Persephone is too valuable.” Juliette shrugged. “I’ve seen a lot of ships come to and from Queen’s Hat, and they’re almost always glorified pieces of space junk. Persephone is a fucking beauty, and she’d be worth way more than most space pirates could ever earn in their entire lifetimes.”

“It’s a good thing her resale value is so high, then,” Aasne said. “Otherwise, we might already be dead.”

“There is no one in the docking tube,” Riecka announced. “Should I take the drones past the check-in point? They may shoot.”

“How many are there?” I asked.

“Only two,” the tattooed queen replied. “I believe from the panic on their faces that they are scrambling to call reinforcements.”

“If your surveillance drones have any firepower, take them out,” I said.

“They don’t,” Riecka said and then paused as something rumbled in the back of the hold. “But she does.”

The side of one of the crates behind us suddenly broke open, and a metal wolf-drone bounded out and bolted down the ramp toward Riecka. It stood a meter tall at the shoulder, and it was armed with massive steel jaws and a pulse rifle mounted to its back. Its red eyes seemed to burn with fire as it gazed at the cyborg queen, but the moment she nodded, the wolf ran past Riecka faster than any of my women could have followed on foot. It might have been made of metal, but it moved almost soundlessly as it disappeared into the docking tube, and then the tattooed queen looked over her shoulder at us just long enough to give me a wink.

“I thought she might be a nice surprise, my husband,” Riecka said.

“Use its jaws to kill instead of its rifle, if you can,” I said. “Keep it quiet.”

“Yes, King of Kings,” my cyborg wife replied.

“That thing will give me fucking nightmares for a week.” Juliette shuddered. “I thought we left those wolf-drones behind in Jotnar space.”

“Apparently not,” Aasne said dryly.

“So, our first option is to stay on board and fight off any attackers until Zea frees up the landing gear,” Madalena said. “What’s our second option?”

“Maybe it could be one that puts a little less pressure on me?” Zea called through the speakers.

“We take the fight to the pirate captain,” I said.

“Oh, let’s do the second option,” Sivaha purred. “It sounds like I’d be able to shoot more things if we do it.”

“If we want to stop the slavers from using Queen’s Hat as their own personal stomping grounds, option two would be the better choice,” Juliette said. “As irritating as some of the people here can be, they don’t deserve to be mined like a damn rhodium-rich planet for all the eligible slaves they can provide.”

“The guards at the check-in station are eliminated,” Riecka announced. “When my wolf-drone ripped open their throats, they poured out black oil instead of blood, so it seems safe to assume they were also androids.”

“Don’t you love how she says ‘ripped open their throats’ so casually?” Juliette snickered. “You’re stone cold, you know that?”

“I am efficient,” Riecka replied. “Also, their faces were…”

“I know,” I said.

“What?” Juliette asked. “What about their faces?”

“They were surprised when they saw my wolf,” Riecka said.

“Well… That’s fucking weird as fuck,” Juliette said. “Scared robots? The only android I’d ever seen with emotion is Kasta.”

“We’ll worry about it later,” I said.

“Should I send the surveillance drones into the street, my king?” Riecka asked.

“Yes, but hold your wolf-drone back and make sure no one can see it,” I said. “I don’t want to draw any more attention our way than we need to.”

“I like the idea of option two,” Aasne said. “But we don’t know anything about how much of Queen’s Hat they’ve taken over or how many we will need to fight at one time. And how will we find whoever’s in charge of them all?”

“Ooh, I’ve got this one covered,” Juliette said. “If we can get to the main power grid for the station in District H, we could shut it down and force the pirates to surrender before Queen’s Hat is totally crippled and runs out of air.”

“What if they call your bluff?” Madalena asked as the glowing blue eyes of her banshee helmet seemed to pulse even brighter. “It is not a pleasant thing to run out of air, and if we cannot force them to surrender, then we would only have killed ourselves and everyone else in the process.”

“Okay, this is a fair point,” Juliette sighed. “Forget about cutting the power, then. Instead, I say we just find this head pirate asshole and then kill him.”

“I like that idea, but how will we find him on a station this size?” Sivaha asked.

“We do what we do best,” Juliette snickered. “We break some skulls. But, uh, more specifically, we go to District B’s police station, kill the bad guys there, and then find out some more info from my people like Smith who are still around.”

“Sounds like a plan to mmme,” I growled. “Sivaha, I want you and the Valkyries to stay here while the rest of us go find the pirate captain. I want the rest of the crew here too, and this includes you two, Mikhael and Josefinna.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar warriors replied.

“I would be invaluable at your side,” Sivaha pouted.

“I know you would,” I said with a smile. “But I need you all to stay here and protect Persephone while I’m gone. These fuckers will probably send a lot more of their people against us, and I’m trusting you to keep her safe until we get back.”

“Nothing will happen to Persephone while you are gone, Husband,” Sivaha said. “Or to Zea, don’t worry.”

“I could never be worried as long as I know you’re looking after things,” I told my silver-haired wife and then glanced toward the speakers in the hold. “Zea, are you still listening?”

“You bet,” the blonde hacker replied.

“You know what to do,” I said. “Work as fast as you can and let us know your progress through the transponder.”

“Will do, Kitty-Boy,” Zea replied. “I’m on it.”

“Madalena, Aasne, Riecka, and Juliette, we are searchhhh and destrrrrroy,” I growled.

The four women smiled.

“If someone will bring me additional weapons, I can continue to use the surveillance drones until you are ready to leave,” Riecka said. “So far, there is no other sign of additional pirate androids.”

“I’ll grab you some guns,” I told her.

“I would take a shotgun, if you have a spare one,” Riecka said with a small but lethal smile.

“You got it,” I chuckled. “But I also want you to control as many drones as possible. How many do you think you can use at one time?”

“The spider and knight-drones are more difficult to control, and they cannot move very quickly,” Riecka replied. “If I don’t take them with us, I can control one surveillance drone, two small airborne shooters, and three wolf-drones at once. I could control more wolf-drones, but I only have three on board Persephone.”

“Wait, there are two more of those fucking robot dogs on board?” Juliette swore. “You could have at least warned us or something.”

“My wolves are no threat to you,” the tattooed queen said. “Not now that I understand how much my husband values you.”

“Thanks, I guess?” The redheaded cop rolled her eyes.

“Hegeia and Waiola have also been trained to control the knight-drones,” Madalena said. “Since Riecka will not be taking them with us, they can use Arthur and Kay to help defend the ship.”

“Who trained them?” I asked.

“Paula,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “She wanted to make sure she and Kasta weren’t the only ones who would be able to use them, so she trained the Idonan women on the controls. I’m not sure when, only that she said it had been done.”

“Sivaha, you’ll have command of the ship while I’m gone, so see that Hegeia and Waiola have whatever they need for the knight-drones,” I said.

“Of course, Husband,” the silver-haired queen said.

“Keep an eye on the street,” I told Riecka. “Everybody else, get your weapons.”

We already had our aegis armor, but once we were in the armory, I made Juliette put on one of the ship’s flight suits and magnetic plate armor for extra protection. I expected her to grumble a little about how it clashed with her leather jacket, but to my surprise, the redhead only nodded and said it seemed reasonable.

Juliette must have been more worried about the pirates on board Queen’s Hat than she admitted.

I slipped my ammo webbing rig over my aegis armor and holstered my giant golden and silver revolvers on either side of my waist. I thought about bringing the pulse rifle with me as a third weapon, but my shrapnel sprayer shotgun was excellent at cutting through metal and flesh, and it had been a while since I last used it, so I decided to take it instead. Once I was armed with enough speed loaders and spare drums for my shotgun, I grabbed a shotgun and a fresh pulse rifle for Riecka, and then I glanced at my women and my crew to make sure they were all ready to go, too.

Mikhael, Josefinna, Calisto, and Dana hadn’t needed weapons to take out the androids on the upper two levels of Persephone, but they armed themselves with their usual pulse rifles in case more of the pirate-soldiers came back. Mikhael also hoisted the heavy plasma bazooka from its station on the wall, nodded at me, and then carried it out to the hold to set up the ship’s defenses. After the Valkyries armed themselves and took enough extra guns to pass off to the rest of the crew, they bowed and left the armory, but Lux paused when she reached the door.

“You’ll notice a slight upgrade to the shrapnel sprayer,” the black-haired Valkyrie said. “Instead of sixteen armor-piercing rounds, it now holds twenty-two, so you won’t have to reload it quite so often.”

“When did you have time to upgrade this?” I grinned, and I hoped she could feel my pleasure since my expression was hidden beneath my aegis helmet.

“A Valkyrie always has time to assist the avatar of Odin,” Lux said.

“That’s what I like to hear,” I chuckled.

Lux remained in place, but I couldn’t read her expression through her helmet. I was picking up a hell of a lot of strange emotions coming from her, but then she bowed her head once, turned on her heels, and walked out the door.

I turned my attention back to the rest of my women. Sivaha had armed herself with two submachine guns with collapsible stocks, one pulse rifle, and a belt full of concussive grenades, and if she or the other warriors who were staying behind needed anything else, they could always come back to the armory for more.

Aasne carried one pulse rifle, plenty of extra power cells, and her favorite double-headed axe. Juliette had her usual massive black revolver, but she had also grabbed a pulse rifle, and she smiled when she saw my helmet turned in her direction.

“Your people make good weapons.” The redheaded cop gave me a wink. “And you know how much I appreciate a good weapon, especially a big, thick one.”

“Ha!” Zea laughed over the ship’s speakers. “Good one, Peaches.”

“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be working to get us out of here?” Juliette demanded.

“I don’t want to miss out on all the fun!” Zea protested. “I can multitask!”

“Oh?” Madalena asked, but her voice sounded amused.

“Alright, alright, I’m getting back to it,” Zea said. “This shit is intense, so sue me if I need a break or two, okay?”

“Do whatever you need to,” I replied. “I know you’ll get it done as fast as you can.”

I turned back to Madalena to see that the Prime Valkyrie had armed herself with two pulse rifles and a longsword, and I was a little surprised at her choice of melee weapon.

“I’ve always said I am even deadlier with a longsword than I am with a rifle,” my warrior wife said. “I would like to be prepared for whatever we face, and these pirates are unfamiliar to me.”

“Works for me,” I said. “If everybody’s rrready, let’s move out.”

When we exited the armory, most of Persephone’s crew was spread out across the hold to wait for any further attacks. Nikki and Uma remained on the bridge with Zea, just in case shit really went south and my hacker wife needed extra protection, but the rest of the warriors had all taken their spots along the hold, except for Calisto, Lux, and Dana. They headed into the docking tube as an advanced guard against anyone who tried to come down the tunnel.

Riecka waited for us at the end of the ramp with three wolf-drones seated on their hind legs at her side. An aerial drone buzzed overhead, but there was no sign of the single surveillance drone she would take with us, so it must still be on the lookout in the streets of District B. As soon as Riecka heard us enter the hold, the tattooed queen glanced over her shoulder.

“More men are approaching,” my cyborg wife reported. “They are still about four-hundred meters away, but they are coming from the direction of the police station in this district.”

“Then let’s see if we can get them to turn their asses right back around,” I growled and then turned to Sivaha. “I’ll let you know when we find anything out.”

“So will we,” the silver-haired seductress said. “Return to us soon, Husband.”

I kissed my beautiful queen goodbye and then led Aasne, Madalena, Riecka, and Juliette out of the hold and down the docking tube. Our aegis armor still covered our entire bodies, and even Juliette’s flight suit armor was like nothing the civilians of Queen’s Hat had access to.

We had just killed almost fifty enemy soldiers, so we were long past any efforts to be subtle or blend in, and between our armor and our weapons, we would have been a fearsome enough sight to draw the attention of every fucker on the station. The massive wolf-drones who strode beside us only added to the picture, especially with the pulse rifles that were strapped to their backs and with their eyes that glowed the same red shade as Riecka’s.

The tiger in my soul roared at the idea that we would be able to devour more of my most recent enemies soon. He had started to get impatient during all our planning and time in the armory, but I didn’t feel tired at all yet, and I didn’t feel like I was on a countdown until I needed to shift back into my human form. Instead, I felt surprisingly relaxed, almost like I could shift back and forth between my two forms whenever I needed to.

I really was learning to completely embrace my purpose.

When we passed the three Valkyries stationed at different points along the docking tube, they saluted, and I felt lucky as hell to have such beautiful, deadly women on my side.

“The soldiers have stopped approximately three-hundred meters from us,” Riecka announced when the check-in desk came into view at the end of the tube.

“Perhaps they are waiting for additional reinforcements,” Madalena said.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I grunted. “Juliette, you know the fastest way to the police station, so tell us which roads to take.”

“I’m all over it, Handsome,” the redhead replied.

The corpses of the two androids that Riecka’s wolf-drone had killed were sprawled out behind the check-in desk, and all five of us stepped over the black pool of oil underneath their bodies. As we took our first steps into the streets of District B, I realized how batshit crazy it seemed that only five of us were about to go up against an unknown number of slaver pirates who seemed to have a whole army of androids at their disposal.

And we didn’t even know where the pirate captain was located.

Then again, I had seen Madalena mow down dozens of soldiers singlehanded with only one pulse rifle, so there was no one I would rather face a station full of unknown enemies with than the Prime Valkyrie and my other warrior wives.

As we started to jog through the streets toward the security station, the civilians of Queen’s Hat were all quick to get out of our way. No one screamed or called for help, but as soon as they saw us move toward them, the women picked up their skirts so they wouldn’t trip, and the men bolted further onto the sidewalks to clear a path for us.

Either they knew there was no real police force left to call for help, or after the last few months, they had all gotten so used to strange sights in their district that nothing fazed them anymore.

“It’s too bad Eve isn’t here,” Aasne sighed as we jogged forward. “She could just read everybody’s minds and figure out what’s going on.”

“Not if these citizens don’t know what’s happening,” Juliette replied. “She could read every last one of their thoughts, but it wouldn’t help us unless the pirate captain told them what he was up to.”

“Oh, I still forget she can’t read androids’ minds so she would have to rely on the humans here,” Aasne said.

“So far, none of the humans seem to realize anything is wrong,” Madalena said. “How can they not understand they are surrounded by enemy ships and being hunted by slavers?”

“To be fair, I don’t exactly see any androids snatching people off the streets yet,” Juliette said. “And if they don’t belong to the security forces, there’s no real way for the citizens to know they’re surrounded by an enemy armada.”

“These people are too relaxed about their security,” Madalena said. “Things will be different once it is a Nordar station.”

“They’re civilians,” I said with a smirk. “They shouldn’t have to know every threat their home faces. This is why they have a police force.”

“All Nordar civilians have knowledge of fighting and combat,” the Prime Valkyrie sighed. “It is hard to understand how anyone cannot.”

“Because the other humans are weak,” Riecka scoffed.

“Hey now,” Juliette groaned. “Non-Nordar badass bitch over here.”

“You are… acceptable,” my dark-haired wife stated.

“Woah, is that a compliment?” Juliette snickered.

“I killed my first human when I was six,” Riecka said. “He was a distant cousin who thought I would be fun to ‘play’ with and would not accept my polite refusal. I drove a hammer through his skull while he was undoing his pants. Then I cut off his head and sent it to his father and mother with a note explaining how they should raise children who were more respectful. They complained to my father about the murder, so the next week, I hired a group of ten mercenary soldiers, went to their estate, and killed them both along with their other four sons and three daughters. I did not have cybernetic replacements for my body at the time, but I had programmed drones to follow me around and capture video. I released the video to the entire Jotnar clan, and from that moment on, people bowed their head when I entered the room.”

“Holy fuck,” Juliette gulped. “That’s… fucking… woah. You were six? Like… years old? Six?”

“I heard about that,” Madalena said.

“That was the point, Prime Valkyrie,” Riecka replied. “If you are wronged, decimate the person who wronged you to such an extent that everyone knows the risk. My point to Juliette is: Nordar are Nordar. We stopped being simple humans many, many, many generations ago.”

“Well… Let’s just get to the police station.” Juliette cleared her throat. “I can probably sweet-talk my way in there, find Smith, and figure out what the hell happened while we were gone. Then we can discuss six-year-old Countess of Monte Cristo later.”

“If you cannot sweet-talk your way though, we will simply fight our way inside,” Riecka said. “It is not a bad plan.”

“Damn, that was almost a compliment, I think, so are you sure you’re feeling okay, Tin Can?” Juliette laughed but then glanced at me real quick before eyeing the three wolf-drones beside us. “I mean, you feeling alright, Your Majestiness? Your Prettiness? Your Cyborginess? Countess Monte--”

“Just Riecka would be fine,” the tattooed queen said with a roll of her red eyes.

“I don’t know, Cyborginess has a fun ring to it,” I chuckled.

Riecka glanced at me as just a flicker of playfulness drifted from her, but it was overwhelmed by a strong sense of uncertainty.

“Are you… are you teasing me, my king?” the cyborg queen asked.

“I might be,” I replied. “Just wondering if you can handle it.”

“I can certainly handle anything you would give me,” Riecka immediately responded. “Even ridiculous pet names… or anything else… if you so wish.”

Aasne snickered a little at the cyborg queen’s flirty tone, and when a laugh slipped from my lips as well, I sensed a wave of pride coming from Riecka. She even smiled a little, and I could have sworn her red eyes glowed a little brighter than before.

“Give me a status on the soldiers who are posted up ahead,” I said to keep us on track.

“They started to move again,” my cyborg wife reported. “But they are moving backward instead of toward us, so I do not understand what they have in mind.”

“How fast are they moving?” I asked.

“Quite fast,” Riecka replied. “They are retreating at a quick jog.”

“Can you tell what street they’re around?” Juliette asked.

“Give me one moment, and I will lower my drone to read the closest street sign,” Riecka said. “There it is. They just passed Dockwood Street, and now they are turning onto… Beedle Way.”

“Shit, they’re headed back for the station,” Juliette said. “I bet their bosses took one look at Handsome and how fine he looks in his badass tiger armor, and they were like ‘nope, fuck this, just sound the retreat.’”

“I think it is more likely that they have decided it will be easier to pin us down at the police station,” Madalena said.

“Well, yeah,” the redhead chuckled. “The Nordar aren’t big on sarcasm, are they?”

“I do not understand the point,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “It is not an efficient way to communicate, particularly in challenging circumstances.”

“Maybe, but it’s fun,” Juliette said.

“Are the soldiers still retreating toward the station?” I asked as we continued to jog forward through District B.

“Yes, my king,” Riecka answered.

“They have to be planning an ambush, right?” Aasne demanded. “It sounds like an ambush, and if I saw us coming down the street, I definitely wouldn’t want to meet us out in the open like this.”

“It would also endanger civilians to engage in a gunfight in the middle of the street,” Madalena said.

“I doubt these space pirates give much of a fuck about the civilians of Queen’s Hat,” Juliette muttered. “Even if everybody does seem… I don’t know. Does anybody else think everybody around here seems really… chill, I guess?”

“It is strange that no one is more concerned about the presence of foreign soldiers in the middle of their district,” Riecka said. “I don’t know if this means they are stupid or only ignorant, but I agree with Juliette. It is odd.”

“Too bad we don’t have time to ask them,” I growled. “Aasne is right. The only reason they would retreat is to get to a better position to attack us from.”

“We could ask a few civilians if they know anything,” Aasne said. “Then we might not have to go to the police station at all and figure out a way inside to Juliette’s people.”

“If we slow down long enough to talk to any civilians, the enemy will have longer to prepare for our arrival,” Madalena said.

“It’s not worth the risk,” I agreed. “Constable Smith knows more, or he knows someone who knows more inside the station, and once we get there, so will we.”

“We’re about half a kilometer from the station now,” Juliette said as she glanced at a street sign we passed.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” I said.

We had only jogged another hundred meters forward before Riecka and her wolf-drones stopped mid-stride, and as she swayed on her feet, she gave a low cry like she had been injured.

“Riecka?” I grabbed her arm to keep her upright.

“Someone shot down the surveillance drone,” Riecka said as she shook herself. “I didn’t even see them, but I was seeing through its cameras, so it felt like the bullet went straight into my eyes.”

“Shit,” I muttered, and I kept my hold on my cyborg wife until she seemed to have recovered from her shock. “I think we’re about to run into that ambush we were worried about.”

“I am sending my aerial drones forward now,” Riecka said. “They cannot travel as far ahead of me as the surveillance drone, but we…”

“Tell me,” I demanded when the cyborg woman trailed off.

“I found the ambush,” my tattooed queen said. “They’re set up just around the corner.”

“That’s the last turn before the station,” Juliette said.

“How many?” Madalena asked as a wave of excitement billowed toward me from my warrior wife.

“It’s difficult to count,” Riecka said. “There seem to be more androids, but there are also a number of robots and drones, both aerial and ground-bound. The aerial drones are small and difficult to count, but my best guess for the total is thirty.”

“Should we try to avoid them?” Aasne whispered. “Maybe try to find another way forward and sneak behind them into the station?”

“Nah,” I said as my fanged mouth spread into a wide grin. “Let’s go show these fuckers what happens when they try to ambush a clan of Tigers.



[image: ]



Chapter 7

The five of us ran forward toward the last street corner that would bring us face to face with the pirate captain’s forces, and just before we reached it, I growled out the plan to my women.

“Riecka, concentrate on the aerial drones with the ones you’re controlling,” I said. “Use your wolves against anything else, but get those drones down.”

“I can assist with the aerial drones,” Madalena said.

“Do it, and also work on the ground-bound drones,” I ordered. “I’ll take on the ground-bound drones and whatever else comes at me, but Aasne and Juliette, you two focus on the androids.”

“What kind of cover is on the next street?” Riecka asked Juliette. “Anything we can use?”

“There’s usually a bunch of vendor carts at this time of day,” the redhead replied. “But there will also be an alley on our right in fifty meters, and there’s a big statue of some old dead guy right in front of the station. It’s about two meters wide and five meters tall, so it could give us some cover.”

“Good enough,” I grunted.

“May Odin be with us,” Madalena said.

“He already is,” Aasne said, and her love curled around me along with the admiration of my other wives.

The tiger in my soul purred with pride, but he also growled in anticipation of the battle directly ahead.

By the time we moved around the corner and into full view of the police station, my shrapnel sprayer was already in my hands. Twenty-two rounds per load should be more than enough to take out a few of these pirate assholes, and I said a silent thanks to Lux for the surprise upgrade.

Then we entered the shit.

The enemy drones and androids all aimed their guns at us the second we came into view, but they didn’t fire. It was a weird fucking feeling to have a dozen skull-sized aerial drones all pointing their lasers at us, and to have two dozen androids and a handful of battle drones all pointing their barrels in our direction, but not a single one started shooting. Instead, one of the androids moved forward stiffly like he needed a little extra oil to lubricate his joints.

I didn’t wait to hear what he would say.

While my women fanned out in a formation behind me, I sprinted forward a few dozen meters until I was sure that my shrapnel sprayer would hit each and every one of its targets. The moment I was close enough, the android opened his mouth to tell me to stop or surrender or some other kind of bullshit, but he caught a stomach full of shrapnel before he could get the words out.

The android’s body tore into twenty different pieces and collapsed in a puddle of hissing green acid, but my shotgun was only getting started. I sprayed it in a perfect arc at the androids immediately in front of me, and as the air erupted in a hail of shrapnel, their bodies splintered apart in a shower of sparks like I had just driven a bulldozer into an electric plant.

The rest of the androids and drones all opened fire only seconds after I did, but my women were already on top of it. The three wolf-drones were everywhere around me at once, and they shifted back and forth between tearing out our enemies’ throats with their powerful steel jaws, and firing the pulse rifles that were strapped to their backs.

I didn’t know how Riecka was directing all three of them at once, but my cyborg wife also sent her two aerial drones to attack the enemy drones in the air. They buzzed and zipped around each other like angry wasps, and every time one of the skull-sized enemy drones fired a laser or a projectile down at me, I barely had enough time to register the pain that ripped through my armor before one of Riecka’s drones blasted the fucker out of the sky.

Whenever Riecka missed a drone, Madalena was there to take it out. The Prime Valkyrie used her purple wing thrusters to fly back and forth over the battlefield, and her longsword sliced through every aerial drone that tried to shoot her down. It must have been made from the same aegis steel as our armor because the blade moved through the drones like they were made of paper. The archangel of Odin crashed back to the ground every few seconds to get a new angle, and whenever her feet touched the street, she managed to get a few shots off at one of the battle drones to cripple them before they could get a clear bead on us through the tangle of bodies ahead of them.

Juliette had taken cover in the alley, and she leaned out and fired her massive revolver every few seconds. Each time she pulled the trigger, another robot asshole would drop to the ground with a smoking hole in his chest.

Aasne moved in and out of the alley like a golden cloud as she stayed close to the redhead, and she used her axe like the scythe of the Grim Reaper to carve through everyone who came near them.

The drones and androids were putting up a good fight, but they were no match for us. I pushed my way forward into the crowd of mechanical bodies, and I unleashed my shrapnel sprayer on the line of roughly man-shaped battle drones who were still trying to get a clear shot at us through the androids on their side.

My shotgun separated another pirate android’s torso from his legs, and oil from the android’s guts sprayed through the air and splattered all over Madalena’s armor as she launched herself up toward another aerial drone, but it didn’t even faze her. The Prime Valkyrie just sliced through another skull-sized drone at the same time my shotgun unleashed another deadly torrent of projectiles.

The shrapnel ripped apart the bodies of the androids like I was shooting a bunch of rotten fruit, but as more black oil gushed out of their severed necks and legs, I realized I should save some of my rounds for the actual battle drones. I hoisted the shotgun into my right arm, propped it up against my shoulder so I could keep shooting if I needed to, and pulled out my golden revolver with my left hand.

As soon as I took aim at the closest android, the doors to the police station opened up, and a new flood of drones poured out into the street. These were ground-bound fuckers, and even though they weren’t as well-constructed as a regular battle drone, they were all waist-high with a submachine gun strapped on top of the two legs that they used to scurry forward.

Whoever this pirate captain was, he must have a fuck-ton of money or connections because this was one hell of a lot of drones for one person to have at their disposal.

I was just glad all the civilians in the area had cleared the fuck out.

I fired my golden revolver at the closest battle drone, and the force of the thumb-sized bullet blew its leg off. The drone fell forward, but even though it should have been able to right itself, it stayed down. I shrugged and sent another massive bullet toward one of the new drones that was scurrying toward us. It ripped the submachine gun right off the top of the drone, and it scalped half of its metal frame off in the same stroke, but the rest of the new drones just poured forward like nothing happened.

As I shifted back and forth between my shrapnel sprayer and my golden revolver, I knew we were really making progress against the enemy, but I still wanted to move faster. The longer it took us to take out these dickbags, the more time the pirate captain would have to send reinforcements to the area, or to send more of his troops to take over or destroy Persephone. Still, as my golden revolver exploded the skull of another android, and as my shrapnel sprayer punched another battle drone full of holes, I knew we would be inside the police station soon enough.

I wished I could see inside the station so I would know how many more of these fuckers were inside, but this wasn’t really what worried me. I was much more concerned about why the hell I didn’t see any drone operators. Normally, they had to be pretty close to their drones in order to control them, but I didn’t see a single one on the street around us.

I concentrated all my firepower on the actual battle drones for now, and whenever they had a clear shot, they barked bullets toward me in quick succession. Only every couple of minutes did a few of their armor-piercing rounds penetrate my armor deeply enough to draw blood. I roared as my body shuddered to spit out the bullets, but whenever my skin pushed out another round, my aegis armor flowed back over the hole to help it heal, and I felt a new burst of rage flood my muscles with energy.

Everywhere I looked, Riecka’s wolf-drones were locking their powerful jaws onto another android, and they even started to spew blue energy bullets at the same time their jaws snapped and tore apart the enemy. The cyborg queen’s shotgun barked every so often to knock another aerial drone out of the sky, and its blasts were echoed by the thunder of Juliette’s revolver somewhere behind me.

I couldn’t stop moving long enough to check on Aasne, but I still felt my young queen’s presence behind me, and her confidence swirled around me as well and reassured me that she was holding out just fine. She would have made one hell of a Valkyrie, but every moment I spent with her made me more glad that she had submitted to me instead.

While I continued to sling bullets and shrapnel at every fucker who came within range, I looked around for Madalena, but the only times I spotted the Prime Valkyrie’s location was whenever I saw a blur of purple wing thrusters carry her up and over the carnage below. It was always followed by such a burst of pulse rifle fire that the whole sky seemed to be raining blue fire down in front of the police station, and then her longsword tumbled three androids’ heads off their shoulders in one hell of an executioner’s sweep.

When there were less than ten enemies in front of the police station, I slung the shrapnel sprayer over my back and pulled my silver revolver with my right hand. Both of my massive revolvers fired one after the other until the street was so slick with android guts that it was like we had struck oil.

My next shot tore off the leg of a battle drone, and as it went down, it swung its barrel up toward my face, but Aasne lunged forward out of nowhere and sliced the drone’s arm off with her golden axe. The gun sprayed a burst anyway, but the angle was wrong thanks to Aasne’s blow, so the bullets just fired into the air and only took out one of Riecka’s aerial drones instead.

There were only a handful of enemies left now, and it didn’t seem like any more were going to come out of the police station. Madalena had landed back on the ground, and she and Aasne took turns ducking out from behind the statue in the middle of the street so they could slowly wear down one of the remaining man-sized battle drones. I sent a spray of shrapnel that punched half a dozen holes in the machine’s wiring, and then both my warrior wives jumped out to finish the drone off.

Riecka only had one aerial drone left, but her three metal wolves were still intact and were all currently feasting on an android they had just brought down together. Their muzzles were stained with oil like they were actual wolves on a hunt, but the cyborg queen sent them after another target before they accidentally electrocuted themselves on the android’s wires.

“Keep one of them alive!” I shouted.

The wolf-drones instantly altered the trajectory of their next attack so two of them locked onto an android soldier’s ankles, and the third wrapped its powerful jaws around the barrel of a battle drone’s gun. Then it ripped the gun apart like a chew toy, and as the other two wolves started to bring the android down without killing him, the machine flailed backward and bashed the back of his head on the edge of the statue.

I ran toward the android pirate, and the moment I reached him, both wolves released their hold on his ankles. Then I turned to shoot any remaining assholes still in the street with us, and I realized all sounds of battle had ended.

The entire street was suddenly silent.

Every few seconds, a wire sparked against a puddle of oil, but the flames flared out quickly, and the only other sound on the road came from my women as they moved toward me across the carnage of bodies and machine parts between us.

As soon as my women reached me, Riecka sent the wolf-drones ahead of us to face the police station door in case any more assholes poured out to join us, and I lifted up the injured android in front of me by the front of his armor. The back of his head was leaking, but I needed him alive long enough to talk.

“Madalena, can you get his helmet off?” I demanded.

The Prime Valkyrie put away her weapons and grasped the android’s helmet. She tugged for a second and then shook her head.

“It’s attached to his neck,” my warrior wife said. “It’s not a separate piece.”

The android gurgled something and tapped on his helmet visor. Madalena leaned forward to see what he was pointing out, and then her fingers slid along the jaw of his helmet until she thumbed a small release button. The visor slid back to reveal his face, but this wasn’t like any android I had seen before.

His skull was completely unfinished. Whoever made him must have meant the helmet to serve as his skull and for it to never come off in the first place. His eyes were just transparent orbs that lit up every few seconds before they faded again, and the wires in his skull were totally exposed now that his visor was open. Even his mouth didn’t look like a functioning android’s mouth, since he had a tongue but no teeth, and his tongue was oddly thick, like it had been taken from some scrap heap of leftovers.

“Can you talk?” I asked.

“Tttalk,” the android repeated.

“Hold that thought,” I grunted and then grabbed my transponder. “Sivaha, I need an update. Are you alright?”

“We’re a little busy at the moment,” the silver-haired seductress replied over a chorus of gunfire. “Nothing to worry about, but… give me five minutes and check in again.”

I released the button on the transponder so Sivaha and the others on Persephone could focus on their own battle. It made me crazy that I couldn’t be in two places at once, but my women and crew on board the Shadow Eagle were more than capable of taking care of themselves.

And this meant I was free to focus on finding the pirate captain.

“Let’s get inside,” I told my women. “I don’t want to be caught in the open if this pirate asshole sends more people after us.”

I slung the android over one shoulder and carried him forward into the police station. When we reached the doors, Aasne and Madalena cracked them open so Riecka could send her wolf-drones inside first. The doors closed again, and a few screams sounded from inside, followed by a rapid burst of gunfire, but when Riecka sent in her remaining aerial drone, the sounds of fighting only lasted a few more seconds before everything was silent again.

“Clear,” Riecka announced.

The five of us entered the station to join the metal wolves, and we let our aegis helmets lower from our faces.

At first, the place looked deserted except for the bodies of a few androids on the ground, along with the busted remnants of a handful of aerial drones.

When no police officers showed themselves, Juliette charged forward like she owned the place. Well, she basically did, and damn if she didn’t show it. The feisty redhead strode forward into the middle of the bullpen of desks, aimed her gun at one of the lights in the ceiling, and put her other hand on her hip.

“If there’s any more of you assholes in here, you better announce yourself now before I shoot the lights out,” Juliette shouted. “We can see in the dark, unlike you poor fuckers, because we’ve got warriors and cyborgs and tigers, oh my!”

“Don’t shoot!” a man called from underneath one of the desks. “There’s only us cops left now.”

“Get your fucking ass out here, Smith,” Juliette said. “Is this any way to act like a cop, to hide under your desk like a damn schoolgirl while people are fighting for their lives out there? Hell, is this any way to greet your damn police commissioner?”

“Sorry, sorry!” Constable Smith said as he pushed himself to his feet with his arms raised. “The androids and drones had their guns trained on us if we tried to go help you, and it’s been a real nightmare since--”

“We don’t have time for this,” I growled.

“You heard the man,” Juliette snapped. “Everybody who wants to keep their jobs after all this shit is over, stand the fuck up.”

A dozen other police officers all stood from their hiding spots underneath their desks, and they looked as ashamed as they should have.

“You all, go keep watch outside and make sure nobody else shows up,” Juliette barked at the cops. “Is there anybody else inside?”

“No other enemy forces,” Smith replied.

“Good, now go!” Juliette snapped. “Except you, Smith.”

“Yes, Commissioner!” the cops shouted and then ran outside.

I nodded at Riecka, and she sent one of her wolf-drones with them, just in case they needed an extra pair of eyes.

“I’m so sorry I couldn’t tell you more when you tried to open up that comm link earlier,” Smith started. “But when the androids--”

“Save it,” I said as I finally dropped the dying android I was carrying.

His body slumped against one of the desks, and I crouched down beside him to hold his head upright.

“Who do you work for?” I demanded. “Wherrre’s your captain?”

“District H,” the android coughed, and a black bubble oozed out the corner of his mouth. “Captain Phoenix… District H.”

“And what does your captain want, hm?” Juliette asked. “To make slaves of all of us, I guess?”

“Slaaaves,” the android slurred, but then his head dropped to the side at the same time his eyes went dead.

“None of this makes sense,” Juliette huffed as she put her hands on her hips.

“Why not?” Aasne asked. “Slavers have been active on Queen’s Hat before, right?”

“Yeah, but not like this,” the redhead cop said. “Sure, Nebula Gammon basically built this whole station so they would have a whole mess of slave labor at their disposal, at least until everybody rebelled and overthrew them. But they were a corporation, and even when they came back, they planned to take over the station and use everybody as slaves here. They never planned to export people and sell them somewhere else.”

“Maybe this Captain Phoenix wants to use everyone as slaves here, too,” Riecka said. “We don’t know that he plans to take anyone off the station and sell them elsewhere, and none of the civilians seem concerned they might be kidnapped.”

“The civilians also don’t seem like they’re already enslaved,” Madalena pointed out. “They don’t really seem to care at all about these androids, actually.”

“It’s still possible the pirates might just be taking people no one else wants,” I said. “Like how Ian Van Toreg took girls from the poorest parts of the station, or the girls with no families to look after them.”

“Yeah, but they wouldn’t need to take over the whole station to do this,” Juliette said. “They could have just landed and pretended to be here to trade some shit, and then they could have smuggled a bunch of girls on their ship and blasted off again.”

“You’re rrrright,” I growled. “Something else has to be happening here. I just don’t know what.”

“Then let us find this Captain Phoenix and force him to answer our questions directly,” Riecka said.

“At least it’ll be a little easier to sneak into District H.” Juliette shrugged. “The last time I was here, they were still working to get everything up and running properly before they let civilians move there, so there should be plenty of cover and empty buildings we can use as we search for this pirate asshole.”

“Good,” I said and then pressed the button on my transponder. “Sivaha, how are things going at Persephone?”

“The latest wave of drones they sent against us has been eliminated,” my silver-haired queen replied. “We seem to be in the clear for the moment, but we will stay alert.”

“How’s the landing gear coming along, Zea?” I asked.

“Uhhh… fine?” the blonde hacker answered. “Thirty-ish minutes left, probably. Maybe forty. Maybe twenty-five.”

“That’s a big range,” Riecka said.

“It’s an art, not an exact science, you know!” Zea shot back.

“Just keep working on it,” I told her. “Has there been any sign of the pirate ships moving around to target Persephone?”

“Nothing,” Sivaha said. “Nikki is ready to pull out the moment Zea gets the landing gear free if we need to, but none of the ships have changed position around the station.”

“Maybe they know Persephone is locked in so they’re not super concerned about it,” Juliette said.

“If that was the case, why would they send more drones and androids to try to take over Persephone at all?” Aasne pointed out.

“I don’t know, but I’m about sick of not having any answers,” I muttered.

“Should we come to you now that the ship is no longer under attack?” Sivaha asked. “Or should I send the Valkyries to your location?”

“No, I want you all to stay put,” I replied. “We’re headed to District H to try and find the pirate captain, and if I need you there, I’ll let you know. Your only priority now is to protect Zea and Persephone.”

“Yes, Husband,” Sivaha answered. “We will keep them safe.”

I wanted to keep Persephone safe because she was my ship, and she was also my woman, but these weren’t the only reasons it was so important that she stayed in one piece. It was also because she and the other Shadow Eagles were the only way we had to travel across the galaxy to the SAVO homeworld, so without her, we would never stand a chance of stopping the Draugr before they infected every known star system.

But before we could deal with the Draugr, first we had to put down this pirate captain.

“Smith, you’rrrre up,” I said and turned to the constable. “What do you know? And make it fast.”

“Fast, okay.” Constable Smith nodded vigorously. “When the pirate fleet showed up, we didn’t have much of a choice but to surrender. Their captain must be a genius because his armada didn’t just show up all on one side of the station. When his ships came out of hyperdrive, they already had us surrounded.”

“This would take an impressive amount of calculations to get the trajectories right,” Madalena said and narrowed her eyes.

“What about the station’s auto cannons?” Juliette demanded. “Didn’t they start shooting when they saw the threat?”

“They destroyed a few of the pirate ships, but then so many of them showed up, and they said we would all be spared if we surrendered,” the young police constable explained. “They said they only wanted to use Queen’s Hat as their new outpost, and that we could all continue to live our lives like normal once they took over.”

“And you believed them?” Juliette bellowed, and she looked about five seconds from pistol-whipping her constable.

“It’s been true so far!” Smith hastily said. “They fired a bunch of cops, but they kept enough of us on staff to deal with day to day stuff, and none of the civilians have put in any complaints or said they’ve been bothered at all.”

“You spineless, son of a--” Juliette growled.

“Then what do they want?” I demanded of the constable.

“And how long have they been here?” Riecka added.

“Only a few days,” Constable Smith replied. “I never heard them mention their captain’s name before now. The only time I’ve ever heard the androids say anything is when they’ve talked about how their captain is unsatisfied and wants to keep looking. But a lot of the androids never said anything at all.”

“Maybe they can’t all talk,” I said as I thought about the dead android’s oddly shaped tongue. “I think some of them might have been built a little faster than others.”

“Alright, well, we are getting after this fucking Phoenix guy,” Juliette decided. “Coming into my station like it’s up for rent or some shit… the fucking nerve of pirates.”

“Your station?” My cyborg wife cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t want to be queen of this station.”

“Careful, Wolfie,” the redhead muttered. “I’m about ten seconds from shooting my own fucking cops in here.”

“Easy,” I said and reached out to take Juliette’s hand. “You know I’ll end this. One way or another.”

“Yeah, I know you will,” Juliette chuckled, and she took a deep breath before she nodded like she was finally recomposed. “Well, I don’t know what this pirate asshole is looking for, but if he’s trying to find out some information, it makes sense why he would go to District H, since it holds the mainframe and everything.”

“It is where we gggot the video of the Shadow Eagle on Parnarta,” I recalled.

“I doubt a space pirate is looking for a video of a Shadow Eagle,” Riecka said. “But then, I have never known space pirates who used androids as troops instead of people.”

“Have you seen any humans on the pirate’s forces?” I asked Smith.

“No,” the young constable answered. “I’ve only seen androids and drones.”

“What about drone operators?” Aasne asked. “I didn’t see any out there just now. It was almost like… I don’t know, almost like they were controlling themselves?”

“I have a theory about this,” Riecka said. “While we were fighting, I noticed the patterns of the battle drones in particular.”

“I’m listeninggg,” I growled.

“Their formation was an offshoot of a standard D Class pattern,” my cyborg wife explained.

“I hope you don’t expect us to know what this means,” Aasne muttered.

“I don’t, and the details really aren’t important,” Riecka said. “What matters is I think one person might have been controlling all of the battle drones.”

“From where?” Madalena asked. “We didn’t see any operators.”

“Ah, then I suppose there is one detail that is important for you to know, since this is exactly my point,” the tattooed queen continued. “The drone operator wouldn’t have to be physically present on the scene to control them. This is why I said it’s D Class, but an offshoot version.”

“How would something like this even be possible?” Aasne asked. “I’ve never heard of a drone that could be operated by someone from so far away.”

“Even if someone had the technology to control them and not physically be here, it doesn’t explain how they controlled so many of them at the same time,” Madalena said. “It is impressive that Riecka’s interface can control her three wolf-drones and the other drones we took with us, but even she has her limits.”

“Thank you, Prime Valkyrie,” Riecka said with a flush of pleasure. “Your praise is much appreciated.”

“Hell, even Paula and Kasta have their limits, and they’re fucking geniuses,” Juliette muttered.

“I doubt this man is controlling each individually,” Riecka said. “Most drones have basic attack, fly, and defend software algorithms that can be triggered. For example, this pirate captain could have just commanded a group of three or ten drones to shoot at Adam, and then they will try to figure out the best way to do it with their software. That is one of the ways that Paula, Kasta, and I can operate so many units at once, we each have our own custom software that we can implement so that we don’t have to micromanage each of our units. Still, he is commanding an impressive amount of moving parts, and I’m unsure how.”

“I think this is just one more thing we can ask when we find him,” I said. “Does this D Class offshoot formation give you any ideas how to counter their attacks if we run into more of them?”

“We killed these drones easily enough,” Aasne answered first. “We will kill as many as we need to, my lord.”

“If we have the option to fight smarter instead of harder, we should take it,” Madalena said gently. “It does not make us less brave, Aasne. It makes us able to fight longer and more efficiently beside our husband.”

“Even though killinggg everything in sight is my preferred approach,” I said, and I sent my young wife a wink that made her blush a soft pink.

“Yes, my lord.” The freckled woman smiled.

“I agree with the Prime Valkyrie,” Riecka said.

“I don’t even understand how you killed that many, much less how you’re going to kill more,” Smith said.

“This is because you are human and not Nordar.” Riecka shrugged.

“Now, hold on just a--”

“You are a Beta, at best,” Riecka interrupted the constable. “The Nordar are Alphas, and the King of Kings is the Prime Alpha.”

“I don’t know who you think--” Smith stammered.

“She doesn’t mean it as an insult,” Juliette chuckled. “She just thinks she’s stating facts, and you know what? I actually agree with her. Weren’t you cowering under the desk just now until we busted in and saved your flabby ass?”

“Yeah, but--”

“Enough,” I interrupted the young constable again. “Smith, if we leave you in charge of the station, do you think you can manage to keep everything togetherrrr until we get back?”

“There is only one right answer,” Riecka scoffed.

“Y-Yes,” the young constable stuttered. “I’ll look after things here.”

“Then let’s go see if we can find this Captain Phoenix,” I growled.

“We’ll try not to be long,” Juliette told her constable. “But for fuck’s sake, keep a sharp eye out, would you?”

Constable Smith saluted Juliette and then tried to turn in a half-circle so he could salute all the rest of us at the same time, and I had to force myself not to smile at his embarrassment. He was barely more than a kid, and he had already dealt with several attempted takeovers of Queen’s Hat. He was doing his best, and at least now it seemed like we had eliminated the pirate captain’s forces from the District B police station.

Juliette still pursed her lips at the young constable, but she turned away without another word of beratement.

We left Smith and the other cops, and our aegis armor flowed back up to shield our skulls as we followed Juliette to the shortcut doorway into District H. I knew there was a chance we might lose signal with Persephone once we got farther away from the ship, so I decided I better check in on them again. Sivaha and Zea would still be able to sense where I was and if I needed them to come, just like Lux and the other Valkyries who were submitted to Madalena would be able to feel if she was in danger, but I didn’t want to cut off communication before I was sure they were still safe.

“Sivaha?” I growled into the transponder.

“There have been no further attacks, Husband,” the silver-haired seductress reported. “The enemy ships have not made any kind of approach toward our dock.”

“Good, just holddd your position,” I growled. “We’re gggoing hunting for answers now. We think the pirate captain, this Captain Phoenix, is in District H.”

“We will be here when you return,” Sivaha said.

When we passed through the door into District H, everything seemed normal. The artificial sunlight was bright to simulate the middle of the day, the roads had recently been swept, and the Roman architecture of the buildings looked clean like it might have been pressure-washed sometime in the last few days.

But there were no people.

“Is this normal?” Aasne whispered.

“For District H, yeah, it’s pretty normal,” Juliette said. “They’re still working on this district, so it makes sense there are no civilians yet, even though… well, there should be construction crews and stuff, but I guess Captain Phoenix put a stop to all that.”

“Let’s just get to the buildinggg where the mainframe is and hope we find the pirate captain there,” I said.

Juliette led the way forward, but she pointed at each new street we were about to turn on, so Riecka could send her wolf-drones and her one remaining aerial drone slightly ahead of us. My cyborg wife couldn’t send them as far ahead as a surveillance drone, but it still gave us a little of an advanced guard so we could see what was coming.

When we were about four-hundred meters from the mainframe building, we came to the main square of District H and hesitated. Riecka’s drones hadn’t detected anything, but something tingled along the back of my neck, and when I saw Juliette pause beside me, I guessed her pilot’s sixth sense must be bothering her, too.

I signaled silently for us to move toward the columned building on our right, and we started toward the stairs up to the front doors so I could assess the situation before we advanced further.

When we were only halfway up the stairs, all the lights in the district went out.
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Chapter 8

It took only a split second for my enhanced vision to adjust, and as the whole district plunged into darkness, I aimed my twin revolvers behind us, but there was nothing there. A wave of nervousness flowed toward me from all my wives except Riecka, and I guessed they must be having a hard time seeing in the complete darkness.

Then the lights started to strobe.

They flared and shut off again every half second, and it made it impossible to see what the fuck was happening around us. Every time my eyes adjusted to the light, it was dark again, and every time they adjusted to the darkness, the lights blasted on at full brightness.

“Okay, this fucking sucks.” Juliette groaned. “What an asshole.”

“It is a good strategy,” Madalena stated.

I couldn’t see a fucking thing so there was no way to tell if the enemy was approaching or where they might be coming from. The only thing I knew for sure was this would be the perfect time to spring an ambush on me and my women.

“Get up the stairrrs,” I growled.

Madalena and Aasne stumbled up the stairs on my left, and I knew the lights must really be taking a toll if the Prime Valkyrie struggled to see through their strobe effect. Juliette tripped on the stairs to my right, but Riecka pulled her to her feet and helped her up the stairs as I followed.

“I triggered a filter over my vision,” Riecka explained when we reached the top of the stairs and took cover behind two of the thick columns. “It’s not perfect, but it mutes the light so I can still see, more or less.”

“Hot damn, isn’t that handy?” Juliette muttered. “Good thing you are here.”

“What do you see?” I demanded.

“Nothing yet, the streets are still empty,” my cyborg wife replied. “I think our enemy is trying to disorient us long enough that we will be weakened when they do decide to attack.”

“I feel like the odds are already on their side enough that they don’t have to blind us on top of everything else,” Aasne whispered.

“The odds are not on their side,” Madalena snapped. “They simply have an impressive supply of drones and droids and the ability to manipulate the light.”

“I didn’t mean I thought they were going to win or anything,” Aasne said quickly. “I’ve just never seen so many androids all--”

“Enough,” I said. “Riecka, do you see anything yet?”

The tattooed woman didn’t say anything at first, but I caught a glimpse of the three wolf-drones as they moved back down the stairs, and I heard the soft buzz of the aerial drone as Riecka directed it toward the main square of the district.

“There is some slight movement from the other side of the square,” Riecka finally said. “But I cannot take my drone further if I do not move to follow it.”

“What kind of movement?” I asked.

“Ground forces,” the tattooed queen answered. “Maybe some aerial drones, but I think most of our approaching enemies are on the ground. There are a few battle drones and… androids, I think, but… wait, no. I don’t think they’re that advanced. I think they may only be robots.”

“So, not to get all technical and shit while my eyeballs feel like they’re gonna split in half with all these flashing lights,” Juliette said, “but, uh, isn’t a robot basically the same thing as an android?”

“Androids are more sophisticated,” Riecka said. “They have intelligence, personalities, everything that you and I do. Like Kasta. Robots are basically just like drones, except they can be programmed to do anything from serve tea to shoot a gun.”

“I have a feeling these robots aren’t here to serve us tea and crumpets,” Juliette muttered.

“What kind of numbers are we looking at?” I asked.

“About twenty robots that I can see,” Riecka said. “Three or four battle drones, but it’s a little hard to tell in the shadows. I apologize that I cannot be more specific, my king, I am try--”

“It’s okay, you’re doingggg very well,” I told my wife, and a rush of relief poured toward me from my tattooed queen. “I would have no way to know any of this information without you beside me.”

“Yeah, my hand looks like it’s not connected to my body when I wave it in front of my face,” Aasne added. “So, I’d say you’re doing great, Riecka.”

“I am pleased I can serve you well,” Riecka replied. “And protect my sisters.”

“But how will we fight them, my king?” Aasne asked. “Riecka may be able to tell us where they are, but she can’t announce their positions every time we need to take a shot.”

“Can you see where the drone operators are?” Juliette asked. “If we could at least take them out, that would give us a big advantage.”

“They are all moving toward our location, but I still don’t see any drone operators,” Riecka reported. “I believe it may be a similar situation to what happened outside of District B’s police station.”

“You still think one person is controlling all of these drones?” Aasne asked.

“Yes, but I think they may also be controlling the robots,” the tattooed queen replied.

“Robots aren’t self-guided?” Juliette asked.

“Only sometimes,” Riecka said. “The less advanced robots basically function as drones that someone directs, and I think this is the case with these robots.”

“Then where the hell is this person who’s controlling everything?” I growled. “If we can find them and eliminate themmm, then we might actually be able to get somewhere.”

“It does seem like this Captain Phoenix has an endless supply of drones and robots,” Madalena said. “We need to find his operator or operators. Once they are dead, Phoenix will be powerless.”

“I can pinpoint the operator’s location more precisely if I have a little more time,” Riecka told me. “I need to see how the robots move in battle, not just when they’re marching forward.”

“We also still need to get to the mainframe,” Juliette added. “Then we could at least fix these damn lights before I have a fucking stroke.”

“How close are they now?” I asked Riecka, since I could only make out a few flickers of movement in between all the flashes of light.

“Two-hundred meters,” the cyborg queen replied. “More robots are appearing behind the others, and they seem to all be coming from the direction where we were headed.”

“You mean from the mainframe building?” Juliette asked.

“I believe so, yes,” Riecka answered. “Their operator must be in the mainframe building or close by.”

“Then let’s punch through and get to the mainframe,” I said. “We’ll fix the lights and find the drone operator, and that’ll give us a chance to find Captain Phoenix before more of these fuckers swarm the area.”

“I can help you all line up your shots to mow them down as much as possible,” Riecka said. “If you--”

Before my tattooed queen could finish her plan, she gasped and threw her head back to look at something above us. At the same time, the lights all turned back on like it was the middle of the day, and this time, they didn’t turn off again.

Now, two dozen aerial drones were perfectly illuminated as they suddenly dive-bombed us.

“I didn’t see them!” Riecka cried as she ducked back behind one of the thick columns.

“Doesn’t matter!” I shouted. “Just gggget them down!”

The five of us swung our guns up toward the drones, but they were fast little fuckers. Several bullets whizzed past my head as I tried to get a bead on them, and one of them ripped through my shoulder and made me roar in pain.

I fired my silver revolver at the closest aerial drone, and as it shattered like broken glass, I saw several more drones break apart thanks to the gunfire of my women.

Madalena launched herself into the air like an avenging angel, and her longsword swung around to slice every drone in half that she came across. Juliette and Aasne stayed ducked behind the columns for the most part since they had a harder time getting off a clear shot without putting themselves in danger, but Riecka’s aerial drone took down almost as many of the enemy’s drones as her shotgun did.

I shot down two more of the drones before another one punched a hole through my thigh, but Madalena’s longsword cut it in half a second later, and the two pieces fell to the ground like sliced halves of an apple. I took cover behind one of the columns again so I could reload my twin revolvers, and while Madalena and Riecka continued to take down the aerial drones, I glanced around the other side of the column to see the rest of the approaching enemies.

Now that the lights were back on in District H, I could finally make out what my cyborg wife had already spotted. The incoming fleet were a hundred-and-fifty meters away from us, but they didn’t seem to be in a rush, and I wondered if it was because the drone operator was focused on using the aerial drones at the moment, so they couldn’t devote too much of their energy to their ground troops at the same time.

Still, there were easily thirty robots armed with submachine guns that were all marching in our direction, and there were four man-shaped battle drones that were each armed with two weapons. These drones were equipped with the usual gatling guns, but they also had a second weapon that looked like some kind of advanced taser.

I jumped out from behind the column and exploded two more aerial drones that were trying to target Aasne, and as their smashed fragments cascaded down onto the steps below, I saw Riecka send one of her wolf-drones into a high leap toward another aerial drone.

The metal beast caught the sphere-shaped drone in its jaws, but it didn’t instantly crush it. The wolf-drone brought the sphere over to Riecka like they were playing a deadly game of fetch, and the tattooed woman instantly thumbed a button on the aerial drone. It stopped whirring and trying to escape from the robotic wolf’s mouth, and Riecka took the drone out of the wolf’s mouth and started to examine it while the Prime Valkyrie continued to destroy the drones above her head.

“What are you doing?” I shouted over the thunder of my twin revolvers as they brought down two more sphere-shaped drones.

“Reprogramming!” Riecka cried. “Cover me for twenty more seconds!”

I glanced at the approaching robots, but they were still moving at a slow and steady pace forward. They had another twenty meters to go before we really needed to start worrying about them, and by then, I hoped to have all of the aerial drones out of the picture.

Madalena’s sword carved through another drone, and Aasne’s pulse rifle peppered another one full of holes. When Aasne ducked back behind the column across from me, I jumped out and fired my golden revolver at the next floating sphere that tried to zip down and get a better angle on us.

Riecka was still working on the sphere-shaped drone, but her own aerial drone flew overhead until one of the enemy drones shot it out of the sky. Immediately, one of her wolf-drones leaped into the air and grabbed the culprit, and this time, its metal jaws crushed the drone into scrap metal before it shook the thing like a chew toy.

“Got it,” Riecka growled, but she didn’t release her grip on the enemy drone. “The operator is in the mainframe building, and based on the software in this thing, plus the--”

“Do you think you could give us the short version?” Juliette hollered before she popped out from behind the column and shot down another enemy drone.

Then I noticed that the six remaining aerial drones weren’t shooting at us anymore.

“I reprogrammed all of them,” Riecka said. “They share a processing system, so now that I have control of one, I have control of all of them. That’s how the drone operator is using all of them at once.”

“Impressive,” the Prime Valkyrie said as her purple wing thrusters stopped firing and brought her back to the ground beside us.

“You don’t think you could do the same thing with those robots, do you?” Aasne nodded toward the approaching fleet.

“If they’re using the same processing system, and I think they are, then yes,” Riecka said. “My guess is they’re on a different circuit, so I just need one of them intact, and then I might be able to control all of them, too.”

“What about those battle drones?” Juliette asked.

“I think we might be out of luck there,” Riecka replied. “Their movements don’t mimic the others, so I suspect their class is… it doesn’t matter. The short answer is no.”

“I want to gggget to the drone operator in the mainframe building,” I said. “It’s gotta either be Captain Phoenix or someone who knows where to find him, so let’s punch through these robots and get there. If Riecka can take over their systems while we mmmove, fine, but we don’t have to try to take every single one out.”

“It would be unnecessary if we were able to find the drone operator and eliminate them first,” Madalena agreed.

“That’s the idea,” I said and looked at the approaching enemy again. “I’ll take point with my shotgun, and I want Juliette rrrright behind me. Aasne, you follow behind us, and Madalena, I want you to cover Riecka while she focuses on using the drones.”

“I can follow behind Aasne, if the Prime Valkyrie will cover me,” the cyborg queen replied. “I can control my wolf-drones and my new aerial drones from there.”

“I’ll make sure the enemy does not touch you,” Madalena vowed.

“Good,” I said. “Now let’s get to the fuckinggg mainframe.”

I slipped my twin revolvers back into their holsters, loaded a fresh drum into my shrapnel shotgun, and looked at my wives to make sure they were ready. Madalena switched to one of her pulse rifles instead of her longsword, and even Juliette had switched from her usual black revolver to the pulse rifle that she’d taken from the armory. Riecka turned all seven sphere-shaped drones and her three wolf-drones around to face the pirate’s fleet, and Aasne still gripped her double-headed axe as we prepared to run toward the mainframe.

The robots started running toward us at the same time we did.

Their submachine guns screamed as they filled the air with bullets, but I reached the bottom of the stairs only a second after they started shooting, and then my shotgun vomited a spray of shrapnel that sent sparks streaming in every direction.

Now that they were closer, I understood what Riecka meant when she said these robots were less sophisticated.

They only had basic armor on, and their helmets covered nothing but the top of their skulls. They had no skin to make them seem at all human, and instead, their limbs were made of metal and partially exposed wires, like someone had brought a corpse back to life and then forgot to cover their skeletons.

The robots might have looked rough, but they could still pump us full of lead if we didn’t stop them, so as the enemy robots all fired their submachine guns in one organized burst after another, my women opened fire with their pulse rifles. The aerial drones started to shoot along with them, and I let my shrapnel mow down the robots like a bunch of weeds.

The robots stumbled but surged ahead, and they poured around us now. Even though they all seemed like individual soldiers, I quickly noticed they were all using uniform movements. When one robot reloaded its submachine gun, the four others around it did at the same time, and when one of them started shooting, the four others closest to them started shooting, too.

I wondered if they really were all operated by the same person, but I didn’t know how one individual could possibly control the movement of all these units at once, much less control their guns at the same time.

I just knew I was ready to find this asshole.

We were making headway through the robots, but they all suddenly stepped back out of the way, and our next spray of shots went wide. I instantly adjusted my shrapnel sprayer to account for their new position, but then I saw why the robots had all moved out of the way.

The four man-shaped battle drones all rumbled forward and raised their tasers in one synchronized movement.

When the first stream of electricity poured from their tasers toward us, I threw myself in front of Juliette. The electricity struck my back instead, but even as it sent a jolt through me, I roared and shook it off. I didn’t know if it was my aegis or my tiger blood that kept the tasers from bringing me down, but I knew it would take more than a jolt of electricity to bring me to my knees.

