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Chapter 1

Emma

“Ready for deployment! In ten... nine... eight...”

The countdown began, and my heart skipped a beat, suspending me in the chilling mix of excitement and trepidation.

This was my fourteenth mission on the planet Tragul, but the nervousness never left. My body buzzed with the thrill of anticipation and a hefty dose of fear—the way it always did moments before the hatch of our transporter ship opened.

Because no matter how many briefings we’d had and how many instructions we’d received, no one could predict with certainty what awaited us on the other side of that door.

“Nose up, Pixie.” Captain Rick Miller, the leader of our Special Armored Unit from Earth, clanked the shoulder of his full-body metal suit against the hard shoulder of mine. “I’ll watch your back.”

“Thanks. I’ll watch yours.” Wearing an armor suit like Rick’s, I was the same size and had the same strength as everyone else in my unit of twelve.

Rick’s encouragement still felt nice, though.

“We’ll be fine, Pixie.” Ekon, another fellow soldier, shoved his armored shoulder against mine from the other side.

My name was Emma, but I’d been called Pixie since my first day at the military academy. I hated the nickname at first, taking it as a mocking reference to my height of five feet nothing. Eventually, I’d gotten used to it. Over a dozen missions had given me plenty of opportunities to prove myself on Tragul. I knew the guys in my unit respected me for my skills and my aptitude in action. From them, the nickname no longer sounded like an insult, but a sign of acceptance into the team.

The countdown ended. The hatch rose. The hot exhaust from the aircraft engines pressed down on the luscious green canopy of the Tragulian jungle below.

“Jump!”

Holding my breath, I leaped off the platform, engaging the suit’s thrusters as soon as my feet disconnected from the aircraft.

From here on, my focus narrowed. No energy was wasted beyond processing what was happening immediately around me.

Gliding past the tree canopies, I landed in a small clearing below and turned the suit’s engines off. The power of the fuel cells was now diverted to other functions. I clicked off a red light, confirming to Rick my safe landing. The surrounding landscape lit up with charts of additional information on the glass of my helmet.

Glancing around, I spotted several now familiar gray “hills” under the trees—mounds of flesh called fescods.

The creatures weren’t considered intelligent as individuals. However, their Central Mind—an organism safely hidden on the bottom of the Tragulian ocean—enabled them to organize large-scale operations that had led to a two-decade-long war on Tragul and even an invasion of the nearby planet, Neron.

Voranians, the intelligent species from the country Voran on the planet Neron, had booted fescods off their home world about three years ago, ending the invasion. However, fescods continued to terrorize Ravils, one of the species on Tragul who had the misfortune of sharing the planet with them.

The gray blobs rolled closer, their shapeless bodies undulating to propel them along the ground. I slid the curved blades out from the arm compartments of my suit, getting ready for an attack.

Fescods weren’t easy to kill. Their skin reflected heat and laser rays. Bullets only locally damaged their large bodies. Their muscles pushed the bullets out within minutes. The internal organs of fescods constantly shifted inside their bodies, making them impossible to locate or accurately hit from the outside.

After having battled them for a decade, Voranians had identified a range of cold weapons as the most efficient means against fescods. The sharp, curved blades that my suit was equipped with were high on that list.

Taking a wider stance, I raised the blades and braced myself for impact with one of the massive mounds of flesh rolling my way.

A thundering battle cry roared through the jungle. Then, a group of brazen warriors rushed past me to face the attacking fescods. The warriors’ muscular humanoid bodies, covered in short, tawny fur, moved with grace and speed. Their long, fur-tipped tails trailed behind them.

These were Ravils, our allies. Their transport must have arrived shortly after ours.

The Ravils’ famous courage bordered on carelessness. It spurred them into launching a counterattack ahead of us.

In contrast to the human unit—all of us fully enclosed in robotized armor suits—Ravils fought practically naked. Aside from pants and boots, they only wore leather chest plates barely big enough to protect their vital organs. Their weapons and most of their equipment fit in the holsters and pouches attached to the wide, beaded belts sitting low on their hips.

With a frustrating disregard for danger, wielding short daggers in each hand, the Ravils charged the fescods.

Distracted by their appearance—planned yet unannounced—I nearly missed an attack from an approaching fescod. He rolled onto me. Thin protrusions appeared from his body, some tipped with sharp spikes, some with pincers that could crush bones.

I swung one of my blades. He blocked the blow with one of his long, thin limbs that randomly appeared and disappeared from his shapeless body.

I staggered back, almost knocked off balance by the contact. Thankfully, the suit’s stabilizers kept me upright. I raised both blades again, aiming for the spot at the very top of the fescod’s mass.

A Ravil warrior suddenly appeared right above where I was about to strike. I jerked my arms back to halt my blow at the last moment, lest I hurt the ally.

The Ravil stabbed both of his daggers into the very spot I’d been aiming for. Leaping off the fescod, he sliced through the gray bulk all the way down. Reaching inside, he ripped out the pulsing cluster of the fescod’s hearts. Raising it over his head triumphantly, he crushed the bloody cluster in his bare hands before tossing it to the ground.

He then turned and winked at me, even though the tinted front shield of my helmet concealed my face from his view.

“You’re welcome!” he yelled in Ravil. My translator implant picked up the language, instantly translating his words.

Did he think he’d just done me a favor? I would’ve been fine without him. In fact, he’d just gotten in my way.

“What an idiot,” I huffed, annoyed. Not that he would hear me or see me shake my head in my helmet.

The Ravil immediately got busy stabbing and slicing through another fescod. I turned around, finally getting to use my blades on the one rolling at me from the side.

Fescods were quick to regenerate their tissues and organs. Removing their hearts was a sure way to stop them from healing and literally coming back to life. However, one didn’t need to be barbaric about the whole thing. Instead of ripping out the fescod’s heart cluster like the Ravil had done, I neatly sliced it out with my blade, then tossed it under the nearest bush and out of the way.

Sweeping the clearing with my gaze, I searched for more fescods. The same Ravil who had “helped” me earlier came into view on my right. He’d just ended another fescod, and now was running under the trees, heading for one in the distance.

A pulsing light on my monitor alerted me to a live being hiding in the tree foliage above. It was too small to be a fescod but large enough to potentially cause harm. It wasn’t alone, either. A group of them gathered above, looking like they were about to attack the approaching Ravil.

A lithe, greenish shape launched at the Ravil as he came closer—a yirzi, another intelligent species of Tragul. These guys only formed short-lived alliances, and only for the immediate, tangible benefits—like money. Right now, they were not on our side.

The Ravil was in danger.

I tossed one of my curved blades at the yirzi, a green-skinned creature with two arms and four legs. Hurtling through the air, the weapon sliced off one of his arms. A laser knife flickered in the fist of the cut-off arm as it hit the ground at the Ravil’s boots. The weapon was clearly not meant to be used against fescods. Lasers were much more effective against us—humans and Ravils.

The yirzi must’ve allied with fescods, at least for the duration of this battle. Criminals and opportunists, yirzi didn’t take sides for long, fighting for whoever paid more, and staying loyal to no one.

Two more green figures jumped from the tree onto the Ravil.

I got into position to throw my other blade at one of them, but the Ravil was making quick work of them himself, using his short, sharp daggers.

I had to admit he was a sight to behold in a fight. His bulging muscles rippled with strength. A sheen of sweat slicked back the velvet fur on his wide shoulders and thick arms covered in intricate tattoos. He had a strong, magnificent body, and he obviously enjoyed pushing it to the limit.

Shoving the dead yirzi aside, the Ravil picked up my blade. With a brief wave and a freaking smile, as if he hadn’t just deflected a potentially lethal attack, he tossed my blade back to me then charged two more fescods who rolled his way.

“Sixteen-o-eight,” I read out loud the number written on his chest plate in three languages—Ravil, Voranian, and in Arabic numerals for the benefit of us humans.

“Lieutenant Agan Drankai,” my suit’s computer informed me. “The leader of the Ravil’s platoon on this mission.”

The leader?

No wonder the rest of them were often so incredibly reckless when they had a hothead like that as a role model.
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“I’VE HEARD HUMANS ALLOW females to serve in the army,” one of the Ravils snickered.

All twelve soldiers of my unit and most of the Ravil platoon had left the clearing littered with the hulking dead bodies of fescods and a few of the yirzi. Our pickup wasn’t scheduled for another hour. We gathered by a wide, orange river that ran lazily through the jungle a short distance from the earlier battle ground.

“It’s not a woman’s job to fight,” another Ravil scoffed. I recognized the number on his breastplate as that of Lieutenant Agan Drankai’s. “Females would only be a distraction on a battlefield.” He shook his head with a grimace of deep disapproval.

Well, Lieutenant Drankai turned out to be not only a hothead but also an outspoken misogynist.

I knew that Ravils’ culture had clearly defined gender roles. As a species, they also exhibited an extreme possessiveness of their females. Unlike humans, Ravils opposed a marriage agreement with Voranians, refusing to have a program that would encourage Ravil women to marry Voranian males.

All of that was fine with me. What bothered me was that Agan blatantly projected his species’ customs and expectations on everyone else.

As a petite woman who had chosen a career in the military, I’d dealt with my share of condescending stares and patronizing comments. Sadly, there were still quite a few men on Earth who treated me like I didn’t belong, even after I had been selected into our newest and most prestigious armored unit and proven myself during the many missions since.

Hearing that I didn’t belong from an alien male proved just as irritating.

“Hey, Pixie, do you want me to punch him for you?” Ekon, a soldier from my unit, elbowed my suit.

“Thanks, but I can do that myself,” I gritted through my teeth in reply.

In my suit, I could hold my own in a fight against a few Ravils at once, with all their brawn and bravado.

I’d always wanted to be in the infantry, to take part in action right on the front lines. My technique in hand-on-hand combat was excellent. However, the pure lack of muscle power had often prevented me from going head-to-head with larger men.

When the armor suits were finally approved for battle, I’d literally squealed in delight. I’d applied for their very first field trials and hadn’t looked back.

The suit had finally allowed me to do what I’d always wanted. When wearing it, I was seven feet tall, just like everyone else in my Special Unit of Armored Infantry. Thanks to its powerful engines and exoskeleton, I was also just as strong as any of the guys.

I could certainly punch the living hell out of an arrogant jerk like Agan. Except that people like him weren’t worth the effort. Our transport would be here soon enough, and I’d likely never have to see him again.

Ignoring Agan the Asshole, I walked down to the water and rinsed the gore of the battle off the gloves and the helmet of my suit.

“Hey, Eleven!” Someone called me by my helmet number. A slam on my shoulder was strong enough to make me stagger, despite the suit’s stabilizers. “Thanks for helping me out there.” Agan tipped his head back at the jungle.

Sun rays streaked the sleek fur on his torso with gold and highlighted his overgrown hair, the ends of which curled behind his ears and on the back of his neck. With a few inches of length, his thick, wavy hair would be nice to sink my fingers into...

I shook my head at that random thought. The only reason for me to grab Agan’s hair would be to try to shake some sense into his narrow-minded head.

Scrambling, I quickly adjusted the suit’s speakers, making my voice sound deeper. Revealing my gender to someone like him might be asking for a confrontation, and I had no desire to fight an ally after a long battle with the enemy.

“No big deal.” I waved him off. “You kind of did the same for me.” I was referring to him killing the fescod I was about to disembowel on my own, needing no help from him whatsoever.

My sarcasm got completely lost on him, of course.

“Sure thing.” He nodded with a serious expression. “We’re like brothers, now, you and I—battle brothers.”

He kneeled on the riverbank, grabbing handfuls of water to rinse his arms and neck.

Hidden behind the dark glass of the helmet, I followed the water rivulets with my gaze as they trickled between the hard ridges of his muscles, glistening in the smooth velvet of the short fur over his skin.

Not very “brotherly” behavior on my part, ogling him like that.

I tore my gaze away quickly.

“Care for a swim?” Agan asked.

“A swim? Oh, no. I’m good. Honestly.” Shaking my head, I took a step back from the water’s edge.

More humans and Ravils came onto the bank. Stepping into the water, Rick stabbed a metal stake into the riverbed. It emitted a signal, designed to repel all life forms.

“The water is safe in a thirty-meter radius from this.” Rick took his helmet off and brushed a hand over the short stubble of black hair on his head. He beamed a toothy smile. “Who’s with me?”

“I’ll go!” Ekon climbed out of his suit. The bright light of the Tragul’s sun gleamed along his dark skin as he shrugged off the thin, white bodysuit that all of us wore inside the hard armor shells.

“Me, too!” Matteo and the rest of our unit got out of their armor, too, shedding the thin bodysuits one by one.

Suddenly, I was surrounded by naked males—Ravils and humans alike. The warriors ran butt-naked past me, diving into the water with wild splashing and happy yelling.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Agan tossed his chest plate onto the red sand of the riverbank. His hands went to the fasteners of his pants next.

“Me? No... I, um...” I took another step back. “I’ll just stay right here.” I plopped onto the nearest rock, trying and failing to divert my gaze elsewhere as he kicked his boots off then started shedding his pants.

The guys of my unit had seen me in my bra and panties on many occasions during the three years since we’d become a team. We had to sleep in tight quarters on the various transport ships where privacy was practically non-existent.

We’d arrived in this part of the Galaxy almost eleven months ago. By now, we had become a family. The guys of my unit truly were like brothers to me. I wouldn’t think twice about stripping to my bra and underwear to go for a dip in the river with them.

The presence of Ravils, however, changed things.

Something about shedding off my armor in front of Agan felt especially unsettling.

“Thanks. I’m good.” I shook my head inside my helmet, staring anywhere but at his now completely naked body.

“Suit yourself, Eleven.” Agan slapped me on the shoulder once again. “When you’re in the City of Voran on Neron, look me up. If I’m there, we’ll get a drink together. Voran is short on female company. Thankfully, our base there has a female entertainment unit. Ravil girls are the best in the Universe. Have you ever been with one?”

“No.” His words made me cringe inside my armor.

I’d heard about the Ravil entertainment units that accompanied their army bases outside of Tragul. The sole purpose of the units appeared to be to entertain soldiers away from their home world. From the comments I’d heard, I gathered the units were similar to the army brothels some nations used to have on Earth, long ago—a tragic part of human history.

Agan had obviously assumed I was a man, and I had no desire to prove him wrong at this point. I simply wished to have as little to do with this man as possible.

“You should meet Ravil girls. I’ll introduce you to some.” With another slap that reverberated through my entire suit, Agan dashed to the water. His long tail with a tuft of long fur on the tip swished through the air.

“Pixie,” Rick appeared at my side, naked like the rest of them. “Are you going to tell him you’re a girl?” He grinned, pointing with his chin in Agan’s direction. “Or should I?”

“No, just leave it.” I waved him off. A man like Agan was unlikely to take lightly me being a woman, and I had very little patience for judgmental assholes. There was no need for any added tension, especially since we might never go on another mission together, anyway. “Whatever he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” I moved the suit’s shoulders in a shrug.

“As you wish.” Rick laughed, running past me to the water.

For a second, I blankly stared at Rick’s naked butt, which was suspiciously as well-tanned as the rest of him. I then moved my gaze to the river, catching myself searching for Agan among the large, golden-tawny bodies of the Ravils.

He dove out of the water, shaking the droplets out of his dark-blond mane. Sun caught in the rivulets as they ran down his wet fur, charting their way between the ridges and the valleys in the remarkable landscape of the well-defined muscles of his torso.

It was highly unfortunate that an unpleasant man like him would inhabit a perfect body like that—a crying shame, really.
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Chapter 2

Emma

“Ready for pickup in ten minutes.” The announcement came through my suit’s communication system.

Turning the speakers all the way up, I got off my rock and waved toward the river, filled with swimming males, both Ravils and humans.

“Hey, guys!” I yelled at them, signaling it was time to get out.

An alarm suddenly blared through my helmet. A flashing red light indicated someone’s presence in the area. I pulled the map up on the hologram screen inside my helmet. Thin red outlines started popping up on it. Judging by their shapes and sizes, another unit of fescods was closing in on us, accompanied by a large number of yirzi.

“Fescods! Incoming!” I yelled louder.

The guys of my unit ran out of the water, as did the Ravils—both needed a few seconds to grab their clothes and weapons. Until then, there was no one but me to face the gray lumps of tough flesh menacingly rolling onto the riverbank out of the jungle.

Sliding my blades out, I charged them, giving the men the time they needed to get ready. Slicing and stabbing, I slowly advanced towards the tree line, pushing the fescods back into the jungle, away from the river and the naked men.

Being in the middle of action felt good. There was no fear, no nerves here, just sharp focus as I calculated my next move. Everything else fell away.

As soon as I entered the jungle chasing the fescods, yirzi jumped out of the trees.

I activated the laser guns attached to the suit’s forearms, then slid out the barrels of the automatic weapons on my shoulders, too. The three-hundred-sixty-degree fire coverage from the suit’s weapons was handy when attacked from all sides, like I was right now. The fire did not affect fescods, but it kept the yirzi at bay.

As soon as the Ravils caught up with me, I turned the guns off, lest I shoot one of my allies by accident.

Wearing few clothes and carrying minimal equipment, the Ravils had gotten battle-ready faster than the men of my unit. Many of them hadn’t even bothered putting their pants back on, having grabbed only their knives before rushing to my aid.

Together, we moved farther along the riverbank and deeper into the jungle, pushing the enemy back in the direction they had come from.

Agan ran past me, making his way to the very front of the line.

Did he always need to be the first one everywhere? I shook my head.

“Pixie! Where are you?” Rick’s concerned voice reached me through the comm unit.

“I’m here...” Momentarily disoriented by the action taking place all around me, I needed a few moments to orientate myself. I then confirmed my coordinates to him by reading the screen inside my helmet.

“The transport is here.” Urgency rang through Rick’s voice. “Everyone has boarded. We need to move out of the way to let the Ravil ship in. Now.”

I twisted around, catching the sight of blowing leaves and bending branches under the exhaust air from our transport’s engines in the distance.

“How much time do I have?” I asked quickly.

“Two seconds.”

I’d need much more than that to make it to where the transport was hovering over the jungle, even if I engaged the suit’s engines and flew over the jungle canopy. Making them wait that much longer meant Ravils would have to wait to board their ship. Unprotected, they would have to face the fescods and the yirzi longer than necessary because of me.

“Go,” I said to Rick, slicing in half another yirzi who had jumped at me from a tree nearby. “I’ll catch a ride with the Ravils.”

“See you at the base then,” Rick replied, then added in the tone of a friend rather than of my superior, “And Pixie, please be careful.”

Another yirzi swung my way, holding on to a thick vine and shooting his laser gun at the surrounding Ravils.

“I will, Rick.” I sliced through the vine with my blade, then stomped on the yirzi’s neck with the steel boot of my suit. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you at the base.”

“To the ship!” Agan yelled, waving his arms in the direction where the human transport had lifted, taking off. The Ravils’ ship was taking its place over the clearing, the air stirred by its propellers bent the trees and distorted the luscious green of the jungle.

As his people turned in that direction, Agan ended up at the very back of his platoon. I realized that it might’ve been his strategy all along. First, he’d been in the front, leading his people into the counterattack against fescods. Now, he ended up at the back, to ensure everyone made it to the transport safely.

It was an admirable strategy for a leader, I had to admit.

“Are you coming with us, Eleven?” he asked, rushing by to aid one of his men in the fight against a group of fescods.

“Yes.” I nodded, punching a yirzi in his green face then helping up a Ravil who had been knocked to the ground next to me.

Unlike our sleek space shuttle, the Ravils’ ship was a clunky aircraft with rows of chunky rivets running along its rusty hull. In addition to the three huge propellers spinning on top, two engines were spitting hot air through the cluster of exhaust pipes on the bottom, scorching the green of the trees below.

As it hovered over the jungle canopy, a long ramp descended to the clearing. Ravils rushed from under the trees and climbed up the textured rungs of the ramp into the aircraft.

Instead of taking up space on the ramp, I fired up the suit’s engines and flew over the heads of the climbing Ravils.

Once inside the aircraft, I activated the guns on my forearms again, shooting at any yirzi below that the suit’s system detected. My fire power provided the Ravils the cover they badly needed being exposed on the ramp.

Through the dense foliage, I spotted the few last Ravils hurrying to the transport. Agan was the very last one to reach the ramp.

Seeing us ready to depart, yirzi increased their fire, shooting at those who climbed up the ramp and at the aircraft itself. A blast hit the hull near my face, the bright sparks fanning across the front of my helmet and blinding me for a moment.

Another blast hit a blade of one of the propellers. The impact of that one roughly jolted the aircraft to the side.

“Move it! Move it!” someone yelled.

The ship tipped in the air, rising over the treetops. The sound of the ramp being winched back up reverberated through the ship’s metal body.

Agan was the last one left on the ramp, now. Promptly climbing up, he was getting closer and closer to the entrance. A strong wind was blowing through his wavy hair and shoving his tail aside.

A laser blast from a yirzi gun hit the metal in front of him, sending a fountain of sparks into his face. Another one grazed his shoulder at the very same moment. Agan jerked back, his feet slipped. His hands missed the next rung on the ramp, and he tumbled down into the open air below.

“Lieutenant!” Ravil warriors shouted in horror.

One of them promptly grabbed a rope, clipping it to his belt. “I’ll get him!”

I shoved off the door frame and jumped out before he did.

It was a split-second decision. The Ravil with the rope at his belt would never reach Agan in time, risking his life for nothing. Wearing my suit, I had a much better chance to rescue Agan and survive.

The moment my feet disconnected from the aircraft, I engaged the suit’s engines, launching after Agan at a higher speed than his freefall.

I caught him around his middle, a short distance from the jungle canopy. A moment before we would have crashed through the treetops, I opened the solar wings of the suit.

We soared above the jungle, aided by the long solar panels of my suit that acted as wings. The shiny black surface of the wings was soaking up the energy of the afternoon sun, recharging the suit’s batteries. Today’s long battle had almost depleted their power.

Agan stirred in my arms, and I adjusted my grip on him. The dark mass of the Ravils’ transport ship hovered high above us.

“You’ll be fine, Lieutenant. I’ll get us back to the transport—” I didn’t finish my reassurances.

Rapid laser fire from below hit my suit, sending fireworks of sparks along the surface of the solar wings. The expanded panels made me a much larger target, I realized. There was enough power in the suit’s engine to get us back to the aircraft. I tried to close the wings, but only one slid back in its compartment on my back.

The other wing must have been damaged because it stuck halfway. The half-extended panel sent me into a tailspin. A message flashed in red across my helmet screen, warning of the malfunction. An alarm blared as I crashed through the trees.

Shielding Agan’s head with my arm, I did my best to keep us in the air, using the engine power to counterbalance and slow down the spin. The laser fire continued from the ground, and I used the little control I’d gained over the suit’s navigation to get us as far away as possible from the yirzi.

We flew through the leaves, vines, and branches at full speed, losing altitude by the minute.

The laser fire finally ceased, telling me we must’ve made it far enough from the yirzi. However, the ground was advancing rapidly as we descended. There was nothing I could do about it. We were going to crash.

I hit the jungle floor with my shoulder, forcing the suit to take the full impact of our collision with the ground. My back burrowed a deep trench in the soft orange dirt of Tragul as I twisted, making sure that Agan ended up on top of me.

Finally, we came to a complete stop.

Consulting my suit’s system, I made sure we’d left the fescods and yirzi far behind. The system detected neither in the vicinity.

“Lieutenant Drankai?” I carefully rolled Agan off me, hoping I hadn’t gotten him killed during my rescue maneuver. I might not like the guy much, but I didn’t want him dead.

“Call me Sixteen-O-Eight,” he groaned. “Or just, Agan. I’m not your superior—we’re not in the same army.”

He wouldn’t be my superior even if we belonged to the same army. He held the same rank I did. I was a lieutenant, too.

“Are you okay?” I asked, relieved he was alive and conscious.

He sat up with another muffled groan. “Not sure.” Wincing, he inspected his shoulder where the laser blast left a scorched path of fur across the brilliant colors of his tattoos.

In addition to the wound on his shoulder, a series of scratches big and small covered both of his arms. There were also rips in his pants—on his thighs and hips. Some already had a dark-red rim of blood.

“How are you feeling?” I asked. He didn’t look that good, to be honest.

“Like I’ve just crashed through the jungle,” he huffed a laugh, rising to his feet. “Thank you for saving my life, Eleven. I’m in your debt.”

“No debt. I’m glad I could help.” I watched carefully for any physical aftereffects of our crash in Agan.

Despite his disheveled appearance, however, he seemed to have avoided any major injuries. His movements were as smooth as before. The confident bounce hadn’t left his step.

“We shall get back to the transport,” I said. “I can fly us—”

“In this shape?” Agan gave me an incredulous look.

I followed his gaze, glancing over my shoulder at the cracked and bent remnant of my left wing. No need to run a diagnostic—the wing was obviously unusable.

“The wings are for gliding and recharging. I don’t need them to fly,” I assured Agan. “There’s still some power left.”

The bent piece of the wing that remained sticking out, however, would interfere with aerodynamics and hinder the navigation if I tried to get airborne.

I moved my shoulder forward, visually assessing the damage.

“I’ll just need to remove this somehow—”

“Like this?” Agan yanked the panel down, breaking it off.

“Hey!” I staggered on my feet from the power of his tug.

“What?” He tossed the broken piece aside. “You said you wanted it off—it’s off.”

I would’ve removed it differently, but since the end result was the same—the damaged piece was no longer in the way—I decided not to argue.

I ran a few quick checks of the vital systems of the suit. The Ravils’ transport was nowhere in sight, and I had no communication link with it.

“Do you have any way to contact the pilot?” I asked Agan. “To request they wait for us?”

He shook his head.

“No. But I wouldn’t be asking them to wait even if I had a way to communicate with them. Their propeller was hit. The aircraft is compromised. They can’t hover, waiting for us. They need to get back to the base as soon as possible.”

He was right.

I considered our situation for a moment. The suit was not built for long-distance flying. Its levitation function was there to assist in combat with short-range tactical flights.

“I won’t be able to catch up with the transport then. It must be far ahead by now. And my batteries need recharging.” Without the fully functioning wings, I would somehow need to find a sunny clearing in the dense jungle to re-charge the batteries. Any light would do, but with only one wing left now and without the direct sunlight, it would take much longer. It didn’t help that it was late afternoon, and the sun was quickly nearing the horizon.

“How long do the batteries last?” Agan sounded skeptical.

“Normally, for a few days, but I’ve used the fire power extensively today, which takes a lot of energy.” That, combined with the flying I’d already done, had significantly depleted the fuel cells. “I need sunlight to re-charge them.”

I tilted my head back, studying the thick jungle canopy high above us through the tinted shield of my helmet.

“There’s enough power for me to rise above the jungle,” I brainstormed out loud. “Then I could possibly extend the remaining wing to catch the rays of the setting sun.”

“You’d risk giving out our position,” Agan observed pragmatically. “Even if you managed to hover in the air with one wing.”

I’d have to use the suit’s engines to try to compensate for the missing wing to stabilize the suit in the air, which would of course use up a lot of energy, too.

Agan had a point. Except that now, I risked getting stranded in the hostile territory with a useless suit with no power.

“What would you suggest?” I asked him.

“We’ll proceed on foot until the nightfall. You’ll re-charge in the morning.” Agan yanked a folded paper out of his boot.

I stared over his shoulder with curiosity as he laid the paper map on the ground. It amazed me how the Ravils had led a full-on warfare against fescods for over two decades now, while only having such primitive means at their disposal.

“According to the map,” Agan traced a line on the paper with his finger, “If we head out now, we should be there tomorrow around noon, with a few hours of sleep during the night.”

I pulled up the map on the screen inside my helmet, layering the visual over his drawing. There were a few dissimilarities between his map and mine. I couldn’t determine whether those were because of the Ravils’ lack of modern technology or because of the advantage of their in-person reconnaissance over our satellite surveillance.

However, the discrepancies weren’t major. The main route that Agan indicated as the one to travel matched on both maps.

“We may not need to walk the entire distance,” I suggested. “Once I re-charge in the morning and we get far enough from yirzi, we can fly.”

“Good point.” Agan slapped my shoulder once again. Vibration and hollow sound reverberated through the suit.

I staggered back from the force of his slap, before regaining my balance.

“You really have to stop doing that,” I muttered, annoyed.

“Come on, Eleven.” He waved me off with a grin. “Don’t pretend to be a weakling, now. I’ve seen you take bigger punches than that.”

He slapped my back this time, sending another wave of vibration through the suit. Being inside the armor now felt very much like sitting inside a church bell while it was ringing.

Spending the next day and a half in this guy’s company already seemed like torture.

“All right then.” I straightened. “The sooner we head out, the sooner we get there.”

The sooner I’d be free of Agan, too.
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Chapter 3

Emma

“Do you see any hostile elements in the area?” Agan asked, after we had trudged through the jungle for about an hour.

Aside from some blood-thirsty fish in the river, the area we were hiking through had very few predatory animals. Fescods and yirzi presented the biggest danger on this part of the planet. However, it appeared we’d left them both behind by now.

Tragul was a stunningly beautiful world, with red-sand beaches, blue skies, orange rivers, and an ocean the color of jungle green. With its mild climate and few predators, the country of Ravie could’ve been a gorgeous interplanetary tourist destination, had it not been for the war raging here for the past twenty-three years.

I checked my monitor.

“No, no hostile elements currently detected within the radius of my system.”

“Good. It’s a handy piece of equipment you have there.” Agan slid an appreciative gaze along my suit, then glanced over my shoulder to where he’d broken off the wing. “Too bad that as any technology, this one also has its annoying limitations.”

I fought down the flare of irritation his words had brought. I loved my suit; it was more than just a weapon or a piece of equipment. My fondness for it was similar to how I’d felt about my very first car—even more so, as the suit had saved my life on more than one occasion. It’d helped save Agan’s life too, just a little while ago.

Once again, I chose not to argue. As irritating as it felt, I had to spend the entire night in the jungle with this man. There was no need to create any further animosity between us.

I gritted my teeth inside my helmet and pressed on, hacking my way through the bush with one of my blades.

After another couple of hours of trudging through the thick jungle, fatigue set in. Despite being aided by the power of the exoskeleton, my muscles ached, and my mind was clouding with exhaustion.

By the way Agan’s shoulders slumped, I guessed he must be getting tired, too.

“Any fescods or yirzi on the horizon?” he asked once again.

“No,” I confirmed, after checking the monitor. “We can stop here for the night.”

Exhaustion weighed down on me. I could literally drop and sleep where I stood.

Agan visually inspected the surrounding area.

“It’s not safe here.”

“No place is completely safe on this planet,” I snapped, too tired to continue being perfectly diplomatic.

“Well, this is the only planet we Ravils have.” His tone turned zesty, too. “I’ll be damned if I let a bunch of blobs with no brains inside their bodies drive me off it.”

That was why we all were here in the first place. After kicking fescods off Neron, Voranians, a more technologically advanced nation than Ravils, had been actively supporting Ravils’ resistance to fescods on Tragul.

The first contact between Voranians and humans was made a dozen years ago. Over two years ago, the first agreement between our races was signed, allowing for interplanetary marriages between Voranians and humans. Due to the low number of females born in Voran, their government had invited women from Earth to marry Voranian men. Just a year after that, a military alliance between our species was born.

My unit was the first interplanetary force from Earth to take part in the peacekeeping efforts on Tragul. I’d been excited and honored to be a part of it. After having learned everything I could about Ravils and their decades-long struggle, I welcomed the chance to help and hopefully make a difference.

For nearly eleven months now, I’d fought side by side with many Ravils. The bold, reckless courage they all shared was a common characteristic of their race, along with the blazing self-confidence. Agan appeared to have gotten a lion’s share of both.

Stubbornness, however, must be his own thing.

“I’m not sleeping this close to the trees,” he insisted. “We need to get here,” he pointed at a spot on his paper map he’d taken out again. “There is a decent size clearing right here, by this creek.”

“Fine.” I gave up and headed in the direction he pointed out, mumbling, “Whatever makes you more comfortable, your highness.”

Both yirzi and fescods could attack anywhere, either in the jungle or by the creek. But since sleeping under the trees gave Agan the creeps, we needed to keep going.

After another twenty minutes of marching through the jungle, he finally stopped.

“Here.” He surveyed the clearing next to the pale-orange creek rushing nearby. “I’ll secure the perimeter.”

He unclipped a few round sensors from his belt, then started attaching them to the trunks of the trees around the clearing.

I checked my monitoring system, not spotting anything alarming.

“Looks good.” I plodded to the middle of the clearing, selecting a spot for my sleeping pod. I dragged my feet from exhaustion. Even the boots of my suit seemed much heavier than normal.

“I’ll have to put one of these on the other side.” Adan sauntered to the creek, holding the last sensor in his hand.

“Let me do it.” The system didn’t spot anything larger than a small fish in the water. However, I knew that some fish on this planet could easily bite through the leather of his pants. “The fish may be dangerous—”

He didn’t let me finish, jumping into the water and moving across the creek in two long leaps.

“I’m faster than the fish!” he boasted from the other side. “Bigger than them, too.”

He was big, I had to admit. When standing next to me, Agan was nearly as tall as my suit. I doubted he would even fit into my armor if he tried. Whereas I’d had to have the exoskeleton adjusted to suspend me inside the suit, with plenty of room to spare both in height and width.

“Okay then.” I waved him off, giving up on trying to talk any sense of caution into the man. “Do what you want. I’ll sleep right here.”

I slid out the thin roll of my sleeping pod from the armor on my thigh and unfurled it between the two metal tripods that I had staked into the ground.

That was the easy part.

Now, I faced the dilemma of what to do next. I really disliked the idea of giving up the cover that my armor provided for me. Agan would sure have a word or two to say if he learned that his “battle brother” had been a woman all along.

Sleeping inside the armored suit would be extremely uncomfortable, however. It had been designed for action in an upright position, not for resting.

Besides, I really needed to go to the bathroom. Although the suit could accommodate me in case of an emergency, hiding my identity from an arrogant lieutenant did not constitute one. I preferred to keep the suit in its best shape with all its functions at their full capacity for whatever we might have to face tomorrow. Tonight, there was no good reason I couldn’t pee in the bush.

Meanwhile, Agan had returned to my side of the creek.

“I’ll sleep here in this spot,” he said cheerfully, hacking off a few leafy branches of a tree on the jungle edge and dumping them in a pile on the ground to make a sleeping pallet for himself, I assumed. “You’d better get out of that tin can, Eleven.” He tipped his chin at me. “As great as these things are in battle, I’ve heard they’re not good for getting any rest in them.”

For once, I fully agreed with him. I’d get no rest if I stayed in the suit.

Drawing in a bracing breath, I made the decision to come out.

I disconnected the helmet, then opened the hatch in the front, climbing out of the armor. I did everything deliberately slow, giving Agan the time to realize who I was, and hopefully adjust his perception and behavior accordingly.

Yet when I finally turned to him, shock was still plastered all over his face.

He had obviously assumed I was a man, and I had done nothing to prove him wrong until now. I understood his surprise at seeing a short, skinny blonde climbing out of the seven-foot-tall armor suit when he had obviously expected someone bigger and...well, male.

“Hi,” I said, giving him a small wave.

My gesture seemed to have snapped him out of the dumbfounded stupor. He raked his fingers through the thick waves of his mane.

“What the fuck, Eleven?” he spat out the curse sharply.

The longer he stared at me, the more his shock felt like an insult.

“My name is Emma,” I said in an ice-cold tone that hopefully left no doubt his reaction hadn’t impressed me. “My friends call me Pixie. You can call me Lieutenant Nowak.”

He still looked annoyingly flabbergasted, not even trying to school his expression into anything remotely polite or politically correct.

“So, it’s true then?” He gaped at me. “Humans make their women fight for them?”

After having walked on eggshells around this insufferable prick all day, I finally lost it. He was the one in the wrong, after all, not me. Why did I have to make any effort at all to spare his feelings?

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I yelled, flipping my hands in the air. “What is your problem here? I am a soldier, Lieutenant, just like you are. I fight for my country and my planet, just like you do.”

“War is not a woman’s job,” he muttered stubbornly.

“But it is literally my job!” My irritation flared into anger. “I’ve spent years training to get here. I’ve studied more than you have, I bet. I’ve worked hard, and I will not put up with anyone’s judgment and opinions on what I should or shouldn’t do based solely on my gender. Definitely not with yours.” I stabbed my finger through the air his way. “You’re not any better suited for your job than I am for mine.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, giving me a long once-over.

“If you truly believe we’re the same, you’re blind,” he bit out.

I folded my arms over my chest.

“Am I?” I hated how high-pitched my voice sounded with that question. “I’ve been fighting side by side with you, all day today. I haven’t done any worse than you have out there, have I? I am a soldier, Lieutenant, just as you are. We even have the same rank, for pity's sake.” My blood heated, warming my face. I took a step closer and had to tilt my head all the way back to catch Agan’s eyes so high above me. I refused to be intimidated by his height or by anything else about him. “The only difference I see between you and me is my lack of one single appendage.” I shot a pointed look down to his crotch, then added quickly, “Well, two if you count your tail. That and your over-inflated ego, of course.”

“It’s not right.” He stood there, shaking his head. “Women are to be cherished and protected.”

“Are we, now?” I lifted an eyebrow, not even trying to mask the sarcasm in my voice.” Is that why you keep your women in those entertainment units? Is that how you’re protecting them?”

“Yes.” He stared at me with an earnest expression. “A Ravil woman would never have to set foot into a war zone. If she is in danger, every male of Ravie would risk his life to get her to a safe place.”

“The ‘safe place,’” I made air quotes with my fingers around those two words, “where she would then have to prostitute herself for male soldiers’ entertainment.”

“Prostitute?” He looked genuinely puzzled.

“Don’t tell me there’s no sex happening in those units.”

“Of course there is. People have needs.”

“And I bet that’s where you go to take care of your needs, too, don’t you?”

“Why not?” He arched an eyebrow.

Was he really that clueless? Did he really see no wrong with that arrangement, or was he just pretending to be blind to infuriate me? If so, it worked. Anger bubbled hot inside me.

“So, that’s what you think a woman’s role is in life?” I moved on to him. “To pleasure and entertain you? According to you, I shouldn’t be here, doing my job, even if I do it just as well as you do yours. A woman can’t be a soldier simply because she is a woman? Can’t you see it makes no sense?”

He blinked at me for a moment or two, then threw his hands in the air in a gesture of utter exasperation.

“Fuuuck!” he bellowed, pointing at all of me with both hands. “How did you even become a soldier? Why? Look at you, the tiny, blonde thing that you are. Pixie is right. You’re literally half my size! How are you going to face my enemy?”

“I have faced the enemy already, remember?” I yelled back, losing the last shreds of my patience. The only reason I didn’t punch him right then and there was because I didn’t think I could reach his face. A punch anywhere else wouldn’t be as satisfying at that point. “In a suit, I’m the same as everyone else out there. I’m not worse than you. Hell, I’m better than you. I’ve proven that!”

What he’d said wasn’t new to me. Only no one before Agan had said it openly to my face like that. It was as if he didn’t even realize how offensive he sounded, which made it even worse. He wasn’t simply trying to insult me, he genuinely believed I wasn’t right for my job.

“The suit is a piece of technology. Technology fails.” He paced the clearing, looking distressed. The fluffy end of his tail agitatedly whipped around his boots. “What are you going to do if it fails while you’re on your own? Who and what would protect you then?”

“How about my skills? My training? My brain?” I held my hand up, energetically folding a finger with each item I listed. “There is more to me than the size of my muscles or what’s between my legs, dammit!”

“The fact remains—you’re a woman.” He stomped his foot.

“Oh, God help me!” I threw my head back, using all my self-control to stop myself from lunging at him to shake some sense into his thick skull.

“And a woman needs to be protected,” he went on, “not to fight in a man’s war.”

A man’s war?

What a pig-headed dick!

It became apparent that this argument was useless. Clearly, some people could never be convinced of anything that falls outside of their own point of view.

“Whatever.” I waved my hand at him, heading for the trees. Anger refused to settle inside me, and I needed to put some distance between him and me to avoid completely losing my temper. “I’d better take a washroom break now before one of us ends up getting punched in his face.”

Agan promptly drew his knives out from their sheaths at his hips, rushing after me.

“I’m coming with you.”

“What?”

“To watch out for any danger while you...you know, pee,” he explained.

That was more than I could bear. My remaining composure vanished. Something inside me snapped. Pivoting on my heel, I yanked the laser knife handle out of the pocket on the sleeve of my bodysuit.

“You’re not going to watch anything,” I gritted through my teeth, flicking the flame of the blade on. “Take one step to follow me, and I swear I’ll cut you.”

“You’ll be vulnerable out there on your own,” he protested. “Especially in the position that women take when going to the bathroom.”

I rolled my eyes with a groan.

Was this guy for real?

“My bathroom ‘position’ is nothing of your business.” I heaved a frustrated sigh.

Over my years of active service, I’d done much more dangerous things that going to the bathroom in hostile territory. But of course, Agan couldn’t care less about my experience or my abilities, unable to see past my appearance.

“Don’t you have more pressing issues to worry about? Other than my perceived vulnerability?” I pointed with the knife at the scorched wound on his shoulder. Droplets of blood had seeped through the seared flesh during our hike. “Treat that while I’m gone. Otherwise, I’ll cauterize it with my blade when I return. It won’t be pretty,” I warned, stomping off into the trees. “I’m sure I lack the gentle touch of the Ravil women you’re used to.”

I stayed within the radius of the alarm system of my suit, all the while fighting my severe irritation.

Granted, Agan’s behavior hadn’t left the best impression from the moment I’d laid eyes on him. However, I disliked him even more the better I got to know him.

Why did I argue with him at all? I shouldn’t even care what a person like him thought about me. Why did I care?

I inhaled deeply after doing my business, then headed back.

Whether I wanted it or not, I had to put up with Agan for several more hours. Being inside my suit should make it easier tomorrow. After we made it to the base, I’d never have to worry about him again. My biggest concern would be to not “accidentally” shoot him if our units were ever to go on another mission together.

When I came back into the clearing, Agan was sitting in the middle of it. A small, clean campfire burned cheerfully in front of him. Using one of his daggers, he was skinning something small and scaly in his lap.

At least his shoulder was now clear of blood. Though not bandaged, the wound glistened with a thin layer of some ointment he must have put on it.

“What’s that?” I pointed at the lizard-like creature in his hands.

“Dinner,” he replied, sulkily. “Are you hungry?”

“No. Thanks.” I had a couple of ration bars in my suit that would last me until we got back to the Ravil Army base tomorrow.

Walking over to the suit, I took out a plastic canteen rolled into a slim, tight cylinder. Unrolling it, I filled it with the water from the creek and dissolved a couple of water-purifying tablets in it before drinking.

“Are you thirsty?” I asked Agan. Despite being an arrogant prick, he was also currently my comrade-in-arms. We were on this mission together, and his wellbeing was my responsibility as much as mine was his.

“No.” He didn’t look up from the meat he was now spitting on a stick. “I’ve already drunk some.”

“Straight from the creek?”

Why wouldn’t he care about his own safety? Instead of obsessively concerning himself with mine?

“Yes.” He gave me an exasperated look. “I drank straight from the creek. The water is safe here.”

“Fine.” I chewed on my tasteless ration bar, watching him roast the meat. An appetizing aroma soon wafted through the air from his small campfire.

“Well, I’m going to bed, now.” I climbed into my sleeping pod.

“I’ll stay up. On the watch.”

Irritation stirred inside me all over again.

Agan had made a sleeping pallet for himself from the tree branches. He had obviously intended to get some rest right before he’d learned I was a woman. Did he now assign himself the role of the watcher, just because I had turned out to be the one of the “weaker sex”?

I hated how insecure he made me feel.

“No, you won’t,” I said through the reinforced fabric of the pod. “You’ve put out enough sensors to ‘watch’ for us, not to mention my suit’s alarm system that would alert us of anyone approaching. We both need to rest.”

His misplaced, obsessive overprotectiveness was getting on my last nerve. The only thing that had changed was him learning about my gender. And just like that, Agan had turned from my comrade into my guard.

“Get some sleep,” I muttered, making myself comfortable in the pod. “I’m not carrying your tired ass all the way to the base tomorrow.”


[image: ]




Chapter 4

Emma

Bright light filtered through the fabric of my sleeping pod, waking me up. It was well into morning, I realized, rubbing sleep out of my eyes.

Climbing out of the pod, I found Agan munching on a long piece of meat by the dying fire.

“How long have you been up for?” I asked.

“For about a half-hour. Breakfast?” He pointed with his thumb at another long piece of meat roasting nearby. Draped over a stick, it looked very much like a skinned snake.

“Um, no. Thank you. I’m good. I’ll have this.” I took out the last of my ration bars and had my tasteless but highly nutritious breakfast. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

He finished the meat and put out the fire.

“You needed to rest. We have a long trek ahead of us.”

My suit that I’d left in a sitting position nearby caught his attention. He crouched by it and inspected the surrounding ground, tugging at my curiosity.

“What are you looking at?” I lowered into a crouch at his side.

My knee accidentally bumped into the suit with a dull noise.

“Back!” Agan suddenly grabbed me around the waist, hauling me away from the suit.

“What are you doing? Let me go!” I punched him in the massive bicep. As shocked and confused as I was, I hated the fact how easily he dragged me away, as if I were no bigger than a cat.

“Qhuk worms.” He tipped his chin at the suit.

Long silvery creatures slithered from the long gap on the back of my suit where the left wing used to be. They scattered along the ground, quickly slinking toward the trees at the edge of the clearing.

“But they aren’t dangerous.” I said, puzzled by Agan’s reaction. “Not deadly anyway.”

He kept holding me even as the last worm had slithered out of view. My back pressed to his chest, I realized I was gripping his forearm. The short silky fur on it made his skin feel like velvet. I resisted the sudden urge to stroke his arm and kicked him in the shin instead.

