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To my wife, Allyson, who has always been there for me, even when I didn't understand it.



Chapter One







Everyone thinks that bartenders like to party. Let me tell you right now, that isn’t true. At least not in my experience, and I’ve been doing this for a few years now. So the fact that I was at this party said something. It made it either a party that was hard to pass up, or it was a clear indicator that I needed to get out of the house.

And this wasn’t a must-attend party.

Not that it was a bad party, as they go, but there was nothing about it calling to the elite of the city. The house was large and impressive. Designed for a client with a lot of money—or someone who had recently come across a lot of money.

That person, in this case, was Samuel Roberts, a friend I had known since high school. And the money was because of his wife, Denise Roberts, who had taken a liking to Sam for reasons I still couldn’t quite fathom. She was beautiful, intelligent, and had a drive to make something of herself. She could do much better than Sam. Not that Sam was a bad guy, just that she was way out of his league.

I was so bloody jealous.

“Grant!”

I turned at the call of my name and saw Sam walking up to me. “Hey, man. Good to see you.”

He pulled me into a hug. He was a hugger. I was not, but I tolerated it from him. For him, really.

“How could I turn down the invite?” I told him, putting on my best show smile.

“Because you turned down the last three?” he asked. It was a legit question.

“Work, man. The times most people are partying are the times I usually work. You know that.” It was a legit answer. Even if it wasn’t necessarily the truth. I probably could have switched with someone during one of those parties, but that would mean I would have to show up, and then interact with people, who would then ask me about myself, and…well, you get the point.

The other stereotype: bartenders are always outgoing. That one is partially true. We talk to a lot of people, but typically we’re talking to those people about themselves. Not about us. At a party people won’t just talk to you, they’ll ask questions. To you. About you. Not the type of thing I really enjoy.

And there’s the other problem, too.

“Hey, Grant, mind helping out at the bar for a bit?”

There it was. Getting to work for free. But this was Sam, and being at the bar would actually be more comfortable than walking around and doing the dreaded task of mingling.

“You bet,” I answered. “Happy to help.”

“Fantastic! I mean, I don’t want you stuck there all night or anything,” Sam said, guiding me toward his rather nice home bar, “but having a pro back there will definitely make an impression.”

“Really?” I answered. “Then why didn’t you hire one?”

“Dude, are you kidding? Denise would strangle me if I spent money on something like that.”

“Where is your better half, anyway?” I glanced around, not seeing the mistress of the manor anywhere.

“She’s in Texas. Work called and she had to go, so I put together a party to get past my loneliness.”

“Does she know about it?” I was suddenly curious about the state of things around here.

“Oh, you bet! I don’t keep any secrets from her. Not like I could, anyway. You know her. Plus, if she wanted, she could sic her firm on me, and anything I tried to hide would be known right away.”

“And there’s nothing for her to find, right?” I asked.

“Nothing!”

I wanted to believe him. If Sam didn’t have the reputation of being a bit of a womanizer, I would, but knowing his past…. Still, people change. Or at least, they can change. And Sam had a good thing going, with an amazing woman who supported his desire to be an artist. If he blew this one, well, he deserved it.

“Here you go! We’ve got some more bottles in the back, if you need them.” Sam gave me a grand sweep of his arm, welcoming me to the mainstay of any party. Well, any party that didn’t live in the kitchen.

“I don’t need them. One of your guests might need them, but I’ll be fine.”

“Ah, you know what I mean!” He chucked me on the shoulder and I walked behind the bar. Ice bin with a scoop. Small sink. Two shakers. One close-to-professional blender. Not a speed rail or garnish station in sight, but there was at least a decent selection of glassware. And a fridge with a decent selection of beers, too. Enough to work with, but I wouldn’t want to work here.

“Okay, I’m going to go back and be seen. I’ll check back in a little bit.”

A thought ran through my mind. “Hey, Sam.” He turned to look at me. “You didn’t invite me hoping to get me to do this, right?”

“What?” Sam’s mouth fell open. “How long have we known each other? Do you think I’d do something like that?”