When I glanced at my other women, I saw that they were all still standing, even if their legs looked a little shakier than before, so I figured their aegis must have mostly protected them. I didn’t want to see how many more hits they could take though, so I spun back around, squared my stance, and unleashed a burst of shrapnel onto the two closest battle drones.

One of the battle drones in front of me started to droop after I pumped its guts full of shrapnel, and one of Riecka’s wolf-drones lunged forward to take down the second drone after I weakened it. The wolf locked its jaws onto the battle drone’s throat, and even when the enemy sent a pulse of electricity into the robotic wolf, it clung on until the battle drone plunged to its knees and collapsed.

The two other battle drones had recharged and now raised their tasers to fire again, and I decided we couldn’t afford to wait around anymore. If they decided to use their gatling guns instead of their tasers, they’d rip our aegis apart in a matter of seconds, and Juliette wouldn’t even have a prayer of a chance at surviving.

“Mmmmove!” I roared, and I unleashed another volley at the robots in front of us to clear our path.

I pushed forward through the enemy combatants, and whenever my gun failed to bring down a robot in my way, I slammed into them like a wrecking ball instead until we were less than a hundred meters from the building that housed the mainframe for all of Queen’s Hat.

“There’s a side door off of this street!” Juliette called as we continued to push forward. “We can get in that way!”

Madalena was shooting both her pulse rifles at once now, so even as the two battle drones rumbled after us at a slow pace, the robots all around them started to pile up in smoking heaps of exposed wires and smashed metal. Riecka fired her shotgun every so often to keep the robots off herself, but she deployed her wolf-drones and aerial drones all throughout the fleet, and Aasne’s axe caught every fucker that didn’t fully die from the efforts of Riecka or Juliette.

The moment we were close enough to the mainframe building to see the side door, I barreled ahead and knocked two robots out of my way. Their submachine guns sent a spray of bullets against me on their way to the ground, but I could feel how close we were to our primary target, so my body barely registered the pain in my ribs.

“Get inside!” I roared.

I emptied my shotgun of its last few rounds of shrapnel, and as I slung it over my back to rush forward, I skidded across the slick oil patches of the robots’ innards. My women followed right behind me, and Riecka’s aerial drones continued to spit bullets at all the robots around us to help clear the path ahead.

Several of the aerial drones plunged out of the sky at the same time I reached the door to the building, but I didn’t stop moving, and I didn’t even bother to see if the door was unlocked. I just slammed my shoulder into the door hard enough to knock it off its hinges, and then I dashed inside to clear the place of more enemies.

But the building was completely dark and quiet, as if the battle outside wasn’t happening at all.

“The operator must have figured out an override,” Riecka panted as she ran inside with the rest of my women. “They shut down the aerial drones. I’d have to go back in and reprogram them again.”

“It’s fine,” I growled as my claws shot out to grab a robot by the throat when he tried to charge through the door after us. “What about the robots? Can you do anything about them?”

“Let me try,” Riecka said.

“You’ve got thirty seconds before we need to mmmove,” I growled. “But I want you to focus on pinpointing the drone operator’s location, and if you happen to be able to reprogram the robots at the same time, then that’s fine.”

Then I squeezed the robot’s neck until a shower of sparks erupted around my hand.

“There, see what you can do,” I said.

Riecka dropped to her knees beside the robot, ripped off a panel on the back of its head, and started to fidget with a series of switches and wires that were hidden there.

“We may need to move ahead and find the drone operator,” Aasne said. “We don’t know how many more robots or drones they have at their disposal.”

“I agree.” Madalena’s pulse rifle spat out a stream of blue energy bullets at the next wave of robots who tried to enter the building after us, and they all collapsed on top of each other like discarded metal in a junkyard.

“Uh, yeah, but isn’t that the point of what Riecka is trying to do?” Juliette demanded. “To reprogram them so if more of them come after us, she’ll be in control?”

“This is true,” Madalena said with a shrug. “Either way, I can hold them off here.”

“I’ll give you fifteen more seconds,” I told my cyborg wife.

“What I’d like to know is, who the fuck is this Captain Phoenix person?” Juliette swore. “And where are all the damn pirates? I’ve never heard of a bunch of android pirates, let alone pirate drones, so where are all the people?”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I growled. “Riecka, I need an update.”

“The operator is in the basement,” the tattooed woman replied. “These robots are only connected in groups of five, so I can’t control them all with this one. But I’ve powered down the four others that are connected to this one.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “We’ll take out the rest when we take down the operatorrrr in the basement.”

“There’s just one other thing,” Riecka added. “The manufacturing information for this robot and the aerial drones is all the same. It’s not a corporation brand. It’s private, and it’s listed only as Phoenix.”

“What does that mean?” Aasne asked. “Are you saying this whole army is home-made?”

“I think so,” Riecka answered. “I think Captain Phoenix made everything we’ve fought against today.”

“Then he must be the drone operator,” I said. “Let’s gggo put a bullet in his brain.”

The basement door was just up ahead, but a number of robots were still trying to push their way over the mangled pile of metal bodies in the doorway to get to us, so I knew we couldn’t just leave our backs unprotected. I glanced at Madalena, and I felt her pride and love for me even though I couldn’t read her expression under her aegis helmet.

“I can hold off the fleet here,” the Prime Valkyrie said in an even tone. “You four go find this pirate captain.”

“I will leave my three wolf-drones with you, if you will allow it, Prime Valkyrie,” Riecka said.

“Thank you.” Madalena gave a stoic nod.

“There,” Riecka said. “I adjusted their orders, so they will function without me to serve as your backup.”

The Prime Valkyrie nodded again, and a wave of pleasure flowed toward me from my cyborg wife. I was surprised by how pleased Riecka was that Madalena had accepted her offer, and I wondered if my newest wife might want the friendship of my other wives much more than she had ever let on.

As soon as Madalena and the three wolf-drones took their places by the door and started to mow down every robot who came too close, I moved toward the basement door with Riecka, Aasne, and Juliette. The robots had already started to slow down, since we had taken so many of them out in the street, but there were still two battle drones left, and more robots seemed to keep showing up.

There was no one I trusted to handle them more than the Prime Valkyrie though, so while she guarded our backs, I pushed open the door to the basement and started down the stairs with my other three women.

The stairwell was well-lit, and we moved quickly before the pirate captain had too much time to prepare for our arrival. Then again, he had seemed more than prepared for us so far, and he probably had eyes everywhere. Hell, there were probably tiny surveillance drones on the ceiling above us so he would know exactly when we were going to walk through the door into the basement at the bottom of the stairs.

But we had almost completely eliminated every fleet he’d sent against us, and I knew we would take him down, too. Just not before I had a chance to ask him a few questions and find out what exactly he was doing on Queen’s Hat and how many other pirates he might be working with.

I glanced at the ceiling, but I didn’t see any surveillance drones hidden up among the fluorescent lights. There weren’t even any cameras, and I wondered if this was because there had never been any in the stairwell, or if it was because the pirate captain had taken them out to help control who could spy on his comings and goings.

Things would run differently once Queen’s Hat was a Nordar station. The government here might keep giving Juliette more power, but it was all too little too late, and there were still way too many incompetent people at the top of the food chain here. I would be perfectly content to let this station run most of its own affairs, but they needed to vastly improve their defenses so something like this could never happen again.

When we reached the door at the bottom of the stairs, I gripped my massive twin revolvers, and Riecka, Juliette, and Aasne all shifted to their pulse rifles. There was no window in the door, so I couldn’t see what we were up against, but I imagined it would be more of the same thing we had faced so far. If any of Captain Phoenix’s forces were human, they would likely be with him in the basement, but it was just as likely he would be alone or with more drones or robots around him.

“Ready?” I grunted.

My three women nodded, and I held my silver and golden revolvers at the ready as I adjusted my stance. I still didn’t hear anything from the other side of the door, so I took a deep breath and then slammed my shoulder into the door to blast it open.

A dozen robots and a few more ground drones were scattered around the basement, but they were all slumped forward like they had been powered down. Computers were littered at desks all throughout the basement, but most of their wires were exposed and crisscrossed with each other, so it looked like all it would take would be one spilled glass of water to send this whole place up in a storm of electricity.

On the other side of the room, about fifteen meters across from us, the far wall was covered in computer monitors, all with different camera views of this building, the street outside, and what looked like streets in every other district of Queen’s Hat.

There was only one person in the room, but they faced the wall of screens, as their fingers danced across a keyboard in front of them.

At least, that’s what they were doing for a split second before they realized I’d broken through their door.

Then the figure spun around to face us, and my heart suddenly hammered like it would explode inside my chest.

Captain Phoenix was a woman, but this wasn’t what surprised me. Her long blonde hair hung down over a sleek, navy flight suit that showed off her ample cleavage, narrow waist, and sleek thighs, and even though her dark blue eyes sparked with fury at the sight of us, I recognized them as easily as if they were part of my own soul.

“Paula?” I whispered, but then I immediately knew I’d made a mistake. Paula was back in Nordar space, so this could only be one person.

“Kasta?” I asked loud enough for the blonde woman to hear, and I saw her eyes open wide with surprise.
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Chapter 9

Shock rippled toward me from my three women as they all caught sight of the beautiful blonde in front of us.

Paula’s sister wasn’t dead.

Her sister was Captain Phoenix.

“What did you say?” the human Kasta hissed before anyone else could speak. “What did you call me?”

“Kasta,” I repeated. “Your sis--”

The woman screamed like her heart was being ripped in half, and before I could explain how I knew who she was or how I knew her sister, each of the dozen robots around the room all stood up straight and dashed toward us on wheels to cover ground even faster. Their armor was denser than the robots on the streets, but they didn’t have hands. Instead, one arm ended in a massive blade, and the other arm ended in a pistol that was built into the robot and must have been controlled by the blonde pirate herself.

As the robots all sped toward us, the ground drones groaned to life at the edges of the room and rumbled forward too, but even as the woman’s forces surrounded us, I kept my eyes locked on Paula’s sister.

If I could stop her, it would stop all the drones and robots, and I just needed to get her to pause long enough for me to tell her that I knew who she was.

But as her drones and robots opened fire on us, the basement filled with the ricochet of bullets, and my women instantly responded with their own pulse rifle fire. I slipped my revolvers back into my holsters as I moved through the crowd of robotics toward the beautiful pirate, and I grabbed one of the robots by an arm and a leg. Then I flung him off to the side, and as he struck a group of exposed wires by the wall, his body sparked and shuddered.

The robots were fast, but the three women moved like lightning to counter every one of their attacks. Aasne and Riecka both flanked Juliette to help protect her from the hail of bullets, since her armor was less effective than their aegis, but all three of my women peppered the air with blue energy bullets that shrieked through the basement and found one target after another.

When I picked up a lightweight ground drone, I flipped it on its back so it couldn’t point its gun at me or my women, and then I jumped up and smashed it when I came back down. Its metal body crumpled under my heavy tiger weight, and then there was nothing in between me and Paula’s sister.

I glanced over my shoulder just long enough to see that my women had shifted to hand-to-hand combat now that the pirate’s forces were too close to use pulse rifles, but none of the robots seemed to care if their bullets missed and ricocheted off the walls, not even when a few of them sprayed close enough to Paula’s sister that they nearly ripped right through her.

The blonde pirate didn’t even flinch though, and I could guess why.

Kasta had a look of such intense pain on her beautiful face that it was almost too much to look at, especially because she was the spitting image of two of my beloved wives. Her blue eyes burned with tears, and her mouth was stretched in a wailing scream while she continued to throw her forces at us no matter how many we took down.

I noticed a cord running between a small handheld computer and her long blonde hair, and I guessed she must have a skull port similar to Zea’s so she could use it to interface with the drones and robots.

“Kasta!” I roared over the sounds of shrieking metal and gunfire behind me. “Enouggggh!”

The beautiful pirate froze for a second, and I launched toward her to try and tear the computer out of her hands. I was almost on top of her, but at the last second, Paula’s sister pulled a knife from a sheath around her thigh and hurled it at me.

I dodged it easily, and the blonde pirate looked at me with a mix of fury and panic in her blue eyes. She pulled out a second knife and threw herself at me with the fury of a wildcat, but I let her lunge at me since I knew her blade couldn’t penetrate my aegis.

Instead, when the blonde stabbed her knife toward my chest, I ducked to the left, ripped the computer out of her fingers, and pulled the cable out of the computer so the cord was only connected to her skull port now.

The sounds of fighting immediately stopped behind me, but I took a step back as I tucked the computer into an empty slot in my ammo webbing rig. Then I took one more step back and raised my hands again, but it didn’t seem to relax her at all.

Instead, the blonde pirate kept her knife raised toward me, and she tightened her grip on it until the whites of her knuckles showed.

“Kasta, I don’t want to fight you,” I said.

“That’s… my…” Paula’s blood and flesh sister stuttered. “No one has called me that in…”

“About fifteen years?” I finished her thought. “Let me explain--”

“Where is she?” the blonde cried as she lunged forward to stab me again.

I caught both her wrists this time and smacked her wrists together to knock the knife out of her grip. It clattered to the floor with the sound of dropped ice, and then I twisted her around so her back was to me while both her arms were pressed back against her spine.

“I am trying to tell you where your sister is,” I growled into her ear.

“Then let me go!” the pirate captain shrieked, and she yanked her arms against my grip hard enough to accidently cut herself on my claws.

Immediately, I released my hold on her arms and stepped back.

The blonde snarled and whirled around to face me, but then she seemed to realize that I had only done what she asked me to. Slowly, she unclenched her fists and started to lower her arms back down to her sides, and then she glanced over my shoulder like she suddenly remembered there were three other fighters she’d been trying to kill with all her robots and drones.

I looked behind me, but now that the blonde pirate’s computer was in my hands, her armed forces had powered down again, or at least, this was true of the ones that my women hadn’t already obliterated. Juliette, Riecka, and Aasne all stood a few meters behind me, and they began to slowly make their way forward.

“Weapons,” I said.

All three women put their weapons away as they approached, but the blonde still backed up until her spine ran into the wall of monitors.

“Give me my computer back,” the beautiful pirate demanded.

“Not just yet,” I said. “Let’s talk firrrst.”

Paula’s sister glanced down at her wrist. There was blood dripping from where my claw had cut there, so I slowly reached for her arm.

“I just want to make sure you’re okay,” I said when she pulled her arm away from me.

“Let me see your face,” the woman hissed.

“Uh, that might not be the best idea.” Juliette cleared her throat. “Adam doesn’t really… look like everybody else at the moment.”

“It’s alrrright,” I said. “Riecka and Aasne, remove your helmets, too.”

As the two Nordar queens let their aegis flow down their faces to expose their skulls, I took a step back from Paula’s sister so I could do the same. But since I didn’t want to terrify the blonde pirate just as she was starting to calm down, I took a few deep breaths and thought about the oceans of Earth first.

“Why aren’t you taking off your helmet?” Paula’s sister interrupted my thoughts.

“You seem very unsurprised by the way our armor can flow away from our faces,” Riecka said.

“It’s new technology to me,” the pirate captain scoffed as she crossed her arms, “but it’s still technology. It’s not like it’s magic.”

“I think I’m gonna like her,” Juliette snorted. “She doesn’t strike me as someone who’s gonna just up and believe the whole Odin-magic-ancient-gods thing.”

“Take off your helmet,” Paula’s sister said as she anxiously looked around at the dim basement. “Please.”

I shrugged and let the aegis flow away from my tiger head. As soon as she saw my whiskered face and tiger maw, the woman’s dark blue eyes went wide, but they were more filled with curiosity rather than the fear I expected to see.

“Give me one mmmoment,” I growled.

Then I closed my eyes, took another deep breath, and finally started to feel the tension in my spine relax. When I exhaled, I imagined I was surrounded by endless beaches of warm sand and cool water, and I let all the adrenaline of our battle through Queen’s Hat melt from my body. I thought of nothing but the beautiful faces of my wives surrounding me in the hot sunlight, but when I focused on Paula’s soft smile, this was what finally made my tiger form begin to fade.

When I opened my eyes a few moments later, I stood in my human form in front of Paula’s sister.

“Now… okay… that might be magic,” the beautiful pirate muttered. “Or at least, this is some type of incredible technology that I’ve never seen before. How did you do that?”

“Let me see your wrist,” I said, and I hoped hearing my words come out as something other than a growl might calm Paula’s sister a bit more. “Then we’ll talk.”

The blonde pirate hesitantly extended her arm toward me, and it was easier to keep my grip gentle now that I was back in my human form. As I bent over the blonde’s arm, I saw that even though she had drawn blood, the cut was too shallow to have done any real damage, and relief swept through me.

“Did any of you happen to bring any cauterizing salts?” I asked the three women behind me.

“I have a vial,” Aasne said.

I nodded my thanks, but then I sensed another of my wives drawing closer.

Madalena was on the move, and I realized the army on the streets must have all fallen still at the same time I took the computer away from Paula’s sister. Madalena would have waited long enough to make sure they weren’t going to come to life again before abandoning her position, but now she was on her way to rejoin us.

Two seconds later, I sensed my warrior wife on the stairs, and then she was in the doorway.

“Adam!” the Prime Valkyrie said as she ran forward with three wolf-drones right on her heels, but they all stopped mid-stride the moment she saw the beautiful pirate beside me.

“Kasta?” my warrior wife gasped.

“How do you know who I am?” the blonde pirate hissed and then tried to jerk her arm out of my grip, but I kept her in my hold. “There is no possible way you--”

“I told you I would explain everything,” I growled. “Let me fix your wrist first. Aasne, the vial.”

Aasne hurried forward with the vial of cauterizing salts. As my young auburn-haired wife poured them onto the blonde’s wrist wound, I glanced back at Madalena, and the Prime Valkyrie let the armor flow away from her face, too. Once the wrist wound stopped bleeding, Aasne took a step back to rejoin the three other women behind me, and I released my grip on the beautiful pirate’s arm.

“Now, I want to talk, but if your forces are still attacking my ship, I need you to get them to stop first,” I said.

“I’ll need my computer back.” Paula’s sister glanced at the small device where I had tucked it into my ammo webbing rig.

“Can I trust you with this?” I asked.

“If you all take off the rest of your armor so I don’t think you’re going to attack me, then you can trust me not to attack you,” the blonde pirate said.

“You’re feisty,” Juliette said. “You remind me of K--”

“Later,” I said firmly, since I didn’t think this was the best time to tell Paula’s sister about my wife Kasta. “And you have a deal.”

I restored the rest of my aegis, and I heard the gentle hiss of the Nordar women’s armor as it flowed back into the amulets around their necks. The wolf-drones padded forward to sit beside Riecka, and the cyborg queen stroked their metal ears like they were family pets.

“Uh, if it’s all the same to you, I’m gonna keep my armor on,” Juliette said. “I’m basically naked under this, and I don’t think this is really the time or place to be showing off the goods, you know?”

“Okay,” the blonde pirate said. “Now, my computer?”

I handed it over but held myself ready to grab it again in case she made any sudden moves. To my relief, Paula’s sister just plugged the cable back in that connected the computer to the port in her skull, and her dark blue eyes went blank for a second. If I hadn’t seen Zea do something similar a hundred times, I would have wondered what the fuck she was doing, but a few seconds later, her eyes came back into focus, and she nodded.

“I called off my drones,” Kasta announced.

“What about your androids?” Madalena pointed out.

“Your people already killed them in District B,” the pirate captain replied. “I have more in the other districts, so I can call them off before they all rush to join the attack on your ship.”

“Do it,” I said. “Riecka, see if you can contact anyone on Persephone.”

While the blonde pirate opened up a channel to speak with her androids in the other districts of Queen’s Hat, Riecka tried to contact Persephone over the transponder. The signal came in staticky, but I heard Sivaha’s voice for a second before the line went dead again.

“Would you like a little help?” Paula’s sister asked when she finished talking to her androids.

“That’s fine,” Riecka said. “I can give you the frequency of--”

“I already have it,” the beautiful pirate interrupted. “I made a note of it when your ship first landed.”

“How did you, or I guess why did you--” Aasne started.

“We’ll get down to the details in a minute.” The blonde woman glanced at me. “First, let me tell your people that you’re fine.”

I nodded, and the beautiful pirate tilted her head, and after she had opened an audio channel with my Shadow Eagle, she began to speak.

“Is this Persephone?” she asked.

“Uhhh… wait,” Zea replied. “How did you get to Queen’s Hat before--”

“Zea,” I interrupted. “Are you all fine?”

“Yeah, we’re all super over here,” Zea said. “A few more bad guys came our way a little while ago, but then they all just went ploop! And kinda keeled over a few minutes ago, so we’re just cleaning them up now.”

“Are you well, Husband?” Sivaha asked. “Do we need to come to your location?”

“No,” I said. “I want you all to stay put, and we’ll be back in a little while. We found the pirate captain, and we’re about to have ourselves a little conversation.”

“Hold up, what?” Zea demanded. “I could have sworn that was Paula or Kasta’s vo--”

“We’ll talk about it when I get back,” I interrupted. “For now, I’m glad you’re all safe, and just know that we’re all unharmed, too.”

I nodded at Paula’s sister, and she cut the audio link.

“Now, how about we all sit down and talk about things?” I asked.

“Do you know what happened to Paula?” the woman demanded, and she crossed her arms over her chest instead of sitting down.

“Let’s start with names,” I said so I wouldn’t shock her right off the bat. “I’m Adam, and this is Riecka, Aasne, Juliette, and Madalena. And you’re Kasta.”

“Yes, but…” the blonde pirate whispered. “I abandoned that name a long time ago. I only go by Captain Phoenix now, but you can just call me Phoenix.”

“Okay, Phoenix it is,” I said.

“What happened to Paula?” Phoenix repeated, and then she took a deep breath. “How do you… how do you know my sister?”

“Holy balls, she really is Paula’s sister,” Juliette muttered. “This is fucking crazy.”

“Paula is alive,” I quickly said to ease the worry on Phoenix’s face. “She’s safe, she’s well, and she’s surrounded by people who love her.”

“You’re lying,” the beautiful pirate said. “She’s nowhere on this station. I’ve torn Queen’s Hat apart looking for her, and if she’s not here, then slavers must have--”

“Must have taken her the same way they took you?” I asked.

Phoenix stared at me, and she didn’t uncross her arms, but I could tell I had her undivided attention now.

“There was a pizza place in District C,” I said. “There was an old chef there who only worked a few days of the month, but he made the best pizza. It was thick and covered with spicy sausage, and it was Paula’s favorite place to go.”

The blonde woman’s hands flew to her mouth.

“I didn’t get the impression that you all went there very often as kids,” I continued. “But she kept going there after you were taken, and she introduced it to other people she loved, too.”

I would explain about Byron and Kasta later. Right now, I just wanted Phoenix to know that I wasn’t lying when I said I knew Paula, so maybe she would start to trust me.

“By the stars,” the blonde pirate muttered. “You really do know Paula. Then where… is she really still alive?”

“She is in my home system of Nordar - 13,” I said. “She is my wife. She’s a queen of the Nordar people, and I am her king.”

Phoenix swayed on her feet, and Aasne darted forward to help move her into a chair. As soon as Paula’s sister was seated, the rest of us pulled up chairs to sit around her, but I smiled when I saw that Aasne kept holding the blonde woman’s hand, and every few seconds, she gave her a little squeeze to reassure her.

“Married?” she whispered. “Happy?”

“Yes.” I smiled at Phoenix, and she began to blink rapidly as tears streaked down her beautiful face.

Then she cried while Aasne held her hand.

“I’m sorry,” Phoenix muttered after we were silent for a minute or so. “I’ve been convinced for the last fifteen years that Paula was dead, or worse, so this is… this is a lot to take in.”

“Why don’t we start at the beginning?” Juliette suggested. “We tell you a little about Paula, and then you tell us how the hell you got all the way back to Queen’s Hat.”

“This seems fair,” Phoenix sniffled as she wiped her nose.

“You look just like her,” I told the woman. “I know you haven’t seen her since you were both little, but she still looks exactly like you. That’s why we were so confused when we walked in and saw you here. We only just left Paula at home on my battle fortress, so I knew it had to be you.”

“She… I’m so happy,” Phoenix whispered. “She was just… everything to me. She was so amazingly smart. Just a genius. I really looked up to her. This feels like a dream. I didn’t think I’d find her, but I wanted to so badly, so I came here… I’ve… I’ve done horrible things, but she’s… she’s really alive?”

Aasne squeezed the blonde pirate’s hand again, and Phoenix took a deep breath before she nodded for me to continue.

“Paula is a brilliant engineer now,” I said. “That’s why she joined my ship’s crew in the first place. I’ve never met anyone who can do what she can. She even created androids so advanced they have souls.”

I didn’t know for sure if Byron had a soul, but I liked to think he did, especially since it wouldn’t have been possible for him to sacrifice himself for Queen’s Hat if he didn’t have some kind of soul. And as for Kasta, I knew thanks to her submission to me that Odin and Freyja must have blessed her with a soul. Otherwise, the magic of the submission bond would never have worked.

“Of course, she did,” Phoenix said with a smile. “Paula was always brilliant. She was so much smarter than me. When we were kids, she would make the most amazing creations with just a bit of silicon and circuits.”

“She always says that you were even smarter than her,” I said.

“That sounds like something she would say,” the blonde chuckled. “But I don’t think it is true.”

“Uhhhh… The armada of ships around the station are yours?” Juliette asked as she raised an eyebrow.

“Well, yes,” Phoenix admitted.

“And all of the drones and robots on this station you control?” Riecka snickered.

“Yes.” Phoenix shrugged. “But I’m sure my sister could do all of that and more. I hope these androids Paula created were able to keep her company over the years. Oh! Our parents, are they…”

I shook my head as Aasne squeezed Phoenix’s hand a little tighter.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “I’m afraid your parents are both dead, but I can tell you that one of the androids Paula created is like a second sister to her, and the two of them have kept each other safe while they grew up after you were taken by slavers. Paula should tell you most of the details about this.”

The blonde pirate captain nodded and blinked away a second bout of tears.

“Paula is really beautiful,” Aasne said with a soft smile. “She’s good and kind and generous and smart, and we are all lucky to be her friends.”

“Thank you,” Phoenix said as she wiped her eyes. “I dreamed that she would still be alive, and… wait, you said she was a queen?”

“We are all queens,” Riecka said and stepped forward.

“Technically, that’s not true,” Juliette muttered. “I--”

“You are Adam’s queen in all but name,” Riecka said. “I know he values you as much as the rest of his wives.”

“Well, hot damn!” Juliette grinned. “I think you might really be warming up to me, Wolfie.”

“Wait,” Phoenix said and held up a hand. “You’re all married to him? The tiger guy is--”

“Adam is the King of Kings,” Madalena said as her pride flooded the entire basement. “He is the ruler of all the Nordar, and we are all blessed to be his wives. I am certain I may speak for Paula in saying that she is honored to have a place by Adam’s side.”

“Alright, I’m as gung-ho as the rest of you about how badass Adam is,” Juliette said. “But maybe we could cool it on the King of Kings talk for a second? Our robot fighting girl here just found out her sister’s still alive, so…”

“It’s okay to speak freely around me,” Phoenix said and wiped a few more tears away. “I’m just happy to know my sister is not alone. Hearing she has power now makes me even happier. We were so poor growing up. It sounds as if Paula will never have to worry about her safety, or food, or money again. It sounds… wonderful.”

“You can say that again.” Juliette whistled. “Just between you and me, the King of Kings is fucking loaded. Of course, I knew him back when all he had to his name was just a scrappy ship that he stole, and a giant gun-- and I don’t mean a revolver-- but a lot has changed in just a few months, you know?”

“Let’s stay on topic,” I muttered.

“Hey, can’t a girl brag about her tiger-man?” the redhead chuckled and looked around at my wives. “Everyone else is doing it…”

“I was not bragging,” Madalena calmly stated. “I was only stating the facts. Adam has accomplished more than any human has.”

“And this is only the beginning,” Riecka added with the same stoic assuredness.

Juliette opened her red lips to add her two cents at the same time Aasne did, but I cleared my throat and sent all my women a look that seemed to finally refocus their attention. Then I turned back to Paula’s sister, and I caught a flicker of amusement in her blue eyes while her lips twitched in a tiny smile.

“How did Paula end up with you?” Phoenix asked. “You said you hired her as an engineer for your ship?”

“That’s the short version, yeah,” I replied. “I’m certain Paula will want to tell you a lot of this herself, but we met her and the android sister she created here on Queen’s Hat, and then they both joined my crew so we could travel the galaxy together and help people.”

“Help people?” Phoenix smiled slightly as she blinked at me.

“Yes,” I said. “That is what we do, and Paula wanted to come with us so that she could help people. It was one of many reasons why I fell in love with her.”

“Amazing.” The blonde woman started to blink her eyes rapidly again, and a few more tears streamed down her high cheekbones. “It’s… I am… so happy. What happened next to my sister?”

“From there it was business as usual and killing a few bad guys here and there,” Juliette added. “Evil corporations, crazy powerful vampire people, that sorta thing. Paula is fucking awesome with drones, and she saved the day a bunch of times, or so I’ve heard. I wasn’t quite there for all the--”

“She is a powerful warrior and has proven her worth hundreds of times.” Madalena stated as if she was explaining how gravity works.

“Uhhh… Vampires?” Phoenix arched an eyebrow and glanced back at me.

“Stories for another time,” I said. “Now, I think it’s your turn to tell us what happened after you were abducted.”

“Like I said,” the blonde pirate began, “I go by Phoenix now because after the slavers took me, I… I… Well… I am here now, and I am no longer that girl. This name is more fitting. The Phoenix died and then was reborn from the ash with a new purpose. I know it might sound odd to pick a new name, but--”

“It’s fine,” I chuckled. “My birth name wasn’t Adam, and one of my wives also lost her birth name before she started to call herself Eve.”

“Then I guess I’m in good company,” Phoenix said, and her smile reminded me so much of Paula and Kasta that it almost hurt.

I couldn’t wait for the three of them to reunite.

“So, after the slavers took you, what happened?” Aasne asked gently.

“I was on a ship for what felt like forever,” the beautiful blonde pirate said as her eyes dimmed. “I lost track of whether it was days or weeks passing, or if it was months instead. There were other girls too, but they kept us all separated, so I don’t know what happened to everyone else. I was sold on some station in the middle of nowhere, and then I was on a ship for a long time again. They sold me to someone else on a different station, and then I was on a ship again. When we finally got to our destination, they said it was called Hyluth Station, and it would be my home now.”

“I am unfamiliar with Hyluth Station,” Madalena said. “What system is that in?”

“It’s over three-hundred light years away.” Phoenix shrugged. “System 472.”

“Three-hundred light years?” Aasne repeated as her green eyes flared. “But that would take…”

“Quite a long time to get there and back,” Paula’s sister finished for her. “They sold me to some high-class family on Hyluth Station, and… well, I guess the details probably aren’t too important. You can probably guess what happened.”

“I’m sorry, Phoenix,” I said. “If it’s too hard for you to talk about, you don’t have to keep going.”

“It’s fine,” the blonde pirate said. “I’ve had years to come to terms with what happened to me, and it’s actually kinda nice to be able to talk to another human about it.”

I didn’t point out that I wasn’t technically all human, but her words struck a chord in my chest. I knew what it was like to have no one to share the heaviest pain with, but it sounded like Paula’s sister had been suffering alone for even longer than I ever did for Yu’s experiments, and I couldn’t imagine how much she’d endured since being sold from Queen’s Hat.

“You’ve never talked to another human about this?” Riecka asked as her brow furrowed over her red eyes.

“No,” Phoenix replied.

“Why not?” Aasne asked.

“I’ve never met a human I trusted enough.” The blonde woman shrugged. “Everyone I knew was a slave or was one of my ‘owners.’”

“Fuck,” I growled. “I’m sorry.”

“And what happened next?” Juliette asked in a more serious tone. “You said you worked for a family on this station?”

“For years, yeah,” Phoenix answered. “They weren’t… good people, but I met other slaves on the station, so I knew my owners also weren’t the worst. I was given food and… nice clothes. It was because I was beautiful, of course, and it was a blessing in some ways and a curse in others. I started to build a drone with spare parts I found around the station and house where my owners kept me.”

“Just one?” Riecka asked.

“It started with just one,” Phoenix said and then gave us an almost cheeky smile that reminded me a lot of my android wife. “You can clearly see I eventually made more.”

“Yeah, we noticed,” I chuckled.

“What happened after you built the drone?” Madalena asked.

“It took a long time to finish it, but even after I created it, I wasn’t sure how I was going to use it,” Phoenix said. “Then one night, the people who owned me, they… well, they pushed things too far, and I’d had enough. Like I said, they weren’t the worst, but they were still… fuckers.”

“You killed them,” Riecka said, and it wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” the blonde pirate captain replied. “I know you may judge me for--”

“I understand what it is like to be surrounded by people who use you and abuse you,” Riecka interrupted. “I know too well the relentlessness of some people’s cruelty, and I am the last person who would judge you. I believe my husband can relate as well.”

I glanced at my cyborg wife, but her expression was unreadable while she kept her red eyes on Phoenix. I only felt a wave of loneliness pool around me from the tattooed woman, and I was surprised at the honesty of her emotions. The royal Jotnar family was fucked up from floor to ceiling, and I had only seen the kind of asshole her brother Uffe was. I didn’t even know how screwed up Riecka’s parents might have been, but I recalled the story she told me about killing the family of the cousin who tried to rape her, and I guessed that it was just one of many horrific tales she could recount.

“Thank you,” Phoenix told Riecka. “I am grateful to hear someone can understand why I used the drone against them. I did manage to escape them, but I wasn’t able to use any of their money, so I sort of shot myself in the foot on that one.”

“Why couldn’t you?” Juliette asked.

“Hyluth Station was very affluent, and I’m sure you all know how much rich people love to protect their money,” the blonde pirate said. “Paper money existed there, but only poor people used it. The rich people had cards that were all chipped to display their ID photos whenever they used them, and a seller could ask you to do a retinal scan if they didn’t believe you matched the photo on your card. I was only… maybe fourteen by then? I’m not sure. I lost track of time for a while, but at the time, I didn’t have the skills or equipment to rewire the cards to use myself. Those skills all came later.”

“So, if you didn’t have any money, did you stowaway on a ship to get off the station?” Madalena asked.

“No.” Phoenix shook her head. “I thought about it, but Queen’s Hat was so far away that there were no direct trips there from Hyluth, and I was worried if I stowed away on a ship, I might get caught and then I’d be right back to square one as a slave. I was familiar with Hyluth, so I figured I could use it to my advantage.”

“You started building more drones.” I smirked as I thought of my beautiful, engineer wife.

“I did,” the beautiful pirate replied. “It took me years of scouring dumpster and service robots, but eventually I had an entire army of drones at my disposal, and then I started to work on building robots, too. I did a lot of… well, I did whatever was necessary to get more money and more power. After you… kill someone who has wronged you, it becomes easier to kill others. Eventually I didn’t really care who I killed. If they got in my way, they died.”

“That is how it should be,” Riecka stated.

“I feel as if we will be great friends, Riecka,” Phoenix said as she smiled at my dark-haired wife. “We are like kindred spirits.”

“I would like that, yes.” Riecka nodded as she smiled slightly. “I interrupted, though. Please continue.”

“When I had enough to buy a junker ship, I fixed it up, loaded up my drones and robots, and got the fuck off of Hyluth.”

“But you didn’t come back here right away?” I asked.

“I couldn’t,” Phoenix answered. “I tried, but there were problems with my ship, so I had to land at the closest planet and try to fix it there. This planet had its own problems, and then… fuck, it was just one problem after another. Every time I had money or a working ship, someone attacked to try to take it from me, and every time I got going again, I’d run out of money and have to… ahem. Get more however I could.”

“I understand,” I chuckled and recalled everything I had been through since I first found Persephone with Eve and Zea.

“I finally set up shop on some backwoods planet and started a gambling ring,” Phoenix continued. “I was always good with numbers and machines, so I expanded every year until I had enough money to build as many androids, robots, and drones as I wanted. Owning a gambling establishment gave me insight into the slave and black-market trade, so I eventually took my ships and began attacking the kinds of fuckers who had taken me from my sister. That’s how Captain Phoenix was born. It turns out I was pretty good at piracy too, so eventually, I possessed a whole fleet of ships… I just kept moving toward Queen’s Hat and devoured everything in my path. I was in a bit of a hurry because I wanted to find Paula, but it had been so many years. I just… I figured that she would have been long gone, or dead, or … I didn’t dare to dream, even though I thought about her every day and every night. I had my ships and a purpose now. I was nervous to come here with my armada, but I did.”

“It’s a nice fleet,” Juliette said dryly. “I don’t know why you felt the need to use them all to attack Queen’s Hat, but I’ll hand it to you that what you’ve done… is impressive.”

“I wasn’t about to let the station security stop me from finding out what happened to Paula.” Phoenix shrugged.

“Yeah, but you didn’t want to just, uh… I don’t know, ask?” Juliette sighed.

“No,” the beautiful pirate said. “Who would know? We were poor girls with poor parents. What would you have said if I had asked you where my sister went fifteen years ago?”

“Yeahhh,” Juliette sighed. “Good point.”

“I was almost certain the slavers took her, too.” Phoenix gestured around to the walls. “I knew she would have followed me that night, and they never let me see any of the other girls they had taken. I assumed they went back to take her that same night. That’s why I’m here. I was going to look through the video footage in the station and try to find a hint of what happened to her.”

“You didn’t even think she was here anymore?” I asked.

“No,” Phoenix said, and she blinked away her tears. “I thought she was already dead, or worse. The galaxy is a cruel fucking place, but I had to know for sure. I’ve only been here a few days, but I’ve been going through all of the harbor logs and video logs and ship manifests that I can find, and I was prepared to go through the last fifteen years of footage until I found some clue.”

“You would have found Persephone’s manifest with Paula’s name listed eventually,” Juliette said. “But fifteen years is a lot of information to sort through.”

“It is,” Phoenix said. “But it’s the only reason I came back. I had to find out what became of her, but mostly…”

“You wanted revenge,” I guessed.

“I did,” Phoenix agreed. “That’s why I created a whole army and fleet of ships. The only thing that has kept me going for the last fifteen years was the knowledge that one day, I would be rich and powerful enough to come back to Queen’s Hat and track Paula down. If she was alive, I would rescue her and murder her captors, and if she was dead, I would take revenge on every last fucker who had anything to do with it.”

“Shit, you really are Paula’s sister,” I chuckled and shook my head.

Paula and Kasta had spent years creating their criminal empire on Queen’s Hat, and their primary objective through it all had been to track down the head of the slavers who took their sister.

“Yeah, but that still doesn’t explain why you attacked Queen’s Hat,” Juliette said and crossed her arms. “You could have just landed on one of your ships and looked around for the information.”

“Queen’s Hat was incredibly corrupt when I was little,” Phoenix replied. “I didn’t think I would find out anything through polite channels, so I figured it would be easier to take over the entire station, since I had the manpower to do it.”

“Okay, but--” the cop started.

“Consider that I am actually a pirate.” Phoenix raised her eyebrows, and her mouth turned into a lopsided smirk. “I’m used to just taking what I want.”

“Yeah, but--” Juliette tried again.

“Besides, I didn’t actually attack Queen’s Hat,” Phoenix continued before the redhead could finish. “I took over Queen’s Hat, but I didn’t kill anyone. There is a difference.”

“You tried to kill us,” Aasne said.

“You tried to stop me from finding my sister.” Phoenix shrugged.

“This all makes sense,” Riecka said as she smiled at the blonde woman earnestly. “I would have done the same thing, and I’m glad you did not kill us and we did not kill you. Now we can all be together, and you can meet your sister again.”

“I’m glad also,” Phoenix chuckled. “I would have been happy if I left one of you alive so I could ask you questions, but… You all were aggressive and wouldn’t back down. The fighting was more intense than I thought it would be, so it really turned into a matter of survival instead.”

“Why were you hoping one of us would be left alive?” Riecka asked.

“Your ship really stands out,” the beautiful pirate said. “So, after I saw her dock, I queried the harbor logs, but then you started to attack my machines, and I didn’t have time to read them because I had to focus on fighting you all.”

“Well… shit,” I chuckled.

“Fuck,” Juliette groaned as she rubbed her face with her palm. “Talk about bad timing. If we had shown up a few days later, or just waited in the hold for another few hours, you probably would have seen your sister get on Persephone and this whole meeting could have happened over some steaks and whiskey without any fighting.”

“Perhaps,” Phoenix chuckled. “But now that I am getting to know you all better. I think that this is the only way our meeting could have happened. I thought I could beat you, but…”

“You got more than you bargained for,” Aasne laughed. “That is how it is with Adam and his wives.”

“It’s true, I have never encountered anyone who was a match for my army before,” the blonde pirate admitted. “But anyway, when I got back to Queen’s Hat and took over everything, I tried to go back to my home in District B to start my search there, but it had been completely destroyed to make room for some factory. I wasn’t really sure where to start after that, so I just took over every district and came to District H, since it’s easier to access information on the mainframe here.”

“How many of your units run independently?” Riecka asked with a genuinely curious tone. “The robots were all connected on smaller shared circuits, but the aerial drones all shared reversible software. I didn’t get a chance to see the battle drones up close, but--”

“Perhaps you can save your shop talk for later,” Madalena said. “Phoenix, you were talking about what happened after you set up your base here in District H.”

“Sure,” Phoenix replied but then glanced at Riecka. “Basically, only a few androids are able to speak, and those are mostly captains. The rest of them just point and shoot and follow orders, so their programming is simpler. The robots’ programming is the simplest, and… well, I guess the rest of my explanation can wait until later.”

“I look forward to it,” Riecka said. “I’ve never met a human, other than your sister, who was able to interface with so many devices at once.”

“It’s all in the programming.” The blonde pirate shrugged. “I’m smart, but it’s mostly just the fact that I made the system work for me.”

“I doubt that’s all there is to it,” I said with a smile.

“I don’t know what else there is to say, really,” Phoenix sighed. “I had really only started looking into Paula’s disappearance when you all showed up.”

“I get that you were suspicious of how many times Persephone has come and gone from Queen’s Hat,” Juliette said. “But why did you attack after Adam called you by your birth name?”

“I figured Adam must have had something to do with Paula’s disappearance,” Phoenix answered. “Otherwise, how would he have known her name? Not to mention, I watched him fight his way through the whole station. He is obviously very powerful, and powerful people are never good.”

“You’re powerful,” Riecka pointed out.

“I am definitely not good anymore,” the beautiful blonde woman sighed. “I had to do a lot of things to get here, and a lot of them were… I… I have killed a lot of people. I’ve even done other things… I wouldn’t even want Paula to know about a lot of them.”

“She did a lot of things to find you, too,” I said. “But the details are her story to tell you, not mine.”

“So, you just assumed when you saw how powerful Adam was that he was evil?” Aasne asked, and my freckled wife’s posture stiffened defensively.

“I’m sorry you take offense at this,” the blonde pirate replied. “But I acted based on what I know of life. Between your advanced armor, your high-end weapons, and your distinct design of ship, I figured you were accustomed to tearing your way through the galaxy with no thought to the livelihood of others. People like that do very well in the slave trade.”

“Adam is powerful,” Aasne said a little stiffly. “But he is nothing like anyone you have known.”

“Yeah, I’m getting that impression already.” Phoenix arched an eyebrow at me. “I’ve never met a man who can turn into a giant tiger-man, anyway.”

“This is the least that our husband can do,” Riecka said and brushed her hair over her shoulder.

“I am learning.” Phoenix smiled at me.

“We are sorry we destroyed your robots and everything,” Aasne said.

“Don’t be,” Paula’s sister chuckled. “I have plenty of money these days. I can always build new ones.”

“And the androids?” Riecka asked.

“Apparently I’m not as talented as my sister when it comes to androids,” Phoenix chuckled. “I was never able to create an android with a personality, much less a soul. I will miss not having someone to talk to, but the conversation was mostly shit, anyway.”

“It sounds as if you’ve basically been all alone for years now,” Aasne muttered, and her brow crinkled as she studied the pirate’s face.

“There are worse things than being alone,” the beautiful pirate captain assured her. “It is worse to be enslaved. It is worse to be used. It is worse to be betrayed.”

“Yeah, but…” Aasne trailed off. “You must have been so lonely. You must still be lonely.”

Paula’s sister looked away, but not before I caught the flash of pain in her dark blue eyes, and my heart clenched as I saw my wife’s face in her own.

“Phoenix,” I said gently. “Can I take you home to Paula?”

The blonde pirate’s computer chimed before she could answer, and when she pressed a key, Zea’s voice came through on a new audio channel.

“Is Kitty-Man still there?” my hacker wife asked. “Helloooo? Anybody?”

“We’re about to head back to Persephone,” I said. “Why, what’s up?”

“So, you know that check-in ship that Juliette sent to Uraniel?” Zea asked. “The one that’s kinda gonna determine everything we do next?”

“Yeah, what about it?” I replied.

“It was scheduled to return to Queen’s Hat over a week ago,” Zea said. “But uhh… well… it’s still not back.”
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Chapter 10

“Fuck,” I growled. “Wait, are you in District B’s police station?”

“Oh please, like I’d disobey my captain’s orders,” Zea snorted. “I finished taking care of the little landing gear problem we had, and then I got bored, so I hacked my way into the station’s records, but my cute little ass hasn’t left Persephone, thank you very much.”

“Alright, we’re on our way, and I’ll take a look at what you found,” I said. “Thanks, Zea.”

“You have a very unusual crew, Adam,” Phoenix said after she closed the audio link.

“Spoiler alert,” Juliette said. “Most of his crew also happen to be his wives.”

“If you were good enough for Paula, then you must be a rare kind of man,” the beautiful pirate said as her gaze slid across my armored body. “So, it’s not a surprise that so many other women would also find you attractive. Did you… did you really think I was a slaver?”

“As you said about us, it was an easy assumption to make.” I shrugged. “Pirates aren’t exactly known for their high morals.”

“And you were going to kill me because you wanted to punish me?” Phoenix asked. “Not because you wanted to take over my cargo, turn a little profit for yourselves, something like that?”

“Like I said,” I growled. “We’re not slavers, but I’m more than happy to send any slavers I come across to meet whatever gods will take them.”

“Why do you ask again?” Madalena demanded.

“I didn’t mean any offense,” Phoenix said. “It’s just hard to believe that someone so powerful could also be… a good man.”

“I think you know your sister well enough to understand that she wouldn’t marry anyone less than a hero,” Aasne said.

“You make a good point,” the beautiful blonde pirate said. “If I seem rude, ignore me. I’m not really used to being around humans.”

“This is nothing to apologize for,” Riecka said as she smiled again at the blonde woman. The two really seemed to be hitting it off, and the thought made me happy.

“Then will you come with us?” I asked again. “We can leave as soon as I get the details on that ship from Zea.”

“Can I bring my armada with me?” the pirate captain asked.

“Sure,” I said.

“Then I’m ready whenever you are,” Phoenix replied.

I stood up and followed Juliette, Riecka, Aasne, and Madalena toward the door. The three wolf-drones trotted along faithfully behind Riecka, and the drones and robots that were still intact around the room rumbled to life and followed us out. It made me a little nervous to see them all behind us, but now that Paula’s sister knew who we were, I trusted her not to use her weapons against us.

We moved up out of the basement without any problem, but when we reached the door of the building that Madalena had guarded with the wolf-drones, we had to crawl our way over all the robot bodies she’d left behind to make it outside.

“I guess it’s a good thing I’m not too attached to my creations,” Phoenix said dryly as she picked her way over the robot corpses.

When we were halfway back to the shortcut door into District B, the pirate caught my arm to hold me back for a minute, so I signaled for my wives to go on ahead and then turned to face Paula’s sister.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“I feel like I should be asking you that, since you just turned from an armor-wearing tiger-man into a…” Phoenix eyed me up and down once more. “I’d say regular man, but you’re sure as hell not like any regular man I’ve ever seen before. If you don’t mind me saying so.”

“You can say whatever you want,” I told the beautiful pirate.

“Then in the spirit of honesty, can I ask you something?” Phoenix muttered. “It sounds like Paula has this perfect life now. She has a husband who obviously loves her, an android who’s like a sister to her, and badass friends who also happen to be queens.”

“And?” I asked.

“I told you I’m not very good with people.” The blonde glanced up at me but then fixed her gaze on her shoes again. “If she’s happy now, I… I would hate to make her think about a painful time in her life, or to mess up the wonderful life that she now has--”

“Stop,” I said.

“But--”

“Stop,” I repeated. “If you think for one second that Paula hasn’t spent the last fifteen years of her life looking for you, searching for you, hoping one day by some miracle she would find you again, then you don’t know her. She loves you so much that even the android she created thinks of you as her own sister, and she mourns for you just as much as Paula does. They would do anything to see you again and to have you be part of their lives.”

“Really?” Phoenix’s dark blue eyes turned up to meet mine, and she blinked a few dozen times as she fought against another volley of tears.

“Really,” I replied. “Now, come on. The sooner we get back to my ship, the sooner we can get you back to Paula.”

“Thank you, Adam,” the beautiful pirate whispered. “You have no idea what this means to me.”

“Well, I do know Paula pretty well,” I said. “So, I think I have something of an idea.”

We followed my wives again toward District B, and as soon as we crossed back into the other district, Juliette called Constable Smith and chewed his ass out backward, forward, and sideways until she was sure that he would be able to clear the streets of all the mess we had left behind. It would take a while to mop up all the oil, much less clean up the bodies of all the drones, robots, and androids, but Smith assured Juliette he could do it.

“Oh, and two more things,” Juliette told Smith as we finally approached the harbor. “One, Adam is gonna turn this station into a Nordar outpost, got it?”

“What d-do y-you--” Smith started.

“Nothing major is gonna change, and no one will be hurt,” I said. “But Queen’s Hat has been taken over way too many times, and it needs much better protection. It’s a great trading station, so it’s an easy target, and I’m tired of fighting to clean shit up here every time I want to pop over for a visit.”

“W-What do you need me to do?” the young constable asked.

“Nothing except to stay out of the way,” I said. “Whenever a fleet of Nordar ships shows up and says they serve the King of Kings, you just show them through the front door, got it?”

“What about the other districts?” Smith asked. “What about the council? Don’t they have to vote on--”

“Figure it out, toots,” Juliette said. “The Nordar just want to protect the station, and trust me, they’re the best ones to do it.”

“O-Okay, I’ll do my best,” Smith replied. “But, um, what was the second thing you wanted to tell me?”

“Oh, right,” Juliette said. “The second thing is I need you to pretend I was never here.”

“Don’t you want to claim credit for getting rid of the space pirate?” the young constable asked over the transponder. “And, um, what happened to the space pirate, if you don’t mind me asking, because there’s a lot of paperwork to do, and--”

“This is exactly why I don’t want credit for anything,” Juliette sighed. “Do you know how many days I spent up to my tits in paperwork last time something like this happened? No, thanks.”

“Does this mean you’re just gonna take off again?” Constable Smith asked.

“You betcha,” the redheaded cop snickered. “Because you know who doesn’t make me do a fuck-ton of paperwork every time I kill a bad guy?”

“Captain Adam?” Smith asked.

“It was a rhetorical question,” Juliette huffed. “But yes, so you’ll excuse me if I’d like to go back to my life where I can blow shit up and not worry about a congressman being up my ass the next day about it.”

“Are y-you coming b-back?” The police constable was almost blubbering now.

“Who knows?” Juliette laughed. “So, I guess you better man up and straighten things out while I’m gone, hm?”

“Y-yes, ma’am!” Smith said.

“That should keep him busy for a while,” Juliette laughed as we entered the harbor.

“I know I made a little bit of a mess,” Phoenix said. “My troops are all headed back to their ships though, so the regular police forces should be able to take over again now.”

“Oh, yeah, let me tell Smith to make sure he coordinates with the other districts,” Juliette said. “Give me a second.”

She trailed to the back of the group as she passed along her orders, and by the time she finished, we had reached the docking tube for B8. There were only a handful of robots and drones left from our fight in District H, so they would all easily fit on board Persephone, and I figured her other robots would make their way to her other ships and just meet us in Nordar - 13.

“Everybody, meet us in the hold,” I called over the transponder as we made our way along the tube. “We’ve got a lot to explain, and I don’t want to do it twice.”

“Ooh, yes, sir, Captain Bossy-Pants,” Zea giggled.

There were almost as many bodies in the docking tube as there were in the streets outside the mainframe building and the District B police station. My crew had done an outstanding job eliminating all of them, but I guessed it had to be hard for Phoenix to see the products of so many years of work mowed down like this.

At least she still had a whole fleet of other creations to fall back on.

When we reached the end of the docking tube a few minutes later, I laid my hand on the beautiful pirate’s shoulder.

“Are you ready to meet some more friends of your sister?” I smiled.

Phoenix nodded, but she swallowed a lump in her throat that seemed to keep her from saying anything else.

Riecka, Aasne, Juliette, and Madalena all entered the hold first, and as they rejoined the rest of my wives, along with the Valkyries and the usual crew of Persephone, I gently rested my hand on the blonde pirate’s lower back to help keep her steady when we moved forward.

“Paula?” Zea darted forward but then paused as her eyebrows bunched in confusion. “Wait, Kasta? What the fuck is going on?”

“Does everyone here know my birth name?” the pirate captain whispered beside me.

“I guess now would be a good time to tell you,” I said. “Paula named your android sister after you.”

“Ohhhhhh,” Phoenix whispered as her eyes became dewy. “Paula always was sentimental. I suppose it’s a good thing I shed my old name when I did.”

“Hold on,” Zea was still talking. “Now, why would Paula or Kasta stowaway on our own damn ship? Wait, no, that’s not right. Did one of the wonder twins take Dance to the Dirge and beat us here? No, Persephone’s faster. Hold on, hold on, I’ll get it eventually.”

“If you stop talking to yourself for a second, I could introduce you,” I chuckled. “Everyone, meet Phoenix. She is Paula’s sister. Her actual twin sister.”

A ripple of surprise spread across the hold. Even Mikhael looked a little thrown off, and I was glad to see the Nordar warriors could still be shocked every now and then to the point they let their emotions show.

“Phoenix… as in, Captain Phoenix?” Sivaha asked.

“The one and only,” Phoenix replied with a shaky laugh.

I thought Zea’s jaw was going to hit the floor.

“So, you are the formidable space pirate captain,” Sivaha purred as she moved forward to take the beautiful pirate by the arm. “No one said you’d be so beautiful, but if you’re Paula and Kasta’s sister, then that’s hardly a surprise. You look just like them.”

“You’re friends with Paula, too?” Phoenix asked.

“We all love Paula.” Sivaha glanced at me as she stroked the pirate’s arm. “I wish she was here to see you now.”

“Phoenix will be coming back with us to Nordar - 13,” I announced. “Her fleet will also be coming with us, since we’ll arrive first, and we’ll have time to tell my navy they’re not a threat.”

“They’ll be so happy to see you,” Sivaha told Phoenix.

I caught everyone else up on the basics of Phoenix’s story so she wouldn’t have to repeat herself, and I noticed that Sivaha kept her arm linked with the pirate’s the whole time. I didn’t feel her using any of her charms, but my silver-haired queen also didn’t have to use her powers in order to help someone feel more at ease.

I smiled at Sivaha when I was finished, and I hoped she sensed my gratitude for how comfortable she helped Phoenix feel in a room full of strangers.

“Hey, Blondie, quick head’s up,” Juliette hissed after I stopped talking. “Your jaw’s still on the floor.”

“Fuuuck,” Zea gasped like she had just come back to life. “Liiiike… what?”

“Did you not pay attention to anything our husband just said?” Riecka smirked.

“Well, yeah, I just…” Zea stopped herself, marched forward, and threw her arms around Paula’s sister. “Welcome to the fam, Sweetie. We are so happy you are here. For real. We don’t know you yet, but we all love you.”

Phoenix stiffened at first, and as she slowly let herself relax in Zea’s arms, I wondered how long it’d been since anyone had hugged Paula’s sister, but the idea was almost more than I could take.

“Well, compared to all this action, my news doesn’t seem very big,” Zea laughed when she finally took a step back from the other blonde. “But I downloaded the info on the check-in ship to Uraniel and still have it pulled up, if you want me to give you the deets.”

“Go ahead,” I said.

Zea pulled out the cable she used to connect her handheld computer to her skull port, but as soon as she plugged it in, she glanced at the cable that was threaded into Phoenix’s hair like a thick braid.

“Ooh, I can’t believe you have one, too!” Zea clapped her hands. “Maybe later, we can--”

“Focus, love,” I said with a smile.

“Riiiight, okay, serious stuff now, fun stuff later.” The blonde hacker’s eyes took on a faraway look while she scanned the information. “So the ship was supposed to check in eight days ago, and it even took a smaller patrol ship on board with it, so if it ran into any trouble, it could send the patrol ship back like a kind of escape pod.”

“Let me guess,” I sighed. “The patrol ship didn’t come back, either?”

“You got it,” Zea replied.

“It has to be either Lith Dae or the Draugr,” Madalena said. “I cannot imagine that both ships would fail to return unless something stopped them.”

“My thoughts exactly, Maddy,” Zea said.

“Shit,” I muttered. “We’ll definitely need to send a portion of my armada there, and we’ll need to do it as soon as possible. I don’t know if it’s Lith Dae or the SAVO, but I agree with Madalena. Something is obviously there that shouldn’t be, and we need to stop it.”

“The SAVO?” Phoenix whispered.

“Remind us to tell you about them on our way back home,” Sivaha said. “They’re our archenemy, and they also happen to be the biggest threat to the entire galaxy.”

“They are evil and need to be destroyed,” Riecka added. “It will be a good use of your time.”

“Sounds interesting,” Paula’s sister said.

“We’ll go back to Nordar - 13 like we planned to give the fleet instructions on Uraniel,” I said. “But we also need to go back to bring Phoenix to her sisters, since they’re overdue for a reunion by about fifteen years.”

“If you give me the coordinates, I can go ahead and relay them to my fleet,” Phoenix said.

“I’m all over it,” Zea said and then slung her arm around the other blonde woman’s shoulders. “Wanna share computers? Hackers with skull ports are harder to find than you might think.”

“I’m not a hacker,” the pirate captain replied. “It’s just easier to interface with all my devices this way.”

“Yeah, whatever, you’re still a badass,” Zea said. “Here, take a look at the coordinates and figure out the timing so all your ships arrive at once. Adam’s fleet will definitely massacre every one of them if they just keep trickling in at random.”

“When should I have them arrive?” Phoenix asked. “How long will it take your ship to get there?”

“Are we taking warpdrive, Captain?” Zea asked.

“Yes, I want to get back as soon as possible so we can arrange my armada to go to Uraniel,” I said and then glanced at Paula’s sister. “And so we can get Phoenix back to her sister as soon as we can.”

“Then it’ll take us about forty-five minutes,” Zea told the other blonde.

“That’s it?” Phoenix raised her eyebrows. “Your ship must be fast.”

“I know you’re a pirate, but don’t get any ideas about stealing our husband’s ship,” Riecka said, but the corners of her mouth twitched like she was trying to hold back a smile.

“I’ll do my best,” the blonde pirate chuckled, but then her expression grew serious again. “But are you… are you sure you want me on Persephone? I can take one of my own ships to your home system, since I wouldn’t want to intrude or--”

“You’re Paula and Kasta’s sister, and this means you’re family,” I said. “You could never intrude.”

“Well, if you’re sure, then I would really like to see Paula, and the sooner, the better.” The blonde pirate cleared her throat and gave us all a grateful smile. “I am still… a bit in shock. Thank you all so much for helping me.”