“Let me go,” I said.

He finally released me from his hold, allowing me to step away from him.

“What was that all about?” I demanded.

“When startled, the qhuk worms release a nasty substance. It’s sticky and smells bad.”

A faint streak of foul smell drifted through the air to me.

“Sticky?” I rushed to my suit in alarm.

Thick, green-brown goo oozed out of the wing slot, dripping down the side of my suit.

“Oh no...” I groaned. “It’s gross.”

I moved to wipe it off with a dry leaf I’d picked up from the ground.

Agan stopped me by grabbing my wrist.

“Never touch the fresh qhuk worm discharge,” he warned. “It’ll burn your fingers.”

“What will it do to my suit?” More than my fingers, I was concerned about the complex electronic circuits inside the suit that might have been exposed to the slimy alien worms.

“Nothing good, I’m afraid.” Agan said grimly. “The burn-inducing chemical wears off within minutes. But that’s enough time to cause some damage. When freshly applied, the qhuk substance can melt plastics and even corrode some metals.”

My worry rose higher at his words.

Carefully avoiding any contact with the goo, I re-attached the helmet then slid a hand inside it to activate the diagnostic system.

Nothing happened.

The damaged suit with dead power cells was nothing but a hindrance to us now. Dragging it through the jungle to the base made little sense. It would only slow us down and might even put us in danger. Nor could I leave it here. It would be only a matter of time until yirzi found it. Then they’d have full unrestricted access to our technology.

“You’ll have to continue without it,” Agan stated calmly.

His impassionate voice grated on my nerves. It hurt having to part with the armor that had been my weapon and protection for so long.

“Had the wing been there, they wouldn’t have made it inside,” I said bitterly.

“You wanted it off!” Agan got defensive.

“There was a better way to remove it, I’m sure. One that wouldn’t have left a gaping hole for the jungle creatures to get in.”

“Are you blaming me for this?”

I rubbed my eyes with one hand. It was tempting to lay all the blame on Agan. It would be so good to yell at someone right now. However, deep inside I knew I had no one to blame but myself. This was my piece of equipment, and I was the one responsible for it.

“No.” I shook my head, tugging down the zipper of my bodysuit. “It’s my fault.”

“What are you doing?” His gaze followed the movement of my hand as I slid it into the opening of my neckline.

“I can’t leave it here.” I took out the small white tile I wore on a chain around my neck. “Get back.”

I ran toward the trees while pressing the protrusions on the tile in the sequence that activated the self-destruct command in the suit. Making sure Agan had followed me to a safe distance, I pressed the final button.

“Get down!” Agan lunged for me as the blast of explosion ripped through the air.

We crashed to the ground together, just behind the tree line. Agan shielded me with his wide back, but I peeked around his shoulder to see the suit explode.

It disintegrated into a shower of small metal fragments, impossible for anyone to reverse-engineer. The shards hit the surrounding foliage, raining to the ground.

Agan rose on his elbows, hovering over me when the thunder of the explosion quieted.

“Sorry about your suit,” he said, his gaze gliding along my face.

The velvety, tawny fur that covered his body was even shorter on his face. So short and smooth that it was almost invisible, save for the golden sheen brought out by the morning sun. The hard ridge of his jawline, the bridge of his nose, and his high cheekbones appeared highlighted by a golden glow.

The sunrays pierced through the leaves of the jungle. They got caught in his wavy, sandy-blond hair and the neatly trimmed sideburns, painting them with gold. Edged by sunlight, his handsome face looked like a picture in a gilded frame.

A pretty gorgeous picture, too...

Where did that thought come from? What was it all about? How could I dislike a man so much yet deeply admire his appearance at the same time?

“You’re so...” he said softly, exploring my face, his eyes the same brilliant green as the jungle foliage around us. The earth-brown color of his eyebrows darkened to the rich chocolate on his long, thick eyelashes. “...furless,” he blurted out, one of his shapely eyebrows twitching up. “Your skin is completely hairless.”

His words snapped me out of my sudden reverie.

Agan was a prick, I reminded myself. Maybe a very good-looking one, but still a misogynistic prick who thought women were better off in a brothel than on a battlefield.

“Don’t worry about my suit.” I made a move to wiggle free from under him. “No war is without loss, is it?”

Losing my suit was devastating. This was the second suit I’d lost during my entire career. After the first one, I’d told myself not to get attached to them anymore. But it was hard not to. I practically lived inside that thing. It protected me and made me stronger. And now, it was gone...

I couldn’t believe I’d gotten distracted even for a second by these gorgeous green eyes and by the awareness of Agan’s large, hard body on top of mine.

“We need to get going.” I shifted some more since he wouldn’t move off me and I couldn’t free myself on my own. The reminder of just how much weaker I was without my suit was depressing.

“Of course.” He got up, finally.

I drew in a lungful of air, climbing to my feet.

“Well, I hope you slept well since we need to march all the way to the base on foot, now. There’s no flying for either of us without the suit.” I stifled a sigh.

Agan already had his belt on, his knives sheathed, his breastplate in place.

“Let’s see.” He took out his map, consulting it briefly. “This is the clearing...” He pointed at the spot on the map that depicted the place where we’d spent the night. “We need to keep following the creek for about an hour.”

Without my suit, Adan’s map was the best option we had to orientate ourselves in this jungle. The Ravils’ inherent sense of direction was generally superior to humans. Besides, he was local to this world. I decided to trust him.

“Let’s go then.” I made sure my laser knife was still in the pocket on my sleeve. The material of my bodysuit hugged it snuggly, taking the elongated shape of the handle.

“We’ll stop for lunch in a few hours,” Agan said, heading into the jungle. His thoughts had obviously moved on from my disintegrated suit.

With my last ration bar now gone, my next meal would have to be one of those lizard or snake things that Agan had been eating. Not that it bothered me, I’d eaten worse things than that during some of my past missions and endurance exercises.

“I want to cover as much ground as possible before we’ll have to stop.” Agan walked ahead of me. “Since we’re moving at a slower pace, now.”

The last remark felt like a jab at me. It hurt, but I couldn’t argue with that. My speed of walking just wasn’t the same without my suit. I said nothing, focusing on keeping up instead.

“You’re awfully quiet this morning,” Agan observed after a little while.

He’d been walking half a step ahead, frequently checking on me over his shoulder.

“I’m keeping my focus on the surroundings since it doesn’t look like you are,” I snapped.

“What do you mean?” He frowned, darting his gaze around quickly.

“You’re distracted. You keep watching me instead of the jungle.”

“It’s for our protection—” he started, not very convincingly.

“Bullshit,” I cut him off. “It’s because you think being a female makes me biologically unsuitable for warfare and incapable of self-defense, so you need to keep an eye on me lest I hurt myself or even worse get us both in trouble.”

“Well, yes.” He scratched one of his well-groomed sideburns. “That too.”

The way he admitted it so blatantly made my blood boil all over again. I felt another useless argument approaching and searched for a way to get out of it.

“You know what? I don’t care about your insults.” I raised my chin up. “Obviously, you’re unable to see past your super narrow field of vision, anyway.”

“Yeah? Well, how about your own narrow vision?” He gave me an accusing look.

My narrow vision?

“Oh, I definitely view the world in broader terms than you do,” I protested. The argument no longer seemed in any way avoidable. “I don’t project my own experiences and expectations onto other cultures. I keep my judgment to myself.”

“Do you now?” There was a mocking note in his voice, which made me pause. “I beg to differ,” he said. “Just yesterday, you insulted our Ravil girls by calling them prostitutes.”

“It’s not an insult if I call it as it is.” I wasn’t judging the Ravil women for doing the best they could in their circumstances. My criticism was of the Ravil men who left their female population few other options to make a living.

“That’s not what our women are,” Agan replied. “And if ‘calling it as it is’ isn’t an insult, then how is my calling you a woman insulting?”

“It’s not the word that’s wrong,” I raised my voice, despite my best intentions to keep calm, logical, and objective. “It’s you telling me what I should or shouldn’t be doing. According to you, a woman’s place is in one of your entertainment units, and she is only good for sex—”

“I never said that!” he snapped at me, raising his voice as well. This conversation must be trying his temper, too. “There are many things that women do in the entertainment units.”

“Like what?”

“Some of them are talented dancers and musicians...”

“So.” I squinted at him. “The only appropriate occupation for me in your eyes would be singing or dancing for men like yourself?”

He didn’t reply, and I pressed on, “Right?”

“I don’t know. Let me see.” He gave me a lingering once-over.

Something new that I hadn’t seen there before flickered in his eyes. Smoldering hot, it made me uncomfortably warm in my thin bodysuit. My skin rippled with goosebumps as his gaze traveled down my body.

Despite covering me neck to ankle, the clinging material of the suit left whatever curves I had on display—my toned arms and well-muscled thighs, my modest hips and slightly more prominent breasts. I’d worn this type of bodysuit for years. Never before, however, had I felt this naked while being fully dressed.

A corner of Agan’s mouth lifted, letting a sharp canine peek out from under his top lip. It gave his lopsided grin a predatory appearance—handsome but dangerous. Cockiness suited him, making him even more physically attractive, and he probably knew it.

“Can you dance?” he asked.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I turned away quickly, to hide the blush that had warmed my face under his gaze.

“Hey, that was a joke!” He laughed, which only made him better-looking and me angrier. “You explode so easily. It’s impossible not to set you off.”

“Just...be quiet. Okay?” I walked ahead, shaking my head. “Nothing good comes out when you speak.”

He increased his speed, easily keeping up with me. We were walking along the sandy bank of the creek, which sadly proved to be wide enough for us to walk side by side.

I kept quiet, still feeling the aftereffects of his gaze traveling down my body and setting off a flare of warm, tingling sensation in its wake. I desperately hoped the effect he had on me would wear off soon. Otherwise, the rest of the trip would be rather awkward.

“It might get boring, hiking in silence,” he said a few minutes later.

“Trust me, I prefer complete silence to a conversation with you. Sorry, but you rub me the wrong way.”

“Do I?” He grinned again. “I know plenty of right ways to rub a woman. Want to try—”

“Oh God, no!” I groaned, waving both hands at him. “Please, don’t go there. I’d much rather endure your insults than your innuendos—”

Following the curve of the creek, we ducked under a group of the trees that leaned over the water’s edge. The faint snapping of twigs high above suddenly caught my attention. Then, a large fine net fell on both of us.

Agan cursed under his breath, drawing his daggers from his belt.

“You okay, Eleven?”

The net tightened, pressing his arms to his body and squishing the two of us together.

“What the...” I struggled to free my right hand so I could get to the laser knife in my left arm pocket.

A group of yirzi promptly climbed down the trees, chatting animatedly in their language, “Got them!” A few of them held long, silver guns in their hands.

Agan cut through the thin but strong rope of the net, working his arm free. “We’re getting out of here,” he assured me.

One of the approaching yirzi raised his gun and shot without warning.

“Agan!” I yelled as his body slackened against mine.

Panic spiked, breaking through my best efforts to keep calm and think rationally.

Another yirzi pointed his gun at me and fired.

“You—” I started to yell at him as sharp pain pierced the side of my neck. Thick, sticky terror flooded me. My tongue refused to obey, and I couldn’t finish the sentence.

Darkness descended on my vision from all sides. Then the world disappeared.
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Chapter 5

Emma

“Stay behind the glass at all times.”

The meaning of the words came through my translator immediately, but it took me a few more seconds to process that it’d been said in Voranian—the language of Voran, the country on Neron, the closest populated planet to Tragul.

The memories of the ambush by the creek rushed through me. Then, relief from being alive came. Had Agan and I been rescued from the yirzi by Voranians? If so, we should be okay, then. They were our allies, after all.

“Do you think it’ll work this time?” This was said in the clicking language of yirzi, sending a shot of alarm through me.

Why were the Voranians here with yirzi? It made no sense.

Slowly, I opened my eyes.

I was lying on my side, my cheek pressed to the cold tiled floor. Without shifting from my position, I took a moment to gather my bearings.

I was alone in a cage, its bars fixed to the floor. Agan was nowhere to be seen.

Agan.

The image of the brilliant green eyes of that cocky golden boy flashed through my memory. It was tempting to blame him for distracting me so much that I’d failed to check our surroundings before walking under those trees by the creek.

We equally shared the blame, though. I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be distracted by his pretty eyes, his cocky grin, and his insufferable attitude. No man had ever made me forget caution during a mission before. It was my fault I’d let it happen this time.

And now, here we were...

Where exactly were we?

I took another look around.

Two yirzi stood just outside the bars of my cage in a large, white room. I quickly closed my eyes, not ready to reveal the fact I’d regained consciousness. Their ignorance could be used to my advantage.

“Who knows if it’ll work.” One of the yirzi shrugged. “He’s fucked up lots before.”

The two appeared too preoccupied with something to pay attention to me. I opened my eyes once again. The yirzi focused on whatever was happening behind a large wall of glass that divided the room in two.

It wasn’t easy to tell with this species if they were coming or going. Two of their four feet pointed to the front and two to the back. Their arms could bend either way at the elbows. And their heads rotated three-hundred-and-sixty degrees. To change direction, all yirzi had to do was simply turn their heads. In addition, their eyes swayed on tall antennae over their heads, easily allowing the yirzi to glance backwards if I made a sound.

Thankfully, their attention remained firmly on something that was happening behind the glass.

My upper arm, pressed to the floor, was sore. Trying to remain as quiet as possible, I patted it, surprised to find the laser knife still in my sleeve pocket. The yirzi either didn’t know where to look for weapons on me, or they mistook the protrusion for a part of my bodysuit. Either way, having a weapon on me, no matter how small, lifted my spirits and gave me hope.

Slowly, I shifted closer to the door of my cage. It had a fairly primitive lock on it, with a deadbolt I could cut through with my laser.

Sliding the knife out of my pocket, I carefully rose to my knees.

In this position, the scene behind the glass came into view.

Agan was sitting on the floor, surrounded by several pieces of machinery and equipment. His head drooped between his wide shoulders; he appeared to be not fully conscious.

A Voranian male, wearing lab coveralls, stood just outside of the red circle painted on the floor around Agan.

I used to find Voranians terrifying looking. Their long horns, scruffy charcoal-gray fur, arrowhead tipped tails, and hooves could have come straight out of a nightmare. When I first met them in person, I had to make an effort not to scream and run.

The few Voranians I’d gotten to know a little during the past year, however, turned out to be friendly people. As a species, they were very fond of flowers and bright colors. I loved visiting their planet, Neron, whenever I had a chance. The City of Voran was an exciting and beautiful place. The buildings looked like luscious indoor gardens concealed behind round glass domes of various sizes.

The Voranian behind the glass in this room emitted a different vibe, though. The cold look in his burgundy-colored eyes was far from friendly when he stared at Agan.

He pressed something on a flat, clear rectangle in his hands, and a silver cone descended from the ceiling. A wide ray of purple light shone down on Agan, washing over him in a multi-colored glow.

With a brief curse under my breath, I quickly lit up my knife and slid the laser blade between the cage bar and the door, aiming at the deadbolt. Whatever the Voranian was up to, I feared it might not end well for Agan.

The humming noise of the ray cone filled the room, drowning out the soft hissing of my knife as it cut through the metal of the deadbolt.

The air around Agan wavered suddenly, distorting my view of him.

Then...he disappeared.

“What the...” I gasped, suppressing a cry of shock.

The yirzi shouted excitedly.

I doubled my efforts with the lock. As soon as the laser had made it through the metal, I shoved at the door with force, slamming it into the legs of one of the yirzi.

He shrieked as the other one drew a gun.

Staying low in a crouch, I kicked my foot out, swiping the first yirzi off all four legs. When he crashed to the floor, I yanked his gun from behind his belt, using his body as the shield from the shots of the other one.

The one on the floor grabbed me by the throat, and I shot him in the head, right between his eye antennae.

“You bitch!” The second yirzi leaped my way. I pulled the trigger, hitting him in the chest. He dropped to the floor, yelping once, then stilled.

The Voranian’s gaze focused on me from behind the glass when I jumped to my feet. I searched the wall of glass, finding a door on the right. Kicking it in, I pointed the gun at the Voranian inside.

“Where’s Agan?” I demanded. “The Ravil? What did you do to him?”

The male’s wine-colored eyes shifted quickly between me, the walls, and the floor.

“Don’t shoot.” He waved both hands at me, his palms facing me in a pacifying gesture, the clear rectangle pinched between his thumb and his finger.

“Where is he?” I stepped closer as he retreated. “Bring him back, now!”

As soon as my foot crossed into the red circle on the floor, the Voranian lowered the rectangle in his hands, pointing it at me.

“Oh no, you won’t!” I shouted, guessing his intentions to shine the purple light on me, too.

Jumping out of the circle, I shot, aiming at his hand. The blast grazed the back of his hand, with sparks flying out. The stench of burned fur rose in the air.

The male dropped the device to the floor, dashing to the back wall. A panel moved as he slammed his shoulder into it. It slid aside, revealing an open tunnel behind it. The Voranian promptly disappeared into it, and the panel slid back into place.

“Hey!” I shot again, dashing after him.

The blast burned a scorch mark in the panel. I kicked at the wall, behind which the Voranian had gone, but it wouldn’t budge.

Disheartened, I grabbed the clear rectangle he had left behind and inspected it. Dots and colorful lines twinkled inside it, but I had no idea what any of them meant.

How was I supposed to find Agan, now?

A movement on the floor caught my eye. Something small with a tail dashed my way.

A rat?

I squeaked in horror and disgust, nearly dropping the Voranian device, then jumped up onto a nearby equipment box.

Sure, I was a soldier—in and out of an armored suit—but I would rather face a bunch of fescods in hand-to-hand combat than let a rat crawl all over my feet. Nasty creatures.

“Eleven!” Agan’s faint voice reached me from below somewhere. “It’s me!”

“Agan?” I carefully stepped off the box, crouching down to the floor.

The thing I’d mistaken for a rat looked exactly like my current comrade-in-arms, only many, many times smaller.

I blinked, refusing to believe it.

“Is it really you?” I poked at his head with my finger, to make sure it wasn’t a hologram or something.

“Hey!” He swatted at my hand with his arm.

Incredibly, the entire massive figure of Lieutenant Drankai was now no higher than the length of my hand.

“This is impossible...” Utterly bewildered, I couldn’t stop staring at him. Everything had shrunk—his body, his clothes, even his boots were now cute miniature versions of their former selves. “How did this happen?”

“Didn’t you see how?” he snapped, obviously irritated.

Well, at least his personality hadn’t changed much. His smaller size only made him crankier.

“I saw, but... I have no idea how it’s even possible.” I leaned to the side to take a better look at his back. His tail lashed wildly, signaling his annoyance. Everything about his appearance remained very much the same, except that it all now was...tiny. “How are you feeling?”

“Splendid.” The significantly reduced volume of his voice didn’t decrease the thick sarcasm in his tone. “Now turn me back.”

“Me?”

“Who else?” he demanded. “Now, that you’ve scared away that asshole of a scientist.”

“Oh so, it’s all my fault, is it?”

“Eleven!” he shouted, then paused. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes for a moment, as if calling on his patience. “Emma,” he said finally, in a much more even tone of voice. “Please, could you reverse whatever that prick did to me? Now?”

He was visibly trying to rein in his temper. I found this humble Agan more appealing. In fact, I would’ve loved to make him beg, knocking some more of his arrogance off. Unfortunately, we didn’t have much time. Who knew how far the Voranian had run and how many more yirzi there were in this building?

Besides, I kind of felt sorry for the big guy. He was clearly out of his element here. He’d actually remembered my name and even said, “please.”

“Fine,” I conceded. “How do you think I should do that?”

“Just, do whatever the Voranian did.” Agan waved at me, running back to the red circle mark on the floor. “But in reverse.”

“Um, I’ve no idea what he did, though.” I stared at the clear device in my hand.

“Just press something on that thing,” Agan urged. “Hurry, please.”

“Something?” There were several protrusions on the surface of the rectangle that were meant to be pressed, I suspected. “Like what exactly?”

“Anything.”

He was clearly desperate.

“What if that’d make you even smaller?” I worried, turning the device in my fingers. “Agan, I have no idea what I’m doing with this thing here. What if you get so small, you’d fall through the cracks between the floor tiles? How would I scoop you out of there, then?”

He paused for a moment, considering.

The slam of the door opening snapped my attention to the room outside the glass. A group of yirzi rushed in, each wielding a laser gun. I quickly shoved the clear device into a pocket on my thigh.

“No more time to think, Lieutenant.” I scooped Agan off the floor, ducking behind a piece of lab equipment to dodge the laser blasts fired at us through the open glass door.

“Eleven!” Agan struggled against my hold. “Unhand me immediately!”

“No can do.” Trapped behind the glass, I frantically searched for a way out. “The risk of losing you and, you know...stepping on you, is too high.”

“Fuck!” he raged, his frustration obvious. “This is just—”

“Quiet.” Using the various pieces of furniture and equipment for cover, I made my way closer to the glass door.

Another larger group of yirzi showed up in the entrance to the room outside the glass. In a few moments, Agan and I would be hopelessly trapped here.

With the only exit being the door, I decided to shoot my way out of the glass section before it’d be completely blocked by the incoming yirzi.

“Hold on, Lieutenant!” Tightening my grip around Agan, I raised the laser gun in my other hand and shot at everyone who appeared in the door as I got closer.

One of the yirzi I’d shot crashed to the floor nearby, his gun sliding my way. I could really use a second gun right now.

I glanced at Agan squeezed in my left hand. The risk of me losing him or inadvertently hurting him if I set him down was real. I briefly considered stuffing him in one of the numerous utility pockets of my bodysuit. However, the material was designed to envelope the contents of the pockets, holding them tight. It hadn’t been made to carry live beings. I was afraid it would suffocate Agan. I also risked crushing him to death inside a pocket if I fell or rolled on the ground.

Another blast exploded, hitting the glass above my head.

“That’s it, dammit!” I yanked the zipper of my bodysuit down, shoving Agan into my bra between my breasts, then quickly ducked to pick up the second gun.
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“Lieutenant Nowak!” Agan bellowed indignantly.

“Hush.” I blasted my way out of the glass trap, facing the remaining yirzi in the room. “And sit tight.”

Having two guns, I was twice as efficient handling my attackers as they came.

“On your right,” Agan’s voice reached me again. He sounded considerably more collected this time.

I turned right, spotting a yirzi hiding behind a crate by the glass wall, his gun aimed at me. I shot, dropping him to the ground.

“Thanks.” I glanced down. Nested in my cleavage, Agan held onto the open zipper on each side of my neckline, gazing out like a captain of a ship on the lookout.

“There! Behind the cage.” He gestured to the left, and I ducked behind a tall box nearby as another laser blast flashed by me. It came from the gun of the yirzi that Agan had warned me about.

It proved handy having another pair of eyes watching out for me, even if those were a pair of very tiny eyes.

The thought brought up an out-of-place giggle.

“Emma!” Agan’s voice snapped me out of my ill-timed merry mood. “Run!”

The entrance to the large room was clear for the time being, and I sprinted for it. Not knowing the layout of this building, I halted in the corridor behind it, my back pressed to the wall. “Now where?”

His face raised, Agan drew in some air through his nose.

“That way.” He pointed left, and I took off in that direction.

“Are you sure?” I asked, not slowing down my pace.

“The smell of the jungle is coming from there,” he explained.

My running sent him into a bounce, and he tightly gripped the unzipped sides of my bodysuit.

The corridor ended abruptly. Worn cobblestones replaced the white-tiled floor under my feet.

“What is this place?” I ran along the walkway, between the weathered stone walls and under the caved-in ceiling.

The vivid foliage of the jungle swayed in the wind at the end of the walkway, and I rushed right into it.

Once out of the building, I turned around, taking in the crumbling walls of some ancient ruins.

“This doesn’t look like a lab. So weird.”

“Not weird,” Agan said. “There are hundreds of old city ruins in this part of the jungle. The yirzi and the Voranian must use them as camouflage. Clever, actually—no one would be looking for a modern lab in here.” He shifted, making himself comfortable between my breasts. “Keep running, Emma,” he urged. “We’re not far enough yet to stop.”

“Where to, though?” I spun around, trying and failing to orientate myself. This part of the jungle looked entirely unfamiliar.

“Can you circle around this building?” Reaching down, Agan produced his map out of his boot. It had shrunk just the way he had. “Stay out of sight but close enough to the ruins for me to identify them on the map.

I did as he said, hiding behind the tree trunks and peeking out only long enough for Agan to take another visual of the building.

“This one,” he finally said confidently, pointing at some place on the map.

I didn’t even bother to look at it. Due to the map’s current size, I wouldn’t be able to make out anything on it without a large magnifying glass.

“Are we heading back to the base then?” I asked.

It seemed like a wise thing to do to continue our way back to safety. Yet I needed Agan to confirm he was okay with us leaving the lab and, possibly, the only link to the solution of his predicament.

“Yes,” he replied grimly. “I need to deliver you to safety.”

Technically, I’d be the one doing the “delivery” since he was strapped to my chest, not the other way around. I’d be the one carrying his ass to the base, after all.

Seeing his crestfallen expression, however, I held my snark back this time.

“We’ll let our superiors know about this lab,” I said, searching for a way to cheer him up. “Someone should be able to identify the Voranian scientist and force him to reverse what he’s done.”

“Right.” Agan nodded, not looking very convinced but determined and collected. “Let’s go.”

“I can’t see much on the map, so you’ll have to be the navigator. Just tell me what heading to follow.”

He consulted the map again, telling me our exact coordinates then the direction in which we had to travel.

“Now set me down, Eleven,” he commanded, putting the map away. “I’ll walk.”

“No way, man.” I shook my head. “The last thing I need right now is a snake to swallow you or a bird to snatch you.”

“I insist you set me down, Lieutenant Nowak.” His voice turned clipped.

I started on our way, concentrating on navigating through the thick jungle while keeping the heading he’d given me. “You’ll slow us down if you walk.”

That made him quiet, but only for a minute or two.

“Couldn’t you at least carry me in your hand?” he asked, in a slightly less authoritative tone. “Or I could sit on your shoulder?” he suggested, his voice hopeful.

Remembering his earlier bravado and sexual innuendos, I would’ve expected him to take full advantage of his position in my bra and tease me relentlessly. That he did nothing of the sort told me how unsettled he must feel.

Agan had obviously taken a lot of pride in his previous size and strength. Having been reduced to the size of the lizard-like creature he’d had for dinner last night couldn’t be easy on him. He seemed anxious, worried, and...subdued.

I found this more appealing than his earlier brazen attitude.

“Let me out of here.” Propping himself with his hands placed on the top of my breasts, he pushed himself up, with a clear intention to climb out of my cleavage.

“Nope.” I lifted my bra up by the straps and jumped twice on the same spot, shaking him back in. “You’re staying where you are, Lieutenant. I need the use of both hands to hike through this bush. Any branch here would easily knock you off my shoulder—so, that option is out too.”

Holding a gun in one hand and using the other one to move vines and branches out of my way, I kept moving ahead.

“This would easily count as harassment, Eleven.” Agan sulked and wiggled unhappily, trapped between my breasts. “I will report it as such if you don’t let me out. Set me down. It’s an order!”

Too bad his voice hadn’t turned thin and squeaky after he’d been shrunk. I bet he wouldn’t have dared order me around in a squeaky little voice. Sadly, it retained the same low pitch and timbre, only significantly quieter now.

“You can’t give me orders,” I reminded. “We’re not in the same army. We’re also of equal rank.”

“Right,” he growled. “Except that it took me over two decades to earn my rank on the battlefield, and you got yours as a graduation present.”

“Hey!” I nearly tripped over a branch. “What’s that supposed to mean? Like my years at the academy meant nothing?” That was an argument I knew neither of us would win, but I was too irritated by this man all over again to let this slide. “Do you have any idea how much I had to learn to efficiently operate the complex piece of machinery that is the armor suit?”

“Sitting in the classroom is not the same as lying in the trenches,” he retorted, resting his chin on his hand, his elbow propped on the side of my breast. “And operating a machine, no matter how complex, is not the same as leading forty men into battle, day after day.”

I was not minimizing his accomplishments. I just wished he wouldn’t bring mine down, either.

Anger sparked, bringing the worst out of me.

“Well, you’re not leading anyone right now, are you?” I snapped. “You’re being carried in my bra. Oh horror!” I gasped dramatically. “The mighty Lieutenant Drankai has been reduced to accepting help from a tiny, weak female.”

“It’s rather mean and unbecoming of you to mock my situation,” he sulked. “After you have forced your assistance on me, nevertheless.”

“Forced? I wonder what you would’ve done with me had the roles been reversed and I ended up as small as you are now. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have packed me into a pocket without letting me say a word, not to mention asking my opinion about the best way to rescue me.”

“It would’ve been a completely different situation. Women are supposed to be rescued.”

I only groaned in response, speechless.

What was I expecting from a man like Agan? A “thank you” would be obviously too much for him, since that would mean admitting he needed my help in the first place.

It bothered me that he’d been so much more forthcoming with his gratitude before he had learned I was a woman. I remained the same person he’d called “brother” before, but he was treating me differently now, simply because I was not the gender he’d expected.

“You know what,” I huffed, stomping ahead. “Complain all you want. Go ahead and report me for sexual harassment when we get back. At least this way, I’ll make sure you’ll get back to your base in one piece and live long enough to file all your reports.”

I nearly tripped over a slimy log on the jungle floor. Flaying my arms in the air, I grabbed onto a vine then carefully stepped over the log.

“What are you complaining about, anyway?” I muttered. “I have a cushy C cup, not too much to smother you in but with enough buffer to keep your fragile little self safe and comfy.” I climbed over the thick trunk of another fallen tree. “I’m the one who is doing all the work here. You just sit there and be quiet.”
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Chapter 6

Emma

Ireached the creek, then walked along it for a couple of hours until it was time to take a break.

The moment I set Agan down on the bank of the creek, he headed for the trees.

“Where are you going?” I took a step after him.

He gave me a narrow-eyed look over his shoulder. “Bathroom break.”

“Stay close.” I fought the urge to follow him.

Worry vibrated through me. Against the backdrop of the tree trunks, he looked so tiny. A snake or a bird could easily get him. And those nasty worms? Apparently, they liked hanging out around this creek. In his current state, they’d look ginormous compared to him.

Did he really need to go that far? Guys could pee anywhere, couldn’t they? If he’d just done it right here by the tree trunk, I could at least keep an eye on him.

“Don’t go far,” I warned again, my concern rising higher as he disappeared into the jungle and out of my sight.

“Yes, mother,” Agan’s voice mocked me from behind the trees.

Oh, screw him! A snake would choke on him, anyway. That man would be impossible to swallow for anyone.

I took my mini canteen from the pocket on my hip, unrolled it and filled it with water from the creek. I paused just for a moment before drinking it. I had no purifying tablets left on me, but Agan had drunk the water from this very creek farther back last night, and he seemed fine, no diarrhea. He hadn’t pooped down my cleavage or anything.

I cringed at the thought.

Then laughed.

Then shook my head.

This had turned into the craziest mission I’d ever been on by far.

“Thirsty?” I offered my canteen to Agan when he returned, thankfully, safe and sound.

“Thanks, I’m good.” He walked over to the water’s edge. Leaping onto a small rock in the creek, he crouched down and dipped his hands into the water. Cupping them, he brought some up to his mouth to drink.

I watched him closely, afraid to breathe. Those fish he’d dismissed earlier wouldn’t just bite him now, they’d eat him whole.

The unsettled feeling inside me grew stronger the longer he stayed on that rock. Finally, the anxiety turned unbearable.

“Agan, come here, please,” I begged. “I have lots of water.”

“It’s from the same creek, isn’t it? There’s no difference.”

“Yes, but...” I understood he might be guarding his independence more eagerly now that he had shrunk in size, but I couldn’t help it. The fear for him wouldn’t let me rest. “Oh, come on, just get away from there,” I pleaded. “I can’t take it anymore. What if a fish got you?” I realized I sounded like an overprotective parent, but the worry got the best of me.

“You don’t believe I’m capable of taking care of myself?” He straightened on the rock, propping his hands on his hips.

“Of course you are, but... Everything is so much bigger compared to you, now.” I believed I caught the glimmer of fish scales in the water near him. Then, a squawk of a bird from above somewhere spiked my worry into panic. “That’s it, come back here, I said. Right now!”

I lunged for him, but he leaped off the rock onto the ground, gracefully evading my hands.

“No need to get handsy again, Eleven,” he said, stomping past me. “And you have no right to order me, either. We hold the same rank.” He threw my own words back at me.

This made me think.

I could easily place myself in Agan’s shoes right now. As a petite woman, I had plenty of experiences being dominated by much larger males, often without them even realizing what they were doing. Both in my private and professional life, I had been manhandled, ordered around, and experienced men’s overprotectiveness that bordered on patronizing.

Now, I’d been acting just like them toward Agan.

“Sorry.” I sat on the sandy bank next to him. “I’ve been crossing lines left, right, and center, haven’t I?”

“It’s fine.” He unbuckled his belt, detaching the dagger sheaths from it. “Some of it reminds me of the way I treated you when I was bigger. I understand your concern and frustration.”

“At least you didn’t shove me down your shirt,” I smiled.

“If I were wearing one, I would have.” He chuckled. “Anything to keep you safe.” He then added in a more serious tone, “There’s just something about a woman in the war zone, in the jungle, that makes my hackles rise.” He rubbed the back of his neck, rolling his shoulders. “It feels wrong. It makes me want to take her as far away from this place as possible, where no fescods or yirzi would ever find her.”

I understood much better now his need to protect someone smaller and perceivably weaker than himself.

He wound his belt around his hand, staring straight ahead for a few seconds. “I guess I have something to apologize to you for, too, don’t I?”

“Does it mean you’re saying sorry?” I smiled again.

“I am.”

“Say it, then.”

“Fine. I’m sorry for some of the things I said and did when I was bigger. Okay?”

“Just some?” I pushed, lifting an eyebrow.

He faced me with a concerned expression.

“Was everything I said and did wrong?”

“No,” I laughed, letting him off the hook. “Not all, I’m just teasing you. Apology accepted, Agan. I’m sorry too, for all the misunderstandings. Friends?” I offered him my hand.

“Friends.” He squeezed the tip of my pointer finger in his palm. “Now give me your knife.” He leaped to his feet.

“What?”

“I’ll get us some lunch. Since I don’t have time to catch an animal bigger than myself right now, and you probably wouldn’t want to eat anything smaller than me, I’ll climb up that tree and get us some dhoda fruit.”

I followed his gesture with my gaze toward the cluster of bright pink, elongated fruit high in the tree.

“How are you planning to carry the knife up there?” I asked, clicking my arm pocket open and taking out the laser knife handle. It was slim, but nearly as long as Agan was currently tall.

“Strap it to my back with this,” he handed his belt to me. “Oh, and this fruit breaks easily. So, you’ll have to catch it before it hits the ground.”

“I do?”
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“THIS IS REALLY GOOD.” I munched on the second piece of dhoda fruit. Juicy and tender, it had a strong flavor that vaguely reminded me of strawberries with a hint of lemon. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Agan bit off huge chunks of a tiny slice he held with both hands. “Thanks for catching most of them.” He chuckled, pointing with his gaze at the vivid pink stains that now covered my arms and shoulders.

“Hey, they turned out to be much more delicate than I thought.”

“I warned you,” he shrugged.

There was something boyish in this gesture and in the carefree smile he shot at me.

“How old are you, Agan?” I asked.

“Twenty-eight. Why?”

I’d just turned twenty-seven. My active-duty term had gone well over five years. Even if I counted the four years I’d spent in the academy, my experience didn’t account for a half of his.

“You said you’ve been in the army for over two decades.” I reminded, confused.

“No. I said I’ve been earning my rank for that long, meaning gaining my combat experience. The Ravil Army doesn’t accept anyone younger than sixteen. And even then, the first couple of years are supposed to be spent on the base, running errands and such. I started when I was six, running errands for a civilian resistance group. By the time I got accepted into the Army at sixteen, I’d already led my own unit of resistance fighters for two years.”

“Six?” I gasped in shock. “How is that even legal to use a child that young?”

“My parents cared more about my safety than anything else when they sent me off to the resistance campground. They believed it would be safer for me there than in our village, with the constant threat of a fescod attack looming over it.” He finished his fruit, resting his arms on his knees afterwards. “They turned out to be right because I’m still alive, and they’re gone.”

“Fescods killed your parents?” I asked, and he nodded. “I’m so sorry, Agan.”

I was on Tragul temporarily, on a peacekeeping mission. My contract was expiring soon. But this planet was Agan’s home. Fescods had long overrun Ravie, his country. He’d spent a lifetime fighting those things. He’d lost his parents to them.

“We’ll get them.” He rose to his feet and walked to the water to rinse his hands off. “Voranians have kicked them off their planet, and we will get them out of Ravie, too.”

I followed him, washing my hands in the creek.

“I believe we will, Agan.” There had to be a way to end this devastating war.

His chest rose with a deep breath. “I just need to get back to my own size somehow.”

“Someone must be able to figure this out.” I wanted to cheer him up but had no clue how to do it in this situation. “There has to be a way to find out what this thing is for.” I patted the pocket on the side of my thigh where the fabric clung to the rectangular shape of the device I had taken from the lab.

I was afraid it was just a remote control to operate the lab equipment. In which case, it might prove useless since the actual equipment remained in the lab. I didn’t tell Agan that, though, not wanting to further upset him with my unproven assumptions.

“Ravils are not that great with the latest technology,” Agan admitted.

They weren’t. The decades of war on their territory had hindered his nation’s economic and technological progress.

“But humans are,” I assured him. “Not me, unfortunately, or the guys in my unit. We know enough to operate the equipment and fix it if necessary, not to reverse-engineer a piece of alien technology. However, we can send this thing to Earth if needed. We have brilliant scientists back home. Of course, it would take a spaceship five months to reach my planet... Hold on.” I stared at him as an idea rushed me. “The male who operated this thing was a Voranian.”

“He was.”

“Do you know him?”

Agan shook his head.

“I didn’t get a good look at him. I was staring at the floor when I came back to. Then the ground started moving on me. The cracks between the floor tiles suddenly turned huge, like crevasses in the desert... I only saw his back as he ran away. Then, you were there—tall like a giant.”

A giant? The word made me smile.

“No one has ever called me ‘tall’ or ‘giant’ before.”

“Everything looks huge, now.” He rubbed his face. “It sucks.”

I had no idea how to make him feel better, other than to give him hope.

“Chances are, this is the Voranian technology,” I said. “Yirzi never create or invent anything, right? We will contact the Voranian government as soon as we make it to the base. They should be able to find someone who knows what to do. Voranians are our allies.”

“Then why did they do this to me in the first place? The scientist guy was a Voranian.”

“He was,” I exhaled, dropping my shoulders. That fact made very little sense.

“If they’re plotting something in secret, then contacting them would be a mistake.”

“You think Voranians are developing a new technology? Maybe it’s to help fight fescods? To shrink them?” I suggested, grasping at straws in my search for an explanation.

“Why would they test it on a Ravil, then? When there are thousands of fescods in the area?”

He was right. Things didn’t add up.

“We’re not going to talk to Voran, Emma. When we make it to the base, I’ll request to speak to General Trulgadi, my Army Commander.”
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Chapter 7

Emma

“Can I ask you for a favor?” Agan said as we walked out into the large clearing, and the high timber wall of the Ravil Army base came into view in the distance. “Could you set me down now, please?”

The urge to deny his request was strong. The open space around us appeared free of either fescods or yirzi; however, who knew what dangers lurked in the grass. For someone of Agan’s current size, even a jungle rat would present a formidable enemy. I didn’t want him to get hurt if I could easily prevent it by just keeping him safe in my bra.

At the same time, I realized Agan didn’t want his soldiers to see him tucked between my breasts. Simply him showing up in his current state might already mean unwanted attention and added challenges for him.

With a glance at the wall of the base, I nodded reluctantly then quickly swept the clearing and the sky above it with my gaze, watching for any creatures on a hunt.

All seemed quiet.

“All right.” I reached into my neckline and scooped him out. “Just, you know, stay close. Okay?”

If my concern annoyed Agan, he didn’t show it. I carefully set him down on the ground where the short grass reached above his waistline. As he took off toward the wide gate in the wall ahead of us, I slowed my pace to match his.

He stomped through the grass determinedly—walking so fast, he nearly broke into a jog. Yet I still had to move at a leisurely pace to allow him to keep up with me.

It took us considerably longer to reach the base that way, but I didn’t complain. I understood how important it was for Agan to preserve his dignity and independence in the eyes of his comrades.

When we finally reached the wall, I knocked with my fist on the massive gate with a square metal plate in the middle.

“Identify yourself!” someone shouted in Ravil from the other side.

“Lieutenant Emma Nowak, Special Armored Unit from Earth.” I glanced down at Agan. His voice was no longer loud enough, the guard wouldn’t hear him even if he yelled. “I’m here with Lieutenant Agan Drankai of Ravil Army,” I yelled for him.

The metal square slid open with a screech, revealing a barred window. The guard’s handsome face came into view.

“You’re a woman,” he stated, his eucalyptus-colored eyes opening wide. “Are you an Aldraian?” His gaze slid down my front. “Couldn’t be. Their females have darker hair and three pairs of breasts each.”

I cleared my throat, quickly crossing my arms over my chest. I’d been to this very base a couple of times—both had been quick stops when we didn’t travel directly to or from our spaceship orbiting Tragul. During my visits here, I wore the armor suit. It occurred to me that this could be the first time the Ravil guard ever saw a human woman. And judging by his comments and expression, it was.

“No. I’m not from Aldrai. As I said, I’m Lieutenant Emma Nowak, Special Armored Unit from Earth.”

“A woman? Lieutenant?” The guard blinked his long dark eyelashes at me in apparent shock.

“Yes.” My reply came out rather clipped, this time. I was beginning to lose my patience. Ravil men were handsome, brave warriors who appeared to be stuck way too deeply in the bog of their stereotypes. “I am a human female lieutenant,” I said with emphasis then remembered the name Agan had mentioned earlier. “Lieutenant Drankai and I need to see General Trulgadi.”

“Agan? Where is he?”

“Right here.” I crouched down to Agan and stretched my hand his way. “May I?”

He clenched his jaw, not looking very pleased, but climbed onto my palm, allowing me to lift him up to the window.

“Hi Zonko,” he greeted the guard somberly.

“Agan? Is that you?” Zonko gaped at him, his mouth dropping open. “What the fuck?”

“Exactly,” Agan replied flatly. “Can we come in? Before the fescods show up?”

The fescods had been driven north from the base through the joint effort of the allied forces. The chances of them attacking us this far south were slim. Agan obviously just wanted to put an end to Zonko’s intense gawking.

“We need to see General Trulgadi as soon as possible. It’s the matter of utmost importance.”

“Right. Of course.” Zonko rattled the chains and deadbolts, finally opening the gate. “What, by the Abyss of Krokkan, happened to you?”

The guard’s full attention remained on Agan as I entered. The novelty of meeting a female soldier from Earth must’ve paled in comparison with seeing one of his own reduced to the size of a hand. I would’ve preferred being the one he stared at in this case, as it would mean sparing Agan the unwanted attention—he looked extremely uncomfortable under the guard’s scrutiny.

“The general?” Agan prompted the guard as he kept gawking at him.

“Oh... Right.” Zonko waved at a young boy running by. “Vren! Go find General Trulgadi. Tell him Lieutenant Drankai is requesting to see him.”

Skidding to a stop, the boy stared at Agan, his mouth hanging open, too.

“Go!” Agan snapped, sending Vren off into a sprint across the packed dirt of the central square.

Hundreds of log buildings surrounded the open space in the middle. Most of the structures were low, one-story houses built from dark timber. For the roofing material, Ravils used the gills of the giant mushrooms that grew in this part of the planet. As hard as wood, the gills were more flexible and completely waterproof, making them perfect roof shingles. Almost white when dry, the gills also reflected the heat of the hot Ravie sun, keeping the dwellings cooler inside.

An entire giant mushroom, dried and weathered, was erected in front of the biggest building across the main square from us. The mushroom’s wide, almost flat cap served as an awning over the front steps.

I believed I could see the very top edge of our transport ship gleaming in the sun on the landing pad far down the hill behind the houses.

“Is my unit still here?” I asked Zonko.

He nodded then hurriedly yelled after the departing boy, “And tell the human captain his woman is here, too!”

I couldn’t help an eye roll. Of course, in Zonko’s understanding, I must be someone’s “woman.” Glancing down, I crossed gazes with Agan. His expression was rather grave as he stared at me.

“Do you want to wait here?” I asked.

The central square was packed with Ravil soldiers—all of them male, with most being topless. The chest plates they usually wore to battle were now gone, with no cloth replacing them. Ravils, I’d learned, had a strong aversion to wearing shirts.

Some of the soldiers sat in front of the buildings. Several mingled in groups on the square and around it. A few walked by, leading their riding animals—marids. Roughly about the size of a horse, marids were magnificent six-legged creatures with short white fur that shone gold in the evening sun.

The Ravils in the vicinity were already staring at us.

Sensing Agan’s discomfort, I quickly shielded him with my hand from the curious gazes. He didn’t request to be put down on the ground again. He either didn’t want to attract any more attention or understood the very real danger of being trampled to death if he walked across the busy square on his own.

“Let’s go to the general’s quarters,” Agan gestured at the sprawling building across from the gate, the one with the giant mushroom erected as an umbrella at the entrance.

Hiding him behind my hand, I headed that way.

The Ravils stopped to gape at us as I walked, but they couldn’t spot Agan that easily behind my hand, staring at me instead.