“You are family,” Zea said, and then the blonde hacker plugged the pirate’s cable into her own computer.

After Phoenix coordinated the movements of her fleet to follow us to Nordar - 13, I nodded at the rest of my crew.

“Everybody to the bridge,” I said.

“Come on, I’ll show you the ropes,” Zea said as she grabbed Phoenix’s hand and pulled her forward. “You are going to love the bridge. It is where all the shenanigans happen.”

After everyone had returned their weapons to the armory, Zea, Sivaha, and Phoenix were the first to take the elevator up, along with Madalena, Juliette, and Riecka. The Valkyries and the other Nordar warriors followed right behind them, and after they made sure everything was clear in the hold for take-off, Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma streamed onto the elevator, too. Aasne moved to follow them, but I caught her arm and pulled her back so she could ride up with me.

“Wait here,” I said.

Once I closed the door to the hold, I took another look around, but everything seemed fine. It was strange to leave Queen’s Hat before the dust had settled after our fight with the pirate forces, but the station wasn’t in danger anymore. The pirate captain was with us now, and she had already ordered all of her remaining troops to leave Queen’s Hat and follow us back to Nordar - 13. Constable Smith and the rest of the security forces would have to do some serious clean-up in Districts B and H, but everything should return to normal after this.

I smiled when I thought about how quickly Juliette had dismissed the idea of staying behind to take care of paperwork. She took her job as police commissioner here seriously, but now that she had cleaned up most of the corruption on Queen’s Hat, she also wanted to do more with her life than sit behind a desk and do a mountain of paperwork every time she shot some asshole who deserved it. The redheaded cop had chosen to stay with me, and I knew it wasn’t just so she could shoot the bad guys in the face and not have to fill out a hundred forms afterward.

I glanced up at Aasne where she waited by the elevator, and I moved toward her quickly. Juliette wasn’t the only woman who had chosen to stay with me, since I had given Aasne the option to submit to me or simply ally with me, and my young auburn-haired wife had chosen submission and marriage. I had been honored by her choice, and even though I hadn’t been able to spend a lot of time with her alone lately, I wanted to make sure she knew how much I appreciated her.

“Is anything wrong, my lord?” Aasne asked when I reached her side. “If my performance in battle today was less than satisfactory, then--”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I laughed. “You were brilliant today, and I think you know it.”

“I was pretty good,” Aasne said as a light blush spread across her freckled cheeks.

“I just wanted to thank you for helping Phoenix feel comfortable.” I guided Aasne into the empty elevator and let the doors shut behind us. “You really helped her stay calm while she was telling us her story. You’re brilliant with your battleaxe, but you’re just as valuable to me for what you do off the battlefield.”

“Really?” my young wife muttered, and a sweet flicker of her hopefulness sifted over me.

“You have a good way with people,” I said. “You’re honest but kind, and you always look out for your friends. It’s why I trusted you to look after Eve the last time I had to leave her behind, and it’s why you were so helpful with Paula’s sister just now.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Aasne said. “I want to try my best to be a good queen for you.”

“You already are,” I said, and as the elevator doors opened onto Persephone’s top level, I leaned down to whisper in her ear. “In fact, I’d like to show you just how much I appreciate you. Wait for me in my room.”

“But we’re about to enter warpdrive,” Aasne gasped. “And then we’ll only have forty-five minutes to--”

“I can’t think of a better way to pass forty-five minutes, can you?” I smirked.

“I’ll be there,” the auburn-haired queen said and then bit her lip. “Thank you, my king. You honor me, as always.”

Aasne went to wait for me in my quarters, but I headed to the bridge to see us safely off. My queens were all in the officer chairs along with Phoenix, my crew had all taken their positions at the gunner stations, and Nikki had taken the position of pilot with Juliette as copilot beside her.

“Captain on the bridge!” Lux called out when she saw me, and the entire bridge snapped to attention before I waved them at ease.

“Are the coordinates for Nordar - 13 plugged in?” I asked.

“Yes, Adam,” Nikki said. “We’ve set a warpdrive course to return to Odin Geirr.”

“Then whenever you’re ready, lift us out of here and engage warpdrive once we’re clear,” I ordered.

“Yes, Adam,” the blonde Valkyrie replied, and Persephone slowly started to pull away from the Queen’s Hat dock.

Once we were clear of the station, I saw that Captain Phoenix’s fleet had assembled further away from Queen’s Hat so they would all have a clear path to engage their hyperdrives and meet us back in my home system. As I watched, Phoenix’s ships began to disappear in groups of five and six.

“They are not nearly as fast as Persephone,” the blonde pirate explained the obvious. “Most of my ships will need to use hyperdrive, since only a few of them have a warpdrive, and even those ships aren’t as fast as yours. None of them will reach Nordar - 13 before we do.”

“I’ll alert my admirals the moment we get back to keep an eye out for your fleet,” I told her. “We might have destroyed most of your ground forces, but we’ll make sure we keep your navy intact.”

“Thank you, Adam,” Phoenix muttered.

“Engaging warpdrive,” Nikki said once we were clear of the station.

Space blurred and stretched around us, and then our view went dark as we entered warpdrive. It would be a quick trip back to Odin Geirr so we could coordinate the movement of my fleet to Uraniel as fast as possible, but I would think about the best way to do this later.

Right now, I had a beautiful woman waiting for me in my quarters, and I planned to use all forty-five minutes of this trip to give her the pleasure she deserved.

“Alert me when our ETA is five minutes,” I said. “I’ve got something to take care of.”

“I bet you do,” Sivaha chuckled. “Need any help?”

“Not this time,” I said with a smile. “But I’ll keep it in mind for the future.”

“Please do,” the silver-haired seductress purred. “I’ve got a thing for freckles.”

“Is there anything you don’t have a thing for?” Zea grumbled.

“Not really.” Sivaha shrugged. “But I do find snarky blondes to be particularly appealing.”

“You sassy minx,” Zea snorted. “And to think I used to consider you a catty bitch.”

“Oh, my dear,” Sivaha laughed. “I am most certainly a catty bitch.”

“That is true,” Madalena chuckled.

“Woah!” Zea laughed. “Maddy getting in on the jokes now!”

“I can laugh sometimes.” The Prime Valkyrie shrugged. “You should try to be funnier.”

“Ohhh, shitttt!” Juliette laughed. “She got you there, Blondie.”

I smiled as my queens continued to go back and forth, but I was already on my way to my quarters. Even from the bridge, I could feel Aasne’s desire for me radiating through Persephone’s halls, and the moment I was in my room, I shut and locked the door behind me.

Then I turned to face Aasne where she was seated, still fully clothed, on the edge of the bed.

“You didn’t want to get a head start on your clothes?” I teased.

The auburn-haired woman nibbled on her bottom lip. “I started to, but then I…”

“Did you get a little self-conscious?” I asked when I felt a trickle of embarrassment from my young queen.

Aasne nodded, and her freckled cheeks flushed all the way up to her ears.

“Why?” I demanded.

“Your women are all so beautiful,” Aasne said. “And sometimes, I look at them, and I wonder… I think about the fact that you gave me the choice to submit to you, instead of commanding me to do it like you did with Sivaha, and I wonder if it’s because--”

I crossed the room in two quick strides before she could finish her sentence, and I picked her small body up in my arms so she had to wrap her legs around my waist. Then I looked into her green eyes as I held her there, and she blushed even deeper as the seconds ticked by.

“Can’t you feel how much I want you?” I whispered.

“Yes.” She nodded the tiniest bit.

“Aasne, I gave you the choice so you would be free. Not because I didn’t desire you. Not because I didn’t want to claim you as my own.”

“Oh!” Aasne gasped when I pushed my cock harder against her.

“Do you believe me?” I grinned and then leaned forward to kiss my beautiful young queen.

“Yessss…” Aasne moaned as our kiss deepened, but I had already started to lay her down on the bed so I could tear her clothes off. It didn’t take long before our flight suits were in a pile on the floor, and then Aasne hiked her slender legs up onto my shoulders to reveal the perfect pink lips of her entrance.

“I don’t need foreplay,” the auburn-haired woman gasped again. “I am… very wet… I just need you inside me. Please?”

“Yes, my queen,” I muttered.

We both gasped together when I entered her. I moved slowly at first, but as she began to open up around me more, I plunged deeper and deeper into her velvet grasp. I groaned as I pushed myself into her, and the beautiful, freckled woman raised her legs a little higher to help me slide in deeper.

Aasne had grown a little less shy every time we made love, and now she didn’t hesitate to tell me what felt good to her, just like she didn’t hesitate to ask me what I liked. The first time she came, she cried out so loud that it echoed in my ears for a few seconds, but when she finished and her cheeks turned pink again, I shook my head.

“You’re perfect. I love when you feel pleasure.”

“You are so good to me,” she gasped as her body trembled with the aftershock of her climax. “I feel as though I do not deserve your love.”

“You do,” I said, and then I flipped our positions and pulled her into my lap.

After I made the young queen climax a third and fourth time, the tension in my groin became too much, and we both panted and gasped as she approached her fifth release.

“Will… will you give me a child?” she whispered urgently. “Please, my king? I am fertile right now.”

“Yesss…” I moaned as my climax punched me in the stomach, and then we both gasped as my seed sprayed deep and hot into the beautiful auburn-haired woman’s accepting body.

“Ohhh… my king… Ohhh… Adam…” She swayed on top of me as we spiraled and spasmed together, and then the last waves of our orgasms crested, and we slowly settled together.

When we both finished, we had just enough time to wash off the light sheen of sweat we’d worked up together, and we redressed before Nikki announced we had five minutes before we reached Nordar - 13 space.

I was surprised I wasn’t more tired after I had spent so much time in my weretiger form, but I only felt a trickle of tiredness in my muscles. Maybe it was because I was getting used to the idea that my normal state was to be Tiger, so it felt more natural and less like something I had to recover from with hours or even days of sleep.

I pushed the little bit of tiredness to the back of my mind as I led Aasne back out to the bridge. I would rest later, but right now, I needed to reunite Paula with her sister, and I needed to arrange a rescue mission to save Uraniel from whatever trouble they were in.

After Aasne and I took our seats on the bridge, I glanced at Phoenix, and she and Zea were chatting like old friends. I was glad to see how comfortable Zea was, and I thought about how much she had changed over the last few months. When I first met her, Zea would have been so insecure about another sexy and smart blonde with a skull port coming along for the ride, so the fact that she was talking to Phoenix like they had known each other their whole lives just went to show how confident the blonde hacker was in her own abilities and in my love for her.

“Exiting warpdrive in three… two… one,” Nikki said.

The moment the stars started to wink into existence around us, the Odin Geirr came into view along with the rest of my armada, and I told Madalena to immediately relay the message about the pirate ships to all the admirals so they would know not to shoot when they arrived.

While Madalena took care of the admirals, Nikki guided us through the endless array of ships all floating around the home planets of Nordar - 13. They looked like thousands of glittering stars, and I understood why the Vaish had called their fleet Asgard.

It really did look like the home of the gods.

“This is all yours?” Phoenix whispered as we drew closer to the massive battle fortress.

“Adam is the King of Kings,” Madalena said in the same tone she would have used to say that space was big. “Did you expect a smaller fleet?”

“And Paula is a queen of… of all this?” the beautiful pirate gasped.

“Pretty awesome, right?” Zea chuckled. “There was a big camping trip, and then there was a little ceremony with a knife, no big deal, don’t worry, and she and Adam got hitched. Then, bam! Queen Paula was born. Oh. My. Fucking. God. I forgot to tell you about the spas! We are so going. Going to be aweeesommmmeee!”

“This is like a dream,” Phoenix muttered with wide blue eyes. “Do I… shit. Do I look okay?”

“I’m pretty sure you could be wearing a bag over your head and still look hot as hell,” Zea snorted. “You have a rocking body, babe. Just like Paula.”

“I don’t think this is what she meant,” Riecka said with a smirk.

“You look gorgeous,” Juliette called from the copilot’s seat. “But trust us, Paula won’t care what you’re wearing or what you look like.”

“I know you’re right.” Phoenix took a deep breath as she tapped her fingers together. “Fifteen years is a long time, that’s all, and… and she is a queen now.”

“She’s the same Paula I met on Queen’s Hat,” I assured the pirate with a soft smile. “Just happier. You will see soon.”

The pirate beauty nodded a few times, but I could see her chest rising and falling more rapidly while she fussed with her long blonde hair.

As Nikki guided us into one of the docks on Odin Geirr, I told the harbormaster to call the rest of my wives to meet us at the Spire. I thought about calling them to the docking tube, but I wanted to give the sisters a private reunion, and the harbor was a little too busy for them to meet.

The admirals had already been alerted about when Phoenix’s fleet would arrive, but I had Madalena set a meeting with all of them shortly so we could begin to plan our trip to Uraniel. I would go see them soon, but first, I wanted to see the rest of my wives again.

Once we were safely docked, I gave Lux instructions to refill all of Persephone’s stores and get her ready to fly again, and then I led my wives toward the hovercrafts that would take us to the Spire. A dozen of my personal guards met us with hovercrafts of their own, and we loaded up to head toward the tall white tower on the battle fortress.

When we had almost reached the Spire, a warmth spread through my chest that eased the soreness in my shoulders, and I realized it must be the presence of Eve, Kasta, Paula, and Elana. I had missed them while I was gone. I was suddenly aware of just how much my body had ached when I was away from them, and how relieved I was to be close to my beautiful wives again.

As I glanced at Phoenix in the hovercraft beside me, I wondered if I was close enough yet for Eve to read my thoughts.

After we reached the Spire, I led all seven women toward one of the large dining rooms on the first floor. I could feel my wives’ excitement to see me again, but before I pushed open the doors, I paused and turned to Paula’s sister.

“Will you wait here for a second?” I asked the blonde pirate. “I only want to help prepare Paula, so it doesn’t shock her too much.”

“Sure, if you think it’s best,” Phoenix replied with a nervous little shrug.

“I’ll stay with her,” Zea volunteered.

“Thank you.” I nodded and led the rest of my women into the dining room.

The moment they saw me, Eve, Kasta, Paula, and Elana all stood up from a long table of food. There were fresh-seared steaks and pickled herring, roasted potatoes and green salads, and enough breads and rolls to feed an army, but I only had eyes for my women.

Eve made it halfway across the room to me before she stopped and pressed her hands to her mouth.

Is it true, my love?

I nodded quickly and then embraced my three other wives. Madalena, Sivaha, Aasne, and Juliette also greeted my four women who had stayed behind. Riecka held herself back from the group, but Eve touched the cyborg woman’s arm and muttered something I couldn’t hear.

“Where’s Zea?” Kasta demanded. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” I said. “She’ll join us in a second.”

“Can we serve you some food, Husband?” Elana asked.

“In a minute,” I replied. “I want to catch up first.”

“The Elaka Nota women are all fine,” Paula told me as she stayed close to my side. “There was one other incident while you were gone, but Eve helped them out of it pretty quickly, and they’ve really started to settle in.”

“That’s great news,” I said.

“We’ve even been talking to them about the Draugr, and they all keep saying how much they’d like to help us,” Kasta added. “So hey, we might actually stand a chance against the SAVO!”

“I’ll take all the help we can get,” I chuckled. “I’m glad things went well while we were gone.”

“What did you find out about Uraniel?” Elana asked.

“I’ll get to Uraniel in a minute, but it took us longer to find out the information than we expected,” I replied. “When we got to Queen’s Hat, it had been taken over by hostiles.”

“Again?” Kasta demanded. “Shit, can’t our home station catch a damn break?”

“Who was it this time?” Paula asked with a furrowed brow.

“Pirates,” Madalena answered, and I could tell my stoic wife was having a hard time not smiling.

“We missed space pirates?” Kasta groaned. “Aww, you guys had all the fun!”

“I don’t know if I would call it fun,” Riecka said as she smirked a bit.

“Their captain had created a whole army of drones and robots, even some androids,” Juliette said. “So, it was like one, uh, ‘fun’ surprise after another.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of robot space pirates,” Kasta said and cocked an eyebrow. “Did they have metal peglegs? I’m guessing Adam grabbed his legs, ripped them out of his hip socket, and then shoved them down his throat.”

“We found the pirate captain and defeated her,” I confirmed, “but we didn’t kill her. We actually brought her back with us.”

“Her?” Elana repeated.

“Don’t tell me you’ve gone and found yourself another wife,” Paula chuckled. “A pirate captain sounds pretty amazing.”

“Is she gorgeous?” Kasta asked. “No, scratch that question. Of course she’s gorgeous. Adam didn’t kill her. She’s probably super gorgeous. When can we meet her?”

I ignored the amused smiles of my wives while I drew a steadying breath, and I noticed Eve trying to blink away the tears that had already started welling in her red eyes. My vampire wife seemed determined not to draw any attention to herself and even stepped back a little so she wasn’t in sight of Kasta and Paula, and I knew she must already understand how badly I wanted to handle this right.

For Paula and Kasta’s sakes.

“The captain’s name is Phoenix, and she’s a good person,” I told my women. “She was looking for someone she lost, and she thought the only way she could do it was to take over the station.”

“Did she find them?” Paula’s dark blue eyes looked at me so earnestly that I almost had to look away, but I forced myself to hold her gaze.

“She did,” I said. “Or at least, she’s about to.”

“What does that mean?” Kasta snorted and propped her hands on her hips. “You’re speaking in riddles today, sexy, and the suspense is killing me! Juliette, give it to me straight. Do we have a new wifey in the group or what?”

“Nawwww…” Juliette quickly shook her head, sniffled a bit, and fumbled for a cigarette as she looked away.

“Adam?” Paula asked quietly, and I knew she was sensing my nerves through our submission bond. “Are you sure everything is okay?”

“I’m sure,” I said with a smile. “It’s only that…”

“What?” The blonde engineer shifted her stance and stared at me, and a wave of emotions swirled from her. The strongest one was confusion, but I sensed a tiny bit of hope trying to work its way through.

I stepped a little closer to my beautiful wife so I could stand beside her, and then I turned toward the door.

“Zea, you two can come in now,” I called, and then I glanced sidelong at Paula to gauge her reaction.

When Zea entered the room, Paula looked toward the hacker with a confused frown on her beautiful face, but then she glanced beyond Zea at the woman who entered behind her.

The moment Paula saw her mirror image, she drew in a light gasp and fainted.
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Chapter 11

I caught Paula in my arms before she hit the floor, and the rest of my wives instantly sprang into action. Madalena and Eve helped me get her into a chair, Aasne and Elana ran to get food and drink for her, and Juliette and Sivaha stood by Zea and Phoenix to try to reassure the pirate captain.

Only Riecka moved to put her hand on Kasta’s shoulder, but the blonde android had grown completely still, and when I tried to sense her emotions through our submission bond, I felt nothing but shock.

Paula was only out for a few seconds before she blinked her dark blue eyes and looked at me.

“Wh-What… was it a dream?” the blonde engineer muttered. “Adam… you couldn’t have…”

“It’s not a dream,” I said as I gently took her hand. “Take a look for yourself.”

Paula bit down hard on her lip as her eyebrows crinkled, and when she slowly turned her face toward the door, Phoenix stepped forward.

“I’m every bit as real as you are,” Phoenix whispered as she brought herself close enough to stand in front of her sister.

“Sis!” Paula launched herself out of the chair and into her sister’s arms, and such a wave of heartbreak, joy, and love billowed around her that I was certain all my other wives felt it as strongly as I did. I backed away to give them some space, and the rest of my women followed my example, except for Riecka and Kasta, who still stood frozen as she stared at the blonde twins.

I was about to go to Kasta and reassure her that no one could ever replace her, but right as I opened my mouth, Paula pulled away from her sister and held her hand out to the blonde android.

Kasta moved toward them without a word, and then all three blondes held each others’ hands for a few moments as they glanced at each other. As they stood side by side, it was easier to see that Phoenix had a bit more crow’s feet around her eyes, and Paula had slightly wider dimples from smiling. Kasta had no blemishes or dimples at all, and I held my breath as the living woman the android was modeled after finally turned to look at her mirror.

“Can… Can I touch you?” Phoenix whispered.

“P-p-please,” Kasta whined as tears streamed down her porcelain face.

Phoenix slowly reached her fingers up to touch Kasta’s cheek, and then a wide smile spread over her face as she moved her fingertips over Kasta’s nose, mouth, and chin.

“You are so beautiful,” Phoenix whispered.

“I look… like… you,” Kasta choked. “I… I hope… I didn’t want to replace you… I’m…”

“Shhhh…” Phoenix whispered. “It’s okay… Today I found my long-lost sister, and I found out that I have another. We are triplets, and my heart is filled with love for you, Kasta.”

Kasta then burst into tears, and the three women embraced and sobbed so much that the rest of my wives also started crying. Even Madalena had to sniffle and turn away for a few moments so she could dab at her eyes, and Riecka gave the triplets a wide smile as giant tears slowly rolled down her cheeks.

I wondered if Phoenix could already sense how much Paula loved Kasta or how much Kasta thought of Phoenix as her own sister. Maybe it was some kind of twin or triplet connection, but as they all cried and then whispered and then laughed together, I felt Eve slip her arms around my waist.

Oh, my Adam.

“I know,” I muttered and kissed the top of her dark hair. “Today is a wonderful day.”

“How is this possible?” Elana whispered through her tears.

“It’s a long story for another time,” I said. “But right now, I think we should let them have some time together. They have fifteen or so years to catch up on.”

I led the rest of my women toward the door, but Paula darted after me and caught my arm.

“Adam, I--”

“It’s okay,” I said with a smile. “You three have a lot to talk about.”

“Thank you,” Paula whimpered, and then she went up on her tiptoes, took my face in her hands, and kissed me like the world was on fire.

Her tongue teased against the outside of my lips, and then our tongues explored each other’s mouths like we had been trapped at the bottom of the ocean and only just now came up for air. Paula gasped against me as our kiss deepened, and her hunger for me grew with every soft moan and gentle bite of her lips on mine until it was all I could do not to throw her over my shoulder and carry her out of the room right then.

After she finally pulled back from our kiss, the blonde engineer stared up at me with a tear-streaked face, and I smirked as I slid my thumb across her damp cheek.

“I love you,” Paula whispered through the lump in her throat. “You did the impossible. You found my sister.”

“She found us,” I chuckled. “I’m not surprised. Her sister is one of the smartest women to ever live. It was just a matter of time.”

“But still,” Paula said as more tears rolled down her face. “It’s… it wouldn’t have happened if not for you. I love you so much, Adam.”

“I love you, my wife,” I growled softly. “Now, go and be with your sisters.”

Paula nodded at once and hurried back to Phoenix and Kasta, and I left the dining room with the rest of my wives.

“Well, that was fucking beautiful,” Juliette announced as soon as we were outside in the hallway. “I couldn’t quite see all of it because I got some, uhhh… dirt in my eyes… but good for them.”

“Yeahhhhh,” Zea sighed.

My wives were all dabbing their eyes with whatever pieces of cloth they had on their uniforms, but it seemed like everyone was done crying now.

“Maybe let’s move a little further away from the door,” I said with a smirk, and the eight women followed me to a smaller room at the end of the hallway.

The room was styled like a garden, and it must have had artificial sunlight pumped into the room because everywhere I looked, there were blooming gold and purple flowers. Ferns and weeping vines hung suspended from the ceiling, and low stools were scattered all throughout the perfumed greenery.

“Damn, this is nice,” Juliette said. “You sure we didn’t accidentally walk into the spa?”

“It is one of our meditation rooms, since a warrior must be prepared for battle in both mind and body,” the Prime Valkyrie replied after she sniffled a bit.

“Awww…” Zea choked out as she looked at Madalena. “Even you were crying. It’s gonna make me cry all over again.”

“You are all my sisters,” Madalena said with a shrug of her muscular shoulders. “This is a happy day for all of us.”

“It is true,” Sivaha sighed as she wiped her golden-brown eyes with her black dress. “I am very close with all of you. Paula’s joy was overwhelming. What a wonderful day. Our husband has done a great deed. Praise Freyja.”

“Praise Freyja,” my women chanted in unison.

Even Juliette said the prayer, and she gave me a small shrug after I looked at her.

“Uhhh… Let’s sit down.” I gestured.

After we seated ourselves in a rough circle around the garden, I swayed slightly at the admiration of all my wives as it billowed toward me from around the room. It was a nice feeling, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from, since I really had nothing to do with the timing of when Captain Phoenix had showed up at Queen’s Hat.

“It is because of how you handled everything,” Eve said as she read my thoughts. “You could have killed Phoenix before you really even saw her, and you might have hurt her when you were trying to disarm her. Instead, you made sure she was safe, and you helped her know how much Paula still loves her, and that she’s been looking for her this whole time, too.”

“I still think it was just good timing.” I shrugged.

“I believe in coincidences and everything,” Juliette said, “but this one seems crazy even to me.”

“It’s because he is the King of Kings,” Riecka said.

“You know it doesn’t actually explain anything when you say that, right?” Juliette rolled her eyes.

“It is because he is the avatar of Odin,” Madalena said, and then she turned to me. “Do you still have any doubts about this? Otherwise, how would Captain Phoenix ever have found you?”

“Uhh, technically, we found her,” Zea pointed out.

“No, technically, we found her,” Aasne teased. “You were still on Persephone.”

“Only because I was doing super important shit!” Zea said.

“If we really want to be technical about things, I have to say I don’t think Odin had anything to do with this one,” Sivaha sighed. “This is all because our husband is blessed by Freyja, that’s all.”

“You think Freyja is responsible for everything,” Madalena said.

“She is,” Sivaha snorted. “She rules over sex and love, and I think we all know these are the activities that make the whole galaxy keep spinning.”

“I think Sivaha is correct,” Riecka said. “Freyja must have guided Paula and Kasta’s sister back to Queen’s Hat at just the right time, so our husband would find her and be able to reunite them.”

“But the Allfather sees all,” Aasne said. “I would have thought you would prefer prayers to him, Riecka, since you’re so amazing in battle and everything.”

“Don’t forget Freyja rules over the battlefield, too,” Sivaha said.

“Yeah,” Zea snickered. “Girls rule, boys drool or whatever. I don’t really care about the semantics. Paula and Kasta have their sister back, and I feel like I just got an extra sister. What a fucking great day.”

“Well, whoever or whatever was responsible for it, I’m just glad they found each other again,” I said.

“Speaking of reunions,” Elana said. “Not that this is the same thing at all, not even close, but I… I wanted to let you know that my younger sisters arrived from our homeworld. Thank you again for sending a ship for them.”

“Of course,” I said. “Are they settling in okay?”

“Very much,” Elana replied. “And, well, this might not be the best time to bring this up, but… Leara came with them, too.”

“I thought you wanted her to come?” I asked.

“I did!” the slender brunette said quickly. “I was with her when I got the message that you were back, and she wanted me to ask you if… well, if she could see you and thank you for everything you’ve done.”

“Can you reach her on the transponder?” I asked.

Elana nodded.

“Go ahead and have her meet us,” I said. “I want to meet with the admirals, but I want Paula and Kasta with us when we do, so let’s give them a little more time with Phoenix.”

“Do you know what you want to do about Uraniel?” Riecka asked.

“Not yet,” I replied. “That’s part of what I’d like to talk to everyone about. We’ll have a lot of plans to make, and I want to wait so I can get Paula and Kasta’s input on everything. Hell, I’d take their sister’s input too, since she has a few hundred ships and drones of her own, and she’s just as much of a genius as her sisters.”

“Will Phoenix join our fight against the Draugr?” Eve asked while Elana called Leara to come join us.

“She really hates slavers and anybody who tries to take advantage of somebody else,” I said. “So yeah, I’d say there’s a good chance she’d join up.”

“Plus, I have a feeling that after fifteen years apart, Phoenix isn’t gonna want to leave Paula’s side anytime soon,” Zea giggled.

“Or Kasta’s,” Eve pointed out.

“Do you think so?” Riecka asked. “I heard what Phoenix said to Kasta, but…”

“She was sincere,” I said and shared a glance with the cyborg queen. “They are triplets now.”

“Yayyyy!” Zea laughed. “Besides, even if Phoenix hadn’t accepted Kasta, we’ve all got her back and plenty of love to give.”

“This is true,” Eve said. “I might not be able to read Kasta’s thoughts, but her sisters’ thoughts were both so loud, I could not help but share them. I felt only joy from Paula and Phoenix. And it wasn’t just joy to see each other. It was joy that all three of them were finally reunited.”

“Uhhh, yeah, and let’s not forget about the super creepy connection that all twins have,” Zea said. “Or I guess, triplets in this case. I bet Kasta and Phoenix are going to be awesome together. All three of them will be.”

“Creepy?” Madalena raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, not creepy,” Zea sighed. “More like… spooky? Psychic, maybe?”

“Phoenix is as beautiful as Paula and Kasta, and she seems just as brilliant and brave, too.” Sivaha gave me a wink. “If you’d like to make her wife number eleven, Husband, you wouldn’t get any arguments from me.”

“I think I’m good in that department,” I laughed.

“Eleven?” Aasne asked, and then her eyes scanned the room as she counted my women. “But you only have nine wives, so--”

“I’m number ten, Freckles,” Juliette snickered. “It might not be official yet, but call me old-fashioned. I’d like to kick the SAVO’s ass before we do the deed.”

“I believe you’ve already done the deed.” Sivaha smirked.

“The marriage deed!” Juliette said. “Not the, uh… you know… sexy stuff. I’m not that old-fashioned. Don’t you see my boots? They need a knockin, darling.”

“It will be an honor to have you be one of us,” Madalena told Juliette. “Once you perform the rite, then you will be able to wear the aegi--”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” the redheaded pilot sighed. “He’s the avatar of Odor, blessed by Freedom, all that good stuff, so it’ll be a great honor to marry him, I know. I’m not sure I’m going to do that crazy rite, though. Just… I like my outdoors with a big campfire, a cigar, and a neat glass of whiskey. Camping across a planet sounds like way too much work. Even if your husband-and-wife gods think it’s a good idea.”

“Odin and Freyja are their names,” the Prime Valkyrie said in an even tone.

“Yeah, I know,” Juliette sighed.

“Even if you do not perform the rite,” Madalena continued, “I will be honored to count you as one of my sisters. Officially.”

“Well, shit, Ice Queen,” Juliette said, and when she looked down to fumble for a cigarette, I saw that her cheeks had turned bright pink. “I might have to rethink my nickname for you now that you’re gonna be all sweet and shit.”

“Not too sweet,” Madalena said with a hint of amusement.

“I don’t think there’s any danger of that,” Sivaha laughed.

A few minutes later, a gentle knock sounded on the door.

“Come in,” I called.

I stood up as the door opened, and my queens stood up with me to greet Leara. I hadn’t seen the former Waymund queen since I used my golden revolver to crater her husband’s chest in a spray of red confetti, but I was glad she had survived his death. The magic of her submission bond to him had almost taken her with him, but we’d helped pull her back from the brink. She had deserved much better than a coward like Goki as her husband, and I was happy that she and Elana were able to maintain their friendship even after Elana became the Waymund queen and then submitted herself and her clan to me.

When Leara entered the room, she looked like she had been preparing for this meeting. Her chestnut brown hair was intricately braided with flowers all the way down to her hips, and her deep yellow dress had real flowers sewn into the hem as it trailed along the floor. The dress had two slits that were cut high enough to show off her tanned legs all the way to her upper thighs, and she was draped in gold jewelry shaped to look like rosebuds. Her make-up was perfectly composed, and her beautiful face wore a perfect smile as she turned to me.

“Well-met, King of Kings,” Leara said as she curtseyed all the way to the floor. “And to you, all his queens.”

“You don’t have to be so formal.” I smiled.

“I think I do,” Leara replied as she stood up straight. “How else can I show you how grateful I am for what you have done for me?”

“I’m glad you survived your submission bond,” I said. “I know Elana is glad, too. How are you settling in here?”

“Very well, thank you,” Leara answered. “I am honored that you allowed me to come to Odin Geirr. There is not much need for the former queen of a disgraced king on our homeworld.”

“I’m sure we can find a good use for you here,” I assured her. “But you don’t have to do anything to earn your keep. You’re my wife’s beloved friend, and that’s enough for me. As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here as long as you wish, and we will provide anything that you need to feel comfortable.”

“You really are as generous as they say,” Leara sighed. “Who would have guessed that the King of Kings would be such a wonderful man?”

“Pretty much all of us,” Zea snickered, “but yeah, took me a long time to realize that Adam was just that great of a guy. Most dudes are assholes.”

“I knew.” Eve smiled.

“Okay, mind reader,” Zea groaned as she rolled her blue eyes. “You used your sorcery to get an edge. Most of us non-psychics have to struggle to find a decent man.”

“That’s true,” Sivaha sighed, “and quite sad.”

“Well…” Leara said as she bowed again to my wives. “Thank you all for inviting me, and… accepting me. The kindness of you and our king will never be forgotten.”

“Did you bring it?” Elana whispered to her friend.

“I did,” Leara said, and then I noticed she was holding a large leather bag at her side.

“We’ve all been working on a few things while you’ve been gone,” Elana told me. “I’ll let Paula and Kasta tell you what they’ve come up with later, but I promised you something a while ago that I’d like to give you.”

“You don’t need to give me--”

“I want to,” Elana quickly continued. “I asked Leara to bring the metal from my homeworld, and I’ve been working on it since then.”

“Working on what, exactly?” Madalena asked.

Leara offered the leather bag to Elana, and the slender brunette brought it over to me.

“The King of Kings should have a proper crown,” Elana whispered. “I promised you a better crown than King Uffe Jotnar wore, and this one hasn’t been tainted by the Jotnar king. My apologies, Riecka.”

“I am not offended,” the tattooed queen said with a one-shouldered shrug. “Uffe was the very definition of tainted.”

I reached into the leather bag and pulled out the most exquisite crown I’d ever seen. It was forged from a dark gold metal, and all along the circlet, there were branches that looked like burning flames so whenever I wore it, it would almost seem like I wore a crown of fire. Tiny rubies were embedded in the circlet itself, and I counted ten total.

One ruby for each of your wives, my Adam.

I glanced at Eve, and my vampire wife smiled at me.

It is a crown worthy of the leader of the forces of light.

“This is beautiful,” I said. “It will be perfect for ceremonial occasions.”

“Oh, that’s the best part!” Elana said. “Will you put on your aegis armor, just for a second, and I can show you?”

I shrugged, handed Elana my crown, and took a step back before I let the armor flow over my body. It rippled across my body and up over my head, and when I stood fully armored, Elana reached up and placed the crown on my head.

I heard a gentle hiss, and then Elana rocked back onto her heels with a smile. I couldn’t tell what she’d done, but the admiration of my women billowed around me as they gazed at me in my aegis armor.

“It’s part of your aegis now,” Elana said. “Whenever you put on your armor, it will be there, and whenever you restore your aegis, your crown will be stored with it.”

I reached up to feel the golden circlet on top of my helmet and then let the aegis flow back into its amulet. As soon as the aegis was restored, I reached toward the top of my skull again, but the crown was gone.

“Now, that’s a neat trick,” Juliette said.

“How did you do it?” I asked with a proud grin for my young wife. “This is incredible.”

“It’s a special metal from my homeworld,” Elana said. “It’s very rare, but Leara was able to find enough for me to make you a crown.”

“And you made this yourself?” Sivaha asked. “With your own hands? You forged it?”

“I like working with my hands,” the slender brunette replied. “And I promised our husband a crown, so… yes.”

“Amazing,” Sivaha purred. “You are very talented, Elana. You have made us all proud.”

“Uhh… thank you, Sivaha,” Elana whispered.

“That is quite a gesture.” I smiled even wider as Elana nervously dropped her gaze and scruffed her short hair, but when she looked me in the eye again, I let my love for her pour through our submission bond.

“Ohhh… my…” Elana’s breath hitched in her throat as her cheeks began to burn a darker red. Then she fidgeted with her short hair once more before she firmly clasped her fingers together in front of her, and when I chuckled a bit, she let out a very girlish giggle.

“Thank you, Elana,” I muttered. “I’m honored by your gift.”

“You honor me, my lord,” Elana said in a shaky tone.

“Uhh, can we go back to the part where your home planet has a metal that magically fuses with other shit?” Zea demanded.

“Apparently, the Nordar still have many mysteries we have yet to uncover, my love,” Eve told the blonde hacker.

“I guess so,” Zea said. “I’ve got a lot of questions, though.”

“I’ll do my best to answer them,” Elana said with a smile.

“Thank you again,” I told the slender brunette. “And Leara, thank you for making it possible.”

“Thank you for giving me a home, my king,” Leara said, and then she curtseyed so deeply, her yellow dress pooled around her like a pond. “I will leave you to your wives.”

As Leara left the garden room, Eve gently laid her hand on my arm.

Paula is wondering where we went. I think she may be ready to see us again.

“Let’s go check on them,” I said. “Then we’ll make our plans for what to do about Uraniel and how we’re going to get the last two Shadow Eagles.”

When we returned to the dining room where we’d left the three sisters, they were all still laughing as tears continued to roll down their beautiful faces, but they wiped their eyes as soon as we walked in and gave us three matching smiles.

“Somebody, please distract us,” Kasta giggled. “I’m gonna run out of tears if I don’t have something else to think about soon, other than how happy I am.”

“Yes, please!” Paula chuckled and dabbed her eyes once more. “We have so much catching up to do, we can’t possibly do it all at one time.”

“Adam,” Phoenix said, and I was surprised when the beautiful pirate took my hands in her own. “We might have a lot more to talk about, but Paula told me about how she and Kasta--”

“What is it?” I asked when she choked up a bit.

“Sorry, our names are still going to take some getting used to.” Phoenix cleared her throat, but she didn’t drop my hands yet. “Anyway, Paula told me how she and Kasta killed the man who was responsible for my abduction, and she said that you were there when it happened, and that you were key in helping them track him down.”

“I was in the right place at the right time.” I shrugged.

“It’s more than that,” Phoenix said as her sapphire eyes glittered with tears. “I am so grateful to you, Adam. For helping my sisters and for helping me, even though you didn’t know it at the time.”

“The scum got what he deserved,” I said, and I squeezed her hands.

“Thank you,” the beautiful pirate captain said, and then she finally released her grip on my hands.

“Adam is the best, you’ll see,” Zea announced.

“I already do see that,” Phoenix said with a sly smile. “In fact, Kasta says you are blessed by the gods, Adam, and that’s why we must have run into each other, so you could bring me back here.”

“See?” Madalena smirked.

“She said Freyja must really think you’re handsome, so she keeps blessing you,” Phoenix chuckled.

“See?” Sivaha teased Madalena. “Freyja really is the greatest. Even Kasta thinks so.”

The Prime Valkyrie frowned almost imperceptibly, but her amusement flickered toward me, so I knew she wasn’t really upset.

“How about a discussion about the SAVO?” Zea grinned. “Before we all start crying again. Does this sound like a good enough distraction?”

“Actually, yes,” Phoenix replied. “Paula and Kasta mentioned your fight against these vampire overlords, and I want to hear more about them. And if there is anything I can do to help, you only have to name it. I am already so deeply in your debt that I am sure I can never repay you in full, but I am determined to try.”

“No one’s in anybody’s debt,” I said. “But I won’t say no if you’re offering help against the Draugr.”

After Madalena checked with the admirals to see if they were all ready to meet, I told her to bring them here, since there was already plenty of food and drink for everyone. We seated ourselves around the table and began to help ourselves to the food while we waited for the admirals to arrive, and I was pleased to find the plates were still warm, and so was the food. I didn’t know if this was more Nordar magic or if it was just good timing, but I’d take it either way.

Madalena told Phoenix more about the Draugr as we ate, and the blonde pirate’s eyes glittered with excitement. Phoenix leaned forward a little more every time the Prime Valkyrie added a new detail, until the pirate captain damn near fell out of her chair because she was listening so eagerly.

“Have I upset you?” Madalena asked while Phoenix fumbled to scoot further back in her seat.

“The opposite, I’m afraid,” the pirate captain replied. “I might have become a pirate out of necessity, but I have to admit it was kind of exciting, and now… well, you all are all telling me about the biggest threat this galaxy has ever faced, so…”

“You are right, it is exciting,” Madalena said with a stoic nod.

“And hey, now that you found us, you can run around killing bad shit and still hang out with the two most badass engineers in the galaxy,” Kasta said as a grin split her pretty face.

“That sounds very nice,” Phoenix sighed. “I… I would like a new purpose, and if it can be a life of helping people along with my two sisters, then I would love that life.”

“We’d love it, too,” I said, and the rest of my wives nodded in agreement.

When the admirals joined us later, I noticed they were more relaxed than the last time I saw them. I had expected them to be more tense, since our final battle against the Draugr was quickly approaching, but as they sat down to join our meal, they joked and talked like they were planning a tea party instead of a fight to save the galaxy.

They have grown used to each other, my love. They are learning to respect each other’s differences and use them as strengths.

“Good,” I muttered.

They learn from your example, my love. You have surrounded yourself with beautiful, capable women, and we all complement each other’s strengths and fill in for each other’s weaknesses.

I smiled at my dark-haired wife’s praise and then turned my attention back to my admirals. There were some ships that could be adjusted and improved, but Admiral Birger assured me this was always the case, and it wouldn’t stop these ships from serving me in battle. The Nordar armada was ready for a fight, and apparently, the Nordar warriors were all competing for spots on my ships.

With millions of ships in my fleet, I was pretty sure I could find a place for all of them.

“My top priorities right now are Uraniel and the Shadow Eagles,” I announced when the admirals had finished their update. “I don’t know if Lith Dae or the SAVO are the ones causing a problem at Uraniel, but I want to send a quarter of a million ships there to find out.”

“If it’s Lith Dae, they’ll shit themselves when they see a quarter of a million ships pop out of hyperspace,” Zea giggled.

“Yes, but if it’s the Draugr, I want the fastest ships to immediately return here and inform us,” I said.

“You will not be leading your armada, my king?” Admiral Birger asked.

“Oh, I will be,” I said. “But I’ll need to meet you there. I want Madalena to coordinate the movements of my fleet with Persephone, but I’ll be taking Persephone to Nyr Valhalla before I go to Uraniel. I’ll find and recover Valravn, and then I’ll be able to use Persephone’s warpdrive to join you at the same time the fleet arrives at Uraniel.”

“Then we can eliminate whatever enemies wait for us there,” the Prime Valkyrie concluded.

“What about the Shadow Eagle trapped on Parnarta?” Paula asked.

“You have to go to Parnarta?” Phoenix whistled. “Good luck.”

“Have you been there?” Juliette asked.

“Only once, and it was a short visit,” Paula’s sister replied.

“Details, please,” Sivaha said and folded her smooth hands in her lap.

“This was in my early years as a pirate,” Phoenix explained. “I didn’t have the fleet and army that I have now, so I was more vulnerable to attack. I lost a battle with some other pirate assholes, and they crippled my ship. I was able to get out of there before they finished the job, but I had to land on the closest planet I could get to.”

“Let me guess,” Kasta said. “Parnarta?”

“Yep,” the blonde triplet replied. “I didn’t know it hadn’t been colonized yet, and when I landed, I couldn’t figure out why. It’s a Goldilocks planet with trees and mountains and a bunch of rhodium deposits in the soil, so I thought it was strange that no humans had bothered to settle there.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Zea muttered. “I feel like I’m watching the video of Fredrick Gammon all over again, and Yu is about to shoot him in the chest another couple of times.”

“Remind me to ask you about this later,” Phoenix said with an intrigued smirk. “Anyway, I landed and started to repair my ship, and I set some of my drones as lookouts while I worked.”

“What happened?” Paula muttered as she slipped her hand into her sister’s.

“All my drones disappeared,” Phoenix said. “No alert, no warning, no trace of them. They just vanished.”

“Did you ever find them?” I asked.

“I sent out more drones and a few robots, but I didn’t go with them,” the blonde pirate replied. “I wanted to focus on fixing my ship so I could leave as soon as possible, especially if there was some kind of enemy out there.”

“What happened to the second wave of drones you sent out?” Aasne asked.

“They never came back,” Phoenix answered.

“Alright, well, I’m on the edge of my seat,” Zea said as she leaned forward. “What the fuck happened to them?”

“I’m sorry I don’t have a badass ending to tell you.” Phoenix grinned. “When the second wave didn’t come back, I decided to get the fuck off the planet as soon as possible, so I just patched up my ship until it was more or less serviceable and took off. I was able to make it to a station after that and finish my repairs, but I felt pretty lucky that I got out of there at all. I know it sounds weird, but… I just got this really bad feeling when I was there, you know?”

“A prickle at the back of your neck?” Paula asked.

“A weird tingling in your hands like they know they’re gonna need to punch somebody even before your brain does?” Kasta added.

“Yeah, something along those lines,” Phoenix chuckled. “I’m laughing about it now, but at the time, I was fucking scared.”

“We’ve got great gut instincts, you know,” Kasta said. “I don’t know if it’s a triplet thing or a blonde thing, but it’s true.”

“If you felt like something bad was out there, I’m sure you weren’t wrong,” I told the pirate, and then I turned to the Prime Valkyrie. “Madalena, was your crew of engineers able to come up with a model that will work for the Shadow Eagle’s engine on Parnarta?”

“They have, Husband,” Madalena said with a swell of pride. “They have been creating a model based on Dance to the Dirge, and they should be finished by the time we need to leave.”

“Good.” I nodded. “Then we’ll already have the crew of engineers with us when we reach Parnarta, but we’ll make sure they take an escort of ships with them. If there’s anything to come across out there, we’ll be prepared.”

“And when are we going to Parnarta, exactly?” Riecka asked.

“My plan is for us to take Persephone to Nyr Valhalla and get Valravn first thing,” I said. “Then we’ll go join my fleet at Uraniel from there. Then once we finish whatever bullshit is at Uraniel, we’ll go to Parnarta.”

“What about the engineering ship and the escort you want to have with you at Parnarta?” Riecka asked.

“I want the engineering ship and its escort to leave from Nordar - 13 straight for Parnarta,” I decided. “They can leave at the same time we leave for Nyr Valhalla, but I’ll let Madalena take care of the detailed calculations and the matter of the escort.”

“I will make sure it is done,” the Prime Valkyrie said. “By the time we get to Parnarta, the engineers and the escort of ships will already be there waiting for you, Husband.”

“Perfect,” I said. “And then we’ll finally get the last Shadow Eagle.”

“And then we get to smash some Draugr ass,” Zea said, and she punched her fist into her open palm.

“That’s the idea,” I chuckled.

“We will need to bring enough crew to man both Valravn and Persephone,” Madalena said.

“Oh, just so you know, we’re calling her Val now,” Zea announced. “So, we’ll need crew for Val and Persephone.”

“I’m not sure that--” The Prime Valkyrie stopped herself. “Whatever you say, Zea. That’s fine.”

“Really, no arguments?” the blonde hacker gasped.

“You’re the most powerful of Adam’s queens, remember?” Madalena smiled. “So, if you want to call my father’s former Shadow Eagle Val, then by all means, who am I to stop you?”

“Umm, you’re… uhhh… the Prime Valkyrie?” Zea whispered.

“Yes.” Madalena nodded.

“Like… the most powerful of all the Valkyries, who are like ten times more badass than the average Nordar warrior?”

“Yes.” Madalena smirked.

“You didn’t hit your head on Queen’s Hat, did you?” Zea grimaced. “You feeling okay?”

“I’m fine,” Madalena said with a stoic nod, and I could feel her love for me as it extended to Zea.

“Ohhh!” Zea gasped when she felt Madalena’s love. “You… just… oh, I super like you too, Maddy.”

“I know,” Madalena’s face finally split into a wide smile. “I like the name. Let us keep it. We will need to figure out her crew.”

“The Prime Valkyrie is right,” I said. “We’ll need to have enough crew along for the ride to man the two new Shadow Eagles.”

“And after we finish at Uraniel, we’ll go straight to Parnarta with Persephone and Valravn?” Aasne asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Based on what Phoenix said about her trip to Parnarta and my own instinct, I have this feeling we might want more than one Shadow Eagle with us when we get there. I know we’ll have an escort of my fleet with us too, but I think the Shadow Eagles will also be important.”

“Why do you think so?” Eve asked.

“I keep having dreams about the Shadow Eagles,” I said. “They often appear together or inside another Shadow Eagle that they don’t belong to. And then in my last dream, I think Persephone and Dancer were both trying to free another Shadow Eagle, so… I don’t know. I feel like they might be able to help us more if we took them all together to Parnarta.”

“Should we take both Persephone and Dance to the Dirge?” Madalena asked. “Then once we have Valravn, or Val, with us, we can take all three Shadow Eagles to go get the fourth one.”

“Yep,” I said.

“Could I suggest something?” Phoenix asked.

“Go right ahead,” I replied.

“My fleet isn’t here yet, but it will be soon,” the blonde pirate said. “I have a lot of drones and robots at my disposal, and they could be really helpful against any potential threats on Parnarta, especially since we don’t know what exactly those threats might be. I want another chance at that planet, and I think I’d feel safer since we will all be together.”

“I agree.” I smiled at the fact that Paula and Kasta’s sister was already talking about “we” like she was one of us. We had only just met her, but she had already started to feel like another member of our team, and I felt a flush of pleasure from Paula when she caught me smiling.

“So,” Phoenix continued, “if I wait until my fleet gets here, I could take them straight to Parnarta and meet the rest of you there.”

“I don’t want to be separated from you again so soon.” Paula frowned.

“Neither do I!” Phoenix said. “But it would be helpful to have my fleet at Parnarta.”

“I got it.” Kasta snapped her fingers. “Adam’s fleet heads out to Uraniel, while Adam takes Persephone to Nyr Valhalla with the queens and a bunch of crew to man more than one Shadow Eagle. Buuut, Paula and I stay behind with Phoenix.”

“I think I know where you’re going with this, and I like it,” I said. “Go ahead.”

“Okay,” Kasta said as she rubbed her hands together. “Then once Phoenix’s fleet gets to Nordar - 13, she’ll send them with the engineering ship and the escort ships to Parnarta, and then the three of us will take Dance to the Dirge with a bunch of pirate drones on board, and we’ll meet you at Uraniel.”

“Then we would be able to leave from Uraniel and head to Parnarta with Persephone, Val, and Dancer,” I said. “And we’ll meet Phoenix’s fleet, the engineering ship, and the escort when we get there. If everything works out well, we’ll get to Parnarta just about the time that they do.”

“I can also take as many of my robots and drones with me as I can on board Dance to the Dirge,” Phoenix said. “They are more disposable than humans, especially since we don’t know what the enemy on Parnarta is.”

“We are not afraid to fight an unknown enemy,” Madalena stated.

“I didn’t say you were,” Phoenix said with a slight bow of her head. “But if these SAVO are as bad as you all seem to think they are, then there’s no reason to waste the lives of your warriors against something unknown, when we could use my creations instead.”

“You are right.” Madalena nodded. “This is an acceptable plan.”

“I can also give Riecka control of a number of my drones to take with you on Persephone,” Phoenix added. “I saw her in action on Queen’s Hat, and I can’t think of anyone better to use them.”

“Thank you.” The tattooed queen smiled in a way that seemed to make her red eyes glow brighter. “I will also take additional numbers of my wolf-drones with us.”

“If you’re willing to do this, then I think it’s a good plan,” I told Phoenix, and then I pushed myself back from the table. “It’ll give you some more time to catch up with Paula and Kasta in the meantime, and then we can tackle Uraniel and Parnarta all together.”

“I will contact Lux to make sure Persephone is ready,” Madalena said as she and the rest of my wives and admirals stood up with me. “I will also ensure the engineering team is informed of our plans.”

“Thank you,” I said with a nod.

“Before you go, there’s actually something I want to show you,” Paula said.

“Elana mentioned you and Kasta have been working on something,” I said. “Lead the way, and everybody else, make sure we are prepared for the departure of the fleet and Persephone, and have Dance to the Dirge prepared for a later departure. Juliette can fly Persephone, and Nikki will stay behind to pilot Dance to the Dirge.”

“I will also alert Dragon and his ex-wives,” Sivaha offered. “They would be a helpful addition since we will have numerous Shadow Eagles to crew.”

“Good, do it,” I ordered. “I’ll meet you on Persephone.”

Once my women and the admirals had all left to carry out their orders, I followed Paula, Kasta, and Phoenix to one of the hovercrafts outside. Paula and Kasta said their project was on the airfield where smaller crafts went to get repairs on the battle fortress, and I was curious what they had been up to while I was gone.

As I settled into the hovercraft beside the three blondes, I kept glancing over at them as I drove. The differences in their features were becoming more obvious the longer I looked at them, but I knew every square inch of Paula and Kasta’s bodies, so it was probably much easier for me to tell the differences between them than the average observer. Paula and Kasta wore non-combat Nordar uniforms that were black with silver and gray trim, but Phoenix still wore her dark flight suit, so at least she was dressed a little differently.

“Somebody’s gonna have to cut their hair if we ever want people to tell us apart,” Kasta announced.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Phoenix smirked.

“Ha! You sound like me,” Kasta said.

“As long as Adam can tell us apart, I don’t care if anyone else confuses us for each other,” Paula said.

“You know Kitty-Man will always be able to pick us out of a line-up,” Kasta purred. “Well, I’m not sure about Phoenix, but Paula and me, for sure. He knooows us. Like… really well. Super well.”

“I imagine.” Phoenix cleared her throat as she gave me a sideways glance. “Since… you three are married.”

“Oh, sis,” Kasta sighed. “He just has the most beautiful cock you could ever imagine. Just like… so thick and hard and lon--”

“Kasta!” Paula groaned as she turned three darker shades of red. “Phoenix doesn’t want to hear about our husband’s penis.”

“Why wouldn’t she?” Kasta chuckled as she looked at her new sister. “It’s really niceeeeee… You’ll love it too.”

“Ugh, stop,” Paula couldn’t help but laugh. “You are terrible.”

“This is true, too,” Kasta laughed as she wiggled her eyebrows at the blonde pirate.

“I’m… Okayyy…” Phoenix’s face turned a darker shade of red than Paula’s, so I decided to cut in.

“I can easily tell all three of you apart,” I said to bring us back on track. “The three of you smell very different from each other, and don’t forget that Eve can always tell you apart too, since she can’t read Kasta’s thoughts. But Paula and Phoenix smell as different as Paula and Kasta, and I don’t have to be in my tiger-form to sense the difference.”

“Who reads thoughts?” Phoenix asked.

“The sexy dark one with the red eyes,” the android answered.

“Tattoos?” the pirate checked. “I thought that was Riecka?”

“Oh, no,” Kasta giggled. “Yikes, I bet this multiple queen thing is gonna confuse you. Eve is the porcelain beauty with red eyes who’s just about the sweetest creature you’ll ever know, but she’s really a witch.”

“Witch?” Phoenix raised her eyebrows.”

“Yep,” Kasta said. “She can super kill shit with her powers, and she also reads minds. Not mine though, or Riecka’s. Riecka also has robot parts in her brain.”

“I see…” Phoenix muttered, and I glanced over to see her eyes narrowed like she was filing all of this information away. “I can keep those two straight. But someone’s going to have to explain the whole armor-wearing, tiger-man thing to me at some point. It sounds more complicated than the multiple queens.”

“You’d think so, but it’s really not,” Kasta said. “Adam is the King of all the Nordar, and he also happens to be able to shift into a badass tiger whenever he needs to really fuck some shit up, and he has this crazy healing ability so he’s basically indestructible.”

“Is that all?” Phoenix chuckled. “No wonder he destroyed so many of my forces.”

“We’ll build more,” Paula said.

“I’m not worried,” her sister assured her. “I’m already… well… you’ve all done a really nice job of making me feel like I’m already at home.”

“You are home,” Kasta said as she leaned her head on the blonde pirate’s shoulder.

“Wherever we are is your home,” Paula agreed.

“Buuut you should probably know this now,” Kasta hummed in a playful tone, and when I looked over, she sent me a wink. “Our home is with Adam, so if you were thinking about going back to Queen’s Hat or maybe--”

“Why would I ever want to go back there?” Phoenix laughed. “No fucking chance. I’m where I want to be. Where I need to be.”

“I’m relieved to hear it,” Paula said as a wide smile spread across her beautiful face.

“If you are with Adam, then so am I.” The blonde pirate suddenly flushed dark red again. “If you, I mean… If you both are married to him then I should… wait. That’s not what I meant. I don’t want to impose or be… fuck! I’m bad at this. It’s been way too long since I’ve had real human contact. Just when I start to feel like I’m relaxing, I go and put my foot in--”

“You’re welcome to stay with us as long as you want to, Phoenix,” I cut her off gently. “And you’re doing just fine. Kasta is just raunchy. You and I can be friends. I look forward to getting to know you better.”

“Ahhh… thank you, Adam.” Phoenix took a deep breath and settled back into her seat between her sisters, and I flew us into the airfield.

The workers all saluted as I drove past, but Paula and Kasta called them each by name, and I was glad it seemed like the sisters really had started to make a home here with people they cared about and who cared about them.

I could only hope Phoenix would be able to do the same. After fifteen years apart, it was the least they all deserved.

When we reached the machinery workshop where Paula said she had left their gift for me, we walked through an array of prototypes for ships, suits, and weapons that I had never seen before. The Nordar were great engineers and fantastic shipbuilders, especially since they had endless supplies of rhodium, but the blonde sisters were the most brilliant engineers I’d ever met, so I was curious what they had been up to while I was gone.

Paula and Kasta’s workstation had two massive cabinets nearby that were each about four meters tall, and before they opened the cabinets, Paula turned to me with a nervous smile.

“This is something I’ve been working on since our last trip to Nyr Valhalla,” the blonde engineer explained. “I know the missiles should be disabled and everything from the last time we were there, but just in case you have to do some kind of orbital drop again, I wanted you to have options.”

While Phoenix and I looked on, Kasta and Paula opened up one of the tall cabinets, and such a wave of love and pride washed over me that I didn’t know if it was from the two blondes or from me.

They’d made me a fucking massive suit of armor.

It was obviously built for my proportions in my tiger form, and it looked almost like power armor, with thick gray plates all linked together over a thinner layer of black metal underneath. Matching gloves and boots were set off to the side, but I could see where they would slide and click into place on the suit itself.

Then Kasta flipped a switch on the suit, and every seam between every plate and stitch started to glow blue like my aegis. The glowing power suit looked like something made for a god, and I could almost hear Madalena’s voice in my head about how much I’d look like Odin in this getup.

“It’s an atmosphere entry suit,” Phoenix gasped. “That’s… fucking crazy. He’s going to wear this?”

“Hopefully!” Paula smiled proudly. “You can flip the switch manually, but it’s also designed to turn on automatically when it detects a certain external temperature.”

“This way, you can jump out of a spaceship when it’s still in orbit, and you won’t burn to a crisp on the way down,” Kasta said and gave a giddy bounce. “Isn’t it great?”

“It’s more than that,” I laughed. “It’s beautiful, and it’s brilliant. How did you think of it?”

“We just figured that you might have to get to a planet without getting picked up by sensors,” Paula said. “We’ve got a few drones that can do it, and I thought it might be useful for you someday.”

“Took us a few weeks to come up with the specs and build it,” Kasta continued.

“Imagine what the three of us can do now that we’re together,” Phoenix chuckled.

“It’s amazing what you can do with all the rhodium you could ever ask for,” Kasta sighed, and she fluttered her eyelashes at me. “Even spoiling a sexy tiger king is surprisingly easy.”

“Oh, and we also built one extra,” Paula added and opened the second cabinet to reveal a smaller reentry suit designed for a woman.

“It should fit any of your wives,” Kasta said. “There’s some flexibility in the material so it should be able to stretch up or down. It’s not quite as adaptable as your aegis, but it’s pretty damn good.”

“We’ve got the team building more,” Paula said, “but they won’t have the third one made before we leave. Eventually we’ll have enough for all of us.”

“It’s fucking perfect,” I said and pulled both Kasta and Paula into an embrace. “Thank you.”

I kissed Paula first, and the sweet vanilla of her lips mingled with the taste of salt from all the tears she had cried during her reunion with her sister. When she finally pulled away, I kissed Kasta, and the blonde android grabbed my hands and moved them until they were firmly on her tight ass.

“Better,” she muttered against my lips.

I growled a little as I nipped at her tongue, and the android giggled so much, she could hardly keep her lips locked on mine. When I pulled away and looked at all three blondes together, Phoenix took a step back, and she crossed her arms with an amused smile on her face.

“You’re gonna have to at least buy me dinner before I let you kiss me like that,” the blonde pirate joked.

“Actually, we make him dinner,” Kasta said lightly. “It’s like a whole Nordar thing, I’ll tell you about it later. You’ll love it.”

“Sis,” Paula sighed as she rolled her eyes.

“It’s just a matter of time,” Kasta fake-whispered to her sister so we could all hear. “I’m going to keep telling her about how wonderful his cock is, and then she’ll want to take a ride. You’ll see. It’s all part of my super secret plan.”

“Ughhhh.” Paula covered her face with her hands. “Sorry, Phoenix. This is just how she is.”

“I love it,” the pirate laughed. “She’s so unencumbered and just speaks her mind. Is this how you thought I would be?”

“You were always so outgoing,” Paula said as she spread her fingers so she could peer at her sister. “You always made me flustered when we were kids.”

“I know,” Phoenix laughed as she reached for both her sisters’ hands, and then the three embraced each other as they all started to talk at once.

I watched them all chat for a few moments as my heart threatened to burst, but then I realized I had some work stuff to do, so I thanked the sisters again and then asked some airfield workers to load up both suits and send them ahead of me to Persephone. It felt strange to leave Paula and Kasta so soon again, but I knew I would see them at Uraniel, and it would be good for them to spend more time with Phoenix alone.

After they assured me that they could look after the Elaka Nota women without any help, I told them goodbye, and the three blondes headed back to the palace on Odin Geirr. I took another hovercraft back to the harbor, and in no time, we were all loaded up on Persephone and ready to go again.

It was finally time to get me another Shadow Eagle.

The crew awaiting me inside was fuller than normal since we would need enough warriors for two ships once we dug Valravn out of the rubble. All the Valkyries were coming with us except for Nikki, who would stay behind to pilot the blonde sisters on Dance to the Dirge. Milda and the three men submitted to her would stay behind to crew Dance to the Dirge as well, but Josefinna, Mikhael, Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma were still on board Persephone, and Dragon and his four ex-wives had joined them.

Riecka had stocked the hold with plenty of her wolf-like battle drones before she took her seat on the bridge, and the rest of my wives except for Paula and Kasta had already found the officers’ chairs on the dais. Juliette was in the pilot’s chair, and as soon as I gave her the order, she pulled away from Odin Geirr and engaged hyperdrive.

We would have to wait for our warpdrive to reset before we could use it again, but we should have plenty of time for it to reset before we needed to leave Nyr Valhalla and head to Uraniel. It should take forty hours to get to Nyr Valhalla, and since I still hadn’t slept since our fight on Queen’s Hat, I planned to spend a good chunk of those hours in bed.

Once we were safely in hyperspace, I gave Madalena command of the bridge and went to my quarters. I hadn’t felt overly tired until we’d finally set a steady course for our next destination, but now that there was the possibility of sleep, I had to drag myself into my room on shuffling feet. Still, I wanted to clean myself up first, so I turned on the hot water, stripped off my clothes, and entered the steamy shower.

I had just reached for the shampoo when I heard the door to the shower open behind me, and I froze for a moment.

Juliette was in the pilot’s seat, and I would have sensed any of my wives’ presence through the submission bond. I hadn’t felt any of them come into my quarters, but there was a glimmer of something familiar spiraling through the steamy air.

Something intriguing.

I turned around, half-curious and half on alert, and then I damn near dropped the shampoo bottle.

Lux was standing in the shower behind me, and the black-haired Valkyrie was naked.
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Chapter 12

I was so stunned that at first, all I could do was let my gaze run up and down Lux’s lithe body. She was paler than the Prime Valkyrie, but her muscles were every bit as toned and athletic. She had pushed her long black pigtails over her shoulders so nothing hid her body from view, and her pert pink nipples stood at attention for me.

My gaze fell to the neat strip of black hair that covered her slit, and the moment I looked down, I felt a surge of desire coming from the beautiful Valkyrie. She was submitted to Madalena, not to me, so if I could feel her lust through the Prime Valkyrie's connection, it must have been strong.

Neither one of us spoke for a few moments, and there was only the sound of the hot water from the showerhead smacking me in the back and then cascading to the tile floor.

Then Lux pivoted to her left, placed her palms on the wall, and bent her back so that her ass jutted toward me.

I growled as I moved behind her, and she glanced over her shoulder as my hand wrapped around her hip bone. My other hand came down to the base of my cock so I could guide it, and a moment later my tip was nestled against the wet lips of her pussy.

Then I was inside of her.

Lux turned back to face the wall a moment before I slid into her wet tunnel, and I let out a long groan as her velvety walls squeezed me. Her hips pushed back against me so that I could go deep inside, and then I hissed in sweet agony when I felt my tip gently touch the puckered entrance to her womb.

But Lux didn’t make a single sound.

I pulled back on her hips as I thrust in and out of her, and the seconds seemed to turn into minutes that turned into hours as the hot water poured down over both of us. I gasped and groaned with the sensation of her body accepting me, but other than my own noises, the sound of the water in the shower, and the wet smack of our bodies becoming one, there was no sound.

Then I smacked her perfect ass, and she let out a gasp that turned into a whine that turned into a moan. Immediately after, her fingernails dug into the wall of the shower and began to scratch downward, and her legs began to tremble as she built toward a climax.

And her pleasure caused me to come undone.

Lux didn’t moan again, but she couldn’t hide the way her tunnel grasped me when she orgasmed, and I thrust one last time as deep as I could before I released. My climax was like fire and ice rushing through my muscles, and the sweet agony seemed to last forever as I poured into her.

We finally both came down, but I was still hard and deep inside of her when her body relaxed, and I hissed a deep breath as she began to wiggle her hips forward and away from me.

“No,” I growled as I tightened my grip around her hips. “I’m not done with you yet.”

Lux didn’t say anything, but her legs instantly began to tremble when I thrust deep and hard into her again, and after only a few more minutes, her nails were frantically scratching against the shower tile as her second orgasm punched her in the stomach. She bent over more so her breasts pressed against the wall, and I tugged one of her pigtails back as I impaled her deep enough to feel her womb spasm.

As soon as she was done with her second climax, I spun her around, hitched her legs up with my hands, pinned her back against the wall, and entered her again. We were face to face now, and her mouth hung open as she stared into my eyes.

But she still didn’t moan, or whine, or say anything.

I picked up my speed and forced myself deeper into her. The pace was incredible, and I was fueled by an overwhelming desire to claim this cold woman in all the ways she needed while the hot water of the shower dripped down her perfect body.

The increased pace seemed to work because her eyes rolled up into her skull as I jackhammered into her.

“Say my name,” I growled after I could only see the whites of her eyes.

“Adammmm…” she finally whined.

“What am I doing to you?” I hissed.

“Fucking meeeeeee…” she whispered.

Then our lips were pressed together, and her hot mouth devoured mine as we both climaxed again. My second orgasm was somehow stronger than my first, and it felt like I was pouring a liter of my sperm into her hungry tunnel. The incredible sensation made me briefly wonder about my intent, and about getting my lovers pregnant, but I quickly concluded that Lux was my woman, and she would bear my child by the time I was done with her.

We didn’t break our kiss as I carried her out of the shower and set her on the bathroom counter with my cock still inside her. Then, as soon as her bare ass was perched on the flat surface, I pulled my mouth way from hers, grabbed her neck, and tilted her head down so that she could watch my cum-soaked shaft slide in and out of her creamy pussy.

“Adammmmm!” she moaned a few moments later when she climaxed again, and I pushed as deep as I could inside of her once more so that I could feel the tremors travel through every part of her body.

Her legs were wrapped around my hips, so I grabbed her ass, lifted her up from the counter, and carried her to my bed next. We were both soaking wet, both from the water of the shower and our climaxes, but I didn’t care about the mess we were going to make.

I just cared about making Lux mine.

I took her in missionary, and she chanted my name over and over as I thrust into her.

She rode on top of me, and I nibbled, kissed, and sucked her breasts and nipples until we both climaxed again.

She lay on her back with her legs up over my shoulders so I could get impossibly deep. She whined for a good half an hour as I jackhammered into her, and her mouth hung open and her eyes rolled back into her head again when she climaxed and tightened around me.

We spooned on our sides, and I filled her womb up for the fourth time while I rubbed her clit with my fingers so that she shook and thrashed against my chest when she came.

I pulled on her pigtails and bent her back like a bow while I took her from behind, and her climax made her growl and thrash like a tiger while I packed her full of my seed once more.

She rode me reverse cowgirl, and when she climaxed, it felt as if her tunnel was squeezing me like a vice.

Finally, Lux lay belly down on the bed, and I mounted her while I firmly gripped the back of her neck. This position let me get deeper than I had before, and every time I thrust into her, she whined my name desperately into the pillows.

Her tunnel hungrily tightened around me as her body tensed, but I controlled my pace to slow her down until it felt as if I had taken her for an hour like this. The varied tempo led to our best climax of the seemingly endless session, and her body shook like she was having a seizure while I pumped an endless amount of my sperm into her already filled womb.

Then I was empty, and my cock finally softened as I collapsed on top of her shaking body. We were absolutely soaked with sweat and cum, but neither one of us seemed to be able to move for a few minutes.

Finally, Lux tried to shimmy out from under me, and I rolled a bit on my side so that she could get free.

Then I finished rolling onto my back and propped my arms behind my head on my pillows so that I could watch Lux stand up. Her legs trembled as she staggered across the room to where the pile of her clothes was, and as she bent down to pick them up, thick, creamy tendrils of my seed gushed down the insides of her muscular thighs.

When Lux stepped into her underwear and pulled them up her legs, my sperm poured out of her pussy and onto the crotch of the panties, but she didn’t seem to care, she just grabbed her uniform pants and began to shimmy her slick legs into the outfit.

“Did you get what you wanted?” I whispered.

Lux paused her movements, looked up at me, and then nodded. She didn’t smile, or smirk, or anything. It was as if I asked if she woke up this morning, and she didn’t even feel as if the answer justified her using a spoken word.

“Is that all I’m going to get from you?” I sighed.

“The Prime Valkyrie knows,” Lux whispered as she zipped up the top part of her uniform. “She has always known how I feel about you.”

“How you feel about me?” I asked as I smirked at her.

“You are my King,” Lux said plainly. “The King of Kings. The avatar of Odin.”

“Does that mean you love me?” I asked. “When did that happen?”

“I must continue preparing for our next sortie. This took… longer than I expected.” The Valkyrie turned on her heel and headed for the door.

“Wait,” I said, and she froze in mid step.

“Face me,” I ordered, and she spun around.

We stared at each other for a few seconds, but her beautiful face was an emotionless mask.

“Are you fertile right now?” I whispered.

“Yes…” she answered.

“What is your plan then?” I asked.

“I will take the--”

“No,” I growled. “I want you to bear my child.”

Her eyes widened and her mouth hung open. It was actually far more of a reaction than I expected, and when her cheeks actually reddened a split second later, I knew we’d broken past an emotional barrier that had always been between us.

“Y-y-yes, my king,” she stuttered.

“Does that please you?” I asked.

“Yes, my king,” she repeated as she bowed her head. “But… your wives are not--”

“They will be soon,” I said. “All of my women will bear my children, and you are mine, Lux.”

“Yes, my king.” She actually smiled, and while she was gorgeous before, her wide grin made her look both beautiful and adorable.

“So, we understand each other, then,” I purred.

“Yes, my king,” she repeated. “If… I would like to continue prepping for our journey. There is much to do.”

“I’ve asked you to call me Adam,” I said. “You had no problem screaming it when I made love to you.”

“I know.” She blinked her eyes and took a deep breath as her cheeks flushed a bit more. “May I leave you for now, Adam?”

“Yes,” I said.

When she reached the door, she paused for a few seconds as if she was considering not leaving.

But then she was gone.

I stared at the spot where her clothes had lain and finally shook my head. Lux was the strongest fighter I had seen other than Madalena and Sivaha, and she was also one of the most efficient and practical people I had ever met. It was a little strange to think that the Prime Valkyrie wouldn’t mind if Lux wanted to fuck me, but she did share me with nine other women already so it sort of made sense.

Madalena always told me how much Lux liked me, but I had thought it was all talk until the moment she had stepped into my shower. Lux had said that Madalena knew, but I didn’t think any of my wives would mind Lux and I being lovers. Even Zea would probably just tease me about it and then leave the subject alone, since she was so much more confident in my love for her than she used to be.

When I was sure that Lux or any of my other women weren’t coming back, I took another shower and finally let myself collapse on the bed. It had been way too long since the last time I slept, so as soon as I closed my eyes, I passed out before I could even pull the covers fully over my body.

I woke at a gentle pressure on my shoulder.

Are you awake now, my Adam?

I blinked my eyes open and rolled over to see Eve seated beside me on the bed. My vampire wife was dressed in a form-fitting flight suit, and her black hair was swept back over her shoulders to expose the alabaster skin of her neck. Her red eyes were mesmerizing as she smiled down at me, and for just a moment, it felt like we were back on Trappist - 1e when we first saved each other from certain death.

“How long have I been asleep?” I asked as I reached over to grasp her hand.

“We have an hour left before we reach Nyr Valhalla,” my vampire wife replied. “I said I would come wake you so Juliette didn’t shout over the speakers to wake you up instead.”

“Thanks,” I groaned and pushed myself to sit up. “I must have been more tired than I thought if I slept for over thirty hours.”

“Your body has done a lot, and you have not adequately rested it,” Eve said. “It is good that you slept. It is the least you deserve after you found Paula and Kasta’s sister and brought them together again.”

I stretched and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

I see sleep is not the only reward you have been given. I always suspected Lux might love you much more than as her captain and king.

Eve smiled and slipped her hand into mine once more.

“You seem happy,” I chuckled. “Don’t tell me you’ve been convinced that I’m some sort of Odin.”

“I am not sure how many times I must tell you this, my love,” Eve teased. “You are a Prime Male. You will always attract the most beautiful and brilliant women to your side, and you are more than enough for all of us. Why wouldn’t Lux recognize this the same as anyone? Why wouldn’t she want your baby? Every woman who meets you does.”

“Do you know how incredible you are?” I sighed.

“I could never be upset about anything that brings you pleasure, my Adam,” Eve said, and I left a kiss on her soft, pale hand.

“So, an hour until we reach Nyr Valhalla?” I asked.

“Yes,” Eve replied, and her red eyes suddenly glimmered with desire. “My Adam…”

“Yes, my Eve?” I smiled.

“Since we have an hour left, perhaps…” Eve hesitated. “It might not work, but--”

“Eve,” I cut her off. “Would you like me to give you a child?”

“Yes,” my vampire wife said, and her hunger for me swirled around us both like shimmering rain. “But my love, we still don’t know if I can actually have children. I know the other Elaka Nota women could, but I do not know if the same thing is true for me.”

“You can,” I told her. “You were made to be a mother. You were made to be the mother of my children, I know this.”

“But--”

“If there is even one shred of justice in this universe,” I said as I cupped her face in my hand, “you will be able to have my children, Eve.”

“Then make love to me,” Eve whispered. “I believe in you, my Adam, because as long as you are in this universe, there will always be justice, just like there will always be hope.”

I slipped my arms around her waist and pulled her to me, and she moaned even before our lips met. Her body trembled with desire, and as our tongues began to explore each other’s mouths like it was the first time we had made love, I climbed onto the bed on top of her and ran my hands down her perfect curves.

It didn’t take long to get her out of her flight suit, and the moment it hit the floor beside the bed, she was guiding me toward her waiting entrance with a soft purr of pleasure.

I entered her slowly at first so I could massage and suck her ample breasts, but when the beautiful vampire wiggled her hips toward me, I moved my lips back toward hers again, and our mouths met in endless ecstasy as I plunged deeply into her tight tunnel.

“Ohhh, Adam,” Eve moaned as her eyes began to roll toward the back of her skull.

I could feel how close she was to climaxing, so I continued to thrust into her at the same speed, and I let our hips grind against each other until every one of her muscles trembled beneath me. Eve’s breath came a little faster and faster, and then suddenly, her back arched as she cried out in pleasure, and all the hangers in the closet behind me flew across the room and clattered to the floor.

“Oh!” Eve gasped when she finished, and she leaned her head to the side to peer at the mess on the floor. “I apologize, my love, I think my pleasure made me move them accidentally, but I did not mean to--”

“I hope you didn’t just apologize for cumming so hard that you made the hangers fly across the room,” I chuckled.

You are too good to me, my Adam. If I could give you a child…

“You will,” I growled, and then I hiked her hips up toward me a little more and plunged even deeper into her.

Our bodies rose and fell together as we made love, and when Eve started to moan again as her body built toward another climax, I knew I wouldn’t hold myself back any longer. The moment my dark-haired wife came, I thrust into her so deeply that I gasped and then released my seed into her womb.

It took three more thrusts before I had finally emptied inside of her, and when I pulled out to roll on my back, I saw that Eve was so full of my cum that it was dripping out onto the bed around her.

“Oh, Adam,” my vampire wife whispered, and she rolled over to nestle her head against my chest. “I… I love you so much.”

Her love for me billowed around us, and for a moment, it felt like there was nothing else in the universe except us, like there was no bed or ship or even stars. Just Eve and me and our love for each other.

“I love you too, my wife,” I said with a smile.

“I hope it worked,” she whispered.

“I know it did,” I answered as I reached over to lay my palm over her small tummy.

The audio connection suddenly chimed in my chambers.

“I should have known better than to send Eve to wake you up, Handsome,” Juliette’s voice came through the speakers. “You two have probably been so busy that you don’t even realize how much time has passed, do you?”

“Then you better tell us,” I chuckled.

“You’ve got just over ten minutes left, so your sexy asses better start moving,” the redhead replied.

“We’re on our way,” I said, and when the audio connection closed, I turned to Eve. “We should get to the bridge. I want to have everything ready to go as soon as we reach the planet and are able to land.”

“I know you are eager to get to Uraniel, my love,” my dark-haired wife said. “Do you think it will take us very long at Nyr Valhalla?”

“I hope not,” I said as I stood up and stretched my arms wide. “Let’s talk about it on the bridge, though. I want to hear how Riecka plans to dig the Shadow Eagle out of the rubble.”

Once we had gotten dressed, I led Eve back out to the bridge of Persephone and rejoined the rest of my wives and crew there. My queens were all seated in the officer chairs on the dais at the front of the bridge, and the gunner stations were manned by Josefinna, Mikhael, Dragon, and his four ex-wives. Calisto and Dana had taken positions at two of the remaining gunner stations, and Hegeia had taken the last slot. I guessed Waiola and Uma were busy with other tasks on board Persephone, but that was fine since they were just happy to have a place helping me.

I was grateful that I had so many people with me to man Persephone and Valravn, after we dug her out of the rubble. Both Shadow Eagles might be a little lightly staffed once we had to split up between the two ships, but they would have enough crew to function, and I trusted each member of my team to do exactly what I needed them to.

“Captain on the bridge,” Lux announced when I entered.

I glanced at the pig-tailed Valkyrie, but she only nodded to me and then to Eve before she resumed her conversation with Calisto and Dana about how many bodies they thought the plasma bazooka could cook in one shot if the enemies were all lined up in a neat little row.

I smiled and shook my head as I took my seat. Lux really was something else. I didn’t really believe that I was the incarnation of some Nordar god, but I was glad that I had so many fearless and beautiful women who wanted to help me fight against the forces of darkness that threatened to suck every last bit of life out of the galaxy.

Eve paused by Lux on our way to our chairs on the dais, but after she whispered something in the Valkyrie’s ear, we continued forward and sat in the middle of the officers’ seats. When I glanced over my shoulder, there was a slight pink flush along Lux’s cheeks by her ears, but otherwise, she gave no clue about what my vampire wife had said to her.

I only told her thank you for taking such good care of my husband, and that I hope the baby you just put inside of her grows to be as fierce and as beautiful as she is.

“Did you rest well, Husband?” Riecka asked from her seat in front of me.

“I did, thanks,” I replied. “I think I needed it more than I realized.”

“Then I am glad you were able to get so relaxed that you could sleep so deeply,” Madalena said at my right hand.

The Prime Valkyrie’s tone was perfectly even, but I felt her amusement pool around me as she glanced from me to Lux. I wouldn’t have been surprised if all my women knew about the pig-tailed Valkyrie since we could sense each other’s emotions, even if we couldn’t read each other’s minds like Eve could.

Yes, they know about Lux, but Madalena told them not to make a big deal about it. Valkyries do not respond to teasing in quite the same way that we do, and the Prime Valkyrie did not want Lux to feel embarrassed for doing what every other woman on this ship also wants to do with you.

“Thank you,” I muttered to Madalena, and I reached over to squeeze her hand.

“Of course,” my warrior wife replied with a stoic nod, but she left her hand in mine as I turned toward Juliette.

“How far are we from Nyr Valhalla now?” I asked.

“Eight minutes, Handsome,” the redhead called from the pilot’s seat. “If there’s no sign of trouble when we come out, I can spin us right into orbit and then lock onto the coordinates of Ice Queen’s daddy’s fortress.”

“What’s left of it, anyway,” Zea muttered.

“You already have the coordinates?” I asked.

“Locked and loaded,” Juliette replied.

“Good,” I said, and then I stood up to address the bridge. “This is meant to be an in-and-out mission. I want us to get to the fortress, dig Valravn out from the rubble, take care of any necessary repairs as soon as possible, and then head to Uraniel to join my fleet there. It might take some time to dig out the Shadow Eagle, but I want to get to Uraniel about the same time as my armada does, so we’re not wasting any time here.”

“And, um, how exactly are we going to dig out a whole ship from underneath a collapsed fortress?” Elana asked as she raised her slim hand a little bit.

“And why is it buried underneath so much rubble, anyway?” Aasne asked. “Didn’t anyone dig it out after our husband destroyed the fortress and killed the Prime Valkyrie’s father?”

“Technically, it’s underneath a collapsed hangar,” Zea replied. “And things have been a little bit busy, you know, between beating up a bunch of evil corporations and trying to save the whole galaxy from a fate worse than death, all that good stuff.”

“Zea is right,” I said with a smile. “After I defeated Tanal, I was busy trying to unite all the Nordar clans, so I didn’t have a chance to go back to Nyr Valhalla, especially since it’s a little out of the way.”

“There were plenty of other things to occupy your attention,” Sivaha purred. “Including a number of women who were all competing for your attention, and let’s be honest, some of us were a little more… demanding… than others.”

“If by ‘demanding,’ you mean we had to lock you in your room at one point because you were such a pain, then yes,” Madalena told the other woman with a smirk.

“I can’t help that I craved a little discipline,” Sivaha growled playfully, and then she leaned forward so her ample cleavage was on full display for me. “In fact, I might be craving a little more discipline right about--”

“Let’s try to stay on task,” I chuckled as I forced myself to look away from the silver-haired seductress. “Valravn should be unharmed, or at least that’s what our scanners showed us before we had to leave Nyr Valhalla last time. But she is still buried underneath a pile of collapsed concrete and metal. So, Riecka, what kind of tools did you bring to take care of this?”

“I stored them in the hold,” my cyborg queen replied. “I have two slabbing drones that can cut through any material in our way, and I also have pumping equipment that we can insert and blow up in order to keep the heavier pieces from falling on the ship while we pry apart the wreckage.”

“Will we need to dig the whole ship out before we can fly it?” Aasne asked. “Or do we have anything to help pull it out?”

“I do have towing equipment that we can take with us,” Riecka said. “But I won’t know whether or not we can use it until I see what we’re up against in terms of how the rubble fell around the ship. I need to see all the precise angles and approximate weights of the wrecked hangar pieces, and then I’ll know the best way to approach the Shadow Eagle’s rescue.”

“You’ll be in charge of digging out Valravn,” I told Riecka. “Will you need any of us to help operate the equipment?”

“I can do it myself, but it would be faster if two people helped me,” the tattooed woman answered.

“Alright, then Juliette and Zea, I want you two to help Riecka with whatever she needs to get the Shadow Eagle out, got it?” I asked.

“Aye, Captain Kitty-Boy,” Juliette said.

“Yeah, okay.” Zea glanced at Riecka like she was still highly skeptical of the cyborg woman, but the blonde hacker didn’t argue with me.

“What would you like the rest of us to do, Tiger?” Dragon asked. “Should we also come with you to assist in the rescue of the Shadow Eagle?”

“So, here’s the thing,” I said. “We know Valravn is stuck under the rubble, but we don’t know what threats we might be up against on Nyr Valhalla. The surface-to-air missiles should all still be disabled, and Juliette can do a scan while we’re still in orbit.”

“Will do,” the redheaded pilot called.

“There weren’t any other threats besides Tanal’s men when we were here last time,” I said. “So, we’ll probably be fine, but I sure as hell don’t want to leave Persephone by herself since we don’t really know what we might find.”

“I feel like every time somebody says we’ll be fine, we turn out to be very much not fine,” Zea groaned. “Didn’t we just say that before we landed on Queen’s Hat and went toe-to-toe with a certain sexy blonde pirate?”

“Zea is right,” Aasne agreed. “I think every time we say it’s going to be fine, the day ends in a gunfight.”

“It’s all very exciting.” Sivaha smiled. “Don’t tell me you don’t find all the action as… appealing… as I do.”

“We all know you mean sexy,” Madalena said with a straight face.

“Well, I know I’m not the only one who gets wet with a little gunfire, thank you very much,” the silver-haired queen said as she turned to give a little wink at Lux.

“The sounds of battle are like foreplay to more than just the Valkyries,” Lux said with a nod.

“So,” I continued, “I want Dragon and his ex-wives to stay with Persephone to guard her against anything we come across after we land, and I want Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma to stay with her, too. Valkyries, you’ll come with us, and so will Josefinna and Mikhael.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar warriors all said in unison.

“Sixty seconds,” Juliette called from the front of the bridge.

“To your stations!” I took my seat again to prepare for our arrival, and my crew held themselves ready in case we came face-to-face with any enemy ships when we exited hyperdrive.

“Three seconds,” Juliette said once we were all ready. “And two… and bam! Here we are.”

The stars blurred and then crystallized into view around us, and as Nyr Valhalla appeared in the viewscreen, we all breathed a sigh of relief to see no other ships seemed to be present. The planet spun before us in deep shades of green and blue, and to anyone who didn’t know better, it looked like any other paradise-like planet.

There was no way to tell that it had been the last refuge of the power-hungry King Tanal Vaish after he unsuccessfully tried to assassinate me. At least Tanal was long dead now, and since all the Nordar aegis armor now had tiger stripes instead of the individual clan markings like feathers and fur etchings, there was hardly any trace of Tanal’s empire left.

I only hoped there were no nasty surprises waiting for us on Nyr Valhalla.

“Scanners aren’t picking anything up,” Juliette said. “Looks like we’re free and clear, at least as far as missiles are concerned.”

“Juliette,” I said. “Take us down to the fortress.”

“Can do, Handsome,” the redhead replied. “Uh, one quick thing, though. It will be nighttime on that side of the planet when we land. Do we want to wait until the sun is shining, or do you want me to go ahead and take her down?”

“How long are the nights here?” I asked.

“Fifteen hours at the fortress’ coordinates,” Madalena said. “Based on our time of arrival, there would be ten hours left.”

“I don’t want to wait that long,” I said. “It’s already going to take us some time to dig out Valravn, and since I don’t want to keep my fleet waiting at Uraniel, I want to finish up here fast. Go ahead and land, Juliette.”

The redheaded pilot gave me a little salute and then started our descent down to the paradise-like planet. After we entered the atmosphere, we plunged toward the surface, but it was so dark I couldn’t see a thing below us.

Juliette guided us as expertly as if it was broad daylight, and when we were only a few hundred meters above the surface, our engines flared to slow us down, and the lights underneath Persephone illuminated the ground below.

The first thing I saw was the fortress we had obliterated during our fight here. Huge towers had fallen on their sides, and massive stone walls now lay half-crumbled against broken statues. When I saw the wrecked hangar up ahead, I gritted my teeth at how much worse it looked now than I remembered. It was a good thing Riecka had all the equipment we needed, and my cyborg queen seemed to know exactly what she was doing when it came to our rescue plan.

But as Juliette guided us down to a clear patch of ground about a kilometer away from the hangar, I realized why the ruins of the fortress looked so odd to me. It had only been a few months since I was here, but most of the stones already looked half-swallowed by the jungle. Everywhere I looked, vines and trees had forced their way around the crumbled stones like they were trying to wrestle them back into the ground.

I shrugged and dismissed any worry about it. Nature worked fast whenever humans weren’t around to interfere, so I wasn’t too surprised to see how much the jungle had started to take over the wrecked fortress. My only concern was how quickly we could cross the kilometer between us and the fortress hangar.

“Is this as close as we can get?” I asked.

“It’s the closest landing spot,” Juliette replied as she engaged our thrusters in quick spurts that helped steady us on our way down. “The jungle’s too thick everywhere else, or there are stones that look like they might shift under Persephone’s weight.”

“It’s fine, then,” I said. “The jungle just took over faster than I imagined.”

“We’ll be on the ground in fifteen seconds,” Juliette said.

Persephone gave a slight shudder as we touched down, and then she slowly fell quiet as the thrusters turned off. Nothing rushed toward us from out of the darkness, but it was impossible to hear anything while we were still up on the bridge. Zea did a quick scan with Persephone’s cameras, but she didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary in the closest vicinity, so I stood up and led the way down to the armory.

Dragon, his ex-wives, Hegeia, Waiola, and Uma all armed themselves and then split up between the bridge and the hold to guard Persephone. The rest of us all wore our aegis, except for Juliette who wore some of the armor from the Shadow Eagle’s stores, and we armed ourselves with whatever would be easy to carry but would still pack a punch.

I took my two massive revolvers like usual, but I also took my Bowie knife made from aegis steel and my faithful double-magazine auto shotgun. The shotgun would be good to use in a pinch, and it wouldn’t require a hell of a lot of aim if we got swarmed by any enemies. Like Zea said, we might not be expecting any trouble, but trouble seemed to have a way of finding us, so I wanted to be as prepared as possible.

And nothing said “prepared’ like a shotgun that could spit out forty shells in a few seconds.

Before we opened the hold doors, Riecka brought out all of the equipment she needed to dig out the Shadow Eagle. The two slabbing saws were drones that stood about twice as tall as I did in my tiger form. They each rolled forward on heavy tracks like bulldozers, but the front of each drone held two huge saws that looked like they could cut a building in half without any effort at all.

After Riecka gave one of the slabbing saw drone controls to Juliette and one to Zea, she pulled out another set of controls for herself. This time, a third drone rolled forward on tracks, but it was about half the size of the slabbing saw drones, and it held something in front that looked like a huge, deflated, metal balloon.

“It is made of aegis steel,” Riecka explained with a nod to the balloon. “It can be pumped full of air, and it will hold up any heavy object if we need to slide something out underneath it.”

The last piece of equipment was a heavy-duty craft that could tow out Valravn if we needed it to, but I hesitated when Riecka started to bring it out. It was slightly bigger than an armored personnel carrier, but it only had room for one person inside since most of its bulk consisted of huge engines that gave it the necessary power to tow something the size of a Shadow Eagle.

“How fast can all this equipment move?” I asked my cyborg queen. “I’m not sure if we need the tow vessel.”

“It’s the fastest of all the equipment,” Riecka replied. “The three drones can cover ground at about the pace of a slow jog if the ground is clear and even, but it might take them longer. It depends on the terrain.”

“Then we’ll take the tow vessel, too,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll need it, but it won’t hurt to make sure. Who’s going to operate it?”

“I thought I would operate the tow craft and the pumping drone at the same time,” the tattooed queen replied.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “You can ask for more help if you need it.”

“I do not need help,” Riecka scoffed.

“It is not a sign of weakness to ask for help,” Eve said.

“I did ask for help,” the cyborg woman said with a shrug. “Zea and Juliette will steer the slabbing saw drones, so it will not be difficult for me to guide the tow vessel and the pumping drone. When we reach Valravn, it will likely be easier for me to control all four devices to make sure there are no miscommunications that might damage the Shadow Eagle. I only want to make sure I am also free to fight any enemies we encounter, or I would control all four on the way there.”

“Do whatever you need to make it work,” I said.

“It’s too bad you only have your shotgun,” Aasne said with a nod to the weapon that was slung over Riecka’s shoulders. “I almost wish you could bring some of your wolves too, just in case we do run into anything.”

“And why can’t I bring my wolves?” Riecka turned her red irises on the young queen.

“Oh, I sort of assumed… you can’t control the wolves and all this equipment, can you?” Aasne asked.

“This is not a problem.” The cyborg woman tipped her chin up in defiance. “I control some of my wolves like drones or like androids that I program to carry out orders, but I adjusted these wolves to run with high level algorithms so they can operate without me. I can certainly manage just fine.”

Right on cue, six one-meter-tall robotic wolves all padded forward from the back of the hold. Their red eyes glowed the same cyborg red as Riecka’s, and the pulse rifles mounted to their backs looked ready to fire at will. They all sat down on their metal haunches when they reached my cyborg wife, and one of them yawned its massive metal jaws open like it was an actual wolf and not a construct of metal and cybernetics.

“So those things are all… uhhh, alive?” Zea gulped.

“I can change their programming remotely,” Riecka replied. “But right now, they are programmed to operate independently and eliminate anything that threatens one of us. So, yes, you could say they have a low-level AI.”

“But they know we’re your biggest fans, right?” Juliette asked with a nervous glance at the metal wolves. “That we’re all on the same side and everything?”

“They have been programmed to recognize all of you as allies, yes,” Riecka snickered. “I know what I’m doing.”

“I know you do,” I said with a smirk. “If we’re all ready, then let’s move out.”

As soon as I signaled for Lux to open the hold doors, everyone except for Juliette let their aegis armor flow over their bodies to be prepared for anything we might face. Lux, Dana, and Calisto led the charge out of the hold into the darkness, and I followed immediately behind them with Eve, Madalena, and Sivaha.

As soon as Riecka slid into the pilot’s seat of the tow craft, she kept the top down and followed us in the machine. She steered the pumping drone in front of her, and Juliette and Zea flanked the cyborg queen with the two massive slabbing saw drones. Mikhael and Josefinna brought up the rear along with Riecka’s six cyber wolves, and I glanced behind me to see Dragon stationed at his guard post by the hold doors.

I turned forward again and gripped the shotgun in my hands. We were silent as we moved forward, even though Riecka’s drones growled as they rolled forward across the rough ground. They snapped low shrubs like twigs as they barreled their way through the jungle, and the noisy crunching of the undergrowth beneath their tracks was enough to make my shoulders tighten.

I didn’t like making so much noise when we didn’t know what was out there in the darkness, but there was no way to get Valravn out from under the rubble other than to use my cyborg wife’s equipment. Anything else would have taken much longer, and it would have been too dangerous to the Shadow Eagle. I wanted her to come out of the ruins in one piece, so I would just have to deal with the noise it took to get there.

There was only a kilometer between us and the fortress hangar, but the uneven ground made it feel much longer. Huge trees stood on every side of us, and thorny vines swayed between the limbs like cobwebs that were just waiting for someone to come along and stumble into their trap. There were ferns almost as tall as I was, and everywhere I looked, the wind moved a branch or a vine and cast a new shadow in the darkness.

My eyesight might be fine in the dark, even while I was still in my human form, but it didn’t mean every shadow didn’t still look like a potential threat. I glanced at Madalena beside me, and even though her expression was hidden behind her screaming banshee mask, I felt her excitement at the idea we might run into some enemy we had to put down.

She was the Prime Valkyrie, so I wasn’t surprised by her excitement.

I feel Valravn.

I gripped my shotgun even tighter at the sound of Eve’s voice in my head, but I didn’t say anything. My vampire wife had been able to sense Persephone on Trappist - 1e while she was still a captive of Elaka Nota, and if Persephone could communicate with her in some way back then, I was sure Valravn could do the same.

She is scared, but I am not sure why.

I thought about the bronze-haired Shadow Eagle in my dream and how the Draugr queen had injured her before I could stop her. Maybe she was afraid of the Draugr woman, and maybe her wound in the dream had actually hurt her in real life.

We will get her out. I can feel her, so if she is injured, I do not think it is serious.

I hoped Eve was right.

We pressed forward through the jungle, and when we had about half a kilometer left, I called a halt so I could listen to the sounds in the jungle around us. I was so on edge that I thought about shifting now, but I decided to stay in my human form as long as I could. If I needed to shift, it would only take a few seconds, anyway.

After the drones all rolled to a stop, I tilted my head to the side to listen for any other sounds in the darkness. The last time I was on Nyr Valhalla, Tanal had a sonic limiter to keep away snow leopards and any other wildlife. I hadn’t known that though, so when I shifted into my tiger form, the sonic limiter had immediately made it feel like my skull was going to split open and vomit my brains out all over the jungle.

Zea had disabled the limiter eventually, and since the area seemed to be just as empty as when we had left it, I doubted anyone was still around to turn the limiter back on. Still, just in case, I wasn’t eager to turn on the tiger if I didn’t have to.

As I listened to the sounds of the jungle around us to make sure nothing was trying to sneak up on us over the sounds of our machinery, I suddenly realized I really didn’t need to worry about the sonic limiter. When I was here to kill Tanal, Nyr Valhalla had been almost as quiet as Uraniel, since the limiter kept away all wildlife, but now the entire jungle seemed to hum around us. I couldn’t see anything through all the greenery, but the loud buzzing of insects only fell silent every so often when some animal screamed in the distance, and I couldn’t tell if the scream was from prey or predator.

I only knew that I definitely would have preferred the quiet.

“Umm, so does anyone else think the jungle grew up like crazy super fast since the last time we were here?” Zea hissed.

“It does seem unusual,” Lux agreed.

“Almost like the jungle is trying to take back its claim to this area,” Madalena said. “The fortress wall used to start there, and now you can barely see it.”

The Prime Valkyrie pointed at a pile of crumbling bricks all choked with vines and ferns, and I glanced again at the shadows that surrounded us. If the jungle could grow this quickly, then there was no telling what the fuck kind of creatures grew up with it.

“Let’s move faster,” I growled. “I’m getting a bad feeling that Tanal wanted to keep out more than just snow leopards with his sonic limiter.”

“Oh, shiiiit,” Zea gasped. “I forgot about the limiter.”

“It should no longer be in use now that my father is dead,” Madalena said. “Our husband should be in no danger.”

“Unless it really was keeping other things away, too,” Eve muttered.

“Let’s keep going,” I said. “I don’t hear anything close, so let’s just get to Val and try to be quick about it.”

The slabbing saw drones rumbled forward at the same time Riecka started up the tow craft and pumping drone again, and even though I knew there was no alternative to the drones, I gritted my teeth at how loud they were. If there were any creatures in this jungle, we were making enough noise to draw every last one down on top of us.

After we moved past the ruined fortress wall, I started to recognize different ruins around us. We were in the courtyard now, and it was hard to tell how much of the crumbling fortress was from our fight with Tanal’s forces or from the jungle as it reclaimed its former territory. I spotted the tower I had fallen out of during my fight with the former Vaish king, but it had been overtaken by vines like everything else.

When we were only a quarter of a kilometer from the hangar, I glanced up at one of the fortress walls that was still mostly intact. Thick cobwebs hung from the top of the wall about six meters high, and they swayed back and forth in the wind like they might burst free and coat us in a layer of sticky webbing.

I didn’t want to think about how big a creature had to be to make a web that size.

“Eve, have you sensed anything else from the ship?” I asked.

“Only that she is scared,” Eve said. “I am trying to coax her out so she can help us free her, but she is very uncertain.”

“We’ll get her out with or without her help,” I said. “But keep trying to communicate with her as much as you can.”

A few minutes later, the rubble of the destroyed hangar was directly in front of us, and Riecka’s machines rolled to a stop so she could figure out the best angle to cut into the concrete. We had destroyed the hangar so Tanal couldn’t use his Shadow Eagle to escape from me, and now the ship was buried under layers of rock and metal so thick that I wasn’t sure how Riecka was going to cut Valravn loose without actually injuring her.

I stood among my women while Riecka studied what was left of the hangar, but after only a moment, I felt a distinct prickle start to sift its way down the back of my neck.

My tiger senses seemed to know something was off.

I quickly scanned the shadows but didn’t pick up on any immediate threats. Then I sensed a wave of anticipation from my wives and knew they must feel it, too. I was just turning to the Prime Valkyrie to see what she thought when Riecka jumped out of the tow vessel to start her rescue mission, and the moment her feet made a loud crunch on the uneven ground, I knew what the problem was.

The loud humming of the jungle had suddenly stopped, and there was only one thing this could mean.

It was the calm right before a storm.

The same moment I realized how heavy the silence was, the shadows in the darkness all began to move, and they climbed down from the tops of the half-destroyed fortress walls and poured out from between cracks in the rubble on every side. Then they started to stream closer, and I finally understood what else Tanal’s sonic limiter had kept off the fortress grounds.

Dozens of spiders scrambled toward us from out of the darkness, and every last one of them was over three meters tall with fangs the length of my arm and spikes along their legs that looked like they could puncture an artery without any effort.

I roared, and the beast in my soul roared with me as I shifted into my real form.
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Chapter 13

I spat out a mouthful of human teeth before my helmet slid back into place, and I growled as fur sprouted from every pore underneath my aegis. My spine rippled and lengthened, and by the time I finished shifting into my weretiger form, Madalena was already barking orders to the rest of my women.

The closest giant spiders were twenty yards away, and their eight limbs scuttled forward almost faster than a man could sprint, so we hardly had any time to prepare.

But we were used to that.

Lux, Calisto, and Dana had all fanned out to take the lead defensive positions, and Mikhael and Josefinna stood next to Riecka to defend my cyborg queen. Zea and Juliette were still positioned by the slabbing saw drones, and the rest of my women all stood in pairs in a half-circle at Madalena’s instruction. Eve and Aasne formed one pair, Elana and the Prime Valkyrie formed another, and Sivaha moved toward me with her submachine gun drawn.

“Get Valravn out,” I growled to Riecka.

The tattooed woman punched a few buttons on the drone controls, and the heavy machinery drones all flipped on bright spotlights that illuminated the hangar and the surrounding area. The spiders hissed and recoiled for half a second at the sudden light before they rushed forward again, and I noticed that Riecka’s six cyber wolves stood motionless in the bright lights, like they were all waiting for their mistress’ command.

The moment Riecka snapped her fingers, the wolf-drones lunged forward, and they reached the first wave of spiders at the same time the Valkyries’ blue energy bullets did. Three of them took on one spider at once, and their metal jaws locked onto three separate legs. The spider kicked at the wolves with its free legs, but when it couldn’t shake them off, it leaned down and tried to snap its fangs onto one of Riecka’s creations. Then the wolves’ pulse rifles fired at the creature’s head in perfect sync, and the spider’s face burst apart just before its fangs could rip into the wolf-drone.

“Holy shiiit!” Zea shrieked behind me.

“Zea and Juliette, help Riecka,” I shouted. “Everyone else, keep them back!”

I bolted forward and slid underneath the first spider I reached. As it lurched down to try to clamp its jaws on me, I twisted backward and let the shotgun bark in my hand. Even under its belly, the spider’s hide was thicker than armor, but a second shotgun blast ripped open its guts, and as its insides unloaded on me, I rolled through the steaming mess and shot two of the next spider’s legs out from under him.

Then I blasted the underside of another spider, but this time, I rolled forward fast enough to avoid its guts when they poured down onto the ground. Their insides smelled worse than meat that had been left to rot for days in the full heat of summer, but I wiped my helmet clean so the spider’s fluids wouldn’t block my vision, and then I ran forward to the next creature.

My next shot exploded a spider’s leg, and I ducked to the side to try to avoid its seven other legs. The creature bared its huge fangs at me, but my shotgun tore off another leg and kept its jaws from getting too close to me. It was almost crippled enough now that it couldn’t move forward, but as I swung my weapon toward its underbelly, the spider kicked out with another one of its hairy, spiked legs.

It caught me on the arm, but I used the force of the blow to spin away from it so the spike couldn’t try to penetrate through my aegis. As I rocked back onto steady feet, I readjusted my aim, and when the shotgun barked in my hand again, half of the creature’s eyes erupted in a shower of dark goo.

The spider crumpled to the ground, but his corpse was still a good two meters tall, and I couldn’t quite see around him. At least he hadn’t managed to knock me off my feet, since this would have made it way too easy for his massive fangs to clamp down on me, and even though my aegis might be more than a match for the spider’s spikes, I didn’t exactly want to test it against the fucker’s fangs.

I glanced down where the spider’s spiked leg had grazed my armor to make sure it hadn’t penetrated. The metal there actually looked thicker than usual, but there was a sticky black substance on my aegis. I looked back at the spider I had just killed, saw the same goop dripping from the spikes, and then realized the same substance was also dripping from the creature’s fangs.

I didn’t need to let the sticky substance touch my skin to know what it was.

“It’s venom!” I roared. “Don’t let its fangs or spikes touch yourrr skin!”

I ran toward a crumbling fountain in the fortress courtyard, vaulted up onto the low stone, and then flipped myself around before I fired another blast of my shotgun at the closest spider. I could see the rest of the action from my vantage point on the half-wrecked fountain, and I was relieved to see Juliette still with Riecka and Zea beside the hangar. The rest of us should be protected by our aegis armor, so unless the spiders managed to lock their jaws onto one of us, Juliette was the only one in danger of the venom if it punctured her skin.

Every direction I looked, my women were unleashing hell on the giant spiders, but even as the air screamed with pulse rifle fire, and spider legs blew off one way and then another, more of the creatures kept coming. They towered above my women like machines instead of animals, and every few seconds, they screeched at such a high pitch that it rattled my eardrums and threatened to break them wide open.

Eve stood her ground solidly as she bent spider legs backward with her mind until they snapped like broken plastic toys, and every so often, she was able to throw a whole spider onto his back. Whenever she did, Aasne tore open its belly with her double-headed axe or her pulse rifle, but the rest of the time the auburn-haired warrior kept the creatures far enough away from Eve that she had time to use her powers against the monsters.

The Prime Valkyrie switched back and forth between her pulse rifle and her longsword so quickly that I guessed she must have one in each hand, only she moved too fast for me to actually see either weapon. Everywhere she spun was followed by an explosion of dark guts and sticky goop, and whenever too many spiders swarmed her, Madalena simply flew up on her purple wing thrusters until her pulse rifle cleared enough of the creatures for her to come back down.

Elana had been next to the Prime Valkyrie when the spiders first attacked, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Then my gaze fell on the three Valkyries at the front of the fighting, I realized that whenever one of the deadly warriors got cut off from the others, a thumb-sized bullet flew forward from out of the darkness and carved a path of blood through a spider’s eyes or legs to free up the trapped Valkyrie. It didn’t take long to follow the path of the bullets back to Elana.

My slender wife had set up her sniper rifle on top of a pile of rubble a few dozen meters away from the wrecked hangar. Two of the cyber wolves protected her from any spiders that got too close, but the four others moved in a blur of snapping jaws and blue energy bullets as they decimated the spiders all around us.

I knew Sivaha had followed me onto the battlefield, but I hadn’t seen her since I first opened fire. After I let the shotgun roar again and blew the top off a spider’s hairy body, I looked around and finally spotted the silver-haired seductress as she rolled underneath a spider, flipped on her back, and unleashed a torrent of submachine gun fire on its belly. Just before the spider collapsed on top of her, Sivaha spun out of the way like a ballerina toward her next opponent.

This next spider ate a dozen bullets from both her guns as she laughed, and then my silver-haired wife cartwheeled away and crouched down low against the rubble so she could sneak up on the next group of spiders angling toward Riecka. Sivaha looked like a prowling feline as she pounced from one enemy to the next in her silvery striped aegis armor, and even though I was surrounded by warrior women, the way she moved convinced me that she was probably one of the deadliest of my wives.

She was definitely the craziest.

I was about to glance over and see how Riecka, Juliette, and Zea were doing with the machinery by the hangar, but then I heard a sudden scuttling behind me, so I flipped my shotgun back over my shoulder and fired it right by my ear without even looking.

The shriek of the spider behind me was cut off by the ringing in my ears, but they instantly began to itch as they healed the damage, and I spun around, flipped my shotgun forward again, and pumped another slug into the spider to finish him off.

The creature swayed on his hairy, spiked legs, and I was barely able to jump out of the way in time before his body staggered and collapsed on top of his crumpled legs. One leg twitched out only centimeters from me before it shuddered and then fell still, and I pivoted to run back toward the rest of my women.

I only spun halfway into my turn before two spiders jumped down from the crumbling fortress wall and blocked my way. The corpse of the spider behind me was still oozing venom from its sharp fangs, so I couldn’t go backward, and one glance through their tall legs showed me that my women were so involved in their own fights that they didn’t see what was happening with mine.

As the two incoming spiders scrambled over the blocks of crumbling stone in their way, I slung my shotgun back over my shoulder, pulled out my twin golden and silver revolvers, and roared as I unleashed both massive revolvers on the towering creatures.

Plumes of fire streaked from both barrels as my revolvers bucked in my grip, and my bullets ripped through the faces of both spiders at the same time. Eye goop exploded in one direction, spider brains blew out the other side of the creatures’ skulls, and their bodies instantly started to plunge to the ground.

But one of them was collapsing straight toward Sivaha.

The silver-haired queen’s back was to me as she unloaded her submachine gun into the bleeding eye sockets of the spider in front of her, so before my target could crush her under its massive weight, I threw myself underneath the falling spider and grabbed Sivaha by the waist.

I rolled us both away from the falling corpse and covered her body with my own until the spider’s last leg thumped to the ground beside us. Then I pushed myself up on top of her, and I could feel the beautiful seductress’ excitement even though her expression was hidden by her aegis helmet.

I smiled despite the death and gore all around us.

“You really would have made a great Valkyrie,” I snickered as I stood up and helped pull her to her feet.

“Not enough sex,” Sivaha purred, and then she twisted to one side to fire her submachine gun at a target behind me before she laughed. “Even though Lux found a way! Nice loophole in the rules! What a clever girl.”

“Loophole?” I asked.

“Valkyries are Odin’s women, and they are sworn to him,” my wife purred as she flipped a new pair of magazines into her submachine guns. “Good thing you are his avatar. She hasn’t broken her vow! Ha!”

We spun apart to unleash another rain of fire down on the advancing creatures. Spider corpses were stacked almost as tall as the fortress walls now, so it was harder to see the rest of my women in the middle of all the chaos, and it was impossible to see the wrecked hangar. I trusted Riecka to get her drones working as soon as possible to free Valravn, especially with the help of Zea and Juliette, but it made me roar with frustration that I couldn’t see their progress for myself.

Instead, I just jumped toward another cluster of giant spiders and feathered the trigger of my massive revolvers. Two bullets ripped into the open maw of one spider, and the twin projectiles shattered his huge fangs like sheets of glass before they punched through the top of his skull in a geyser of dark blood.

I twisted to avoid the heavy leg of another spider as he tried to stomp me down to the ground, and before he could lift it up again, I switched out my golden revolver for my Bowie knife. The aegis steel blade carved through the creature’s thick leg like it was made of steamed noodle and even through the spikes that dripped venom, and the moment I sliced his leg in half, the spider stumbled and gave me enough of an opening to fire my silver revolver straight at his underside.

I jumped back as my bullet tore open the spider’s stomach and spewed slick intestines all over the ground. The creature’s blood hissed as it met the vine-choked stones below, and I wondered if its blood might be as dangerous as its fangs. In the end, it wasn’t really important since my aegis would protect me from both, as long as we were able to put these creatures down before we needed to fly Valravn out of there.

There was a lull in the fighting a few seconds later, but I still heard scuttling sounds from the darkness on the other side of the wrecked fortress walls. Half a dozen spiders were all still engaged in battle with my women, but we had dropped enough of them by now that the creatures seemed to be trying to retreat to wait for reinforcements.

This gave me just enough time to empty the chambers of my twin revolvers, slam in two new speed loaders, and then take aim at the closest fortress wall. Only a second after I swung both massive barrels toward the wall, a new wave of spiders poured over it, and they scrambled over the rocks so fast that their long legs got tangled with each other, but there were so many of them that it didn’t matter.

They just surged forward as a horde, and then the spiders all lifted their front legs and screeched together. As more and more of them raced toward us from the darkness, another sound suddenly cut through their ear-splitting shrieks.

Riecka’s two slabbing saws screamed as they cut into the rubble.

The sound of the industrial saws on the concrete was enough to rattle my teeth inside my skull, and based on the way the spiders recoiled, I guessed they must have enjoyed the sound even less than I did. They only paused for a second when the slabbing saws started to work, but I didn’t need more of an opening than that.

I ran forward, jumped onto a meter-tall fallen rock, and then vaulted into the air with my silver and golden revolvers outstretched.

My weapons thundered again and cratered two giant creatures, but I kept sailing forward until my feet landed on the head of a third giant spider. It shrieked and tried to shake me loose, but I had already pointed my golden revolver down at the thing’s head.

“Fuck off.” I squeezed the trigger again, and the bullet streaked down to rip a canyon-sized hole in the spider’s skull. Then I jumped off its body before it could take me down with it.

I landed beside Aasne just as my auburn-haired wife whipped her axe through two spider legs at once to cripple a huge creature. Her nervousness and enthusiasm flooded toward me as she plunged ahead and swung her axe into the spider’s belly, and since she seemed to have things well in hand over here, I spun away from her to face another creature.

Then a squeal of pain suddenly erupted from my left.

I whirled to face the source of the noise, and I fully expected to see one of my women trapped underneath a giant spider leg, but instead, I saw that one of the cyber wolves had been picked up by the jaws of a spider, and now the spider’s massive fangs were ripping it apart in a shriek of metal and sparking wires.

I fired both revolvers at the same time, but even as the thumb-sized bullets punched through the creature’s body and made him stagger backward on eight wobbly legs, I could already see it was too late for the wolf-drone. My wife’s chewed up minion fell from the spider’s slack jaws and hit the ground in a crumpled heap of smoking metal seconds before the spider slumped down behind him.

I fired my silver revolver at another approaching spider who hadn’t figured out the wolf was only made of metal instead of flesh it could devour, and then my golden revolver blew the face off another creature. The light had gone out of the wolf’s red eyes, but it formed a perfect trap for the other spiders who all crawled over each other to try to reach the downed prey, and I rained down bullets on every creature who came my way.

After I dropped the fifth spider who tried to come and devour the wolf-drone’s corpse, the spider corpses stacked on top of each other high enough to form a small mountain. My aegis might be advancing quickly, but I still hadn’t developed wing thrusters yet, so I didn’t want to get pinned down in the middle of a bunch of mounds of giant dead spiders.

As I started to retreat, a glimmer of silver movement appeared on my left, followed by a shriek like someone’s insides had been ripped out. I swung both my revolvers toward the movement, but I dropped them back to my sides when I saw it was Riecka. I didn’t know how my cyborg wife had moved so fast from where she had been stationed with the slabbing saw drones, but as the saw drones fell quiet, the tattooed queen vaulted over one of the dead spiders like it wasn’t even there, dashed past its sprawled legs, and then dropped to her knees beside the smoking body of her wolf.

She screamed again, and a wave of pain swept toward me and rocked me on my feet. The tattooed woman lifted the wolf-drone in her arms and rocked it back and forth, and then I realized she didn’t even see the spider approaching from her other side.

“Riecka!” I shouted, but she didn’t look up.

As the spider screeched and darted its jaws down toward my cyborg wife, I let my twin revolvers thunder like the hammer of Thor until the spider’s body exploded like a blood-filled balloon all over Riecka. She gasped and looked up like she suddenly remembered she was in the middle of a battlefield, but when she still didn’t move, I leaped over a shattered spider leg and ran forward to join her.

“Riecka, you’ve got to mmmove,” I growled.

I was about tell her that it was just a fucking robot, but then the tattooed woman looked up at me, and she had let the aegis flow away from her face. Her pale skin was streaked with tears, and her red eyes glittered with a mix of fury and sadness.

My breath caught in my throat when her emotions hit me.

These weren’t just “robots” to my wife.

These were her only friends. They were the children she had made to keep her company during her cold and dark life.

Riecka opened her mouth to say something, but I had to fire my silver revolver at another spider whose massive leg swung down to try to take us out. When the bullet split open its stomach, the air filled with the stench of rot and poison, but even as the creature’s insides vomited all over the slick stones around us, Riecka didn’t move. She just stared at what was left of the drone-wolf in her arms and then glanced at the foul-smelling blood as it poured toward us.

“Riecka!” I said.

“I--” But the cyborg queen couldn’t finish her thought, and instead, another wave of sorrow just poured toward me from her.

“I need you to get Valravn out,” I said. “You’re the only one who can do it.”

Riecka looked up at me, and a glimmer of recognition was in her eyes this time.

“I need you, Riecka,” I growled. “We all do. We are your family now.”

The cyborg queen’s red irises darkened. Then she gently laid the wolf’s body back down, pushed her chocolate-brown hair out of her face, and gave me a quick nod.

“Yes, Adam,” Riecka growled, and then she let the aegis flow back up to protect her head.

The tattooed woman sprinted across the battlefield back toward the wrecked hangar, and I fired one revolver and then the other after her to keep her path clear. As soon as she reached Juliette and Zea who were still with the machinery, I waited just long enough to see the drones in action.

Riecka barked orders at both women, and neither one of them argued. They just spun back around to face the hangar, and even though I couldn’t tell who was operating what, the two slabbing saw drones rolled forward and began to scream into the concrete again. At the same time, the pumping drone slid its metal balloon device in between two of the thickest rocks and started to inflate itself so it would keep the concrete from crashing down on the Shadow Eagle trapped beneath it.

I spotted Mikhael and Josefinna still posted right by the hangar as my women worked to free Valravn, and since both Nordar warriors seemed perfectly calm as they kept the spiders away from the three women, I turned my attention back to the rest of the massive creatures.

Sivaha and Madalena had joined the three Valkyries on the front lines to keep more of the spiders from scrambling into the area, but there were still plenty of fuckers left between them and the hangar. Elana’s sniper rifle continued to watch over the warriors at the edge of the fight, Aasne darted in and out between spiked spider legs as her axe sliced open every unprotected belly she could find, and Eve flung spiders onto their backs or crumpled their legs in on themselves to leave them vulnerable.

Valravn is calling to me.

I glanced at Eve where she hurled a meter-sized rock straight at a spider’s head, and as soon as the stone crushed the spider into a pile of rotten meat, my vampire wife glanced at me across the battlefield.

The spiders have been hunting her. The Shadow Eagle is a living creature, and even though they may not understand what she is, the spiders sense her life, and they have been searching for her.

Eve paused long enough to force another spider’s legs to bend backward, and when Aasne moved in for the kill, Eve finished her thought.

And my love… I do not think the spiders are the only creatures who have sensed Valravn in the rubble.

Sometimes, I hated when my gut instinct was spot on.

It wasn’t really a surprise that the sonic limiter must have been keeping out more than just snow leopards and man-eating spiders, and it didn’t change our plans at all. It only meant that we really needed to get a move on before even more creatures swarmed us from out of the darkness.

“Dragon!” I roared into my transponder.

“We are under attack, Tiger,” the lizard-man replied calmly.

“Spiders?” I demanded.