The only time women came to the base was when they had been rescued from the war-ravaged areas of the fescod-occupied parts of the country. They used the Army base as a temporary safe house, not staying for long.

Married women and children were promptly sent to the secure compounds, deep in the parts of the country that were free of fescods. I’d heard from the guys in my unit that the Army shipped young, unmarried women to Neron, to live and work in the entertainment units there. Ravil soldiers often came to Neron for their leave, where they stayed at the entertainment units, too.

Only traces of female presence were evident at the Army base—from a few painted designs over the doors and windows on some of the houses, to the dressier cut of pants with rich embroidery along the seams on some of the males. Arts and crafts, as I’d learned, were primarily the occupations of Ravil women.

I ventured a few furtive glances at the fancy dress pants some of the soldiers were wearing. A daughter of a seamstress, I’d learned how to sew when I was a little girl. The cut and trim of the clothes interested me, though I would never admit my interest to anyone here. I’d never even mentioned my love for sewing to the guys in my unit. No need to give them the extra material for any potential teasing.

A tall Ravil walked out of the building as I approached. He appeared middle-aged, with hair already generously sprinkled with gray, which made his light-brown mane look like it was dusted with frost. He was also the only Ravil I’d seen who wore some resemblance of a shirt—two rectangles of homespun fabric connected by leather lacing on the shoulders and sides.

“That’s General Trulgadi,” Agan said to me. His voice was too quiet for the other man to hear. Just like the rest of the Ravils, the general was staring at me, not paying any attention to what—or rather whom—I hid in my hands.

“General. Lieutenant Emma Nowak, Special Armored Unit from Earth.” I saluted him by bringing my hand to my head. The gesture momentarily exposed Agan. However, the general was studying my face too closely to notice that.

“Lieutenant?” He mechanically returned the greeting in the Ravil fashion, by placing two fingers to his chest over his heart.

“Permission to speak in private,” I requested.

“Pixie!” Rick rushed to us from the nearby house. “You made it!”

“I was not aware humans recruited women,” the general muttered under his breath. The poor man was obviously having a hard time recovering from the shock of seeing me.

I’d seen the general from a distance before, but never interacted with him directly, definitely never without my suit. As unsettling as the Ravils’ reaction to me felt, it made Agan’s earlier behavior a little more understandable—it must have been at least in part cultural not personal.

“Glad to see you back.” Out of his armor suit, Rick was wearing the same white bodysuit I was. Excitement and relief bounced in his gray eyes as he embraced me.

I cupped my hands around Agan, lest he got crushed between us by Rick’s enthusiastic hug.

“Happy to see you, too, Rick.” I smiled then leaned back, cutting the embrace short out of concern for Agan.

Rick didn’t entirely let go of me, holding me by my shoulders. “What happened? Where have you been?”

“I’ll do a full report, Captain.” I switched to a more formal tone in the presence of the general who remained nearby. “I need to speak to General Trulgadi, now.”

“General.” Rick belatedly saluted to the Ravil’s Army leader. “I request your permission to be present at this meeting.”

I didn’t know how Agan would feel about Rick’s presence. He might want to keep his predicament as private as possible. On the other hand, if the Ravils decided to contact Earth’s scientists for help, they would need Rick to make the communication happen.

“Tell Lieutenant Drankai I’ll see him next,” General Trulgadi said to the messenger boy who lingered near the entrance. The general turned to go back inside, gesturing for us to follow. “Let’s keep this brief—I have another meeting request.”

Since he hadn’t spotted Agan yet and the boy either wasn’t supposed to brief him on Agan’s condition or had been too dumbfounded himself to mention it, the good general obviously didn’t know that this meeting and the next were actually the same thing.

The floor inside the large main room of the house was covered with a thick rug braided from multi-colored strips of leather. The general invited us to the massive round table in the middle.

“State your matter, woman... um, Lieutenant,” he ordered me, taking his seat.

“Well...this is about Lieutenant Drankai.” I gently set Agan on the table then moved my hands away, revealing him to Rick and General Trulgadi.

“What the...” The general sprung to his feet, shoving his chair back.

Rick shrieked, leaping up, too.

“What is this?” he demanded, his voice pitched hysterically high.

“General. Captain.” Agan calmly saluted them both. His lips pressed in a hard line. He wouldn’t meet the eyes of either of the men.

“What in the Abyss of Krokkan happened to you?” The general roared, slamming his hands into the table with force that made it vibrate. Agan swayed from the impact, but quickly regained his balance.

“Is he for real?” Rick bent over the table, squinting at him.

Agan balled his hands into fists. I didn’t think he could inflict much damage in his current state, even if he started a fight. However, I believed it would severely bruise Agan’s ego if Rick flicked him across the room with a finger in response to an attack.

I decided to intervene.

“Yes, he is real.” I got up, propping my hands on the table.

Agan shifted closer to me. Taking a place between my arms, he turned to face the men gaping at him.

“Lieutenant Drankai and I were ambushed by a group of yirzi in the jungle this morning,” I reported. “Both of us were captured, with Lieutenant Drankai...” I glanced down at him, wondering if he’d rather tell his story himself.

“They brought us to a lab,” he took over. “Located in the ruins of the ancient city of Ellur.”

“It’s impossible...” The general plopped down on his chair, shaking his head.

Rick remained standing, an expression of utter bewilderment frozen on his face.

I agreed with the general. What had happened to Agan seemed impossible. Yet there he was...

“A Voranian scientist was present in the lab,” Agan continued. “He used some unknown-to-me equipment to...um, do this.” He gestured with his hand along his body. “Lieutenant Nowak attempted to apprehend the Voranian, but he escaped.”

“Voranian?” Rick seemed to regain his composure during Agan’s report.

“Was he alone?” the general asked.

“There were quite a few yirzi,” I added. “They remained behind the glass, though. None of them actively participated in the actual experiment. The Voranian was the only one who operated the equipment.”

“Did yirzi force him to comply?” Rick asked.

“It didn’t appear that way,” I replied.

“Voranians are our allies,” the general muttered. “This shouldn’t have happened...”

“Do you know anything about the lab, General?” Now that the initial shock had passed and the tension in the room had eased a bit, I sat down again.

Rick followed, taking his seat, too.

“No.” The general energetically shook his head. “I am not aware of any labs here.”

“Then, the Voranians may be conducting secret research on your planet.” Rick steepled his fingers. “We’ll need to report this.”

“No.” The general shot him a look. “Since it happened in our country and to one of us, this is an internal issue. We will deal with it locally.”

Did the general want to keep the matter private for Agan’s sake? If so, shouldn’t he explore all resources available to reverse what had happened, not try to hide it from the world?

“With all due respect, General,” I straightened in my seat, “This hardly is a local issue. Other species are clearly involved here. I believe both the Voranian and the Earth authorities should be informed. Besides, humans and Voranians are much better equipped to figure out what happened to Lieutenant Drankai and, hopefully, bring him back to his own size. Our knowledge base—”

“According to you, Voranians are the ones who have done this to him.” The general sharply gestured at Agan. “And Earth is too far away to involve humans in this.”

I stared at him in disbelief. Did the general not want to help his own man? Or maybe he simply didn’t believe that help was possible.

“The travel time between our planets is five months—not that far away,” I insisted. “What are five months if the lieutenant may be facing spending the rest of his life in this condition?”

Agan swayed on his feet at my words, then plopped down to sit on the table.

I tried to imagine what was going through his head. Could he really be facing a lifetime of being this small? For a man like him, it must be devastating. I hoped for his sake that the effects of the experiment were reversible.

“I request to remain at the base, on active duty,” Agan demanded grimly.

“Absolutely, soldier.” The general nodded. “Your place is here.”

His words seemed to relax Agan somewhat, but I couldn’t give up that easily.

“But what if there was a way to reverse this, Agan?” I implored. “You may need to go to Neron or even Earth, for tests and examinations.”

Agan looked at me with a new expression in his eyes. It was the one I hadn’t seen yet—warmth with a hint of sadness.

“General, do you think there is a chance for this to be reversed?” Agan asked, keeping his gaze on me. “Here on Tragul?”

“We will explore every possibility of bringing you to your former shape and size, Lieutenant,” General Trulgadi assured him confidently. Rising to his feet, he signaled the end of the discussion. “I insist all of you leave the other governments out of this. The incident happened on our planet, to one of our own. It does not concern humans in any way at all. Since Voranians are the ones who conducted the experiment, I suspect a foul play on their part. For the lieutenant’s protection, he will remain at the base, out of their reach. And all of you will remain quiet about everything that’s happened here.”

[image: ]

Agan

“WE’LL HAVE TO LEAVE, Pixie,” the human captain clamped his hand around Emma’s arm the moment the three of them left the general’s quarters.

“Can I have a minute, Rick, please?” She glanced at Agan who was sitting in her hand. “To say goodbye?”

“Sure. Go ahead.” The captain stared at him too, as if waiting for something to happen.

“Rick? In private, please?” Emma clarified.

“Oh. Right.” The man finally got it, then headed in the direction of the landing pad at the back of the base. “I’ll go make sure the transport is ready. You have ten minutes.”

Ten minutes?

Agan wasn’t an expert in saying goodbyes, but ten minutes didn’t seem nearly enough.

He followed Emma’s gaze as she watched the captain depart. The recollection of being trapped between their bodies when the captain had hugged her earlier came to his mind.

“Is he your man?” he blurted out and immediately regretted it. Did he really want to know the answer? Did he need the confirmation that she already belonged to someone else?

He thought back to that warm place between her breasts where he’d spent most of the day. Sitting there had been comfortable. His hips fit snugly into her cleavage, his feet rested in the middle of her bra. However, the increasing awareness of her sweet, feminine scent and the exquisite sensation of her bare, furless skin had been hard to ignore. Despite his worry, his cock had grown painfully hard, fast. Thankfully, walking to the gate had calmed his arousal somewhat, sparing him the embarrassment of standing in front of his general with a raging erection in his pants.

Now, he severely disliked the possibility that her body could belong to another man—an odd notion, considering his circumstances. Emma’s personal life should be the least of his concerns right now.

“Who? Rick?” She scrunched that small, furless nose of hers in a funny grimace. “No! He’s my superior officer at work and my friend in private. He often behaves like my older brother, too, but he is most definitely not my man.”

There was still a chance she belonged to one of the other men in her unit. He bit his tongue, however, stopping himself from asking. If she indeed had a man, it’d just anger him. If she didn’t... Well, there wasn’t anything he could do either way.

“Listen...” She quickly scanned the surrounding area. Dinnertime was close, and most of the warriors had gone to the food serving area behind the main building. Some were still lingering, throwing curious glances their way. “Shall we go somewhere? Out of view?”

The sharp awareness of his current condition rushed back to him. What kind of warrior could he be in this state? How could he ever rip a single fescod apart if he was no bigger than the palm of a tiny woman?

Sorrow and dread painfully squeezed his heart.

“There.” He gestured to the side of the building, trying to chase the dark thoughts away. “Let’s go around the corner. There’re a couple of logs on the ground where you can sit.”

She carried him into the narrow space between the two buildings and out of anyone’s sight.

“Well, it’s a goodbye, then.” Emma sat on one of the wide logs piled up against the side of the general’s house.

Agan climbed out of her hand and straddled one of her knees, facing her.

“Are you...” She swiped aside a light-blonde wisp of hair that had made its way out of the tight knot on the back of her head. “Are you going to be okay, Agan?”

“Of course.” He shrugged, trying hard to look and sound as casual as possible—calm and undisturbed—even as his insides twisted with worry and fear.

What would happen now? Did he even have the right to remain at the base if he was unfit to be a warrior? They might as well send him to Neron, for the women and children in the entertainment unit to keep him as a pet.

This war was all he’d ever known. What could he do if he could no longer fight? Who would he be?

Fear descended on him like a dark, heavy shroud, making it hard to breathe. He closed his eyes and fisted his hands so tight, his fingernails painfully dug into his palms.

“Agan? Are you sure you don’t want to consider...” Emma started carefully.

He had to stop her or he’d lose it right here in her presence. Out of everything that had happened to him today, having a meltdown in front of this woman would be the most horrific.

He attempted to regain his composure.

“Thank you for everything, Eleven,” he said, striving for a safe, neutral tone. “It’s been an honor to fight side by side with you.”

Maybe not all was lost, yet. He had to trust his general. The leader of the Ravil Army kept his promises.

“You are a true warrior, Eleven. With or without your suit,” he added with a wink and even managed a genuine smile.

He meant every word, even though saying them to a woman still felt odd. He’d never met anyone like Emma before and having to part with her now brought an unexpected sadness. He sensed there was even more to this woman, but now he’d have no chance to discover any of it.

“I never thought I’d hear that from you.” She smiled back at him.

“It’s true. It would’ve been much harder for me without you out there. I’m grateful for you being with me today.”

She saluted him, her expression turning more serious.

“It’s been an honor to fight side by side with you too, Lieutenant.”

Unable to tear his gaze away from her face, he searched for something to say, to do—anything to keep her here longer.

What could he do, though? Ask her to request a leave on Neron then go see her there? And then what? What could he offer to a woman in his current state? Another chance to carry him around in her bra while he desperately tried to stop his cock from tearing through his pants from his arousal?

He slid an appreciative gaze down her body. As small and delicate as she looked, he knew for a fact she packed some real strength and agility in those small, hard muscles. He’d seen her in action. Her skills were commendable, he had to admit.

A sense of pride warmed his heart, as if he had any right to be proud of her.

“If you need anything, I...we, well, my unit is up there.” Emma gestured to the sky where the human spaceship, currently invisible to the eye, was orbiting the planet. “Rick, I mean Captain Miller, can contact Earth any day for you.”

He didn’t mind her concern. It oddly warmed his heart to know she cared.

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

She bit her lip.

“Agan, I mean it. If you ever need anything at all, just find me, okay?”

What was he supposed to do about this woman? Clearly, she was dead-set on making him tear up.

He blinked, glancing away for a moment.

“I’ll be fine, Eleven.” He rolled his shoulders back, straightening on her knee. “And thanks again. For everything, you know.”

“Okay,” she heaved a sigh. “It’s goodbye then. I’m grateful for having you for a partner during today’s mission.” She offered him her hand.

He circled the tip of her pointer finger with his entire hand and squeezed tightly.

“Time to go, Pixie.” The meddlesome captain poked his head around the corner. “The transport is waiting and ready for take-off.”

Her finger slipped from Agan’s grip. She took him off her knee and got up.

There was nothing he could do to stop her from leaving.

How was he supposed to hold on to the woman, if he couldn’t even hold her hand?
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Chapter 8

Emma

Istretched in the big, round bed, which must be the comfiest bed in the entire Universe. Or at least it felt that way to me after months of spending nights in sleeping pods or in the bunk on our spaceship.

When Rick had first suggested I take a leave for a couple of weeks after the incident on Tragul, I’d objected. I felt reluctant to abandon my unit while they all were still in action. He had made it an order, however, forcing me to obey.

“You need some rest, Pixie,” he’d said. “You haven’t had any time off for a while now. Have some fun in the city. Voran is full of single guys, maybe you’ll even get a date. It’s Valentine’s Day soon, after all.” He’d laughed, then added, “I can’t send you into action unarmored, anyway.”

His last point was valid; it was against the protocol to deploy me on Tragul without a fully functioning suit. And it would take at least two weeks for my replacement suit to be assembled and tested.

The Voranian government had graciously offered to house me in a cute studio apartment in the building of the Earth-Neron Liaison Committee, the organization in charge of overseeing all joint projects between our two planets.

The bed was simply wonderful. However, my favorite part was the spacious, glass covered patio off the kitchen. Decorated with live vines and vivid flowers, it was a beautiful indoor oasis.

As compared to Earth’s calendar, it would be the beginning of February right now—still deep into the long winter here in Voran. A thick layer of snow covered all outdoor places in the city. By bringing the greenery of summer indoors, the Voranians were able to enjoy it all year around.

“Good morning, Lieutenant Nowak,” Helix, the apartment AI system, greeted me through the speakers in the wall over the bed.

Its drone flew from the kitchen area behind the lattice with flower vines that separated the bed from the rest of the apartment. A breakfast tray was clasped in the drone’s shiny chrome arms.

I could really get used to waking up like this every day.

“Morning, Helix.” I grabbed the cup with the Voranian bitter-sweet tea off the tray. “What are we going to do today?”

Over the past six days that I’d spent in Voran, I’d explored quite a bit of the city. So far, I’d been to the Zoo, a huge shopping mall, The Museum of Neron’s Natural History, and the hologram amphitheater show.

“I’m not sure what I’m in the mood for today. Do you have any suggestions?”

“The headquarters of the Voranian Army,” Helix said in a flat tone.

“What? Was that a joke?” I squinted at the drone that remained hovering over my bed.

“Not a joke, Lieutenant. An order summoning you to a meeting arrived forty-three seconds ago.”

I frowned, setting the teacup down on the tray.

“An order? What for?”

My suit couldn’t be ready yet. And even if it was, Rick would have contacted me directly. What did the Voranian Army want with me?

The only thing I could even remotely come up with was that it must have something to do with that secret lab on Tragul.

An unpleasant heavy feeling had been pressing on me ever since I’d left Agan back on his planet. He had chosen to stay, and I could do nothing about that short of packing him back into my bra and taking him with me against his will.

Part of me had wanted to do something like that. I’d seen how devastated Agan was by the results of that experiment, and I didn’t entirely trust General Trulgadi to look after his best interests. The general stubbornly insisted on keeping the incident hidden from the other nations and to search for an in-house solution, despite the technological limitations of Ravils. It didn’t seem to me as a sound course of action.

During the flight in the transport shuttle back to my ship, I’d had an in-depth conversation with Rick, expressing my concerns. I’d also given him the clear, rectangular device I’d retrieved from the secret lab on Tragul, hoping that something could be done to help Agan.

I knew Rick had since reported the incident in the lab on Tragul to his superiors on Earth as was his job to do.

Now, the Voranians might have found out something about it, too.

“What is the purpose of this meeting?” I asked Helix. “Do you know?”

“The agenda of the meeting was not disclosed in the communication.”

That was worrisome. If Voranians had been working on some secret projects behind other nations’ backs, this summons could be a trap.

I should run this by Rick first.

“Who else is going to be there?” I asked Helix. “Has that been disclosed?”

“Yes. General Craxus of the Voranian Army, Representative Alcus Hecear of the Earth-Neron Liaison Committee, Captain Miller of the Special Armored Unit from Earth...”

Rick was going to be there, too. I had no chance to decide whether that was a good thing or bad as Helix uttered the last name on his list, “And Lieutenant Drankai of the Ravil Army.”

Agan.

My heart skipped a beat. They’d brought him to Voran, and I needed to know why.

All this time, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of concern for Agan. I was with him when the experiment took place, and I’d failed to prevent it. That made me feel partially responsible for what had happened to him.

I had to know what this was all about.

“The meeting is in an hour and twenty-four minutes,” Helix reported. “The aircraft to pick you up will arrive in fifty-nine minutes.”

“It won’t take me that long.” Tossing the covers aside, I hopped out of the bed to get ready.
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ALCUS HECEAR, THE VORANIAN representative of the Earth-Neron Liaison Committee met me on the landing platform of the Army Headquarters.

“Good morning, Lieutenant Nowak.” He approached me as I climbed out of the small two-person aircraft that brought me there.

Dressed in the white and gold Committee uniform, Alcus had his long horns painted with gold vines and pink flowers. Like most Voranians, he obviously favored bright colors.

Until about a year ago, the main things the Committee had organized and supervised were scientific expeditions, political delegations, and marriage arrangements between human women and Voranian men. Now, my unit partially fell under their jurisdiction, too.

“What is this all about, Representative?” I asked as he led me along the glass-enclosed landing platform on the rooftop of the Voranian Army Headquarters.

“General Craxus will brief you, Lieutenant Nowak. I can just tell you that our government has a mission for you.”

That came entirely unexpected.

“A mission? I don’t report directly to your government,” I reminded.

“To my knowledge, your superiors on Earth have already given their authorization for your participation.”

Rick could confirm that since he was supposedly at this meeting, too.

“How does Lieutenant Agan Drankai fit into all of this?” I asked, then added quickly, “He is in this meeting too, isn’t he?”

“Lieutenant Drankai has received a special assignment,” Alcus said as we entered the white-walled corridor located off the landing platform. “He specifically requested you as his mission partner.”

“He did?” I blinked, confused.

Something must have gotten lost in translation here. The Agan I knew wouldn’t willingly accept a woman for a mission partner, unless he was forced to. And even then, he’d be kicking and screaming, fighting it all the way.

On the other hand, he had acted a little better to me by the end of our ordeal on Tragul. His parting words were the nicest thing a Ravil had ever said to me.

Maybe he would now accept going on a mission with a female. However, I had a hard time believing he’d actually request one.

“How is Agan... Lieutenant Drankai, I mean? How is he doing?” The familiar ache of concern twitched in my heart. There was something else, too. It fluttered in my stomach with anticipation when Alcus stopped in front of an opaque-glass door.

“Good, I suppose,” he replied vaguely.

I quickly smoothed my hair pulled back in a bun, then brushed my hands down the skirt of my dress uniform.

The nervous flutters inside my belly intensified as Alcus touched the button on the AI screen at the entrance. I’d never felt this flustered and expectant when about to receive an assignment. Why did I now?

Was it because I knew Agan was going to be inside that room?

The door slid open, revealing a brightly lit room with flower garlands hanging from the ceiling and draped over the walls. The far wall of the room was made entirely out of glass. Pots of various shapes and sizes framed it, dripping with colorful flowers.

“And there’s Lieutenant Nowak.” Rick smiled at me.

He was sitting at a hexagonal glass table, in the company of a Voranian male in the gray uniform of a high-ranking officer of the Voranian Army.

“General Craxus. Lieutenant Nowak.” Alcus introduced us.

The ranking system in Voranian Army differed from the others. The head of the Army held the rank of the Colonel here, with generals being below.

I knew that Colonel Kyradus was currently the highest official in the Voranian Army. According to the insignia on General Craxus’s epaulets and the carvings on his right horn, however, the general must be pretty high up on the ladder of authority, too.

“Madam.” Rising to his feet, the general gave me a long measuring stare.

Relatively modest as compared to the civilian clothing on Voran, his gray uniform was decorated with gold and red embroidery on the sleeves and around the neckline. Carvings spiraled about half-way up his right horn—the record of his rank advancement in the Voranian Army.

I squared my shoulders under the scrutiny of the general’s dark-orange eyes and saluted. “General.” I then turned to Rick. “Captain.”

“Take a seat, Lieutenant.” The general gestured at an empty chair at the table.

“Nice to see you again, Eleven,” the quiet voice reached me as soon as I sat down.

My heart made a wild flip as I spotted Agan among the tablets and papers scattered on the table. He reclined in a pink armchair that appeared to be a piece of doll furniture.

Despite his tiny size, there was nothing small about his posture. Sprawling in the chair, he had the appearance of someone who owned the room and the building it was in—this wasn’t even his home planet.

I could guess how a man like Agan would feel about being this small, though. He must be uncomfortable and self-conscious right now. Yet he hid it well.

“It’s very nice to see you, too.” I smiled when our gazes crossed, then followed my words by a salute, remembering the protocol. “...Lieutenant.”

“We have a mission for you two,” the general went straight to business. “We have reasons to suspect Professor Voltuds of colluding with the enemy.”

“I beg your pardon,” I turned to him, tearing my gaze away from Agan’s green eyes. “Professor who?”

“Voltuds,” the general explained. “The one who performed the illegal experiment on Lieutenant Drankai.”

“You’ve identified the scientist from the lab?” I gasped as relief and excitement spread through me. “Does it mean you can help Agan... the lieutenant, now?”

“Unfortunately, we don’t expect Voltuds to cooperate with us on that.” The general shook his head.

I glanced at Agan, noticing the slight shadow moving over his features.

“The professor’s work in the lab on Tragul hasn’t been sanctioned by our government,” General Craxus continued. “He was banned from doing any research on Neron a while back, due to his unethical methods. We’re still working on discovering his reasons to conduct illegal experiments off planet as well as who else may be behind it. The scale of his work on Tragul would require a sizable investment. The professor couldn’t be financing it entirely on his own.”

While listening to the general, I kept studying Agan.

He was shirtless, as was the norm for Ravils. The gashes on his leather pants must be still from the last mission we were on together. It occurred to me that these were probably the only pants he had that fit. The rest of his clothes would be uselessly too large, now.

I noticed dark circles had formed under his eyes since the last time I saw him. Had he been sleeping well? The uncertainty of his future must be nerve-racking.

I stifled the sigh of compassion that painfully pressed on my chest.

“What is the mission?” I asked when the general stopped talking.

“Professor Voltuds has been under surveillance ever since his role in Lieutenant Drankai’s...um, predicament was identified. We’ve obtained information that Voltuds will be meeting with a high-profile supporter of his research during an event in his home tomorrow. Lieutenant Drankai and you have been selected to infiltrate the event and identify the supporter. Due to the lieutenant’s size, he is the ideal candidate to sneak into the private meeting and obtain information backed by evidence. Your personal mission would be to bring him inside the professor’s mansion during the event, then safely deliver him back to us.”

“What’s the event?” I asked. All of this sounded like some spy movie scenario—far from what I did for a living.

“A ball, to celebrate the new pregnancy of Madam Governor Drustan. She and the Governor, our Head of State, are finally starting their own family.”

Voranian birth rate heavily favored male babies. To ensure a healthy population growth, married women often carried babies of unmarried men. I’d heard that Madam Governor had several prior pregnancies—all as a result of artificial inseminations. She had given birth to several children for various state officials. This pregnancy must be especially important, since these would be the children of her own husband, the Governor.

“Professor Voltuds organized the event on his property,” the general said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Possibly to obtain a few favors from the Governor.” Rick shrugged.

I rubbed the back of my neck, fighting the unsettling feeling rising inside me. As a soldier, I was used to obeying orders. This situation, however, raised all sorts of red flags for me. Some high-profile individuals were involved here, and the entire thing was far outside of my area of expertise. I was a soldier after all, not a spy. I fought against the enemy on a battlefield, not by doing covert operation stuff.

“I’m acting with the direct approval of Colonel Kyradus, the Leader of our Army,” the general added, as if guessing my unease. I’d never met Colonel Kyradus in person, but I knew he was a highly respected war hero, celebrated on his world and beyond. “Captain Miller is here to confirm that. The entire mission has been discussed with and approved by your superiors as well. Lieutenant Drankai suggested you as the best man...um, I mean the best individual for the job. Would you disagree?”

I inhaled a long breath, searching for the best way to explain my reservations.

Agan didn’t let me say a thing, rising out of his chair.

“May I speak with Lieutenant Nowak in private, please?” he said.

General exchanged a glance with Rick, who nodded briefly.

“We’ll take a thirty-minute break,” General Craxus conceded.
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“YOU LOOK GOOD IN A skirt,” Agan said when we entered the luscious green courtyard on the covered rooftop terrace of the Army Headquarters building. I had my left arm bent, and he was sitting in the crook of my elbow, looking out.

“More ‘womanly’ than in a steel armor suit?” I teased, setting him down on the grass under a tree with its trunk wrapped in vines.

Taking a seat next to him, I smoothed the skirt of my uniform over my knees.

“You always look ‘womanly,’ even while wearing your armor suit,” he said with a brief laugh. “I was an idiot, ever mistaking you for a man. I should’ve realized you were a girl from the very first moment I saw you gut a fescod.”

“What do you mean? How do I gut a fescod?”

“You slice him open ever so neatly, then gingerly cut out his heart cluster, and delicately place it under a bush somewhere, out of the way,” he chuckled, imitating my movements with his hands, both pinky fingers raised for effect. “It’s like you’re dressing poultry for dinner, not eliminating an enemy. The most girlish way of killing things I’ve ever seen.”

His tone was teasing, not insulting. He obviously meant it good-naturedly, and I took no offence.

“Hey!” I laughed. “Either way they die. Why create a mess by scattering the body parts around?”

Two Voranian males walked by. One of them spotted Agan and craned his neck in our direction, elbowing his companion.

“Here we go again,” Agan growled, getting up. The carefree smile slipped off his face.

As one of the still-so-very-few human women in this city, I’d been ogled relentlessly wherever I went. The Zoo management had even assigned me a real person for a tour guide on my visit there, instead of the AI drone like everyone else got.

“For your comfort and protection,” they’d said, and I hadn’t bothered fighting them on that, even glad to have a real person I could talk to during my tour.

Ravils were a pretty rare sight in Voran, too. But, of course, Agan’s size made him truly one of a kind in the whole of the Universe. No wonder he attracted everyone’s attention. Though, it obviously made him uncomfortable.

“Do you want to go somewhere else?” I asked him. “We can find an empty meeting room—”

“No. Don’t bother. We’d end up wasting the thirty minutes we got, searching for one.” He climbed on my thigh then up my arm to my shoulder. “Here.” He yanked out the hairpins that held my hair in a bun, letting it fall freely down to my shoulder blades.

“What are you doing?” I grabbed onto my hair in a futile attempt to salvage what was left of my neat bun.

“Camouflage,” he explained, straddling my shoulder next to my neck then spreading my hair all around himself, like a curtain. “This way we can, hopefully, talk in peace.”

It was easier to hear him this way since he now was sitting right next to my ear. I shifted back, leaning against the tree trunk. “People would think I’m speaking to myself if they don’t see you.”

“Exactly. Nothing to see here.” He relaxed with his back against the side of my neck. “Just an odd alien woman sitting under a tree and having a conversation with no one but herself.”

I chuckled, moving my shoulder back a little as the tip of his tail stroked my nape. “You’ve no respect for personal space, have you?”

“Your concerns about that are severely belated, Eleven. You were the one who stuffed me in one of your undergarments, remember?” He hugged my neck above my shirt collar with his tail.

Agan must have done that to better keep his balance on my shoulder. The stroke of the soft fur on the tip of his tail, however, felt like a caress against my skin. I fought a shudder of pleasure that slid down my arms.

“I had no personal space left when sitting between your breasts.” His voice suddenly sounded deeper. “So close to you...”

I thought back to him killing the giants fescods with ease, and I had a hard time reconciling those earliest memories of him with his current size. In my mind, Agan had always been a large, grown male...who just happened to fit in my cleavage somehow.

“I prefer being close to you, Eleven, rather than apart,” he said unexpectedly.

My breath hitched. Caught off guard by his words, I wasn’t sure what to say, what to think even. He didn’t sound teasing or flirting but somber, which made his words and this moment somehow more profound.

We’d barely spent a day together. Most of that time, I couldn’t wait to get rid of him, to be honest. He didn’t seem to be particularly enjoying my company either, back in the jungle. Other than his parting words, he’d given me a strong impression that he disliked me.

How much of his life must have changed along with his size? Could the notes of longing I’d caught in his tone be coming from loneliness?

I drew in a breath, gathering my thoughts, extremely aware of the soft tip of his tail trailing up and down the side of my neck.

“How have you been Agan? Since we parted?”

I half-expected some upbeat reply from him—part-joke, part-bravado that suited him—but none came.

The silence stretched instead.

“Agan?”

He shifted on my shoulder.

“How could I have been, Emma? All I’ve ever done is fight fescods. I have no idea what to do with myself now. It’s a really shitty situation, and no one has a solution for it.”

I didn’t know what to say to cheer him up. Words of hope would sound false after what General Craxus had said about the corrupt professor. The only thing I could think of was to change the subject and hopefully steer his thoughts away from the despair.

“When did you get to Neron?” I asked.

“A couple of days ago. I came with the delegation from Tragul. General Trulgadi personally accompanied me here,” he added with a self-deprecating laugh. “Because of me, the leader of our Army is here when my country needs him back home to lead the fight against the enemy.”

“Agan, what happened to you wasn’t your fault.”

“It wasn’t. But the consequences of that...” He heaved a sigh. “I feel useless.”

“Is that why you agreed to this mission?” It dawned on me. “To be useful again?”

“That was the idea, yes,” he confessed. “To be honest, I was shocked to discover that there was something I still could do. Something that, like they tell me, I could do even better than anyone else now, because of my size. I want to do this. Though, I’ve never done a covert operation before.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” I assured him, encouragingly touching his leg on my shoulder. “The only problem I see would be for you to tone down what you are a bit, enough to remain undetected,” I teased. “More thinking, less charging into action. More stealth, less weapon brandishing. You know what I mean?”

Hearing his laugh in response was my reward for cheering him up.

“So, you want me to come with you?” I asked.

“Well,” he said with a smile in his voice. “I really don’t feel like getting used to someone else’s breasts.”

I snorted a laugh, nearly shaking him off.

“I don’t think that’s how they’ll want me to transport you.”

“Sadly, no,” he agreed. “They already have some kind of purse for you for that purpose. You’ll be going in as a guest, by invitation. Once we’re inside, I’ll sneak into the meeting room and do all the spying stuff. You will stay behind to mingle with the guests. Once I’m done, you’ll carry me out of there—in the purse, according to the mission plan. However, I’m sure we could bend some rules at that point. If you want to hold me close to your heart on the way out, I won’t object.”

Now, he sounded more like the Agan I’d first met—cocky and larger-than-life.

“So, will you come with me, Eleven?”

“It doesn’t sound like there will be that much for me to do.”

“Exactly. You’ll just have to attend a party. I wouldn’t have asked for you if it was any more dangerous than that.”

“Are you still concerned about my performance in dangerous situations?”

“It’s not your performance that I’m worried about.” He took a long pause, as if considering what to say next. “Here’s the thing, Emma. When it comes to you, I’m torn. On one hand, I have this unstoppable urge to wrap you in a soft blanket and keep you far away from any danger. On the other hand, if there is a real threat, I’d want to have you right next to me. How is that possible?”

As unbelievable as the idea was, it appeared he might care about me—as a friend at least. His words also meant he trusted me, which was important in a mission partner.

I touched his knee again.

“Maybe it’s because you’ve witnessed first-hand that I can handle danger?” I shrugged, trying to keep my voice light and casual to mask the odd warm feeling in my chest.

“Yes, you can.” He placed his hand on top of my finger. “And I respect the shit out of you for that.”
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Chapter 9

Emma

“You look...amazing, Eleven,” Agan mumbled.

He was staring at me as I climbed inside the two-seater aircraft, the type that Voranians used as personal vehicles, the way we did cars on Earth.

Operated by a computer, the aircraft was to take us to the event at the Professor Voltuds’s rooftop mansion. The purpose of our mission was to gather more evidence of the professor’s wrongdoing that would ensure a proper punishment after his arrest. Also, General Craxus wished to positively identify the professor’s sponsor.

“Very pretty.” Agan kept gaping at me.

“Thanks.” I slid my hands down the powder-blue bodice of the dress the Army provided me for tonight. Its plunging neckline was decorated with so many flowers, it looked as if I’d stuffed a bouquet down my front.

When I sat down, the voluminous, gauzy skirts puffed over my lap and spilled into the seat next to me where Agan was sitting on top of a silver clutch purse.

The intensity with which he kept staring at me warmed my cheeks with a blush.

“I like this dress,” I confessed. The dreamy, princess-like gown was very feminine. It felt nice to dress “girly,” once in a while. I’d brought some skirts and blouses in my luggage from Earth. However, I only ever got to wear them when on leave from the ship, which wasn’t often. “It may take me a few tries to remember how to walk in high heels.” I smiled, pointing at my pearl-white pumps. “I’ll try not to drop you even if I fall.”

He laughed.

“Don’t fall, I won’t be able to catch you.”

“You won’t have to,” I quipped. “This skirt would cushion any fall. It’d probably make me glide down like a parachute.”

The many layers of the gossamer material reminded me of the fabulous gowns I used to make for my Barbie dolls. My mother had worked as a seamstress from home for many years, making custom clothes for women in our town. She’d made most of my clothes, too, while I was growing up. As soon as I got old enough to be trusted with a needle, she’d taught me how to sew. We’d made my prom dress together, and it had turned out simply amazing.

I slid my gaze Agan’s way and wondered if he would allow me to make him some clothes. His leather pants had definitely seen better days. He could use another pair. Maybe he’d let me make him a shirt, too. The view of his hard, bare abs was rather distracting, no matter what size his torso was.

“I can make you some clothes,” I blurted out. “If you want me to, I mean.”

“Can you sew?”

I nodded. “I’m pretty good at it. I can even make my own patterns and stuff.”

“Of course you can.” He shook his head, laughing. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

“Plenty of things—walking in high heels with grace and re-engineering any alien technology are just two examples. But I can sew pretty well. I once even made a dress similar to this one, with my mom’s help. I could definitely make you some pants and shirts.”

“Shirts?” He lifted an eyebrow, tilting his head. “Why would I need a shirt?”

“Um, well...” There was no way I’d confess that staring at his naked torso made me want to touch him. The sleek, velvety fur over the hard planes and ridges of his muscles just begged to be petted and stroked. “Don’t you ever get cold?” I asked the first vaguely appropriate thing, instead.

“Not on Tragul. The climate is mild in Ravie. And here, on Neron, most places are covered with glass and heated, even some parks.”

“Okay then.” I tried hard not to stare at his chest. As miniature as everything about him was, I couldn’t think about Agan as “small.” His attitude and larger-than-life personality simply didn’t allow for that. At the same time, I found him irresistibly cute right now. I would absolutely grab him with both hands to squeeze and cuddle him if he let me. Not that he would allow any of that, of course. “Maybe at least some spare pants then? Of course, you could always get them done by a professional...”

“I would, but apparently they’d need to take measurements for that.” He released a long breath. “After all the medical tests they’ve subjected me to in the past few days, I really don’t feel like being touched and prodded anymore.”

“There’ve been tests?” I asked, with hope.

He nodded.

“Are they trying to figure out how to bring you back? Make you big again?”

“Yes, but without much success, at this point. The best they’ve come up with is to wait and see if it ‘goes away on its own.’”

“Could it really just do that?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Nobody knows. And that’s the problem.”

A green light went off on the control panel of the aircraft, signaling that it was ready to land soon.

“We’re almost there.” Agan got up from the purse, and I opened it for him to climb in.

Leaning down closer to him, I said, “Be careful.”

“You, too.” He gazed straight at me, the lights of the control panel reflecting with a soft glow in his jewel-green eyes. “If any harm comes to you tonight, Emma, I’d never forgive myself.”

His words echoed my own thoughts. As small as Agan currently was, he never looked or acted fragile. Yet I constantly worried about him. I cared about many people in my life. I worried about every single man in my unit during our missions. However, what I felt for Agan was more intense somehow.

“Let’s both stay out of trouble.” I attempted a smile.

He put his hand on the thumb of my hand that was holding the purse. “Once this is over, I may take you up on your offer to make me some pants,” he said suddenly, a smile slowly spreading on his handsome face.

His changing the topic had calmed my nerves somewhat, and I felt grateful to him for that.

“How about the measuring process? The touching and the prodding?” I wiggled my eyebrows.

His smile grew wider. “I don’t think I’d mind the touching if it comes from you. I’m pretty sure I’d even enjoy it.” He winked.

“Be careful what you wish for.” I laughed out loud. “I don’t have what they call ‘the light touch.’”

The professor’s home rose in front of us as a cluster of illuminated glass domes. The entire structure looked like giant soap bubbles foaming atop of a skyscraper. The dome over the parking platform slid open, allowing our aircraft to land inside it.

I drew in a long breath.

“Good luck to us, Agan.”
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Agan

LYING IN EMMA’S PURSE felt very much like being inside of a Voranian coffin. Ravils buried their dead wrapped in a burial blanket. Voranians used long cardboard capsules for that purpose. Padded and lined with satin, they must feel exactly like the quilted interior of the purse he was lying in as Emma carried him into the professor’s mansion.

She had a microphone hidden inside the luscious cluster of flowers on her bodice, so he could hear what was happening outside through the speaker mounted inside the purse.

He caught pieces of conversations as she moved through the party, but he had no way to communicate with her himself. All available wearable communication devices had proven too large for him. It had also been decided that Emma shouldn’t be wearing one, for the risk of it being spotted in her ear. All he had on him was a recording device—a long, gray metal rectangle strapped to his thigh. He’d use it if he heard anything of value to record.

“Madam Representative,” a delighted male voice sounded through the speaker in the soundproof purse. “You look gorgeous! Absolutely beautiful!”

She truly did. Agan had been stunned, seeing her this evening. Draped in tulle and pale-blue satin, her medium-length blonde hair painted with iridescent streaks and decorated with flowers, she appeared like a morning dew spirit from Ravils’ ancient legends—breathtakingly beautiful and almost surreal.

“Oh, thank you, um...” Emma replied to the obnoxious male who had showered her with compliments.

She came here under the guise of a human representative of the Liaison Committee. The rare appearance of a human female at the Voranian event surely attracted attention.

“I’m Senator Caivuk,” the male rushed to introduce himself. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

“I’m very pleased to meet you too, Senator. Would you happen to know where our gracious host, Professor Voltuds, is?”

“He was just here a minute ago.” The male sounded like he turned around, looking for the professor. “He must have been called away. So, have you considered joining the Liaison Committee’s Marriage Program?” he inquired with undisguised interest.

“I would love to, but I’m already engaged to be married to someone back on Earth,” Emma dismissed quickly. “I’m on Neron strictly for work. Now, if you excuse me, I’ll need to visit a ladies’ room.”

“A ladies’ room?” the senator muttered, confused. “I don’t think there is a room just for ladies here.”

“A bathroom,” she explained, flatly. “Would you happen to know where it is?”

“Oh, the house AI is right there, I’m sure it’ll direct you.”

“Thank you.”

Agan released a breath in relief, sensing Emma move away from the senator. The eager interest in that male’s voice didn’t sit well with him.

Had she just said she was engaged to be married? Had she done it just to get rid of the clingy senator? Or was it true?

He growled through his teeth. The notion of Emma belonging to someone else had been tormenting him ever since they’d parted on Tragul.

Of course, the simplest way to find out for sure would be to ask her directly.

But then what?

He couldn’t act on anything he would’ve liked to do with her. How was he supposed to woo a woman if he had nothing to impress her with, being this size? How could he seduce and satisfy her if he couldn’t even reach high enough to kiss her? The most he could do was to hug her finger—a woman would never find that erotic or arousing, would she?

“May I help you?” the androgynous voice of a house AI enquired outside of the purse.

“Yes,” Emma replied, pleasantly. “I was wondering where I could find Professor Voltuds. I would like to thank him in person for the invitation to tonight’s event.”

Alarm shot through Agan.

What was she doing?

The plan was for Emma to discreetly release him into one of the flowerpots or onto a vine garland by the exit from the ballroom. He was supposed to find his own way to the professor’s private quarters after that. A few locations for the meeting had been identified, and he had thoroughly familiarized himself with the plans of the mansion.

Emma was well disguised in her outfit and heavy make-up. Even Agan would have a hard time recognizing her as the same woman who had been in the secret lab on Tragul with him. Yet he was absolutely against her approaching the professor and risking being recognized by him.

“Professor Voltuds was called aside for a meeting,” the AI informed her. “However, he will return before the arrival of the Governor and his wife.”

“When are they supposed to arrive?”

“They’re expected to be here in twenty-two minutes.”

After a brief pause, Emma’s voice muttered softly through the speaker, “Agan, I bet that means the professor's secret meeting will take place within the next twenty minutes. If it’s not already on the way.”

Smart girl. Once the Voranian Governor arrived, the professor would have to play the host to him and his wife. He wouldn’t dare sneak out while the most powerful couple of the country was in his home.

Now would be a good time for Emma to let Agan out.

“I’ll take you to his personal quarters—less for you to walk,” she whispered into the microphone.

“Emma, no!” He shook his head as if she could see or hear him.

“We don’t have much time,” she added.

She was right. It could take him more than twenty minutes to check all identified locations. Due to his current size, his speed was now also greatly reduced. That didn’t mean she had to risk being exposed by trying to get him closer.

It had been a huge mistake bringing her alone, he realized, guilt settling heavily in his chest. He should have left her where she was, safe and sound. Instead, he had caved into his desire to see her again, and now he might have put her in danger.

The truth was, he didn’t want to do this assignment with anyone else but her. Despite worrying for Emma, he trusted her to do her work well. He fully trusted her to watch his back, too.

Besides, he enjoyed her company.

Emma was the only person in the world right now who didn’t make him feel uncomfortable in their presence. She treated him as a regular person, not a survivor of a freak experiment. She teased him for what he had always been, not for what he’d become. Being near her took his focus off his gloomy future, almost making him feel normal again.

“Madam?” the AI voice sounded uncertain. Agan wondered if that was yet a different unit Emma encountered in her search for the meeting room. “These are the private quarters of the master of the house. Allow me to lead you back to the main hall where you can join the rest of the guests.”

“Oh, but I’m looking for a bathroom suitable for an Earth female.” She sounded convincingly innocent.

“To my knowledge, females from Earth could easily use any bathroom in Voran.”

“Yeah, well, that misinformation has been shared with you by mistake. Many of us need special accommodation in terms of a bathroom facility. Things down there aren’t as similar to Voranians as it’s widely believed on Neron.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.” The AI appeared to stumble. “What kind of accommodations do you require?”

“Trust me, I’ll know it when I see it—” her voice broke off for a moment. She then continued in a much different tone—a suddenly flirtatious one. “Oh, I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to bump into you like that. I didn’t see you coming around the corner.”

“Who are you?” a male voice inquired gruffly. “And what are you doing in this part of the house?”

“I’m, um...Louise. And who are you? What are you doing in the professor’s private rooms?”

“I’m Professor’s Voltuds’s Research Assistant—”

“How lovely.” Emma cooed. “Has anyone ever told you, you have the most amazing eyes? Back on Earth, we call this color ‘taupe,’ the color of dirt.”

“Thanks.” The assistant’s voice was rather flat. “Listen... You shouldn’t be here.”

“I know, I know. I feel so lost.” She clicked the purse open. Bright light rushed in, nearly blinding Agan for a moment. “You see I’ve been looking for a bathroom.” She wrapped her arm around the Voranian’s waist, leaning into him as if about to share something confidential. “The professor’s AI proved to be extremely unhelpful with that, by the way. I strongly suggest you update its software. There appears to be a huge gap in its knowledge on human female biology, which would hinder the professor greatly if he were to take a human wife...”

She pressed the open purse to the male’s back, and Agan promptly climbed out and to the side. Grabbing onto the richly embroidered pocket of the assistant’s navy dress coat, he held tight as the Voranian moved away from Emma.

“The AI will take you back to the main hall now, madam.” He gestured at the drone hovering in the air further down the corridor.

“But where are you going?” she called after him. “Aren’t you joining the party?”

“Yes. In a minute.” The male waved her off.

“Please, don’t be long.” Emma murmured flirtatiously, wiggling her fingers at him. “I’ll be missing you there.” She shot a quick glance at Agan, as if meaning the last two sentences for him, not for the assistant.

“A human wife?” the professor’s assistant muttered under his breath, his hooves stomping down the wide hallway decorated with ornate rugs and bright flower garlands. “Why would any man want to have such a nuisance in their house?” He shook his head, folding his hands behind his back. Agan had to swing out of the way of his arm to avoid the gesture.

“What happened over there? I heard voices.” Another male stood by the glass door that appeared to lead out to an outdoor patio. The dark, starry sky was visible through the glass. Agan shifted along the pocket edge, getting out of the Voranian’s sight.

“Just a female guest, Professor. She got lost in search of a bathroom.”

Professor?

This must be Professor Voltuds, then. Well, Emma had saved him a lot of time and effort by taking him right to their target.

As the assistant stepped closer to the wall by the door, Agan quickly leaped from his coat onto a wall-climbing vine.

“Make sure I have absolute privacy for the next fifteen minutes,” the professor ordered, opening the door.

Quickly climbing down to the Voranian’s knee level, Agan jumped from the vine onto the floor behind the door.

The frigid outside air rushed into his lungs with his next breath. This was an open patio without the usual glass dome over it. Instead of grass, the floor had been laid with mosaic tiles, dusted with a thin layer of snow that Agan had only ever seen through the glass before. He stepped on it carefully, trying not to slip.

The professor stomped out onto the patio confidently, his hooves pressing down the snow with a slight crunch. The glass door slid closed behind him. The light from the corridor cast a skewed rectangle onto the patio floor, illuminating some of the outdoor space. Agan pressed his back to the wall, keeping to the shadows.

“I have fifteen minutes, make it quick,” the professor barked out toward a lone figure standing by the glass railing at the edge.

Agan hadn’t noticed this person earlier. Draped in a dark, heavy cloak, the figure appeared nothing but a shadow to his eyes used to the brightly lit corridor.

“The sooner you answer my questions, the sooner I’ll leave,” a familiar voice sounded from under the hood of the cloak.

The man standing by the railing shoved his hood back, revealing his face. As Agan’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he couldn’t believe he was staring at the leader of the Ravil Army, General Trulgadi.

Shocked, he nearly forgot to start recording their conversation.

“It’s been extremely difficult to meet you, Professor,” the general said, and Agan hurriedly clicked the device on. “You left Tragul too quickly. I ended up chasing you all the way to Neron. And even then, I had to petition the Voranian government for an invitation to tonight’s event. If I didn’t know you needed Ravils’ money and silence, I would think you’re avoiding me.”

So, the general hadn’t left Tragul simply to accompany him. Agan had been feeling guilty about becoming a hassle for the leader of the Ravil Party. Now, it appeared he’d created a convenient excuse for the general to visit Neron and his shady partner in crime.

The Voranian huffed a breath, folding his hands over his chest.

“General, as I’ve explained at the very beginning of our, um...partnership, we need to be extremely careful about being seen together. If anyone in Voran finds out about my research, the consequences won’t be pretty for either of us. You know I’ve lost my lab and my funding in this country.”

“Yes.” The general leaned back against the railing. The wind caught the ends of his homespun, dark-brown cloak, flipping them in the cold night air. “I believe it happened because your research methods were found unethical, and now I can see how that would’ve happened. After what you did to one of my people—”

“That was the result of a successfully conducted experiment, General,” the professor interrupted him, stomping his hoof. “I did exactly what you’ve hired me to do.”

They were talking about him, Agan realized. Had the experiment to shrink him been planned? The thought made him momentarily forget about the bitter cold that snuck under his short fur, chilling his skin.

His well-respected general appeared to not only know about the illegal work of the corrupt professor, he'd funded it. With Ravil money.

Afraid to miss a single word, Agan snuck a little closer to the two men. The professor had obviously chosen this outdoor space for this meeting for a reason. There were no flowerpots anywhere on the winter patio, no furniture of any sort to hide behind. Agan could only count on the darkness of the night and his puny size to remain undetected.

“I hired you to create an efficient weapon against our enemies!” the general snarled. “Something that would annihilate fescods and yirzi on sight. Instead, you shrank one of my best soldiers.”

“The initial idea was to shrink your enemies to an infinitely small size which would practically eliminate them from existence.” The professor kept his voice even. However, he menacingly tilted his horns the general’s way, and his arrow-tipped tail twitched with irritation. “The rays I’ve discovered, however, reflect off the fescod skin. Sadly, they didn’t work well on yirzi, either. The effects didn’t last long—the subjects returned to their initial size within seconds.” He shrugged. “I needed to test them on a different species.”

“Or maybe you needed to create an entirely different weapon, then?” the general growled with menace. “You never asked for my permission to conduct experiments on Ravils.”

“Would you have given it to me if I asked?”

“Of course not! I pay you to find a way to help Ravils, not to shrink them.”

“Scientific greatness often comes with sacrifices.” The professor dismissively waved his hand in the air. “Ravils turned out to be the perfect candidates. That experiment proved I’m on the right track with my research. The process still needs a little tweaking, of course. I’m confident I can figure out what adjustments are necessary to make the rays work on yirzi and maybe even on fescods. Unfortunately, my subject escaped before I had the chance to properly evaluate the results. I need him back.”

“By the Abyss of Krokkan!” the general roared. “You have to return my warrior to his regular size.”

Hope warred with concern in Agan. The last thing he wanted was to have the crooked professor experimenting on him again. Yet the Voranian was probably the one most capable of reversing this. If it was at all possible...

“I’m afraid I don’t know how to do that,” the professor declared, crushing Agan’s budding hope before it even had the chance to take root. “The focus of my research has been shrinking a living organism. I have no reverse process.”

The general fisted his hands at his sides.

“Our agreement was that you would experiment on fescods—our direct enemies. You took it upon yourself to switch the subjects. I’ve also heard you’ve hired a bunch of yirzi behind my back.”

“I needed some help around the lab.” The professor shrugged. “Besides, I’ve never asked for your input on how to run my research. I promised results, and I’ve delivered.”

“This was not what we agreed on!” The general moved on the professor, who took a wide stance, firmly planting his hooves into the ground. “You were never supposed to touch my people. You need to figure out how to turn my warrior back to the way he was. Now!” the general roared at the top of his lungs.

The professor nervously jerked his head back, glancing over his shoulder into the corridor behind the glass. “Demanding I increase someone’s size is a significant alteration of our contract terms, General.”

The Ravil grabbed the Voranian by the throat, making him choke on whatever he was going to say next. “I said you’ll have to bring my lieutenant back to his normal size!”

Gasping for air, the professor reached back and swiped aside the long tails of his dress coat. The handle of the laser gun stuffed under his belt came into view.

“To reverse the experiment,” he croaked against the general’s grip on his throat, “I would still need your warrior back, wouldn’t I?”

The general frowned, considering his words.

“Fine.” He released his hold, and the professor quickly moved the coat back over the gun under his belt, concealing the weapon. “You will have to come back to Tragul with us to continue your work. I’ve paid you way too much money for you to abandon your research half-way through.”

“Sure,” the professor agreed way too quickly. “I’m so close now, I’d hate leaving things unfinished.”

“We’re leaving for Tragul tomorrow morning,” General Trulgadi gritted through his teeth. “Get ready.”

“Absolutely, General,” the professor muttered in a much more agreeable tone of voice than before. “Now if you’ll excuse me,” he slid the glass door open for the general to leave, “I have a couple of very important guests to greet. The AI will show you the best way to get out of here undetected.”

“Tomorrow morning.” General Trulgadi stomped out of the patio, the ends of his cloak whipping against the door frame.

“Tragul? As if!” the professor muttered the moment the door closed behind the general. “I’ve had enough of that run-down planet with its dirt-poor population.”

Professor Voltuds paced the patio as Agan quietly creeped along the wall toward the door. The entire conversation between the professor and the general had been recorded. His report as eyewitness would provide added evidence. His job here was done. Now, he needed to find a way to sneak back inside and find Emma.

“There are some much better-paying buyers for my work in this Galaxy,” the professor continued mumbling. He stopped in his tracks abruptly, as if remembering something. “The Governor must be here by now—”

His gaze suddenly fell on Agan, making him freeze in his advancement to the door.

“What are you doing here?” The professor stood back, startled, before perking up. “The fucking subject came back, all on his own. This is perfect! I’ll no longer have to deal with your barbaric general.”

The professor lunged for him, and Agan took off in a sprint, barely evading the Voranian’s hands. Dashing along the perimeter of the patio, he searched for a way out.

His boots slid in the snow, nearly sending him off the patio through the gap under the glass railing. His breath caught in his throat at the terrifying thought of falling off the top floor of the skyscraper. At this height, he couldn’t even see the dark street below.

“Come here!” The professor shrugged out of his coat then tossed it over Agan, trapping him under the heavy material.

Abruptly cut off from the world by the layers of thick fabric, Agan heard the muffled noise of the door sliding open.

“Where is Agan?” Emma’s voice rang high and clear.

Hope and fear clashed inside his chest.

What was she doing here? She was supposed to wait for him at the entrance to the ballroom—safe. Now she was here, facing the rogue professor, all on her own.

Panicking, he lashed out with both arms at the dark fabric trapping him, fighting to get free. Emma needed him out there.

The woman was incorrigible. Why did she not stay put? By the Abyss of Krokkan, he’d strive for a higher rank in the Army just so he could give her direct orders. Maybe then she’d listen to him?

The sounds of struggle filtered through the material of the coat—fists hitting flesh; a hard click, possibly the sound of the heel of Emma’s shoe hitting one of the Voranian’s horns. He desperately hoped Emma was pounding the professor in the head, not the other way around.

Frantically tearing at the fabric trap that swaddled him, he finally fought his way out from under the coat.

When he climbed out, Emma was lying on her back on the ground. The professor sat on top of her, both hands around her neck.

“Get off her!” Agan roared.

Pure rage spurred him into action. He dashed toward them, not knowing what he was going to do.

What could he do? Short of pulling the professor by the tail?

Getting hold of the Voranian’s tail just above the arrow-tip end, he did just that—he pulled at it with all his might.

The professor swished his tail through the air, shaking him off like a fly.

Agan rolled on the snow-covered mosaic tiles. His rage grew and bubbled over, filling the entire city it seemed. Yet rage alone, no matter how intense, was useless when one was barely tall enough to kick an adult in the shin.

He couldn’t let his puny size hold him back when Emma was in trouble. Roaming his gaze along the patio, he searched for a solution. He needed something. Anything. A flowerpot he could drop on the professor’s head. An AI button he could press to call for help.

With a strangled noise, Emma freed a leg from her skirts, kicking the professor in his crotch with her knee. He groaned, loosening his grip for a moment. She knocked his hands off her neck. Rolling out of his reach, she gathered her arms and feet under her, ready to get up.

The professor planted his hoof in her ribs, knocking her down and rolling her onto her back again.

“Give Agan to me, and I’ll leave,” she rasped, rising on her elbows.

The Voranian drew the laser gun from his belt and aimed it at her. “I need him more.”

Pressing her hands into the floor, she quickly lifted her hips up and kicked her foot out, knocking the gun out of his hand. The gun slid along the sleet-covered floor.

The next moment she was up on her feet again.

“Nasty female,” the professor hissed through his teeth. His tail lashed out, whipping around her legs and dropping her to the floor.

Agan dashed after the gun. The damn thing proved incredibly heavy because he was pathetically small and devastatingly weak.

There was no way he could lift the gun off the floor even by a hairbreadth. Gathering whatever strength he had, he heaved the gun upright, propping the oblong barrel on top of the purse that Emma had dropped. Hugging the handle with his arms, he pressed on the trigger with both hands, firing at the highest place he could aim—the good professor’s backside.

The blast seared through the Voranian’s pants. The smell of burning fur stunk up the frigid air of the patio.

The professor bellowed in pain, arching his back and grabbing his buttocks, his tail lashing wildly.

“Get away from me!” Emma drew her legs to her chest then slammed both feet into the Voranian’s chest.

He staggered back.

Agan quickly let the gun drop to its side. It landed under one of the professor’s hooves.

He tripped, lost his balance, and fell backwards, over the glass railing and into the dark abyss of the night below.

“Oh no!” Shoving down the gauzy layers of her skirts, Emma scrambled to her feet, then rushed to the railing.

The professor’s screams grew fainter on his way down, then stopped completely.

“Shit, I guess he’s as good as dead now,” she said slowly. “How high is this building?”

“No idea. But I’m pretty sure a fall from it is not survivable.” He couldn’t peek over the railing. He didn’t even try to look in the gap under it either, focusing on her instead. “How are you?”

“These freaking skirts!” She beat down the puffy layers of fabric around her legs. “This dress is the worst for hand-to-hand combat.” She sighed. “I’m also going to request more sparring with an opponent who has a tail.”

She obviously didn’t think she did well, whereas his chest swelled with pride for her. He’d never seen a woman in hand-to-hand combat before. He simply had never allowed for that to happen in his presence. Before Emma, he’d fight for a woman, not with her.

Watching her going against a much larger and stronger opponent like the professor filled him with terror that she might get hurt. Once it was over, however, and she was safe, thinking about her in action felt exhilarating and strangely...arousing. Not an appropriate reaction to a mission partner, but it wasn’t the first time his cock throbbed in Emma’s presence.

He could control his desires—he was an adult after all. However, the wide array of emotions he felt around Emma were much more difficult to control or even identify correctly.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

She rolled her shoulders back then stretched her neck. Wincing, she rubbed her side, the spot where the professor kicked her with his hoof.

“I’m fine. Nothing too serious.” She released a long breath, sliding down to the floor, and leaned with her back against the railing. “You?”

He replied with a dismissive wave of a hand.

“You were supposed to wait for me in the ballroom by the entrance,” he reminded her gruffly.

The cacophony of feelings he had for Emma was confusing.

On one hand, deep gratitude overwhelmed him. She’d saved him from possibly spending the rest of his life as the devious professor’s subject of experiments—a fate potentially worse than death.

On the other hand, the anger at her for putting herself in danger for his sake started to grow. The excruciating feeling of his own helplessness in this state also tortured him.

“You went against the plan,” he growled.

“Yeah, well if I didn’t, you would’ve been carried off in the professor’s pocket.”

True, but the things could’ve ended much worse for her too.

“You could have been hurt or...killed. Why did you come here?”

“I came for you. The Governor showed up with his wife, and the professor was nowhere in sight. I suspected something went wrong and came back down this corridor, looking for you. Then I saw, through the glass, the professor chasing something...well, someone out here.”

He preferred for her to stay safe, even at the expense of his own safety. However, were he in her place, he would’ve done the same. He would’ve come looking for her, too.

Emma wasn’t just any woman; she was also his comrade—an entirely new concept for him. He needed to learn to reconcile the two somehow.

“Well, thanks for rescuing me,” he mumbled.

She gave him a long look in reply. A hot rush of ripples ran up his thighs under her gaze. Sweat slicked the fur on his back despite the cold, and something inside his chest ached.

“You’re welcome. Thank you for saving me, too.” She exhaled a soft giggle. “I can’t believe you shot him in the ass.”

He smiled back, relaxing a little.

“That’s as high as I could reach.” He climbed up her thigh and into the cloud of the skirts in her lap. Were he his normal size, he would have hugged her right now. As it was, the best he could do to get a little closer was to sit on her leg.

“We make a good team, Agan.” She placed her hand on her thigh behind his back, so he could lean against it. “This turned out to be quiet a Valentine’s date,” she chuckled quietly, as if to herself.

His heart thumped loudly. Did she just say something about a date? Or did his translator mess up by giving the word the romantic connotation? The word before it came through incomprehensible.

“What are you talking about?” he asked, wishing that whatever it was she’d said indeed had a romantic meaning.

“Oh, I just thought about something that Rick, my captain, said before my leave here. It’s February the Fourteenth today,” she explained. “That’s when some countries celebrate Valentine’s Day back on Earth. A silly holiday, really.” She rolled her eyes, rubbing her arm with her free hand.

“Cold?” Of course she would be—she had no fur, whatsoever. He cursed himself for forgetting that. “We have to go back in.”

He jumped off her lap.

“Right. The professor is dead. We’ll have some explaining to do, won’t we?” She reached for the purse on the floor.

“So, do you go on dates on this day?” he asked quickly, before he’d have to climb back into the damn purse.

“Dates? On Valentine’s Day? Yes. That’s what this day is all about. Couples go out for dinner, or to see a show, or dancing. They give each other flowers and chocolate, it’s...um, a sweet dessert thing—treats. Then, they...” She shot a quick glance his way, an unexpected blush spreading on her cheeks. “They make love.”

“Can’t that be done any day?” he asked, a bit perplexed. “Not just once a year?”

“Of course it can,” she replied with a brief giggle that sounded rather nervous. “See? I told you it’s a silly holiday, with no real purpose. Ready?” She opened the purse, setting it down on the floor for him to climb in. “I’ll see you later, Agan,” she said softly before closing the clutch like a coffin around him.
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Chapter 10

Emma

Idreamed about him two nights later. In my dream, Agan was his old, massive sized, cocky self. And he was extremely mean to me, mocking me relentlessly.

I woke up angry, feeling like I could punch him if he were nearby.

Sadly, he was nowhere around. I lay alone in my bed, in the small apartment in the City of Voran. My anger quickly turned to wistfulness as I started going through everything that had happened between us.

Despite the rough beginning, Agan and I had managed to build some pretty good understanding. I loved the synergy we had when we worked together. I’d sensed it way back when we were escaping the lab on Tragul, then during the night in the professor’s house.

Under pressure, Agan and I became each other’s eyes and ears, our minds seemed to sync. We became each other’s strength.

I’d never had that happen before with anyone else, and I missed our connection, now.

I missed him.

Would it be possible for us to achieve similar harmony in the regular, every-day life? When we didn’t have a common enemy to fight or a dangerous situation to escape?

“May I suggest you take a trip to the Central Mall today?” Helix offered after breakfast. “It is deemed even more spectacular than the East Mall of Voran.”

I had rested well after the mission at the professor’s ball two days ago. According to Rick, the Voranian government was satisfied with our work.

Both General Trulgadi and Professor Voltuds’ assistant had been detained and questioned. Rick said the assistant would be put on trial. He faced a jail term if convicted. General Trulgadi would probably be extradited to Tragul for the Ravils to decide his fate. Whatever his true motives were, by secretly dealing with someone like Professor Voltuds, he broke his people’s trust. Governor Eehie, the Head of the Ravil Government, had already been notified, too.

I suspected Agan would eventually go back to Tragul as well. There’d be very little chance for me to run into him again during any of my remaining missions on his planet since he no longer fought fescods in the jungle.

“I don’t feel like going out today,” I said to Helix. “I think I’ll just stay in and watch TV. Do you have any movies from Tragul? Made by Ravils?”

An opaque white screen descended from the ceiling of the living area of my apartment, and I took a seat on the oval green couch in front of it.

“No,” Helix replied in a subdued tone of voice, as if he could predict my disappointment. “The movie industry is practically non-existent in Ravie. That country’s technological development has been significantly impeded by war. Resources are diverted to the life-sustaining industries, with extremely limited funds available for entertainment. I can locate a few documentaries made by the Ravil Army or some motion pictures made by Voranians that feature Ravil characters or take place on Tragul. Would that be something of interest to you?”

“I’ll take what you’ve got.” I made myself more comfortable on the couch.

Helix started playing a Voranian movie filmed on Tragul. It was well done and had obviously been shot on location. I recognized the red sands and the luscious green jungle of that planet.

During my time on Tragul, I’d had very little time to stop and admire the scenery. Yet even from the little I’d seen, the place was breathtakingly beautiful. Now, in the safety of the apartment on Neron, I could fully appreciate the gorgeous images on the screen. If it wasn’t for the raging fescods and backstabbing yirzi roaming the planet, Tragul would surely be a travel destination for every other race in the Galaxy.

I also couldn’t get a certain Ravil off my mind while watching the movie about his home world.

Agan and I had parted rather abruptly. After leaving the professor’s home, we’d returned to the Voranian Army headquarters where we’d been separated. I’d given my report and returned to this apartment, without getting a chance to see Agan again or to say goodbye.

“Helix, is there a way to contact someone in Voran if I don’t have their tablet contact information or their house AI identification number?” I could no longer fight the urge to speak to Agan. We had been through a lot together in the past few days. It wouldn’t be weird if I called him just to say hi, would it?

“Do you have the name of the person you wish to contact?”

“Yes. Agan Drankai. He is a lieutenant in the Ravil Army. I believe he may still be in Voran.”

He should, at least for the next little while. Rick had told me that the Ravil delegation hadn’t left for Tragul the next morning as General Trulgadi had planned. Since he got detained, the rest of the Ravil officials remained in Voran to complete the initial investigation which was currently under way.

“Lieutenant Agan Drankai is registered as a member of the Ravil delegation from Tragul. He is staying at the Ravil military base just outside of Voran. Would you like me to connect you with him? I will pause your movie to use the TV unit for the video call.”

“Yes please,” I rushed out, not giving myself a chance to overthink this or to change my mind.

Straightening in my seat on the couch, I smoothed down my navy-blue blouse with white polka dots, briefly wondering if I should’ve changed into something nicer. Maybe I should’ve gone to the mall first, after all. Voranian women wore the most adorable dresses with flared skirts in bright colors, decorated with bows, ruffles, and lace. I’d meant to buy a few like that myself before leaving Neron...

The screen of the TV flickered, sending my thoughts into disarray. Then, a pleasant face of a woman came up on it.

“Ravil Army b—” she cut herself short, staring at me, her mouth hanging open.

I must have had a similar expression as I felt my jaw drop. I’d never spoken to a Ravil woman before, and I certainly hadn’t expected to see one when calling Agan.

Her caramel-colored mane framed her lovely face with thick, layered curls that reached her shoulders. Her large, oblong eyes of jade-green were dreamily beautiful. Several strings of red, glossy beads wound around her long, graceful neck. Instead of a shirt or a blouse, she only had a brightly embroidered scarf with a long fringe tied over her breasts.

She recovered first.

“I’m so sorry,” she said in a melodious voice. “I’ve never met a human before. That’s what you are, right? A human?”

“Yes.” I nervously adjusted the pink scarf I’d tied to hold back my hair pulled up into a messy bun. “I, um...Sorry this is probably a wrong number. My AI must’ve made a mistake.”

“This is Ravil Army’s Entertainment Unit in Voran. Is there anyone in particular you wanted to speak with?”

The entertainment unit? Why did Helix connect me with them? This made no sense.

“Yes,” I muttered. “Lieutenant Drankai. But he couldn’t be there.”

Could he?

It must be a mistake.

“Yes, he’s here.” The Ravil woman nodded energetically, sending her mane of curls into a swaying wave around her head. “I’ll just need a minute to find him—”

“No!” I leaped up from the couch. “Please don’t. I’ll call later...”

While I’d been thinking about Agan all this time, maybe I should’ve thought about why he’d never called me himself.

“Helix, disconnect me please,” I promptly ordered to the AI.

“I’ll just need a minute to find him.”

Where would she go searching for Agan? I dreaded to think that it might be other women’s beds.

It made no difference that he was currently smaller than a squirrel. Whatever his size, he was a grown, virile man. I’d thought him physically attractive from the moment we met. I had no doubt plenty of women would find him attractive, too, no matter his size.

I recalled what I’d heard from him about the Ravil Army’s entertainment units. He’d spoken like someone who visited them frequently. I should’ve known his habits wouldn’t change overnight just because his body did.

“Would you like to resume watching your movie?” Helix enquired.

“No.” I could no longer focus on what was happening on the screen.

The idea of Agan spending his days in the company of women whose job was to entertain soldiers bugged me way more than it should. I understood I had no right to dictate to him how to spend his time, but it felt painful even to think about what he could be doing right now.

The actual sex might not be possible for Agan in his current state, but it wasn’t the thought of him having sex that tortured me the most.

When I imagined him sitting in another woman’s lap, or on her shoulder, stroking her neck with his tail, and—worst of all—having one of those fun, easy-flowing conversations like the ones we’d shared, jealousy I’d never felt before burned through my heart like acid.

I might’ve thought him an arrogant prick before, but now I kind of wished he could be my “arrogant prick.” A stupid, impossible idea, since there could never be a future for us, anyway. Legally, a human and a Ravil could never be together—there was no marriage agreement between Earth and Tragul.

Neither of us had any time even for a fling. My leave was up soon. And he... Well, he obviously found a pleasant way to occupy his time already, without me.

I wished I’d never attempted to contact him at all.

“A delivery for Lieutenant Nowak,” Helix suddenly announced, snapping me out of my unhappy thoughts.

“What delivery? Where?”

“A package is here for you. At the front door,” Helix explained. “Would you like to accept it?”

“Sure.” I nodded, lost as to what this could be. The door to my apartment slid open, and one of the building’s AI drones flew in. It was holding a pink square box in its thin chrome arms. “Who is this from?”

I pressed my thumb to the pad on the drone, as a proof of delivery.

“The sender’s name is Valentine. Enjoy your parcel, Lieutenant Nowak.” The drone veered out the door and back down the common corridor outside of my apartment.

“Wait, what? What did you say the name was?” I yelled after it.

“Valentine,” Helix supplied helpfully, sliding the door closed.

This must be some joke, curtesy of the guys from my unit, no doubt. Rick had mentioned something about Valentine’s Day before my leave, hadn’t he? Only, he was two days too late with this. Valentine’s Day had passed.

Dumbfounded, I stared at the box in my hands. It was rose-pink, with white lacy designs with the words Earth Girl’s Cupcakes printed on it. A satin ribbon was tied in a pretty bow on top, with a small bunch of fragrant flowers tucked under it.

I took the tiny bouquet out, inhaling their sweet, fresh scent.

“What are these?” I asked Helix.

“Orli flowers. They are not native to Neron. They grow in the jungle of Ravie on Tragul.”

“Tragul?” Now, I recognized the delicate pink and violet petals of the tiny blossoms. I’d seen them on the jungle floor. Among so many larger and brighter plants, however, these had been hard to spot.

I doubted Rick and the guys would go through the trouble of ordering flowers from another planet just to play a joke on me.

Suspicion stirred inside me.

“Can you put them in a vase on the night table next to my bed, please?” I placed the bouquet into the pincer at the end of one of Helix’s drone’s chrome arms.

Then, I spotted a card under the ribbon where it had been covered by the flowers before. Placing the box on one of the couch’s wide armrests, I sat down and opened the card. It was written in a language I couldn’t read, the swirly characters looked to me like decorations at first glance.

“Helix, what language is this?” I asked when the drone returned. “Ravil?”

“Yes. Would you like me to read it out loud, for your translator to convey its meaning to you?”

“Yes, please.”

“‘Happy belated Valentine’s Day,’” Helix read. “‘May you have it all—the treats, the flowers, and a date.’ There is no signature, Lieutenant Nowak.”

“There doesn’t need to be.” I dropped my hands into my lap.

The box must be from Agan. I’d told him about Valentine’s Day back at the professor’s house. He sent it probably because we’d never had a chance to say goodbye that day. And now, we never would.

“I know who it’s from.” I tugged at the end of the ribbon, untying the bow. It appeared Agan had put some thought into this gift. “It’s from Lieutenant Drankai. His way to say goodbye, I guess.”

Was I never to see Agan again? The thought echoed with an odd feeling of longing.

“‘Earth Girl’s Cupcakes,’” I read out loud. The writing was in English, with the Voranian translation printed on top. “Are those real cupcakes, you think?” I lifted the lid.

“Finally!” A voice suddenly exclaimed from inside the box.

Alarm shot through me like lightning.

I screamed, dropping the lid and nearly tumbling off the couch myself.

“Really? Agan!”

“It’s been so fucking stuffy in there.” He casually made his way between the four pink-frosted cupcakes and climbed out of the box onto the couch next to me.

“You nearly gave me a heart attack!” I tried to catch my breath, pressing both hands to my chest.

He beamed a smile at me.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, Eleven. Are you surprised?” He climbed onto my leg, straddling my knee in his usual way.

Struggling to collect my thoughts and regain my composure, I only managed, “Happy Valentine’s Day, Agan.”

“Are you happy to see me?” He cocked his head.

I rubbed my temples.

“Sure.”

That was not a lie, I realized. Agan didn’t necessarily have what one would call “a sunny personality,” but his sudden appearance at my place had brightened it somehow. My earlier melancholy blew away like fog in the wind.

Maybe it was his happy grin? Or because he smelled so mouth-wateringly good, of sugar and vanilla?

Agan had obviously made an effort to clean up before this visit. The old blood and dirt stains were gone from his pants, though the cuts and slashes remained. His thick, wavy hair had been slicked back, and his sideburns seemed freshly trimmed.

He looked immensely pleased with himself and...happy. I hadn’t seen him smile this widely before.

It was impossible to stay mad at him. I couldn’t hold back my own smile. “I’m glad to see you, Agan. Though, you scared the living hell out of me.”

“I have that effect on you, don’t I?” He winked, not looking even a tiny bit remorseful. “It’s not the first time I’ve made you scream.”

The last time before today was when I’d mistaken him for a rat in the lab on Tragul. I snorted a laugh at that memory.

Then I remembered where he’d just come from. The smile froze on my face.

“Agan... What are you doing here?” I asked carefully.

“Wishing you a happy Valentine’s Day.” He shrugged. “In person.”

“Why?”

He sat still for a moment, only the very tip of his tail with the tuft of fur on it rapidly tapped against my leg, tipping me off to how nervous he must be.

“Well, here’s the thing.” He glanced aside, breaking eye contact. “I’ve been waiting for this...” he gestured at himself, “to be sorted out soon, for the nightmare to end, but it doesn’t look like it will be resolved in any foreseeable future. No one knows how to reverse this.”

A gloomy shadow dimmed his smile before erasing it completely. My heart ached to see it gone.

“How about Voltuds’s assistant? Is he refusing to co-operate?”

“Oh no, on the contrary, he’s eagerly spilling all professor’s secrets in exchange for a lighter sentence for himself. The problem is that he hasn’t participated in the actual research that much. He mostly assisted Voltuds with administrative stuff while betraying Ravie and his own country. Apparently, Voltuds had been in contact with some illegal organizations from Earth, negotiating to sell them the results of his research.”

“From Earth?” I gasped. “But what do humans need to shrink?”

“Not what, who. Other humans. To create some especially sneaky spies, I guess.” He shrugged. “Anyway, with that asshole now dead, the chances of my ever turning back to my old self are slimmer than ever.”

He ran his hand over his neatly styled hair.

“I’m so sorry to hear it, Agan.”

“Yeah, so, I’ve been thinking about what I could do, what kind of a future I have ahead of me. And I decided I can’t spend the rest of my life just waiting for some miracle to happen that would possibly bring me back. I can’t let this thing affect me more than it already has.”

Agan came from a culture that historically valued such physical attributes as power and strength. What had happened to him must be truly devastating, but I was glad to hear optimism in his voice.

“That’s a good way of thinking, Agan. Despite what happened, you’re still you—young, capable, and healthy. And you do have your whole life ahead of you.” I smiled. “Size doesn’t matter, like they say on Earth.”

“They do?” He lifted an eyebrow. “I think I like that planet already.”

“Earth has some nice parts—a lot, actually. You should come for a visit when you get a chance.”

“I should...” he said, somewhat distractedly. His tail still twitched nervously. “That’s what I’ve decided, Emma, my size doesn’t matter. I could let myself wallow in self-pity, watching life go on around me, past me, and without me.” He raised his gaze to mine. “I could let the most amazing girl I’ve ever met go back to her home planet one day, knowing I’d never get her out of my mind for as long as I live. Or I could do what I would’ve done had I been my own size all along.”

“What would you have done?” I asked softly, holding my breath. The flutters in my stomach that I tended to get around him grew so big, they almost felt like cramps.

“Actually, had I been my normal size, I would’ve kissed you the very next day after we met, without wasting too much time on talking.” He rolled his shoulders back, tossing me a teasing glance. “Of course, you would’ve most likely slapped me then...”

“I would have.” I laughed, thinking how much I’d wanted to slap him back in the jungle—for his words. Had he added an unsolicited kiss on top of that, things between us would have ended in a real fight.

“That’s why I think my current size is actually to my advantage—it forces me to talk before acting. The added benefit is you wouldn’t slap someone so small, would you?” He tilted his head in the most adorable way.

I swiped a smudge of frosting off his thigh with my finger then licked it off as he followed my gesture with his gaze.

“Don’t you try to use your size as an excuse to get away with things.” I pointed my finger at him in warning, though a smile twitched my lips. “Trust me, it won’t stop me from slapping you if you behave like an asshole.”

“See, that’s a part of what I find so irresistible about you, Emma, you treat me as if I were...normal. I feel myself around you. Only when I’m with you, I can relax a little. The stress and tension inside me ease.” He heaved a heavy breath. “Anyway, this is why I’m here.”

“To relax?”

“No.” He grimaced. “Fuck, I suck at talking, don’t I? I’ve never relied on words this much, never had to. Anyway, I’m here, because I don’t want to miss my chance with you just because some crook decided to shrink me at the wrong time. I wanted to have a date with you, Emma, and your Valentine’s Day sounded like a good opportunity for that.”

“You want to have a date?”

“Right, just like you said they do it on Earth—flowers, dessert, a dinner out, and sex.”

“Whoa!” I nearly choked on my breath at that last word. “You have it all planned out, haven’t you?” I laughed nervously. “Don’t you think there may be some problems with an item on that list?”

He rubbed the back of his neck.

“Yes, of course. Going out for dinner may present a problem. We both would attract too much attention when I’d prefer to have you all to myself on our first date. I suggest we’d stay in because of that.”

I squinted at him.

“And that is the only problem you see? Really?”

He leaned back, propping himself on his arms.

“Do you see any more?”

“Um, well...” I had no idea if he’d been serious when he’d mentioned sex, but there were a few other things I needed to clarify beside that. “I haven’t agreed to have a date with you yet.”

“You don’t want it?” A flash of vulnerability flitted across his features, the confidence in his posture wavered for a fraction of a second. He regained his composure quickly, straightening his back. “Give me a minute to convince you.”

“Just a minute?” I blinked.

He flashed me a lopsided grin. “I’d be needing much less than that if I could reach your lips and take you in my arms.”

The memory of his weight on top of me back in the jungle rushed over me with a wave of warm tingles along my skin. What would happen if I leaned down, close enough for him to reach my lips?

I blinked again, chasing away the sudden notion, and leaned further back from him instead.

“Tell me something,” I said, my voice coming out unexpectedly raspy. “Is it true that you’re staying in the Ravil Army’s entertainment unit here on Neron?”

“Yes,” he replied simply, his expression unchanged.

“Why are you staying there?”

“Why not?” He lifted an eyebrow, innocently. “It’s part of our Army Base. I know all the girls there well, and I feel better staying there as opposed to any other part of the base, considering my circumstances.”

“Why is it better?”

And what did he mean by saying that he “knew all the girls there well.” Jealousy was a new emotion for me. It wasn’t clear why I even had it—Agan and I weren’t a couple—but I couldn’t stand how unpleasant it felt.

“Because women are... Well, they generally tend to be more compassionate and accepting than males, at least than the Ravil males I know. The warriors at the base here mean well, but their teasing was getting on my nerves after a while. Besides, it’s less embarrassing asking a child to get something from a shelf you can’t reach than a grown-up.”

“A child?”

Did I hear him right? They employed children in those units? A sick feeling rose to my throat.

“Yes,” Agan kept talking. “I was surprised to discover how much more accepting children are of someone smaller than themselves. They’re eager to help without judgment. The grown men can’t help shooting jokes whenever they see me.” He shrugged. “Not that I blame them. I would’ve done the same in their place.”

“Hold on a minute.” I waved both hands at him. “Why are there children in the brothel?”

His eyebrows slid together in a frown. “Would you please not call the entertainment unit a ‘brothel?’ Where did you even get that idea?”

“From some comments I’ve heard.” Agan hadn’t explicitly contradicted that either. “You’ve admitted yourself that sex is happening there.”

“Doesn’t sex happen everywhere? Or is your Army entirely celibate?”

“No, but our Army doesn’t facilitate sex by creating special units for that purpose. In fact, sex for money is illegal—”

“Emma. Stop right there.” He raised both hands in the air. “I never said anything about sex being traded for money in our entertainment units.”

“What is it traded for then?” I asked, though the tightness in my chest had loosened at his words already.

“Nothing. For some mutual affection, maybe? If a woman from the unit and a warrior on leave want to have sex, no one would stop them, but sex is not a job requirement for the females working there.”

“It’s not?” It truly was a relief to hear that, especially for the sake of the women and children living in the units.

“You assumed that sex is a necessary part for men’s entertainment, didn’t you?”

“Well...” Most nations had businesses catering to sexual pleasure in some form. Here, on Neron, I’d seen “spas” in the mall where sexual pleasure was paid for by the hour, and it was delivered by special machine pods.

Regardless, I felt stupid for my assumptions about the Ravil entertainment units and remorseful for jumping to conclusions too quickly.

“I’m sorry. You’re right, I’ve judged too fast. I really don’t know much about Ravil women or about the way of life of those who escaped Tragul.”

He placed a hand on my thigh.

“To be honest, I don’t know that much about women, either. Other than my mother when I was very young, I’ve never shared a home with a female. I’ve met some women refugees at our Army Base on Tragul, and I have a few female friends at the entertainment unit here, but that’s about it.”

“Just friends?” I couldn’t help clarifying.

He slid a glance my way, as if gauging my reaction in advance. “A few of them used to be more than friends, at some point in the past.”

“Do you have someone special at the unit, right now?” I didn’t care about his past, but it felt important to me to know about his present.

“No.” Warmth melted the green of his eyes directed at me. “The special one is right here.”

Now, my face warmed too, and I dropped my gaze in my lap, mumbling, “Smooth, Agan. And you said you suck at talking.”

He didn’t reply. I felt his stare on me but didn’t dare to meet his eyes again, afraid the sparks would fly. What if the sparks caught fire? What would happen then?

“Just, um...tell me more about Ravil women,” I asked, unable to stand the silent tension any longer.

He cleared his throat.

“Because of war,” he started, his voice a little deeper than normal, “Ravil men and women have been living mostly separately. Women and children are evacuated from the danger zones in the country. They then spend their lives in secure, guarded facilities deep inside Ravie or off planet—including the entertainment units at our army bases—while their husbands and fathers stay on Tragul and fight fescods.”

“Do the husbands and wives ever get to see each other?”

“Whenever the married men get leave from their duties on Tragul, they travel in-land, to see their families. These living arrangements have been caused by necessity. They contradict Ravil traditions. Historically, Ravils lived in close communities, raising families together. A husband and a wife slept in the same bed, every night.” Wistfulness filled his voice. “The war has broken many family ties, but the need to have a life partner and companion is in Ravils’ blood. That’s how the entertainment units came to be. They give us the sense of coming home since most of us don’t have real homes anymore. They remind us that we belong. And they provide Ravil warriors with female company, which we all crave after a long time spent in the jungle. That doesn’t mean sex, necessarily. Sometimes, just hearing a woman’s voice when she sings or talks reminds us what we’re fighting for.”

I understood the longing. I’d been spending my life on transport ships and space stations, so far away from my own home world and my parents. “Visiting the units gives you the sense of home and family. It takes you off the battlefields for a while.”

“Physically and mentally.” He nodded. “When on leave, a warrior would get a room on the male side of the unit, home-cooked meals, and the pleasure of female company in common areas. The women who work in the unit are required to attend communal dinners and celebrations. Their job is to sing, dance or do whatever else they like doing—many are talented artists and craftswomen. They mingle with men, have conversations. Some end up dating, but that is not a part of their job.”

“Do you visit the units often?”

“I used to. Whenever I had off-planet leave, I’d go to the one here.”

“I bet women couldn’t keep their hands off of you,” I said with a wink. The unpleasant feeling of jealousy had been long gone.

“Of course!” He laughed. “I was the life of the party. No one could resist me.”

“With whom are you staying, now?”

“No one. Due to my special circumstances, I was given a room on the female side of the base. Normally, men are not allowed to enter that area. Women and children rescued from the war zone are sometimes housed there, along with the women who work at the unit. It’s important for all of them to feel safe and comfortable. Not that Ravil men would ever hurt them, but our males can be loud and rambunctious. I guess due to my size, I’ve been deemed ‘harmless.’ They allowed me to stay on the female side, this time.”

He slid his gaze down my body in a way I would consider anything but “harmless.”

“So,” he said, lifting an eyebrow. “Will you agree to go on a date with me, now? Or do you have more questions?”

The way he asked it was so much like the old, big Agan—cocky and full of confidence. Except that I now knew the real him enough to find that endearing rather than annoying.

“Where would we go?” I asked, matching his tone.

“To your kitchen table.” He jumped off my leg onto the couch then promptly climbed down to the floor. “To have some tea with those cupcakes.”

“Oh, I have a gorgeous breakfast patio here,” I said excitedly. “With lots of flowers.”

“Of course, there’d be flowers.” He sauntered toward the glass wall with the door to the patio. “We are in Voran after all.”


[image: ]




Chapter 11

Emma

“So, do you like these?” I asked Agan, stuffing my face with the second cupcake from the box. Their flavors were packed with memories from back home. “So good,” I moaned. “What do you think?”

Agan had mentioned that Earth Girl’s Cupcakes was a bakery run by a human woman who had married a Voranian and moved to Neron. She might be from the same region I came from because the cupcakes reminded me of home so much. Either way, she’d done a great job recreating the familiar flavors.

Agan sat on the table, cross-legged. I’d put a small piece of a cupcake onto a bottle cap instead of a plate for him. I’d also washed the thimble from my sewing kit that I’d been carrying in my luggage wherever I went and filled it with tea for him.

“Very tasty.” He took another big bite of his cupcake crumb. “Is this your favorite food from Earth?”

I had to think for a moment. There were so many things I loved from back home and didn’t even know until I left Earth and started missing them.

“One of the favorites, for sure.” I shoved the rest of the vanilla cupcake in my mouth.

He watched me lick the icing off my lips, a gentle smile playing on his face.

“I’ll see if I can find an ozeah shell here in Voran. I’d love to make you my favorite Ravil dish one day.”

“I’d love that.” I had no idea when and if that would be possible for him to make anything for me. But I’d welcome the opportunity to have another meal with him.

Agan brushed the crumbs off his pants, his finger getting caught in one of the many cuts in the leather.

“I may have to take you up on your offer to make me some pants,” he said, inspecting the cut. “These are my combat pair. They’re great for the jungle but aren’t the best attire for Voran.”

“I could do it this week.” I took a sip of my tea. “Tomorrow even if you want. I don’t have much to do here, anyway. We can go to the mall to buy some fabric... Or I could use a t-shirt of mine or something.”

I literally could make him an entire piece of clothing from something as small as a handkerchief.

“You’ll make me pants from your shirt?” he chuckled. “That wouldn’t be the first time I’d have something of yours around my hips.”

I snorted a laugh, nearly spilling the tea from my cup. “I’ll never live down stuffing you in my bra, will I?”

“Of course not.” He grinned. “How could I ever forget the exquisite sensation of bouncing between your breasts?”

“You enjoyed the ride, huh?”

I leaned forward, folding my forearms on the table, then placed my chin on top of my hands. This brought me to Agan’s eye level as he was sitting on top of the table. Being closer, I could see his face better now.

He raised his knees, placing his forearms on them. His tail wrapped around one of his ankles.

“I’m afraid I didn’t fully appreciate the position you put...or stuffed me in, back then.”

The tip of his tail slowly slid up to his knee, then back down to his boot again. The gesture brought to mind his caressing my neck back at the Voranian Army Headquarters. Warm tingles scattered down my skin at the recollection.

“You threatened to file a harassment report against me,” I reminded, keeping my voice light—as long as it was all jokes and teasing, I knew how to handle this. Otherwise, I had no idea where it would lead between us or even where it could lead at all.

“I would not utter a word of complaint if you do it again,” he flashed me a cocky grin. “Promise.”

“But there is no need to do it now.”

“Oh, there is.” His voice dipped low as he spread his legs a bit wider. “A powerful need, in fact.”

The soft, rumbling note in his voice stroked something inside me. I swallowed hard, shifting in my seat. A warm sensation rushed through my body, pooling low in my belly. My smile slipped off my face. “Keeping it light” suddenly was no longer possible.

I found nothing to say in reply.

“You know how difficult it is, Emma, trying to seduce a woman when you have to climb forever just to reach her mouth for a kiss?” Humor still bounced in Agan’s vivid-green eyes, masking the burning intensity behind them. Like he had done it back on Tragul, Agan was using his words to hide his feelings.

In this position, it occurred to me, he didn’t need to climb at all. He’d only have to come closer to kiss me. I didn’t know if a kiss was at all possible since we were so different in size, but I wondered what would happen if he tried.

He intercepted my gaze. A corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile, baring the tip of his sharp canine in a devastatingly predatory way. Then, he swiftly rose to his feet, heading my way across the table.