“Yes, but there are also man-sized worms,” Dragon answered. “Their skin is electric to the touch, but we are keeping them away from the engines.”

“How are you holding out?” I asked.

“Well…” he paused for a moment. “Assistance would be appreciated. There are many of them, and I fear they could damage Persephone, and then we will be unable to leave this place.”

“Shit!” I shouted. “Hang on, I’m sending the Valkyries to you!”

“Thank you, Tiger,” Dragon said as evenly as if I had just handed him the menu at a restaurant.

“Valkyries, get back to Persephone!” I called into the transponder.

Lux, Calisto, and Dana finished obliterating their current opponents, and then all three Valkyries clustered together. They fired up their purple wing thrusters at the same time, and then the deadly warrior women shot off into the night in a streak of fire.

As soon as they disappeared, I squeezed the triggers of both my revolvers and exploded another spider when he swooped down to try to lock his jaws on Madalena. Now that the Valkyries were gone, the front lines were starting to be overrun, so I sprinted forward to join Sivaha and Madalena.

We fought against the spiders sometimes back-to-back, but sometimes we spun away from each other to take down more of the creatures separately. The cyber wolves darted in and out of the fight all around us, and every time one of us had to reload, a wolf-drone suddenly appeared to cover us until we were ready to shoot again.

Every so often, I was able to glance over my shoulder to check the progress on the hangar. My cyborg queen’s drones had already removed a significant portion of the rubble, so I could now see one of the Shadow Eagle’s wings in the bright spotlights cast by the machinery. We were making progress, but we needed to either make it faster, or we needed to eliminate more spiders faster.

As I thumbed another speedloader into my silver revolver, I thought about telling Dragon to go ahead and take off in Persephone, but by the time I blasted half the eyeballs out of another towering spider, I decided against it. I was pretty sure that Valravn would be capable of flight, since Eve probably could have sensed if she was injured, but it would be stupid to hedge all of my bets on that guess, only to leave us stranded here while Persephone tried to send a shuttle down to rescue us.

And if Val was somehow injured, I wasn’t about to leave her at the mercy of these creatures. I didn’t know if the spiders would actually devour her once they realized she was a ship, but they had decimated the wolf-drone, so there was a pretty fucking good chance they’d do the same to the Shadow Eagle.

But Valravn was my ship, just like Persephone, just like Dance to the Dirge, and just like the ship we would rescue from Parnarta.

They were my Shadow Eagles, and I was their Tiger.

Fuck these spiders. This shit would end now.
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Chapter 14

I slid both my revolvers back into their holsters and pulled out my shotgun again. Then I roared even louder than the scream of the slabbing saws behind me and charged toward a group of five spiders as they clambered forward out of the darkness.

I pumped a slug into the body of the first spider that I rolled underneath, and as his legs tottered above me, I slid to the side and shot off the legs of the second spider. He crashed into a third spider, and by then, I was back on my feet and ripping open the thick skull of a fourth creature.

The beast in my soul wanted to tear his jaws through these fuckers and feast on their flesh, but I forced his rage into my shotgun instead. Sure, I might heal from any poison I consumed, but I couldn’t afford even a second’s delay while my body repaired itself. I needed to end these fuckers fast, or even after we freed the Shadow Eagle, we would still have to fight them off until she could safely take flight.

After the shotgun barked in my hand and ripped a meter wide hole through the last spider in the cluster beside me, I wiped the bloody pulp from my helmet and sent another slug into a creature close to Sivaha. As her submachine gun finished him off, I glanced down at the reloads in my ammo webbing rig and realized shit was about to get dicey.

We had more ammunition on Persephone, but this wasn’t going to help me now. I only had one more speed loader left for a revolver, and one mag left for my shotgun. I could use all of my ammo now, but I didn’t know how many more of the creatures were on their way, and I didn’t want to leave myself without any bullets if I got in a pinch.

“Eve!” I shouted as I slung my shotgun back over my shoulders.

I can do it. Tell me when.

Even across the battlefield, Eve had read my mind and already knew what I had planned. If we hadn’t been surrounded by hordes of massive, venomous spiders, I could have swept the beautiful vampire up in my arms and devoured her lips, but I forced the tiger in my soul to focus all his lust on the battlefield and pulled out my massive Bowie knife with a roar.

As another rush of spiders scrambled out of the jungle like a wave of shadows, I scanned the group until I locked onto the spider with the longest legs. I started running forward to meet the swarm of giant spiders, and when I was only five meters away, I called out to Eve.

“Now!” I roared.

And then just like that, my legs were pumping against nothing but air as my vampire wife used her magic to hurl me forward through the air. My legs kept churning underneath me anyway, and they helped angle my body in the direction I wanted to go. I barreled forward through the night like a rocket-propelled tiger-man, and I held my knife out to the right side while I stretched out the claws of my left hand.

Then my Bowie knife tore a long gash in the side of the biggest spider’s body, and my claws ripped open the skull of the creature beside him. Both spiders screeched and rocked their heads back, but their jaws snapped uselessly at the air. They stumbled into each other as I flew past them, and by the time I landed and flipped myself back around, the two creatures had crumpled into one giant tangle of legs and fangs, and they had caught at least three other spiders on their way down.

Before the three trapped spiders could free themselves, I moved from one to the next and tore each one open with my blade. I sliced the first one straight across every one of his glaring eyeballs, and I didn’t even pause to wipe away the sticky goop that exploded from his eye sockets before I plunged my knife into the top of the next fucker’s skull. I twisted the aegis blade until his legs went limp, and then I thrust my blade into the last spider’s body and ran forward so the knife carved him open from front to back.

As his guts poured out of his body, I jumped over the streaming puddle and landed on the other side of the slain spiders. I slammed my blade into the leg of another creature that lunged toward me with its jaws wide open, and I glanced past it to see Madalena and Sivaha still in the thick of the fight around me.

Then the slabbing saws suddenly stopped behind us.

The moment of silence was followed by the thundering crash of concrete and the screech of metal scraping against itself. As much as I wanted to look back and see if Valravn was alright, I forced myself to focus on the fight in front of me. We had almost stopped this wave of spiders, and I didn’t see any behind them, so there was a chance we might be in the clear after this.

For a little while, anyway.

“Elana, three o’clock!” I shouted.

The slender brunette hesitated for two seconds as she tried to twist around her sniper rifle. The wolves dashed forward while she took aim, and their metal jaws snapped and ripped apart the spider’s legs. They brought him halfway down in a matter of seconds, and then Elana’s sniper bullet exploded the spider’s brains straight out the back of its body to finish the job.

I used the fallen corpse of a spider as a launching pad to spring off, and then I flew through the air, twisted my body to the side, and pulled my silver revolver back out of its holster. I aimed the weapon directly at the open maw of an incoming spider, and right before its jaws closed around my arm, I let the thumb-sized bullet roar free of the barrel.

It streaked into the spider’s open mouth and burst through the top of the creature’s skull like a volcano of dark fire that rained down poison all around me. As the creature tumbled to the ground, I tucked my body into a roll and landed hard, but my roll absorbed most of the landing, and I sprung back to my feet a second later.

As soon as I stood upright, I saw Madalena’s longsword take down the last two spiders around us, and then my women and I all looked at each other and out into the darkness to see if there were any more creatures headed our way.

“Is that it?” Aasne panted. “Did we get them all?”

“Ohhh fuck,” Zea gasped. “Please say yes.”

I didn’t hear any sounds from the jungle around us, but I wasn’t sure the silence made me feel any better. The insects had probably all fallen quiet once the fighting started, but the fact that they still hadn’t started up their loud humming again meant they were either still hiding or they knew more spiders were on their way.

“Dragon, Lux, gggive me an update,” I growled into my transponder.

At first, there was only the scream of pulse rifles on the other end, but after a few seconds, the guns stopped firing, and Lux’s voice cut into the line.

“The threat has been eliminated,” the pig-tailed Valkyrie replied. “However, scanners indicate additional movement deeper in the jungle and headed our way.”

“Get ready to take off,” I said. “We just need to make sure Valravn is capable of flight.”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux responded.

“I think we caught a break, but we’re not in the clear yet,” I finally answered Aasne’s question. “You all keep watch for a second.”

Aasne, Elana, Madalena, Sivaha, and Eve all turned their attention back to the darkness just beyond the spotlight of the machinery drones, and I pivoted and ran over to join Riecka, Juliette, and Zea.

I only took a few steps forward before I saw the Shadow Eagle.

Concrete and metal was piled up all around Riecka’s machinery drones, but the Shadow Eagle itself was completely free. She seemed to glow everywhere the spotlights touched her, and as far as I could tell, she looked unharmed. Her wings were a deep bronze color, the same shade as the Shadow Eagle’s hair in my dream, and even though she wasn’t powered on, her hold was already open. She must have been trapped like that in the rubble, because Zea didn’t have her cable out and plugged into the controls on the ship’s door.

“Riecka, how does the ship look?” I asked as I joined my cyborg wife. “Any damage?”

“Her skeleton seems intact, and as you can see, we’ve cleared a path for her,” Riecka replied. “It might be a little bumpy when she first lifts off, but as long as she hasn’t taken any internal damage, she should be fine.”

“Good work,” I said with a nod. “I want you, Juliette, and Zea to go see if you can get her fired up. We’ll keep guard here, and as soon as you get her started, we’ll get the equipment on board and get out of here before any more of those spider fucks show up with their worm buddies.”

“Worms?” Juliette gawked at me. “What fucking worms?”

“Let’s just say that sonic limiter had its work cut out for it here,” I muttered. “Get going.”

The three women ran into the hold and disappeared around the corner toward the elevator.

“Mikhael and Josefinna, go check out the armory and see if there are any weapons or reloads we could use,” I ordered.

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar husband and wife said in unison, and they streamed into the hold as I turned back to my other women.

“Eve,” I called out as I jogged to reach her side. “Do you think you could move something for me from the other side of the battlefield?”

“How big is it?” my vampire wife asked.

“It’s the corpse of Riecka’s wolf-drone,” I said in a lower tone. “I don’t know if she can salvage it or not, but I’d like to give her the chance to try.”

As soon as I pointed out the direction of the fallen wolf, Eve squared her stance and held up both hands. There was a screech of metal, followed by a flailing spider leg that made us all raise our weapons until we realized my vampire wife was just moving it out of the way. A pile of mangled metal rose into the air a few seconds later, and as it drifted toward us, I wondered if I had been wrong to try to save what was left of the mangled wolf-drone.

Even its pulse rifle had been pried apart by the spider’s massive fangs, so there was barely anything recognizable about the wolf other than the wires that were now sticking out of what used to be its eye sockets. Eve floated it across the battlefield toward us, but she sent it right into the hold instead of letting us inspect it further first.

You did the right thing, my love. It clearly means a great deal to Riecka, and if she cannot repair it alone, you have a few brilliant women who will be able to help her.

I purred a little at Eve’s praise, but before I could enjoy it for too long, I felt a rush of excitement from my women who had gone up to the bridge of Valravn.

The Shadow Eagle hummed to life behind us.

“We’re up and running!” Zea shouted over the transponder. “Get your asses on board!”

“I can take off as soon as you’re inside,” Juliette added. “Unless you wanna make a super sexy slow-mo run and jump into the hold, anyway. Actually, yeah, do that. I’ll take off now, and then you can--”

“We’ll be on board in a second,” I interrupted with a purr that sounded a little like a growl.

I took one last look at the darkness around the destroyed fortress, but no other spiders had appeared yet, so we would just need to blast out of here before another wave of the creatures hit. When I moved to grab the drone controls to take them into the hold, I realized Juliette, Zea, and Riecka must have taken the controls on board already.

“Can you move the drrrones from where you are?” I growled into the transponder.

“Yes, my king,” Riecka replied, and the slabbing saw drones instantly began to rumble forward first as she controlled them from inside the ship.

After the cyborg woman moved the rest of the equipment on board, we moved into the hold along with Riecka’s five wolves, and I pressed the transponder to tell Lux to take Persephone out of here.

“Lux, Dragon, are you still clear?” I demanded.

“I estimate thirty seconds before the next wave of attackers reaches us,” Lux replied.

“Then use those thirty seconds to get the hell out of here,” I said. “Let me know when you’re off the ground.”

“Understood,” the Valkyrie replied.

After the last of Riecka’s wolves padded into the hold, I closed the doors and told Juliette we were on board. The Shadow Eagle instantly vibrated all around us as the thrusters fired up, and I moved to strap down the machinery before Juliette took off. Eve held the heavy equipment still, and while she concentrated on keeping it from sliding around and punching a hole through Valravn’s hull, Madalena, Sivaha, Elana, Aasne, and I slipped the restraining straps onto the drones as quickly as we could.

Once the equipment was secured, we strapped ourselves into the chairs in the hold, and the cyber wolves all jumped into an empty storage crate to keep themselves still during takeoff. Mikhael and Josefinna appeared from the direction of the armory a second later, and they bolted across the hold and strapped themselves in, too.

“We’re rrready,” I said with a nod to the two Nordar warriors.

“Everybody hold onto your tits,” Juliette said. “Uh, except for Mikhael and Adam. You two can just hold onto your--”

The rest of Juliette’s sentence was cut off as the Shadow Eagle’s thrusters roared to life and carried us up out of the dead Vaish king’s ruined fortress.

“I’ll have us out of here in a minute,” Juliette called over the speakers of the ship. “I just… gotta… there!”

The Shadow Eagle rocked to the side and then leveled out again, but it was only level for a few seconds before we were all flung back in our seats as Juliette aimed us for the sky.

“We are airborne, Adam,” Lux said through the transponder. “Dana is piloting. Should we head out of the atmosphere?”

“We’ll meet you in orbit,” I growled.

My head slammed into the back of the chair as Juliette stepped up the acceleration, but only a few minutes after we first lifted off, the ship hummed all around us again and then the pressure on our bodies eased up.

“We’re in orbit around Nyr Valhalla,” Juliette chimed. “I’ve got her steady, so you all can come up to the bridge now.”

“How does the armory look?” I asked Mikhael and Josefinna as I unbuckled myself from the chair.

“It is well-supplied with pulse rifles and extra power cells,” Josefinna replied. “But there is not much else in terms of firepower.”

“There are plenty of melee weapons, though,” Mikhael said. “King Tanal had a fondness for combat in close quarters, so I suppose this should not be a surprise.”

“What kind of melee weapons?” I asked.

“Longswords, combat knives, axes, maces, and spears,” Josefinna said. “Basically anything you could want.”

“I guess that’s something,” I said. “I’d rather have more guns, but old-fashioned weapons can cut somebody open just the same.”

“Yes, Adam,” the Nordar husband and wife said together.

“We’ll head to Uraniel in just a minute, and we’ll use warpdrive to get there, so it shouldn’t take us long,” I told them. “Can you clean everyone’s weapons before we get there?”

“Yes, Adam,” they replied again.

“Good, everybody hand your shit overrrr,” I growled.

My wives and I all gave our weapons to the two Nordar warriors so they could get them cleaned and prepped for the next fight. I didn’t think we would need to actually land on Uraniel and fight anyone in person, but there was no reason not to be prepared. While Josefinna and Mikhael took the weapons back to the armory, I started toward the elevator with my women but paused before I mashed the button.

“Is something wrong, my lord?” Elana asked.

“Hang on,” I grunted, and then I moved back into the hold to look around.

Do you recognize her?

I studied the seams in the ship and tried to remember the details of my dreams with the Shadow Eagles. There had been so many dreams at this point that it was hard to keep track of each of them, especially since the details usually started to fade the moment I woke up, but there was one dream that kept repeating itself.

It was the one where I was inside a Shadow Eagle, and it was trapped inside some kind of rock or cave. Creatures were trying to tear their way into the hull, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t get the ship out of the rock, and everything around me in the dreams just pulsed reddish-purple light as the Shadow Eagle’s alarms blared.

I knew the trapped Shadow Eagle had to either be Valravn or the Shadow Eagle on Parnarta, since both were surrounded by rock, but her hold was unfamiliar. The inside of the ship was a slightly darker bronze than the wings and hull, and the layout was different from the little I remembered of my dreams. I didn’t think I had ever dreamed about the inside of this Shadow Eagle before, even though I had seen Val with Persephone and Dancer the last time I entered the strange dream-world.

This meant the trapped Shadow Eagle must be the one on Parnarta that had no engine, and if I kept dreaming about her, she must be really important, or she must really need me.

Hell, it was probably both.

And if the creatures on Nyr Valhalla could sense Valravn’s life force underneath the rubble and try to hunt her down, I could only imagine what might be hunting the Shadow Eagle on Parnarta.

I sure as hell hoped we would arrive in time.

“This isn’t the Shadow Eagle from my dreams,” I told my women. “Not the one that’s trapped in the rock, anyway.”

“Then we should hurry and get to Parnarta!” Aasne gasped.

“We will, my wife,” I chuckled. “But first we have to join my fleet at Uraniel.”

I led the way into the elevator, and once the five women had joined me, I took it up to the bridge. I would look around at the layout of Valravn later, but right now, I wanted to check the fleet’s ETA to Uraniel and find out how long we had before we needed to enter warpdrive to join them.

The layout of the bridge was similar to Persephone, only slightly smaller. There were six officer chairs at the front of the bridge behind the pilot, copilot, and navigator’s seats. A similar holographic display stood in the middle of the two rows of gunner stations behind the raised dais, but there were only eight gunner stations total.

Juliette had taken the pilot’s chair, Zea was seated as copilot, and Riecka had settled herself in one of the gunner stations in case we needed any firepower on our way out of Nyr Valhalla. At least the man-eating spiders weren’t able to fly, so now we were orbiting the planet in peace.

“Captain on the bridge!” Zea shouted with a grin when she heard us enter.

The three women already on the bridge stood up to greet me, but I waved them back to their seats. Then I noticed Zea and Riecka had already restored their aegis, and it reminded me I was still in my tiger form. I felt Eve’s gentle touch on my lower back as she read my thoughts, and then I closed my eyes and started to breathe more deeply. I thought of cool ocean waves and endless beaches, and as I listened to the hiss of the rest of my women’s aegis armor as they restored them to their amulets, my pulse slowed down, and my body finished its shift back into its human form.

“You will not need to rest now, my king?” Riecka asked.

“I should be fine,” I said as I let my own aegis flow away from my body. “I’ve been a lot less tired after my shifts lately, so I should be alright until we hyperdrive to Parnarta, and then I’ll have a chance to catch up on my sleep.”

I moved to sit in one of the central officer chairs, and the rest of my women moved with me. Madalena and Sivaha sat on my right, while Eve, Aasne, and Elana all took the chairs to my left. I was about to go over our next steps with my wives, but I felt a trickle of hope mixed with sadness from behind me from where Riecka was seated at a gunner station.

“Riecka, come sit in the navigator’s seat,” I told her.

The cyborg queen moved quickly to sit beside Juliette, and her happiness that I had asked her to join the rest of my wives was damn near overwhelming. Riecka had been so crushed when she saw her wolf-drone killed by the giant spiders that I felt an overwhelming urge to take the beautiful, tattooed woman in my arms, but this wasn’t the time.

“Don’t worry, I won’t bite,” Juliette teased when my cyborg wife perched uncomfortably on the edge of the navigator’s chair.

“Shouldn’t you be afraid I’ll bite you?” Riecka smirked.

“Ooh, good one,” Juliette chuckled.

“How long before my fleet is set to arrive at Uraniel?” I asked. “I want to make sure we time our arrival exactly with theirs, or as close as possible.”

“They should arrive in one Earth hour and fifty-four minutes,” Madalena announced as she glanced at the display in front of her.

“Valravn is almost as fast as Persephone,” Zea said. “So, it will take us one hour and forty-five minutes in warpdrive to reach Uraniel.”

“Shit, this took a little longer than I thought,” I muttered as I looked at the universal time stamp on the front display. “Alright, let’s give it seven more minutes, and then engage warpdrive for Uraniel. We’ll come out a minute or two before my fleet, and this should give us enough time to get the lay of the land.”

“But not so much time that the enemy has a chance to obliterate us.” Sivaha nodded. “It is a good plan.”

“I know,” I said with a smile. “You’ll all man gunner stations when we come out of warpdrive though, so we’ll be prepared for anything we face. Madalena, will you coordinate with Persephone and make sure she arrives at Uraniel at the same time we do?”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie replied, and she opened up an audio channel with her Valkyries on board the other Shadow Eagle.

“Perfect,” I said once she finished. “Now, I need to go shower off, and you’re all welcome to do the same.”

“The captain’s quarters are in the same location as on the other Shadow Eagles,” Zea said. “I’m not sure about the other quarters, but I’d guess the second level.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” I agreed. “You should all get cleaned up too, so we’re fresh for whatever we find at Uraniel.”

A few minutes later, Valravn entered warpdrive, and Persephone was scheduled to follow us a few minutes later. I gave Madalena command of the bridge but told her she could hand it over to Riecka at some point so she could shower too, and then I went to get cleaned up in the captain’s quarters.

I didn’t shower long since I really only wanted to clean up. If I let myself get too relaxed, I might start to feel sleepy now that I was back in my human form, and I couldn’t afford to be tired yet. Instead, once I had washed all my sweat and most of my tension down the drain, I dried off, dressed, and then returned to the bridge.

When there were only a few minutes to go before our arrival, I ordered Juliette and Zea to remain in the pilot and copilot’s chairs, and I sent the rest of my wives to the gunner stations. I stayed in my captain’s chair to oversee everything, but within a few seconds, Madalena, Sivaha, Eve, Aasne, Elana, and Riecka had all taken positions as gunners, along with Mikhael and Josefinna, in case we needed to fire immediately when we exited warpdrive.

“Everybody ready?” Juliette called. “Not that it matters, since I can’t keep us in warpdrive longer than we’re scheduled to be here.”

“We’re ready,” I chuckled.

“That’s good,” Zea said. “Because we’ve got three… two…”

The stars blurred and blinked on all around us, and the green and blue planet of Uraniel spun into view. It was a beautiful world, and for half a second, it looked like it was the most peaceful place in the galaxy.

Then Valravn’s alarms screamed to let us know that there were a thousand Lith Dae ships circling the planet.

“You motherfuckers,” I growled.



[image: ]



Chapter 15

I glanced at the specs on the Lith Dae ships. Heavy cannons, laser arrays, and all the rest of it as the data scrolled down Valravn’s display like a wave of angry ants, but I shook my head and redirected my attention in front of us.

None of my other forces had arrived at Uraniel yet, so I didn’t want the Shadow Eagle to make any sudden moves that might spook Lith Dae into attacking us before we were ready. I doubted they would fire without trying to talk to us first, since they outnumbered us by thousands to one, and if not, our shields should take care of any surprise shots long enough for us to maneuver away.

At least, I hoped this would be the case.

“The shields are fully operational,” Eve said. “Zea ran a scan of everything, and Valravn seems unharmed.”

“It’s kind of a miracle, to be honest,” Zea said. “I thought she’d be injured for sure, but the way she was trapped under the rubble was like at all the perfect angles to avoid any damage, and--”

“Now may not be the best time, my love,” Eve told her. “Let us just say Val is a living creature, and she may have more ways to protect herself than we realize.”

“We got an incoming transmission, Handsome,” Juliette said. “Audio or video?”

“Audio only,” I ordered. “But fumble it for a minute. I don’t want to actually talk to these assholes.”

“You got it,” the redheaded pilot replied.

As Juliette stalled the Lith Dae ship who hailed us, I watched four cruisers drift toward us, and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before they hyperdrived right on top of us to keep us from escaping. I glanced at the display to check the time, and a wave of excitement rippled around me as my wives all realized the same thing I did.

The red text on the screen that was scrolling through all of the enemy ships’ data suddenly shifted to green text, and my shoulders relaxed at the sight.

Hades Class Experimental Craft: HAD-35-11345-243-5432B.

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation

Branding: Persephone

Hyperdrive: EQ - 2430-QUERY - 24 hours to 1 light year

Warpdrive: W78 -1002ZARN - 40 light years per hour for 2.4 hours

Foldingdrive: Classified

Length: 160 meters

Minimum Crew: 10

Estimated fighter craft: 3

Estimated Drone Payload: 12

Heavy plasma cannons: 3

Light plasma guns: 10

Laser arrays: 1

“Need a hand?” Lux’s voice cut across our speakers.

I grinned at the sound of the Valkyrie’s voice, and I saw the four Lith Dae cruisers hesitate. They would have to recalculate their trajectories now that there were two of us, but I knew something they didn’t.

There were about to be a quarter of a million of us.

“Sorry, can’t stall them any longer!” Juliette said.

“Valravn, you do not have authorization to enter this system,” a man’s nasally voice announced. “Kill your engines and prepare to be boarded.”

“Like hell we will,” I muttered.

Then, right on time, the space around Uraniel filled with so many Nordar ships it was like someone poured a whole different star system into this one, and I smiled as I imagined how many of the Lith Dae assholes must have just pissed their pants.

My Nordar fleet had arranged their arrival so precisely that they immediately formed a bowl formation around the planet so it would be difficult if not impossible for the Lith Dae navy to flee. Already, I could see the Lith Dae ships around Uraniel scramble to try to meet this new threat, but their movements were scattered and frantic, and a few thousand ships would never be a match for the might of my Nordar navy.

“Admiral Jetuyn, are you all here?” I asked on a separate audio channel.

“Your admirals are here, and we are ready to fire on your order,” Admiral Jetuyn replied. “Congratulations on your newest Shadow Eagle, my king.”

“You cannot be here!” the nasally Lith Dae man screeched. “You cannot stay! We are Lith Dae, and--”

“Watch me,” I growled. “Jetuyn, destroy them.”

The moment my armada unleashed a salvo of plasma fire on the Lith Dae navy, the entire sky lit up like fireworks. Dark balls of plasma plunged toward each other across enemy lines, and smaller cannons streamed plasma beams at each other in every color of the rainbow.

Just as the two armadas opened fire on each other, the four Lith Dae cruisers who had separated from the rest of the navy all stretched like rubber bands and then disappeared.

“Shiiit!” Juliette shouted, and then she pulled hard to the right.

Then the three cruisers instantly appeared all around us.

Two of them were directly above us now, a third had come out of hyperdrive beneath us, and the fourth had come out to our left. The moment they appeared, their cannons all unleashed their plasma fire on us at the same time. They were too close for any of the Nordar ships to target them without catching us in the cross-fire, and my armada was busy enough as they took out the rest of the Lith Dae assholes.

We would have to take these cruisers out for ourselves.

They were all about twice as big as the Shadow Eagle, and they had already started firing their cannons at us. Juliette jerked the ship back up, barrel-rolled three times in a row, and then flew forward at a tilt, and I gasped at the pressure of the G-forces on my chest.

“They fucking hyperdrived over here!” Juliette screamed as she threw Valravn into a hard dive.

“Sivaha, Elana, Riecka, you’re on heavy cannons!” I roared. “Aasne, Eve, Mikhael, Josefinna, light plasma guns! Zea, laser arrays!”

My women immediately toggled their controls to their weapons, and while the Prime Valkyrie barked orders to the rest of the navy, Juliette dove Valravn to the side in a tight barrel-roll. The sudden shift made my stomach flip, but I tightened it up as Val’s alarms screeched again when one of the cruiser’s plasma beams slammed into our shields.

“Persephone, take the one to our left!” I ordered. “We’ll target the one below us first!”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux replied, and then I watched Persephone wheel away to deal with the Lith Dae cruiser to our left.

“Yeah, it’d be super if we could free up our movements a little,” Juliette said between gritted teeth. “This shit is for the birds.”

The first blast of cruiser fire missed us except for one plasma ball that rattled the shield around the Shadow Eagle’s left wing. As the enemy cruisers tried to adjust their angles of attack, Juliette pushed the nose of Valravn forward again, and a series of dark red plasma balls burst free of our front cannons, followed by lighter plasma beams fired by Aasne, Elana, and Eve.

The plasma balls exploded like chucked tomatoes right before they hit the carrier below us, and the beams all bounced off a shimmering orange shield. Of course these Lith Dae assholes would have shields to protect their ships, but I had expected this, just like I had expected the next move they would pull.

Their drone bays opened and poured out dozens of angry fuckers.

“Riecka, switch over to drones!” I ordered. “Mikhael, you’re on Riecka’s heavy cannon now.”

“Yes, Adam!” Riecka and Mikhael responded.

Valravn’s own drone bays opened a split second later, and even though we didn’t have nearly as many as the three Lith Dae cruisers, the enemy drones also weren’t controlled by a badass cyborg queen.

“Our shields are holding at ninety percent!” Zea called as Riecka flung the drones into the fight. “The cruiser’s shield is down to… sixty-two percent!”

“Hit it again,” I ordered. “Explode the plasma balls with the light guns. Juliette, get us under the hull!”

My women didn’t say anything and instead simply carried out my commands. I caught a brief glimpse of Persephone in her own fight against one of the other cruisers, and then another blast of plasma balls from the two carriers on top of us shuddered Valravn’s frame. But even as I saw our shields drop to seventy-nine percent, I gripped my seat as Juliette dove the nose of our ship forward.

The stars blurred around us as we continued our dive until we were upside-down, and when the stars came back into view a second later, we were still spinning, only now we were underneath the bottom Lith Dae cruiser.

“Sorry I couldn’t warn you I was engaging hyperdrive,” Juliette muttered. “But everybody hang on because I’m about to--”

The redheaded pilot didn’t finish her sentence before the stars blurred again, and my back pressed so hard into my seat, I thought my spine might push right through it. When we came out of hyperdrive the second time, we were still underneath the enemy cruiser, only now we were at the very back of it.

“Hit it!” I shouted.

The light plasma guns streamed purple fire toward the hull of the Lith Dae cruiser, and even as the first wave bounced off the enemy’s shields, I could tell it was weakening.

“Again!” I roared, and I forced myself to focus on the cruiser right above us instead of the rest of the battle that raged on every side.

As my crew unleashed another wave of cannon fire, the enemy drones caught up to our position and began to pepper us from every angle, and as fast as Juliette rolled and tilted our wings, it wasn’t fast enough to avoid the drone fire if we wanted to keep up the pressure on the cruiser.

When Riecka’s drones flew into the fight a second later, there was an explosion just above our right wingtip that rattled my teeth, but I felt only a wave of satisfaction from the tattooed queen so I knew the explosion must have been the enemy drones instead of our own.

“I’m flipping us on our backs!” Juliette cried. “Their shields are at thirty, and we can break through if we light them up along their entire hull!”

“Zea, that’s your cue,” I said. “Hit them with the lasers the second their shields are down. Everybody else, focus on breaking through those shields for her.”

“I got it,” the blonde hacker growled.

The G-forces flipped my stomach again as Juliette swung Valravn around, but as soon as we were on our backs, she sped us along the hull of the enemy cruiser, and my crew unleashed the Shadow Eagle’s cannons. Several streams from the light plasma guns met the heavy plasma balls and exploded them like dying red suns, and the enemy cruiser’s shields dropped to seven percent.

We were almost at the end of the carrier’s hull, but if we had to take another pass, it would only give the other two enemy ships who had hyperdrived to our location more time to counter our attack. Persephone had already finished off the enemy that she was engaged with and had moved on to one of the two remaining ships beside us, and I was glad for the backup since the Nordar fleet had their hands full with the rest of the Lith Dae navy.

“Zea, start shooting!” I roared. “Juliette, curve us up the front of their nose so Zea can aim for the bridge!”

“Shit, shit, shit,” Zea panted as she gripped the control stick with white knuckles.

“You’ve done this before,” Madalena told the blonde hacker as she took a quick break from ordering the admirals around the battlefield. “You can do it again.”

Zea gave a harried nod and opened fire. The lasers went nowhere at first, but when a stream of plasma from Eve burst apart another giant ball from Mikhael, the carrier’s shields dropped completely, and Zea’s lasers streaked through to cut into the hull.

The metal burned under the force of the laser array, but Juliette was already flying us up the front of the carrier’s nose so I couldn’t see how much damage the Lith Dae ship had actually taken. Instead, we popped up right in front of the bridge, and while Juliette rocked the Shadow Eagle back and forth to keep her from taking too much damage from the enemy cannons, Zea kept her grip on the laser array controls.

When her lasers finally burned into a plasma ball unleashed by Josefinna, it burst open the dark red energy ball and sprayed it out in a hundred different directions. Each exploded piece of the plasma ball crashed into a different part of the massive carrier bridge, and almost immediately, the enemy ship began to crumple in on itself as its drives and guns misfired.

“Move! Move!” I shouted.

Juliette’s left hand flew over the keys while her right hand pulled back on the throttle, and then we disappeared into the silence of hyperdrive for a few seconds. By the time we emerged a few thousand kilometers above our previous location, the Lith Dae cruiser was nothing more than a few pieces of floating space garbage and a red stain of fire that slowly evaporated into the blackness of space.

“You know, if I didn’t like my title of Queen Hacker so much, I might sign on to be a permanent gunner,” Zea said as she licked her lips. “I’m pretty good at this shit.”

“Fuck yeah, Blondie,” Juliette said. “Now if I can just…”

The redhead trailed off as she threw the Shadow Eagle to the left to avoid an onslaught of cannon fire from above us, but even as I swayed in my seat, I realized the plasma fire only came from one ship. When Juliette leveled us out again, I read Valravn’s read-out of the closest enemy ships to us, and I saw that one of the two remaining cruisers had already been destroyed.

“We have your back, Adam,” Lux said, and then I caught sight of Persephone as she rolled and then dove forward to meet another approaching Lith Dae ship.

“Of course you do,” I said with a grin. “Juliette, get us to that last ship, and approach it from the top!”

“I have almost eliminated all of their drones,” Riecka chuckled. “Their pilots are terrible.”

“Good job,” I said.

“Coming in from below!” Juliette spun us around the underside of the remaining cruiser, and our wings rolled over each other too fast for any of their cannons to lock onto us. Every direction I looked, drones exploded like bright confetti, and then Juliette slid into a donut-spin that left our nose aimed directly at the top of the Lith Dae carrier.

“Fire!” I called.

As my crew poured plasma toward the enemy ship, its fighter bays opened and began to empty out a dozen small craft that darted toward us and looked like massive drones, but at least this ship’s shields had already been damaged. Our cannons pumped a dozen plasma blasts into what was left of their shields, and they shattered apart in a burst of orange smoke a few seconds later.

Then our next shots poured into the fighter bays of the exposed cruiser.

It started to crumple in on itself in a barrage of dark red and orange fire, and the last few drones all went dead in the air as the ship imploded. The fighter crafts weren’t like the drones though, so even as the enemy ship fractured apart, the fighters continued to dip in and out of the fray.

Riecka’s drones instantly began to work on the fighter crafts now that the drones and the cruiser were no longer a threat, and the rest of my crew concentrated their cannons on the fighters, too. Our shields had already been damaged, and even though Valravn could repair herself after the fight, this wouldn’t help us at all if the enemy broke through our shields completely first.

I was chomping at the bit to find out how the rest of the battle was going, but I trusted that Madalena and my admirals had everything well in hand. Right now, it was more important to finish off these fighters that had managed to make it all the way to our battle lines so they couldn’t take out any of the rest of my armada.

A horde of new drones suddenly darted toward us from somewhere I couldn’t see, but right as I started to think we might actually be outgunned, they opened fire on the Lith Dae fighter crafts.

“Incoming transmission,” Zea grunted. “Patching through audio.”

“It’s not that we didn’t think you could handle yourselves,” Kasta’s voice announced from Dance to the Dirge. “Actually, we tried to help Persephone first, but Lux barked at us to come help Valravn since that’s where the King of Kings is.”

“She was very firm about it,” Paula added.

“Yeah, she might as well have reached her hand through the comm line and grabbed us by the tits,” Kasta giggled. “It was pretty intense.”

“It’s nice to have you with us,” I chuckled, “but we’ve got a navy to finish off.”

“Let’s destroy these fuckers!” Phoenix called, and then the audio communication cut off.

I watched Dance to the Dirge wheel away under Nikki’s expert piloting, and I felt like one lucky son of a bitch now that I had three Shadow Eagles to my name. Persephone and Dancer weaved in and out of the battle like two dark birds of prey that screamed and then consumed their enemies with fire, and I knew Val looked the same to anyone who was watching her.

Lith Dae would regret the day they ever thought to take on a meathead marine from Ganymede.

One day soon, so would the Draugr.

As soon as the last of the fighter crafts were eliminated, I was finally able to turn my attention back to the rest of the battle, but there wasn’t much left of it. Everywhere I looked, the stars were blocked by floating Lith Dae wreckage and cruisers that imploded with such force that they sucked in the smaller vessels around them.

“Give me an update,” I told Madalena.

“A hundred and forty-seven of their ships have fled to the other side of Uraniel, but the rest of their fleet has been destroyed,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “We have chased the one hundred and forty-seven ships with five thousand of our own, and an additional eight thousand just hyperdrived there to block their further escape.”

I glanced at Valravn’s display as it blared an alert about more incoming enemy ships, and as I saw a few dozen ships emerge from the atmosphere of Uraniel, Madalena nodded.

“Ah, yes,” my warrior wife said. “Lith Dae continues to send more ships up from the surface, since they clearly do not understand what they are up against. We will eliminate them, as we have eliminated the rest of the fleet.”

“Leave one alive to interrogate,” I said.

“I will give the order,” the Prime Valkyrie said.

“Losses?” I asked after Madalena finished speaking to the admirals again.

“We have lost only thirty-seven,” Madalena said proudly.

“Total?” I raised my eyebrows. “Just thirty-seven?”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie answered. “These Lith Dae are no match for the might of Odin.”

“Apparently,” I muttered. “Great job.”

The last of the fights finished quickly. A few Lith Dae ships tried to hyperdrive away from the battle, but my armada had completely surrounded them, so there was no clear path for them to escape. Instead, they met the same fate as the rest of their navy, and it was exactly what they deserved.

When there was only one frigate class left, five of my destroyers surrounded it, and I ordered Madalena to request audio communication with the Lith Dae ship.

“There are more of us on Uraniel than you can ever hope to defeat,” a woman’s voice sneered.

“I doubt that,” I said dryly.

“I speak for all of Lith Dae, and I say--”

“If you speak for all of Lith Dae, then I can accept your surrender on their behalf,” I cut her off. “If your people have had enough of trying to enslave the people of Uraniel, I might show you mercy in my prisons.”

“The people of Uraniel would be nothing without us,” the woman replied. “They have so many resources at their disposal, but they refuse to use them just because they don’t want to get their hands dirty with the business of mining.”

“Maybe this is because the last time somebody dug into the soil of Uraniel, they dug up a cursed alien temple,” Eve growled. “Perhaps the natives prefer to live in harmony with their planet instead of bleeding it dry.”

This woman is too far away for me to read her thoughts, but I do not think I need to. Lith Dae does not regret their actions, and they would do it again. They are all corrupt, and they will continue to cause pain to others if we let them live.

“My thoughts exactly,” I muttered, but I decided to give it one more chance just to squeeze a little more information from this woman. “This is Adam, King of the Nordar, and this is your last chance to surrender and call off your forces on the ground before we destroy them, too.”

“Adam?” the woman repeated. “Were you a Captain Adam a few months ago?”

“How have you heard of him?” Madalena demanded.

“You are the one who killed Captain Renalta!” the woman gasped. “You are the one who freed the slaves from their bunkers!”

“And the one who destroyed all the bird drones,” Zea added. “Don’t forget that part.”

“I guess the Lith Dae ships who escaped made it back to your homeworld and spread the good news,” I grunted. “And that’s when you brought all your forces back here?”

“This is not all of our forces,” the woman said. “We have thousands more, and--”

“Lying in the face of defeat is the coward’s way out, don’t you think?” I sighed. “If you really wanted to intimidate us, you could have upped the number, but now I know that this is all you’ve got to throw against us, and we’ve just eliminated your entire navy, other than whatever sad ships you’ve still got down on the surface of Uraniel.”

“She just cut the connection,” Zea said.

A second later, the frigate suddenly dove toward one of my Nordar destroyers, and I rolled my eyes at the fact that she thought she could actually suicide-bomb any of my ships. Sure enough, the sky turned the color of plasma fire, and I only saw a few small hunks of its metal hull drift away when my armada ceased firing.

“Madalena, open up a line with Admiral Jetuyn,” I said immediately, since I knew the young admiral was the lead command of this portion of my armada.

“My king, I am here,” Jetuyn announced.

“Did any of them escape?” I asked.

“No, they could not maneuver around us in time,” Admiral Jetuyn replied. “A few of them headed down to Uraniel when they could not get away from our forces, but we will stop them.”

“I know you will,” I said. “This was a good test for the armada, and you did well.”

“Thank you, my king,” Jetuyn answered. “We might not have faced the Draugr this time, but we will be ready when we do.”

“Dispatch a force to the surface of Uraniel to eliminate the ships that fled,” I ordered. “Their marines are well-trained, and I’m sure they’ll have adequate ground troops, too.”

“Understood, my king,” the young admiral replied. “We will eliminate everyone who does not bend their knee to the King of Kings.”

“Whenever you finish off Lith Dae, I also want you to send a report back to Odin Geirr,” I said. “We have to go to Parnarta first, but I want to see the report first thing when I return to Nordar - 13.”

“Understood, my king,” Jetuyn repeated. “Do you have any contacts among the Uraniel natives so we can coordinate our report on what has happened here with them?”

“Alava is one of the leaders of the New Penza city,” I said. “She was in the northwest bunker, but I imagine the natives all live on the surface instead of in bunkers now that we eliminated the threat of the bird-drones.”

“If she is alive, we will find her,” Admiral Jetuyn said.

“And after you eliminate Lith Dae, I want a detachment of your forces to remain on the surface of Uraniel,” I said. “One in each city, in addition to the ships that will remain stationed around the planet. The citizens there might need food, water, and shelter, so provide it for them.”

“Understood, my king,” the admiral replied, and then the audio connection closed.

“Your navy performed well, Husband,” Sivaha purred.

“Hell yeah, they did, but I’ve gotta say, I’m kinda disappointed,” Zea sighed. “I really thought we might get to punch a SAVO in the face today.”

“Was the defeat of an entire navy not enough to satisfy your bloodlust?” Riecka asked. “Perhaps you are fiercer than your appearance suggests, Zea.”

“Yes, thaaank you!” Zea grinned. “See? Wolfie gets it. I’m clearly the most badass out of everybody here.”

“Well, you’ve got the cutest ass, I’ll give you that much,” Sivaha chuckled. “It’s so small and firm I could just bite right into it.”

“I happen to agree with you.” Eve smiled at our lover.

“Uhhh, I think we might all be getting sidetracked,” the blonde hacker said as her face flushed bright pink. “We just defeated the Lith Dae navy! I feel like we should have a party or something.”

“I think we’re gonna have to save the celebration until after we kill the SAVO,” Juliette said. “Or at least until after we get the last Shadow Eagle.”

“Madalena, coordinate the reset times for the Shadow Eagles’ warpdrives and calculate exact departure times,” I said.

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“Incoming transmission,” Zea said while Madalena went to work. “It’s Dance to the Dirge.”

“Put the video on,” I said.

“Don’t you think it’s just so sexy the way Adam--” Kasta stopped herself as the static cleared to connect us. “Oops! Hiya, Captain and Queens.”

“Kasta,” I said with a smile. “Is everyone on your end alright?”

“We are A-okay, Kitty-Boy,” Kasta said, and she ducked out of the way so the video feed showed the rest of the bridge behind her.

Paula and Phoenix sat at gunner stations next to each other, and the other stations were filled by Milda, Baki, Pier, and Arno. I knew Nikki must be out of sight in the pilot’s seat, and I was relieved that they were all unharmed, and so was Dance to the Dirge.

“Hiiiiii!” Zea called. “How’s everybody back at Odin Geirr?”

“We haven’t actually been apart from each other that long.” Paula grinned. “But I missed you too, Zea.”

“How about you, Phoenix?” I asked.

“I am grateful you let me join you all,” the beautiful pirate replied. “It is strange to be separated from my fleet, but I am glad my army will be at Parnarta to help you in any way that they can.”

“Me, too,” I told her. “How were the Elaka Nota women when you left them?”

“They didn’t have any more incidents after you all left for Nyr Valhalla,” Paula answered. “They said they’re getting pretty good at guarding their minds. It makes it harder for them to read other people’s thoughts, but it also makes it more difficult for any Draugr to attack them.”

“Good, that’s what we want,” I said.

“Ooh, I almost forgot to tell you that I fought your sister!” Kasta said.

“You did what?” I growled.

“For training, obviously,” the blonde android giggled. “The Nordar trainer thought it would be good to have her practice against me and some of Phoenix’s robots first before he threw her up against real-life Nordar warriors.”

“You are a Nordar warrior,” Sivaha pointed out.

“Well, yeah, but like… you know what I mean,” Kasta said. “I’m super skilled and everything, but not Nordar-skilled. I haven’t been training with a knife since before I could crawl.”

“Fair enough,” Sivaha chuckled.

“Anyway, so I’ve gotta tell you, your sis is pretty good,” Kasta said. “She’s crazy fast and strong as a tiger, but that’s no big surprise since it runs in your family, but after a couple sessions with her, the trainer said he was ready to move her to the next stage of training.”

“You didn’t have to do that, but I appreciate it,” I told the blonde android.

“It was fun,” Kasta said with a cute little shrug. “Plus, it gave me and Phoenix a chance to hang out a little more.”

“I have everything ready,” the Prime Valkyrie announced.

“Lay it on me, Maddy!” Zea called. “I’ve got the coordinates for Parnarta all ready to go, so Val just needs a timeframe, and we can take off.”

“All of the Shadow Eagles’ warpdrives need to reset,” Madalena said. “Persephone’s will cool down the fastest, Valravn after that, and then Dance to the Dirge shortly after that. They should all be reset in three hours and fifteen minutes. Then, Dance to the Dirge will need to leave first, followed by Valravn five minutes later and Persephone twelve minutes after Valravn. This should put us at Parnarta all at the same time, and we will meet Phoenix’s drone fleet, the ship of engineers that will repair the last Shadow Eagle, and the escort I sent with them.”

“Is anybody else super happy we’ve got the Prime Valkyrie on our team?” Kasta sighed. “Not that I’d mind doing all the math to coordinate the departures and arrivals, but just because I’m good at it doesn’t mean math was ever my favorite subject at school.”

“You didn’t go to school,” Paula said.

“Pshh, yeah I did!” Kasta said. “The school of life, Sis!”

“Oh, I went there,” Phoenix deadpanned. “Great programs, but a really shitty staff.”

Paula rolled her eyes at both her sisters, and I smiled to see the blonde triplets getting along so well.

“Make sure Persephone knows the schedule,” I told the Prime Valkyrie.

“Yes, Husband,” Madalena replied.

“I am proud of you all,” I announced to the rest of my wives. “Both on Nyr Valhalla and just now against Lith Dae. We’ll have a little bit of a chance to rest on our way to Parnarta, but I know this has been a lot, and I want you all to know what a good job you’ve done.”

The pleasure and pride of my wives billowed around me and cushioned any aches that plagued my muscles. As their love washed over me, I felt like I could have run a marathon even after everything we had been through in the last day, and I let myself relax into my chair.

There were still plenty of ships left to guard Uraniel against any other attacks, and I would send more of my armada to join them once we finished at Parnarta. In the meantime, there was no one I trusted more than the Nordar warriors to finish off the last remnants of the slavers down on the surface of Uraniel.

The longest part of our trip to Parnarta would be waiting for our warpdrives to reset, but we would reach the last Shadow Eagle soon enough. I planned to rest as much as I could while we waited and while we warpdrived to the planet, so as soon as Madalena had conveyed the departure times to Persephone, I stood up and stretched.

“Should we fix you something to eat, my lord?” Aasne asked.

“Perhaps a drink to relax your muscles?” Elana asked.

“I can think of something else to relax your muscles,” Sivaha purred as her lips spread into her usual cat-like grin.

“As good as that all sounds,” I said and then yawned, “I’m gonna have to take a little rain check. I think all of the fighting on Nyr Valhalla finally caught up with me, and I need to crash.”

“We can have food waiting for you when you wake up,” Eve said.

“Thanks,” I replied. “But make sure you all get some sleep, too. I want you to be fresh for Parnarta.”

“Yes, Adam,” my women replied.

“Madalena, you have command of the bridge,” I said. “Juliette, as soon as our warpdrive resets and it’s time for us to depart, engage course for Parnarta. Don’t wait for me to come back to the bridge, because I plan to be good and asleep.”

“You got it, Handsome,” Juliette replied.

“Riecka, before I go to sleep, I want you to come with me,” I said. “I need to show you something.”

“Yes, King of Kings,” the tattooed woman said with a nod.

I stood and led Riecka to the elevator, but I didn’t tell her what it was about until we entered the hold. Of course, once we entered the hold, the cyborg queen’s five wolf-drones jumped out of the crate where they’d hidden themselves and padded over to her like they hadn’t seen her in days. She patted them on their heads, whispered something softly to them, and then turned her attention back to me.

“You wanted to show me something?” Riecka asked.

“It’s gonna be a little hard to see,” I said.

“I have a strong stomach,” the chocolate-haired woman said as her red irises flickered with amusement.

I took her to the chewed-up remains of the cyber wolf in the corner of the hold where Eve had floated its body inside, and even though Riecka said she had a strong stomach, the moment she saw the wolf’s corpse, she cried out and ran toward it.

“You saved it?” the tattooed woman muttered as she dropped to her knees beside what was left of the creature.

“I don’t know if you can fix it or if it’s too late,” I said. “So, if this is more painful than helpful, I’m sorry, but I thought--”

“I can fix it,” Riecka said instantly, and then her voice softened. “I have fixed them from worse.”

“Shit, really?” I asked. “I find it hard to believe they could go through worse and still come out the other side.”

“It is true,” Riecka said with a shrug. “My king, may I take her to the mechanic’s bay and begin my repairs?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a she?”

“It does not really matter, since they are all battle drones,” the cyborg queen replied. “But yes, they are all she-wolves.”

“Any reason?” I bent down to help her scoop up the metal pieces of the wolf.

“I never knew a man who could be trusted,” Riecka said simply, but then the corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “At least, not before you, my king.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this since I only had a little bit of an idea of how fucked up the Jotnar royal family had been. It was probably even worse than the story she told us about the young man who tried to rape her, but I didn’t think now was the best time to ask Riecka about her family. I had just shown her the corpse of one of her cyber wolves, so the least I could do was help her take it to the mechanic’s bay.

“Do you need anything?” I asked once I deposited the last pieces of metal on one of the workstations in the bay.

“No, my king,” Riecka replied. “I think I will stay and begin my work, but are you sure you do not need me?”

“No, you’re free to work on this,” I said. “Just make sure you get some rest, too.”

A little burst of pleasure flowed toward me from my tattooed queen, and I looked at her curiously as a faint blush crept down the sides of her neck to meet the wolf tattoo that stretched down her neck, across her shoulder, and then into her cleavage.

“I’m only happy that you show such concern for me, Husband,” Riecka whispered.

“You are my wife,” I told her. “Should I not be concerned for you?”

“I only meant--” But Riecka stopped herself and then bent over the workstation like she had never spoken at all.

“You only meant what?” I reached over and laid my hand on top of hers to stop her from working.

“It does not matter,” the tattooed woman said with a fierce shake of her head, and I thought I saw tears in her red eyes. “Forgive me, but please allow me to work on my wolf.”

“Go ahead,” I said and pulled my hand away. “We’ll talk later.”

I didn’t know what had upset her, but I thought maybe it was just the weight of the day finally crashing down on both of us. I left Riecka in the mechanic’s bay and took the elevator back up to the top level, and as soon as I entered the captain’s quarters, I closed the door behind me, stripped off my clothes, and collapsed onto the bed. I really was exhausted, and I had only closed my eyes for a few seconds before I completely passed out.

After what felt like a few minutes, I woke up to a soft click and then gentle footsteps across my room. I immediately sat straight up, but the moment I flipped on the light switch by the bed, I relaxed.

It was only Riecka, and the cyborg queen carried a tray of fresh-baked bread, steaming seared steaks, and a bottle of aquavit with two small glasses. She was dressed in a black leather dress that fit her like a second skin, and as she lowered the tray in front of her, I saw that it was cut so low that her full breasts were almost spilling out.

“Please, Adam,” Riecka muttered. “Please don’t send me away.”
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Chapter 16

“I thought I said I would eat when I woke up,” I said.

“I know you did,” Riecka replied. “But I finished the repairs to my wolf, and--”

“Already?” I interrupted. “You must work fast.”

“I am very skilled at what I do,” the cyborg woman replied. “I understand that you wanted to wait to eat, and I do not wish to disobey you, but I…”

“But you did anyway?” I smirked when she trailed off.

The tattooed woman didn’t say anything, but her round cheekbones flushed pink. The blush slowly spread down her neck and across her cleavage, and I wondered, not for the first time, how far down her wolven tattoo traveled.

“I know you care for me, Husband,” Riecka said. “You would not have saved my wolf if you did not.”

“This is true,” I said.

“And I know you desire me,” the brunette purred. “I have felt you looking at me, and I know you have felt me admiring you, too.”

I glanced behind Riecka and saw that my cyborg wife had already closed and locked the door to my quarters. I could feel her warm lust grow greater with each passing heartbeat, and then I remembered I had stripped off my clothes before I fell asleep.

I didn’t reach for my clothes, though.

I stood up and felt Riecka’s hunger for me deepen as she gazed at my body, and I moved across the room toward her in two quick strides. The tray of food was trembling in her hands, so I pulled it out of her grip and laid it down on a side table. The tattooed woman didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands now that they were empty, but I didn’t help her just yet.

“Maybe I do desire you,” I whispered. “So what?”

“So, I want to pleasure you,” Riecka muttered as she tilted her head back to look up at me. “I want to make our marriage official, and this is why I have brought you food and my body. Use them both however you want to. But please, do not send me away.”

“You know Eve can’t read your thoughts.” I clenched my fists at my sides to keep from instantly throwing the beautiful brunette onto the bed. “How can I be sure this isn’t all some kind of fucked-up power play? You remember what happened to Layalina, don’t you?”

“Yes, and I would do it again,” Riecka snarled. “I would have done whatever it took to become your wife, and I would not hesitate to do the same thing over and over, until you understand how deeply I feel for you.”

“You didn’t know me when you first saw me,” I pointed out.

“But I did,” the brunette cyborg said, and she reached up to run her fingers down my chest until I grabbed her hand and stopped her. “Have you forgotten how extensive the Jotnar network of spies was, King of Kings? I heard how you defeated Tanal Vaish, I heard how the Idonan and Waymund clans bent the knee to you, and I knew that whoever could do these things was the only man powerful enough for me. Ever since… well… Men have always been terrified of me. Perhaps it was my own doing, but I have longed to find someone equal to me in ferocity. As soon as I heard the Prime Valkyrie had taken a husband, I wondered if the man worthy of her would be worthy of me.”

“Because another woman loved me, you thought I might be worthy?” I said as I chewed on her words. “That seems… strange.”

“Women are complicated creatures, my king,” Riecka said with a casual shrug of her shoulders. “We all desire the strongest mate, but he must be faithful to our love. We all crave to be protected, but yet to serve. We want to be loved and cherished, but also fucked hard and deep. We want our bodies to stay young and beautiful forever, but we also want our wombs to be filled with the children of our husband. Men should not worry too much about these contradictions. It is even confusing for us.”

“Okay,” I chuckled.

“The Prime Valkyrie should not be allowed to marry,” Riecka continued, “but she can make her own rules. As much as I hated Madalena because she was Vaish, I respected her power and prowess in battle. She would not have taken a weak mate. No, she would have picked a man who stood infinitely higher than all others, but yet, you weren’t Nordar. It was intriguing, so I put my spies to work to learn everything about you. Then… when I found out your intentions to take all the clans… I wondered if you would be successful. I wondered if you would come to Jotnar territory to kill my brother, and then… I wondered if I could be yours. Here we are, and as I said, I would do it all again to be standing here before you. Please, my husband. Make me yours. Claim me as I dreamed you would.”

I felt another wave of my tattooed wife’s desire wash over me, and I had to admit that I wanted her, too. It had been weeks since she first submitted to me, and it had been a bit of a rough adjustment for her since then. Because I could sense her emotions, I knew that no matter how proud and self-assured she acted, she had felt alone these last few weeks.

It had been important for her to understand that all my wives were my equals, so she could never replace my other women, but as she stood trembling before me now, and as her desire to please me grew with each beat of her heart, I figured Riecka had learned enough.

“You did make me steaks,” I finally said as I cracked a small grin. “That’s my favorite.”

“I’m sure the meal is not as elaborate as the meals your other wives have made you,” Riecka smiled, “but Jotnar women have long been more concerned with survival than cooking, so you will have to forgive me.”

“The food is perfect,” I said.

“Then we will eat?” the brunette asked.

“Maybe later,” I growled, and then I finally slipped my arms around her waist and pulled her to me.

Her hourglass-shaped body melted into mine as I kissed her, but almost as soon as our lips met, our tongues began to dance together like we were trying to devour each other. She moaned against me as she continued to tremble, so I tightened my grip around her slender waist to keep her steady. When her hands started to slide up my back, I grabbed her wrists and pushed her slightly away.

“This isn’t fair,” I growled. “I’m already naked.”

“Then what should we do to make it fair?” The cyborg woman smirked.

“Take off your dress,” I ordered.

“Right now?” Riecka’s glowing red eyes grew wide. “But the food will get cold.”

“Then we’ll warm it up again,” I said. “You said you wanted to please me, so I want you to take off your dress.”

“Yes, King of Kings,” the cyborg woman purred, and then she unzipped her tight leather dress and let it fall to the ground around her feet. “My body is yours to use however you desire.”

I took a step back and let my eyes feast on her.

Riecka was even more beautiful naked than I imagined. Her wolf tattoo extended down the side of her neck, across her right shoulder, and all the way down between her two perfectly bell-shaped breasts. The tattoo curved underneath her breasts out to her sides and then traveled down her ribs until it sloped down to disappear in the triangle of neatly trimmed dark hair above her entrance.

Her left arm was metal, but there were no other cybernetic parts to the woman other than her eyes and whatever interface was inside her head. The rest of Riecka was soft and firm at the same time, and I felt myself harden like forged steel with desire for the beautiful cyborg.

“Does my body please you, my king?” Riecka purred.

“You know it does,” I growled, and then I lifted her up and carried her over to the bed.

I started to lay her down on the bed when I saw that her eyes were clenched shut.

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I laid her down and then rocked back on my heels on the bed.

“Nothing!” Riecka said quickly and opened her eyes again. “I just… it hurts, doesn’t it? The first time?”

I blinked at the gorgeous, tattooed queen for a solid ten seconds.

“You’re a virgin?” I muttered.

“I…” Riecka hesitated. “Please don’t tell the others. It would be too embarrassing, but I… I have never been with a man before.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I said. “But we can keep it between us. Why do you think it will hurt?”

“Everyone says it will.” Riecka bit her lip.

“It won’t,” I said with a smile. “Not with someone who knows what they’re doing, anyway.”

“Really?” the cyborg queen asked.

“Really,” I said, and then I leaned down to whisper in her ear. “And trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

Riecka moaned as my lips brushed her cheek, and then I slowly began to run my hands all over her voluptuous body. I took my time until the beautiful cyborg was completely relaxed, and then I finally grazed my lips down her taut stomach until I reached her slick entrance.

“You don’t have to do a thing,” I said. “Just relax.”

“Just… relax?” she asked, but I didn’t answer.

I just began to slowly lick, suck, and devour her virgin pussy.

She came for me twice before I even raised my head from between her legs, and then after I slowly thrust myself inside her, Riecka came again a few minutes later. She was a quick study, so once our bodies had a good feel for each other, she flipped me over so she could ride me, and the next time she climaxed, I let myself come inside her until the tattooed woman’s accepting body was filled with my seed.