Humor was gone from his eyes as he approached, their color darkened to pine-green under his hooded eyelids.

I jerked my head up, quickly leaning back in my chair and out of his reach.

“Agan... It’s not going to work.”

“Would you let me try?” he stopped right in front of me.

I nervously clasped my hands in my lap, overtaken by last-minute doubts.

“I don’t think it’s possible.”

“But would you want it if it were possible?” he wouldn’t give up.

“Maybe,” I said slowly.

“Not ‘maybe,’ Eleven.” He shook his head. “‘Maybe’ is not good enough for me. I can’t throw you over my shoulder right now and take you to bed where I would convince you to change your ‘maybe’ to a resounding ‘yes.’ I need your full agreement, now.”

“You want to kiss me?” I half-whispered. My genuine desire for his kiss warred with doubt and apprehension. I just didn’t know how it could be done.

“Yes or no, Emma,” he demanded, giving me nothing in between.

How was he not intimidated by the differences between us?

“It doesn’t scare you at all, Agan? How would you even kiss a ‘giant woman?’”

He propped his fists on his hips and widened his stance, as if accepting a challenge. His determination was admirable, and I envied his unshakable confidence.

“Emma, I can do more than kissing, trust me. Just say ‘yes,’ and I’ll make you scream for all the right reasons, for once.”

I bit my lip, taking him in—the entire six or seven inches of his height. It wasn’t much, but his confidence made up where he lacked in size.

It was so tempting to try. All I had to do was trust him.

“Okay, Agan.” Anticipation unfurled warm and tingly inside me. “Let’s try this.”

He grinned wide then pointed at the spot on the table in front of him, ordering me, “Get back here, my giant woman.”

I placed my hands on the table, one over the other, then put my chin on top of them. He was just a couple inches away from my face.

He gazed at me in silence for a moment, with a pensive expression.

“You have the most amazing eyes, Emma. They’re the exact same color as the sky. If I look straight into them like this, it almost feels like I’m flying.”

Heat pulsed through my veins. My heart raced and my breathing sped up. I shifted in my seat.

“Stay right where you are.” He reached out with his hand, stroking along my cheekbone. “Tell me if you don’t like something I’m about to do. Help me do it better. But, please, don’t stop me.”

“I won’t,” rang in my head, but I was afraid to make a sound. Words seemed unnecessary right now, even dangerous as they could potentially break this moment that felt so incredibly fragile.

This close, I sensed his tension behind the shield of confidence. Anticipation vibrated in the air between us. I wanted this to work so badly.

Sliding his gaze down from my eyes to my mouth, he sank to his knees in front of my face. I parted my lips, and he placed his forehead against the lower one, taking a minute.

My skin tingled at the contact. My breathing moved his hair. He slid his hands along my lip, caressing it. Leaning in, he then closed his mouth over it, without removing his hands.

I inhaled a shuddered breath, closing my eyes and losing myself to the sensation.

Agan was kissing me, using his lips, teeth and... hands. It was the most unusual kiss, the most tender one I’d ever had. And I wished it would never stop.

I wanted more.

No matter how much he gave me, though, it all would end when we’d inevitably part.

Agan had come out of nowhere when I wasn’t even looking for my “special someone.” We’d spent little time together, but he already meant something to me. How would I be able to say goodbye to him the next time? Because sooner or later, there would have to be another goodbye.

The thought was crushing. I gently pulled away from him, breaking the kiss.

He sat back on his haunches, looking up into my eyes. His hair was tousled now, his gaze heated.

“I need more, Emma,” he rasped. “A kiss would never be enough.”

“How much more, Agan?” I whispered. “A night? A week? There couldn’t be much more than that.”

Oh, how I wished we could have more. His kiss, as brief as it was, had made me weak in my knees and hot between my thighs. I still had no idea how anything more would be possible, with us being so different in size, but I wished we could try it all.

“How much would be enough, Agan? Because it’d have to end soon, and you know it.”

He drew in a breath.

“I don’t want it to end before it has even started, Emma. Give me what you can, and I’ll take it all.”

He wasn’t asking for a lifetime, just for a short fling while on my leave—a sort of holiday romance. Could I do that? Could I pick and choose what to give him and what to keep for myself? Give Agan the rest of my time in Voran, my bed, my body, even some of my affection? But keep my heart to myself?

I’d never done casual dating before.

“I’ll need some time to think about it,” I confessed with a long sigh. “Let me sleep on it.”

He tilted his head.

“Can I ‘sleep on it’ with you?”

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged with an easy smile.

“It’s too late to arrange for the same-day delivery to ship me back to the unit.”

“I’m not going to ship you anywhere!” I laughed out loud. “You can stay the night. Will you be comfortable sleeping on my couch?”

“Anywhere you put me. I don’t need much space as you know.”
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AS THE EVENING BEHIND the glass doors to my patio grew into the night, Helix served dinner to Agan and me.

Afterwards, the two of us watched the rest of the movie I’d started earlier in the day. With Agan’s commentary, it turned out to be a much more exciting experience.

After the movie, I put some bedding on the couch for Agan, then went to my bed behind the lattice screen with vines and flower garlands.

I had a hard time falling asleep that night. What kept me awake weren’t any coherent thoughts but an anxious feeling—worry and anticipation. As if something was about to happen, frightening and exciting at the same time.

I didn’t hear any footsteps, only the rustle of material as someone climbed on the bed.

“Agan?” I sat up quickly, drawing the cover over my chest. The gesture was instinctive, I slept in a long t-shirt that already covered most of my body.

Streaks of moonlight filtered in from the patio, crossing the room. Agan sauntered over the covers to me, wearing nothing but the thin, short wrap low on his hips that Ravils wore instead of underwear. With the silver highlights of the moonlight in his short fur over his strong, well-built body, he looked like a miniature statue of a fantasy god.

“It’s me, Eleven,” he announced casually, as if it was absolutely normal for him to take a nightly stroll across my bed. “You can’t sleep.” It wasn’t a question. “Me neither. Can I stay with you?”

“Well...”

“Promise not to try anything,” he added quickly, stopping by my elbow. “We’ll talk until you start feeling sleepy, then I’ll leave.”

“Okay.” I lay my head back on the pillow, feeling grateful for his company.

He remained standing by my arm.

“Would you mind if I got closer?” he asked.

“How much closer?” I turned my head to face him.

“Like this.” He climbed on my arm then up my ribcage and over to my sternum. “I spend so many nights alone,” he said making himself comfortable between my breasts. “I don’t want to stay on my own when I’m in your place, Emma.”

I thought about all the nights I’d spent alone, too. It had been so long since I’d had been physically close with anyone like this. Other than Agan, I couldn’t even remember when exactly it happened the last time. I inhaled deeply, making him rise on my chest.

He misunderstood my sigh. “Tell me if you want me to leave.”

I shook my head quickly.

“No. Stay, please.” I arranged the corner of my blanket over him, tucking it around his legs. “Do you often have trouble sleeping?”

He laughed softly. “No. Normally, I’m gone the moment my head hits the pillow, or whatever it is I may be using for a pillow on any given night.”

I suspected his sleeping habits had changed since the experiment. The first time I saw him after that, he looked sleep deprived.

“Have you been with a man, Eleven?” he asked unexpectedly.

“Me?” Was that what had been keeping him awake tonight? “Yes, I have.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched.

“Who was he? A human?”

“Yes. I’ve had boyfriends, Agan. A couple. Does it bother you?”

“No, not those you’ve had before. I want to know if there is a man either on your ship or back on Earth waiting for you, right now.”

I shook my head. “I would’ve never let you kiss me if there was one.”

His expression relaxed as he released a long breath.

“I guess I should’ve asked, earlier, instead of driving myself mad thinking you may be another man’s woman.”

“Why didn’t you ask?”

“Because I didn’t want your answer to stop me from coming over here tonight.”

“But what if I already had someone?”

He shrugged unapologetically.

“I figured if you did have a man and cared about him, you wouldn’t agree to have a date with me. And if you did agree, then whoever he was, he obviously wasn’t the right man for you.”

“Interesting logic.”

“So, I ordered some Valentine cupcakes, and had myself delivered into your lap. Literally.”

He leaned against my right breast, using it like a pillow or a beanbag. I gave him a look but let it happen—he seemed too comfy to make him move.

“How did you even come up with that idea?”

“It’s not like I had many options.” He shrugged. “I can’t get around the city the way others do. I can’t even order an aircraft to fly me here. The onboard computer wouldn’t recognize me as a passenger—not enough height or weight. Earth Girl’s Cupcakes is owned by a human woman, so I figured you would like their baked goods. I ordered a delivery to the Ravil Army base first then changed the destination to your address—which I got from the Liaison Committee. Then, I climbed in the box before the drone departed.”

“How about the flowers? The note and the ribbon? Who did that for you?”

“I asked Inzea, a girl from the unit.”

“Inzea? Is it the woman who answered my call?”

The image of the gorgeous green eyes of the elegant Ravil woman rose in my mind. Inzea. Even her name was so pretty.

“Inzea is a seven-year-old girl,” Agan said. “Definitely not yet a woman. We’ve become good friends in the past few days, though she treats me like a toy or a pet at times and tries to swaddle me in blankets and feed me by hand.” He cocked his head with a teasing glimmer dancing in his eyes. “Were you jealous, Eleven?”

“No,” I said quickly, averting my gaze. “Of course not. Why?”

There definitely was some kind of possessiveness in my feelings for Agan, whether I wanted it or not.

“Because I’d like that,” he said.

“You’d like me being jealous?”

“I’d like you thinking of me as yours,” he said slowly.

I realized how badly I wanted it, too. I wished to claim him as mine, even if for a little while.

“Why did you call the unit, Emma? You said a woman picked up your call.”

Right. I’d let that slip, hadn’t I?

“Were you searching for me?” he insisted.

“Well, yes...”

“Why?”

“Um... I just wanted to talk, to see how you were doing,” I mumbled, faltering under his inquisitive gaze.

“Did you miss me?” he pressed on, staring at me expectantly. “Admit it.”

“Well, we never said goodbye the last time I saw you, and I thought... To be completely honest, I liked how we clicked when we worked together. And I missed that.” I heaved a sigh. “Yes, Agan. I missed you.”

He met my words with a satisfied smile.

“Good.” He laid his head down, closing his eyes, as if hearing my answer finally allowed him to relax completely. “I missed you too, Eleven. So much, it even started to hurt. Right here.” He rubbed his chest.

“It hurt?” I gently stroked his arm with my finger.

“Not anymore.” He yawned, curling around one side of my breast. “Not when I’m with you.’

I tugged the cover higher over him, noting that the wound on his shoulder had healed well. A fine dusting of fur had already grown over the pale scar.

The colorful designs of his tattoos appeared etched into the skin of both shoulders and arms. The fur wasn’t growing over the ink, giving his body art a 3D effect, as if the designs had been carved into his muscles.

“What do your tattoos mean?” I asked quietly, wondering if he’d fallen asleep already.

“No meaning. I just liked the drawings...” His voice sounded drowsy. “Thought they looked cool.”

Art for vanity—it was so like Agan. And it didn’t bother me at all. There was some vanity in him, some cocky confidence that at times bordered on arrogance. It used to annoy me in him. But by now I’ve learned that Agan also had enough qualities worth admiring—loyalty, courage, honesty. I knew he felt scared and vulnerable sometimes, and I loved how well he dealt with it—with humor. He wasn’t afraid to laugh at himself.

Agan was not letting what had happened to him make him a worse person. In fact, I believed he’d been learning to be better.

“They are cool tattoos,” I said, but he didn’t reply, already snoring softly curled around my breast.

After a while, I got up and moved him to the other side of the bed. Rolling a blanket into the shape of a log, I put it as a divider between us, afraid I might accidentally roll over and hurt him in my sleep otherwise. Then I took one of my silk scarves and covered him, using it as a blanket.

“Good night, Agan,” I whispered.
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Chapter 12

Emma

“Please, for the love of all that’s holy, try to stand still,” I groaned, exasperated. “You keep twitching.”

It was the morning after our belated Valentine’s Day date, and I’d decided to deliver on my promise to make Agan some pants. He didn’t seem in a hurry to leave my place anytime soon, and I liked having him here way too much to ask him about it.

The measuring tape I tried to line up with Agan’s side slipped off his hip once again as he leaned over to watch what I was doing.

“See?” I fixed the tape once again then quickly wrote the number in my old notebook.

“I am still. It’s something else that’s twitching,” Agan mumbled.

He stood on the table as I measured him. The thin loin cloth, draped around his hips, did little to conceal his erection bobbing at half-mast.

“Um...” I bit on the tip of my thumb, trying to figure out how to measure around that thing. “I just need to do the inseam, and we’re done.”

“What’s inseam?” He squinted at me suspiciously.

“It’s the length of your leg. From the inside.”

“Inside?”

“Yes. From here...” I leaned closer, touching the inside of his ankle. “To... um, the top of your inner thigh.” I slid my finger up his bare leg. The moment I went past his knee, he took a step back, evading my touch.

“Maybe we should go to the mall to get the fabric first,” he suggested, somewhat gloomily. “Or maybe I should get a Voranian tailor do this after all.”

“Would you prefer someone else make pants for you?”

“Someone who doesn’t give me a hard-on when I but look at them?” he matched my tone.

I bit my lip.

“Is that what has been happening?”

“Oh, Eleven.” He stretched his neck, heading over to where his old pants lay on the table. “You have no idea. I’ve been hard pretty much since I met you.”

“Wait.” I stopped him from putting his pants on. “There is something we can do about it, can’t we?”

“Like what?” He glanced at me over his shoulder.

“Well, I promised I’ll sleep on the proposition you made to me last night.”

“You have slept.”

“I have.”

“And?” he asked expectantly. “Are you accepting it?”

I nodded with a smile.

“They say it’s better to have and lose than not to have at all,” I roughly paraphrased the famous saying by Alfred Lord Tennyson, “’tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.”

I wasn’t going to utter the word “love” in any context right now. I figured it’d be best if we left love completely out of it.

“Meaning, I’d rather have you for a little while than not have you at all, Agan.”

He gave me the most amazing grin of all. “You’ve decided.”

“I have.”

He looked so happy, as if I’d just accepted his marriage proposal, not simply agreed to spend a few short days together. Something big and wonderful stirred in my chest in response to his happiness, but I quickly forced it down—this was a brief holiday romance, nothing more.

“Come here, now.” I placed my chin on top of my hand on the table. “Let me help you with that little problem.”

“What do you mean?” His smile faltered.

“Let me show you exactly where the inseam is.” I wiggled my eyebrows.

Yet he stood there, hesitating.

“What’s wrong, Agan? You said you’d love to do more than kiss?”

“To you,” he replied passionately. “I wanted to do a lot of things to you. In fact, I meant to make it all about you.”

“Just me?” Pleasure at his admission warmed my heart, but his hesitation puzzled me. “Shouldn’t it be about both of us?”

He’d kissed me, when I didn’t think it would be possible. What I offered to him now seemed easy to me. I could touch him, taste him, lick him, and I wanted to do all of it.

“We can start with me doing something for you first, can’t we?” I asked. “Or is there a reason you don’t want my mouth on you?” Maybe he was scared I’d hurt him?

He sucked in a sharp breath, his erection jerking higher.

“Fuck, Eleven... There is nothing I want more.”

I licked my lips.

“Then come closer. Please?” I implored. “Come on, I want to see what you hide under that loin cloth.”

I’d never seen Agan looking this unsure before. He raked the fingers of one hand through his hair, the other fisted at his side.

“Believe it or not,” he huffed a brief laugh. “I don’t think I’m in the best shape to parade naked in front of a woman right now.”

“Even if the woman is me?” I asked softly.

“Especially, you. You, of all people, I’d really like to impress—in all areas.”

“You are the most impressive man I’ve ever met, Agan.” I put my elbows on the table, resting my head on my hands. “You commanded my attention from the very first moment I laid my eyes on you—not always for the right reasons, I have to admit. But the more I get to know you, the more things I find to like about you.” I tilted my head with the sweetest smile I could manage. “I’m sure I’ll like that part of you, too. Trust me, I already like what I can see from here.”

He heaved a sigh.

“And now you’re teasing again.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not about this. Never.” I shifted my elbows closer to him, leaning over the table. “These are unusual circumstances, Agan, but let’s not allow that to spoil the little time we have together.” I folded my hands in front of me and placed my chin on top of them, bringing my face down to his eye level. “I want you to enjoy your time with me. Please, let me touch you.”

“Do you really want to do this?” His hard expression eased a little.

“Badly.” I gave him a wide smile.

He stepped my way.

“Fine.” He took a wider stance. “But no teasing and no laughing.”

“Promise.”

With a hard, resolute expression, he ripped his loin cloth off. His erection sprang free.

I gasped, leaning back.

“Holy... Dammit, Agan! What the heck do you have to be shy about here?”

He glanced down at his impressive hard-on that now pointed nearly straight up at him.

“It’s not even the size of your smallest finger,” he scoffed.

“Oh, come on. If it were the size of my pinky, you wouldn’t be able to walk or even stand upright. Proportionally, it’s huge.”

He took another—longer—look at his crotch, as if trying to evaluate his organ from my point of view.

“Agan, I don’t think I would be able to do much with that thing had you not shrunk.” I tried to estimate how long and thick it must’ve been in his previous size and gave up—it would’ve been likely out of the range I could take, anyway. “It must’ve been gigantic before you shrank. Or do you think, maybe, it didn’t shrink as much as the rest of you?”

He gave me a suspicious look. “Well, now you are definitely teasing.”

“Sorry,” I released a soft giggle. “Just a little. May I touch you now?” I reached out with my finger.

He nodded silently, watching the tip of my finger connect with his body. I slowly stroked down his chest and along his wash-board abs.

The short, velvety fur that covered most of him turned even softer and finer on his lower belly. On his shaft, it felt as fine as pure silk. He sucked in a breath as I stroked along his length, all the way to the swollen tip.

“It feels...luxurious,” I breathed out, fascinated by the sensation.

Leaning closer, I reached out with my tongue. My nose bumped into his chest. With a strangled growl, he fell backwards on his ass.

“Oops!” I jerked back. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but I’m not getting up again.” He laughed, stretching flat on his back, with his arms folded under his head. “Do what you were going to do, my giant woman.”

“I’ll be more careful,” I promised.

Sticking my tongue out, I tentatively licked his hard-on.

He hissed, arching his back and lifting his hips into my caress. I withdrew a little, afraid to hurt him. The idea of causing him harm terrified me. As tough as Agan was, the physical size difference between us was enormous.

After licking the tips of my finger and my thumb, I carefully slid them along his hard length, then tenderly rolled it, making him groan.

“Is that how you like it?” I murmured, darting out my tongue to wet my lips.

He only moaned in reply, and I gently took his length in my mouth.

A roar vibrated deep inside his throat, resonating through his chest like a purr as I rolled his member between my lips. I placed my hand next to him, and he gripped my finger, pumping his hips up with growls while his climax rocked through him.

With a few last strokes of my tongue, I swallowed the salty drops of his release then let him slide out, causing another shudder to run through his body.

Leaning over him on my elbows, I watched as he opened his eyes, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

“So?” I asked, feeling a bit nervous inside. “How was it?”

A huge smile spread on his face.

“So...bizarre.” He blinked, shaking his head. “This is probably the most extraordinary experience I’ve ever had.”

“So, did you like getting a blow job from a giant woman?” I laughed.

“I loved getting it from you,” he corrected. “That’s what made it the most wonderful.” He kept smiling—happy and relaxed—his arms spread wide.

“Should I take that measurement now?” I tipped my chin at the discarded measuring tape nearby.

He followed my gesture with his eyes, then laughed. “Now I’m really happy I didn’t go to a tailor!”

“No.” I chuckled, too. “I doubt you would’ve gotten that type of service there.”

He rose on his elbows, bringing his face closer to mine. His smile gave way to a more serious expression.

“You’re the only one who gives me some sense of normalcy, Emma. When I’m with you, even the darkest of my worries fade away.”
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“DO YOU WANT ME TO UNTIE my hair? For you to hide under?” I asked Agan on the parking platform of the Central Mall.

We’d hired an aircraft to get here this afternoon, after I’d finally managed to take all his measurements.

He was sitting on my shoulder, still wearing his old combat pants. We came to the mall to buy some fabric for his new pants. I could have bought it without Agan, but he volunteered to come with me.

I knew he must be feeling apprehensive about the attention he was for sure to receive in a public place like this. I could put him in my purse—it was large enough to fit a cat. However, I had a feeling Agan wouldn’t like that. He wasn’t a cat, after all.

“Here.” I reached for my hair tie.

“No.” He stopped me by touching my hand. “I can’t hide forever. I don’t mind the staring. If you can deal with it, so can I.”

“As you wish.” I left my hair as it was, in a ponytail, and headed down the glass walkway that connected the landing platform to the main glass dome of the Central Mall. “Are you even allowed to go out at all?” I imagined the authorities might want to keep Agan’s existence a secret from the general public, if only to use him for more undercover missions in the future. “Would you get in trouble with either of the governments for this?”

“Neither of the governments can give me my old life back,” he replied bitterly. “If they try to stop me from having any life at all, they can go fuck themselves.”

I understood his desire to be able to do ordinary things freely, just like everyone else.

The mall was busy this afternoon. Voranians rushed by, shooting curious glances my way. Some spotted Agan on my shoulder, stopping in their tracks. I did my best to ignore them, moving along a wide hallway with shops on each side.

“Where should we go first?” I asked Agan while searching for one of the information drones that normally hovered close to the entrance. “I’d say we get the fabric for you. Then, I’d like to buy a couple of those cute dresses that are in fashion in Voran, if you don’t mind staying here a bit longer.”

“I love dresses on you.” Agan shifted closer to my neck, wrapping his tail around it. The now familiar tickle of the fluffy tip sent goosebumps of pleasure down my arms.

“Excuse me,” a Voranian woman stopped in front of me.

She tilted her head, staring at Agan. Strings of colorful beads dangled from her long, polished horns. I slid an appreciative glance over her pink dress with a flared, knee-high skirt and a silver ribbon for a belt.

With the natural birth rate of one female to ten males, women were a minority in Voran. Here, in the mall, however, there were almost as many women as there were men.

“May I ask where you got that?” She pointed at Agan with a neatly filed black claw painted with silver dots. “Is this an electronic or a mechanical toy?”

“Neither.” I blushed violently, extremely offended for Agan. “He is—”

“I’m an AI,” Agan interrupted me, in a cheerful tone. “An artificial intelligence. A new-generation drone, exported from the planet Earth.”

“Is it available for sale anywhere in Voran?” The woman gaped at him as she spoke to me.

“He is not for sale.” I wrapped my fingers around Agan’s leg, as if the woman were about to snatch him off my shoulder.

“Not yet,” Agan said, deliberately adding a mechanical note to his voice. “The export agreement is still in the stage of tariff negotiations.”

“Oh, what a shame!” the woman exclaimed with clear disappointment. “He is simply adorable. A miniature Ravil!” she gushed. “I hope they’ll make them in other species, too. I’d love to have a tiny human male. Your men look so cute and defenseless in the pictures I’ve seen of them, completely furless and without any horns or claws.”

As she finally walked away, I muttered under my breath, “We may not make it far if that’s the way it’s going to go.”

“Hey, we can have fun with this,” Agan mused as I continued down the main aisle of the mall, searching for a fabric store. “Next time, tell them I’m an exotic pet, bred to your specifications. Or that I’m your modified human boyfriend who underwent a series of invasive procedures to become a travel size for you to fit me in your carry-on luggage on the trip to Neron. The fur and the tail happened to be the side effects.”

I turned around the corner into a side aisle and made my way around a large gazebo draped with vines and flowers. Several Voranians lounged in wicker chairs inside it. The mall drones served tea to them. Small birds with colorful butterfly wings and long intricate tails fluttered among the flowers.

The scene seemed more suitable for a garden party than a shopping mall. But since Voranians brought their gardens indoors, most indoor spaces looked like that in Voran.

“Oh, I know,” Agan wouldn’t quit. “Tell them I’m a hologram or even better a figment of their imagination. Only in that case, you’ll need to run away quickly before they start poking at me to find out if that’s true.”

“You’re just a fountain of ideas, aren’t you?” I consulted the screen of an information drone for the directions to the closest fabric store. “A hologram would at least have a mute button, I hope.”

“A hologram would not get you off in bed,” he quipped. “Which I’m fully intending to do tonight, by the way.”

“Agan!” I darted my gaze between the Voranians around us, trying to gauge if anyone had heard him, which of course they couldn’t from this distance, but still... “No dirty talk in the mall.”

“Well.” Smile dissolved in his voice. “I have the perfect position for that here, right next to your ear.”

“Please, don’t make me blush in public—” I begged.

“Hey, I know her!” A deep voice boomed under the massive glass dome of the mall. A group of Ravil soldiers exited the nearest establishment—a tea house.

There were six of them. Huge and of course topless, they quickly crowded me from all sides.

“You’re with the Earth’s Armored Unit, aren’t you? Number eleven?” one of them said excitedly. “I saw you at the Army Base on Tragul, without your suit.”

Many Ravil soldiers had seen me the day Agan and I had our talk with Rick and General Trulgadi. No one had approached me then—we’d left promptly after the meeting.

“Hi. I’m Emma.” I offered the Ravil soldier my hand.

He stared at it blankly for a moment, then pressed two fingers to the left side of his chest, giving me the Ravil Army salute instead. “I’m Aeveas. You’re on leave, too?”

“She’s here with me,” Agan’s voice sounded from my shoulder, quiet but firm.

“What the...” With a soft curse under his breath, Aeveas recoiled from us, as did the two others who stood the closest to me.

“Agan?” One of them said, squinting at my shoulder. “Is that you?”

“Who else?” Agan replied with thick sarcasm in his voice. “As far as I know I’m the only one in my very special Unit of Short and Stealthy.”

A roar of laughter erupted between the six of them as they shuffled closer again.

“By the Abyss of Krokkan!” one howled, grabbing his sides from laughing so hard. “You’re even shorter than your cock used to be!”

That sounded mean, but I bit my lip, holding back a snappy reply. I wasn’t a part of this group, and I couldn’t know what was acceptable here. For now, I let Agan handle it.

“Are you saying you’ve measured Agan’s cock, Hahlut?” Another one teased.

“No, but it couldn’t have been any shorter than this!”

“Hey, his size got him into the girls’ quarters at the entertainment unit, I’ve heard.” One of them elbowed the male called Hahlut. “Some women must like their men pocket-size.”

“Right,” Agan said flatly. “Lucky me.”

“That must be true!” Hahlut snickered. “Look, Emma here is letting you ride her in public. I can only imagine what she lets you do in private.”

Agan suddenly leaped to his feet on my shoulder.

“Shut your fucking mouth!” he roared. “Take that back. Now!”

Hahlut raised his hands in a pacifying gesture.

“Ooooh. Don’t hurt me, Agan,” he whined dramatically, with a mocking smirk. “Pleeease. I’m so scared.”

I hung my canvas purse over my other shoulder to free my hands.

“Can I hurt him?” I asked Agan, leveling Hahlut a stare. “Please?”

I’d seen Ravil soldiers go roughhouse on each other enough times to know that it was culturally acceptable between them. However, I didn’t want to make a mistake that might lead to more teasing or ridicule for Agan.

He grabbed on to my ear for balance.

“Go for it, Eleven.”

I stepped on Hahlut’s boot with my tennis shoe, shifting my entire weight on that foot. Rising on my tiptoe to meet his eye, I grabbed him by the throat.

“That was disrespectful and uncalled for.” I dug my fingers deeper into his thick neck. “Apologize, or I will hurt you. In public.”

Several Voranians around us had slowed down, watching what was happening—a short human woman holding a Ravil warrior twice her size by the throat. It might look comical for an outsider, not that I cared about that. I was determined to cause this asshole some harm if he were to say one more mean word about me or Agan.

Hahlut’s eyes shifted from me to the bystanders then back again. His tail twitched between his legs.

“It was a joke,” he croaked.

“Not funny.” I gave him a shake, it was like trying to wobble a mountain. His expression was much less stable, however. “Apologize,” I demanded.

“Sorry. I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “Okay?”

He seemed more shocked and confused than truly scared of me, but it was the end result that mattered.

“That’s better.” I let go of him, stepping back and adjusting my clothes—a paisley-print blouse and jeans. “Apology accepted.”

The rest of them had quickly recovered from their initial shock and now guffawed hysterically, holding on to their sides again.

“Hey, I like her!” one squeezed through his laughter, with a wink at Agan.

“I like her more.” Agan gently tugged at the shell of my ear. “Lucky for all of you, she’s in a mellow mood today.”

“We’ll need to go now.” I gave them a quick wave with my hand. “It was nice seeing you all.”

“Where are you off to?” Aeveas asked.

“Shopping,” Agan gave him a brief reply.

“Join us for a drink later?”

“Or for a drop, in Agan’s case?” someone joked, and the entire group burst into a roaring laughter all over again.

“Some other time,” Agan said calmly as I quickly moved away, my hands itching to throw punches after all.

“What a bunch of assholes,” I muttered under my breath, more offended by their making fun of Agan than by whatever Hahlut had said about me. “I’m so tempted to hurt everyone who laughed.”

“You’re rather bloodthirsty in your vengeance, aren’t you?” Agan chuckled softly. “Calm down, Eleven. They aren’t evil, just dumb sometimes, especially when trying to be funny.”

“They should try less, because there is nothing funny about mocking a friend. You are their friend, aren’t you?”

He let go of my ear, sitting down on my shoulder again.

“You know what the sad part is, Emma? Had the tables been reversed, I might’ve been right there with them, poking fun at the tiny guy sitting on a girl’s shoulder.”

“Would you think you’re being funny, too?”

“Probably, yes. I can see how comical my situation could appear to someone from the outside.”

I gripped the rope handles of my canvas purse that I carried over my other shoulder. Protective feelings grew even stronger inside me.

“I see nothing funny about what happened to you, Agan.”

“That’s because you’re on the inside, here with me. Your size hasn’t changed, but you’ve been with me from the very beginning, and you understand.”

He fell silent for a moment as I pondered his words. Ever since the incident in the lab, I’d been feeling closer to Agan, taking his problems to heart as if they were my own. The professor’s experiment had not affected me physically, but I acutely felt the consequences of it on Agan.

“Anyway.” He shrugged off the gloomy mood. “It’s not easy to be tiny, but as long as you don’t mind me being ‘pocket-size’...”

“Agan.” I smiled, shaking my head. “You could never be truly ‘tiny’ even if you tried. Your size may be small, but everything else about you remains bigger than ever.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

“Your confidence, your loyalty, your optimism, your courage, your personality,” I glanced sideways at him. “How many men in your situation would have the guts to ask a woman out?”

“Well, it helped that the woman was you. I knew you liked me from the moment we met,” he said with that cocky self-assurance of his.

“Did I, really?” I laughed. “I hate to bruise your ego on that one, but I only really warmed up to you after you were shrunk.”

“So, it’s true what Hahlut said then, some women like tiny men?”

“Or maybe I’ve just developed a soft spot for you, personally.” I stroked his thigh with my finger, adding softly, “My tiny giant.”
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Chapter 13

Emma

“Take me to bed, Emma,” Agan demanded shortly after we’d had dinner at my place that night. “I want to make good on my promise to make you scream.”

Sitting at the table with him, I fidgeted with the edge of my blouse. Warm anticipation flickered through me at his words, but trepidation overpowered it.

“Um... How exactly are you planning to do that?”

“Come and I’ll show you,” he murmured seductively.

“You sound like you have a plan.” He always did, and I loved that about him.

“Emma, I’ve been dying to find out if I’m big enough to suck your nipple into my mouth. And I’m not waiting another minute.”

I exhaled a nervous laugh. “Oh God, Agan! The stuff you’re saying...” My nipples tingled, however, when I thought of having Agan’s lips anywhere near them. “I never know what will come out of your mouth.”

“It’s what comes in that’s more important right now, isn’t it?” he teased.

My face heated as I stared at his mouth. I couldn’t help but wonder how it would feel on me. He didn’t have a beard or whiskers, but his sideburns were long and seemed so soft. He’d left his hair untamed today. The thick wavy locks framed his face, curling above his ears and hanging over his forehead in a sexy, tousled way. How would it feel against my inner thighs if he...

“Made you think, didn’t I?” He gave me a knowing smile.

I blinked, caught with my filthy thoughts.

“Take me to bed, Emma.”
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“TAKE YOUR CLOTHES OFF,” Agan ordered, sitting on the night table by my white round bed.

“Um, all of them?” I stood at the foot of the bed, facing him.

“Yes. Either you take them off, or I’ll rip them off you.”

I didn’t think it was physically possible for him to rip my clothes off me, but the commanding tone he used made me believe he would find a way to do it. The mere idea of it sent a rush of anticipation down my body.

I released a breath and opened the top button of my blouse.

“A little faster.” He draped his arm over his bent knee, making himself comfortable while he watched. “But not too fast.”

“Like this?” I opened the second button then slid my hand down to the next, not taking my eyes off him.

“Just like that...” He nodded slowly. “Now show me my favorite place in the world, sweetheart.”

“Here?” I trailed my fingers over my cleavage. “Is that your favorite place, now? Though, you were kicking and screaming when I first put you in here?”

“I didn’t know how good I had it until I lost it.” He sounded genuinely remorseful. “Now show me more.”

I breathed faster, my chest heaving. Anticipation buzzed through me like an electric charge. Opening the rest of the buttons, I slid the two parts of my blouse aside, displaying my white lace bra underneath.

“Take that off, too. I want to see them free.”

I swallowed hard, sliding the blouse off my shoulders, then unclipped the closure of my bra on the back.

“Do Ravil women like being touched in the same way humans do?” I asked, trying to ease my nerves.

Tension charged the air between us as he hungrily roamed his gaze over my body.

“I’m about to find out.” He shifted on the night table, spreading his legs just a little wider and adjusting his new pants that I’d made for him earlier that evening.

“Off.” He gestured at the bra impatiently.

I slid the straps off my arms, letting the bra fall down to my feet.

“Beautiful.” He leaned back on his arms, taking in the view of the topless me. “Even better than I’ve dreamed.”

My nipples hardened under his stare, and my cheeks heated from his complements.

“Do you prefer a man to lick your nipples, to pinch them, or to bite them?” he asked in a deep, raspy voice.

My breath hitched a little. Who asked these things?

“Well...”

Each word of his sent a small charge down to my lower belly. At the word “bite” trepidation vibrated through my chest, making my breasts feel heavier.

“Emma?” he prompted, obviously expecting an answer.

“Anything...” I croaked.

Something.

A tingling sensation spread through my body, concentrating in the tips of my breasts and between my legs. All those places heated and throbbed, needing some physical contact, now.

My fingers twitched to do just that, to touch myself.

“Take your pants off,” Agan commanded.

I obeyed, eagerly sliding my jeans off then promptly shimmying out of my black-lace underwear.

“That’s where she listens to me,” he muttered under his breath, a satisfied smile playing on his lips. “Do I hold a higher rank than you in the bedroom?” he chuckled.

I gave him a shrug in reply. Following his orders in the bedroom thrilled me. I didn’t mind it a bit.

“Lay down.” He gestured at the bed. “Knees raised, legs spread. Do not touch yourself. Leave it all to me.”

I stretched on top of the covers doing as he said, completely naked.

Excitement vibrated through me. The apprehension was still there, too, but I trusted Agan. His unwavering confidence proved contagious. My desire for him made me hope that everything was possible.

“Now what?”

“Now, all you have to do is lay still.” He promptly took his boots off, then jumped onto the bed and climbed onto my arm. “For as long as you can, of course,” he added with a crooked grin.

I struggled to control my ragged breathing.

He walked along my collar bone, stroking the edge of my jaw with his hand. Leaning in, he placed a quick kiss on the corner of my mouth, then headed down my chest, along the valley between my breasts.

Reaching the end of my sternum, he turned around and took a long look at my breasts. My skin prickled with a new wave of awareness.

Admiration warmed his face. “They look as great as they feel.”

He sank to his knees then spread his arms to stroke both breasts.

My chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Anticipation tingled and teased with warmth between my legs.

Agan turned his attention to my right breast. Sliding both hands to the tip, he squeezed my nipple between his palms, kneading it firmly.

Thrill shot down my body with another charge of heat. I released a breath sharply, and it came out carrying a soft whimper at the end.

“You like that?” he murmured, flexing his hands a little harder. He shifted closer, placing his knees on each side of my breast, playing with the tip.

The sensation concentrated at that one point, getting more intense with each squeeze of his hands. Waves of desire spread through my body, building up between my legs. I drew my knees up higher, arching my back.

“Shall we try this?” Agan leaned closer, opening his mouth.

His lips fit perfectly around the tight bud of my nipple. Hot and slick, his tongue flicked along the very tip of it.

“Oh God, Agan...” I moaned, rolling my head on the pillow.

Heat flooded my lower stomach, throbbing with need between my thighs. With a shaking hand, I reached down, needing to do something about the achy pressure.

He lifted his head up abruptly, the nipple popping out of his mouth.

“No.” He fixed his stare on me. “I told you no touching yourself. Hands behind your head.”

Caught about to break his order, I obeyed wordlessly, sliding both hands under my head on the pillow.

He nodded, satisfied.

“Nooow,” he dragged the word out, his tone softening. “I can’t forget about this beauty here.” He turned his attention to my left breast, putting his mouth around its tip.

The scrape of his fangs couldn’t be helped—my nipple filled his entire mouth, pressing against his teeth. The slight prickling of his sharp canines, however, only added to the thrill spurring my desire.

“Please...” I moaned, stretching through my entire body as another swell of arousal rolled through me.

“Well, since you’re asking so nicely.” Letting go off my breast, he sat in the middle of my chest. “Can you sit up, please, my giant woman?” he said with a wink. “It’ll be faster this way.”

“Sit up?” I rose on my elbows, and he slid down my belly, using my body as a slide.

“This is fun!” He laughed. “In more ways than one.”

He jumped onto the sheets then turned to face me. Propping his hands on my thighs, he held them open.

Completely exposed like that, I fought the urge to close my legs, lest I crush him between them.

“Keep your hands above your head at all times,” he warned, sternly. “Or I’ll tie them to that planter over there.”

“Yes, Agan,” I breathed out. Excitement warred with mortification inside me. I tried hard not to think about the unobstructed view of the most intimate part of my body that he currently had.

“So lovely,” he murmured, raking his fingers through the trimmed hair between my legs then spreading me open wide for his viewing pleasure. I felt his fingers trailing gently along my folds then skimming around my opening.

His obvious admiration eased my self-consciousness, leaving nothing but the pleasure of his touch.

“What are you planning to do? Ah—” Air left my lungs in a rush as he placed his hands on the hot, throbbing bud between my folds.

“This,” he purred, rubbing his hands, gently at first then increasing the pressure. “That’s what I’m going to do until you scream.”

“Oh...” I rolled my head on the pillow. Heat swelled between my legs as pleasure rippled through my body in ever-increasing waves.

“Shh.” He reached down, cupping some of the slick moisture seeping from me, then kept rubbing, slightly alternating the strength and the pattern of his movements. “Don’t try to talk, my sweet. Just feel.”

Obeying him was so easy. I closed my eyes, surrendering my body to his hands.

“...And moan,” he added. “Moan, Emma. Let me know when I’m doing it right for you.”

Everything he was doing down there felt right. So, so right. The sensations grew, building up to an unbearable level.

“Squeeze your breasts for me,” Agan commanded in a raspy voice. “Stroke your nipples, Emma.”

Blindly, I gripped my breasts, rubbing the tips with my thumbs. My hips bucked with an intense, new charge of pleasure rocking through me.

“Good girl,” Agan muttered softly, pressing his hands harder and increasing his speed.

The pleasure spiked, cresting with climax. Ecstasy exploded through me, flooding my body with bliss. My hips jerked with each orgasmic wave rolling through me. Again and again.

“Shh. Down,” Agan cooed soothingly, moving his hands further away from the spot he’d made hypersensitive through his ministrations. He gently massaged around it instead until the last shudders of my climax finally subsided.

Then, he climbed back up my body again as I still panted from the array of amazing sensations he’d made me feel.

“Was it good?” Crouching on my shoulder, he moved a stray lock of my hair away from my face, the scarf I used to hold it back long lost behind the pillow somewhere.

“It was...” I rolled my head his way. “It was unexpectedly amazing, Agan.”

“Unexpectedly?” He cocked his head, genuine interest shining through humor in his eyes. “What did you expect?”

Regardless of his or mine prior experiences, what had just happened was something that neither of us had ever done before.

“No idea, honestly. All of this is so new.” I smiled lazily.

The post-orgasmic bliss was taking over my body, making my arms and legs feel warm and heavy. I kept smiling, relaxed and comfortable. It might be the weirdest night of my life, but it also might be the happiest one, I realized.

“Exactly how long are you staying in Voran, Eleven?” he asked suddenly, yanking me out of my blissful state by forcing me think about the reality.

“Ten more days.” The two weeks of my initial leave were almost up. However, since the operation in the professor’s house took place during that time, Rick had given me an extra week. Initially, I’d planned to refuse it. My new suit was almost ready, and I knew I was needed back on Tragul. “How about you?”

“I don’t know. For now, they want me to go through medical evaluations. For monitoring.”

“When are the evaluations?”

I felt his shrug as he shifted from my shoulder to the crook of my arm. “Daily.”

“Today too, then?”

“I skipped today. It was much more fun getting the pants made.” A smile filtered into his voice.

I could see how he’d prefer my measuring him to being examined in the lab.

“Will you have to go back to the entertainment unit any time soon?” I asked.

“I don’t want to go back. Being teased doesn’t offend me, but it is growing old and wearing me down. I want to stay with you. At least for as long as you’re still on this planet. Can I, please?”

Right now, I believed Agan needed me even more than Tragul did.

“Sure, Agan. You can stay for as long as I’m here.” I tried not to think about what would come after, when I’d have to leave.

He snuggled deeper into the crook of my elbow, gliding his hand over the fine, blonde hairs on my forearm.

“You do have fur, Eleven,” he said. “In quite a few places.”

His delighted smile made me laugh. “And that makes you happy?”

“I’d have you any way I can, fur or not.” He placed a soft kiss on my “furry” arm. “Good night, Eleven. Sleep well.”
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Chapter 14

Emma

“Lieutenant Drankai?” The AI screen attached to a hovering gurney inquired as soon as Agan and I walked into the reception area of the Voranian Army Headquarters. Well, I walked in, Agan was riding on my shoulder.

The examinations that Agan was supposed to go through on a daily basis were conducted in the military lab here.

“Yes. I’m Lieutenant Drankai.” Agan gave the screen a mock salute. “Arriving to be poked, prodded, and probed.”

“You failed to appear yesterday, Lieutenant.” A tall Ravil male entered the reception area. Wearing the combat pants and the chest plate, he undoubtedly belonged to the Ravil Army. “From now on, we’ll be housing you in this building, to ensure your attendance in the future.”

“Fuck no!” Agan leaped up, standing on my shoulder. “I’m not staying. I’m not trading one lab for another. And who are you, anyway?”

“I’m General Hicrai, the new leader of the Ravil Army. Calm down, Lieutenant, and show some respect.”

With the disgraced General Trulgadi currently getting ready to face a tribunal, it had been a matter of time until someone else took his place. Staring at the new leader’s severe expression, I feared the change was hardly for the better.

He hadn’t acknowledged my presence.

Agan gave his new leader a quick salute then plopped back down onto my shoulder.

“I’m not staying here,” he muttered, stubbornly.

“As your superior, I will order you to remain at the lab.”

“General...” I saluted then rested my hand at my shoulder. Agan quickly got hold of one of my fingers. “Sir, please don’t detain Lieutenant Drankai. His quality of life here—”

“And who are you?” He measured me with his stare, from my black pumps all the way up to my blonde bun. Since the evaluations took place at the Army Headquarters, I’d worn my dress uniform for this visit.

“I’m Lieutenant Nowak, of the Special Armored Unit from Earth. I was present at the lab on Tragul when the experiment that shrank Lieutenant Drankai took place.”

“Ah, you’re the female,” he said.

I forced down the irritation that rose inside me at his dismissive tone.

“Please, General,” I said, keeping my voice as calm as possible. “Lieutenant Drankai experienced some...um, transportation difficulties yesterday. That’s why he missed the evaluation. Due to his greatly reduced size, he can’t order an aircraft on his own. I will assist him with that from now on. I promise to bring him here daily, on time. He won’t miss it again.”

The lingering resentment in the Ravil general’s yellow-green eyes didn’t give me much hope.

General Craxus of the Voranian Army entered at that moment, followed by another Voranian male in a white lab coveralls.

“General Craxus,” I rushed to him. “Lieutenant Drankai wishes to reside outside of this building.”

“Is that true, Lieutenant?” the Voranian moved his dark-orange gaze to my shoulder.

“Yes.” Agan stood up again.

“He failed to appear yesterday.” General Hicrai stepped in front of me, visibly irritated that I went around him.

With both army officials being of the same rank and having equally large egos, the situation was tricky. In the Ravil Army, the rank of general was higher than in the Voranian. General Hicrai had more authority, being the head of the entire Ravil Army. However, since we were in Voran, General Craxus held more power over things locally.

In any case, there were definitely too many generals in the room for my liking.

“It was my fault the lieutenant failed to appear at his evaluation yesterday,” I was hardly lying—Agan had spent the day with me. “It won’t happen again.”

“Emma,” Agan scolded me softly, tugging at my ear. “General, in no way is Lieutenant Nowak to blame for my actions. I have little trust in further lab procedures and no desire to be the subject of further evaluations, especially since there is no guarantee for any of it to help me return to my previous size.”

General Hicrai faced him. “We believe that the medical evaluations are in the interests of the Ravil Army. As a Ravil warrior it is your duty to submit to them.”

“With all due respect, General,” I objected. “Since the evaluations are performed by the Voranian government—”

“I strongly suggest you remain out of it,” General Hicrai cut me off. “None of it falls under the jurisdiction of Earth. In fact, there is no reason for you to be here at all.”

“Lieutenant Nowak brought me here, General,” Agan said louder. “She is the one who will get me out of here when all this stuff is over.”

I didn’t know what exactly constituted insubordination in Ravil Army, but I was certain that if Agan hadn’t crossed that line yet, he most definitely was treading dangerously close to it. If his behavior resulted in disciplinary actions against him, we risked being separated one way or the other.

“I beg your pardon, everyone, but we need to start,” the Voranian in white coveralls interjected.

Both generals stared at him then back at Agan and me.

“Before anything starts, I need to know I’ll be allowed to leave as soon as he is done with me.” Agan gestured at the man in the coveralls.

“You’re not the one making decisions here,” General Hicrai snapped in reply.

I quietly touched Agan’s foot on my shoulder.

“Well.” He folded his arms across his chest. “If you ever plan to use me for any mission again—”

General Craxus stopped him with a gesture then exchanged a look with the Ravil general.

“Give me your promise you’ll be here the same time tomorrow,” General Craxus demanded.

“If you let me leave today, I’ll come back tomorrow,” Agan conceded, with not much enthusiasm.

“We’re ready for you, Lieutenant.” The one who looked like a lab technician quickly moved in, eager to get going.

General Hicrai glowered at both Voranians but didn’t contradict them. Instead, he hissed at Agan, “From now on, make sure you’re on time, Lieutenant Drankai. Every. Single. Day.”

I stepped around him on my way to the gurney hovering nearby.

“Have a seat, please,” The Voranian in the coveralls invited Agan.

I flattened my hand, allowing Agan to step on it, then lowered him to the gurney where he walked off my hand onto the white padded surface.

With a soft humming noise, the gurney came into motion, gliding toward the wide-open double doors. I moved to follow, but General Craxus stopped me by placing his hand on my shoulder.

“I would ask you to remain here,” he said.

“Why?” I anxiously glanced over his shoulder, keeping my eye on Agan.

“For a number of reasons. The main one being that your presence in the lab is completely unnecessary.”

He was right, of course. I wasn’t a scientist or a medical professional. Neither was I a relative of Agan to insist on my accompanying him.

“Agan!” I called as the gurney was about to disappear through the doors. “I’ll wait right here for you. Okay?”

“I’ll be fine, Eleven.” He lifted a hand, giving me a wave.

My heart beat wildly in my chest as I watched him go out of sight. It wasn’t the first time we had parted, but I hated the feeling of seeing him go more than ever.

I grabbed the white-coveralls Voranian by his sleeve before he had a chance to leave through the doors, too. “How long is it going to take?”

“Um, about an hour?” He blinked at me then glanced down at my fingers clutching the material of his sleeve. “Maybe two.”

“What’s your name?”

“Mine?” He frowned. “Why?”

“Just in case.” In case I needed to track him down to demand answers if General Hicrai succeeded in his desire to detain Agan or if anything else went wrong.

“My name is Professor Kidreks.” He straightened his back and freed his sleeve from my grip. “I’m the lead of the team assigned to examine the research conducted by Professor Voltuds, including the experiment he performed on the lieutenant. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” With a brief nod, Professor Kidreks followed the gurney that had taken Agan away.

General Craxus left, too.

“Madam Nowak—” General Hicrai approached me as soon as the doors behind them had closed.

“Lieutenant Nowak,” I corrected mechanically, my gaze glued to the white doors that now separated Agan and me.

“Whatever,” the general huffed, hulking over me. “I don’t know what kind of a relationship you have with Lieutenant Drankai or why he would enter into any kind of agreement with you. However, I would like to remind you that you have absolutely no authority over one of our warriors. There are no agreements between Tragul and Earth—marriage or otherwise. The peacekeeping contract that you’re working under comes from the military agreement signed between Earth and Neron. You have no rights on Tragul and can lay no claim to any Ravil people.”

The general was putting me in my place. Sadly, he was right on all the points.

I squared my shoulders, meeting his stare straight on, even as I had to tilt my head all the way back for that. Like all Ravils, he was so much taller than me.

“I’m not laying any claims to Agan, General,” I said in a firm voice. “He is and always has been his own person. But I promise you,” I lifted my finger to emphasize my point, “if any harm comes to him because of your poor decisions or negligence, I won’t need to fall back on any agreements. I’ll personally hold you responsible.” I stabbed my finger through the air toward his chest plate. “And there’ll be hell to pay.”
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“ARE YOU OKAY?” I ASKED Agan when we were finally on our own again.

A hired aircraft was taking us back to the building of the Liaison Committee and my apartment.

He gave me a non-committal shrug in reply.

Obviously, he wasn’t in the mood to talk. Normally, I’d back off and let the man be silent for a while if that was what he wanted. Considering that Agan had just gone through a medical evaluation after the freak experiment performed on him, I couldn’t remain silent. I had to know what was bothering him and whether I could help him in any way.

“How was it?” I asked.

He winced.

“Fine. Boring. Invasive. Nothing pleasant to rehash, really.” He leaned against the back of the seat, stretching his legs in front of him.

“Do they think there may be—” I continued carefully.

“A ‘cure’ or something like it?” he didn’t let me finish. “No.”

We sat in silence for a few moments.

“The only complete data they have to work with comes from the previous experiments of Voltuds,” he finally spoke again.

“The ones he performed on yirzi?”

“Yes. The Ravils have located the lab and captured some of the yirzi.”

His gloomy expression bothered me.

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it? I gave the little square thingy I took from the lab to Rick. Now, they have the access to all of that equipment. Did they figure out how to use it?”

“Well, they’ve shrunk a bunch of local animals.”

“Shrunk? But did they make any of them big again?”

“No.” He turned away, watching the tall, glass-topped buildings of Voran float by outside of the transparent body of our small aircraft.

Compassion squeezed my heart. I could only imagine how disheartening it must feel for Agan to keep losing hope over and over again. Even for a naturally optimistic person like him, it must be crushing.

“Did they find any records of Voltuds?” I asked.

He wouldn’t look at me, and I wondered if he’d reply at all.

“Some, but nothing mentioning me,” he finally said. “The asshole either destroyed them or he kept massive amounts of data in his head. They questioned the yirzi guards, however.”

“And?”

“The yirzi that Voltuds had shrunk reportedly returned to their regular size within seconds after the experiment.”

That would be great news. Except that Agan didn’t seem happy about that.

“That’s great. If the effects of the rays are temporary, they may eventually wear off for you, too. Right?”

His chest rose with a long breath.

“All the subjects died within seconds of returning to their previous size.”

“Everyone?” My breath caught in my throat, forming a painful lump. “They...died.”

“All of them, Emma. Without exception. They say it has something to do with various body systems not being able to handle a sudden increase in size. They fail within seconds, resulting in the death of the subject.”

I squeezed my hands into fists, fighting the fear that was turning my insides to ice with every word he spoke.

“They were yirzi, Agan.” I held on to whatever hope I could muster, real or imaginable. “Obviously, the rays have a different effect on Ravils.”

“True.” He huffed a sad laugh. “No one says I’ll ever return to my size at all.”

And if he did, he might die seconds after.

Dread trickled cold down my spine.

“Either way,” he finally turned to face me again, “my prospects are grim.”

His features were set in a hard, resolute expression, but I glimpsed a reflection of my own despair deep inside his eyes.

“Agan...” I reached for him, but he got up on the seat and walked my way.

Climbing into my lap, he stretched on his back along my thigh. Folding his arms under his head, he met my eyes.

“The good thing is that I have you, Eleven. For now, anyway.”
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Chapter 15

Emma

The drawback of having an entire wall made of glass in a small apartment like mine was that on a bright sunny morning there was no escape from sunlight. No matter how many leaves and vines there were on the patio behind the glass, the morning light flooded the entire space inside.

A relentless sunray had made its way between all the leaves, branches, and flowers and sat right on my face the morning two days after the first evaluation I’d taken Agan to. I yawned and stretched, wondering if I should get up and move the long pot with the vine-covered lattice that worked as a screen between my bed from the living area or if I should order Helix to do it for me, instead.

Then, it occurred to me that with the sun that bright already, it was probably time to get up anyway. Agan needed to go back to the Army Headquarters for his next evaluation.

With another stretch, I rolled out of bed...then froze, staring at the spot where I had laid Agan last night after he’d fallen asleep on my chest as he did every night now.

An arm was draped over the blanket roll I’d used to protect him from being accidentally crushed by me in my sleep. The arm had Agan’s tattoos and muscle definition, except that it was now longer than his entire body had been yesterday.

He’d grown!

My heart leaped with excitement then froze in fear. His words about the yirzi dying upon returning to their original size filled me with horror.

This wasn’t his original size—far from it—but he had grown.

Afraid to breathe, I padded around the bed to his side.

“Agan...” I called in a small voice, fisting tight my ice-cold hands to stop them from shaking. “Honey...”

I sank to my knees, torn between the urge to shake him awake and the terror that he might not wake up at all.

Completely naked, he lay on his stomach, one arm hugging the blanket roll, a leg bent, and his long tail draped over his thigh. At about a foot and a half now, he was still a much smaller version of his former self.

No matter his size, however, Agan had never looked delicate or childish. His proportions always remained those of a grown man, strong and masculine. Lying in my bed, he reminded me of a work of art, each muscular limb sculpted to perfection. His wavy, sandy-blond hair framed his head like a golden halo, shimmering in the sunlight.

I desperately hoped he was simply sleeping.

“Agan, sweetie...” I stroked his shoulder, fighting the lump forming in my throat. “Please...”

He sucked in a long breath, rolling to his back.

He was alive!

Relief coursed through me in a rush. It felt like life had fully returned to me, too.

“Thank goodness!” I exhaled. Climbing onto the bed, next to him, I kissed his face then his chest.

“Well... Good morning.” He smiled, squinting in the light while being showered with my kisses. “What a great way to wake up.”

“How are you feeling?” I rose on my arms over him.

“Excellent!” He stretched through his entire body then wound his tail around my wrist, anchoring me to him. “Not sure what you were doing, but please carry on.”

“Are you absolutely positive you’re feeling okay?” I searched his face for any signs of illness or weakness.

His smile grew wider. “Better than okay, Eleven.” He arched his back, his morning erection bobbing in the air. “Are you planning to—” he stopped abruptly.

Rising on his elbows, he stared at me intently. “Emma? Are you okay? You look...smaller.”

Shoving his hands into the mattress, he moved to get up.

“Not so fast!” I lifted both hands in warning. “Please, be careful. Get up slowly. Let your body adjust a little.”

I had no idea what to do here or even how to feel about his increased size, to be hopeful or scared. Right now, I was both.

“What happened?” He lifted his hand, staring at it, then placed it on my arm next to him. “I... Did I grow?” He looked up at me, his eyebrows drawing together. “Am I about to return to my old size, Emma?”

I covered my mouth with my hand, just gazing at him for a second or two.

“I’m not sure if you’re still growing right now, but you most definitely got bigger overnight, Agan. Look.” I stretched my hand next to his arm. “This was how tall you were yesterday, the length of my hand. And now, your arm is longer than that. You’ve gotten bigger, honey.”

“Let me see.” Holding on to my finger, he rose to his feet.

“Carefully,” I pleaded in my head.

Hope and fear kept warring in my chest. Seeing him standing tall—strong and healthy—helped hope prevail, at least for the time being.

“We need to call Professor Kidreks, make him meet us at the lab right away.” I swung my legs off the mattress, ready to get up, but Agan squeezed my finger tighter, holding me back.

“Emma. Wait.”

“We can’t wait, Agan. Considering what happened to the yirzi... If your body needs help to adjust to the size increase—”

“Then Professor Kidreks won’t be able to do much, anyway,” he finished for me. “Emma, all they’ve been doing in that lab is just monitoring, measuring, and testing. No one knows shit about what’s going on with me or how to change anything. Even fucking Voltuds didn’t know how to reverse the results of his own experiments. He was concerned with making things smaller. He’d done no research on how to make his subjects bigger again.”

“We need to do something, Agan,” I mumbled, scared for him and feeling helpless, just like all those scientists must be feeling about giving Agan his life back. I glanced at Helix’s screen over the bed. “Your next daily check-up is not for another two hours or so. We need to call the professor to make him meet us earlier.”

He shook his head resolutely.

“I’m not in a rush to see him and his team.

“But what if you get worse? What if you...”

Die.

I couldn’t bring myself to say the word out loud. My throat closed in, cutting off my air supply for a second or two.

“If I die,” he said it for me, “then I much prefer spending my last minutes here with you then on the professor’s gurney.”

I released a shaky breath. A part of me wished to grab Agan and rush him to the lab, to do something—anything. Another part of me understood that he was a grown man, capable of making his own decisions and of being in charge of his body. He was also most likely right about the professor not being able to make any difference for him.

“Helix,” Agan asked the AI. “How long is it until we have to leave here for my evaluation?”

“One hour and twenty-six minutes, Lieutenant Drankai,” came from Helix’s screen.

“Enough time, then.”

“For what?” I asked.

He walked along the mattress to me. “I promised to make you a Ravil dish one day. I finally got hold of an ozeah shell yesterday. I was planning to make it for dinner, but...” His voice trailed off.

Oh God, he knew. He knew there might be a possibility he wouldn’t make it until the dinnertime, now.

My heart sank and my hands trembled.

Cupping my jawline, he nuzzled the side of my nose. “Cheer up, my giant woman. It’s going to be a good morning. I promise.”

Even if it was to be his last.

The morbid thought shot through my brain like a bullet, jolting me to sit up straighter.

“Let us enjoy this breakfast.” Agan searched my eyes, imploringly.

He stood in front of me, strong and healthy. Smiling. Taller than he was yesterday. This could be a good thing—it had to be.

He had obviously made his decision, and I was not going to spoil it for him.

I made an effort to pull myself together and forced a smile in return.

“I can’t wait to eat that shell, Agan.”

He laughed, his features relaxing with relief.

“You don’t eat the actual shell, Eleven! Just the mollusk inside it.” He kissed me on the mouth quickly then jumped off the bed. “Helix, I’ll need your help in the kitchen.”

Yes, he was now large enough to jump off the bed instead of climbing all the way down from it.

It had to be a good thing.
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GREEN VINES WITH PINK and yellow flowers on my small patio looked like splashes of color against the crisp winter morning sky outside the glass.

“I can’t wait to hear what you think about the ozeah shell.” Agan placed his elbows on the table, gazing at me expectantly.

Due to his increased size, he no longer needed to sit on the table. Instead, I’d placed my suitcase on one of the chairs, and he sat on it, high enough to eat with me.

While he and Helix had been busy in the kitchen for the past hour, I’d hastily put together a new pair of pants for him from the remaining black fabric we’d bought at the mall. The pants I’d made earlier were way too small for him, now. His old leather pants hadn’t grown with him, either.

Helix’s drone placed a long covered tray in the middle of the table.

“Watch this,” Agan urged me, excitedly. He even bounced on his chair a little, like a child about to open a birthday present. The thought made me smile.

The drone lifted the cover off the tray, revealing a large, curved shell in the middle. Steam rose from the dish. Suddenly, iridescent swirls of bright colors twirled along the spiral of the shell’s surface.

“Wow...” I breathed out in awe. “How is it doing that?”

“When you first get the shell out of the ocean, it’s pale yellow,” Agan explained. “Once cooked, the heat changes its color to deep purple. As it cools out of the oven, it goes through all the spectrum of the rainbow. It’s going to do this for hours, now, until its temperature reaches that of the room. It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

I couldn’t take my eyes off the mesmerizing colors as they curled, changed, and danced along the textured surface of the shell.

“Agan. It’s simply spectacular! I’ve never seen anything like that before. Thank you.”

He leaned back, with a happy smile curving his lips.

“I wanted you to see this. I knew you’ll like it.”

“How do you eat it?”

“Like this.”

He grabbed two utensils off the table. With their curved ends, he hooked the cooked flesh of the mollusk inside the shell then pulled. It came out in one piece, like a long, slightly curved yellow sausage, tapered on one end.

Helix’s drone had already placed one small, elongated tray in front of each of us. One end of the tray held a small dish with creamy sauce.

“Slice a piece off,” Agan commented, cutting the mollusk into neat round slices. “Then dip it in the sauce and eat.” He dunked one slice into my sauce dish then placed it on my tray. “Try it. It tastes pretty good. Though, nothing can compare with the way it looks, of course.”

I hooked the piece on my utensil and took a bite. Its texture was tender and buttery, like a scallop. The taste, I assumed mostly came from the sauce, fragrant with a hint of spice.

“It’s very nice.” I gave him a nod of approval.

Only then did Agan start eating.

“It took you a while to find it on Neron?” I admired the ever-changing colors of the shell. “They aren’t popular here?”

“Not widely. The cooking process of ozeah shells is tricky. If not done right, the shell just turns dark, and it’s the color show that really makes the dish—that and the sauce. The actual taste of the mollusk is very mild by itself.”

“How did you get the cooking process right? Did you have some practice, back on Tragul?”

“My family comes from a small village on the ocean shore. When I was little, ozeahs were almost the only thing we ate.”

He’d hardly ever spoken of his childhood or his family before.

“Would you tell me more about the life in your village, please?”

He glanced up at me then lowered his eyes, his ridiculously long eyelashes cast shadows on the velvety fur of his cheeks.

“I don’t remember much,” he admitted. “I remember going fishing with my dad. We dove for the ozeah shells. They aren’t easy to spot in the orange water of the ocean.”

“But the ocean is green on Tragul.”

“On the surface it is because of the microscopic plant life and the way the sunlight reflects off it. But the actual water is orange, just like in the rivers. The yellow of the ozeah shells blends with it. But the deeper you dive, the darker it gets—the pale shells start to stand out against the dark water. That’s how my father would get them, by diving as deep as he could. I was too young to dive that deep, so I stayed close to the surface, chasing the schools of water flies while waiting for Father to come back up. Mother cooked the ozeahs in a huge rock oven in front of our house. No matter how many times I saw her taking the lid of the dish off, it always took my breath away to see the colors move and change.”

The color show was mesmerizing, almost magical, I had to agree.

He put another piece of ozeah in his mouth.

“The taste is never quite the same as when Mother used to make it, no matter how hard I try to recreate it.” He heaved a sigh. “Maybe because I need to be five years old again for it to taste exactly the way it did back then.”

Memories remained anchored in the time when they had first happened, I believed. It was never possible to recreate them completely.

“You miss your family.” It wasn’t a question, I knew he did, but I wanted him to keep talking. He’d once said that I understood him, I hoped he knew he could trust me with his most treasured memories, too.

“I do. It doesn’t hurt as much as it used to anymore, but I still miss them. Every day.” He glanced up at me. Light broke through the dark shadows in his gaze. “Mother would’ve loved you. I think you would’ve liked her, too. She was a great seamstress. She did a lot of things amazingly well—knitting, beading, felting, embroidery, you name it. Father would’ve been very confused by you, though,” he chuckled. “Kind of like I was—still am, to be honest.”

“Do I confuse you, Agan?” I smiled.

“I don’t think you’ll ever stop surprising me, Eleven. I just feel better prepared to handle all the new discoveries about you, now.”

“There is not that much to me. Really.” I laughed, shaking my head.

“There is a lot to you, Emma. So much, I’m not sure a lifetime would be enough for me to learn everything about you.”

I watched the tendrils of color curl and tangle on the surface of the alien shell. A lifetime spent with Agan, getting to know each other, felt like a distant dream—the one I didn’t even know I had, but now didn’t want to give up. My heart squeezed with longing.

“Tell me about your family, Emma,” he asked. “Do you have siblings?”

I blinked, yanked from the dream by his question.

“No. No siblings,” I muttered. “I’m the only child.”

“Like me, then.” He nodded. “How about your parents? Are they alive and well?”

“Yes. They’re both back on Earth. They’ve been amazingly supportive of my career, but I know they’d prefer me being closer to home.”

“Would they leave Earth to be closer to you here?”

That was a largely rhetorical question on his part, of course—my own time in this part of the Galaxy was limited.

“Our contract with the Voranians ends in a few weeks. Even if it gets extended, I’m here only temporarily.” I’d been looking forward to eventually going home. This time, the thought of it filled me with unexpected sadness. Leaving Tragul meant saying goodbye to Agan for good. “In theory, yes,” I cleared my throat. “I believe my parents are adventurous enough to consider moving planets. They’re both retired, now. Mom used to be a seamstress. Dad is ex-military. He was the reason I went to the academy. I wanted to be just like him, and I wouldn’t let my size or my gender hold me back.” I met his gaze. “No matter what anyone did or said about it.”

“I feel sorry for anyone who’d ever tried to stop you from doing the job you love, including myself,” he laughed.

“Well, you’ve turned around. Kind of.”

He rubbed his forehead.

“To be honest, I’m still in shock. Every time I see you in action, I’m surprised all over again. But I can’t deny your abilities. If that’s what you want to do, then the army is where you belong.”

“So, warfare could be a woman’s job after all?” I asked, tilting my head.

“I can’t speak for all women, but it certainly is your job, and you’re magnificent at it. I can’t take my eyes off you in a fight,” he said with clear admiration on his face.

“You like watching me kick ass?” I wiggled my eyebrows, smiling.

“Actually, when I see you fighting a male twice your size, I’m torn between an utter terror and awe. At the same time...the sight of you in action turns me on,” he added, with a soft groan.

I nearly choked on the next piece of ozeah with a chuckle.

“What about it do you find so sexy? Is it the way I kick my legs or the way I use my blades?”

He leaned forward, folding his arms on the table. His eyes—of the same vivid color as the vines around us—stopped on me. The smile was completely gone from them, now.

“It’s the way you are, Emma. Every single thing about you is remarkable.”

I’d never would’ve guessed it when I first met him, but Agan turned out to be a perfect date. Not only was he great in bed but he was also capable of leading an intimate, meaningful conversation. No wonder that our Valentine’s date had stretched for days now, and I had no desire to end it.

The time spent with him was easy and comfortable. It felt natural, as if we’d been together forever.

As if we belonged together.


[image: ]




Chapter 16

Emma

“How much longer?” I asked the Army Headquarters AI. Its screen was mounted on a stand that reminded me of a stick vacuum cleaner on wheels.

“The evaluation is still in progress.” Its impassive voice scraped against my last nerve.

I’d been pacing the reception area for what felt like hours. This morning, Agan’s medical evaluation had been taking much longer than ever before. I suspected it had something to do with his sudden increase in size overnight.

What if there were complications after all?

The lack of updates tortured me.

“I need to know why it’s been taking so long,” I demanded from the AI. “Is there a problem?”

“I’m not authorized to provide you with updates.”

“Then who is?” I raised my voice at the device. “Someone should be able to tell me what’s going on.”

The sad truth was that no one was actually obligated to provide me with any information in regard to Agan. General Hicrai was absolutely right when he’d said I had no claim to Agan.

“It’s lunch time, Lieutenant Novak,” the AI suggested in a friendly but totally unhelpful tone of voice. “Why don’t you go to the upper floor and enjoy a meal in the court garden?”

I gazed at the screen with a fake smile and said, matching its tone, “Why don’t you stop telling me what to do and tell me what the hell is happening in that lab, instead?”

“The lab is currently being cleaned and sanitized,” the AI suddenly replied.

“What do you mean? Is it currently empty, then?” I realized that as the AI wasn’t authorized to update me on Agan’s status, it had not been explicitly prohibited to share the status of the area with me. “There is no one there anymore?”

“No. The examination room is empty.”

“How long has it been empty?” I narrowed my eyes at the screen.

“For twenty-two minutes.”

That was more than enough time for Agan to be returned to me.

Where was he?

No one had bothered to inform me of him being moved. Why would they? I wasn’t Agan’s family. I didn’t belong to his Army or even to his home planet. No matter what he thought about me or what I felt for him, as far as either government was concerned, I was a nobody to him.

How would I be able to find him, now?

“Have any other rooms in the building become recently occupied?” I asked AI. If they had decided to detain Agan without telling me, they had to put him somewhere.

“How recently?”

“In the past twenty-two minutes,” I said then added quickly, “Make it twenty-three, now.”

“Yes. Two meeting rooms became occupied during that time.” The screen lit up with floor maps and room numbers. “Would you like me to book any of the available ones?”

“No.”

I recognized the location of the two rooms highlighted on the AI screen. One of them was the same room where Agan and I had the meeting with Rick and the Voranian General, before our mission at the Professor Voltuds’s house.

“On second thought,” I said to the AI. “I think I’m going to take your advice and go get some lunch. If anyone is looking for me, please locate me through one of your devices. I’ll also check in with one of your drones in the gardens or the cafeteria.”

I intended to do just that, right after I’d checked out the meeting room first, though.

Leaving the lab reception area, I took the glass tube elevator up to the floor where the meeting room we’d used last time was located. The closer I got, the stronger the feeling that Agan was there grew inside me.

Approaching the white frosted door of the room, I placed my ear to the glass, listening to the voices behind it. I didn’t recognize any of them as Agan’s, but the deep drawls of both generals were unmistakable. At least one of them should be able to give me some answers.

“Madam, this is a private meeting.” The AI screen mounted by the door came to life.

“I need to be there, too,” I insisted.

It’d been well over twenty minutes since the end of Agan’s evaluation. What were they doing to him, now? Where did they send him? I knew he didn’t want to stay in this building a second longer than necessary. They must be detaining him against his will.

The screen flickered as the system’s voice and facial recognition software kicked in.

“Lieutenant Nowak, you were supposed to be in the cafeteria,” the AI reprimanded, a sulking note filtering through its often-impassive voice.

“I decided to drop by here, first.”

“You’re not on the list of the approved participants.”

“Well, I should be.” I placed both hands on the door, trying to slide it open. “Could you let me in please?”

Maybe if I hurried, I still had a chance to talk sense into the people keeping Agan captive.

“Please step away from the door. You’re not on the list—”

The frustration at the AI’s resistance collided with my anxious worry for Agan, setting off an explosion of anger.

I snapped, losing my patience.

“Okay, you know what, that’s enough! If you don’t want to let me in, I’ll get in myself.”

Hiking up the skirt of my uniform, I kicked my leg, slamming my foot into the glass door as hard as I could. The milky-white glass shattered from the impact of the hard heel of my plain black pump.

The AI screen flashed red. “You will face a disciplinary action for vandalism and for—”

“Fine. Send the report to Captain Miller.” I stepped over the shards of glass into the room.

“What is this all about?” General Craxus rose from his seat at the hexagonal table, menacingly angling his horns my way.

Professor Kidreks leaped up from his chair with a strangled noise of shock. “Lieutenant Nowak!”

“That’s why the army is no place for women!” General Hicrai jumped to his feet, too, his face quickly turning bright red under the fine layer of the short, golden-brown fur. “They’re untrainable!”

Sitting on a wide board placed atop armrests of a chair at the table, Agan was the only one in the room who remained seated after my admittedly dramatic entrance. His eyebrow raised, he gazed at me with a warm smile on his face and a spark of amusement in his eyes.

“Oh, Eleven...” He shook his head before dropping it into his hand.

The tormenting anxiety inside me eased somewhat at seeing him there, unharmed.

“What’s going on here?” I darted my gaze from Agan to everyone else present.

“Do you realize, Lieutenant, that you have no right to ask any questions?” General Craxus said gruffly, his horns still trained in my direction.

“Exactly!” General Hicrai raged. “And you have absolutely no right to be here, either.” He turned to the nearest AI drone. “Make sure to send a report to her superiors. She needs to be removed from Neron as soon as possible. Her place is on that spaceship from Earth.”

I drew in some air to argue.

“I’m not doing it!” Agan said quickly, loud and clear. “If you send Lieutenant Nowak off planet, I’m not doing what you want me to do.”

“You can’t refuse!” General Hicrai roared. “It’s your duty to Ravie. And to Tragul. It’s an order, soldier!”

“What are they forcing you to do?” I asked, taking a step closer to Agan.

“What we’ve discussed here is not to be shared with anyone, Lieutenant Drankai,” General Craxus’s voice rose with a warning. “Lieutenant Nowak is not part of this meeting, or your mission.” He turned to me. “Please leave the room, immediately.”

I faced both generals.

“I volunteer.”

Alarm flashed wildly in Agan’s eyes.

“Eleven, no!”

“What are you talking about?” General Hicrai scoffed.

“Volunteer for what?” The other general frowned.

“Whatever mission you’re sending Agan on, I volunteer for it.” I dragged a chair to the table and plopped my butt into it. “Here. I’m part of his assignment, too, and have to be present at this meeting. Now, fill me in.”

“Emma,” Agan said firmly. “You can’t come with me, not this time.”

I threw him a questioning glance. “What’s so different about this time?”

“Lieutenant—” both generals started at once.

It remained unclear whether they were talking to Agan or me. Whether they were about to reprimand me once again or tried to stop Agan from saying what he said next.

“I’m going into the Abyss of Krokkan to eliminate the Central Mind of fescods, Emma.”
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“IT’S...SUICIDE. AND they should know it.” I clenched my fists on the table in front of me, avoiding looking at Agan.

He had insisted on having a few minutes to talk with me one-on-one. Neither of the generals had argued much about allowing that. Even General Hicrai got up and left the room with only a minimal growl.

Their sudden compliance proved my point. They knew Agan was as good as dead. And people didn’t argue with the dead, in any world or on any planet.

I heard him inhale deeply.

“The reason General Trulgadi ruined his good name and colluded with the crook like Voltuds was because he hoped to find a way to eliminate fescods as a threat to our country, once and for all,” Agan explained. “Killing them one by one has allowed us to free some territories deep inside Ravie, but we haven’t made any real gains in years. The more we kill, the more of them keep coming.”

I kept staring at my hands on the table in front of me. My knuckles turned white from strain as I squeezed my fists. “How did your general hope to end them? By shrinking them?”

He nodded.

“He’d heard about Voltuds and his work, and he offered him a safe place to continue his research off Neron.”

“In exchange for some superweapon?”

“Right. Unfortunately, it became clear early on that fescods couldn’t be shrunk, not by the means that Voltuds was developing. Light rays reflect off their skin, including the ones that Voltuds used in his research. Not that it deterred the professor from continuing his research on other species, as you know.” He placed his hand over my fist on the table. “Emma, General Trulgadi never authorized experimenting on me or any other Ravil, but here we are. It’s happened. Both governments now want to use this opportunity—”

I swiftly turned to face him.

“How exactly are they planning to use you?”

“Have you seen the images of the fescods’ Mind in the Abyss of Krokkan?” he asked.

The exact location of the fescods’ Mind had been confirmed about a year and a half ago. However, no one could come up with a way to destroy it. The Mind was housed inside the shell of a giant sea creature that had lived on Tragul during their pre-historic times. The bone of the skeleton, shaped as a porous bubble, was thought to be indestructible by the weapons currently available to either of the species.

I’d seen the latest images taken through the water from a distance.

“Yes, I have. The Mind’s shell looks like a piece of honeycomb or a sponge.”

He nodded.

“It’s porous. Millions of years ago, the shell was the skeleton of a giant mollusk. When the creature died, another life formed in it. That’s the theory about how fescods came to be. They’ve spawned off that one organism—their brain. They’re all just extensions of it, capable of navigating the surface and wreaking havoc in our land, under the command of their stationary Mind. It communicates with all of them by sending waves through the many openings of the shell. The openings had recently been confirmed too small for a regular person to fit through to reach the center.”

“Agan, no...please.” The more he spoke, the clearer the intentions of the governments had become to me, and the more my heart hurt.

I unfolded my fists to take his hand in mine—small, but rough and angular, it gripped my fingers with considerable strength.

“All I’ve ever done, Emma, nearly my entire life since I can remember, is fighting them.” He peered into my eyes, intently. “It’s been back and forth all these years—we’d win a battle, we’d lose some. For decades. No matter how many we’d kill, there’re always more. Have you ever witnessed fescods multiplying?”

I shook my head. Fescods didn’t breed, they divided like cells. I knew it, but I’d never seen it actually happen.

“It’s unsettling, to say the least,” he continued. “They convulse without warning. A pale line forms in the middle of their bodies. It then tightens, like a rubber band, making the two parts balloon out on each side of it. The next moment, the fescod that you’ve been fighting divides into two, both are immediately battle ready.”

“Sounds...”

Terrifying.

“Disheartening,” he finished for me. “The entire enemy force doubles in size right in front of your eyes. It makes your efforts seem useless. No matter what you do, no matter how hard you fight and how many you kill, there will always be more. Ruthless, unfeeling, and murderous. Ruled by the power securely hidden on the bottom of the inaccessible Abyss.” He tenderly stroked my hand. “You’re a soldier, too, Emma. War is our job, but peace is the ultimate goal of any war, isn’t it? Most Ravils no longer remember what peace is. Many have never experienced it at all.”

I inhaled deeply, feeling his frustration. I understood the desperation of his people and the desire to end the war that often seemed endless.

However, I wasn’t prepared to sacrifice Agan’s life for it. No matter how grand or noble that sacrifice would be.

“There’re reasons why fescods hide their central brain power in that place, Agan. The Abyss of Krokkan is unreachable.”

Deep under the orange-green waters of the Tragulian ocean, the Abyss of Krokkan wasn’t survivable for any surface creatures besides fescods. The massive pressure of the water at that depth would crush any known sentient being to death, long before they’d even reach the bottom.

“Before I landed in the lap of Professor Kidreks as his new lab subject,” Agan said, “another team of his had been working on a material capable of withstanding the pressure of the ocean in the Abyss. They’d even completed a full-size capsule and a diving suit, before more detailed 3D images confirmed that a full-grown person wouldn’t fit through the mesh of the shell. Apparently, they had the idea of sending me down there for a while. But since I’ve suddenly increased in size recently, the project is being fast-tracked. They’re making a suit for me as we speak. It will be ready tomorrow.”

Tomorrow.

So soon.

Of course, I understood that Agan’s size gave him the advantage over any other person out there. Smaller than even a child, he could fit through the tiniest openings of the shell to reach the body of the Mind inside it and destroy it.

“Your current size may help you get there, but it doesn’t make you invincible, Agan. You’re just as vulnerable as the rest of us, even more.”

“Well, thanks.” He made a face.

“That’s true. You can get hurt easily.”

Fescods were capable of adjusting their internal pressure to match the one outside of their bodies and had no problems surviving under water. Hundreds of fescods guarded the shell and the Mind inside it, ready to eliminate anyone or anything that would threaten the Mind.

“No offence, but no matter how strong and deadly you were before, Agan, a fescod would make a quick work of you, now.”

He cocked his head, a spark of challenge lighting up his brilliant green eyes.

“He’d have to catch me first.” He grinned.

I heaved a sigh. Fear gripped my heart with icy fingers that even the warmth of his smile couldn’t melt.

“I wish the drones could do this.” I shook my head.

“Sadly, they can’t.”

I knew that—this information was a part of our briefing before my unit had even arrived to Tragul. The Mind communicated by sending signals out to all fescods. It also sensed the energy waves around it, which made use of technology impossible. The Mind had easily detected all drones sent into the Abyss and ordered fescods to destroy them way before any of the devices could come near it.

I’d also heard that the Voranian government had halted their exploration efforts of the Abyss, fearing that if bothered, the Mind would command the fescods to relocate it. It had taken nearly two decades for the Voranians to locate it in the first place, and they didn’t want to risk having to start over again.

“Don’t be mad, Eleven,” Agan pleaded, probably concerned by my gloomy expression.

“Mad? Well, I should be.” Devastating fear and worry crushed my chest. Anger seemed easier to bear, only whom would I be angry with? If only getting mad at something would change things. “Were you planning to tell me about this...suicide mission? Or were you going to just take off on your own?”

“Of course I was going to tell you. I wouldn’t leave without talking to you. And it’s hardly a suicide, Eleven. I’m fully intending to return to you. I won’t be entirely on my own, either. A Ravil warrior is coming with me all the way to the bottom to help me take care of the fescods guarding the Mind if needed.” He squeezed my hand tightly again. “I have to do this, Emma. It may be the only chance to end this whole thing. I never thought I’d live long enough to see this war end. Now, I could end it myself, in less than a day.”

As much as it crushed me, I understood. I was a soldier, too. I’d lost battles and experienced the frustration of defeat. Except that the wars I’d fought didn’t happen in my homeland. My family, my way of life, my country had not been in danger. During a mission, I risked my own life, nothing more.

Yet I always had the same goal when charging into a battle—to win.

Agan’s entire life had been one continuous battle. And he had just gotten the chance to reach his goal—to win it, once and for all.

If I were in his place, I wouldn’t pass on this chance, either. Since he was the one in danger, however, I couldn’t accept it.

“I’m coming with you.” I straightened my spine.

“No.” His voice was firm and unyielding.

“You’re not doing this without me, Agan. You’ll need help.”

“I’ll have help. As I said, someone will be coming in the capsule with me. They’ll then bring me back after I’m done.”

Meanwhile, I’d be waiting for him on the surface, losing my mind, while he’d be risking his life deep undersea. And if something happened to him down there, I might never even know...

I bit my lip, hard, focusing on the physical pain to stop myself from breaking down.

“Bringing you back is my job, Agan. That’s what I do.”

A wide, warm smile spread on his face. “Yes it is, my giant woman. And you’ve been wonderful at bringing me home to safety. This time, however,” he winked, with a teasing spark in his eye. “I’ll have someone without breasts or cleavage to do it for me.”

I couldn’t fathom having someone else to watch over him. No one could possibly be good enough to trust them with Agan’s life. Nobody cared as much about him as I did. They just couldn’t.

“Agan, I will officially request to accompany you, and I believe the generals will listen to me on this one.” His eyebrows furrowed, and I hurried to get the words out before he could stop me. “You see, I’m much smaller than any of your Ravil warriors.” Never in a million years would I have considered my petite size an advantage before. For the first time in my life, I was actually glad I’d never made it past five feet in height. “I can accompany you farther than any other soldier currently in the force of either Army. I’ll take you deep inside that shell.”

“No.” He shook his head vehemently. “It’d be way too dangerous.”

“So, it’s okay for you to endanger your life? But not for me?” I huffed.

“Exactly,” he admitted infuriatingly calmly.

“We’re a team, Agan, remember? How would you feel if I were the one diving to the deadly depths of the Abyss? Would you be able to remain calm in Voran? Wondering if you’d ever get to see me again, alive?”

“No.” He frowned, his composure wavered. “I’d never let you. I’d lose my mind.”

“Why are you okay with doing this to me, then?”

“Because I can’t function if you’re in danger!” he snapped, jumping off the chair.

I slid out of my seat and sank to my knees to be closer to his eye level as he paced the room.

“I won’t go all the way,” I pleaded. I knew I wouldn’t fit through all the openings in the shell to reach the Mind with him. “But please let me come with you instead of another soldier. Please let me be the closest to you, the first one to get to you when you’re coming back.”

Because he needed to come back. And I needed to be there to make sure it happened.

“Please. I have to be there to know that we both will make it.”

Or that neither of us would.

Suddenly I realized there was one more reason why I wouldn’t want to be left behind—I didn’t want to keep on living in a world that would no longer have Agan in it.
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Chapter 17

Emma

“Come with me, Emma,” Agan said, heading for the bed the moment we’d finally made it back to my apartment that night.

I was exhausted. My throat felt sore after talking for hours, trying to convince first Agan, then the two generals to let me go into the depths of the Abyss with him. In the end, they agreed, seeing that I was indeed best suited due to my size in addition to the military training and experience.

In the case of General Hicrai, I believed he’d conceded simply because he’d rather risk my life than the life of one of his warriors. Which was fine with me.

Then, I had a conversation with Rick, to settle the logistics. By the time Agan and I finally could go home, it was nighttime.

Agan had been quiet in the aircraft. I knew the decision to let me come with him tomorrow had not been easy for him. I remembered what he’d said before about dreading for my life when watching me in action, but also needing me by his side in a dangerous situation. I was glad that the latter prevailed. He hadn’t explicitly agreed on my joining him, but he’d stopped fighting me on it.

“Take off your clothes.” He stood on the bed, now, facing me.

I still hadn’t fully adjusted to his size increase. Barely up to my knee in height now, he seemed so much larger than that. Even back when he could comfortably fit inside my hand, he was able to fill a room with his presence.

“Take off your clothes, Emma,” he repeated, his voice quiet but firm.

In size, I was bigger. At work, we were equal. And in bed, Agan took the lead. I could fight him in the Army Headquarters or argue with him in the jungle. Here, in the bedroom, I was powerless to disobey. And I didn’t want to.

Excitement rushed over me head to toe in a tingly sensation. Slowly, I took off my uniform then stepped out of my shoes. I reached for the bra closure at the back, but he stopped me, “No, let me do that.” He moved aside, making space on the bed for me. “Come here.”

I sat down, and he walked behind me.

“We need to use this, Eleven,” he said in a lighter, more familiar tone before unclipping my bra. “We need to use the moment. What if I shrink back again soon?”

He could shrink, or he could grow. Either of which could happen while we’d be down in the Abyss. What would happen then?

A shudder of dread rolled through me.

“Shhh.” He glided his hands along my back. “Right now, there is nothing to worry about, my giant woman. It’s just you and me, and I’m about to show you how great I am in this size.”

He pressed the side of his face to my back then kissed my skin, sliding the straps of my bra off my shoulders.

Neither of us knew exactly what tomorrow would bring. Tonight, it was all about us, though. I forced all scary thoughts away, focusing only on his hands stroking my bare back.

“Not to feed your ego,” I smiled. “But I’m sure you’re great in any size, honey.”

“I want you to try them all,” he chuckled against my skin. “All of my sizes.”

He walked in front of me.

“Lay down,” he ordered, tossing my bra aside.

I lay on my back, and he sat on my upper arm.

“This is so much easier to do, now that I’m bigger.” He hugged my breast with both arms then took the tip in his mouth.

The sharp press of his teeth made me yelp. Then, the warm wave of desire swept over my body as he soothed the pain with his tongue.

“I can touch them both, now.” He grinned, straddling me. One leg on each side of my ribcage, he reached out with both hands, stroking a nipple with each. “This will forever remain my most favorite spot in the world.” He leaned in, kissing along the valley between my breasts.

I moaned softly. The sparks of pleasure from his touch scattered through my body like ripples in a pond.

“Give me your hands,” Agan said.

Unsure what he wanted, I lifted my hands above my chest.

“Cup this one for me. Just like that.” He positioned my hand under my breast, arranging my fingers just the way he wanted. “Squeeze the tip.” He adjusted the grip of my thumb and my finger on my nipple.

I did what he asked, another moan escaping my lips as a charge of arousal shot down my body.

“Harder, sweetheart, because I know you like it harder.” He squeezed my other nipple in his hand, making my hips buck from a wave of sharp pleasure. Dragging his tongue along the tip of my breast, he followed it with a kiss.

He placed my other hand around my second breast then slid down my body.

“Lift your hips.” He got hold of the waistband of my panties, “Just like that,” he murmured dragging them down my legs to my ankles. “Good girl.”

With a hand on each of my shins, he made me bend my legs. Sliding his palms along the sensitive skin of my inner thighs, he walked closer.

“Ready?” He glanced at me, sinking to his knees between my spread legs.

My breath hitched at the gentle touch of his fingers as he circled my most sensitive spot then firmly pressed the ball of his palm to it.

I could only nod in reply to his question. Words had deserted me.

Keeping one hand on my hot, swollen bud of nerves, he balled his other hand into a fist.

“Let me feel you inside.” He slid his hand in, and I arched my back with a gasp.

It felt so good to be filled.

He opened his fist inside me, stroking something that made pure pleasure flutter through my lower belly. My inner muscles clenched around his arm.

“Oh, Agan... This is...” I moaned at the exquisite sensation of his fingers dancing inside me. He moved his arm deeper until my opening circled his bicep. Whatever I was going to say trailed off with a loud moan that came from deep inside my chest.

Intense pleasure spiraled through my entire body, building up higher and higher. With his arm deep inside me, Agan put his mouth on me on the outside, nibbling and sucking new waves of ecstasy out of me.

The hot spring of pressure tightened in me with Agan’s every move. With another lick and a stroke, it unfurled, rolling through me with bliss.

I screamed, my thighs trembling, my arms fisting into the bed spread beneath me.

For a few intense, joyful moments, the world ceased to exist as I rode the crest of the most amazing orgasm.

With a long, shuddered inhale, I relaxed back into the sheets, every muscle in my body trembling with the receding tide of the sensations that Agan had made me feel.

“I could die right now...” The words floated lazily out of my mouth. “And I’d die absolutely happy.”

Leaping over my thigh, Agan came to my side then straddled my chest again, just below my breasts.

“Don’t die.” He leaned closer, giving each of my breasts a tender kiss. The touch of his lips fluttered like butterfly wings along my skin—soft and soothing. “This is just the beginning. I’ll make love to you for as long as...” His eyebrows twitched, inching together, and his throat moved with a swallow. “For as long as I shall live.”

Which might not be that long at all...

The true meaning of his words sounded in my head, resonating through my chest with an ache.

Even if the tomorrow’s mission was a success, there was nothing but uncertainty in Agan’s future.

“Will you stay with me for that long, Emma?” he suddenly asked. “For the end of my days?”

I hadn’t allowed myself to think far into the future, because I knew we wouldn’t be allowed to have one together. I forbade myself to dream, taking each moment as it came, instead.

However, when I tried to imagine my life without Agan, now, I couldn’t. It felt empty, incomplete, and devastatingly lonely.