Until she was filled with my child.

“Fuck!” Riecka gasped as she collapsed against my chest. “Adam, I… for the love of Odin, I had no idea it could feel like this.”

“I like it when you call me Adam,” I chuckled lightly, and I stroked her dewy back from her tailbone up to her shoulder blades. “I might be the King of Kings, but I’m also your husband.”

“Then I will call you Adam, if you wish,” Riecka said as she smiled and propped herself up on my chest. “So… Adam… do you think we can, you know… do it again?”

“As soon as I eat something to restore my energy,” I laughed.

“I can make fresh steaks!” my cyborg wife blurted, and she stumbled off the bed and then caught herself when she realized how shaky her legs were now.

“The steaks you already made are fine,” I said. “Bring them over, and we’ll eat in bed together.”

Once Riecka brought the tray over, I pulled up a small table for her to set it down beside the bed, and then I popped open the bottle of aquavit. We shared a drink and then began to eat the steaks and bread she had prepared, and even though they were room temperature now, they still tasted delicious, so I didn’t know why she said she couldn’t cook as well as my other wives.

“The food is perfect,” I assured my cyborg wife. “But I thought one of a Nordar woman’s greatest pleasures was learning to cook a meal for her future husband, so is this not true for the Jotnar?”

“Perhaps it is true for those who are not part of the royal family,” Riecka replied. “We had too many other problems to concern ourselves with.”

“Like Uffe?” I guessed.

“Yes, like my brother,” the cyborg queen sighed. “You saw a little of what he was like before you killed him, but that was really only the beginning of it.”

“I can imagine,” I said as I tore off another hunk of fresh bread.

“I’m not sure you can,” Riecka muttered and drank her helping of aquavit down in one gulp. “For generations, the Jotnar royal family has been… corrupt. This is the kindest word I can think of for it. They were cruel, cold, and heartless, and if you could not prove yourself to be the strongest, then you would be consumed by the others.”

“Is this why so many of the royal family were cyborgs?” I asked. “So you would be the strongest?”

“It is part of the reason, yes,” my tattooed wife answered. “But all of the Jotnar enhance themselves with cybernetics, not just the royal family.”

“What’s the other part of the reason?” I asked, and I slowly refilled her glass as I studied the glow of her red eyes.

“No one really remembers when we first began to use cybernetics,” Riecka said. “Now that I know the Draugr are real, I wonder sometimes if we started the trend to make ourselves stronger against them, so they could not control our minds.”

“If no one remembers when the tradition started, then I’m sure it’s possible,” I agreed.

“I am also not sure it matters,” the cyborg woman sighed. “Even if the Draugr were the original reason for the Jotnar’s cybernetics, we lost this knowledge somewhere along the way, and instead, we only became hard and cold. Then the story became about how wolves want to be the strongest, and it had nothing to do with being smarter or better or more resistant to mind control.”

“Cybernetics would make you stronger than the average person,” I said. “Even stronger than the average Nordar warrior.”

“It is true.” Riecka nodded. “But I think the process of giving us the cybernetics actually made us even stronger than the parts themselves.”

“What do you mean?” I reached for my glass of aquavit and took another swig.

“There was a lot of cruelty involved in the process,” Riecka muttered, and she took a sip of the fiery liquid as well. “Whenever Jotnar children are injured, even when it is something small, the healers replace their injured parts with artificial parts. It is meant to make them stronger, so the same injury will never happen again, but they do not give us anesthesia, and they do not give us antibiotics. If you cannot survive the injury and healing process on your own, you are thrown out the airlock so your weakness does not pollute the rest of the clan when you die.”

“Fuck me, that’s bleak,” I muttered. “What about when kids grow? Don’t they outgrow their cybernetic parts?”

“They do,” Riecka replied. “We have to undergo more surgeries to upgrade the cybernetics in order to fit our bodies proportionally as we grow. It is… unpleasant.”

“Is this what happened to your arm?” I muttered.

“It was a machinery accident when I was six,” Riecka said. “I was working on the first models of my wolf-drones, and Uffe changed the trajectory of the saw when I wasn’t looking. It chewed my arm off at the elbow, and the healers had to remove the rest of the limb in order to prevent a blood infection. Then, they gave me this.”

“Didn’t your father punish Uffe when he found out?” I demanded.

“It was my father’s idea.” Riecka shrugged. “He thought it would be a good laugh. And both of them did laugh at my pain.”

“Now I’m even more glad I cut the bastard’s head off,” I growled, and I reached over to squeeze my wife’s hand. “I’m sorry they did this to you.”

I was finally beginning to understand my cyborg queen. If this was how her own family had treated her, it was no wonder she was so suspicious of everyone, just like it was no surprise that she seemed so hard on the outside, even though the way we had just made love showed me she was anything but cold and spiteful.

“It did make me stronger,” Riecka said with a smile. “It was the day I stopped trusting anyone except for myself, and this is why I was ultimately able to help arrange my brother’s death at your hands.”

“Still, that’s no way to live for a child,” I said.

“I wasn’t always alone,” Riecka said as she offered me another bite of steak. “I had my wolves. They were my only true friends.”

“And you’ve been making them since you were six?” I asked. “That’s impressive.”

“Early prototypes, yes,” Riecka replied. “Like I said, I am very skilled. I might never have had friends or lovers, but I had my wolves, and they were my family.”

“This is why you were so upset when the spiders killed your cyber wolf on Nyr Valhalla,” I said with a nod.

“It is, although they didn’t technically kill her,” the tattooed woman said with a wink. “Since cyber wolves aren’t actually alive, they also can’t be killed. It’s only a matter of how injured they are and whether I can rebuild them or not.”

“I’m glad you were able to fix her,” I said.

“Thank you again for saving her,” Riecka muttered as she dropped her gaze from mine. “I know I acted strangely in the mechanic’s bay earlier, and this is part of why I wanted to come to you now, when I could have you to myself. It’s just that no one has ever…”

“Cared about you before?” I finished when the brunette trailed off.

“To put it bluntly, yes,” Riecka chuckled. “Even Layalina was… well, she could really be her father’s daughter. Always calculating. Often cruel. You weren’t around her long enough to see her shape and form. You only saw what I did to her.”

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “But you allied yourself with her against your brother, her own father.”

“Only because it was a means to an end,” the cyborg woman replied. “She had her own share of laughs at my expense, and she once had her father ship me off to one of our rhodium planets for a year. She said it was to keep an eye on the foremen there, since she suspected them of cheating us, but once I landed on the mining planet, the guards put me in chains and forced me to work nearly twenty hours a day. They said Layalina thought I asked for too many resources to build my cyber wolves, and she told her father I needed to be punished.”

“Fuck. Really?” I realized my mouth was hanging open, since this entire time I had kind of thought that Layalina was a victim to Riecka’s scheme.

“Yes.” My wife nodded, and I sensed no lie coming from our bond.

“How the fuck did you escape?” I asked.

“It took a while,” Riecka said. “But I am resourceful, and I eventually led a revolt to free the slaves and install new foremen who would not exploit their workers. The rest of them, I killed.”

“Why didn’t you tell us this when your wolves killed her?” I asked. “This whole time… We’ve all kind of thought that you did her dirty--”

“I did not want anyone’s pity,” the tattooed queen interrupted as she raised her chin proudly. “I kill my own prey, and I eat what I kill. Besides, would any of you have believed me? Layalina seemed young and sweet, and I had just killed her right in front of you. I knew how I appeared to all of you, and I know how she had attempted to win your favor by pretending to be innocent. I saw no reason to waste my breath insisting otherwise. I had more important things to accomplish.”

“I guess I’m just surprised you worked with her after she did all this to you,” I replied.

“Only the results matter,” Riecka answered. “I needed her, and she realized after she shipped me off to the mines that she needed me, too. Uffe became worse in my absence, and by the time I worked my way back to the Wargey, Layalina was eager for my help. Even if the bitch never did apologize to me.”

“For what it’s worth,” I said as I leaned over to whisper in her ear, “I’m glad you are the Jotnar queen who submitted to me. I would not want anyone else.”

Riecka bit her lip and glanced away again, and I thought I saw tears glitter in her glowing red eyes.

“I think I know a secret,” I said with a smile, and I gently took her chin in my fingertips so she had to look at me. “I think no matter how hard and cold you pretend to be, you’re as soft as a marshmallow on the inside.”

“I think I should be offended,” Riecka laughed and wiped her eyes.

“But you’re not?” I grinned.

“No,” she said and shrugged again. “I’m only happy that you see me as more than… well… anyone else. For most of my life, I have felt more like a machine than a woman. I’ve felt more like a monster than a human. There was no room for love or romance or feelings in my world, so I cut them out and pretended I didn’t care.”

“I hope you know that’s not true,” I said as I pushed the table of food away from the bed so I could focus all my attention on the brunette again.

“You have made me remember what it feels like to be a woman,” Riecka said. “To be wanted and desired, and to feel important and valued.”

“Then you better get used to feeling like this,” I said as my fingers gently grazed down her neck and in between her breasts.

“Yes, Adam,” Riecka purred, and then we fell back onto the bed until our bodies were all tangled together again.

After we had pleasured each other past the point of exhaustion, and I was absolutely positive she was pregnant, my cyborg queen and I curled up in each other’s arms and started to fall asleep in my bed. Riecka purred softly against my chest as if she was the tiger instead of me, and even though I had been drifting in and out of sleep, I smiled as I reached down to pull her closer to me.

Only when I tried to wrap my arms around her, Riecka wasn’t there.

My eyes flew open as soon as I discovered I was alone, but the moment I looked around me, I realized I wasn’t even in my captain’s quarters on board Valravn anymore.

I was in a dream, and this time, I was on the SAVO homeworld.

I forced myself to sit up as my brain finished pulling itself out of sleep. The sky above me was dark except for a faint red glow on the horizon in front of me. Behind me, a full moon hung high in the sky, but even though it seemed at least ten times bigger than Earth’s moon, its light was weak and tinged faint pink, like an old bloodstain that wouldn’t come out in the wash.

I was a good four or five meters off the ground, but I was seated on a black stone surface that was as smooth as it was hard. It was only when I looked around at the rest of the landscape that I figured out what the black stone was, because all around me, more of the same black stone formations stretched in every direction.

I had woken up on top of a Draugr temple, and endless rows of other black stone temples were dotted across the rolling hills as far as I could see in the sickly moonlight.

“Shit,” I groaned, but when the sound came out as a purr, I damn near jumped out of my skin.

I glanced down at my body and saw that I was in my tiger form, even though the last thing I remembered was being naked with Riecka in my arms. I had no idea when I had shifted, but I must have known on some level that I would need to be in my tiger’s body for whatever I was about to face.

I only wished I had woken up with some clothes or weapons, too.

I would have to find those things for myself, but for now, I pushed myself to my feet on top of the SAVO temple and looked around to get a more detailed view of my surroundings.

Then the fur on the back of my neck suddenly stood straight up.

My women were all sprawled out on top of the other temples.

I could have sworn they weren’t there when I looked around a few seconds ago, but now, there was one woman on top of each temple around me, and they all looked lifeless as they laid naked and exposed in the pale pink moonlight. On the tops of the temples beyond my women, there were other bodies that looked equally still, but they were too far away for me to recognize any of them.

I didn’t know if this was some kind of SAVO trick or not, but if there was even a chance that my women really were here in the dream with me, I wasn’t about to leave them on their own while they were still unconscious. I would just have to hunt for clothes and weapons later. First, I needed to wake them up.

Riecka was on the top of the temple closest to me, but it was too far to jump between structures. Instead, I leaped down from mine, landed with bent knees to absorb most of the impact, and then sprinted toward the temple where I had seen her body.

It was a bit of a jump to get back up, but I had a good running start, so I soared into the air until my paws grasped the smooth stone at the top of the temple. My claws dug into the rock, and after my legs pumped the air for a few seconds, I managed to pull myself up and crawl across the smooth stone toward Riecka.

“Riecka,” I whispered as I gathered her in my arms. “Rieck--”

I stopped mid-word. The beautiful cyborg woman in my arms wasn’t asleep or unconscious. Her throat had been slit wide open, but it must have been so long ago that there wasn’t even blood anymore. There was only a dark gash in her neck and a slight pink stain along the rest of her throat, like the faint smudge of pink on the moon in this world.

“Riecka,” I whispered again, even though there was no point.

Whatever happened to her, I was too late now.

I had never felt so helpless before. I couldn’t even control when I came into these dream-spaces, and I sure as fuck didn’t know how to get here in time to save my women when they were trapped here, too. I only knew that the Draugr woman was responsible for all of this, and the beast in my soul roared to crush her skull in his powerful jaws until the last flicker of life drained from her corpse.

“Fuck!” I roared to the sky. “What the fuck do you want? If you want to fight me, then fucking fight me, you bitch!”

“Aaahhdumm!”

I jumped to my feet when I heard the Shadow Eagle’s voice above me, and I looked up to see the bronze-haired woman as she spun toward me from out of the night sky. She looked like a dream in her gray lace bodysuit, and her gossamer skirt floated around her like a shimmering rainbow as she plunged down to meet me.

I stumbled back from Riecka’s body, and the spirit of Valravn landed on top of the smooth stone right beside me.

“Val?” I demanded. “Are you hurt?”

The winged woman shook her head and smiled.

“But I saw the queen try to kill you,” I growled. “I saw you bleeding.”

“Luuuzzh ahh,” Val said and shook her head again. “Eyyah?”

“I don’t understand,” I said and then glanced back down at Riecka’s lifeless body. “I don’t think I understand any of this.”

“Nooo gahh,” the bronze-haired woman said, and then she slipped her arms around my waist. “Tiiiiiaahh.”

I didn’t have time to ask her what she meant. Instead, the Shadow Eagle folded her black wings around both of us and went up on her tiptoes to kiss me. All thoughts of the SAVO, their temples, and even the head Draugr bitch disappeared as her lips met mine. Since I was in my tiger-man form, I couldn’t really kiss her properly, but she pressed her mouth against mine, and then my tongue licked at her lips and cheeks, and all I could think about was how soft the winged woman felt in my arms and how I would kill a hundred Draugr queens before I let any of them touch her again.

“Eyyah ohh,” Val pulled away from me, grasped my paw, and placed something inside it. Then her expression grew serious as she closed my claws over the object. Then she pointed at Riecka.

“Luuuzzh ahh!” the bronze-haired woman said again, and now she released her hold on my paw. “Ohh gahh?”

I still didn’t know what she meant, but I glanced down at the object in my paw anyway. I had no idea how the Shadow Eagle got her hands on it in this dream-world, but somehow, Val had found my aegis.

“The fuck?” I growled.

“Ohh gahh.” The bronze-haired woman gave me a wink as she licked her lips.

“I think you might be a little bit of a flirt,” I chuckled as I slipped the aegis amulet over my neck.

“Taaannall noo gahh,” Val said with a little shudder, but then she smiled at me again. “Ahhhdaam eyyah!”

“Whatever you say,” I sighed.

As soon as the aegis was in place, I let the armor flow over my tiger’s body. Then Val slipped her hand into my paw again and tugged me toward the edge of the temple. I started to follow her but stopped and glanced over my shoulder at Riecka again.

My heart clenched painfully at the sight of her slit throat and lifeless form. It felt like only moments ago that I’d finally gotten to see the softer side of her, but just that little glimpse of the real Riecka made me ten times as attached to the beautiful, tattooed queen.

And I could hardly bear to see her like this now.

“Luuzhha.” Val’s tone was firm, but she gently stroked the side of my helmet to pull my gaze away from Riecka. Then she tugged at my paw again. “Noo gahh. Trriikk yuuuu.”

I nodded and let her take me to the edge of the temple roof, and I forced myself to remember this was exactly how the Draugr bitch wanted me to feel. She wanted to shock and cripple me, and I refused to look back at Riecka’s body for another second.

As soon as I jumped off the temple, the bronze-haired woman jumped with me, and her black wings spread wide to make her landing a little more graceful than mine. I expected Val to start running with me toward the horizon to try to find some shelter or weapons, but the Shadow Eagle kept her grip on my paw and led me around to the entrance of the same SAVO temple that Riecka’s body was stretched out on top of.

“Ohh eyye,” Val said and pointed to the closed door. “Eyy gahh?”

“I feel like this might get us into deeper shit than we’re already in,” I growled. “But if you say so, I’ll do it.”

“Ahhh,” the Shadow Eagle purred, and her bronze hair bounced a bit as she nodded her head.

I couldn’t find any kind of handle on the door, but I let the aegis flow away from my paw so I could run my bare pads over the smooth stone. Everywhere my paw touched the door, strange patterns and circles appeared in faint red light, until finally, something clicked from inside the door, and the glowing red outline of a handle appeared in front of me.

I pushed it with my paw, and the door shuddered as it swung open toward us. The aegis instantly covered my exposed paw again, so I was protected by the time the door into the SAVO temple opened completely.

Val started to move into the temple ahead of me, but I caught her by the waist and gently pushed her behind me. There was only darkness inside the structure, and I couldn’t tell what might be waiting for us. I only knew that even without weapons, I would tear to pieces anything that stood in our way.

While the bronze-haired Shadow Eagle waited behind me, I entered the temple slowly. I was surprised there were no reddish-purple lights, but then again, I was also surprised that a SAVO hadn’t immediately jumped out and frozen me in place. I motioned for Val to stay at the entrance, though, and I took a few more steps inside until my feet started to splash into little puddles of foul-smelling liquid.

Then a slight whooshing sound caught my attention, and a rock the size of my skull suddenly flew toward me from out of the darkness. It was instantly followed by a shriek of horror, but I managed to grab the rock as it hurtled past my head, spun around to absorb the force of the throw, and then slammed it into the floor at my feet.

“Adam?” a familiar voice whispered from the darkness.

Before I could answer, Riecka flung herself toward me from the shadows of the SAVO temple, and a dozen emotions swelled in my chest at once. My cyborg wife was dressed in a simple white tunic, but she was soaked from head to toe in the same liquid that was pooled all over the floor, and even her dark brown hair stuck to her face like she had just come up from swimming in a pool.

As soon as she reached me, Riecka wrapped her arms around me and buried her face against my chest, and even through my aegis, I could feel how fast her heart was beating.

“Fuck, I’m sorry I threw a rock at you,” Riecka gasped. “I thought you were one of the Draugr, so I just threw it before I could really see you.”

“How are you here?” I demanded as I clutched her in an iron hold. “I just saw you on top of the temple, and your throat… it was fucking cut open.”

“I don’t know what you saw up there, but it wasn’t me,” Riecka panted as she stepped back and showed me her uninjured neck. “I’m okay, Adam. I’m here. We had just made love… and… I’m here now. Is this a dream?”

I nodded in response because my throat was clenched too tight to form words, but I let my relief flood my system. I’d known the Draugr were fucking with me earlier, but seeing Riecka in the flesh restored my state of mind instantly.

“Reee ahh,” Val said as she came up behind me.

“Ahh, this is Val,” I told Riecka. “The spirit of Valravn.”

“Aren’t you lovely?” The tattooed queen smiled. “Did you bring Adam to me?”

“Eyyah ohh!” The winged woman nodded.

“Thank the stars,” Riecka sighed. “I don’t think I ever would have been able to open the door without you.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“I woke up inside a glass cylinder,” Riecka said. “It was filled with this foul liquid, and even though I couldn’t breathe, I could still smell it. It was like something that had been decaying for a long time. Rotten meat, maybe.”

“How did you get out?” I brushed Riecka’s dark brown hair away from her face as best I could with my paw, and then Val stepped forward to help me finish.

“I punched it with my arm,” Riecka said with a little wave of her cybernetic arm.

“And that was enough to break it?” I asked.

“Well, I punched it really, really hard,” my cyborg wife chuckled. “It broke, but then I could not figure out how to open the door. There was not a handle, and I wasn’t strong enough to push it open.”

“Eyyah!” Val said as she pointed to herself with a smile.

“And then you led me to her,” I said with a grin. “Thank you.”

“How did you end up with your armor?” Riecka demanded. “All I’ve got is this flimsy… fuck, what is this? A nightgown?”

“Ask Val,” I said.

“Nno gahh,” the winged woman sighed and showed us her empty hands.

“That’s okay,” I growled. “At least one of us has armor.”

“How did you get here?” Riecka asked. “And where is here, exactly? The dreamworld?”

“We’re on the SAVO homeworld,” I explained. “It’s a dream, or at least kind of. There are other Draugr temples all around us, and there are corpses on top of every other temple as far as I can see.”

“Corpses?” Riecka repeated.

“Of your sister-queens,” I said. “And maybe more, but I could only see so far.”

“But Adam, if you thought I was a corpse, then it’s possible that the other bodies you saw weren’t real either,” Riecka said. “The Draugr queen likes to play tricks in these dreams, right? So maybe all the rest of your queens are trapped inside the temples like I was. Maybe their bodies on top of the temples are all… I don’t know. Some kind of trick or illusion.”

“Luuzzh ahh!” Val said triumphantly.

“Shit, that’s what you were saying?” I growled. “You meant they were illusions?”

The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle nodded and bit her lip.

“If my wives are trapped inside the temples, we need to break into them,” I growled and turned back toward the door.

“They might even be trapped inside the glass cylinders,” Riecka gasped.

“Only they don’t have your strength to break free,” I realized. “Fuck! Let’s move!”

The three of us raced outside to go to the next temple, but the moment we set foot on the grass outside the black stone structure, I grabbed both women by the arms to stop them from rushing forward.

As far as I could see, the doors to the SAVO temples all stood open now, and a pale-skinned, red-eyed Draugr waited at every damn door.
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Chapter 17

I heard Val and Riecka’s hearts start to pound beside me, but I was flooded with so much rage that I didn’t even think to be scared. I was too angry.

The Draugr queen had to be behind all of this, but she was still too much of a coward to come out and face me herself. Instead, she sent all her little worker termites to try to stop me, and this was only after she had created an illusion of Riecka’s throat slit open on top of one of the temples.

This bitch needed to be put down.

The only problem was, she was nowhere in sight, and if we wanted to live long enough to fight her, we would have to carve our way through the hordes of Draugr that stood in front of us now.

I started to lunge toward the closest one, but I suddenly felt two small hands in my paws. When I looked back at the two women with me, I realized as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t run headlong into the fight this time, and I had to admit it seemed a little like a suicide mission even to me.

Riecka and Val didn’t have any armor on, so there was nothing to protect them against the gleaming fangs of the SAVO all around us. My cyborg might be protected against their mind control, but she was still in this dream somehow, so I knew she wasn’t completely immune to whatever fucked up magic shit was going on. These assholes could still freeze her or throw her around as much as they wanted to, and I wasn’t sure how much the Shadow Eagle could fight their influence.

I only knew that I needed to protect them.

“Why aren’t they moving?” Riecka hissed. “Can they not see us?”

“I don’t know,” I growled. “But don’t make any sudden moves until we figure out what the hell we’re going to do.”

“Eyy ohh ahh,” Val whispered as she squeezed my paw. “Naah goo.”

“I wish she came with a translator,” Riecka sighed.

The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle shot my wife a sharp look, but I kept my focus on the Draugr ahead of us. There were dozens of them all standing outside their temple doors, and there were probably even more of them behind me and past my field of vision.

But it wasn’t the numbers that struck me most.

It was the way they stood there.

Every Draugr gently swayed their weight from one hip to the other, and their naked bodies were paler than the moon. Most of them were slender but muscular, and even though the Draugr’s eyes were open, there was no light behind them. It was almost like they were offline and waiting to be triggered, or waiting for someone to show up and give them orders.

“What the fuck are they waiting forrrr?” I growled.

“I think we already know the answer,” Riecka whispered. “They have to be waiting for the queen, right?”

“Kweeen ahh,” Val said with a small nod.

“Well, I’m not about to wait around for her,” I muttered. “We’re doing this on my timeline, not hers, and I’m not fighting all these other SAVO at the same time as her.”

“Then where do we go?” Riecka asked.

“We see if anyone else is here,” I said as quietly as possible. “We check the other temples that had my wives on top, and we see if they’re trapped inside.”

“What about the Draugr in front of each temple?” the cyborg queen hissed.

“Let’s just hope they don’t get any orders while we’re checking,” I said. “There wasn’t any other way out inside the temple where you were trapped, was there?”

“No, and I did search everywhere,” Riecka said. “That’s why I was so desperate to get out of it.”

“Okay, then we just need to pick a temple,” I decided. “Val, do you think you could fly up real fast for a few seconds and make a note of which temples have my women on top of them?”

“Ahhdaams kweeens.” Val nodded again. “Eyyah.”

“Whenever you’re ready, go ahead,” I said as I adjusted my feet into a fighting stance.

The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle spread her black wings wide and lifted off the ground, but none of the Draugr even flinched at the movement. They just kept staring straight ahead with their dead eyes, and the feeling like they might all snap to attention and turn toward us together was enough to make my heart hammer right through my ribcage.

Val beat her wings once in the air to fly a little higher, and then she looked down at me with excitement.

“Aaaassnah!” the Shadow Eagle cried.

Before I could stop her, the winged woman flew a little higher and then darted toward the top of the temple directly in front of us. She set down on top of the smooth black stone, but even though the Draugr in front of the door still didn’t move or even look up, I had a really bad feeling about all of this.

“What is she doing?” Riecka snarled.

“I don’t know, but get ready to run,” I said.

I lost sight of Val as she knelt down on top of the temple, but she stood up a few seconds later, shook her head, and then spiraled back into the air again.

This time, the Draugr did not stay still.

Every SAVO asshole in sight swung their necks and tilted their heads back to look up at the winged woman. Their left arms all shot out to the side in unison, and then their right arms lifted straight up to point at the bronze-haired woman.

Val gave a little cry as her wings went stiff, and then she plunged to the ground.

“Fuck,” I growled as I dashed toward her, and my heart hammered in my head as I jumped up and reached my arms out to cradle her falling body.

I grabbed her before she crashed into the earth, but her wings spread out wide again and didn’t seem to be injured as far as I could tell. She mostly just seemed like the wind had been knocked out of her lungs, and she jumped behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

“Noo gahh,” Val whispered. “Aaasnaah luuuzhha.”

“The image of Aasne on top of the temple was an illusion?” I asked.

“Eyyah,” the winged woman replied as she dropped her arms from around me.

“She might be trapped inside the glass cylinder inside,” Riecka said.

“Then we’ll just have to get past those uglies to reach her,” I growled.

But the Draugr had frozen in place again, with one arm out to the side and one still stretched to point straight up at the sky. Their heads were craned back so far it was like they were all waiting for something to crash down from out of the darkness, and I sure as hell didn’t want to wait for their queen to arrive.

We would just have to be faster than them.

“On my count, we run inside,” I growled. “Riecka, you go first, and Val, you follow her. I’ll watch our backs.”

“Ready,” Riecka said as she flexed the metal fingers of her left hand.

I paused just long enough to admire my cyborg queen. Her thin white nightgown barely covered the top curves of her thighs, and her dark hair was still dripping liquid from the cylinder prison, but she looked so determined and fierce that she might as well have been wearing her aegis armor with a full arsenal strapped to her back. Instead, she just tightened her metal fist, narrowed her glowing red eyes, and gave me a nod as a wave of adoration flowed toward me from her.

“I love you, too,” I growled. “Now, go!”

Riecka sprinted across the five meters that separated us from the next temple. Val followed right behind her, and I dashed forward at a pace slow enough that I didn’t overtake either of the women. I kept one eye on the Draugr all around us, but their gazes were still fixed on the sky, and they didn’t twitch, even when we reached the open door of the temple.

The SAVO’s back was to us, so I gestured for Riecka and Val to go right inside before the vampire decided to turn around and attack. He was dripping a little pool of coppery water on the ground at his feet, but he didn’t seem to notice the liquid as it trickled down his bare skin, so I ignored it too and instead moved silently into the temple.

As soon as we were inside, we started to search the interior of the structure for any sign of Aasne. There was a broken cylinder prison at the back of the temple, and there were puddles of the foul liquid all across the floor, but there was no trace of my young, auburn-haired wife. While I kept one eye on the door to make sure no one trapped us inside, I searched every square meter of the temple, but it was completely empty. If anyone had been trapped inside the cylinder, they had already broken out.

Then again, when I remembered the Draugr who stood right outside the door, I thought he might be the only one who had broken out of the tube.

If this was true, then where the hell was Aasne?

And where the fuck were the rest of my women?

“Should we check another temple?” Riecka whispered. “Maybe this one was an illusion, but another one will be real?”

“We don’t have time for this fucking game,” I growled. “We need to get away from this area completely.”

“I know you do not want to waste time checking each temple,” the tattooed woman replied. “But how can we leave them behind if we’re not sure they’re empty?”

“I think my other wives must have grown on you,” I chuckled.

“Maybe don’t go around advertising this information,” Riecka said with a smile. “Should we split up? We’ll be able to check faster.”

“If the situation is the same outside, we’ll split up so we can check three temples at a time,” I said.

“And if the situation isn’t the same?” Riecka asked.

“Eyye yaahh.” Val tightened her fingers into fists and made a quick jabbing motion.

“I take it back,” my cyborg wife said. “It turns out I don’t need a translator for Val. I understood that perfectly.”

The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle turned toward me with a look of triumph.

“Let’s not pick a fight if we don’t have to,” I growled. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re a little outnumbered.”

The winged woman gave a heavy sigh but nodded, and the three of us moved toward the open door together. The moment we reached the threshold, though, I heard a high-pitched whistle that was almost as loud as the sonic limiter on Nyr Valhalla, and I grabbed both women by the arms before we set foot outside.

A second later, the entire area heaved and trembled around us, like a meteor had just touched down in the field of SAVO temples.

“Is that a bad sound?” Riecka whispered. “I feel like it’s bad.”

“It sure as hell can’t be good,” I muttered.

I motioned for both women to stay back as I edged my way forward and looked to the side where the Draugr had last been standing. He was still there, but his arms had dropped back down to his sides, and he had turned around so his dead eyes stared directly back at me.

And so had every other SAVO around us.

“Kill them,” Riecka snarled. “They’re not attacking us yet, so can’t we get a head start on things?”

“Noo ahh!” Val said quickly. “Aaake uhh.”

“It’ll wake them up?” I glanced at the bronze-haired woman.

The Shadow Eagle nodded so fiercely that her shimmering hair fell into her eyes, but she pushed it back and nodded again.

“Then let’s not wake them up yet,” I said. “Val, did you get eyes on any of my other women?”

The winged woman nodded again.

“Who did you see on top of the next closest one?” I asked.

“Siiivaah,” Val replied.

“Then lead the way,” I ordered.

It was the creepiest fucking thing that the SAVO asshole was staring straight at us without moving or speaking, but I tried to push my heart back down from my throat as we hurried out of the temple. His eyes didn’t even follow us, but I had a feeling that whatever had caused the temple to shake might be about to change all this.

It seemed like exactly the kind of entrance the Draugr queen would make.

We hurried past the frozen Draugr outside our temple, and Val immediately led us to the structure on our right. As we moved forward, I glanced around for any sign of what had caused the earth to quake, but I didn’t see anything except for motionless SAVO and the dark shadows of the temples cast by the sickly moonlight.

The next temple was guarded by a SAVO woman, but it wasn’t the queen. She had the same cruel mouth, but her body was curvier, and her jaw was too square to be the head Draugr bitch. Unlike the last minion, this one’s red eyes followed us into the temple, and even though she didn’t move, I could have sworn I heard her laughter.

This temple was as empty as the last one, so we headed right back out only a minute after we entered it. Before we moved to the next one, I had Val fly up to the top of the structure again to see if Sivaha’s body was still there. She flew up and landed on the top of the temple without any problems from the Draugr, but Val shook her head when she came back down.

Then she gestured to her throat like it had been slit before she shrugged.

“Luuzhhaa,” the winged woman sighed.

“Fuck me,” I growled.

“I have an idea,” Riecka said as she glanced at the motionless SAVO woman beside us. “This is a dream, right? So, why don’t we all try to just wake up?”

“No gahh.” Val’s voice was firm. “Eyyah, ohh?”

“I don’t think it works like that,” I said. “I’ve never been able to wake up on command before. I think we’re stuck here until something else pulls us out of it.”

“And I guess since I am here with you instead of just sleeping in bed with you on board Valravn, I probably won’t be able to wake you up,” Riecka said.

“That seems like a safe bet,” I replied. “Someone else will have to do the job.”

“It’s too bad I didn’t take Sivaha up on her offer of a threesome, then,” Riecka said with a sly smile.

“Her offer of a what?” I tore my eyes away from the motionless SAVO assholes around us to look at the beautiful cyborg.

“It is a joke,” Riecka chuckled. “But I don’t think Sivaha would mind if I asked her to join us next time.”

“I don’t think I’d mind, eitherrr,” I purred.

“Eyyah!” Val snapped, and when I looked back at the Shadow Eagle, she had her hands on her hips, but then she gestured all around herself again. “Eyy gahh?”

“Don’t worry, you could join us, too,” I told the winged woman.

Even as she smiled and stuck out her cute little tongue, I knew she wasn’t actually concerned about a threesome. We were still surrounded by a field of creepy, dead-eyed Draugr, and so far, we hadn’t had any luck finding my other women.

I was beginning to think that Riecka might be the only one who had made the trip this time.

“Val, take us to another one,” I growled.

The winged woman flew up so close to the SAVO woman that her feathers nearly brushed her face, but only the vampire’s eyes followed Val while her body remained motionless. The bronze-haired Shadow Eagle landed in front of another temple and gestured us over to join her, so we hurried past the male vampire stationed right outside the open door.

“Zeeeeaa,” Val whispered, and then we entered the temple.

When we couldn’t find any trace of the blonde hacker, I decided to call it. I couldn’t feel the presence of any of my other wives, and if Eve was here, she would have already spoken to me in my mind. I wasn’t sure why Riecka was the only woman with me this time besides the Shadow Eagle, but this certainly seemed to be the case, so we would just have to go with it.

And maybe we could make it somewhere past the endless rows of temples before the vampires really woke up.

I led the way back toward the door but felt a prickle at the back of my neck. I was still in my aegis armor so between the aegis and my massive tiger body, I could cover both women when I stood in front of them. I shifted my stance slightly to make sure I blocked them, and when I stepped one foot out the door, I stopped before my sole even hit the ground.

All the vampires had taken a step toward us.

I immediately jumped back into the temple and damn near knocked over Val and Riecka, but it only took them a second to see what I had. Again, the SAVO all took a step toward us, and then another and another until a dozen of them started to crowd in front of the temple. Their movements were slow and jerky, like they had just started to wake up, but I didn’t think that would stop them from ripping our throats out if they had the chance.

“New plan,” I grunted. “Fucking run!”

I bulldozed my way out of the temple and knocked over the two Draugr closest to the entrance. They fell over like bowling pins, but I didn’t have time to figure out why they weren’t fighting back yet. More and more vampires were steadily marching in our direction from temples all across the landscape, and I didn’t want to get caught in the middle of them when they finally woke up.

As the two women stayed right on my heels, I shoulder-checked a SAVO woman on my right, and she crumpled like a fallen leaf. Two more vampires immediately marched forward to fill the gap she left, and it only took one quick look to see that the area immediately around us was about to overflow with Draugr assholes.

“Val, fly!” I snarled.

The Shadow Eagle launched herself into the air over the heads of the SAVO, but only a few of them reached up to try to touch her feathers. The rest of them kept their eyes fixed on me and continued to march steadily forward, and then their claw-like nails lashed out and scraped against my aegis armor.

I threw a right hook toward one asshole and aimed a jab at another fucker’s jaw, but after both vampires collapsed to the ground, more of them pushed forward and shrieked their nails against my aegis. Their eyes were still dead, and their faces were damn near expressionless, so it didn’t exactly seem like they were trying to hurt me. They mostly just seemed like they were trying to slow me down or grab onto me, and no matter how many of them I punched or kicked or shoved away, it didn’t seem to matter.

I could only think of one reason why they might want to just grab onto me but not attack me. They must want to hold me in place long enough for their queen to show up.

I looked ahead to Val, but the Shadow Eagle had stopped just past the crowd of vampires, and she was now beating her wings to keep herself in the air as she looked back at me. After I elbowed another SAVO in the face and made his nose disappear into his skull, I glanced back at him long enough to see his nose begin to heal almost immediately, and then I looked at Riecka behind me. Even though she was a fast runner, I was much faster in my tiger form, and we’d never get away from this crowd at the pace we were going.

I reached my paw back to grab Riecka’s hand so I could scoop her up in my arms and keep running. Just as she reached out her hand to grasp mine, I felt the air shift around us, and I heard a sound that filled me with fury and dread.

“Ahhhhdummm,” the SAVO queen called from everywhere around us, and then her harsh laughter echoed off the black stone temples. “Miiiiinnnneeeeee…”

Before I could lift Riecka up in my arms, the lifeless eyes of the vampires around us suddenly glowed red with hatred, and the moment they all snarled to life, they surged toward us like a tsunami.

Shit.

“Get to Val!” I roared and then grabbed the closest SAVO.

I glimpsed Riecka sprint past me in her thin nightgown, and I had just enough time to see her metal arm crumple the side of a vampire’s skull before I lifted the SAVO in my arms, let the aegis flow away from my face, and then clamped my powerful jaws down onto his neck.

Blood spurted in every direction, and the beast in my soul purred at the feeling of my enemy’s life as it dribbled down my chin and coated the front of my aegis. Then a Draugr grabbed my left arm and tried to twist it backward, and another fucker latched onto my waist, so I dropped my prey before I felt the last of the blood leave his body.

My elbow slammed into one asshole’s skull while my knee jammed into some other fucker’s ribs, and even though my aegis kept their claw-like nails from penetrating down to my skin, the air was filled with a horrific shrieking as the SAVO all tried to rip the armor off my body. If my aegis had advanced enough to the point that I had wing thrusters, I could have flipped them on and burned through half a dozen vampires all at once, but it hadn’t quite leveled up that far, so I was stuck with the weapons I did have.

Tooth and fucking claw.

I lost sight of Riecka when a new surge of SAVO pressed in on every side, but I just roared and let my claws go wild. They ripped one way and then another, and every time they met soft flesh, blood geysered through the air, and I had to shake the clotted clumps of flesh away from my paws before I tore out the next fucker’s throat.

My jaws closed around any body part I could get my hands on. Whenever my maw clamped around another arm, my teeth sheared through flesh and bone, and my fangs mangled each skull they found until the bone crushed in on itself, and their red eyes exploded in a burst of coppery blood.

But none of it seemed to matter.

I dropped SAVO assholes left and right, but more of them kept spilling toward me, and I guessed I only had a few minutes left before the sheer force of their numbers bore me down to the ground. They were strong fuckers, and they weren’t even using their powers against me yet. Already, I kept having to kick my legs free when one of the vampires latched on a little too tightly, and several of them broke their fangs off on my armor when they jumped on my back and tried to bite my neck.

I spun my body around to throw off another wave of attackers, and I used the movement to look over their heads and try to spot Val and Riecka. Neither woman was anywhere to be seen, but before I could look any more, the Draugr around me pressed forward again, and I had to use all my strength to keep them from pinning me down.

I grabbed two fuckers by the scruff of their pale necks and slammed their heads together, and when the blow dented the sides of their skulls, I rammed them together again, and this time, blood spurted from their eyes and noses. I dropped their limp bodies to the ground before my jaws ripped open the throat of another SAVO, and as his blood spewed into a different vampire’s eyes, I twisted toward her and gouged her eyes out with my claws.

I didn’t know how many of my prey were dead and how many were simply injured, but I wasn’t about to stop and ask, just like I didn’t plan to stop and ask why they weren’t using their powers on me. I just focused on ripping apart one asshole after another, and I kept looking around whenever I could to find some way out of this mess.

Only there was nowhere to run.

More black temples and more red-eyed Draugr waited in every direction around me, and even worse, I still couldn’t see Riecka or Val. I hoped they had at least managed to make it to safety somewhere, but I couldn’t imagine where that would be in this landscape.

My claws slashed open the abdomen of a female Draugr on my left, and the SAVO behind her slipped on her spilled guts and slammed into my side. He was almost big enough to topple me over, but I leaned into the fall instead and used it to slam my elbow into the chest of another vampire.

When I heard his sternum crack under the weight of my blow, I almost started to feel hopeful. Maybe I could fight my way to the other side of the crowd, and maybe I would find wherever Val and Riecka had hidden themselves.

But then something froze me in place.

It was like all the air had been squeezed from my lungs, or like I had been dropped to the bottom of the ocean and couldn’t breathe or move my body against the tons of water pressing down on me. I could only stand there and watch as everything moved around me.

The Draugr immediately stopped attacking me, and as they backed away, they bowed and then turned toward something up ahead of me. Their bodies started to part down the middle, but I couldn’t see what they were all looking at yet.

I tried to twist against the pressure that now weighed my body down, but I couldn’t move at all. I could barely even blink, and the low growl that escaped my throat was all I could do to rage against how powerless I felt.

Either the Draugr had all woken up enough to use their powers against me, or the SAVO queen had finally arrived.

I got my answer when the vampires finished parting in front of me, and I saw the head Draugr bitch about ten meters ahead. She stood in a black leather flight suit that hugged her angular body, and her left hand was wrapped around Riecka’s throat so tightly that she had raised the cyborg woman into the air, and now her feet kicked helplessly against the air.

If I could just move my legs, I could get to her, but I couldn’t even raise my arm against the Draugr queen so I certainly wasn’t in any condition to run toward her. I didn’t see Val anywhere around them, but I had watched the SAVO bitch hurt the bronze-haired Shadow Eagle the last time I was in this dream-world, and I’d be damned if I let her do the same thing now to my cyborg queen.

While I was still trying to growl out a word, the pale moonlight of this world suddenly disappeared completely in a rush of wind. The moment I felt the wind against my face, I could move again, and I looked up to see what had made the shadow fall over the moon.

A blue-haired Shadow Eagle spiraled out of the night sky above me.

Her wings were almost twice the span of the other winged women, but her feathers were just as black. Her navy-colored hair shimmered in the dim light like waves of the ocean at night, and her slender body was clothed in a sheer blue lace bodysuit that outlined every soft curve.

As the blue-haired Shadow Eagle swept down from the sky, Val appeared right behind her. They both landed in front of me, almost right on top of the Draugr queen, but the blue-haired woman instantly spread her wings wide again, and another burst of wind blew toward me.

This time, when I felt the wind, I dashed forward until I ducked under both their wingspans and stood side by side with the Shadow Eagles as we faced Riecka and the SAVO bitch.

“Aahdumm noo ahh,” the blue-haired woman growled.

“Heee issss miiiiine,” the Draugr queen said, but she lowered Riecka down until the tattooed woman’s feet were on the ground again.

To my surprise, the blue-haired Shadow Eagle laughed.

The Draugr queen stared at her, but the winged woman kept laughing, and even Val started to shift from one foot to another like she wasn’t sure what to do. When I glanced at Riecka, the SAVO bitch still had her hand around my wife’s throat, but Riecka had started to slowly raise her cybernetic arm up toward the other woman’s fingers.

“Liiiaaah,” the blue-haired woman chuckled. “Liiiiieess.”

Riecka suddenly grabbed the Draugr queen’s fingers and ripped them away from her throat so that they bent backward. The SAVO queen screamed and whirled toward Riecka, but before her fangs could reach my wife, I lunged forward and tackled the Eve-look-alike to the ground.

The SAVO queen squirmed underneath me, but I slammed her head into the dirt and pinned her there. I opened my tiger’s maw wide to snap my jaws over her skull, but she cackled, and then I heard the horde of Draugr behind us all begin to run in our direction.

I was only distracted for a second, but it was long enough for the queen to slither out from underneath me and take a few steps back. She started to raise her hands toward us like she would freeze me again, but then Val grabbed Riecka and me by the arms and tugged us toward a gap between temples on our right.

We fled away from the SAVO woman, but I glanced over my shoulder to see the other Shadow Eagle as the queen turned toward her from one direction, and the horde of Draugr swarmed her from the other.

“Eyyahhhh!” the blue-haired woman shouted, and her powerful black wings throbbed against the air.

It was enough to make both the queen and the first wave of Draugr stumble backward, and then the Shadow Eagle launched herself up and sped toward us like a flash of blue lightning. As soon as she landed behind us, we tore forward, and the blue-haired woman pointed toward a temple up ahead.

I didn’t try to argue.

I could hear the gnashing of the Draugr’s fangs behind me as the saliva dribbled down their chins in their eagerness to consume us, but we kept pumping our legs, and any time it felt like the horde was about to overwhelm us, the blue-haired Shadow Eagle paused long enough to beat her massive wings again, and it gave us a few extra seconds to get away.

When we reached the open door of the temple, we sprinted inside and yanked the door closed after us. I started to reach toward the lock to slide it in place, but then I realized there was no lock. It wasn’t even a SAVO temple door.

It was the door of a Shadow Eagle.

Only a few seconds after the four of us were inside, something slammed against the door, and it was followed by one crash after another. It was just a matter of time before the Draugr used blunt force to break into the Shadow Eagle, and this was only if they didn’t use their telekinesis to force it open first.

I turned around to see the rest of the hold, and I recognized it as the same Shadow Eagle that I had been in so many times before in my dreams. Riecka was standing right behind me with a stunned look on her face as she glanced around, Val stood beside her with a gentle hand on my cyborg wife’s shoulder, and the blue-haired Shadow Eagle slowly folded her dark wings and bowed them to the ground at the same time she bowed her head to me.

“Ahhdam,” the angel whispered, and then she moved toward me so she could reach up and stroke my cheek.

The aegis flowed away from my face at her touch, and she rubbed her fingers against my fur until I started to purr despite my best efforts not to.

“Tiigahh,” the winged woman said. “Lovvah.”

“Is it just me, or is this one easier to understand?” Riecka muttered.

“Wweee lovvah,” Val said as she took a step forward and brushed her fingers against my other cheek.

“Tiigahh resss--” the blue-haired woman said.

“Cuuu ahh,” Val finished.

“Tiger rescues?” I guessed.

“Eyyah oh!” The blue-haired Shadow Eagle gestured to herself and the spirit of Valravn.

“Tiger rescues Shadow Eagles,” Riecka stated.

“Ohh gahh,” both winged women said in unison.

“I appreciate the vote of confidence, even though you’re the one who saved our asses just now.” I glanced past the women at the sound like a battering ram that slammed into the door. “But I don’t even know how to rescue you from this drrrream, much less in real life.”

“Reaaall!” The blue-haired woman slapped her hand against her chest and then gestured around her. “Reeaaall!”

“Luuzzhaa,” Val said. “Ahh reeeel.”

“Aaand we’re right back to square one,” I groaned. “How can this be an illusion and real at the same time?”

“Eyyah.” Val shrugged as if this word answered everything.

“That’s a problem for another day, I guess,” I growled. “Let’s get to the bridge.”

The four of us fled toward the elevator, even though I knew what I would find when we reached the top level. It was the same thing I had found every time I was inside this Shadow Eagle. We would be stuck inside a cave with no way out and no engine, and terrifying creatures would be trying to break in.

Then we entered the elevator and started to rise to the top level of the ship, and I knew something was off this time.

The elevator seemed to climb at a snail’s pace, but every time I glanced down at the control panel, it felt like we were hurtling upward like a rocket. The walls of the elevator all started to blur around me, and when a reddish-purple light started to pulse in the seams of the elevator, I heard Riecka gasp and press her body up against mine.

Then the entire elevator blurred into one great big haze of reddish-purple, and the floor disappeared from underneath our feet. We were falling in the middle of the eerie red light, and as everything else disappeared around us, it felt like we were falling toward a giant, pulsing, red heart.

“Adam!” Riecka screamed. “Adam!”
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Chapter 18

I shouted in response, and the sound of my own voice jolted me awake back in the captain’s quarters on Valravn.

“Shittt…” I sat upright in bed and tried to adjust to the fact that I wasn’t actually falling down an elevator with Riecka.

“No!” My cyborg wife gasped a half second later as she woke up beside me, and I reached over to pull her close so she would know she was safe. She leaned her head against my shoulder as we caught our breaths, and I glanced around to make sure there were no eerie red lights that were suddenly going to start pulsing in my room.

“You okay?” I asked.

“I am not hurt,” Riecka said. “I was only surprised.”

“Me, too,” I replied. “Let me see how long we have before we reach Parnarta. I have no idea how long we’ve been out or if anyone has tried to wake us up.”

“I don’t know how you get used to those dreams,” Riecka said as she stretched arms overhead, but then she gave me a sly smile. “Even though I could get used to watching you rip the Draugr throats out one after another like you did. I love seeing how powerful you are, even if it did feel like we were in your dream for days.”

“Let’s hope it wasn’t actually quite that long,” I chuckled and reached for the comms button to open up a link with the bridge. “Juliette, how long until we reach Parnarta?”

“Well, hey there, Sleeping Beauty,” the redheaded pilot’s voice sounded through the speakers in my quarters. “We’ve got about ninety minutes left before we get there. I was just about to ask someone to wake you up.”

“Perfect, thanks,” I said. “I’ll be out shortly.”

“Oh, and Captain?” Juliette asked. “You wouldn’t happen to know where a certain sexy she-wolf has gotten to, would you? Dark brown hair, mesmerizing red eyes, a metal arm that could crush your skull with just one punch? We can’t seem to find her anywhere.”

“Riecka is with me,” I said with a smile. “She’ll join you on the bridge when I do.”

“Way to go, Wolfie!” Juliette snickered. “Finally got the--”

I cut the audio link before the redhead could finish her thought.

“Thank you,” Riecka whispered.

“For what?” I asked.

“Giving me a chance,” the tattooed woman said with a shrug. “For the fact that you see me as a woman, not just an asset or even an ally.”

“You are my wife, Riecka,” I said as I slipped my hand into her dark brown hair. “I would not change this for anything.”

I tilted her head backward and kissed her, and the cyborg queen moaned as I brushed the fingers of my other hand up her arm. As I pulled back the sheets from where they covered her chest, Riecka melted backward onto the bed, and I flipped over until my hips were on top of hers.

Then I was deep inside her again, and she felt even better than I remembered. I wasn’t sure how long we made love, but after we both came, I carried her into the shower while I was still inside her, and then we made love again until I had filled her with my seed so many times that my cream streamed out of her like a river in the hot steam of the shower.

The audio link connection suddenly chimed in the speakers of my room.

“Uhhhh, ten minutes, Handsome,” Juliette called.

“Be there directly,” I answered, and then the link chimed to close again. “I guess we better get our asses out to the bridge.”

“You are very distracting,” Riecka sighed as she reached down to touch where my sperm dripped out of her pussy.

“So are you,” I said. “I can’t help the fact that I can’t keep my hands off you.”

“That makes me happy,” she whispered over the sound of the shower as she brought her finger to her lips and licked it clean. “By Odin, you do taste divine. I hope your seed finds my womb fertile.”

“I think it will,” I said as I felt my cock stiffen again. “Too bad we don’t have time to fill you again.”

“Later then.” She smiled at me.

“You look even more beautiful when you smile,” I purred as I cupped her hands in my palms.

“You make me smile,” she cooed. “I will do it more often.”

We finished our shower and got dressed as quickly as we could, and then we headed straight out to the bridge. Josefinna announced my entrance, but I waved her and Mikhael back to their seats, along with my wives who all stood to greet me. As soon as I slid into the captain’s chair of Valravn, my women sat down again, and Riecka took a seat beside Sivaha.

“Nice of you to pull yourselves away,” Sivaha snickered. “You both look… satisfied.”

“We are,” Riecka said with a faint blush.

“How’s it looking?” I asked before my women all got side-tracked by talking about my love-life.

“Everything’s pretty ship-shape,” Zea replied. “Get it? Ship… shape? Because we’re on a ship?”

“What Blondie means is we’ve got two minutes before we get to the infamous Parnarta,” Juliette called over her shoulder from the pilot’s chair. “And if Ice Queen did all her calculations right, we should get there at the exact same time as all your other ships.”

“My calculations are always correct,” Madalena said. “Twenty thousand ships will arrive at Parnarta at the same time we do, and so will Dance to the Dirge, Persephone, Phoenix’s fleet, and the crew of engineers who will replace the Shadow Eagle’s engine.”

“Did you say twenty thousand?” I repeated.

“Yes, it is the escort you requested to accompany the engineering ship,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

“Twenty thousand ships is an escort?” I grinned. “It sounds like an armada to me.”

“It is an appropriate escort for the King of Kings,” Madalena said.

“Works for me,” I chuckled. “We’ll do a planet scan once we get there before we drop down to the surface, and that should tell us a little something about what we can expect to find.”

“You mean like what the hell kind of creatures made Phoenix’s drones keep disappearing the last time she was here?” Aasne asked. “Because I would very much like to know what we’ll be up against.”

“It does not matter,” Eve said. “I would like us to be prepared, but whatever we face, we will defeat it. Our husband leads the forces of light. Nothing can stand in his way.”

“I’m right there with you, Eve,” Zea sighed. “But I’d still kinda like to know what we’re about to fight. Are we talking more big-ass spiders? Creepy cave worms? Human assholes? SAVO? Something else? Something worse? Something--”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I chuckled before the blonde hacker kept spiraling. “But Eve’s right. I have twenty thousand ships plus Phoenix’s fleet, three Shadow Eagles, and all of you with me. Nothing will stop us from getting the last ship.”

“I like your optimism, Handsome,” Juliette said. “I have a feeling we’re gonna need it. We’ve got five… four… three… two…”

The stars stretched and crystallized into view around us, and instantly, all the other ships that I had ordered to Parnarta began to blink into existence on every side of us. Madalena’s math had been fucking perfect, but I wasn’t surprised by this, so instead, I turned my attention forward to look at Parnarta.

System PAR - 876 consisted of three Goldilocks planets that should all be excellent sources of rhodium, at least according to Nebula Gammon’s research over a hundred years ago. Parnarta itself was mostly green and had plenty of water to support life, but it looked like there might be a handful of orange deserts as well. It was the furthest planet from the sun, and since it had the most Earth-like temperatures out of all three, it was where Fredrick Gammon had started his explorations.

After what happened on Parnarta, I doubted Nebula Gammon had ever come back to really explore the other two planets.

“Is everyone here, Madalena?” I asked as I started to scan the read-out of all my ships who had joined us.

“Yes, Dance to the Dirge and Persephone are here,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “So are Phoenix’s drone ships, along with the engineering ship and the twenty thousand ships that came from Nordar - 13.”

Now that everyone had arrived, I had Juliette move Valravn a little closer, but I ordered everyone else to stay put until I had a better idea what we were working with.

“Anything on the scanners yet?” I asked as the ship flew a little closer but stayed out of orbit for the moment.

“Not yet,” Juliette replied. “Do you want me to take her around to the other side of the planet?”

“Go ahead,” I said. “We’ll need to enter orbit sooner or later, so it might as well be now, and then we can see if there are any enemy ships we need to deal with.”

“On it, Kitty-Boy,” the redhead answered.

Once Juliette swung us into orbit, we started to circle Parnarta so we could scan the space around the planet for any possible enemies at the same time we did a quick planet scan for any signs of trouble. We had gotten the rough coordinates from Yu of the Shadow Eagle’s last known location, and based on where we had come out of hyperdrive, the coordinates should be on the other side of the planet.

I hoped the ship would still be where Yu had left it, but I wasn’t too worried about it. The Shadow Eagle clearly wanted me to find her, or I wouldn’t keep having so many dreams about her, so if she was actually somewhere else, I was pretty sure she would have found a way to tell me.

We moved our orbit to the other side of the planet, and I could see that our target coordinates were just at the edge of the sunlight, so it would be dark there in probably less than two hours. If we needed to land in the darkness, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but the fading sunlight wasn’t what concerned me.

It was the endless kilometers of man-made craters and stripped forests on the planet’s surface.

There were green mountains and valleys all around the ruined landscape, so it was clear this wasn’t how it was supposed to look, but in every direction around the Shadow Eagle’s coordinates, the land had been bulldozed, blown apart, and strip mined of every possible resource.

“Shit,” I muttered. “Can you get us a little closer, Juliette?”

“You bet,” the pilot replied.

“This looks troubling,” Elana sighed.

“It looks like a corporation has moved in,” Eve said flatly. “Someone must have heard about the rhodium on Parnarta and come to mine it.”

“What about the creatures Yu warned us about, the ones that were hidden deeper in the caves?” Riecka asked. “Was he making it up?”

“I do not think so,” Madalena said. “Especially since Phoenix confirmed there was something strange about Parnarta.”

“It’s possible these creatures have moved on to a different area of the planet,” I said. “Or maybe this corporation hasn’t tapped the surface quite deeply enough to disturb them.”

“Bad news,” Juliette announced as she pulled back on the throttle so that we stopped our movement. “I don’t know who this corporation is, but I’m sure they’ve got some long-range sensors.”

“Can they pick us up?” I asked.

“I don’t think they have yet since they haven’t tried to communicate with us,” Juliette answered, “but if I even start to think about dropping into the atmo, they will. And… it looks like they have some hella badass surface-to-air missiles to go along with their sensors, so basically, if they pick us up, we’re fucked.”

“How fucked?” Sivaha asked.

“DOA,” Juliette said with a shrug. “Take a look.”

The front display zoomed toward the surface as Juliette hammered a few keys on her control terminal, and we all let out a breath when we saw that the edges of the developed strip mine were covered with what looked like missile bays.

“Shit,” I hissed.

“Their sensors would even detect our shuttles so I’m not sure how to get around them,” Juliette said.

“Orbital bombing,” Madalena stated. “We will just destroy them all. We have enough ships in our escort, and I don’t want to waste any more time.”

“Well…” Juliette started. “I… like… we could, but there might be innocent people down there. You know, just normal folk working for the corporation with families. We can try to just target the missile launchers, since we have enough ships, but those missile bays are all over. I think a lot of people down there would die.”

“Ahhh.” Madalena frowned.

“Yeahhh,” Zea sighed. “I’m with Peaches. We can’t just nuke from orbit. At least until we determine exactly who is on the surface.”

“And if we try to fly down there, they will get first strike,” I huffed.

“I supposed they don’t need a fleet if they can just keep enemies from landing,” Aasne said. “Don’t they have a fleet or something? It seems strange to not have any sort of air or space support.”

“Look at that,” Zea said as she pointed at Valravn’s scanners. “Juliette, pan left a bit?”

“On it,” the redhead said as she moved the screen over a tad.

Just on the other side of the kilometers of strip mining, there was a large airfield with a fuck-ton of ships, and it was right next to a stone-walled compound. This mining corporation might not feel the need to have their ships stationed around Parnarta, but they clearly had them ready to go in case anything made it past their missiles.

“Our husband’s fleet can eliminate those ships easily,” Madalena said. “As an alternative to orbital bombing, we can send enough of our own ships down to draw the fire of the missiles, and while they’re occupied, the rest of us can go down, fight them, and then rescue the Shadow Eagle when they are eliminated.”

“That’s just sacrificing my own people’s lives for the potential lives of people I don’t know,” I said. “I’d rather just do an orbital strike.”

“We could also send in Phoenix’s drone ships,” Sivaha pointed out. “They do not have humans on board, so their losses would be less significant.”

“That’s still a lot of decoy ships that are gonna get creamed,” Juliette said. “Plus, what if the missiles can fire faster than we think? They might take out half the fleet before they burn out or run out of ammo.”

“Juliette is right,” I said. “I won’t risk any of my ships or warriors if I don’t have to. We need every last one if we’re going to win the fight against the Draugr. There has to be a better way to get down to the surface.”

“But if we can’t even take the shuttles or ships down, what are we supposed to do?” Aasne asked.

“I’ll do a drop and go down by myself,” I announced, and a wave of surprise and adoration flowed toward me from my wives.

“How?” Sivaha asked.

“We have done something similar before,” Madalena said. “It is how we entered Nyr Valhalla the first time, when my father had an automatic missile system to use against us.”

“Paula and Kasta built me a reentry suit,” I added. “It should be small enough to avoid the corporation’s sensors, and once I’m down on the surface of Parnarta, I can go in, disable everything, and then clear you all to land. Then we’ll go get the Shadow Eagle from there.”

“There are two suits,” Riecka pointed out. “Paula and Kasta built one for you and one that would fit any of your wives.”

“Then I should--” Madalena started.

“I mean no disrespect, Prime Valkyrie,” Riecka interrupted. “But I should go with him. I should be able to handle any technological obstacles we come across, and I can help him disable the missile systems quickly. Especially if they are on the same data network.”

“Ummm, so can I,” Zea said as she slowly raised her hand. “But… uhhh… I’m not quite--”

“Do you want to do an atmo drop?” Madalena asked with the hint of a smile. “If I remember correctly, you passed out for the entire drop when we landed on Nyr Valhalla.”

“Yeahhhhh…” Zea sighed as she lowered her hand. “I’m just saying I coouuld do it.”

“Adam needs someone who can disable the missile system while he fights the enemy,” Eve said. “But she should also be skilled in combat, since it will just be the two of them, and we do not know exactly what they are up against.”

“Again, I am the clear choice,” Riecka said.

“You are correct,” Madalena said. “Even though I do not like to admit it. Your unique blend of engineering expertise, programming knowledge, and battle skills are a perfect fit for this mission.”

“We could angle our drop to take us a few kilometers outside of their headquarters,” I said as I glanced at the details on the Shadow Eagle’s scanners again. “Then we can lose the suits, hike in, wreck them all, and clear the way.”

“I’m pulling up the coordinates I think would work,” Juliette said. “They’ve got a bunch of missile arrays scattered around the area, but you could drop in about two kilometers from what looks like their main compound.”

“Is that the stone-walled compound right next to the airfield?” I asked.

“Yep,” Juliette replied. “It’s surrounded by missile launchers that you’d have to take down before you could get inside the compound, but if you both stagger your jumps and land two kilometers out, you shouldn’t trigger their radar.”

“Can you tell anything about the inside of the compound?” Riecka asked.

“Uhh, other than it’s next to a fuck-ton of scary-ass enemy ships?” the redhead asked. “It’s got a bunch of buildings inside, but they mostly look like barracks, I guess for either miners or soldiers. Or both. There’s a square building right in the middle that looks different from the rest of them.”

“That’s probably the main control complex,” Riecka said. “If we can get inside it, I should be able to disable all the missile arrays in the area, not just at the compound.”

“So, we just need to destroy the missiles around the compound before they shoot us, jump over the walls, get inside this square building, and hold off the enemy until Riecka takes control of all the missile arrays,” I said. “Sounds easy enough.”

“I think we need to review the definition of ‘easy,’” Zea sighed.

“I’ll go first, and Riecka can jump about two minutes later,” I decided. “We’ll just need the suits and our weapons.”

“You know both of those things are on Persephone, right?” Zea asked.

“Yeah, we’ll have to take the shuttle over to Persephone first,” I said. “Then Madalena will take command of the Shadow Eagles and the fleet, since I’m sure the corporation will send their own fleet into the air once they realize what’s happening.”

“I should be able to take out a number of them once I am in control of the missile arrays,” Riecka said.

“Buuut in the meantime, you mean we’ve gotta kill the missiles, kill the corporation’s fleet they might launch, and then we still have to face whatever the fuck lives under the surface that Yu was afraid of?” Zea demanded. “And only then we can get the last Shadow Eagle out?”

“We might not have to face any creatures,” Eve said. “It is possible they fled once the corporation started mining here.”

“Eve, sweetie, you know I love you, but your optimism is not super helpful right now,” Zea sighed. “Every time we say it’s gonna be okay and no big deal, do you know what happens?”

“Ooh, I have a guess,” Juliette giggled.

“I’ll tell you,” Zea said. “Kitty-Boy ends up going full tiger, a bunch of people get punched full of holes, and there’s blood and guts for fucking days.”

“I do not see the problem with this,” Madalena said.

“Of course you don’t.” The blonde hacker rolled her eyes. “You’re the Prime Valkyrie. Battle is like an aphrodisiac to you.”

“It’s true.” My warrior wife shrugged.

“Open an audio channel with Persephone,” I said. “Have them come closer, so we can join them on the shuttle and then do our atmo drop from their airlock.”

“I got it,” Zea said.

Once Persephone knew we were coming, Riecka and I headed toward one of Valravn’s shuttle bays. I could feel the rest of my women’s nervousness as we moved toward the elevator, but I instructed them all to stay on the bridge and go over battle plans with the Prime Valkyrie. Only Eve came with us to the shuttle bay to see us off, but the three of us were silent as we walked.

We picked up our weapons from the armory on the way, but we would get additional ammunition and weapons from Persephone at the same time we put on our reentry suits. My women and warriors on board Valravn still had the weapons they used against the giant spiders on Nyr Valhalla, but they would be able to get additional supplies from Persephone once the Shadow Eagles were clear to land on Parnarta.

I wasn’t delusional enough to think this would be an easy fight, but with my cyborg queen at my side, I was confident we could eliminate the threat. All we needed to do was kill the missiles and drop anyone who got in our way so the rest of my fleet could come in and do their job.

Then we would finally be able to rescue the fourth Shadow Eagle.

It would give us four amazing ships to fill with warriors and take with us to the SAVO homeworld, and then we might actually stand a chance against the Draugr.

We just had to eliminate the assholes who stood between us and the last Shadow Eagle.

When the shuttle was ready to depart, Eve slipped her arms around my waist and looked up at me. It was strange that my vampire wife wouldn’t be coming with me on this mission, and even though I knew she and the rest of my women would join us quickly, I could already feel the faint ache in my chest whenever we were separated.

I know you will be successful, my Adam, but please be safe. I could not bear it if anything happened to you.

“Don’t worry,” I growled softly. “We just fought a horde of man-eating spiders. I think we can handle whatever a few corporate assholes throw our way.”

“I will protect his flanks and back,” Riecka added. “I only wish my wolves could come with us too, but they would burn up on reentry.”

“They can be the first warriors that leave the ship,” Eve said. “I’m sure they could even beat the Prime Valkyrie out of the hold, once Valravn is able to land.”

“Thank you for the praise, Eve,” the tattooed queen replied. “I have instructed my wolves what to do, so they will join us soon.”

Eve went up on her tiptoes and kissed me then, and it was only when Juliette’s voice cut into the speakers of the ship that I forced myself to pull back.

“Persephone’s close and ready for you,” the redheaded pilot announced.

“We’re on our way,” I said.

After we said goodbye to Eve, Riecka and I settled ourselves in the shuttle. The bay doors slid open above us, and I began to pilot the small craft out toward Persephone’s waiting bay. My heart started to hammer inside my chest with the anticipation of battle, but I took a deep breath to calm the beast in my soul. I would unleash him soon enough, but not yet.

We landed smoothly in Persephone’s bay and found Lux and Calisto waiting for us in the hold.

“Paula and Kasta will need to make additional reentry suits,” Lux said as soon as she saw us. “Queen Riecka will be invaluable at your side, Adam, but it is not right for the avatar of Odin to go into battle without his Valkyries.”

“I happen to agree with you there,” Riecka said. “I’m sure Paula and Kasta will be able to work even faster now that their sister is able to help them.”

“Your weapons and suits are ready beside the airlock,” Lux informed me.

“That was fast,” I said.

“We are efficient.” Calisto shrugged.

We followed the Valkyries into the hold, and as soon as I saw the weapons they had arranged for us, I felt like the luckiest son-of-a-bitch to have these warrior women on my crew.

The Valkyries had grabbed the biggest and baddest guns from the armory for us and set them all out neatly beside the reentry suits. There were two rocket launchers, the shrapnel sprayer shotgun, pulse rifles, a shotgun I didn’t recognize, and even the plasma bazooka.

“The bazooka might be overkill,” Calisto said. “But we wanted you to have options.”

“I appreciate it.” I grinned and then pointed at the unfamiliar shotgun. “Where did this one come from?”

“It is a project I have been working on,” Lux said. “It is a pulse shotgun. Perhaps not as effective as your shrapnel sprayer, but it is lighter, has a longer range, and can carry more ammunition in a magazine since it uses our Nordar technology instead of metal and gunpowder.”

“Damn.” I whistled as I lifted the lightweight shotgun in my arms. “It’s beautiful, Lux, but don’t you ever sleep? How did you find time to make this?”

“I always have time for anything you need, Adam,” Lux said evenly.

The shotgun was similar in construction to the pulse rifles, so when I gripped it like I was ready to fire, a faint blue glow appeared in the seams of the weapon. It took a power cell as a reload just like the pulse rifle, only the shotgun would pack a hell of a lot more firepower in close quarters.

And I always preferred to get close and personal with my enemies.

“Thank you,” I said. “Riecka, take your pick of weapons.”

“I will take a rocket launcher and the shrapnel sprayer,” the cyborg queen announced. “Plus one pulse rifle.”

“Good choices.” I nodded. “I’ll take the other rocket launcher, the pulse shotgun, and a pulse rifle. Oh, and plenty of reloads for my twin revolvers. As much as I’d like the plasma bazooka, I think it might be a little much to fit on an atmo drop.”

“Then we will bring it as backup once we are able to land on the planet,” Lux said. “Now, let us help you arm yourselves before you put on your reentry suits.”

Paula and Kasta had designed the reentry suits brilliantly, so we were able to wear our flight suits and aegis underneath them. We let the aegis flow over our bodies as an extra layer of protection, and then we slipped all our guns and reloads into our protected weapon harnesses. The rocket launchers were a tight fit, but Lux and Calisto were able to adjust them in their slings so they would fit inside the oversized reentry suits.

Once the huge suits of armor were in place on our bodies on top of our aegis and our weapons, we moved toward the airlock. The armor was so dense and heavy that I could already feel the sweat sliding down my back, but it would keep us from burning to a crisp when we entered the atmosphere, so it was a small price to pay.

Juliette had sent over the coordinates to Persephone that should be a good place for us to drop down to, and the Shadow Eagle was almost in position as she orbited Parnarta. We adjusted the controls of our reentry suits so they would angle us as close as possible to our planned coordinates, and then we opened the inner door of the airlock.

“We will be right behind you as soon as you give the word,” Lux said. “Good luck, Adam.”

“Odin and Freyja will be with you,” Calisto added.

“I will follow you in two minutes,” Riecka said.

“See you down there.” I took a deep breath.

Then I entered the airlock.

I waited for Lux to give me the signal that we were in position to jump. This was one of the craziest things I had ever done, but I had survived a drop to Nyr Valhalla and a space-walk without hands at Epsilon Tauri - b, so I figured I could manage this if it meant I was finally able to get my hands on the last Shadow Eagle.

When Lux tapped on the inner door of the airlock, I checked my suit one more time, opened the outer airlock door, and jumped into a free-fall down to the surface of Parnarta.

The time for thinking was over.

Now it was time to fuck shit up.
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Chapter 19

There was nothing quite like freefalling.

The moment I jumped out of the airlock, I let myself shift into my tiger form inside my reentry suit. I roared as the shift took me, but my adrenaline was pumping so hard that I didn’t even feel any pain with the shift. I only felt excitement and bloodlust, followed by a deep heat as I began to burn like a star.

Even inside the reentry suit, the heat felt like it would scorch all the way down to my bones until I incinerated from the inside out. I could see a faint orange glow through the visor of my suit as I plunged toward the planet’s surface, but I just gritted my teeth and held on.

Then it just got hotter.

There was no one else I would have trusted with the construction of such a suit, and Paula and Kasta knew what they were doing, so I let out another growl and focused on the ground that I was hurtling toward. As soon as I got below a certain altitude, I could trigger the thrusters in the back of the suit and start to slow myself down before I made a crater in the planet’s crust.

I just had to get past the long-range sensors first.

When the heat of reentry finally faded, I opened the visor so that some of the cool air could get inside. This made the fur on my cheeks stretch back as I plunged toward the ground, but I didn’t disappear in a sudden missile launch, so I had to be close to the point where I could trigger my thrusters.

The surface of the planet looked like it was only a few kilometers beneath me, but I still hadn’t heard anything from my women. My fingers itched toward the thrusters control as the forests below me started to get close enough that I could make out individual trees, and if no one gave me the go-ahead in the next few seconds, I would just have to take the risk and trigger the thrusters. Otherwise, I would never stop myself in time.

“Now! Now!” Zea’s voice suddenly burst over the transponder. “Thrusters, go!”

I triggered the thrusters the moment I heard Zea, and my back exploded with the feeling of almost as much heat as I’d felt entering the atmosphere. A growl escaped my throat as I tried to control the force of the thrusters, and I tensed every muscle to adjust the trajectory of my descent so I wouldn’t crash into the treetops below me.

I angled my feet toward the edge of the woods, and I started to ease off the right thruster to help control my turn. I eased up on the left thruster next, and then I powered both back up at full-force when I found the right angle to land where I wanted.

When I was close enough to stick the landing, I let both thrusters ease up until they almost weren’t firing at all, and then at the last second, I powered them down completely. I bent my knees to take the hit, and then I dropped to the ground on both feet.

The force rippled up through my body like an electrical current, but the reentry suit absorbed almost all of the impact, and I was able to stand up straight with only a slight sway after just a few seconds. As soon as I was upright, I glanced above me and saw Riecka as she plunged toward the ground after me.

I waved my arms wide to make sure she could see where I landed, and then I started to strip out of my heavy suit so I could be ready to help her and then head toward the target compound immediately. By the time I freed myself from the top of my suit, Riecka had engaged her thrusters, and she was already almost on top of me when I finished pulling out of the boots and bottoms of the reentry suit.

I backed up and made sure the cyborg queen had plenty of room to land, and she landed gracefully a few dozen paces away from me, but then she rocked unsteadily for a few seconds like a gymnast that didn’t quite stick the landing before she stumbled toward me.

As soon as she reached me, I helped her out of the heavy suit and left it right beside mine. When the Shadow Eagles came down to join us, they could pick up the reentry suits on their way, since we would definitely be using them again.

“You good?” I asked when Riecka was free of the suit.

“Yes,” my cyborg wife replied. “And I am ready to crush our enemies.”

“Then let’s go see what we can do,” I growled.

Riecka couldn’t run as quickly as me in my tiger form, but she was still a powerful Nordar warrior, and her natural abilities far exceeded any of the men and women I served with in the Jupiter Marines, so we moved quickly across the two kilometers toward our goal. The compound itself was out of sight, and we had the cover of scattered trees as we ran forward, but we still gripped our rocket launchers in case shit suddenly hit the fan.

After we had jogged about a kilometer closer, we left the last cover of trees and entered open territory. The soil here looked like it had been choked with chemicals until all the grass and plants withered up and died, but they hadn’t actually been pulled up, so it was like we entered a graveyard of shriveled brown plants all tinged with gray spots.

“There,” I whispered to my wife as we ran across the ruined ground.

The walls of the concrete compound were up ahead, and I could see the missile launchers that were posted every few dozen meters. There were five of them along the wall directly in front of us, and I guessed there were probably about the same number along every other wall.

Three of the five missile launchers were aimed skyward, but two of them pointed out in our direction and at the landscape that surrounded the compound. The fact that these missiles hadn’t fired at us yet told me we were either too small to be considered a threat, or they were manually operated instead of automatic, and the operators weren’t paying attention to the man and woman in armor now running straight toward them.

I thought they might just be backup missiles, but it seemed strange that this corporation had so many of their weapons aimed at the land instead of at the sky, since it was much more likely that any attackers would drop down from orbit.

Unless the missiles were also intended to keep out whatever creatures Yu and Phoenix had warned us about.

“No way to sneak up on them,” I growled as I began to run toward the walls.

“What’s the plan?” Riecka asked and followed me into the clearing. “Other than to kill everyone we see.”

“That’ll be a good start,” I chuckled. “As soon as we’re close enough, we take out the missile launchers on this side. Then we move in closer, get over the wall, get you into the main control building, and you can disable the rest of the missiles while I fight off the bad guys.”

“This plan works for me,” the tattooed woman said. “I like being a member of the tiger clan, Adam. You have a very direct approach to conflict.”

“Good, because tiger stripes look good on you,” I said and then nodded at the stripes on her dark aegis armor.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “You honor me, husband.”

“Everybody ready up top?” I asked over the transponder. “We’ll open fire in about thirty seconds, and I’m sure their fighter craft will all scramble to respond once we do.”

“We are ready,” the Prime Valkyrie responded.

“We are ready, too,” Lux said.

“We’re locked and loaded,” Kasta said.

“See you soon,” I growled. “We’ll let you know the moment the missiles are down.”

We were less than half a kilometer away from the compound’s stone walls, and I expected the missile pads to start firing at any second. I could hear the sounds of machinery from the other side of the walls, so it was possible no one was paying attention, but I was glad to hear signs of life, since I had decided not to orbital bomb them.

When we were two hundred meters from the closest wall, I saw a green light flicker on at the base of the two outward-facing missiles. I only saw it because of my enhanced tiger vision, but I sure as hell knew that couldn’t be good.

“Take the one on the left!” I roared and then dropped to my knees to wedge the rocket launcher against my shoulder.

Riecka obeyed instantly and dropped to her knees beside me. Just as the bases of both missile launchers flickered from green to red, we fired our own rocket launchers at the same time. Fire billowed out the back of our weapons as the projectiles streaked forward, and when they hit their targets, it was like a fucking fireworks show.

The enemy launchpads never even got a chance to shoot back at us. Their bases exploded in giant flames that burned green and gold for a second before thick black smoke plumed into the air.

“Move in closer, and let’s take out the next one,” I ordered.

It was easier to destroy the first two than I thought it would be, but as we moved forward and dropped to our knees again for a second strike, all three missiles that were aimed at the sky swiveled their barrels down to aim at us instead. The slight lag as the massive launch rails adjusted themselves looked like it would give us just enough time to take out at least two of them before they all locked onto us.

We might just have to outrun the third missile.

“Left!” I shouted, as I aimed my rocket launcher at the base in the middle. “Now!”

My ears thundered with the sound of our two rocket launchers, and the air filled with smoke and fire as I watched the projectiles streak across the empty landscape toward their targets. The rockets ripped into the launchers with the same force that the first two had, but that third missile was already loose.

Shit.

“Hold on,” I growled as the missile curved through the sky toward us like an angry wasp, and then I threw the rocket launcher over my back again, scooped Riecka up in my arms, and then tore across the open ground to avoid the missile from the far right.

It exploded somewhere right behind us, but I wasn’t sure if we would be lucky enough to avoid it again, especially not now that I heard the sound of motors humming to life from inside the compound. I set my cyborg queen back down after the missile exploded, and as she fired to destroy the last missile launchpad, I ran toward the wall again.

The last launchpad on this wall erupted in thunderous flames a second later, but I didn’t slow down for Riecka. I could feel her right behind me, and I knew in only a few seconds, we would both reach the wall of the compound.

When I was about three meters out from the wall, I jumped as high as my powerful legs would carry me and landed right on top of the half meter thick barrier. I took one quick look around the interior of the compound, but one corporation was basically like any other, so there was nothing about the compound that surprised me.

The compound was surrounded by four rectangular walls, and other than the five missile launchpads we had just destroyed, there were two more on the wall to my left, two more on the wall to my right, and five more on the far wall in front of me, about fifty meters ahead. From my position on top of the wall, I could see the airfield on the far side, but so far, none of the ships had launched, and in the middle of the compound walls, there were half a dozen mid-size buildings that looked like housing for the soldiers and miners, along with the square building in the middle of the compound and two big garages that looked like they could pack a hell of a lot of vehicles inside.

The sound of motors was now a dull roar.

I braced my feet on the wall and fired two blasts at the launchpads across from me, and then as they exploded in the evening light, I dropped to my stomach and reached down to grab Riecka’s hand. I pulled her up to the top of the wall with me, and after we both fired our rocket launchers at two additional launchpads, I turned my attention to the big garages where the sound of roaring motors was coming from.

The massive doors had just opened up to release all the vehicles stuffed inside, and half a dozen armored personnel carriers, plus a dozen more combat jeeps, poured out of the garages and raced toward us. Dozens of other soldiers streamed out of the other buildings in the compound on foot, and as they all aimed their weapons in our direction, I glanced at Riecka and felt her love and excitement billow around me like the smoke that our rocket launchers had pumped into the air.

“I’m gonna get you to that square building so you can disable the missiles,” I growled. “You just shoot the missile launchers until I clear a path forward, got it?”

“Yes, Adam,” Riecka replied.

The soldiers opened fire two seconds before I hurled myself off the top of the wall. Their bullets whizzed by my head and crumpled like paper balls against my aegis armor, but I didn’t even think about their weapons. I only thought about the vehicles right in front of me, and how they all slammed on their brakes as they saw an armored tiger-man come flying down toward them.

Their brakes didn’t do them any good.

My feet slammed into the window of the first armored personnel carrier to reach me, and the entire panel of bulletproof glass shattered under my weight. I immediately reached in and wrenched the driver out by his throat, and I tossed him to the side like a rag doll when I saw another missile launchpad explode from the corner of my eye.

Then I pumped my own rocket launcher into the crowd of foot soldiers who were now all aiming at Riecka up on the wall.

The blast incinerated them like they skipped their funerals completely and just went straight to their own cremations, but before their body parts had even settled to the ground, I had switched weapons to my pulse shotgun.

I fired one blast into the personnel carrier at my feet, and a thumb-sized, energy slug ripped free like a little blue demon I had released from its prison. It screamed into the vehicle and tore a soldier’s skull right off his shoulders, and I unleashed another slug before the other assholes in the vehicle could even swing their weapons up to aim at me.

After the armored personnel carrier I stood on top of was a mess of jagged metal and dead soldiers, I swung my pulse shotgun toward the combat jeep that was closest to me. These soldiers got their shots off faster, but their bullets only felt like slight nudges against my aegis armor, and they certainly weren’t enough to stop me from pumping their vehicle full of blue energy slugs.

Another launchpad exploded to my right, so I knew Riecka was still focused on her task. There were only three more to go now inside the complex itself, but I didn’t want to destroy all of them. There were plenty of other missile arrays scattered outside of the compound that Riecka could take control of, but I really wanted her to be able to take control of some of the missiles right beside the airfield.

I heard a deafening roar even louder than the vehicles around me, and even though I didn’t have time to look up at the airfield, I had a feeling that the fighter craft were all scrambling, so I would definitely need my fleet to respond as soon as possible, and this meant I needed to get Riecka inside the main control building.

“Let’s mooove!” I shouted.

Riecka sprang off the wall and ran after me, and I shotgunned a watermelon-sized hole through the front of every soldier who tried to get in our way as we dashed toward the square building in the middle of the compound. The soldiers weren’t stupid enough to shoot at the main control building itself, but half of them chased after us on foot, and the rest of them followed in their vehicles and APCs.

I fired shots over my shoulder as we ran forward, and I heard two vehicles crash into each other behind me, but by then, we had reached the square building, and I used all my strength to slam my shoulder into the metal door. It might have been built to withstand a lot of force, but it wasn’t able to hold up against the force of an enraged tiger-man, so the door crumpled with my first blow, and then it crashed to the ground with my second slam.

I led the way inside the fluorescent-lit building. It was bigger on the inside than I would have guessed, and I noticed two doors at the opposite end of the room, along with a ladder that led down to an underground level squarely in the middle of the building.

As I stared at the hole the ladder led down into, it started to vomit soldiers up toward us.

I instantly started shooting. Every time another soldier came up, my pulse shotgun tore the top part of their body from their bottom while Riecka continued to hold off the assholes who had followed us from the rest of the compound. They kept coming like a leaking dam that wouldn’t stop, and then I noticed the two doors at the opposite end of the building as they began to swing open.

I knew Riecka was busy enough with the soldiers who were coming behind us in the main control building, so while she held them off, I darted forward to take care of the rest of these fuckers. I fired half a dozen blue energy slugs into the underground level to take out the soldiers who were trying to climb up to meet us, and then I raised my weapon to meet the soldiers who poured out of the two doors across from me.

They came out guns blasting, and for a moment, Riecka turned to help me until she realized that these fuckers were only armed with laser handguns. It was a piss-poor weapon to use against an armor-wearing tiger, but they probably just picked laser pistols because they would be less likely to damage the electric equipment that I guessed was right below us.

The lasers felt like gnats taking a piss against our aegis armor, and when they realized we weren’t rolling on the floor in pain, Riecka just chuckled, turned around, and kept firing at the oncoming soldiers from outside. I fired one more shotgun blast into the hole beside me for good measure, and then I swiveled my weapon back up and started pulling the trigger.

The soldiers dropped like flies in an electric bug-zapper. They kept pouring out of the two doors like they could overwhelm me with numbers, but my shotgun carried them to the ground faster than their legs could carry them forward to meet me, and in a matter of seconds, over a couple dozen soldiers laid blown apart in front of me.

As soon as I checked both rooms to make sure no more soldiers were coming, I started throwing bodies toward the busted door to block the path of the oncoming soldiers. Riecka held them off until I finished, and after I had stacked bodies high enough to buy us a little time, I turned to my cyborg queen and nodded to the ladder in the middle of the room.

“Down you go,” I said.

Riecka plunged through the hole first, and I followed right behind her. I wouldn’t be able to stay here very long since the soldiers above us would burst through the wall of bodies in less than a minute, but I at least wanted to make sure things were clear for her.

My paws gripped the rails and I slid down the ladder, and when my feet hit the floor, I looked around for any enemies. For a second, it reminded me of a SAVO temple, but that was only because of all the wires and tubes that ran in every direction along the walls, under our feet, and out the sides of the building. There was a massive cube in the middle of the room that towered all the way up to the ceiling, and it was covered with so many wires and flashing lights it looked like the nervous system of some sort of robot alien.

“Does this look like the right--” But I didn’t get to finish my question.

Two soldiers popped out from behind the flashing cube of wires, and they both fired laser blasts at us.

I was moving toward them before I even knew my legs were pumping, and as I ran, I slung the pulse shotgun over my back and let my claws rip free of my aegis. I could have ended them with the shotgun in a heartbeat, but I didn’t want to damage the electrical equipment, so I would have to take them out old-school.

My claws slashed out the throat of the man on my right, and as his blood started to spew all over the wires that poked out of the electrical cube, I hauled him to his feet and threw him back toward the ladder to get him out of the way of the electrical equipment.

“Duck!” I roared to Riecka.

The cyborg woman ducked as his body sailed overhead, and I had just enough time to watch his corpse slam into the wall beside the ladder before I turned back to the other asshole with the laser pistol.

“Nooo--” he half screamed just as I grabbed either side of his skull, and while he flailed around like a drowning rat in my arms, I twisted his neck until it ripped apart like a plastic bottle.

I dropped his body at my feet and gestured for Riecka to move forward with me. We took opposite sides of the cube to check for any additional soldiers, but there were no other guards.

As soon as I reached the back of the square room, I saw why.

Five motion-sensored aerial drones that were shaped like eggs opened their red eye-like shutters to point their lasers down at me, and five man-shaped battle drones started to march toward me with knives in their hands that were the length of my forearms.

I swung my shotgun up to point at the chest of one of the battle drones, but before I could get a shot off, I felt Riecka’s confidence bloom the moment she saw all the drones.

“I will deal with these drones, Husband,” Riecka said. “Just keep those other assholes off my back long enough for me to reprogram these fuckers, and then I’ll have my own personal army to defend myself.”

I didn’t argue with her.

The aerial drones opened fire on her at the same time, but Riecka just ran toward them, stepped on one of the battle drone’s arms, and launched herself up high enough to grab one of the aerial drones as it shot her. She rolled back down to the ground and flipped the aerial drone on its back, and even as the battle drones advanced and the rest of the egg-shaped drones peppered her with lasers, Riecka just gritted her teeth and let her fingers fly over the back of the downed drone.

I wanted nothing more than to sit back and watch the beautiful cyborg at work, but I knew I had to get back up top before the soldiers broke through the barrier of bodies and got the upper hand. I sprinted back toward the ladder, but right before I climbed up out of sight, I glanced over at Riecka again.

“Go!” She had released the downed drone, and now all five were pointing at the knife-wielding battle drones. “I’ll let you know when the missile launchers are mine!”

I climbed up the rest of the ladder just as I heard the wall of bodies collapse under the force of the oncoming soldiers. Then I fired my pulse shotgun at the first fucker who made it through the wall, and the blue energy slug exploded his head and the head of the soldier behind him as a reward for breaking through the wall before everybody else.

I had a good choke-point set up at the entrance to the main control building, but if these assholes suddenly decided it was better to destroy their whole electric grid than to try to take down the tiger-man who had charged in here, I didn’t want to be around for it.

The pulse shotgun screamed in my hands as each new soldier came within my sights, and it blew their heads off their bodies before they could even take aim at me. Their corpses were stacking up outside, but so far, they weren’t sending in any of the big guns, and I wondered exactly how much shit this electric building controlled.

“I’ve got drones heading up top to you,” Riecka said over the transponder. “And I’ve got additional drones coming out of the buildings around the compound. I reprogrammed all of them, and their software already spread to the rest of the drones here, so they’re all on our side.”

“That’s incrrredible,” I growled.

“I know,” my cyborg queen replied. “You can go out to the battlefield and do your thing. The drones will keep me safe at the bottleneck now.”

“If you’re sure,” I said.

Right on cue, the first man-shaped battle drone climbed up the ladder behind me, and the five aerial drones whizzed forward out the door to start peppering the enemy soldiers with fire. At the same time, I saw some of the soldiers turn away from the main control building and then get punched full of holes by an unseen opponent.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I chuckled. “Tell me when you control the missiles.”

“Yes, husband,” Riecka replied.

I vaulted over the bloody corpses in my path and threw myself out the busted door back onto the battlefield. I moved like a blur among the enemy soldiers, and my claws tore open as many abdomens as my shotgun did, until everything around me seemed to be happening through a fine red mist.

I saw more battle drones on the edges of my vision, but every single one of them fired their chainguns at the corporation soldiers and their vehicles while the aerial drones that Riecka had reprogrammed zipped around like hummingbirds from the old Earth videos and blasted lasers through every soldier they could find a weak spot on.

I couldn’t believe Riecka had reprogrammed so many drones so fast. Then again, she was my beautiful cyborg queen, and if anyone could reprogram an entire battlefield of drones, it was her.

The first few aircraft began to lift off the airfield on the other side of the compound wall, and I aimed my rocket launcher in their direction on the off chance it might be able to pierce their shields. If those aircraft flew over the compound and started shooting through their own men, Riecka and I would get fucked.

“Aircraft are lifting off, Riecka,” I growled as I fired the rocket launcher toward the nearest jet.

I’d always been a good shot, but I was still a bit surprised when my rockets streaked true across the two hundred meters toward the hull of the closest aircraft, but then I groaned when my shot evaporated against an orange-tinted shield around the ship. I fired again while the drones kept taking out the soldiers all around me, but my second shot also bounced off the fighter-jet’s shield, and I gritted my teeth as the aircraft swiveled to face the compound, followed by a whole cluster of ships right behind it.

“The missile launchers are mine,” Riecka purred. “I’m coming back up top. I can control them through my interface.”

“Did you all hear that?” I roared into the transponder. “Get the Shadow Eagles down here and as many other ships as you can bring!”

“You got it, Captain,” Juliette replied from Valravn.

“They’re scrambling fighters, so keep a few ships up top to keep them from leaving, but everybody else, get your asses down here!” I finished.

“Yes, my king,” Dana said from Persephone.

“Understood, Adam,” Nikki said from Dance to the Dirge.

My Shadow Eagles were on their way.

I felt Riecka come out of the main control building behind me as I shot a group of stray soldiers in their fucking faces, but then I heard the roar of an engine to my right. I swung my shotgun in that direction and saw an APC heading toward us, and I rolled my eyes that these fuckers still thought they had a prayer.

“Not today,” I grunted, and then I ran toward the APC with my shotgun ready.

“I’ll take the ships,” Riecka called out.

I didn’t have time to ask her what she meant.

Instead, I sprinted toward the oncoming APC, vaulted off a hunk of scrap metal, and flew toward the vehicle with my feet outstretched. The soldiers tried to swing their guns out the windows, but they clearly hadn’t expected me to kamikaze straight at them. My feet smashed through the glass, and I rained down so many blue energy slugs that the inside of the vehicle looked like a bunch of melted Jell-o.

When all the soldiers inside were dead, I risked a glance up at the approaching aircraft, but then I saw a fucking miracle. The remaining missile launchers around the compound all swiveled their guns toward the approaching enemy ships, and they all began to fire in unison.

I looked back at Riecka, and my cyborg wife had her eyes half-closed as she waved her hands like she was conducting an orchestra. I didn’t know how she had taken over the missile launchers so fast, but one ship after another turned into fireballs once the missiles smacked into them.

The rest of the battlefield was also overrun by Riecka’s forces. Aerial drones dipped and fired like furious birds all around us, and the number of battle drones was almost as many as the number of soldiers on the field now. Some of the robots were armed with long knives but most were armed with rotating chainguns, and they mowed down every asshole they came across, even as each soldier seemed more surprised than the last to find that their own battle drones had turned against them.

From my vantage point on top of the APC with a shattered windshield and liquified soldiers inside, I saw another soldier messing with a grenade launcher attached to the top of his APC.

“Some people just don’t know when to stay down,” I growled, and then I swung myself down inside the APC that I had just destroyed, pushed what was left of the driver’s glass-covered body out the door, tossed aside a bloody forearm that was missing its body, and shifted into reverse while the engine roared.

As soon as I aimed the front of my vehicle at the APC with the grenade launcher, I realized that these assholes had it aimed at Riecka. My cyborg queen was too focused on deploying the missile launchers against the enemy aircraft to notice, so I stomped on the acceleration pedal, streaked toward them, and plowed my APC straight into their side.

The impact spun their vehicle around so the grenade launcher was aimed in the other direction, and I immediately reversed and then slammed forward again to knock them around like marbles inside of a soda can. The third time I reversed and slammed into them, I actually made a dent in the side of their APC, but the jolt sent a shudder up my spine like all my vertebrae had rattled a little loose and needed to stabilize themselves again.

I reversed and rammed my APC into the dented vehicle in front of me again, and this time, the injured frame crumpled in enough that I knew the soldiers would have to abandon it. I saw Riecka unleash the missiles again, and then from somewhere along the horizon, more missiles ripped free from another site and swam toward the enemy craft above our battlefield.

“They also belong to me now,” Riecka said over the transponder with a wave of pride.

“Gooooooodddd.” The beast in my soul roared with the desire to fuck my cyborg queen right there in the middle of the battlefield, but I channeled my lust toward something productive and just kicked open the door of my vehicle and vaulted outside with my pulse shotgun ready.

More aircraft were lifting off the ground on the other side of the compound, and they were joined now by dozens of spacecraft. My escort of Nordar ships should be more than enough to handle anything these corporate assholes had to offer, and until they got here, Riecka’s missiles continued to turn them into fireworks just outside the main walls of the compound.

“ETA two minutes,” Madalena chimed over the transponder. “The fleet reports additional spacecraft headed toward them from another location several hundred kilometers to the north.”

“They can handle it,” I growled. “Just get here.”

“Seventy-five seconds,” Madalena stated.

I dropped to my knees, switched to my rocket launcher, and fired at another APC headed toward me. As the explosion rocked the vehicle back like a bucking horse, I glanced over at Riecka, but the cyborg woman had surrounded herself with a dozen battle drones that ripped to shreds any assholes stupid enough to try to get close to her. The missiles continued to fire on her command at the enemy ships, and then I felt a wave of overwhelming excitement from her.

“Riecka!” I shouted. “You okay?”

“Just calling in some more backup!” the beautiful cyborg shouted, and then she raised her hands to keep conducting the symphony of destruction that the missile arrays in the compound and outside of it continued to scream toward the enemy ships.

I didn’t know what she meant, since we had already called in the Shadow Eagles, but there was no time to think about it. One of the open-backed combat vehicles was speeding straight toward me now, so while Riecka continued to take care of the enemy ships, I ran at the combat truck like we were playing one hell of a game of chicken.

I couldn’t use the rocket launcher while I was on the move, so instead, I took the pulse shotgun again and then jumped as high as I could right before the vehicle slammed into me. I soared over the top of it, swiveled my pulse shotgun down into the vehicle’s open back, and blew apart three soldiers’ skulls before I landed on the ground behind them.

The truck tried to reverse over me, but by then, I had rolled out of the way. I pumped another blue energy slug into the open back of the vehicle, and as it ripped a soldier’s arm off at the shoulder, I felt a shadow fall over the already-dim battlefield.

“Shit,” I growled as I looked up into the air.

Three of the enemy aircraft all sped toward us, and just before they reached our location, they started to fire their laser arrays down on top of us.

“Riecka!” I yelled as the ships dipped lower to shoot blindly into the crowd of their own soldiers like the losses were worth it if it meant they would also take out Riecka and me.

Riecka launched several missiles at the hull of a ship that passed overhead, and as it rained down sparks and scrap metal, I hauled ass toward the square building in the middle of the compound. The jeeps, trucks, and APCs chased after me, but I didn’t know if they were still trying to kill us or if they really just wanted to get away from the friendly fire from their own fucking jets.

“Missiles need a cooldown!” Riecka shouted, and then she turned to run back toward the main control building, too.

Lasers burned into a jeep behind us, and it exploded into a tumbleweed of fire that rolled over three times before it landed on its head and crushed everyone trapped inside it. Riecka and I kept running, but if our backup didn’t get here soon, I didn’t know if we could outrun a second pass from the enemy jets before the missiles cooled down and could launch again.

Especially if any more of the enemy craft joined in from the airfield.

I heard the roar of the two enemy jets’ thrusters as they flipped around to come back over the compound, and I paused long enough to glance over my shoulder. This time, they hugged lower to the ground.

I could have jumped on top of one of them from the top of the wall, but it wouldn’t have helped us anyway since they could have just taken me up into the air and then thrown me. Instead, I dropped to my knees and tried to pull the rocket launcher back up to my shoulder in time. The three Shadow Eagles and the rest of my fleet should be here any second, but for a moment, I thought they might only make it in time to avenge our deaths.

But just as I braced myself for the enemy ships to open fire on the interior of the compound, my Shadow Eagles arrived.

They looked like three dark angels as they swept over the battlefield side by side, but they split off just before they reached the compound. Persephone headed straight forward and began to fire her plasma cannons at the ships still on the airfield. Valravn angled her nose up to shoot down the enemy aircraft that had already taken off, and Dance to the Dirge peppered the enemy soldiers and ground vehicles with one burst after another from her laser arrays.

Then something plunged down from the belly of Persephone in the dim light, just as the Shadow Eagle passed over two enemy jets, and immediately, I realized that it was six of Riecka’s cyber wolves who had just landed on top of the two planes.

Their metal limbs nimbly raced across the top of the jets, and then the wolves’ powerful jaws latched onto the cannons and chewed them up like old bones. The jets spun around to try to dislodge their attackers, but the robot wolves seemed unfazed until Riecka whistled.

The moment the wolves leaped off the ships, Riecka and I fired our rocket launchers, and both ships screamed as the projectiles tore into their hulls. The ships still held together, but then the missile launchers cooled down enough for Riecka to set them off again, and this time, the two enemy ships didn’t fare so well.

They exploded like a fiery welcoming party as more of my fleet came down to join in with the Shadow Eagles, and I knew the day was ours.

I darted forward, grabbed Riecka, and then pulled her back toward the edge of one of the building to take cover from the air battle above us.

“Nice work with the missile launchers,” I chuckled. “And exactly how did you get your wolves to do that trick?”

“I taught them how to open the airlock and hurl themselves out of it,” the tattooed woman replied. “They are faster than you think.”

“Apparently,” I said.

Other than the craft that had already launched into orbit to try to flee or counter my fleet stationed around the planet, the three Shadow Eagles and my ships that had come down from orbit made short work of the rest of the enemy ships.

Riecka’s cyber wolves sprinted around the battlefield ripping apart soldiers with eerily pack-like tactics. The group of wolf-drones took cover every time one of the Shadow Eagles made a bombing pass, and then the four-legged minions ran out from the rubble and unleashed their pulse rifles and metal jaws on every asshole who was still left alive.

The rest of the battle took less than two minutes. These fuckers might know how to drain a planet of all its resources, but they clearly hadn’t expected anyone to attack them so boldly, and they had been hellishly underprepared.

Once the last of the aircraft had exploded or crashed outside of the compound, the three Shadow Eagles landed just outside the walls, but the rest of my fleet stayed in the air to make sure no other enemies approached from anywhere else on Parnarta.

Valravn’s bay opened to release one of her shuttles, and as the shuttle zipped over the compound walls toward Riecka and me, a wave of tension released from my shoulders when I realized I could feel all of my women on board the small craft.

When the shuttle reached us, the rest of my wives exited and came over to join me, and the four Valkyries also joined us from one of Persephone’s shuttles. The rest of the warriors on my crews had stayed behind to guard the ships, but before we could make plans for our next step, one of Riecka’s wolves trotted over to us and gave a soft whine before it glanced toward a pile of mangled bodies a few meters away.

Riecka started to move toward the pile without question, and when I heard a low groan sound from the same direction, I followed my cyborg queen and her wolf, and the rest of my women fell in line behind us.

Some poor asshole must be still alive, so the least I could do was finish off whoever was lying there wounded. These might be corporate soldiers, but there was no reason to let one of them linger in agony when I could put him out of his misery.

I found the soldier half-buried under the shredded corpses of two of his companions. He was hemorrhaging blood from his abdomen, and he couldn’t have more than a few minutes left to live anyway, but I bent down and grasped his skull so I could give him peace a little sooner.

“Wait,” Eve said as she grabbed my arm.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Shhh,” the man hissed as his eyes went blank. “Only… job…”

“What the fuck is he talking about?” I demanded.

He feels regret for taking this job. He did not think it would involve… oh, Adam!

“It is as we guessed: this corporation used slaves to mine the rhodium,” Eve growled so the rest of my women could hear her. “They are still here, but they are not allowed to leave their barracks.”

“Piece of shit,” Zea muttered.

“Put him out of his misery, please,” Eve said. “He is filled with much regret.”

“Shhh,” the man hissed again. “You’ll wake… them…”

“Who?” I demanded.

The man’s skull went limp in my hands before he could answer.

“That is unsettling,” Riecka said. “Was he talking about the slaves? Any ideas where they are?”

“Give me a moment,” Eve whispered before she closed her red-eyes and took a deep breath, “and I will be able to find them.”

“Uhh, Eve, sweetie?” Zea whispered. “I think I found them, and I’m so glad we didn’t just carpet bomb this place.”

Zea pointed to the only barracks building with the doors still closed, and Eve chuckled.

“Thank you, my love,” my dark-haired wife said, but she tilted her head to the side and paused. “Yes, I can sense life forms inside… a lot of them, and they are scared, hurt, and hungry.”

“Shit,” I grunted, and then I led the way toward the building my vampire wife indicated.

It was already getting dark, so there was no time to waste if we wanted to hurry up and find the last Shadow Eagle before the middle of the night. But I also wasn’t about to leave a bunch of enslaved miners trapped inside their barracks, so we would just have to make this slight detour first.

As soon as we reached the doors, I felt the anger of my women mix with my own. The doors were chained shut to keep anyone from escaping, and it made my blood boil to think of how scared and alone these miners must feel, and how far they probably were from whatever homes they had been taken from.

I didn’t even bother with the chains or padlock. The door was only made of thick wood, so I took a few steps back and then rammed my shoulder into the door. It splintered open on my first try, but I slammed into it a second time to tear it completely off its hinges, and as the door split open and crashed to the ground, I looked inside the dark building and felt the beast in my soul roar with fury.

Dozens of men, women, and even children were all crowded together in the building. The whole place smelled like filth and despair, and based on their dirty and gaunt appearance, I guessed the corporation barely provided them food, much less showers or a clean place to sleep. There were a few beds of straw scattered around the inside of the building, but there weren’t even any windows to let in the light.

“Fucking slavers,” I growled. “Does anyone here speak English?”

One of the skinnier men stepped forward and swayed on his feet.

“Can you translate?” I asked.

“Yes,” the man replied. “I translate.”

“You’re all free now,” I announced. “We’ll do our best to return you to your homes if we can, and if not, we’ll help you get resettled. But you’re not slaves anymore.”

The man translated my words to the rest of the enslaved men and women, and they all hugged each other and whispered encouragement to their terrified children.

“Thank you,” the skinny mine worker replied. “We leave now? Before they wake?”

I thought about what the dying soldier said and gritted my teeth.

“Before who wakes?” Eve asked.

The man opened his mouth, shut it again, and then shook his head.

He does not know how to describe them. They are like animals but also like men, and they only come out at night.

I glanced at the fading light and realized the compound would be completely in the darkness in only a few minutes.

“Do they come out every night?” I demanded.

“A week of nothing, then… two days, then… nothing.” The man shook his head again. “No pattern.”

“I’m not loving the sound of this,” Kasta muttered.

“When you were mining rhodium, did you see anything else in the caves?” I asked. “Any kind of ship?”

“Yes!” the man said and then pointed to the empty expanse of land behind the compound walls. “Big ship, blue-black. Collapse.”

“Collapse?” I growled.

He is picturing it in his mind, and I can see it. It is the Shadow Eagle, and it is partially buried.

“It shouldn’t be buried,” I said through gritted teeth. “Fredrick Gammon said it was in a large cave like a hangar.”

“No hangar.” The man in front of us furrowed his brow in clear confusion, and Eve narrowed her eyes a bit while she searched his mind.

He does not know about any place like this. He only knows what he’s seen of the ship, that it was partially exposed in a bed of rubble, and there is a flicker of a memory from when he first saw it. He thought the blasts of the mining company must have collapsed the rock on top of it. This has been known to happen often.

“Shit,” I sighed.

This is no worse than Valravn, my love, and we are not without assets. Madalena has prepared your crew for anything, and I can lead us there.

“Elana, can you get all these people onto our ships?” I asked and turned to the slender brunette. “Put them in the shuttles and take them up to the fleet to drop them off there. I want the Shadow Eagles to stay on the ground until we get the last one, but I want to evacuate these people as fast as possible.”

“Yes, my lord,” my young wife replied, and then she stepped forward to guide the freed miners away from the chewed-up corpses of soldiers all around us.

“Do you want any of us to help her?” Aasne asked.

“No, Elana can handle it,” I replied. “The rest of us need to take one of these shuttles down into the pit to get the last Shadow Eagle.”

“The ship of engineers will land in three minutes,” Madalena announced. “Would you like any additional ships to come down to the planet as well, now that the corporation’s fleet has been obliterated?”

“Keep the ships in orbit where they are,” I said. “The ships that already came down, have them stand by in case we need them. But have a hundred of the ships come with us now.”

“Yes, Husband,” Madalena replied.

After Elana had led all the freed miners away from the compound, my queens and I boarded the shuttle from Valravn, along with the Valkyries, Captain Phoenix, and the wolf-drones, but we left behind Dragon, his four ex-wives, Mikhael, Josefinna, Milda, and the three men submitted to her so they could all guard the three Shadow Eagles. They would also help protect Elana and the miners until they were all able to safely take shuttles up to my fleet in orbit around Parnarta, and so would all the corporation’s drones that Riecka had taken over on the battlefield.

After Juliette piloted our shuttle back up and over the compound wall, we hummed along over the airfield and then kept flying forward. By the time we started to skim above the surface of the planet, the last of the sunlight had completely vanished, and the lights on the shuttle illuminated the ground underneath and in front of us. Each stretch of land we passed was even more barren than the last on account of the corporation’s hold on this place, but then a huge chasm opened up in front of us.

“Take us down,” I ordered Juliette.

The redheaded pilot dove the shuttle over the side of the chasm and flew down the uneven cliff face. It was clear that the corporation’s mining efforts had been concentrated here, and I guessed the chasm had to be between eight and ten kilometers wide. The sides of the chasm had so many tiny holes in them that they looked like they had been peppered with buckshot, and it made me wonder how long the corporation had been set up here.

The whole place reminded me of the canyon in some of my dreams. I didn’t see any cliffside SAVO temples, but it didn’t change the feeling that we were about to run into something that we definitely weren’t supposed to. I thought about the wasps that had been unearthed on Uraniel and wondered if Parnarta hid some kind of similar parasitic creatures, but in the end, it didn’t matter.

There was no way in hell I’d turn tail and leave this planet without my last Shadow Eagle.

“Go to the right,” Eve announced. “The terrain there looks most similar to what the miner had pictured in his head.”

“You got it, gorgeous,” Juliette said as she curved the shuttle toward the right.

“Can you feel her?” Zea whispered.

“Yes, we’re very close,” Eve replied. “She should be right…”

“Therrre.” I pointed at a flash of blue from the side of the mining pit up ahead.

The Shadow Eagle was a good eight hundred meters down from the surface of the planet, but because of the sunken mining pit, we could actually see her.

Or rather, part of her.

Only one of her wings and a small portion of her hull were visible, but the ship was the same shade of dark navy blue as the winged woman’s hair in my last dream.

“They really have blasted this area to pieces,” Eve said, and her voice wavered like she was worried for the trapped Shadow Eagle. “She’s not as hidden away as Fredrick Gammon made it seem, and she’s been buried entirely.”

“We can’t tell if all the rest of her is buried, but Valravn was buried in rubble, too,” I reminded my vampire wife. “She survived.”

Eve nodded a little, and we all turned our attention to the sight ahead.

It would take a hell of a lot of effort to free the Shadow Eagle the rest of the way from where she was trapped, especially if we didn’t want to crash all eight hundred meters of rock down on top of her, and I was glad I had a crew of Nordar engineers here to help me.

Juliette landed the shuttle about fifty meters from the trapped Shadow Eagle, and we all exited together. We left the shuttle lights on as a spotlight on the trapped ship, but only a few seconds later, the sky above us filled with lights as the engineering ship and a hundred other ships all descended into the chasm like glittering stars.

As soon as they landed in a half-circle that faced the trapped Shadow Eagle, they turned on their spotlights so one entire half of the mining pit was as bright as day. The ships had barely landed before Nordar warriors all jumped out and formed a ring of protection that faced the darkness behind us, and the engineering crew soon followed. They began to unload more equipment than I’d ever seen in one place before, and I paused for a moment to watch all the massive gear spill out of the engineering ship.

“Don’t worry,” Madalena said. “They are prepared to handle this mess, and they are the best at what they do.”

“They’re your engineers, Madalena,” I pointed out. “Of course, they’re the best at what they do.”

“They are actually your engineers, my king,” Madalena countered as I sensed her pleasure, “but thank you for the compliment.”

“You are welcome.” I turned my attention to the rest of my women.

Paula, Kasta, and Phoenix were huddled together as they pointed out the different pieces of equipment and whispered about them. Aasne stood with her pulse rifle beside Lux, Calisto, Dana, and Nikki as they all looked up at the top of the steep mining pit. Sivaha stood by Riecka and was patting one of the cyborg queen’s wolves on the head, and Juliette and Zea were arguing about what we should call the new Shadow Eagle.

Only Eve was completely silent beside me. She gazed at the Shadow Eagle’s dark blue wing like a long-lost love, and I smiled at her expression.

She’s beautiful, isn’t she, my love?

“No more beautiful than you,” I whispered in her ear.

My vampire wife slid her arm into mine, and when she gazed up at me, she didn’t need to speak into my mind for me to know how she felt. We’d finally made it to free the last Shadow Eagle, and her adoration for me seeped straight through to my bones until I was almost winded from the strength of it. Her red eyes gleamed and became dewy while I let my own love swirl around her as well, but then Zea and Juliette’s bickering started to echo around the cave, and Eve laughed lightly as I shot the pair a look.

“I’m sure the ship will tell us her name when she’s ready,” I told the women, and they instantly dropped the argument. “Let’s see if we can find a way inside the ship while the engineers get to work. Then we’ll know more about what we’re dealing with.”

“Yes, sir.” Juliette smirked.

“That was my point,” Zea muttered and crossed her arms. “You may be a pilot, but that doesn’t mean you get to just name every ship you find. These are Shadow Eagles, and if anyone knows how to understand them, it’s Eve.”

“I know what they are, Blondie,” the redhead drawled. “And I wasn’t sidestepping Eve on this one, I was only throwing out a couple sugg--”

I cleared my throat and turned on my heels, and I led my women across the open ground toward the Shadow Eagle’s exposed wing as the engineers continued to set up their equipment. Even in the bright lights from all the ships behind us, there were endless shadows all around the Shadow Eagle, and I wondered how deeply she was buried in the rubble, and how long it would take to get her out.

By the time we stood under her dark blue wing, I was able to see a lot more. There were narrow tunnels on either side of her body that led deeper into the rock, and I guessed some of them had been carved out by the miners to access deeper parts of the planet’s surface. I could only hope they led into some remains of the large cavern the Shadow Eagle had been left in. This would mean she had only been partially buried by the blasts of the mining corporation, but from here, I couldn’t tell how far the tunnels extended. All I could really see was that they looked narrow, dark, and like they might be chock-full of the creatures Yu, Phoenix, and now even the miners, had warned us about.

Zea immediately set to work on unlocking the hold door, and I noticed she pulled Phoenix over so both blondes could plug their cables into the door and work twice as fast.

“Hang in there,” I said quietly as I looked up at the ship’s massive blue wing. “We’ll get you out of here.”

“She feels so very happy to see you,” Eve announced. “I cannot tell much else from her, but I know she is relieved. She has wanted to be yours for a long time, Adam.”

I studied the wing above us and thought about the blue-haired Shadow Eagle in my dreams. Her wingspan had been bigger than any of the other three winged women, and now that I saw the ship in person, I understood why. Based on the length of her wing, I estimated her body must be a solid two hundred meters long.

Which didn’t exactly line up.

“Kasta,” I called, and my android wife came trotting over. “Do you recall your estimate on the specs for this ship from the video?”

“Sure do.” Kasta nodded. “I estimated about a hundred and twenty meters in length.”

“Does this wing size add up?” I asked.

“Uhh…” The blonde android craned her neck back. “Nope. Not at all. With a wing this size, I’d say it’s--”

“Closer to two hundred meters,” I guessed.

“Aww, look at us, finishing each other’s sentences,” Kasta snickered, and I smirked at her cheeky smile.

“Any chance there’s some logic to this?” I asked to keep her on track.

“Well… we’re talking about a video from at least a hundred years ago, maybe longer, and I may not have been around back then, but I do know a shit camera can do all kinds of unflattering things to a lady’s figure.”

“Huh.” I nodded. “I guess it’s possible that’s the case. Thanks, Kasta.”

“Sure thing, hot stuff.” Kasta sent me a wink before she returned to her sisters’ sides, and I furrowed my brow as I considered how long the Shadow Eagle had been trapped down here.

I still wondered how she had gotten down here in the first place, or if I would ever have the chance to find out, since she had been discovered for the first time so long ago, and there was no way to know quite how long she had been buried here before then. Hell, she might have even been discovered before then, only no one had ever lived long enough to tell the story.

I glanced into the darkness of the cavern around the trapped Shadow Eagle and thought of all the creatures that might be hidden deeper in the rock bed. The miners had clearly encountered some of these beings, but corporations viewed slaves as expendable, so they wouldn’t have cared if they woke up some kind of ancient creature, just as long as they were able to enslave more people to mine their rhodium for them.

Perhaps some of these ancient creatures were responsible for trapping her here.

I glanced at Eve, but my vampire wife was staring up at the underside of the beautiful ship’s wing.

She reminds me of an old story I used to read, a story I told myself often while I was imprisoned by Elaka Nota. It was the story of Asteria, a goddess of stars and of the night who was trapped by her enemies.

“Asteria,” I muttered. “I think it suits her. What happened to her in your story?”

“Some versions say she escaped, some say she remained trapped,” Eve said as she turned toward me. “I always chose to believe that she escaped and helped others also escape.”

“Of course, you did,” I said with a smile.

“Besides, in some of the stories about her I read, Asteria gives birth to the goddess of witches,” Eve said. “So, I always liked her for this.”

“Probably because you’re a badass space witch yourrrself,” I chuckled.

“I’m in!” Zea announced, and the hold door hissed open.

“Let’s see what we’re working with inside,” I ordered, and as the engineers rumbled their equipment across the pit, my women and I boarded the dark blue Shadow Eagle.

The hold was very similar to my other ships, but I would explore the details of it later. Right now, I wanted to make sure we could get her up and running once the engine was installed, otherwise all the hard work of the engineering crew wouldn’t mean shit.

“I can inspect the armory and everything else on this level,” Lux said when we all reached the elevator.

“Good, take the other Valkyries with you,” I said. “I want to know if Fredrick Gammon raided every weapon in the armory, or if some of them got left behind. Juliette, Zea, Kasta, Paula, Phoenix, and Riecka, you’re all in charge of getting her systems online. Eve, you keep trying to talk to the ship and see if she can tell us anything helpful. Madalena, Sivaha, and Aasne, you can all explore the rest of the ship with me and make sure there are no surprises waiting for us anywhere.”

While my women split up to carry out their tasks, I started to look around the ship with Madalena, Sivaha, and Aasne. I was eager to take a look at the bridge, but I wanted to make sure there was nothing hiding for us in any of the rooms, like tiger-men corpses or anything else. Since the Valkyries had taken charge of the lower level, I headed straight up to the second level with the three women.

The galley and infirmary were on the second level, along with most of the crew quarters, the brig, the gym, and additional storage spaces. Nothing popped out at us from any of the rooms we entered, and everything looked so clean it was like this Shadow Eagle had never even been used before, even though I knew this wasn’t true.

What stood out to me even more was that the rooms we visited that had been shown on Fredrick Gammon’s video all appeared to be larger now, but I couldn’t remember if Madalena, Sivaha, and Aasne had seen the video. Either way, they looked around with equally impressed expressions as they took in the enormous ship’s layout while we cleared the hallways and rooms.

When we were satisfied there were no hidden enemies on the second level, we moved up to the top level to check out the captain’s quarters and the bridge. I searched for the second captain’s quarters that should have been up here too, but I only found one large room, much bigger than I’d seen in the video. Since this was somehow the largest Shadow Eagle, I wasn’t too surprised that the bridge was the biggest as well, but I paused as I counted twelve officer chairs at the front of the bridge.

Plus eighteen gunner stations that lined the back half of the bridge, unlike the meager six I was expecting.

What was going on?

These gunner stations were divided into three rows of six stations each, and there was no holographic map display in the middle of the bridge. Instead, both walls along the outer rows of gunner stations had holographic bases that would display the projection on the walls themselves.

Only two pilot and copilot seats stood in front of the rest, and Juliette, Zea, Kasta, Paula, Phoenix, and Riecka all huddled over their terminals so they could try to get the ship’s systems online.

Eve stood just behind the officer chairs with her eyes closed as she used her abilities to communicate with the ship, and I came to her side while I studied the design of the bridge.

The seams of the ship were dark blue like the wings, and as I looked around at all the details of the bridge, I knew for sure this was the Shadow Eagle I kept seeing trapped in my dreams.

The familiarity of the place felt oddly hazy, like most of my memories from my dreams, but the similarity was undeniable. Somehow, this ship was exactly what I’d been after, but at the same time, not at all what I expected, and I grinned a little as a sense of accomplishment bloomed in my gut.

I’d finally made it to her.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Kasta said, and I tore my eyes off the ship’s detailing. My android wife stood smirking at me with a hand propped on her hip. “I don’t know what the hell is going on either, but I like it.”

“It’s different, right?” I asked. “Larger than the video, and even larger than the others.”

“Mmm… soo large. It suits you,” the blonde android purred. “But… yeah, I’ve never known a bad camera to trim off a dozen gunner seats.”