“I have nothing to offer you, Emma, but myself, and even that’s not much,” he said with a short laugh. “A better man would’ve let you go back to your safe, peaceful life on your planet.” He pinned me with his stare, his expression hardening. “But I’m an asshole. I need you more than the air I breathe, and I selfishly want to keep you, no matter what. Stay with me, Emma.”

I breathed harder, my chest rising and falling under him.

“We can’t...”

General Hicrai’s words rose in my mind once again, ‘You have no right...’

“There’re no agreements between our planets,” I said.

“Forget about the agreements or the planets.” Agan shook his head. “Forget about this whole damn world. Tell me what you think. How do you feel about me, Emma?”

His eyes searched mine, his expression pensive, as if his life depended on what I said next.

I searched deep inside me for the truth. Because he deserved the most honest answer.

“I didn’t expect to have any feelings for you at all, Agan. At first, you irritated me. You made me really mad on a couple of occasions. Something about you, however, always drew me to you, even then. The more I got to know you, the more I liked you. And now...” I placed my hands on his thighs, and he grabbed on to my thumbs. “Now, the thought of leaving you hurts,” I said around a tightness forming in my throat.

Fuck General Hicrai. Leaving Agan would be agonizingly painful. Impossible.

I blinked, feeling the upcoming tears swell behind my eyelids.

“Dammit, Agan.” I sat up, making him slide backwards and into my lap. “I can’t imagine leaving you.” I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t want to think about it. This...” I waved my hand between us, “I used to believe I could have a simple holiday romance with you. Light and easy, with no strings attached...”

What I hadn’t taken into account was him, Agan himself. I hadn’t expected him to be capable of deeper feelings. I hadn’t thought my own feelings for him would grow so much.

“Strings? What strings?” He touched his hand to the back of his head where translators were normally implanted. “This didn’t translate very well into Ravil. What do you mean?”

“It’s a term for a casual relationship, with no attachments, no connection between people but physical.” I exhaled a slow, shaky breath, whispering, “Just sex. No strings.”

He reclined against my bent legs, like in a lounger, and folded his arms across his chest.

“Oh but there are strings, my sweet number eleven.” He narrowed his eyes at me, as if it was entirely my fault the strings had formed. “Not just strings, but thick, metal cables, the size of my arm.” He glanced down at his bicep. “Well, the size it used to be, anyway,” he muttered, then moved his gaze back to me. “Don’t you feel the connection? It’s happened, there is nothing you or I can do about that now.”

“The ropes as thick as your arm will be very hard to break when I move away.” My voice came out too soft, weighted down by sadness. “It will hurt. A lot.”

“There’d be no breaking them,” he said firmly. “I need you in my life. Had I been my normal size, I would’ve hugged you, and held you, and never let you go. As it is...” He rolled back his shoulders. “I can only beg.” He held my eyes with his gaze, keeping me in place firmer than any embrace. “Stay with me.”

Oh, how I wished to say yes, more than anything in the world.

“If I do, it would be a desertion, Agan. I’d be hunted, captured, and prosecuted...”

His jaw moved, his mouth pressed into a firm line.

“Then, take me with you.”

Shock speared through me.

“Would you leave your world for me?”

He squeezed my thumbs harder, so hard it started to hurt.

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you, Emma. The strings you’re talking about have roped me in. There is no world, no life for me without you, now.”

But to take Agan to Earth with me? Was it possible?

Somehow, it didn’t even matter because there was no world for me without him, either.

“We’ll have to make it happen, Agan.” I trailed the tips of my fingers up his sides, along the hard ridges of his torso. “We’ll stay together.”

We’d just have to fight for it as we had fought for things before.

With a long breath, his features relaxed, as if my reply had solved everything already.

“As long as that’s what you want, I’ll do everything to make it happen. We’ll do what they want us to do tomorrow—”

An idea came to my head.

“Agan. Speaking of strings. You’ll need a rope that would connect you to me.”

“An actual rope?” He tilted his head, the familiar sunny spark of humor twinkling in his eyes. “You don’t think the invisible strings are enough to keep me at your side forever?”

“No, I meant for tomorrow.” I smiled. “There is a myth in my world, a story about a hero who went into a labyrinth to kill a murderous beast. The woman who loved the hero gave him a ball of thread, keeping the end of it at the entrance with her. He went in, found the beast, and killed it. The hero then followed the thread to find his way back to the exit, and to her.”

“You’re afraid I’d get lost inside the shell skeleton?”

Ravil sense of direction was much better than human. The way Agan had led me out of the jungle on Tragul that day had proven it to me. Yet a tangible, physical connection like a rope between us would make me feel better tomorrow, when he would go where I wouldn’t be able to follow him.

“You will have a limited time to get in and out. It may help.”

“Okay. We’ll get a rope.” He stroked my hand tenderly. “But no matter what, I’ll always find my way back to you, Eleven.”
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Chapter 18

Emma

“Prepare for deployment,” a mechanical voice sounded outside of our transparent capsule.

The familiar mixture of excitement and trepidation coursed through me as the countdown began.

The voice was muffled, filtering through the walls of the capsule. There were no speakers inside here. We had no microphones either.

The narrow capsule was shaped like the body of a fish, flattened from the sides, with only enough space for me to recline in the middle. It had been positioned at the back of the transport ship that currently hovered over the Tragulian ocean. Only the trap doors in the ship's floor stood between us and the surface of the water.

Agan was sitting on top of my thighs, holding his helmet. My helmet lay further down, on top of my legs. We both were dressed in the dark-violet diving costumes, slim and fitted, hard but flexible, made from a similar material as the capsule.

“Go.”

The doors opened, and I grabbed Agan’s arm instinctively. The capsule was swiftly lowered down on a cable.

Instead of the jungle, the green water glistened beneath us as far as the eye could see. We were right over the location of the fescods’ Mind deep below.

I caught a glimpse of the swells rolling across the ocean before the cable disconnected and the capsule hit the surface. It landed flat on its side, yanking me sideways. Then, the weighted bottom of it sank in first, pulling the capsule into an upright position.

Agan squeezed a finger of my hand that I had wrapped around his bicep, and I forced myself to loosen my grip, afraid I might be hurting him. He patted my hand soothingly.

The green ocean of Tragul got its vivid color from the microscopic organisms on its surface and the way the sunlight reflected off them. The minerals dissolved in the water made it change its color as we sank deeper.

The green had gradually disappeared and the rich yellow took over. It turned to dark orange the farther we went. Then, the real darkness started to set in.

Agan and I weren’t allowed to speak. We had no electronic devices either in the capsule or on our suits. Even our thoughts might betray our presence to the bizarre alien being that communicated via brain waves and was believed to sense other types of waves as well—electronic, electric, possibly magnetic or even the sound ones.

The silver hats, shaped similarly to a ski mask, covered our heads. The cut-outs in the front allowed only for our eyes and noses to be exposed, covering our mouths, probably to help us fight any temptation to speak.

The darkness outside turned absolute. After a while, I no longer sensed even the movement of the capsule, feeling as if suspended in vacuum. The eerie sensation grew more unnerving, until a frayed edge of panic moved in.

I breathed faster, consuming more of our limited supply of oxygen.

Agan unclenched my hand from his arm then placed it into his lap, gently but firmly massaging it. Whether he wanted to comfort me or calm his own nerves, the rhythmic movements of his fingers proved soothing. I tried to regulate my breathing in sync with the gliding of his hand over mine, as if my entire existence narrowed down to that one point of contact between us—the touch of our hands through the two layers of gloves between them.

I knew the descent to the bottom was supposed to take us one hour and about thirty-five minutes. However, it felt as if an eternity had passed, suspended in the absolute darkness, before a glow from the abyss lit up the water around us.

The light from deep below filtered through the mass of orange water, giving it an eerie rusty tint, the color of dried blood. I chased the morbid comparison away, gathering my thoughts. Like always during a mission, my focus narrowed down to the present moment, my mind no longer straying past planning the next minute or two ahead.

The glow brightened the deeper we went, the orange-red changed to deep magenta, then to light pink. It concentrated in a sphere below us—a pulsing bundle of light, enclosed in a hard mesh of ancient bone that was stronger than any metal currently known to the various species of the Galaxy.

Large, dark shapes floated over it, breaking up the light—fescods, the Mind’s personal guards.

A little while later, our capsule finally touched the very bottom of the vast ocean of Tragul. A cloud of fine red sand rose, slowly spreading through the water in wisps.

With a light pat on my hand, Agan turned around to face me. I let go of his arm, reaching for my helmet behind him. My gaze crossed with his.

Standing up on my thighs, he suddenly yanked the mask away from his mouth. I sucked in a quick breath, worried he wanted to say something. I wished to hear his voice, more than anything at that moment. No one knew for sure, however, if the Mind could recognize a speech pattern in the sound waves. We had been instructed to keep silent.

Agan leaned closer, tugging down my mask too. Then his lips met mine in a brief, desperate kiss. It ended way too soon. He pulled away, his intense gaze lingering on my eyes for a few endless seconds.

A brief kiss and a long look—before diving into the danger from which there might be no return...

I couldn’t allow myself to think that way. A paralyzing fear would lead me to death more surely than the enormous mass of water above us or the dark shapes floating over the murderous light out there.

A sudden shudder rocked the capsule. Then a fine mesh of cracks spread along its surface, like an instant spider web.

This was not supposed to happen.

Alarm spiked in Agan’s eyes. Yanking his mask back in place, he tossed me my helmet with both hands then put his on.

I quickly fixed my mask over my mouth and attached the helmet before the capsule’s side collapsed. Water flooded it. Now, we had nothing but our suits to protect us from the enormous pressure of the ocean above us, from the near-freezing temperatures down here, or from simply drowning. Thankfully, unlike the capsule, our suits held.

With a glance over his shoulder at me, Agan slipped through the prolapsed side and out of the capsule. The thin, metallic-red rope started to unravel from the spool in the pouch on his thigh. The other end of the rope was attached to a loop on my belt.

I followed him out.

The shapeless forms of fescods floating around the glowing shell cast shadows, like clouds passing in front of the sun. Instead of the peacefulness of the clouds, however, some nervous energy was apparent in their moving pattern. They were on the lookout, guarding their Mind.

Agan aligned himself with a passing school of golden deep-water fish, using their paper-thin, long bodies as a cover to sneak closer to the giant shell.

The fish jolted, distorting their unified formation, as a fescod swam by. His large body stretched and constricted, propelling him through the water with the speed unexpected for his size. Neither the cold nor the enormous pressure of the ocean seemed to bother him or the other fescods who guarded the Mind.

“I bet they’re like cockroaches,” a sudden thought flashed through my brain. “They would survive a nuclear blast, too.”

Agan ducked behind the nearest boulder on the bottom, yanking with his hand at the red metallic rope that connected us. I dropped to the ground, too, and made it to the boulder a moment before the school of fish completely disappeared into the darkness beyond the glow.

A tentacle covered in long filaments suddenly lashed out of one of the many round openings on the surface of “the boulder.” It slapped me across the front of my helmet. I jerked back in shock, yanking at the red string that Agan still held in his hand.

He gave me a questioning glance over his shoulder, and I shook my head, gesturing to him I was fine.

He nodded and pointed at the next round “boulder” a few feet away from us. As soon as the fescod closest to us changed direction, swimming away from us, Agan shoved away from “the boulder” with both feet, propelling himself toward the next one.

I followed, shadowing his movements.

The scattering of the “boulders” stopped about a hundred feet before the giant shell that housed the Mind. Partially buried in the red sand on the bottom, it rose above us, larger than the biggest glass dome in Voran.

Rays of white-pink light beamed from the uneven, rounded openings, piercing the dark water. Brief pulses of red and orange shot up the beams. I wondered if those were caused by the signals that carried murderous instructions to the soldiers of the fescod army on the surface.

Awe momentarily overtook me at the sight of the ominous light show.

Agan slapped me on the arm, snapping me out of it. He gestured at the shell, indicating the open area we needed to cross in order to get to it, in plain view of the fescod guards.

I took a note of their movements around us. As soon as the closest one appeared to be far enough, I nodded to Agan, and he tipped his head to confirm. Shoving away from the “boulder”, we both dashed through the open water toward the shell.

Its beams of light illuminated us brightly like a stage light. I could clearly see every single detail on Agan’s suit as he swam less than a foot ahead of me.

Two of the fescods jerked, sharply changing their trajectories to head in our direction—we’d been spotted.

Rowing with his arms and kicking his legs, Agan propelled himself through the water across the open space. I did my best to keep up, swimming faster than I’d ever had before.

We swam through the nearest opening in the shell but didn’t slow down. The uneven, round hole was roughly the size of a double garage door—definitely large enough for a fescod to get through, too.

From the corner of my eye, I caught a dark shape sliding in after us. Without stopping, Agan shot a quick focused look at me then at the fescod behind us, gesturing for me to keep going. I kept swimming, afraid to spare another glance at what was coming after us.

Inside, the shell looked like a hardened sponge. The tunnels and openings varied in diameter, from the large ones like the one we were in to the ones less than a foot in diameter.

Agan veered off into one of the narrower openings, large enough for either of us, but too small for a fescod. The red string stretched between us for a moment then slackened as I hurried after him.

I’d almost made it through the narrower passage when a hard yank on my leg tossed me back out. Twisting around, I came face to face with a gray muddy eyeball of the fescod. It wobbled on top of one of the many thin protrusions sticking out of the blob of his body.

Patting around my belt, I quickly pulled a steel utility knife out of its holster and sank its blade into a spot right below the protrusion with the eyeball.

Water slowed down my movements. The fescod yanked me closer, more feelers sprouting from his body. Some were topped with pincers that clasped on to my arms and shoulders. Others unfurled like long, snake-like tentacles and wrapped themselves around my wrists and ankles.

Holding on to the knife handle with all my might, I dragged the blade down, making a gash as long as my forearm. The strain against the feelers prying my arm aside wore out my strength. My hand shook, my fingers slipping off the knife handle.

The dark cloud of fescod’s blood flowed from his wound, spreading through the water between us like gossamer silk. Through it, like through a veil, I saw the ends of the cut I’d made begin to quiver and press together. The fescod started the tissue regeneration process that would soon eliminate any trace of the wound.

I’d never got to witness this before. Up on the surface, I killed fescods quickly, before the regeneration had a chance to happen.

Bound hand and foot, I couldn’t make it to the fescod’s hearts, now. Pulling at my ankles and wrists, he spread me like a starfish then pressed my back to the wall of the tunnel. Since his pincers failed to penetrate the material of my suit, I realized with horror, the fescod intended to kill me by crushing me between the mass of his body and the hard surface of the ancient shell.

He flattened himself against me, the gray skin completely obstructing my view. So far, the suit had held against the crushing pressure of the ocean. Would the added pressure of the fescod’s mass be too much for the experimental material?

Through the suit, I sensed a sudden convulsion of the fescod pressed against me. The gray skin peeled away from my helmet.

Agan had wedged his feet into the healing cut in the fescod’s skin. Holding it open, he quickly dove in. When he reappeared, he triumphantly held up the bloody cluster of the fescod’s still beating hearts.

Agan’s mouth remained concealed behind the silver mask, but his teasing smile reflected in his eyes as he took a long cutting tool from the sheath on his belt then demonstratively butchered the heart cluster in the most savage way. He obviously did it in such dramatic fashion for my benefit, as a complete opposite to my neat “girly” way of disposing of fescod hearts.

I shook my head, brushing off the limp feelers of the dead fescod from my arms and legs. A smile tugged at my lips under the mask, and I made no effort to hold it back. Agan’s teasing brought some sense of normalcy, easing the tension in my chest.

His gaze slipped behind my shoulder; sharp focus chased the smile out of his eyes as he tipped his head toward the entrance to the tunnel.

A group of fescods hurried through the wide opening from the outside. Gesturing at the narrow passage ahead, Agan slipped through it first. I shoved myself into it next, out of the fescods’ reach.

Agan waited until I was safely inside before taking off farther into the mesh of the shell skeleton. The red string trailed behind him, marking the way for me.

I swam after him, toward the bright light in the center of the shell.

The openings in the porous shell grew smaller, the closer to the center we got. No fescod could follow us here. After a while, however, even I found it increasingly difficult to squeeze through the holes, bumping my shoulders, and angling my hips, while wiggling through.

A little ahead, it became clear, I couldn’t go with Agan any farther. The string kept unraveling behind him as he kept swimming away from me.

He stopped abruptly, obviously realizing that he was leaving me behind. Turning back, he darted his gaze around the circle of bone that separated me from him. This next opening was obviously too small to even fit my helmet through.

His gaze met mine. I smiled encouragingly, hoping that he could read it in my eyes even as he couldn’t see my mouth.

“I love you,” flashed through my mind, pinching my heart with intense longing.

I loved him. I really did. I loved this man, and I had never told him that.

The realization hit me like a blow in the stomach. Then, the bitter regret that I couldn’t say these three words to him now squeezed my chest.

Gripping the edge of the opening, too small for me to fit through, I stared at his figure as it disappeared from sight, swallowed by the impossibly bright light of the alien mind.

Come back, Agan. Do what you have to do then come back to me.

Because I love you.


[image: ]




Chapter 19

Agan

He sensed Emma’s stare on his back as he was swimming away from her. The feeling lingered even after he could no longer see her. It gave him strength, knowing that she waited for him. The thin, red rope was not the only thing that tethered him to her. An invisible but much stronger string stretched from his heart to hers, the connection that no distance could break.

He needed to succeed in this mission, if only so he could return to her.

Weaving through the mesh of the ancient bone, using nothing but the Ravils’ inherent sense of direction and his instincts, he moved forward, toward the center and the fescods’ Mind.

The blinding light grew even stronger, making him squint against it. Bursts of color shot through it, past him. Peering through the narrow slits between his eyelids, he kept going...until there suddenly was nowhere to go.

His hands pressed against a solid mass, though there was absolutely no visual change in the light in front of him, impossibly bright and blinding.

Patting around, he made sure this was not a narrowing in the tunnel. The mass under the gloves of his suit gave in when he pressed harder—tough and thick, but softer than the bone of the shell skeleton. Similar to fescods’ skin.

He drew his long cutting tool out again. Almost as long as his leg, the narrow blade was still a little shorter than the knives he had used for weapons against the fescods before. His old knives would be way too heavy for him now, though.

Gripping the narrow handle with both hands, he thrust the blade forward. It was impossible to build a good momentum for a blow under water. Instead, he braced his feet into the walls of the tunnel, slowly pushing the blade into the mass ahead of him with his entire body.

A blood-red lightning zigzagged through the sterile whiteness of the surrounding light. Was the Mind sending out a distress signal? An alarm? Was it a sign of pain?

He didn’t care. Ignoring the red, pulsing shots of energy around him, he kept sinking his weapon deeper into the mass in front of him. The blade went in, all the way to the hilt. Laying on the handle, he moved it down, slicing the mass open.

The red light vibrated along the edges of the cut, marking the wound he’d made. It was large enough for him to fit through. He reached into it, his hand encountering the firm muscle, no cavity where he could search for hearts. That was if the Mind even had any hearts. All that had showed up on the scans was one round shape inside it—the Mind’s core. Getting to it, the Voranians believed, was the only way to kill the Mind.

Shoving his head and shoulders through the cut, he kept slicing at the muscle underneath the outer membrane. As he made the wound deeper, he moved farther in, cutting his way forward.

The fescods’ Mind was just as bright inside as it was outside. The tissue of the muscles and the membrane emitted light as if saturated in it.

With another thrust, his blade suddenly sank in, encountering no more tough resistance of the muscle.

A blob of shimmering pink gel seeped from the gash.

The Mind’s blood?

He made the cut longer, then inserted his entire arm up to his shoulder inside, rummaging for anything round and solid that would be the core.

His hand came back empty.

Clipping the blade back to his thigh, he slipped through the gash, diving into the shimmering pink goo of the Mind’s insides.

Floating though it was like moving through a thick fog. He could see nothing in front of his helmet other than the milky, pink shimmer with red lightnings charging through it sporadically.

The direction of the red bursts caught his attention—they shot out like rays of sun, all coming from the same central source.

Following the direction of where the red strikes were coming from, he tried to swim faster. Moving proved even more difficult in the thick shimmering substance. Still, after a while, a brilliant round flash of light cut through it. A small sphere pulsed pink shooting out the red streaks in all directions, like lightning bolts of energy.

The Mind’s core! It must be.

He reached for it with both hands, scooping the core from the pink gel it was floating in. Twisting around, he moved back, following the red string that had stretched behind him. It would lead him all the way back to Emma now.

The slit he had cut in the layer of muscle and outer membrane of the Mind was easy enough to spot as he approached—an angry red line among the milky-pink.

Clutching the Mind’s Core in his hands, he shoved his head and shoulders into the slash, eager to get out of this pink murderous mess.

The healing process of the wound had already begun. The thick layers of muscle undulated around him, the tissues straining to press together.

Shrugging his shoulders, shoving with his elbows, and kicking his knees, he kept crawling through the opening while it was closing all around him.

The added pressure compressed his suit, squeezing him inside it. He popped his head out of the opening and freed his arms. Pressing his elbows into the outer surface of the membrane, he heaved himself up, straining not to drop the core.

The cut tissues compressed him in a frantic spasm that knocked the air out of him. With his chest squeezed, he was unable to draw another breath. He was suffocating, with enough oxygen in his suit’s tanks to last for hours yet.

Darkness floated on the fringes of his awareness, dizziness made his head spin, disorienting him. With a last desperate struggle, he yanked his body out of the wound of the Mind, letting the core slip from his fingers. He grasped after it with both hands.

Then the impossibly bright light around him went off as darkness claimed him.
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Emma

I WAITED, AND WAITED, and waited... Trapped inside the bone cage of the skeleton, I couldn’t get to Agan physically. Yet my heart was with him, leaving a gaping hole the size of the ocean inside my chest while he was gone.

The red string, my only physical connection with Agan, floated in front of me, disappearing into the maze of bone and bright light ahead. He was out there, somewhere on the other end of it. What if something happened to him? Without a communication device, there was no way for me to find out.

I tugged at the string carefully, and it gave slack easily. I folded the slack in half, holding it loosely, ready to release at a slightest pull. But there was no pull. No movement, at all.

What could’ve happened to Agan? A million things that I couldn’t even speculate about because I didn’t have enough knowledge about the Mind and its biology. No one did.

I tugged on the string again, then again. It came in easily, letting me believe I was unwinding it from the spool. After one more tug, I felt a slight resistance—the rope ended. The other end of it was attached to the empty spool in the pouch on Agan’s suit.

With the rope loosely held between my fingers, I waited for any tug from the other end, measuring the time with the beats of my heart that thundered loudly in my chest, its sound echoing in my ears.

Nothing.

No tug indicating movement away from me.

No slack showing movement toward me.

Absolutely nothing at all on the other end...

I pulled. The resistance was there, but the rope gave. I pulled harder, dragging the weight attached to the other end toward me.

Agan. What had happened to him?

The resistance wasn’t strong, possibly just the weight of his body but nothing else. And that scared me even more because it meant he must be motionless.

I pulled the rope faster and faster. My fear threatened to erupt into panic at the thought of what I might find on the other end of the string.

Finally, his dark silhouette cut through the light ahead.

With a few more yanks at the rope, Agan floated through the opening of the tunnel and into my arms.

His body was limp, his eyes closed, his face looked peaceful behind the slightly tinted material of the helmet.

Agan!

I gave him a light shake. His head lolled inside the helmet. He didn’t open his eyes. His arms fell away from his chest, releasing a golf-ball-sized sphere of white-pink light he’d been clutching.

The serene expression on his face sent a chill of dread down my spine. It spread through my heart, threatening to paralyze me with terror.

I heaved short, rugged breaths, fighting the horror of losing him that descended over me, thick and suffocating.

This couldn’t be the end.

You’re still on the mission, Lieutenant Nowak.

I needed to get out of here before I completely lost my composure. I had to get Agan back to the surface.

The small sphere of light floated in the water between us.

Was that what Agan had risked his life for?

I grabbed the sphere, stuffing it into a pouch on my belt. Then, I used the red rope to tie Agan’s motionless body to my chest. Using both arms and legs I headed back to the open water outside the Mind’s shell.

The fescods continued to swim around in the open. Only there was a noticeable difference in their movements now.

They no longer circled over the shell, guarding and protecting it. Now, their movements were chaotic, their swimming pattern frenzied and confused.

The one closest to me spotted a long, flat sea creature on the bottom. Diving for it, he raised a cloud of sand that shrouded my side of the Mind’s shell.

Using the sand cloud as the cover, I dashed for the nearest “boulder”-organism.

Another fescod took off after a school of deep-water fish swimming by. His shapeless body elongated, cutting through the water, then disappeared out of sight beyond the glow of the Mind.

Whatever Agan had done in the center of the shell must be working. The Mind’s control over the fescods had loosened if not completely gone. Without its commands, their organized behavior changed to chaotic.

It didn’t make the fescods any less dangerous to me. Uncoordinated and disorganized, they remained brutal and bloodthirsty. The one who had caught the flat bottom dweller was now ripping the poor creature to pieces, its dark blood spreading through the water in ribbons of red.

I pulled my knife out again, then unclipped Agan’s blade, too, to have a weapon in each hand.

Using the boulder creatures for cover, I kept to the sand clouds that rose from where the fescod was feasting on the sea creature.

The fescods’ frenzy seemed to have impaired their attentiveness. None of them spotted me as I made my way out of the bright circle of light and headed upwards, starting the hours-long, perilous ascent back to the surface.

Up and up I went toward the surface, where I could hopefully get help for Agan.

If it wasn’t already too late.
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Chapter 20

Emma

“Where is Agan?” I asked the army hospital’s AI for probably the millionth time already.

The moment Agan and I had been successfully fished out of Tragul’s ocean by the Voranian transporter crew, we’d been separated. I’d been assessed right there on the vessel, while Agan had been whisked away with no updates.

Once in the hospital back in Voran, a medical team performed a lengthy evaluation of my body and all of its vital functions. I had just gotten the all clear from them, delivered via the unsympathetic AI.

“How is he?” I wouldn’t give up, getting into the clothes provided by my unit—a black tank top and a pair of army-green pants.

“Lieutenant Drankai is in good hands. He is being looked after,” the AI gave me the same canned answer I’d gotten from everyone I’d asked ever since coming out of the ocean.

I believed that meant he was alive. Though nothing could be for sure, until I saw him with my own eyes.

“I need to see him.” I shoved my feet into a pair of combat boots then headed for the door out of the evaluation room.

Out in the brightly lit corridor, several white frosted glass doors lined the walls on each side.

“Where is he?” I asked the AI screen mounted on the wall next to the door of my examination room. “I have to see him right now.”

“I will need to obtain a visitation permit for you.”

“Do it.”

“There is a strong probability the request will be denied. Just like it has been denied the last eight times you’ve asked me to send it.”

“Do it again,” I insisted.

As the screen pinged with the sound of a message being sent, I quickly pressed the text-to-speech button next to the screen. The AI devices in most public places had these buttons in addition to voice commands. They were for the use of the visually impaired or for the benefit of the aliens like me who couldn’t read Voranian and needed the text to be read out loud for the translator implants to pick up the meaning.

The mechanical voice of the AI seemed to hold a note of annoyance as it read the confirmation out loud to me, including the number of the room where the message had been sent to.

“Thanks!” I dashed down the corridor, pressing the text-to-speech buttons next to each door along the way in search of Agan’s room number.

“Lieutenant Nowak,” the AI pleaded with me from each screen I passed by. “Unless you are a relative, you cannot visit any patient in this hospital without formal permission.”

I was not Agan’s family. We weren’t from the same Army or even from the same planet. As far as the heartless AI was concerned, Agan and I were complete strangers, with no rights and no claims to each other.

Over time, however, Agan had become closer to me than anyone else in the Galaxy. That fact would be hard to explain to a robot, even one as sophisticated as the Voranian AI system. I could barely understand or explain my connection with Agan myself, I simply felt it with all my heart.

“Here!” I slammed my hand on the frosted glass of the door leading to the room with the right number on the screen. “Open it,” I ordered to the AI.

“Without a permission—”

“I said open it!” I screamed on the top of my lungs.

Adrenalin shot high inside me. Agan and I could’ve died a million times during the past twenty-four hours. I had no patience to deal with a stubborn AI keeping me away from him, now.

“Lieutenant Nowak—” the AI started.

“Let her in!” the beloved voice sounded from inside the room. Hearing it flooded me with the overwhelming sense of relief and tenderness. “Or else, she’ll break something again.”

“Agan!” I rushed in the moment the door swished open.

“She’s small but fierce, my giant woman.” He was sitting on a hovering gurney, covered by a piece of sheet up to his waist. Tubes and wires protruded from various spots on his body, connecting to the surrounding screens and devices.

Several Voranians in medical suits crowded him, but they stepped aside when I kneeled by the gurney, leaning over the edge to him.

“There you are.” Agan met my eyes with his. “I was about to go searching for you since they wouldn’t take me to you.” He shot a glare at Professor Kidreks and some of his team standing nearby.

“How are you feeling?” I slid my hand closer, afraid to touch him but longing for physical contact with him.

“Lieutenant Drankai sustained a number of injuries,” Professor Kidreks spoke for Agan. “Three broken ribs resulted in internal bleeding—”

“I’ll live.” Agan wrapped his hand around my fingers. “Thanks to you, Eleven. My lucky number.” His green eyes shimmered with tenderness as he gazed at me. I didn’t just see it, I felt it. The emotion that shined in his eyes lived in my chest, too.

“I love you, Agan.”

This might not be the right time or place to say it, with the Voranian medical team staring at us, but I refused to wait for a better moment when no one knew how many moments he had left or what would happen to us next.

“I love you, my tiny giant, with all my heart.” I swallowed hard, the warm feeling in my chest grew, flooding me completely. Emotions threatened to spill over with tears.

“Emma...” he took my hand, leaning to me.

“How is our hero?” General Hicrai’s voice boomed through the room as he entered at that moment.

“Hear that?” I blinked my tears away quickly and smiled at Agan, not getting up from my knees at his side. “You’re a true interplanetary hero now, Agan.”

“So are you.” He shrugged.

I shook my head.

“You did most of the work.” The glowing sphere that Agan had retrieved from the depths of the ocean was now in a Voranian lab somewhere, the AI had informed me earlier. It’d been confirmed that it emitted no signals to organize and lead fescods anymore, however, something inside it remained alive and pulsing. Both Voranian and Ravil governments had agreed not to incinerate it—as some had wished to do—but to study it instead, in hope of getting a better understanding of the fescods as a species. “You ended the war, Agan.”

“But where would I be without you bringing me to safety, Eleven? Every. Single. Time.” He punctuated each word by squeezing my fingers firmly. “You’re my safe haven.”

“Governor Eehie, the head of the Ravie Government, has ordered a celebration in your honor, Lieutenant,” the general announced with an extremely pleased expression. “There’ll also be a victory parade here in Voran that will be televised, with the footage transmitted to Tragul.” He turned to the medical personnel. “How is he doing?”

“Better than expected, everything considered.” Professor Kidreks consulted the tablet in his hands. “We used the new regenerating technique, and it worked phenomenally well. The internal bleeding that the lieutenant had sustained has been stopped, all affected tissues are almost healed, and the bones are expected to be fully restored within the next few days.”

“In other words, General, I’m well and good to go.” Agan tossed the sheet covering him aside.

I discreetly tugged a corner of the sheet over his crotch area, since he was butt-naked underneath.

“We will transport you back to Ravie,” the general assured Agan, completely ignoring my presence as usual. “As soon as the good doctors here give their permission, of course.”

“Not for another week, at least,” Professor Kidreks objected. “I would advise against any interplanetary travel until then.”

“I request to be released from the hospital, now,” Agan said, getting hold of my hand again. “I’ll remain in Voran for as long as Lieutenant Nowak is in the city.”

“Now?” The general blinked at Agan then at the members of the medical team. “Can he even be released from medical care yet?”

“I suppose we could continue the healing process on an out-patient basis, at this point,” the professor said slowly, checking the readings on the screens around Agan. He then gestured to the other medics to remove the tubes and wires from him. Someone handed Agan his pants. “He will have to remain in the City of Voran of course until his wellbeing is of no concern any longer.”

“When will that be?” I asked.

Ever since Agan had been shrunk, my concern over his wellbeing hadn’t eased. It had only grown stronger as I cared more.

“At this point, it would be impossible to tell,” the professor replied, not taking his eyes off the tablet in his hands.

“Is there a point, you think, where it becomes possible?” I insisted.

He slid his gaze from the tablet to me. “We can always hope.”

Hope was all I had.

“I’ll order to arrange for transportation to the Ravil Army Base, Lieutenant,” the general boomed.

I stiffened my back, getting ready to fight the general.

“That won’t be necessary,” I objected.

Agan and I had promised each other to stay together.

“I’m staying at the apartment in the Liaison Committee building,” Agan explained. “With Lieutenant Nowak.”

“With her?” The general leveled a stare at me, resentment clearly readable on his face.

Free of tubes and wires, Agan quickly yanked his pants back on.

“We’ll be coming to the ceremony together, too.” He stood on the gurney, buckling his pants closed. “Because Lieutenant Nowak is the hero of the day as well.”

“Is she?” The general kept staring at me as if I were a stain of dirt on his clothes. “Why would a female even care to be recognized as a warrior? That’s not where the value of a woman lies.”

Only the consideration of the interplanetary relationship between Earth and Tragul kept me from telling the good general exactly what I thought about his opinion on “the value of a woman.”

If I opened my mouth, I feared I wouldn’t stop, so I said nothing, just seethed inside.

Agan’s features hardened, his eyes narrowing to slits—two shards of intense green.

“The mission was a joint effort,” he gritted through his teeth. “It was fully successful only because Lieutenant Nowak was a part of it. I’m not participating in any parades or celebrations without her. If you don’t celebrate her as a hero, you’ll have no hero to celebrate at all.”

Suddenly, I didn’t care about what the general had said or what he was about to say now. I couldn’t care less about celebrations or parades, either.

Agan understood me perfectly. He recognized my role in the mission, he appreciated my achievements, he thought the world of me. In his eyes, I was a hero. At that very moment, it didn’t matter at all what the rest of the world said or thought about me.
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Chapter 21

Emma

Thanks to our joint stubbornness and determination, Agan and I had gotten permission for him to spend the next week at my apartment. We got to rest and recover together.

Two days after we’d returned to my place, I woke up to a gentle caress on my face.

“Agan?”

He’d fallen asleep on my chest last night, as he’d done nearly every night since the day he’d shipped himself in the box of cupcakes as my Valentine’s date.

Bigger now, he’d placed his head on my left breast last night, hugging it like a pillow, before his soft snoring—or more like a deep, velvety purring—started.

It amazed me how quickly he tended to fall asleep, as if every moment of peace was too precious to waste on tossing and turning—a warrior’s time had to be used only for rest or action, and nothing in between.

I stretched with my eyes closed, my awareness slowly drifting in, chasing the remnants of sleep away.

The sensation of something huge and heavy leaning into my side rushed over me. Someone large was about to tackle me.

Panic stabbed through my chest. My training kicked in with the speed of a reflex. I punched in the direction of where I estimated the throat of my assailant would be and kicked my bent knee into his crotch.

“Urrrgh,” came a deep, rumbling groan, loud like a rockslide.

I quickly rolled out of bed, leaping to my feet—all before I even opened my eyes fully.

“Well, good morning to you too, Eleven,” Agan growled. Loud, so much louder than yesterday.

My eyes flew wide open as I stared at him.

Curled in my bed, both hands pressed between his legs where I’d kicked him, he took up most of the space—all of it. The bed frame creaked, the mattress dipped under his weight as he finally got up, climbing to his feet.

“Agan...” I whispered, tilting my head back to take in all of him as he stood tall. “You’re...back.”

I’d forgotten how incredibly large Agan used to be. His presence took over the apartment entirely. I had a hard time breathing, as if he’d squeezed the oxygen out of the room with his enormous body and his even bigger personality.

“How are you feeling?” I asked quickly.

“Fine.” He strolled around the bed to me.

“Wait!” I raised both hands between us, stopping him in his tracks. “Come, but slowly. Please?”

The change happened so suddenly, it was overwhelming. His approaching me felt not unlike a mountain or a tsunami moving in—intimidating. He obstructed the light, like a thundercloud moving across the sun.

“Emma,” his deep voice rumbled with uncertainty as he took a tentative step my way. “It’s me.”

“Closer...” I breathed out.

Step by step, he reached me. My nose pressed somewhere way below his chest. He’d grown so much, so fast.

Worry squeezed my heart. “Are you really feeling okay?”

He rolled his massive shoulders with a lazy smile. “Excellent.”

“We should get you to Professor Kidreks right away.”

He grabbed my shoulders, keeping me in place.

“No more labs.”

“But yirzi—”

“Yirzi are a deferent species. Voltuds’s rays obviously had a different effect on me than they had on them. My size has increased in stages and over time, making it easier for my body to adjust. Emma, trust me, I feel great.” He drew in a deep breath, making his chest expand. “I feel like I’m back in my own skin. Finally, my normal size again.”

“Good,” I breathed out, relieved and so happy for him.

Slowly, I leaned my forehead against the end of his sternum, my gaze dropping to his enormous morning erection that jerked near my naked belly.

“Have you always been this huge?” I lifted my head, searching for his eyes up high somewhere. “Are you sure nothing hurts? Any dizziness? Nausea?” I definitely felt dizzy myself, staring up at him like that.

He gave me one of his cheeky smiles.

“Only some persistent ache in my cock. But that’s a normal occurrence around you.”

I snorted a laugh. He looked both familiar and different at the same time. His words, however, definitely came from the Agan I knew.

“Okay. Um... God, you’re so tall.” I couldn’t take my eyes off him, even as my neck began to cramp from my head being tilted back so far. “Are you sure you didn’t accidentally grow a few extra inches?”

“Where exactly?” he chuckled.

I glanced down again. “Everywhere.”

I hadn’t seen Agan with his pants off before he’d been shrunk. His was by far the most impressive penis I’d ever seen, I realized. It was the most intimidating one, too.

“There is no way I could fit you between my breasts anymore,” I said slowly, staring at it for some reason.

“Not my entire body, no,” he laughed, leaning closer and pressing himself to me. “But we could still play with some variations of that.”

I moved my gaze to his chest. Short, tawny fur grew over his hard pectoral muscles. The rays of morning sun caught in it, giving him a golden sheen.

My golden boy.

I raised my hand tentatively. His chest stopped moving as he held his breath. Slowly, I placed my palm right above his heart, then slid it up to his shoulder. His fur felt smooth and silky, but not as fine as it did when he was smaller. I placed my other hand on his chest, too, learning anew the sensation of touching him.

“Emma?” he asked softly, the words vibrating in his chest under my hand. “Is everything okay?” A note of concern mixed into his tone.

“Yes.” I slid my hands up to his thick neck, tracing the hard cords of muscles with my fingers. After gliding my palms over the bulging mounds of his shoulders, I moved my hands down his arms next. “There’s so much of you, Agan.” I trailed my finger down one of the elegant lines of his colorful tattoo, over the steep mountain of his bicep and into the dip inside his elbow.

“Is it too much?” He frowned. “Am I too much for you, Emma?”

I leaned back to better see his eyes, finding myself drowning in them.

He held on to my shoulders, not allowing me to move far away from him.

“Will you still have me, Emma,” he asked. “All of me, as big as I am? With my inflated ego? My over-the-top attitude?”

“And your larger-than-life character?” I smiled, reaching up to cup his face. The hardness of his chiseled cheekbone was softened by the silky glide of his fur.

I wasn’t tall enough to kiss him. Even if I got on my tiptoes, I couldn’t reach his mouth with mine, not even close. Thankfully, he leaned down, searching for a kiss himself.

“You’re just enough for me, Agan,” I whispered against his lips, sinking my fingers into the thick mass of his wavy hair. “To me, you’re absolutely perfect. I’ll take as much as you’ll give me. And I’ll treasure it all.”

He lifted me up easily and kissed me deeply. His lips claimed mine. His tongue invaded my mouth. Agan laid his claim to me in a new way—thoroughly and completely.

“I’ve dreamt about this,” he murmured, trailing kisses from my lips to my neck. My legs around his waist, I held on to his wide shoulders, his thick arms holding me tight. “I wanted to gather all of you in my arms at once.” Not letting go of me, he sauntered back to the bed. “I want to take you, Emma to make you mine. In every way.”

He laid me on the mattress, then climbed on it himself. The bed frame groaned under his weight but held as he kissed me again, with a hunger of a man who’d been starving for ages.

My body was almost entirely hidden under his. His arms and legs caged me, holding most of his weight off me. His hands were everywhere at once. And he invaded all of my senses.

The brush of his fur against my bare skin felt invigorating, charging every nerve in my body. Everything inside me buzzed with excitement and anticipation. Desire for him ebbed and grew with each stroke of his tongue and every glide of his hands.

I spread my legs wider, allowing the hard ridge of his erection to press against my core. The contact sent a new wave of desire through my lower belly, pulsing with heat between my legs.

“I want you, Agan,” I whimpered, lifting my hips and grinding myself against him.

“Fuck...” he kissed my neck greedily before leaning back a little. “I can’t wait any longer.”

The fat tip of his hard-on pressed against my opening, and I threw my head back, closing my eyes. “More.”

He slowly thrust deeper, rotating his hips and stretching me. A long, low rumble rolled through his chest, accompanied by a groan of pleasure as he sank in.

“This is amazing, Emma.” He moaned above me, shoving another inch farther. “You are so tiny, my giant woman. So incredibly tight.”

My body tingled and stretched around him as he moved deeper, filling me entirely. He thrust once more, and I whimpered, alarmed—there was nowhere for him to go any farther. It felt as if my internal organs were about to shift.

He was simply too large.

Worried, I pressed both hands into his chest. “No more, Agan. I can’t take you all.”

I doubted anyone could, but maybe he was right, and I was tiny—too small for him.

He withdrew right away.

Gathering me in his arms, he slid me into his lap, sitting up.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked with concern, gently nuzzling my neck. His tail softly circled my waist, the fluffy tip of it soothingly stroking between my legs.

“No.” I hugged him. “But that monster of yours sure could cause some damage.” I hid my face in his shoulder. “Remember when you were too shy to take your pants off in front of me because you thought I’d tease you for being too small?” I released a long breath. “Now, I’m too small for you.”

I winced, closing my eyes. Agan and I had connected so well in every way. It hurt to know we couldn’t experience the full physical intimacy, even now, when he had finally returned to his size.

“Eleven.” He cupped my chin, lifting my face to his. “You and I are just right for each other. You were made for me.” He kissed me softly. “We’ll make this work. There’re many other ways. How about this one?” He turned me around in his lap, my back to his front. His arm circled me as he caressed my neck with his lips. “I’m all yours, sweetheart. Take as much or as little as you wish.”

I shifted on my knees, placing them on each side of his thighs. Positioning myself over his monstrous erection, I slowly lowered my hips, trying to take him in again. I wished for this to work so badly.

“There you go, my love,” he murmured as I slid lower.

The stretch returned, numbing and tingling at once. In this position, however, I didn’t need to take his entire length in. When the back of my thighs touched his lap, the part of him that was inside of me caused no pain or discomfort, just an invigorating sensation of being filled and stretched to the limit. At this angle, the pressure of him inside me also created the desperate need for more.

“It’s working, Agan,” I whispered excitedly, wiggling my hips.

“I told you we’re perfect together,” He whispered between my shoulder blades. “I always knew it.”

Oh yes, we were. We were always right for each other, no matter the size.

I rose back up on my knees a little, letting some of his length slide out then slowly lowered myself back into his lap.

He hissed, cupping my breasts. I watched in amazement as they completely disappeared in his large hands. It was hard to believe he once had his entire arm wrapped around my left breast. Before that, his entire body would curl around just one side of it.

“You are mine, Agan.” I placed my hands on top of his, rising up and sliding down along his shaft. “You are all mine, no matter how much or how little of you there is.”

My breath grew harder, as I moved faster, bouncing in his lap with increasing speed. Pleasure tightened inside me, coiling hot, ready to explode. I reached down to release it, but Agan swatted my hand away.

“Mine,” he growled. He pressed his finger to the sensitive spot between my legs, sending a charge of heat through my belly and down my inner thighs.

The rumble in his chest vibrated against my back as he came, his climax setting mine off, too. I bent over as ecstasy rocked through me, and Agan held me with his strong arm around my waist.

He pressed his lips to my back, then slid carefully out of me after the last tremors of our orgasm had subsided.

“I love you, Emma.” He cradled me in his lap, his large body surrounding mine. “Where you go, I’ll go. There is no parting us now.”
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Chapter 22

Agan

“If you had a choice, would you rather we went to Earth or stayed here?” he asked Emma as they were getting dressed for the ceremony to celebrate the end of war in Ravie.

The medical team had finally given him permission to travel. He and Emma had come to Tragul a day ago. They’d spent the night in the City of Ravie, the country’s capital, in the suite on the second floor of the City Hall that the government had assigned to them for now.

“Hmm, I’m not even sure, to be honest,” her voice sounded from behind an embroidered silk screen that divided the large room of the suite. “As long as I can be with you.”

With the fescods’ Mind now being held securely in the Voranian lab on Neron, the fescod attacks had stopped. The creatures still roamed the jungle of Tragul, as vicious as ever. But with no intelligent force to organize and direct them, they were no more dangerous than any predatory animal in the wild.

The war had ended. Ravils were now free to rebuild their country and return to the peaceful life they hadn’t experienced for so long.

Today’s ceremony in the City of Ravie was in his honor. To his people, he was the Ravil hero warrior who ended the decades-long war. What many of them failed to grasp was that he wouldn’t have done that without having the tiny, fierce human woman by his side.

He had taken it upon himself to educate them on Emma’s role in ending the war. He’d fought to include her name on the program, banners, and any news coverage he had received. She was the hero as much as he was. If they celebrated him, they needed to celebrate her too.