“Oh, shit.” Zea looked up from the pilot’s terminal like she was just seeing the room for the first time. “Hold up. Shouldn’t there be three pilot seats?”

“Yep,” Kasta giggled. “Handsome here is miles ahead of you, sweetie. This ship is way bigger than the one we saw in the video from Parnarta.”

“Are you saying there are two Shadow Eagles down here?” Aasne asked eagerly.

“I don’t think so,” I admitted, but I couldn’t exactly explain how I knew this. It was a feeling, or something that seemed to come from the craft around me. “This ship is located at the right depth, has the right coloring… even the feel of her presence is right. I know this ship from my dreams, and no others have called to me except her and the three other Shadow Eagles.”

“Plus, Eve would have sensed another ship in the area,” Zea pointed out. “Eve always knows when…”

Zea’s expression dropped at the same moment a sudden wave of distress billowed from Eve, and I whirled to face her just in time to see her sway on her feet. I jumped toward my vampire wife and caught her by the waist to keep her steady, but all I could think about was the unseen creatures who always tried to break into this Shadow Eagle in my dreams.

What if they had found us in reality, not just in my dreams?

“Adam,” Eve whispered.

“What’s wrong?” I tightened my grip on her waist as she rocked unsteadily.

“There is something in the tunnels,” my dark-haired wife whispered.
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Chapter 20

“Uhh, sorry, what?” Zea demanded.

“Life forms of some kind,” Eve said. “But I cannot tell much else. Only that there are many of them.”

“Can you read their thoughts or anything?” Aasne asked.

“I cannot sense any thoughts in the way I normally do,” Eve answered with a deep frown. “There is only… oh!”

“Eve!” I tightened my grip as my vampire wife swayed again.

“It reminds me of the way the SAVO on Uraniel made me feel,” Eve whispered. “I cannot sense their thoughts, but I sense their feelings, and they are… there is only hatred and cruelty. They are evil things.”

“Okay, when I said earlier that I was ready to punch some SAVO in the face, I didn’t exactly mean, uhhh, today,” Zea said. “I just meant generally, at some point in the future, or like--”

“I don’t think it’s the Draugr,” I said. “I think we would have already been attacked if they were here.”

“Then what is it?” Paula asked.

“It’s gotta be one of their creations,” I replied.

“One of the parasites they made?” Phoenix guessed. “Maybe they’re what attacked my drones when I landed here before, even though the corporation hadn’t set up shop here back then. Not that I know of, anyway.”

“Let’s go find out,” I said and then pressed the button on my transponder. “Lux, we’re going to head into the tunnels. We think something’s in there and on the way to attack us.”

“We will meet you in the hold,” the pig-tailed Valkyrie replied. “Should I summon additional warriors to join us?”

“Not yet,” I said. “I’d rather have them all guard the engineering team. I don’t know how tight the tunnels will be, but I don’t want to cram them full of warriors in case we need to back out of there fast. We’ll go into the tunnels ourselves and then call for backup if we need it.”

“Yes, Adam,” Lux responded.

“Alright, new plan,” I announced. “Zea and Juliette, you stay here and get the ship up and running. Kasta and Paula, I think it will be better for you to help the Nordar crew get that engine installed so we can get out of here as fast as possible. Phoenix, I don’t know if it’s my place to order you around, but--”

“I don’t mind,” the blonde pirate interrupted. “It’s nice being given orders for a change.”

“Then you can either help your sisters or help Zea, wherever you think you can be more useful,” I said. “Did you bring any of your ships down with you?”

“Two, yes,” Phoenix answered. “I have repair drones that can help with the engine. Your engineers have prepared eleven different drives, but they aren’t used to retrofitting engines into existing ships like I’ve done with a bunch of my pirate vessels, so that’s where I think I can be the best help.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Let’s try to get whichever engine is going to work installed as quickly as possible. Also, I want her ready to fly and head back to Nordar space as soon as the engine is in, so have her stocked with food, water, bedding, and toiletries from the shuttles while you and the engineers are working on the drives.”

“I can help with that,” Kasta chuckled. “Just call me ‘Blonde Lux’ for the next hour.”

“Shieldbearer Ryitta is the quartermaster for the entourage,” Madalena said. “She’ll help you get supplies loaded on.”

“It all needs to be done quickly,” I said. “Madalena, Riecka, Sivaha, Aasne, and Eve, you’ll come with me and the Valkyries.”

“Yes, Husband,” my women replied in unison.

Once we headed down to the hold, Lux and the three other Valkyries met us there, and Riecka’s wolf-drones stood by the open hold door like they already knew what we were about to do. The Valkyries were armed like usual, but they didn’t have any new weapons with them, so I wondered if the armory had been empty.

“There were some weapons,” Lux said as if she had read my mind. “But not many of them, and I did not think them adequate enough for the King of Kings.”

“What kinds of weapons?” Aasne asked.

“Several melee weapons and a beautiful longsword,” Nikki replied.

“But those will not help us in the tight quarters of the cave,” Calisto added.

“I suppose Fredrick Gammon’s men did raid all of the higher-end weapons,” Eve said and turned to me.

“And who knows where they all ended up,” I muttered.

“We did bring extra power cells for your pulse weapons from the ship, in case you needed more,” Dana said.

“Thank you,” I said. “Let’s go see what’s waiting for us in these caves.”

I stashed the rocket launcher in the hold since we wouldn’t need it in the tunnels around the Shadow Eagle. I just took my pulse shotgun, my pulse rifle, my aegis-steel Bowie knife, and my usual twin revolvers.

We passed two teams of sixty or so of the engineering crew and their guards on our way out of the new Shadow Eagle. One of the groups was headed to start the engine installation, and they had a dozen car-sized robots hauling a bunch of massive warp and hyperdrive engines. The other group of engineers and their guards were examining the wing of the Shadow Eagle to figure out the best way to free the rest of the ship from the rock bed. It was too early to ask them how long they thought this all might take, but based on how unsettled Eve had been on the bridge, I hoped it wouldn’t be too long.

After we slipped around the side of the Shadow Eagle, I examined the narrow tunnel that ran beside it and tried to decide the best way to go forward. I didn’t know how far this tunnel extended or how many more of them there were. The only thing I really did know was that there was something alive inside them.

And it wasn’t friendly.

“Part of me just wants to set up a perimeter,” I said as I glanced at the two hundred or so Nordar guards already stationed around the dig site. “But I think we’ve got that covered, so our little strike team will move forward and see if we can kill this threat before it brings our engineers any stress.”

“Our engineers are Nordar,” Madalena said. “They are used to working during combat. They are warriors first.”

“How are you feeling?” Eve asked me. “I do not sense any stress from you, even though you have been in your tiger form for many minutes.”

“I feel fine.” I flexed my paws and tilted my head to the side to crack my neck. I had been in my tiger form for a while now, but I still wasn’t tired yet. I mostly felt like I needed a good stretch, and I definitely felt like I could eat a whole half of a cow. I would feast later, but not until we got the fuck off of this planet.

“Good,” Eve said. “Let us deal with this threat and then return.”

“Okay,” I sighed as I wrapped my furry fingers around my pulse shotgun. “Riecka, send your wolves in first. Madalena and Lux, you go next, and I’ll come right behind you. Riecka, Eve, Sivaha, and Aasne, follow after me, and I want Nikki, Dana, and Calisto to bring up the rear and make sure our exit doesn’t get cut off. Everybody ready?”

The nine badass women nodded, and even the cyber wolves bobbed their heads like they understood me. Of course, Riecka had created them, so they probably did understand me, and I was glad they would be the first ones to test the waters of the caves that surrounded the trapped Shadow Eagle.

The six wolves padded forward, and I was again impressed that they could move on silent feet even though they were made of metal. Their heads swayed organically back and forth as they entered the narrow tunnel, and after they started to disappear in the darkness, we followed the dim glow of their red eyes with our weapons ready.

The tunnel ran beside the Shadow Eagle for a good hundred meters. After a hundred meters, the slope descended gently deeper into the planet. None of the spotlights from the Nordar fleet had made it this far back in the tunnel, and even though my vision adjusted quickly, I wasn’t sure the same thing was true for my women. Just as I was about to say we should go back for some lights, Riecka cleared her throat.

“Give us eyes,” my cyborg queen ordered.

Instantly, the red eyes of all six robot wolves flared ten times brighter than before and coated the whole tunnel in a soft red glow. It reminded me of my dream where Riecka and I had been falling down the elevator shaft toward a pulsing red heart, but it gave us enough light to see our way ahead.

Then we continued our descent.

The tunnel was about a meter taller than me in my tiger-form, but its width varied. Sometimes two or even three of us could easily walk side by side. Other times it was a little bit of a squeeze to fit only one of us through at a time. The floor was smoother than I would have guessed, and as the tunnel continued to descend, it made for tricky footing so we didn’t just slip on our asses and slide down into the darkness.

The walls themselves glittered silver in the red light from the wolf-drones’ eyes. When I scraped a claw against the silver rock, it released a tiny burst of silvery powder, and I realized the entire damn rock bed seemed to be made of rhodium.

Small holes looked like they had been hammered into the rockface every few meters, but none of them were much wider than my thigh. Some were on the ceiling, others in the walls themselves, and every so often, one would appear at our feet. We had to carefully step over those crevasses, and not even the wolves’ eyes could pierce the darkness in the holes.

“Do you think the miners made this tunnel?” Sivaha whispered. “It seems well-constructed, but it’s clearly not an operating mine shaft. I can’t smell any engine oil or trace of machine activity. Or even water. It’s… just cold and barren.”

“Maybe this is just a pathway to get to some other section of the rock bed,” Aasne said. “The rhodium in these walls might be too difficult to mine without collapsing everything down on top of themselves, but maybe the tunnel leads somewhere easier to mine.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I said with another glance at the shimmering walls around us.

Based on the direction we were heading in, I had a feeling this tunnel wouldn’t lead us directly to any remains of the hangar cavern, and all it would take would be one wrong blow, and countless tons of stone and rhodium could come crashing down on top of us. There was no amount of aegis armor in the world that would keep us from turning into pancakes if this happened. We still hadn’t seen any sign of the creatures Eve sensed and that the miners had warned us about, but their absence only made me more nervous instead of less.

I know I felt them. I cannot sense them right now, but I know they are in these tunnels.

“No one is doubting that you sensed them,” I said. “I’m just worried where they might be hiding.”

The tunnel seemed to level out just ahead, but it kept going into the darkness. I guessed we had gone at least one hundred meters into the rock bed, maybe one hundred and fifty, but there was nothing about one meter of the tunnel that distinguished it from any other, so I couldn’t be sure.

When we reached level ground again, I saw that not only did the tunnel keep going forward, but it also branched off into two side caverns that were about the same size. We could split up and keep exploring, but even though Eve had sensed something down here, I didn’t think it was the best idea to split up or to keep going, since it would be too easy to get lost or cut off from each other.

I was about to tell my women that we should retreat further back along the tunnel and just keep guard closer to the Shadow Eagle, but then my words suddenly caught in my throat.

The whole cave flared with reddish-purple light, and then the lights began to pulse in the same rhythm as my heartbeat.

A second later, the shrieks began.

“It’s the fucking bats,” I snarled and raised my pulse shotgun.

“The creepy bat monsters?” Aasne hissed.

The shrieks started in the tunnel to our left, but then they were echoed in the tunnel to our right. They sounded again from in front of us and then behind us, and then there was no way to tell where they were coming from or what they were echoing off of.

I only knew we were surrounded.

And this time, it wasn’t a fucking dream.

“We’ve gotta keep them away from the Shadow Eagle,” I growled. “Madalena, tell the fleet!”

The Prime Valkyrie instantly barked out orders over the transponder to the commanders stationed outside with the Shadow Eagle, and she told them to relay the same message to the fleet that we had left at the main corporation compound. If more of these creatures were headed to our location from any other direction, the Nordar warriors would be ready for them.

We just needed to hold them off here in the tunnels.

“Hunt!” Riecka snapped, and the six cyber wolves split up two to a tunnel to search out the bat-like creatures.

They didn’t have to go far.

As the reddish-purple lights continued to pulse in the tunnels all around us, the shrieking of the bat-creatures turned to the sounds of claws scraping against rock.

The holes in the ceiling.

“The holes!” I shouted, and I swung my pulse shotgun up just in time to blast the first bat-faced asshole who dropped down from one of the holes above us.

The blue energy slug hit him squarely in the chest and ripped through his ribcage, but even as he fell to the ground, two more man-bat monsters wiggled out of the hole behind him, and then a whole stream of them started to pour out of every other small shaft around us like pus leaking out of a bunch of pores on an ugly fucking face.

My women started firing, and I fired my pulse shotgun two more times at the oncoming surge of creatures. The first slug ripped the top of one fucker’s skull clean off his jaw, and the second shot blew apart another asshole’s abdomen so his torso toppled backward even as his legs staggered forward for a few more seconds.

When they fell on top of each other, I realized how quickly these tunnels would stack up with corpses and possibly trap us here, and I felt the rock walls tremble around us with the scream of the pulse rifles and the shrieks of the nightmarish creatures.

We were going to make the tunnel collapse on top of us, and maybe that was what these fuckers wanted.

“Switch to melee!” I roared before our weapons caused the rock bed to collapse.

I threw the shotgun back over my shoulder and ripped out my Bowie knife, and one glance told me that all my women had done the same. Eve had already been using her powers against the bat creatures, and she continued to throw the monsters up against the walls and burn them with false fire. Madalena and the other Valkyries had all pulled longswords and were cleaving through the masses like a blender. Sivaha had pulled out two knives that were almost as long as her forearms and was striking out like a surgeon. Aasne had her usual double-headed axe and ripped through two of the man-bat-monsters with one swing, and Riecka used her metal arm like her own personal battering ram and plowed over any ugly fuckers that got too close to her.

But there were too fucking many of them.

Every time we disemboweled another humanoid bat, two or three more wiggled out of the holes and launched themselves at us with their fanged teeth bared. Our aegis protected us against their poisoned claws, but there didn’t seem to be an end to these assholes, and one of the tunnels was already stacked halfway to the ceiling with their bodies.

Another creature dropped down on my back from above, and as his claws scraped against my helmet, I slammed my Bowie knife back into his eye socket. It burst apart in a spray of gray sludge against my armor, and then I jammed my elbow back into his ribs to throw him off my back while his dying screech poured out of his throat.

I stomped my boot on what was left of his skull to silence him, but even as it crunched under my weight, my claws shot out to grab another fucker by the throat, and my knife plunged into the chest of a different bat creature. My paw squeezed the first fucker’s throat until his beady red eyes bulged and then hemorrhaged blood, and after I threw him to the ground, I twisted my knife in the chest of the second monster.

The aegis steel plunged all the way through his sternum like it was made of jelly, so I twisted it and watched the light fade from his eyes when the blade found his heart. Then I wrenched it out and let it find a home in another bat-like creature’s stomach. His intestines spilled out like rotten sausage all over my feet, but I threw his corpse to the side to try to make more room in the tunnel.

We had all spread out as much as possible, but it was still close quarters for any kind of fighting, especially hand-to-hand. Riecka’s wolves darted in and out everywhere around us, and the steady glow of their red eyes was reassuring in the middle of the pulsing purplish lights. Madalena and Lux had headed down the tunnel directly in front of us, but they were still in sight, and Aasne and Eve worked as a team close to the tunnel on our left.

Since the bat-like monsters were wriggling out of the holes behind us, not just in front of us, the three other Valkyries fought at my back to keep them off our rear. This left Riecka, Sivaha, and me to face the creatures who emerged from the tunnel to our right, along with every asshole who squirmed his way down or up or out of the rhodium-filled walls in the cavern where we stood.

“Paula, I need some kind of timeframe!” I shouted into the transponder.

“The engine will take two hours,” Paula’s voice chimed. “They hope to get her out of the rubble in three.”

“That’s no good!” I roared as my knife slashed open another humanoid bat’s throat.

“We’re under attack out here, too,” Paula said quickly. “The warriors are keeping them away from the Shadow Eagle, but it’s bad.”

“I don’t care what you have to do, but you’ve gotta do it faster,” I said.

“I’m on it,” Phoenix’s voice came through the transponder.

I didn’t know what the pirate captain had planned, and I didn’t really give a fuck about the details. I just needed the Shadow Eagle to be free and to have a working engine so we could burn these fuckers to dust with the blowback of her thrusters.

Of course, none of this would matter if we were overwhelmed by the monsters before my crew even had a chance to free the trapped ship.

I punched my open fist into the shriveled nose of another monster, but before he could stumble back, my claws shot out and sank into his cheekbones. I dug them in deep enough to feel his actual bone, and then I ripped the flesh off his face before I hurled him into two oncoming bat creatures.

If we retreated back to the Shadow Eagle now, we would bring the horde of humanoid bats with us, and it would make it that much more difficult for the engineers to finish their necessary work. But if we stayed here and kept fighting them, we might be overwhelmed, or they might swarm down the tunnel behind us and attack the crew working on the Shadow Eagle anyway.

Finally, I decided we would hold them off at the entrance to the tunnel. If we got blocked in, it wouldn’t matter how fast the Nordar freed the ship, so our best bet was to just retreat and keep them from swarming the Shadow Eagle.

And there was no one better to make sure this happened than the beautiful, deadly women who now surrounded me.

“We’ve gotta pull back!” I snarled. “Hold them off at the entrance!”

“I will clear the way!” Eve called, and my vampire wife dodged and danced her way back through our group toward the three Valkyries who were fighting at our rear.

“I’ll be right behind you,” Riecka growled.

The Valkyries stepped out of Eve’s way, but their swords continued to carve the bat-like creatures into bloody ribbons of meat on either side of the tunnel. Eve squared her stance as she faced the direction we had come from, and I clawed out the intestines of two humanoid bats who lunged for her back.

Then Eve’s palms began to glow.

She moved her hands together until it looked like she was holding a ball of red flame, and the whole tunnel suddenly seemed to fill with a rush of cold wind. Eve raised her glowing hands, and then, as I broke the neck of another bat-like creature behind her, my dark-haired wife hurled the burning flame straight down the tunnel.

It exploded like one of Persephone’s plasma balls, but it was completely silent, so none of the rhodium-filled walls even trembled as it plunged forward into the darkness. Instead, the only sound was the screams of the nightmarish monsters who were caught in its flames. They all shrieked and rolled around on the ground to try to save themselves, and then Riecka’s wolves and the Valkyries moved forward to finish the job.

The robot wolves’ powerful jaws snapped on each shrieking bat they met, and as they tore their limbs off their bodies, the Valkyries carved their swords through every monster who was too distracted by the fact that he felt like he was burning alive. Riecka and I followed right behind the wolves and Valkyries, and when one of the humanoid bats lunged toward Calisto when she was occupied with three other enemies, the cyborg queen gave the bat such an uppercut with her metal arm that his skull slammed into the ceiling of the tunnel.

The rest of my women fell in behind us as we moved back toward the entrance to the tunnel, and Aasne jabbed the handle of her axe down on top of every bat-like creature that tried to crawl out of the holes at our feet. Madalena’s sword separated heads and arms from the monsters who tried to wiggled out from above us, and Sivaha and Lux moved alongside her to end anyone who escaped the blade of the Prime Valkyrie.

There weren’t many.

My tiger claws ripped into the sides of one of the bat creatures, and I sunk them in until his head cracked and then crumpled under the force of my paws, and then I jammed his body into one of the holes to try to block up some of the other monsters.

We still had a long way to go back to the entrance of the tunnel, but we would take out as many fuckers as we could on the way. Whenever the path ahead got too clogged up with the shrieking creatures, Eve unleashed another wave of fire or a gust of wind so powerful, it knocked them on their asses, and then we moved in to finish them off.

They kept streaming after us too, but I had a feeling they would keep coming no matter how many of them we killed. Our best bet was to get back to the entrance and defend the Shadow Eagle from there, especially since I didn’t want to be stuck in these tunnels when the engineers started to pull the ship out of the rock bed, just in case their calculations were ever so slightly off.

When there were only about twenty meters left of the upward sloping tunnel before we reached the final flat stretch, Aasne slipped on a slick patch of blood and landed face-first in a pile of intestines. She was several strides in front of me, but even as I roared and surged forward to reach her, three of the bat creatures crawled out of the ceiling and dropped down on top of my young wife.

Riecka’s wolves got to them first.

Three of the red-eyed wolves latched onto one of the bat-like creatures and ripped his legs and arms off in under a second, and two more clamped down on another monster’s throat and chewed straight through his neck. By the time the last cyber wolf launched himself at the remaining monster, I was by Aasne’s side, and I hauled the humanoid bat off my young wife and threw him backward into the tunnel, where he slammed into half a dozen more creatures and toppled them all over.

I pulled Aasne to her feet, and a shower of love and gratitude flowed toward me from her, but she didn’t stop. My auburn-haired wife just threw herself into the fight again, and the wolf-drones returned to clearing the path ahead of us.

“How’s forty-five minutes?” Phoenix asked over the transponder, and I damn near jumped at the sudden sound of her voice.

“A lot better than two or three hours,” I growled. “But faster would still be better.”

“Got it,” the pirate captain replied. “Uhhh… you all coming back?”

“Yesss,” I growled as I ripped the head off another monster and then hurled the skull at his friend.

The tunnel leveled out now, and we were able to stream back toward the entrance of the cave even faster. There were less monsters ahead of us, even though there were still plenty behind us, and I only hoped they wouldn’t be able to tear their way through the rocks and attack the Shadow Eagle itself.

I thought about my dreams and how so many of them ended with the ship’s alarms blaring as creatures tried to claw their way in through the hull, but I shook my head and shoulder-checked two fuckers who tried to get in my way. Those were my dreams, and while the SAVO and their creatures might have some kind of control there, this was reality, and this was my fucking territory.

I’d be damned before I let them hurt my Shadow Eagle.

The spotlights from my fleet shone on the tunnel up ahead, and I breathed a sigh of relief as the reddish-purple lights started to fade around me in the brightness of the Nordar ships. The same surge of relief poured toward me from my wives, and we pushed forward with renewed energy toward the rest of the Nordar warriors.

When I reached the entrance of the tunnel though, I damn near lost my focus at what I saw stretched out in front of me.

The Nordar ships were still all arranged in a half-circle in the bottom of the pit with their lights shining a spotlight on the trapped Shadow Eagle, but so much pulse rifle fire filled the air that we almost didn’t need the spotlights from the ships.

Thousands of bat creatures were pouring down the sides of the mining pit and throwing themselves out of holes they had dug in the sides of the rockface, and I realized that the buckshot-like holes I had seen in the cliff-face earlier must have been made by these monsters. There were so many of them that it looked like the darkness of the night itself was swarming the Nordar warriors, and only the constant stream of blue energy bullets kept the dark ocean wave back.

The hundred ships that had first touched down might be motionless in the bottom of the massive mining pit, but the same wasn’t true for the rest of my fleet. Thousands of Nordar ships that had been waiting back at the main compound now appeared over the lip of the canyon like fiery streaks every few seconds. They lit up as many of the nightmarish monsters down below as they could before they disappeared over the other canyon lip to turn around, come back, and do the same thing again.

Their laser arrays and light plasma cannons added red and yellow-green bursts of fire to the warriors’ pulse rifles, until the whole pit in front of us seemed like a deadly fireworks display. The ships blasted the bat creatures in groups of tens and twenties, but even as the monsters blew sky-high, more of them crawled their way out of the holes in the ground to pour down toward the mining pit.

I didn’t know if we woke them up with the sound of all our ships and machinery, or if the corporation used their missiles to scare them off every night, but the details didn’t matter now. All that really mattered was that there seemed to be an endless supply of the parasitic creatures here, and if we didn’t hold them back, my nightmares of how they tore into the Shadow Eagle with their poisoned claws might actually come true.

And now some of them were starting to leak past the edges of the Nordar warriors.

“Keep them away from the Shadow Eagle!” I roared to the nine women around me. “Eve, can you hold them back inside the tunnel?”

“With Riecka and Aasne’s help, yes,” my vampire wife replied.

“Do it,” I said. “Everyone else, you’re with me.”

My cyborg queen and the young auburn-haired warrior stayed by Eve’s side with the six cyber wolves, and as they directed all their attention to the tunnel beside the ship, I glanced at the Shadow Eagle for half a second to check the engineers’ progress.

I didn’t really understand what I was looking at, but it seemed as complicated as it did effective. Huge ships hovered by the side of the collapsed rock bed, and as the air around us filled with the shriek of saws, I saw silvery dust spark and rain down from above the Shadow Eagle.

I turned back to face the hundreds of bat monsters who were leaking past the edges of the Nordar lines, and then I raised my massive twin revolvers.

My women didn’t need an order to start killing.

Madalena was the first to hurl herself forward with her purple wing thrusters engaged, and she hurtled over the crowd of nightmarish creatures and poured a hail of blue energy bullets down onto them. The four other Valkyries immediately deployed their purple wing thrusters and launched after her, and then the air filled with the scream of their pulse rifles as they rained down bullets like five angels of death.

Sivaha didn’t have wing thrusters, but her submachine gun mowed down every humanoid bat that gnashed its ugly teeth at her. Riecka, Aasne, and Eve were holding the tunnel just fine between them and the cyber wolves, and this left me free to unleash my golden and silver revolvers on the assholes who thought they could overwhelm the clan of tigers and its King of Kings.

Thumb-sized bullets burst from the ends of my barrels with the thunder of Thor, and every time they plunged through one monster’s body, they carved their way through at least one other creature before they fell to the ground, so I started to drop four and five of the humanoid bats at a time.

I punched two more holes through two fuckers who wriggled up out of the ground at my feet, and the bullets plumed past them to bury themselves in the assholes right behind them. I slammed the butt of my golden revolver into the jaw of a creature who swarmed me from the left, and then I curved my silver revolver to the left to explode a bullet into the body of the two monsters just past him.

Every time I looked up from the fight around me, I saw the Valkyries streaking back and forth across the battlefield like deadly birds of prey, and the Nordar ships and warriors kept killing every nightmarish monster they could concentrate their fire on. Even the other three Shadow Eagles must have finished evacuating the miners, because now they hurtled back and forth above the battlefield at the bottom of the canyon, and even their skeleton crews poured death down on the endless swarm of monsters.

We were making progress, but I was beginning to think that the entire planet must be filled with these creatures, and now they were all on their way to our location.

“Everybody needs to get the fuck back!” Kasta suddenly shouted over the transponder.

“Uhh, does that include us, sweetie?” Zea replied over the transponder.

“No, just everyone outside the ship!” the blonde android said. “These rocks are about to start flying!”

We all fled in the opposite direction from the Shadow Eagle, and even though the bat-like monsters all started to pour out of the tunnel when Eve, Riecka, and Aasne ran after us, I quickly realized that it wouldn’t matter.

Huge slabs of rock really did start flying.

One uneven piece of rock that easily weighed twenty tons crashed into the ground behind us, and it was followed by another one right beside it. A sound like slabbing saw drones filled the air, only about ten times louder, and then another hunk of rock hurtled through the air and shuddered against the ground to our right.

I didn’t know what the fuck the engineers were doing, but I guessed it must be working.

As the rocks continued to fly in every direction, they started to crush the bat-like creatures every time they fell. We kept up a steady rain of fire against our enemies, but the rocks were now doing half our work for us, so we could concentrate on staying out of the path of the engineering crew’s operations.

“We’ve got her online and ready to go!” Zea called over the transponder. “As soon as she’s free, and her engine is good to go, we can get the fuck out of here!”

I didn’t know how much longer we fought, since I lost track of the time a little more with every new nightmarish creature that I ripped apart with my claws or my bullets. My vision swam with the fireworks of the Nordar weapons, and my ears screamed with the shrieks of our enemies and the thunder of the ships that soared and dove overhead.

The beast in my soul roared at the battlefield now soaked with the blood of our enemies, and my vision focused for just a moment as I realized that the horde of darkness had slowed down. More of the bat-like creatures continued to crawl out of the ground, but there were a lot less than there had been, and if my fleet was able to release the full force of their cannons without worrying about friendly fire, we just might be able to finish them off.

When I finally heard Paula’s voice cut into the chaos around us, I almost gasped with relief.

“We’re good!” the blonde engineer called. “She’s free!”

“Everybody to the ship!” I roared. “Juliette, ggget ready to take off! Madalena, give the orders to the fleet! We’ll finish them from the airrr!”

My queens, my Valkyries, and I turned and sprinted back toward the Shadow Eagle, but now that she was free, she was so beautiful that I damn near tripped over a slab of fractured rock in my path.

She looked about two hundred meters long, like I thought, and her wings stood a decent ninety meters off the ground. Her paint was dark blue all over, and it shimmered like a precious metal in the light of the firefight. She was certainly the biggest of the Shadow Eagles, and when I remembered how the blue-haired woman had laughed in the Draugr queen’s face in my dream, I didn’t really care how she’d ended up being so enormous. I just knew that this ship could be the key to the SAVO’s destruction.

Or maybe it was the fact that I finally had all four of them.

The engineering crew was already retreating to their ship with all of their equipment, so as soon as all of them and their guards were safe on their shuttle, we dashed on board the Shadow Eagle and mashed the button to close the hold door.

“We’re in!” I roared. “We’re on the way to the bridge, but go ahead and lift off!”

“On it,” Juliette said instantly through the ship’s speakers.

As the Shadow Eagle hummed to life and started to engage thrusters, we staggered toward the elevator with our weapons still in hand. The elevator ride only took a few seconds, but I was so impatient to finish off our enemies that it felt like hours. When we finally burst onto the bridge, Juliette and Zea were in the pilot and copilot chairs, and Kasta, Paula, and Phoenix had all taken positions at the gunner stations.

“Okay, quick updates!” Kasta said. “Mikhael, Josefinna, and Elana are flying Valravn and doing some miraculous things with just the three of them on board. Milda, Baki, Pier, and Arno have control of Dance to the Dirge.”

“And Persephone?” I asked.

“Dragon, his ex-wives, and the three Swedish meatballs have control of her,” Zea replied.

“Perfect,” I said. “Everybody, stations. Let’s finish this.”

There were eighteen gunner stations on board, so there were more than enough for all of my wives and the Valkyries. I missed Elana’s skill with ranged weapons, but I knew she could fight our enemies just as well from Valravn as she could if she were here with us on the dark blue Shadow Eagle.

As soon as Juliette lifted high enough off the ground, I saw that all the rest of my Nordar warriors had returned to their ships, so now all the ships in the mining pit were lifting off the ground, too. The bat-like creatures looked up in confused fury, but I didn’t give them a chance to run back to their hiding holes.

“Light ‘em up,” I growled.

Every ship that was flying above the battlefield now unleashed a salvo of cannon fire, and as light plasma beams exploded heavier balls of plasma, the mining pit below turned into a sea of fire. I couldn’t hear the screams of the monsters as our cannons incinerated them, but the tiger in my soul roared in triumph anyway, and after three more passes over the battlefield, all signs of movement below finally ceased.

“Did we do it?” Paula whispered.

“We did,” I said and sank back in my chair. “We really fucking did.”

“Do you think there are any more of them?” Aasne asked.

“Probably.” I shrugged. “It’s a big planet, and I’m sure there are more of them on the SAVO homeworld. But we definitely put one hell of a dent in their population.”

This Shadow Eagle is so happy we are on board that she is almost singing.

I glanced at Eve with a smile, and as we both began to restore our aegis, I took another few deep breaths and felt myself shift back into my human form.

“Your aegis has advanced to the seventh level,” Lux told me when we had all finished removing our armor. “Only two more to go before it has reached its peak.”

“This is even faster than I thought possible,” Madalena said with a burst of pride. “Odin blesses his avatar and his family.”

“As long as it’s ready before we face the Draugr,” I said. “Paula, Kasta, Phoenix, I don’t know how you got the engine installed or freed the ship quite as fast as you did, but thank you.”

“I reprogrammed all of my drones and robots instead of only some of them,” Phoenix replied. “It took a little longer, but it ultimately made the work go faster.”

“I told you she was the real genius,” Paula said as she reached over to squeeze her sister’s hand.

“Please, we’re all geniuses, and everybody knows it,” Kasta sighed.

“This is true,” I chuckled. “Madalena, direct the fleet to head home. We’ve got a lot of plans to make when we get there, but right now, I just want to get back to Nordar - 13.”

“Do you want to change any of the Shadow Eagles’ crews?” my warrior wife asked. “We are stacked a bit unevenly.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said. “It’s a straight shot back to Nordar - 13, and I think most of us will be sleeping just about the whole way there.”

“Yes, Husband,” the Prime Valkyrie replied.

After she gave the orders, Juliette aimed our nose toward the night sky and took us up out of orbit. The other Shadow Eagles had already collected the reentry suits that Riecka and I left outside the compound, so there was really nothing else to do but sit back and enjoy the ride back home.

Except to maybe take a shower.

A really, really long shower.

As soon as we entered hyperdrive to head home, I told my women to get some rest and headed to the captain’s quarters to shower off the filth from the last few hours of fighting. The captain’s quarters weren’t only bigger on board this Shadow Eagle, but the bathroom even had a large soaking tub about the size of a hot tub in addition to the steamy shower.

A long soak sounded nice, but I didn’t feel like waiting for it to fill up, so instead, I stripped off my flight suit and entered the shower as soon as the water was hot.

“Fuck,” I groaned as the shower streamed over my aching muscles.

I had been in my tiger form for a hell of a long time this go-round, but I hadn’t felt any problems or resistance when I shifted back to human. The beast in my soul actually seemed relieved to have a little bit of a rest, and I let out another sigh as I thought about how grateful I was that I had learned to make friends with the animal inside me since really, he was me just as much as I was him.

After I rinsed the shampoo out of my hair, I closed my eyes and leaned back into the stream of water. It had been a hell of a fight, but I finally had all four Shadow Eagles with me, and I thought now we might actually stand a chance against the Draugr.

As the tension finally began to ease from my sore muscles, I suddenly heard the sound of running water from somewhere else in my quarters. I opened my eyes and was about to poke my head out of the shower, but then a woman’s arms wrapped around my waist from behind, and I felt the gentle pressure of a kiss on the back of my shoulder.

“Ahhdum,” the woman’s throaty voice purred, and I recognized it immediately.

It was the blue-haired Shadow Eagle I had seen in my dream.
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Chapter 21

I wanted to turn around and see her more than anything, but it seemed like almost every other time I did, the Shadow Eagles disappeared, so I would rather stay like this and just feel her against me without seeing her.

“No dissa,” the Shadow Eagle murmured.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

The winged woman didn’t answer, but instead, she turned me around to face her. The blue-haired Shadow Eagle didn’t disappear and just smiled when I faced her, and I glanced down to see that she was completely naked in the shower with me. As the water ran down between her firm breasts, she pressed her hips against mine, guided my hands around to cup her ass, and then leaned her head back to kiss me.

I didn’t argue.

Her teeth immediately nibbled at my lips to pull them apart, and then our tongues met each other with the fire of what felt like a hundred years of waiting. She purred against me, and when my entire chest vibrated with her soft moans, I pulled her even closer.

The blue-haired woman finally rocked back on her heels and smiled.

“Tigahh resscoo,” the Shadow Eagle said and then pointed to herself. “Asterrria.”

“Asteria?” I asked. “Is this what you want to be called?”

The winged woman nodded.

“Did you hear Eve talk about the story of Asteria?” I asked.

“Eyahh.” The blue-haired woman nodded again. “Liike.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I said with a grin. “I’m glad we finally found you and could free you.”

“Frreee froo kweeen,” Asteria replied. “Fouuur frreee. Fouurrr siiiahh. Freeah. Toogethh.”

“I freed you and your sisters from the Draugr queen?” I guessed. “But I haven’t even fought her yet. How is this possible?”

“Coommah.” The winged woman took me by the hand and started to lead me out of the shower.

I was afraid the spell would break, and she would disappear as soon as we set foot outside of the steam, but I trusted Asteria, so I followed her anyway. As soon as we were out of the shower, I saw the source of the running water I’d heard a few minutes ago, and I realized why Asteria wanted to pull me out of the shower.

The large soaking tub in the bathroom was full of steaming water.

It was also filled with three other naked winged women that I recognized.

“Coomahh,” the blue-haired Shadow Eagle said again, and then she pulled me toward the other wet women.

Persephone sat in the middle of the soaking tub, but her rhodium-colored hair was still dry. When she saw me, she smiled and sat up a little straighter so her pert breasts rose out of the water, and then she whispered something to Dancer on her left. The rose-haired Shadow Eagle smiled and nodded, and she stretched her arms out over the back of the tub so I could see even more of her perfect body.

Val sat on the other side of Persephone, but she had lowered herself far enough into the tub that only her face was visible in the middle of her floating bronze-colored hair, and when she saw me, she blew bubbles into the water, giggled, and then pushed herself up with a giant splash.

“How is this possible?” I gasped. “Are you really all here together with me?”

“Fourr siiahh,” Asteria repeated as she stepped into the tub beside Dancer.

“Fourr freeah,” Dancer said.

“No kweeen,” Persephone added.

“Tigaah,” Val said with an enthusiastic nod.

The four Shadow Eagles continued to speak in turns around the circle, and as I lowered myself into the steaming water to join them, I realized I could understand them better than I ever had before. When they spoke in sequence, it was like when twins finished each other’s sentences, and as soon as I figured out I could understand them without any problem, I thought of so many questions that I didn’t know where to begin.

“We had to be freed together,” Asteria explained.

“As long as one of us was captive, we were all captive,” Dancer said.

“But you weren’t all captive,” I said. “Asteria and Val, you were both trapped but not really captive. Persephone was on Trappist - 1e, so I guess she was kind of captive by Elaka Nota, but Dancer was Madalena’s ship after the Prime Valkyrie found her.”

“The queen could still reach us,” Persephone said.

“We could only be free when Tiger found us all,” Val said with a playful smile.

“So, now that I have you all with me, you’re free from the queen?” I asked as all four women moved toward me across the tub. “She can’t reach you anymore or attack you?”

“Eyyahh,” Persephone replied with a seductive nod.

“But how did I keep seeing you in my dreams?” I asked. “Did the queen just keep using you to try and hurt me in those dreams? And why does she keep pulling me into those dream-spaces? Just to attack me?”

Val scooted herself closer to me in the water and began to run her fingers down my back in a light massage, and Persephone stroked my thighs underneath the water and slowly inched her hands a little higher.

“Sometimes, she used the dreams to attack you,” Dancer said as her fingers grazed across my muscled chest. “The dream-space can be Draugr territory, like warpdrive, hyperdrive, foldingdrive. It is another place. Where universes are born. Where life comes from.”

“But it is also our world, Adam,” Asteria said, and then she slowly began to stroke her own body and to massage her own full breasts in front of me. “We exist there, too. We have power there.”

The Shadow Eagles were making it very difficult to focus on what they were saying, but I tried to think about their words instead of their soft hands that now went back and forth between massaging my body and touching their own delicious curves.

“The dream-space is your world, too?” I managed to repeat. “Foldingdrive, hyperdrive, warpdrive, all of it?”

“Eyyah,” Val purred in my ear. “We pulled you into these dreams, eeeyahh?”

“Sometimes, the Draugr queen pulled you in,” Persephone said as she began to kiss my neck. “But often, it was us.”

“We wanted to help you free us,” Dancer said as she leaned forward to run her tongue across my chest.

“We want to help you know how to defeat the Draugr,” Asteria said, and her hands slipped underneath the water to begin touching herself.

“We want to help you know how to save everyone,” Persephone murmured. “The same way you saved us.”

“We have waited so long for you to save us, Adam,” Asteria said with a quiver in her voice.

I reached up to stroke the blue-haired Shadow Eagle’s cheek, and her hand began to move more quickly beneath the water the moment she felt my touch.

“You’ve waited the longest,” I realized, and the Shadow Eagle nodded and bit her lip. “Then you are the ship I saw in the video. But… how is that possible? How could your design have just changed--”

“Anything that Tiger needs, Tiger gets,” Asteria moaned softly. “I sensed your strength and your power. I knew you would need more. So I made myself more. For you. Anything for you.”

“You’re amazing,” I gasped as her moans made the beast inside of me purr. “You four are even more powerful than I imagined.”

“Are we also more beautiful than you imagined?” Val giggled as she then nibbled at my ear.

“I think you already know the answer to this question,” I groaned as Persephone wrapped her fingers around my manhood under the water.

I had so many more questions, but they would all have to wait. Right now, there were four beautiful angel goddesses who couldn’t keep their hands off me, and from the way their lips devoured my skin, I figured they had waited long enough.

Persephone’s hand was still wrapped around me under the water, but Dancer just smiled and then bobbed her head below the surface. Her lips slid onto me at the same time Persephone released her grip, and then I groaned as Val disappeared under the water to join her tongue with Dancer’s.

Asteria slipped around to my left side as Persephone kissed down the right side of my neck, and then both winged women leaned in front of me to kiss each other. The sight of the two beautiful Shadow Eagles together was enough to drive me crazy, and then the other two winged women tucked their wings behind them underneath the water so they could move their mouths up and down my hard shaft even easier.

Then Asteria leaned forward to kiss me, and as our lips and tongues met again, I felt a wave of pleasure as all four women loved me. After a few minutes, I wanted to take charge of their pleasure, so I lifted Persephone’s hips up so that I could glide deep inside of her.

The five of us gasped as soon as Persephone and I were joined, and then we each kissed, sucked, and licked each other while my first Shadow Eagle rode me to a climax.

Then I took each of them in turn.

They were my Shadow Eagles, and I was their Tiger, and we were together at last.

We made love for hours in the steaming tub, and after we pleasured each other so many times I lost count, we moved to the bed and continued our exertions there. The winged women had endless energy to match my own, and it was only after I had made them climax in every position, and after I had filled each one of their beautiful bodies to the brim with my seed, that we finally all fell asleep in a tangle of limbs and dark feathers on the bed.

By the time I woke up, the four Shadow Eagles were gone, and we had almost returned to Nordar - 13. I dressed as quickly as I could and figured I would ask the winged women more questions the next time I saw them, and since they were free of the Draugr queen now, I thought this might be even sooner than I hoped.

Asteria arrived back at Odin Geirr almost at the same time as Valravn, Dance to the Dirge, and Persephone, and I knew the rest of the fleet we had taken to Parnarta would come along later. The Shadow Eagles were the fastest ships in the Nordar fleet, but they were also the fastest ships in the whole damn galaxy as far as anyone knew.

Still, I didn’t have to wait for the twenty thousand ships to return from Parnarta to begin our plans for the next phase of our attack against the Draugr. As soon as we docked on the massive battle fortress, I had the Prime Valkyrie arrange a meeting in the Spire for me, my queens, and my Valkyries.

We would bring my admirals into the conversation later, just like we would bring Dragon, his ex-wives, and my other Nordar warriors into our plans soon enough. But right now, I only wanted to focus on all of my women so we could discuss plans, and also so we could simply all be in the same room again. I had missed Elana on our way back from Parnarta, and even though it had only been a few days in hyperdrive, I knew she would be happy to see her sister-queens as well as me again.

We had all had plenty of time to rest on our way back from Parnarta, and I told Lux to worry about resupplying all of the Shadow Eagles later. For the moment, I needed her more in the meeting with the rest of my women so we could figure out exactly how we were going to go up against the Draugr now that I had all the Shadow Eagles in my possession.

Once we were all assembled in one of the bigger meeting rooms of the Spire, I embraced Elana before we began, and my young queen smiled and blushed at the special attention. I knew she had missed not being with us during all the action on Parnarta, but we couldn’t have evacuated all the miners without her help, and she had also been able to help Mikhael and Josefinna as they flew Valravn over the battlefield.

When we were all seated, I took the chair at the head of the long table and glanced around at all my women. Madalena and Sivaha sat on my left, with Aasne and Riecka sandwiched in between them, and Eve and Zea sat on my right hand. Beyond them, Paula, Kasta, Phoenix, and Juliette had taken their seats, and Elana sat on the other side of Sivaha while the four Valkyries had found chairs at the opposite end of the table.

“So, when does the orgy start?” Sivaha smirked as she surveyed all the beautiful women around the table.

“I think we might have more pressing matters at hand than your sexual desires,” Madalena deadpanned.

“Nonsense,” the silver-haired seductress laughed. “There is nothing more important than sex, remember? It’s what makes the world go round, it’s what makes Freyja smile with pleasure, and therefore, it’s exactly what we should concern ourselves with.”

“Perhaps later would be a better time to discuss the ins and outs of an orgy,” Riecka said.

“Oh, it sounds like I’ve got at least one interested party,” Sivaha said with a wink to my cyborg wife. “I always knew I liked you, Riecka.”

“I’m sure.” The tattooed queen rolled her red eyes, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling.

“Madalena is right,” I said. “We need to figure out our next steps against the Draugr before it’s too late.”

“How much time is left?” Nikki asked from the other end of the table.

“The SAVO are supposed to show up at Uraniel in… let’s see, I think it should be about four weeks now,” Kasta said as she tapped her fingers against the table like she was doing sums. “Or maybe ever so slightly sooner.”

“This is not a lot of time,” Lux said.

“No, it’s not,” I sighed. “This is why the first thing I want to do is deploy more ships to Uraniel. We left about two hundred and thirty thousand ships there, but since we know it will be the SAVO’s primary target, we should go ahead and send more. Madalena, how many ships do we need to leave to guard Nordar - 13?”

“Two hundred thousand should be more than sufficient,” the Prime Valkyrie replied. “Two hundred and fifty if we want to be absolutely certain no one can touch our home while we are gone.”

“This would still leave us plenty of ships to deploy to Uraniel,” I said. “Oh, and before I forget, I want a hundred thousand ships to head to Queen’s Hat as soon as possible. I promised I would make it a Nordar outpost, and I fully intend to keep that promise.”

“It will be nice not to have to fight our way through the station every time we go for a visit,” Zea chuckled.

“Sorry about that,” Phoenix said with a shy smile.

“Oh, please, you’re like one of a million people who have taken over Queen’s Hat,” Juliette said as she twirled a cigarette in between her fingers. “And just between us, I think you might have done the best damn job of it, too.”

“This is exactly why I want to have the Nordar run that station,” I said. “It’s too valuable to anyone who wants to take advantage of the fact that it’s such a great trading outpost, and its security forces aren’t enough to counter the kinds of mercenaries that are out there. It needs the Nordar hand.”

“You will eventually be King of Kings over this whole galaxy,” Sivaha said with a Cheshire Cat smile. “Queen’s Hat will simply be the beginning of this expansion.”

“If it keeps bad people from doing bad things, then you won’t get much argument from me,” I said. “Madalena, after you task a hundred thousand ships to Queen’s Hat, I also want you to send an additional five hundred thousand ships to Uraniel. If any of the SAVO do show up there, they’ll have quite a welcome party waiting there for them.”

“How sure are we that the SAVO assholes will show up there?” Juliette asked. “Is it like fifty-fifty odds? Seventy-thirty? A hundred to one? I need a ballpark here.”

“Fifty-fifty seems about right,” I replied. “There’s a chance the Draugr have already left their homeworld and are headed to Uraniel right now. Hell, there’s a decent chance the signal from the Uraniel temple was broadcast everywhere in the galaxy, so it might wake up SAVO on their homeworld and on other planets where they’ve been waiting in their temples.”

“But there is also a chance that the Draugr have not left at all,” Eve said. “There is no real way to know, but their technology is clearly very advanced, so it may not take them very long to travel from one side of the galaxy to the other.”

“If they show up at other planets, then we will hunt them down and kill them there, too,” Madalena said. “If we cannot stop them at their homeworld, we will simply become the predators, and they will be our prey until every last SAVO asshole is eliminated from the galaxy.”

“You said SAVO asshole,” Zea giggled. “Way to go, Maddy.”

The Prime Valkyrie shrugged, but her fondness for Zea pooled around the table like a warm bath.

“But we’ve only got four Shadow Eagles that are able to make the trip to their homeworld,” Aasne sighed. “I wonder how many ships the Draugr have on their side.”

“I know we still have a lot of questions,” I said. “But I do have some good news. I spoke with the spirits of all four Shadow Eagles while we were on our way back home.”

“I thought you were in your quarters for a long time,” Zea snickered. “You’re like their total hero and everything, so I bet they made sure to say thank you over and over and over--”

“Something like that,” I chuckled. “Now that they’re all in my possession, I can understand them when they speak a lot easier, and they told me that I freed them from the Draugr queen.”

“How?” Eve asked, and a burst of hope flowed toward me from my vampire wife.

Can you do the same thing to free me from her?

I knew Eve was still worried about the Draugr queen’s effect on her, but I also knew that my dark-haired wife was stronger than she realized, and if the SAVO bitch tried to attack her again, Eve would be able to resist her.

“They said they have been waiting for me to find them all,” I explained. “Now that I’ve found them all, they belong to the Tiger, so the Draugr queen can’t touch them anymore. This was the impression I got, anyway.”

“Then we should have no problem when we take them to the Draugr homeworld on the other side of the galaxy,” Madalena said.

“So…” Phoenix started but then hesitated. “I’m sorry, it’s probably not my place to say anything since I--”

“You’re Paula and Kasta’s sister,” I interrupted. “And a badass pirate captain in your own right. Say whatever you want to.”

“Okay, so just to make sure I’m clear on everything…” Phoenix took a deep breath. “The four Shadow Eagles are the only ships with foldingdrives, and foldingdrives are the only way you’ll be able to travel to the SAVO homeworld, since it’s ninety thousand light years away on the other side of the Milky Way.”

“You got it, babe,” Zea said.

“So, this means the only warriors you can take with you to fight the worst threat the galaxy has ever faced… they all have to fit on four Shadow Eagles?” the blonde pirate asked.

“That’s the idea,” I replied.

“Shit,” the beautiful pirate sighed. “That’s a pretty tall order.”

“At least the Shadow Eagles seem to be free of the Draugr queen’s influence now,” Elana said.

“What about her influence on Eve?” Paula whispered.

“There’s still a lot we don’t know about this,” I answered. “I’m hoping that I’ll be able to get some more answers out of the Shadow Eagles when I see them again, but right now, there’s still no way to know exactly how Eve is connected to the SAVO queen.”

“I have not felt her try to attack me again,” my vampire wife said. “I am not sure if she is waiting for the right time, or if I have been able to shut her out completely, but I hope she will not try again.”

“If she does, we’ll face her together,” I said and reached over to squeeze her hand.

“And we’re definitely sure this bitch really is the queen?” Juliette asked.

“She certainly seems to be,” Eve replied. “If not their complete leader, one of the more powerful of their kind.”

“The Shadow Eagles have all called her the queen.” I nodded. “They should know.”

“Then let’s just hope my theory about the termite queen is right,” the redheaded pilot sighed. “If we can kill her, then maybe all the other SAVO termites will die.”

“And if we can’t?” Aasne asked.

“Way to be optimistic,” Juliette snorted.

“Listen,” I said. “We may not know exactly how Eve is connected to this SAVO woman. Maybe the DNA that Elaka Nota used on Eve belonged to some SAVO who died, and this queen bitch inherited Eve after this. Or maybe Eve’s DNA is more directly connected to the queen, we don’t know.”

“I’m hoping there’s a ‘but’ coming soon,” Kasta said.

“But,” I said with a smile, “I know now that the dream-space is the Shadow Eagles’ territory, not just the Draugr’s.”

“Ooh, really?” Zea demanded.

“Yes, really,” I answered. “The Shadow Eagles have been pulling me into those dreams sometimes to help me find them and free them, and I bet I could find out even more from them this way.”

“Question.” Kasta raised her hand. “While they were teaching you oh so much about their ways, did the Shadow Eagles happen to touch on the whole ‘huuuge ship we weren’t expecting’ thing? Or were they too busy touching on something else?”

I cleared my throat as I recalled the way Asteria moaned while she told me about remaking herself for me, and all of my wives must have sensed my sudden arousal, because half of them blushed, and the other half smirked with intrigue.

“We can go over the finer details of the ships later,” I decided.

“So, even though we don’t know how this Draugr bitch has been attacking you,” Sivaha smoothly continued, “or why she’s been attacking you for so long, we might actually be able to do something about it in your dreams?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or at least, I should be able to find out more about how to defeat her this way.”

“Cool, then let’s load up the Shadow Eagles, head to the bitch’s homeworld, and sleep the whole way there so we know how to fight her!” Kasta said.

“Not quite so fast,” I chuckled. “We have to gather all my warriors first and then plan out as many details before then as we can. There’s no guarantee that all four ships will come out of foldingdrive at the exact same time, so we need to have a coordinated plan in place first.”

“Okay, so let’s plan,” Riecka said as she leaned forward to drum her metal fingers on the table.

“We will, but I think there’s someone we should probably talk to first,” I said.

“Oh, no, no, no,” Zea said. “I think I know who you’re gonna say, and can I just say, uh, please, no?”

“I know,” I groaned. “As much as I hate to do this, I think we better bring Yu into the conversation.”

“Nooo!” the blonde hacker moaned. “I knew it! Whyyyy?”

“His abilities with time manipulation may be helpful to us, my love,” Eve replied. “His species understands time in a way the rest of us do not, and since we are about to fly to the other side of the galaxy, he could be of use.”

“I don’t know why you have to make it sound so logical,” Zea pouted.

“Lux, if you would?” I asked the pig-tailed Valkyrie.

“We will return shortly,” Lux said, and as she pushed herself back from the table, the three other Valkyries stood up with her.

“I know this has all been a lot,” I said after the Valkyries left to fetch Yu. “Valravn and Asteria were even harder to retrieve than I thought, but I couldn’t have done any of it without all of you.”

“It is our pleasure to serve you, King of Kings,” Riecka said. “I mean… Adam.”

“I am glad all the Shadow Eagles are finally in your possession, my love,” Eve told me. “We are one step closer to victory now, and with you as our king, we will win. The forces of love and light always conquer hatred and darkness.”

“That’s the idea,” I chuckled. “I’m just happy to have you all with me. You are my queens, but you’re also my partners, my advisors, my best warriors, my equals, and my lovers.”

“Ah, I believe this must be how the orgy starts,” Sivaha said with a sly smile. “Although I would prefer to wait for the Valkyries, if no one else minds. I definitely want to give Lux a nice firm spanking while she rides our husband.”

I laughed and was about to respond, but then the door to the meeting room opened up, and Yu stumbled inside with the four Valkyries right behind him. The blond scientist looked like he had showered and gotten a change of clothes since the last time I saw him, and I was glad since it meant he must not have tried to escape again.

“Ah, Adam, how lovely that you have returned with what passes for brains still in your head!” Yu said as he moved to stand at the opposite end of the table with the four Valkyries still behind him. “I was quite worried that the last two Shadow Eagles might prove too great an obstacle for you, but yet again, the marine has smashed his way to victory, yes? Unless, perhaps, you failed to--”

“Our husband did not fail,” Madalena said in an icy tone. “All four Shadow Eagles now belong to the Tiger.”

“You should be happy about this,” Zea grunted. “You want him to lead the forces of light against the SAVO, don’t you?”

“Of course, and I am happy!” Yu smirked. “I am merely surprised to see you all again so soon, this is all. I’m so proud of you, Adam. You’ve really proven how my methods were the corre--”

“I didn’t bring you here for a social visit,” I scoffed.

“Clearly.” Yu glanced at the four Valkyries behind him and then leaned forward. “Just between us, my boy, do these women ever smile?”

“Not for you,” Lux said in a flat tone.

I smiled at the black-haired Valkyrie, and even though she was only submitted to Madalena, I felt a wave of pleasure flow from her.

“We brought you here to see if you can be of any use as we make our final plans against the Draugr,” I said. “If not, fine, but I won’t be stupid and not use you as a resource if you could actually be helpful.”

“I’m so proud of how far you’ve come,” Yu sighed and pretended to wipe his eyes. “It’s so hard when they grow up. I’m sure one day all of your women will understand, once they’re busting with babies and--”

“Focus, asshole,” I snapped. “This is what needs to happen.”

“Ooh, can I do it?” Zea asked. “I want to sound all official and shit.”

“Go ahead.” I nodded to the blonde hacker.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Zea said as she leaned her elbows on the table. “Now that we’ve got all four Shadow Eagles, we need to pack them full of badass warriors to ship across the galaxy to the SAVO homeworld. Soooo, this means we need to summon all the Valkyries from Oskmay, grab all the Elaka Nota women and get them ready, assemble all the other elite Nordar warriors that we can find, and then boom! Head ninety thousand light years away to smash the Draugr into extinction.”

“What a lovely plan,” Yu chuckled. “There’s romance, adventure, action, everything you could ask for, except… well, I just have one little teensy tiny question.”

“Spit it out,” Juliette said.

“Don’t you want my tiger-man army?” The blond scientist grinned.

My vision went red with pure rage for a second, and only the fact that Eve’s hand was still in mind kept me rooted to my seat. Otherwise, I would have leaped across the table and snapped Yu’s neck before he even could have protested.

“The fuck do you mean?” I growled.

“Oh, this is fun,” Yu said, but then Lux took his arm in an iron grip. “Right, sorry, let me explain.”

“You mean there’s a whole army of tiger-men out there just waiting for Adam to command them?” Juliette groaned as she pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Well, they may be a little resistant at first,” Yu said. “They are the products of my best experiments, but they weren’t always happy about the weapons that I was shaping them into. Still, it will be nice for Adam to have an entire army of his brothers at his disposal, won’t it?”

“Why the fuck didn’t you tell us about them sooner?” Madalena hissed, and I felt her rage radiate off her like a hot grill during a summer barbeque.

“Technically… I did.” Yu grinned. “When we were on Wobbegong, I told you that I had a fleet of one hundred ships stationed one system over, remember?”

“You never said they were tiger-men!” Zea scoffed.

“You never asked,” the blond scientist said with a shrug.

“Where are they now?” Sivaha asked, and my beautiful seductress’ brown eyes were completely cold.

“Oh, they should still be right where I left them,” Yu replied. “I never gave them any other orders, so they should still be one star system over from Janar - 2884.”

“Where?” Phoenix whispered.

“The system where the Wobbegong station is located,” Paula muttered.

“Ah, I see you’ve found yourself another blonde beauty, my boy,” Yu said as he gazed at Phoenix. “How did you--”

“Nope,” I cut him off. “You don’t get to ask the questions, Yu. Instead, you’re gonna tell us exactly where to find this tiger-man army that you’ve been keeping from us so we might actually stand a chance when we face the Draugr.”

“As you wish,” Yu sighed.

“This means there’s a slight change of plans,” I announced. “We’ll still summon all the Valkyries, get all the Elaka Nota women ready, and gather the most elite Nordar warriors to take with us on the Shadow Eagles. But first, we’re gonna go get ourselves a tiger army.”

“Hell yeah!” Kasta said.

I looked around the room at all of the beautiful women who would fight for me to their last breath, and I felt beyond grateful for each of them. I was lucky as hell that I had found them, but when I glanced at the paintings of Odin and Freyja at the back of the room, I wondered if luck was all there was to it.

It certainly seemed like we had the favor of the gods on our side lately, and I only hoped our luck wouldn’t run out when it came time to actually face the SAVO.

Then again, if I believed everything Madalena and the other Nordar told me, maybe we didn’t need the luck of the gods.

Maybe we were the gods.

End of book 13
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Thanks for reading Star Justice Book 13!

If you are looking for a place to hang out and talk with fellow fans of my books, my Facebook fan club is quite popular. Check it out here!

To get updates on future novel releases, and to receive a free copy of his short novel Rose Boy, subscribe to Michael-Scott's newsletter here.

To find out more about Michael-Scott and his novels please visit:

www.michaelscottearle.com

Proofing by Jacqueline Miles, Cody Elyko, Anthony DePaolo, Alex Hyde, Greg Harbican, Larry Hoover, and Kenneth Smith.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2021 by Michael-Scott Earle
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