He’d made it clear to the leader of the country of Ravie, Governor Eehie, too. When the Governor granted him an audience, Agan refused to accept it until Emma’s name had been added to the invitation.

Emma didn’t seem to be that concerned about potentially missing out on fame and attention. She said she didn’t mind staying out of the spotlight, but he knew she appreciated his efforts.

“I’m coming out,” she announced from behind the screen. “Are you ready to see my outfit?”

“I’m dying to see it,” he confessed, eager to see her.

“Oops, just a minute...” she muttered softly. “This silk is so slippery.”

“Come here, I’ll help you.” He tied the blue ceremonial sash with the golden fringe around his waist.

The silk of the sash felt smooth and luxurious in his calloused hands. The suede of his new, sand-red pants was soft and comfortable. The embossed black leather of his also brand-new chest plate was freshly painted with bright designs in gold and green.

He hadn’t worn ceremonial attire in a very long time. Today, he was dressed for appearances, not for action.

“Do you need me to help you tie or buckle anything?” he asked, gazing at the screen that separated him from his woman.

“No, thank you.” She laughed softly. “I know what will happen if I come out topless—we’d never make it to the ceremony at all.”

She was right. His cock throbbed when he thought about her in any stage of undress behind that screen. Spending the day buried inside her—his body and soul at her mercy—would be the best kind of celebration for him.

“Ta-da!” Emma stepped out from behind the screen.

She was required to be dressed as a Ravie warrior for the ceremony. However, since there wasn’t a female version of the Ravil Army uniform—ceremonial or otherwise—the officials provided her with the traditional attire of a Ravie woman.

Emma wore a long flowing skirt of blue silk embroidered with red and green, the colors of the jungle of Tragul and the official colors of Ravie. A scarf with gold fringe, similar to his sash, was tied around her breasts. Her unbound, blonde hair fell just below her shoulder blades. Her smile matched the happiness bouncing in her sky-blue eyes, making him want to kiss her, right then and there.

“What do you think?” She twirled, sending the voluminous skirt flying around her legs. He spotted the flat strappy sandals of his people on her feet.

The woman he loved, dressed as one of his people—immediately he wished he could see this more often.

“You look beautiful.”

“Not too revealing, you think?” She tugged the scarf up a bit, to cover more of her cleavage. “For a public appearance, I mean?”

“Most of the people present will be topless, so...” He shrugged. Ravils generally disliked wearing shirts, their fur and the mild climate of his country allowed for it with ease.

He came closer to her and placed his hands on her waist. His thumbs landed on her bare skin above the skirt’s waistband, and he stroked her there, enjoying the familiar smooth glide of her furless skin under his hands.

“You didn’t exactly answer my question earlier. If you had to choose, where would you rather live here or on Earth?”

Their new hero status might allow them the choice.

“Well, smuggling you back to Earth with me would be much more complicated now that you’re the size of a truck. I can no longer hide you in my bra.” The teasing smile he loved so much twinkled in her eyes, playing in the corners of her mouth.

“Would you consider staying here, in Ravie?” He held his breath, waiting for her answer.

The priority was for them to stay together, either on Earth or on Tragul, or even on another planet if they had to. Logically, he understood Emma might prefer to go back home to her parents. He had no family on Tragul. But maybe because of that, the planet itself had become much dearer to him. Ravie was his home. He’d loved it, even wracked by war. He would love to see it grow and thrive in peace.

She sighed.

“I’m in the Army, remember? I still have over a year of my mandatory service term left. Besides, my parents will need me at some point. They’re not getting any younger.”

With the end of the war, the military agreement between Earth and Neron was not going to be extended next month, which meant that Emma’s Special Unit was leaving for Earth soon.

True to their vow to stay together, Emma had petitioned to remain behind as part of the joint interplanetary security force that had been formed to clear Ravie of the remaining fescods that still roamed the country. If approved, her contract could be extended for another year. But it wasn’t enough. Agan needed her for life.

“What if we got your parents here, too?”

“Like that’d be so simple?” She tilted her head.

“Ravil law promotes keeping families together. The war tore too many of them apart. If you can stay here, so can your parents.”

“Well, there is that ‘if.’” She stroked his arm. The glide of her small palm over his fur sent ripples of pleasure through his skin. He drew her closer to him.

“Would you ever consider leaving the Army? If you got an equal job here, of course,” he added quickly. He knew Emma well enough to understand she’d need to keep busy doing what she loved if he wanted her happy. And keeping her happy was now the most important mission of his life.

“When my military service term ends next year, I could apply to resign. But there’s no way for me to stay in Ravie, remember? There are no agreements on any type of immigration between our nations. And even if there were, would I be allowed to have an equal job in Ravie? Women don’t exactly have the same rights here, do they?”

“Legally, Ravil women have exactly the same rights as men. Culturally, a woman doing what is considered a ‘man’s job’ may present challenges,” he admitted honestly.

“Well, I’m not the one to back away from a challenge.” She smiled.

“Don’t I know that.” He drew her flush to him, really wishing they didn’t need to go out there, so he could spend the rest of the day between her legs and the night with his head resting on her chest.

“It may be difficult for me to stay, honey.” She leaned against him, pressing the side of her face to just below his chest. The flat soles of her sandals didn’t lend her any extra height to reach higher than that. “According to General Hicrai—”

“The general is not the one in charge of that. I’ll personally petition Governor Eehie for you to stay. I just need to know that staying in Ravie would be the life you want.”

“I want to be with you.” She gazed up at him, and he loved what he saw in her eyes. There was so much trust and devotion, it floored him. “As long as we’re together, I’ll live anywhere.”

“I’m going to marry you, my giant woman,” he said out loud what he felt deep in his heart. “No matter where we’ll end up living, you’ll be my wife.”

“Are you asking me to marry you?” She arched an eyebrow with a smile. “Because it doesn’t sound like a question.”

“It’s because it isn’t. You’re mine already. All we’ll have to do is to make it clear to everyone else.”
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Emma

THE CENTRAL PLAZA OF the City of Ravie was filled with people. Most of the Ravils were topless as Agan had predicted. I’d also spotted a few Voranians among them, their long dark horns sticking out above the crowd. From where I was standing, I couldn’t find Rick and the other guys of my unit in the crowd, but I knew that they were there, too. As the war allies of the Ravil, the entire Earth Unit had been formally invited to the festivities.

The stocky, two-story log buildings of the city were decorated with green and red banners. The white mushroom roofs shone brightly under the mid-morning sun. Bands played on the balconies adorned with flowers and the long, glossy leaves of the trees from the jungle.

Just like the city square, every cobblestone street leading to it was packed with people, leaving free only a sliver of space around the wooden platform in the center of the square where I stood next to Agan.

Governor Eehie—a tall middle-aged Ravil with no shirt but a long green-and-gold cape cascading down his wide back—gave a speech to the crowd. His wife, a stately woman with a richly embroidered shawl draped over her shoulders, stood by his side.

The Governor placed a golden sash over Agan’s shoulder to the thunder of cheers and applause.

Pressing his right hand to the left side of his chest, Agan bowed to the Governor and his wife then to the crowd. He then stepped aside, making me the center of attention.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Nowak from Earth.” The Governor dipped his head in a bow to me and placed an identical golden sash over my shoulder. His wife gave me a tight smile.

The wave of applause was slow to catch this time. It started tentatively from a few directions as I pressed my hand over my heart and bowed to the Governor, the way Agan had done.

“Thank you for bringing peace to our land.” The Governor clapped his hands, spurring the wave of cheers higher.

I turned to face the crowd, sweeping with my gaze the entire square and taking in as much of the adjacent streets as I could see.

Could this country be my home? Would these people ever accept me for what I was? Would I be able to remain true to myself here, without offending anyone by violating their cultural norms?

Agan stepped forward. “As a foreigner, Lieutenant Nowak is entitled to ask for a reward from the people of Ravie for the service she’s done for our country.” He turned to the Governor. “That is the law, is it not?”

The Governor frowned, more in confusion than anger or annoyance, I hoped.

“It’s an ancient tradition, not a law,” he said. “A warrior outside of the City of Ravie who fought and won on behalf of the city could ask for a reward from the Mayor.”

“Since Lieutenant Nowak is not only from outside of the city but also from outside of the country, her reward should come from you, right?” Agan asked, innocently.

Madam Eehie gasped softly. “She is a woman, not a warrior.”

“She is both,” Agan stated flatly.

The Governor moved his stare to me.

“Do you intend to demand a reward for your service, Lieutenant?”

I glanced at Agan, who gave me an encouraging smile. It was worth a try. I inhaled deeply before blurting out, “Yes.”

A rumble rippled through the crowd. People appeared to be intrigued, though many sounded disapproving. Blatantly demanding a reward for a good deed must be frowned upon. Well, I had little to lose.

“I would like to ask for something from you, Governor,” I said loud and clear, so that people back on the fringes of the square could hear me, too.

“I’m sure this could be discussed later,” Madam Eehie half-whispered into her husband’s ear.

“My request is very straightforward,” I added quickly, not giving him a chance to back away, now. “There is not much to discuss or negotiate.” I turned to the crowd again. Their approval meant so much more than that of the Governor or his wife. “People of Ravie, the only reward I’m asking for is your permission to call your country my home. I wish to stay and build my life here, on Tragul.”

A rumbling wave rolled through the crowd, and I desperately tried to gauge whether it was approval or displeasure. If the Ravils didn’t accept me, it mattered little what their Governor would say. I was ready to work hard to be fully included into their society. However, open hostility would make my life here so much more difficult.

“You want to stay in Ravie?” the governor stared at me. “As one of our citizens?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I drew some air into my lungs and faced the crowd again.

“I want to help you rebuild what I’ve helped you save—a peaceful life. I’d love to be a part of your prosperous future...I...”

I had plenty more grand words roaming in my head. All of them were true, but none felt impactful enough for this moment.

“I want to stay together with the man I love,” I said, baring my heart to them. “My home is where he is.”

Agan’s large hand closed over mine as he took his place at my side.

“There have been so many losses and separations during the war,” he addressed his people. “Let our story be one of union.”

And this time, the wave of cheering, clapping, and shouting was definitely that of support. It erupted into a tsunami of noise, rolling through the square and way beyond.

“For helping to liberate Ravie,” Governor Eehie loudly declared, even as not many beyond the wooden platform could hear him over the roaring excitement of the crowd. “Lieutenant Emma Nowak of Earth will receive Ravil citizenship. It’s an honor to welcome you as one of our own, Lieutenant.”

Tears of happiness prickled behind my eyelids. I released a long breath, only to draw another one in quickly, as the air suddenly felt short on oxygen.

I hadn’t had a chance to personally get to know this country and its inhabitants. I’d fought for it, risked my life for it, yet so much of it largely remained unknown. However, I was looking into the future with excitement and a strong desire to learn. It wouldn’t be easy—nothing ever was—but there was no fear or trepidation in my heart.

“Thank you,” I whispered, because no one would hear me over the noise even if I shouted the words. Pressing my hand to my chest, I bowed deeply because everyone could see this gesture of my gratitude to the Ravil people for giving me the chance.

“Welcome.” The Governor placed both hands on my shoulders and kissed my forehead.

“Welcome.” His wife repeated his gesture. “Um...” She lingered in front of me, seemingly struggling for words. “I am not sure if you would like to continue in your current occupation as a warrior... We have several organizations that would welcome you as a Ravil woman, which may not be to your interests...”

She trailed off, obviously confused about how to treat me or where to place me.

“Emma is an excellent seamstress,” Agan said, out of the blue.

I blinked at him, wondering why he’d bring that up.

“You are?” Madam Eehie’s eyes lit up with excitement. Relief clearly shone on her face. “We have so many great craftswomen in Ravie. I sew myself, and I’d love to see what techniques you could share with us.”

“Um, sure.” I smiled as she took my hand in both of hers, any trace of awkwardness between us quickly melting away.

“There is a big demand in Voran for clothes and other items made by Ravil women. Voranians largely depend on machines in their textile production. They appreciate our handmade products. I’d love to organize our craftswomen, give them support they need to establish a regular production and export of their product...”

Madam Eehie kept talking excitedly, her arm hooked in mine as we, along with our small group, stepped off the platform and headed toward the gardens of the City Hall.

Here, under the pergolas with grass-woven canopies, long tables had been arranged in rows. Huge amounts of food lay on trays and large round dishes.

“You can sit right here, next to me if you wish, Lieutenant Nowak,” Madam Eehie invited, gesturing at the long bench at one of the tables.

“Thank you,” I took my place next to her, with Agan sitting on my other side. “Please, call me Emma.”

“All right, I will.” She smiled, brushing aside a wavy lock of her shoulder-length mane. “I’m Inkra, then.”

“Lieutenant Drankai!” The sharp voice of General Hicrai startled me.

He approached our table in wide determined strides and hastily greeted the Governor and his spouse, completely ignoring me as usual.

Agan stood up, facing him.

“Glad to see you’re back in your best fighting form.” General Hicrai slapped him on his shoulder. “Maybe now you can control your woman better.” He finally acknowledged my presence by shooting me a reproachful look.

“I quit,” Agan said suddenly. “I quit the Army. This is my resignation.”

“What?” For a moment, the general looked as if he’d chocked on something sharp. “You can’t quit the Army!” he bellowed. “Leaving it is called desertion, punishable by law.”

“The mandatory service in Ravil army is twenty years. After that, one can quit any time.” Agan calmly folded his arms over his chest. “I completed the mandatory two decades of service two years ago. I quit.”

“You’ve been with the Army for only twelve years.” The general jammed his finger in Agan’s chest plate. “You have a long way to go before your mandatory term is up.”

Agan shook his head.

“As per the Equalization Act, years of activity in a civilian resistance organization are counted into the years of active army duty.”

“You’re not even thirty yet,” General Hicrai scoffed. “You can’t have the full twenty years either way. When did you start? When you were eight years old?”

“Six. And now I’m done.” Agan unfolded his arms, taking a step closer to the general. “And since you’re no longer my superior officer...”

He twisted his torso, bringing his fist back before landing a hefty blow on the general’s jaw.

A soft gasp came from where Madam Eehie, Inkra, was sitting. My breath caught in my throat as I watched, as if in a slow motion, General Hicrai stagger back then fall on his ass with a loud “humph.”

He scrambled back to his feet quickly but hesitated to launch a counterattack, faced with Agan’s grim expression and a raised fist ready to strike again.

“That’s assault!” the general yelled, instead.

“A Ravil man has the right to defend his honor,” Agan said gravely. “You disrespected my woman, therefore you insulted me.”

“How did I disrespect your woman?” The general shot a glance my way, more fearful than hateful this time.

Agan grinned, gazing at me.

“You implied I have the right to control her.”

I smiled back at him, ignoring the general’s glare.

“Agan!” someone yelled from the crowd as people continued taking their seats at the tables. Those who didn’t want to sit congregated around the high stands with food that had been placed around the garden.

“Hey, Hahlut, look! There’s Agan!” I recognized the voice of one of the Agan’s comrades, former comrades now, since he’d just quit.

“Are you talking about the little guy on the puny human’s shoulder?” Hahlut laughed.

They’d obviously missed the ceremony, arriving just for the party.

Agan slowly turned toward the voice.

“I’ll be right back.” He leaned in, placing a quick kiss on my cheek.

“Agan...” I started, concerned.

“It won’t take long.” He stretched his neck, cracking his knuckles. “I just need to talk to Hahlut for a minute.”

“Why?”

“I have to teach him the respectful way to speak about my woman, once and for all.”

I rolled my eyes. “No, you don’t. I already talked to him in the mall. He apologized, remember?”

“You talked to him for me. Now it’s my turn to ‘speak’ to him for you.” He leaped over a bench on his way to his former buddies. “Don’t worry, I won’t cripple him.”

I shook my head, catching the accusing glare General Hicrai tossed my way as he hurried after Agan. As if it was my fault that Agan decided to flex his newly grown muscles once again.

“Don’t look at me,” I said to the general, huffing a breath. “It’s not like I can stop him.”

I turned back to Inkra who’d gingerly started filling her plate with food.

“I could barely restrain him even when he was pocket-sized,” I mumbled under my breath. “How am I supposed to do it now when he is the size of a house?”

“Men.” She shrugged casually, not at all concerned. “I can never figure out exactly what’s going on in their heads. Here...” she placed a small curd of something on a plate for me. “Try this, please. It’s whipped cheese made from marid milk.”

“The riding animals?”

“Right. Marids are kept for many uses.” She took a small dark cube off another serving dish. “This is marid meat, seasoned and cured.”

I gazed with curiosity at the large variety of foods spread on the trays in front of me, trying to guess what all of them were.

The Governor returned to our table, meanwhile, my man coming along with him.

Beaming, Agan plopped on the bench next to me. “Governor Eehie just offered me a job with the civilian border protection force,” he announced, grabbing both the whipped curd and the meat cube off my plate and popping them both into his mouth.

“Did you accept?” Things were happening with a breakneck speed. He’d lost a job and gotten a new one within minutes.

“I said I’d need to talk to my wife first.”

“Your who?” My jaw slacked, my mouth hanging open.

With a finger under my chin, he closed my mouth for me. “I said I’d marry you. I meant it.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible.”

I smiled at his eagerness.

“Maybe we should at least wait until they extend my contract and confirm my new location?”

“If you prefer to keep to your current line of work after your resignation from the Army next year, Madam Lieutenant,” the Governor said, taking his place on the other side of his wife. “We could most definitely use your skills, too. We’re creating a border-control force to keep yirzi bands and fescods from crossing into our country. I’d love to have you as one of the warriors protecting our land from future invasions. You can work alongside your future husband if you wish.”

“We’ll be in the same organization, for once.” Agan’s grin grew wider. “Finally, I’ll get the chance to be your boss and give you orders.”

“Unless I get to be your boss first, of course.” I laughed, flicking his nose with my finger.

He caught my hand in the air and pressed it to his lips. “Every wish of yours is already my order. I’ll do anything for you, my lucky number Eleven.”

“I have everything I’ve ever wished for and more.” I trailed my fingers along the velvety ridge of his cheekbone. “As long as I have you, my love.”
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Epilogue

Emma

Almost a Year Later. Valentine’s Day.

Istood on top of a hill, just outside of the city wall of Irlie, a small border town in Ravie. Agan held a job here with the Border Guard, and I still had a few months left of my peacekeeping mission contract on Tragul. Both of us worked to protect the town and the country beyond it from yirzi and fescods roaming the jungle.

My mandatory service term was nearing its end, after which I already had a job with the Boarder Guard lined up. I’d remain here, working side by side with Agan.

It’d been quiet lately as we’d drawn both yirzi and fescods far away from the country by now.

Agan and I used the down time to set up our cute two-story house and to finally plan our wedding. Since our move here, I’d also completed the entire immigration process of getting my parents over to Tragul. They’d since moved here, too, and happily settled in a house around the corner from ours.

Mom had been busy in the expansive garden she’d managed to plant and grow in the couple of months since their arrival. And Dad, forever a social butterfly, had been making friends with the neighbors. He and Mom had been getting dinner invitations nearly every night.

Right now, they both were standing on the city wall, along with many of our neighbors and friends. I couldn’t see their faces from this distance and only heard a steady murmur of voices. I couldn’t distinguish their words, but I knew that they were watching me while having drinks and holding handfuls of flower petals in their hands.

The breeze caught the white silk of my long, wide skirt. It billowed like a sail around my legs. A gold-embroidered veil flowed over my hair, and a white scarf with gold fringe bound my breasts.

Gold and white were the wedding colors in Ravie. I stood on the top of the hill, waiting for my new husband to “abduct” me as was the ancient tradition of the Ravil people.

Almost exactly a year since Agan had shipped himself into my lap, we finally got married. It had taken us much longer than we’d thought to make it official. But with so many changes happening in the past year, the wedding took a while to plan and organize.

In addition, I had amazing news for him. I’d kept it a secret for three days now, having decided to tell him tonight—a part of my wedding gift to my husband.

A rider appeared from the jungle. Mounted on a marid, the elegant six-legged riding animal of the Ravils, he rode toward me. The setting sun shined off the golden-white fur of the animal and the thick, wavy mane of my man.

Long ago, the marriage abductions were exactly that: a Ravil male would grab the woman he wanted to marry, with or without her permission.

Over the centuries, law and customs had changed. Now, illegal abduction was a crime, punishable by law. However, the tradition of the marid-riding groom carrying his bride away remained a part of the wedding celebration.

Agan was a vision in white silk pants and a gold sash tied around his trim waist. The long ends of the sash flew behind him, billowing in the wind. He was in his element, in his world. A wide, happy grin spread on his face as he approached me.

Pushed by the chest of the marid and the wide torso of its rider, the wall of air hit me as they got close. I withdrew my head into my shoulders, overwhelmed by the mass and the speed of the two. But I wasn’t afraid, I trusted Agan.

Not slowing down, he bent over, scooping me off the ground with one arm.

“Got you!” He placed me in the saddle in front of him, and I grabbed him around his middle, pressing myself to him.

“Hold me.”

“Always.” Agan slowed the marid down a little and tightened his arm around me.

A roar of cheers erupted from the city walls where our wedding guests raised their glasses to our happy marriage and threw flower petals our way.

We wouldn’t see any of them until the next week. Agan was taking me to the town up the hill where he’d rented a cabin next to a beautiful waterfall for our honeymoon.

“All mine now.” Agan kissed the top of my head, his heart thundering wildly in his chest pressed to me. He shifted the reins into the hand at my waist, then reached into his sash with the free hand. “I’ve got something for you.” He held up a gold ring with an opaque round stone. “This is your tradition from back home, isn’t it? To exchange rings on a wedding day?”

I gasped at the sight of the gorgeous stone. The sun's rays shined through it with a splash of multi-colored sparkles.

“How did you know?”

“Your father told me.” He grinned, placing the ring on my finger.

“So beautiful.” I tilted my hand, admiring the bursts of light playing inside the stone. “And it fits.”

“Of course it does,” he replied confidently. “I know your body in and out, every single part of it. Every size, too.”

I nuzzled his chest. My cheeks heated up at the thought of all the “learning” of each other’s bodies we had done over the past year.

“I have something for you, too,” I said softly, my heart speeding up with excitement and just a bit of trepidation. “Just make sure you don’t fall off the saddle when I say what it is.”

“Fall off the saddle?” He laughed heartily. “I was born in it. There is nothing that’d knock me off a marid.”

I lifted my face to his, needing to see his eyes when I said it. “I’m pregnant, Agan. We’ll be parents soon.”

He jerked away from me, swaying to the side, as his mouth fell open. I grabbed onto his sash, yanking him back to me.

“Nearly knocked you off the saddle after all, didn’t I?”

“Emma...” He stared at me, wonder swimming in his wide-open eyes. The yellow sparks of the setting sun twinkled like specks of gold in the bright green of his irises. “You’re not just my lucky number, you’re my miracle.”

The warmth of light in his eyes floated into my heart, filling it with so much love.

“Miracle,” I echoed. “That’s what the doctor said.”

There had been numerous studies on reproduction between humans and Voranians, proving a pregnancy impossible between those two species. However, since Agan and I were the first and still the only human-Ravil couple in the Universe, it all started with us.

“What else did the doctor say?” Agan’s expression turned pensive, the wonder overshadowed by concern. “Should you even be traveling? Maybe we should cancel the honeymoon?”

“Calm down, daddy.” I patted his chest soothingly, with a soft giggle. “We’re doing great. Since it is the only Ravil-human baby in the world, I’ll have to be going in for check-ups more often than normal. The doctor is going to be monitoring this pregnancy closely. He already sent a report to Voran and told me to expect specialists from there to arrive at some point. We’ll definitely have a lot more attention on us because of this, but there are no reasons to worry, not yet anyway. Both the baby and I are doing fine.”

“The baby,” he repeated after me in a half-whisper. His hand at my waist slid down to my belly, which was still disappointingly flat. “Yours and mine.”

We hadn’t really talked about having children yet. Agan and I knew that Voranians and humans weren’t able to breed, but there were other ways to start a family—from a human sperm donor to adoption. I’d thought we’d be looking into all of them when the time came. Now, that it’d happened so unexpectedly, I wondered if Agan felt as ready for this as I did.

“Are you happy, Agan?”

“I’m the happiest I’ve ever been, Emma.” He hugged me tighter, kissing my face. “Living long enough to see Ravie thrive in peace had been my dream. I’d never dared dream about bringing a child into this world while the war was still raging on. Now...” His chest rose as he inhaled deeply. Tension and worry eased from his face as if being let go with the air he’d exhaled. “I couldn’t imagine anything better than this. I love you, Emma. More than life.”

I relaxed against my husband’s chest.

“I love you, too, my tiny giant. You are my world.”
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More in My Holiday Tails Series

My Birthday Getaway

Lori

“Bye, asshole!” The young woman, whose name was Felicity Davis according to the passengers list, stomped her foot. “Next time, think twice before abducting an innocent woman who is minding her own business.”

She spun on her heel, sending a myriad of long, multi-colored braids flying around her head and shoulders. A male alien watched her with a desolate expression as she headed across the docking deck of the alien ship toward our shuttle from Earth.

Felicity Davis was the first passenger to board my shuttle today. There were supposed to be ten—ten women out of the ninety-seven whom the aliens from the planet Ivodi had abducted during their first two months orbiting the Earth. For the past week and a half, they’d been releasing them all.

“Hey, Lori. There’s the commander.” Maddy, my First Officer, tipped her chin at the tall Ivodian who’d just come out onto the deck.

My heart skipped a beat, then skidded off at lighting speed.

“Aaaand, you’re blushing again,” Maddy commented squinting her eyes in a teasing expression.

I couldn’t help it. My thirtieth birthday was this Saturday and here I was, crushing on a man like a teenager.

It was impossible not to, though. Commander Nex of the Ivodian ship Conqueror was a sight to behold. Tall and built like a heavy-weight athlete, he commanded attention with his mere presence. I’d been admiring him from the first moment I laid my eyes on him.

He sauntered onto the dock, authority radiating from his figure. The Ivodians’ white uniform contrasted with his dark, gray-purple skin. His seven long skinny tails lashed about his legs like whips as he surveyed the dock, arms crossed over his chest.

The Commander appeared to be an embodiment of the entire Ivodian race—confident and self-assured to the point of borderline arrogance.

The Ivodians weren’t the first alien race who discovered us. The first were Voranians from the planet Neron. Just like the Ivodians, they were interested in our women. But they went about it in a diplomatic way, signing a contract with Earth that allowed women to apply for marriage with a Voranian.

Other nations, such as Ravil from the planet Tragul, had military contracts with Earth.

The Ivodians had shown no interest in diplomacy when they’d first arrived. Their ship, aptly named Conqueror, had appeared in Earth’s orbit, guns at the ready. Shocked into stupor by their audacity, the Coalition of the Earth’s Governments did nothing for the first several weeks as the Ivodians whizzed around in their sleek flying saucers, snatching women off the streets.

Finally getting their wits about them, the Coalition fought back, demanding the return of all abducted women.

It remained unclear how they’d made the Ivodians comply. Thankfully, despite each party holding the other in the crosshairs, no shots had been fired. The Ivodians had agreed to return all ninety-seven women they’d taken, promising to go back to wherever they had come from in peace.

I’d never had a chance to talk to the commander. I hadn’t even met him face-to-face without the windshield of my space shuttle between us. I didn’t know his first name, and chances were, I never would. The Ivodian ship was leaving in a couple of weeks, and I’d never see him again.

“You’re so cute when you’re crushing on a guy,” Maddy kept teasing.

“Stupid me,” I mumbled, flicking the top button of my teal-blue uniform open. Dress code be damned. I needed some air, and the collar of my shirt suddenly proved too tight.

“We’ll need to find a way for the two of you to meet,” Maddy added in a more serious tone.

I just shook my head. According to the contract, as the captain of the shuttle, I was supposed to remain on the bridge while docked with Conqueror. The commander had no reason to ever come on board my shuttle.

In another week or two, all the abducted women would be safely processed and returned to Earth. Conqueror would leave the orbit, taking its commander away from this planet and out of my life.

He wasn’t meant to be anything more than my alien crush.

Maddy picked up the tablet with the paperwork displayed on the screen and clipped on her taser. The company we worked for, Starlight Spacelines, required her to wear the taser when out on the deck. The Ivodians hadn’t been hostile to Maddy and me, but Conqueror was a warship, armed with all kinds of weapons and manned by a crew of fierce warriors. Starlight Spacelines believed a taser would stop them if they chose to attack us.

“Well, I need to go out there now. Do you want me to say hi to the commander from you?” She wiggled her eyebrows.

While the captain remained with the ship at all times, the first officer did what was required outside of the shuttle, including confirming the passenger list, obtaining all signatures, and performing the exterior inspection before take-off. Maddy had met the commander personally and had spoken to him face-to-face.

“Of course not! Don’t you dare talk to him about me.” I desperately wished my flaming face would cool off or else it risked setting the cockpit on fire. It felt like I was in high school again, crushing on one of the most popular boys in class.

Why did it always have to be the most unattainable one?

Commander Nex had no idea I existed. Most likely, he never would. We only had a handful of scheduled flights left. Once all the abducted women were returned to their homes and families unharmed, the Ivodians would be gone. Besides, did I even want to have anything to do with a man from a race that abducted women, even if they ended up returning them at the end?

The women I’ve been taking back to Earth appeared to be in good shape. Some even seemed reluctant to leave Conqueror.

Felicity Davis was obviously not one of those who felt sad about leaving. She stomped into the shuttle and tossed her government issued carry-on into the overhead bin.

“Welcome aboard.” I smiled, standing at the open door between the bridge and the passenger cabin.

“Hi.” She gave me a friendly grin, plopping into one of the beige leather chairs.

“Happy to be going back home?” I asked. Small talk was not part of my duties, but I was curious.

“Can’t wait!” She flicked a handful of braids over her shoulder.

“How long did you spend here?”

“Almost a month!” She shook her head in irritation, shooting a reproachful glare through the window at the Ivodian who’d delivered her to the dock. “Can you believe it? He grabbed me off the street, two blocks away from my house. I had my college final exams that week. I went out for a Slurpee, after studying for hours. And this asshole...” She leaned forward in her seat and yelled toward the open door. “How would you like it if I abducted you without asking?”

The gray-purple skin of the Ivodian turned darker over his sharp cheekbones. A row of piercings from the bridge of his nose up to the middle of his forehead glimmered as he shook his head energetically.

“I’d be honored!” he yelled back, loud and clear. “Anyone should be proud to become the spouse of the first engineer of the mighty Conqueror.”

Felicity rolled her eyes.

“Hear that? That’s what I’ve been dealing with the entire freaking month. If he’s such a catch, why did he need to resort to stealing a wife?”

“Are all Ivodians like that?” I asked, forcing my eyes not to search for the commander in the crowd gathering on the docking deck.

Felicity shrugged.

“Some are better, some are worse. Just like humans, there’re all kinds of Ivodians, I guess. I didn’t get to meet many of them. That one,” she tipped her head at the first engineer in the window, “kept me locked in his bedroom most of the month. Personally, I don’t mind their commander, though. He was the one who finally made it possible for all of us to go home.”

My infatuated heart melted at hearing a praise—no matter how slight—for the object of my affection.

“I’m sorry it happened to you,” I said with genuine empathy for Felicity’s situation.

To my knowledge, the abducted women hadn’t been physically or sexually abused. Though, all of them reported enduring forced confinement. Some, like Felicity, had been locked in the bedrooms of their abductors for weeks. I’d even heard rumors of women being chained to their beds.

“Thanks. It’s nice to be going home.” She blew out a breath, resting against the back of her seat.

Other passengers started to come on board, with Maddy confirming their identities at the door.

“What a mess,” Felicity spoke again. “I had a summer job lined up. Now I have to figure out what to do about the exams I never took. I’d just started seeing this guy from my college a month and a half ago. Such a sweet man. Apparently, he called all over the place, searching for me. My poor parents thought I’d been kidnapped and murdered before the authorities located me...” Her eyes turned glossy with tears, and her smooth, dark skin glowed warmly with the troubling memories.

Not all the boarding women spoke English. Many of those who did nodded in agreement with Felicity. Each had her own abduction story to tell. Though, I also caught a few wistful glances thrown through the windows back at the group of Ivodians who had brought the women to the dock. I wondered if any of the ten women we’d be taking to Earth today would’ve preferred to stay.

Making sure all had boarded, I went back to my seat in the front.

“All on board.” Maddy jumped in the right seat of the First Officer and pulled out the required checklist.

After take-off, I maneuvered the shuttle away from the massive form of Conqueror and laid the course back to Earth. The latest commercial model of the space shuttle I flew would cover the distance back to my home base near Toronto, Canada in just under two hours.

“Come on, ask,” Maddy prodded, the moment we got on course. I let the instruments take over, and we both relaxed a little.

“What?” I feigned innocence, though the question burned on my tongue, begging to be let out.

“You know what I mean,” she insisted. “Ask.”

“Fine.” I gave up pretending and tried not to sound too eager. “Did you get to talk to him?”

“Yes.” She beamed.

“And?” I bit my lip in an attempt to hide my anticipation.

“I said ‘hi,’ and the commander replied ‘greetings,’” she blurted out.

“And then?”

Did I need to pull it out from her word by word? Maddy was a chatty type. Surely, she did this on purpose now, to torment me.

“And that’s it.” She shrugged.

“That’s it?”

“Yep. Then, he let the deck supervisor deal with me.”

I released the breath I was holding and fought disappointment. Why did it matter what the commander said or didn’t say to Maddy? Even if he recited an entire Shakespearian play to her by heart, it wouldn’t change my standing with him in any way, whatsoever.

Maddy watched me closely.

“You really have to talk to him, Lori,” she said softly. “Friday is our last flight this week. Why don’t you ask him to join you in your cottage for your birthday?”

My tiny hunting cabin in the woods could hardly be called a cottage.

“Right, as if he would come,” I scoffed.

“You won’t know until you ask.”

That was the real problem. I wasn’t good at talking to strangers, especially those I had a crush on. Even if I got the guts to speak to the commander, I’d most likely just make a fool of myself.

“I’d feel so much better knowing you’re not alone out there,” Maddy sighed. “In the middle of nowhere.”

The cabin my grandpa had built was located on his large property, surrounded by protected land, with not a person in sight for miles. And I loved it that way.

I inherited the cabin after Grandpa passed away, almost exactly a year ago, on my birthday. This Saturday would be especially bitter-sweet for me this year.

I knew Maddy had wanted to throw me a birthday party in the city. She’d said turning thirty was a huge deal. But all I wanted was to run away and hide in the cabin for a day or two. I’d come back on Monday and deal with everything then, including starting the fourth decade of my life. A party would be too much right now. I needed some space and time for myself.

Surprisingly, sharing the cabin with the commander this weekend didn’t sound awful, though. Not at all.


Chapter 2

Lori

“COME ON, LORI, WHAT do you have to lose?” Maddy bugged me on our way back to Conqueror the following Friday.

“Well, my job, for one,” I pointed out.

“We won’t be breaking any rules.”

Maddy had come up with a plan for me to talk to Commander Nex. I could take her place as the first officer to get out of the shuttle. Once I got the passenger list signed off by the deck supervisor, she would check the women’s IDs on the shuttle while I’d take the commander aside and...well...talk to him, for once.

“There’s no law against the captain leaving the craft while it’s docked,” Maddy insisted.

“The Ivodians requested I stay with the ship,” I argued. “It’s in the contract.”

“Yeah, but they won’t know. I’ll give you my hat and my employee pass. We’ll trade the epaulettes too. I only can tell the Ivodians apart by the insignia on their sleeves. I’m sure all Earthlings look alike to them, too.”

Maddy was half Korean, and I was part Italian, part Scottish, and part who-knew-what-else. Her eyes were dark brown, almost black. Mine were gray or blue, depending on what I was wearing. Her hair was perfectly straight and silky. Mine had a bit of a wave to it. No one from Earth would say we looked the same.

However, she might be right. From the point of view of the aliens, we were two human women of a similar height, dressed in identical teal uniforms, and having long dark hair pulled back in a ponytail—practically indistinguishable. The Ivodians couldn’t care less about the differences in our facial features, just like I couldn’t really tell the differences in theirs. Except for the commander’s features, of course.

When it came to the commander, it was more than just his face. It was the way he conducted himself, in his confident swagger, and his deep, commanding voice that made me weak in my knees whenever I heard him giving orders to his crew.

I would recognize him in a crowd of millions of Ivodians, with or without their insignia.

“When else will you get a chance to speak to him?” Maddy wouldn’t quit, tempting me like the serpent of Eden. “Next week is the last flight of our contract. You’ll never see him again. It’s like now or never, Lori.”

“What for, though?” I protested. “He’ll leave anyway.”

“But the memories will remain!” Maddy exclaimed dramatically. “And the bragging rights. Just think about it, you could be one of the very few women on Earth who’s had sex with an Ivodian.”

Some of the abducted women had gone that far with their captors, I’d heard.

But me?

I coughed, choking on my breath.

“What sex, Maddy? I haven’t even agreed to talk to him.”

“But you will, won’t you?” She batted her eyelashes at me.

“I don’t know...” I exhaled.

“Of course you will. What’s the worst that can happen? He’d say no, and you’d move on. Oooor...” She stretched the word, deliberately slow. “You’d have steamy-hot alien sex in your cabin all weekend.” She wiggled her eyebrows, then added sternly, “Lori, I don’t want to spend another week watching you pining after the commander.”

“I’m not pining after him,” I bristled.

“Oh yeah?” She gave me a look, clearly not impressed by my denial of the obvious.

“I’m just...admiring him, from afar,” I explained, fighting the urge to fidget with the name badge clipped to my breast pocket.

“Well, how about admiring him while he’s lying next to you, in bed, naked? Wouldn’t that be better? Give him a chance to give you more to admire.”

“Maddy!” I glared at her, muttering under my breath, “You know for a first officer, you sure are way too bossy.”

She just laughed. “I won’t be a First Officer forever. I bet you’ll miss me when I’m upgraded to captain next year. I’ll be flying with someone else, then.”

I didn’t argue with that because I knew she was right. I was going to miss her. Maddy was not just a competent pilot and a great friend, she was fun to work with. Of course, most of the time she wasn’t this damn pushy. Though, I had to admit, all she was doing was voicing my deepest desires out loud.

“What’s in it for you?” I asked. “Why do you want me to talk to him so badly?”

“Aside from having my captain stop blushing and sighing like a schoolgirl?” She leaned closer with a sly smile. “I want to hear a first-hand account of what sex with an Ivodian is like.”

I dropped my gaze, afraid to even think about ever going that far with the commander. Just talking to him felt intimidating enough. I’d probably burst into flames if I ever had to get naked in front of him.

“What makes you think I’d tell you?” I mumbled.

“What makes you think I’d have anything to tell?” would have been a more appropriate question.

“Oh, you will.” Maddy waved me off. She obviously had more confidence in me than I did. “You always tell me everything. Ooh, do you think he’d spank you with his tails?” She cocked an eyebrow and flashed a naughty smile. “Guess what I heard from the women on our last trip from Conqueror?”

I knew from her shit-eating grin it’d be best to ignore her, but I couldn’t help the question.

“What?” I asked, giving in. My curiosity would be the end of me one day.

“The Ivodians can lick with their dicks,” she blurted out.

The next breath entered my lungs and stopped there. Shock blocked my throat.

Maddy looked at me like she’d just presented me with a birthday gift.

“What? How?” I finally exhaled.

“Well, you could find out exactly how this weekend.” She shrugged, with that cruel, cruel smile still on her lips.

I blew a long breath out, staring at the control panel. All was fine with the instruments. Nothing required my urgent attention, allowing my thoughts to focus entirely on the commander... And now, on his licking dick, thanks to Maddy.

“What if he’s a jerk in person?” I asked, blankly staring at the navigation display.

Maddy rolled her shoulders back.

“Well, he very well could be. Most men are jerks, except for my Jake, of course.” She said the name of her fiancé with the same dreamy expression she always had when speaking about him.

Why couldn’t I have fallen for a nice human guy, like Maddy did? Why did the alien commander of a freaking warship have to catch my attention?

I didn’t know the answers to these questions, only that now that I knew the commander was out there, all other men had ceased to exist, human or alien.

“That’s why you have to talk to him, to find out what kind of man he is. The commander could turn out to be very charming,” Maddy said in a sing-song voice then added with a dramatic flair, “What if he’s your soulmate? Your paths have crossed, but you’ll let him slip away, not giving the two of you a chance. What then?”

“He’s leaving soon, anyway.” I shook my head. “Besides, there is no such thing as soulmates.”

“Oh yeah? What about Jake and me, then?” She pinned me with a stare, challenging me to disagree..

I couldn’t argue with that. Jake and Maddy were perfect for each other, a true match made in heaven. That could never be me and the commander, though, could it? We were people from literally different worlds.

Not that I was hoping to find a soulmate in the commander, anyway. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I did wish for a chance to get to know him a little better. I didn’t think I’d ever muster enough courage to ask him to spend the weekend with me. But I’d packed twice as many groceries to take with me to the cabin this afternoon. Just in case.

“Lori,” Maddy said firmly. “The times when a woman sat in her parlor waiting for a man to notice her are gone. Today, women have the right to ask a man out. Use it, dammit.”

I was running out of arguments.

The commander couldn’t make the first move. He didn’t know I existed, and he never would, unless I did something about it.

I released a sigh.

“Fine. Maybe I could come out briefly, just to say hi.”

“And he’d say ‘greetings,’” Maddy quipped. “And that would be the end of your conversation. You have to invite him to spend the weekend with you, or else it’ll go nowhere.”

I rubbed my forehead, my palms turning sweaty.

“I can’t possibly go up to a man who’s never seen me before and ask him to come to a remote cabin with me for an entire weekend.”

“Why not?” Maddy looked at me innocently.

“Because no one does that. He’ll think I’m an idiot,” I said, exasperated.

“He’s not from Earth, Lori. Remember? On Ivodi, apparently, men routinely come up to women they never saw before, grab them, and make them their wives. Trust me, your invitation wouldn’t faze him. They have no women on Conqueror. I’m sure he’d jump at the chance to have you all to himself for an entire weekend. Anyway, like I said, what do you have to lose? Conqueror will leave the Earth’s orbit soon, and you’ll never see the commander ever again.

Never again.

That sounded devastating.


Chapter 3

Lori

“GO GET HIM, TIGER,” Maddy growled, making a gesture with her hand as if it were a cat’s paw with claws out.

I had her employee ID clipped to my chest. Her hat was sitting low on my forehead, partially hiding my face. I grabbed her tablet with the paperwork for today’s passenger load and inhaled deeply, bracing myself.

“Why did I let you talk me into this?” I muttered under my breath.

“Yeah, you go, girl.” She waved at me. “I’m not making you do anything you don’t want to do.”

That was true. I could blame it on Maddy all I wanted, but my heart’s deepest desire for the past two weeks had been to at least exchange a couple of words with the Ivodian commander. All of this was my doing, now.

“Okay. You’re in charge of the ship.” I headed for the door.

My heart thundered so loud in my chest when I exited the shuttle, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to hear anyone over the echo of the heartbeat in my ears.

As usual, the Ivodians had already positioned themselves in a formation at the end of the docking deck, blocking the entrance from the deck to their ship—in case Maddy and I decided to storm it for any reason. As a military ship, they had their rules and protocols. One of them must be preventing the visitors from advancing inside the ship uninvited. They took it seriously, even if the potential threat was just two women armed with nothing but a taser.

“Greetings, First Officer Kwan.” An Ivodian stepped forward, addressing me by Maddy’s name and rank.

Maddy’s guess proved correct. The Ivodian didn’t spot that I was a different person. Judging by the bright purple insignia on the left sleeve of his white uniform, this was the deck supervisor.

I nodded, lowering the visor of my hat and lifting my tablet high to my eyes to hide more of my face. My heart kept thundering in my chest. My hands grew sweaty, threatening to let the tablet slip to the floor. I’d never broken a rule before, no matter how minor. I couldn’t believe I was doing it now, and all because of this unstoppable desire to meet a man—one certain man who wouldn’t leave my thoughts.

“Greetings.” I kept my voice low, opening the first document I needed the deck supervisor to sign.

He pressed his thumb to the screen of my tablet, the print serving as his signature. I flipped it to the next document.

The women started showing up, accompanied by their abductors. Some women threw daggers with their glares at their escorts. Others held hands with their Ivodians, gazing at them tenderly. A team of counsellors waited for the women upon our landing in port. The specialists would hopefully help them sort out their feelings for the Ivodians.

Then the commander appeared, and I could no longer focus on anyone else.

I felt him approaching before I even saw him. The perfect formation of the Ivodians parted. The crew bowed their heads, giving him the Ivodian solute—two fingers of the right hand pressed to the top piercing in the row running vertically up the bridge of their noses to their foreheads.

The Commander stepped out onto the dock and addressed the small group of human women.

“Ladies, it’s been an honor having you on my ship. I wish you a safe journey home.” His deep voice boomed under the high ceiling of the deck, reverberating through my chest and doing all kinds of things to my body.

My breath hitched when he strolled my way.

“Hi,” I squeaked.
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About the Author

Marina Simcoe likes to write love stories with characters, who may or may not be entirely human, because she firmly believes that our contemporary world could always use a little bit of the extraordinary.

She has lots of fun exploring how her out-of-this-world characters with their own beliefs, values, and aspirations fit into our every-day life.

She lives in Canada with her very own not-so-tiny giant, their three little kids, and a cat, who is definitely out of this world.

For updates on her future books please visit Marina Simcoe Author page on Facebook or www.marinasimcoe.com.
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If you enjoy my work, please consider joining my Patreon for early access to my WIP, custom art, ebooks, and signed paperbacks: PATREON
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