That wasn’t a no. I nodded and watched him walk away. Then I shifted into work mode, finding myself already feeling more comfortable. This might not be a job, but it was at least a place I felt more comfortable. In a way, I was glad Sam asked me to step back here. Might be the best way for me to enjoy the party. Get my mind off of…things.

“Are you mixing drinks?”

I looked across the bar and saw a cute girl looking up at me. She had slick brown hair and was barely tall enough for me to see her head above the height of the bar. That’s not unusual for otterkin—or Dobhareal, as they’re known back on their world.

It’s been about forty years since we made first contact with Aeash. At least officially. There are all kinds of stories about them appearing on Earth before then, being called monsters and cryptids for decades or longer. Their scientists were supposedly working on breaking through the dimensional barrier before we harnessed electricity.

Now, it’s not unusual to see them on a daily basis. The exchange programs that are in place have hundreds of thousands of visitors from each world crossing over to visit the other. The Dobhareal are one of the friendliest tribes—they call all the different species of humanoids tribes—and it’s always good to see one.

“You bet,” I tell her. “What do you want tonight?”

“Oh, great! I was afraid all they would have is beer and wine. I hate beer. I’m okay with some wines, but usually only the really sweet ones, which isn’t common at these things. Can you make something fruity? Anything works, just…fruity.”

I chuckle. “Let me see what I’ve got. Only climbed behind the bar a minute ago, so I don’t know everything yet.”

Most of the tribes of Aeash can pass for human in the dark. Their faces are basically human, but they do have some different aspects. Like the noses on the Dobhareals. They are black, button-like, flat noses with broad nostrils. And, of course, they are covered in fur. It’s not noticeable on most of them; it’s so short and soft it’s more like fuzz, really.

“So, what’s your name?” she asked me while I was digging behind the bar.

“Grant. What’s yours?”

“I’m Hayrille. Nice to meet you. Did you get hired for the party?”

“More like commandeered, actually.” I poked around until I found some limes, lemons, and orange juice. Plenty of fruit for something simple. “I think we’re good for a basic margarita, screwdriver, or maybe a variation on a cosmo, depending on what else is back here. What sounds good?”

She pushed a strand of hair behind one ear and shrugged. “Whatever you think would work best. Surprise me.”

“Surprise it is.” I grabbed the knife I saw lying behind the bar and got to work. If I had to pinpoint anything about my job I loved, it would be getting a chance to be creative. The skill of bartending is underrated. Knowing the right way to mix a drink and the recipes behind dozens—or really, hundreds—of potential requests is a huge part of it. The thing making someone a professional over a person pouring alcohol is the training and practice. What sets you apart is knowing how to create something unique that tastes amazing.

I let my senses guide me. Allowing the knowledge of what combinations bring out other flavors and what mixes well. After about two minutes, I had something I was ready to present.

I turned back and she wasn’t where she was standing. Instead, she’d moved over to the end of the bar and was looking at me standing behind it. She wore a simple little sundress. Blue, which matched the color of her eyes. A soft smile lay across her lips, and she let her eyelids cover the top part of her eyes as she glanced up at me.

“Wow. The way you put that together was impressive.”

Flirting is another part of the job. More people have hit on me than I can honestly remember. And the woman in front of me was a beautiful creature who almost anyone in the world would be falling all over themselves to please after experiencing what she was throwing my way. Almost anyone.

“Here you go.” I handed the drink over to her. “Let me know what you think.”

She took a sip and I got the response I hoped to see. Her eyes opened wider, and her lips smacked softly. “This is amazing! What is it called?”

“I’m calling it the Hayrille. It’s your drink, after all.” I gave her a wink. I shouldn’t, but I did. Part of me knew not to encourage her, but the job takes over sometimes.

“Oh. Thank you.” She dropped her head down and pushed a lock of hair behind her ear again. “Maybe I’ll be back for another one later. If you’re around.”

“I promise to be here until I leave,” I told her, using one of my standard lines.

She giggled. “Thanks, Grant. I’ll be back. You’ve got other folks to help.”

“You have fun,” I told her before turning back around to the face the next customer. “Now what can I—”

Most of the tribes from Aeash can pass for humans in the dark. That’s not the case with the Rga’awra. While I’d definitely seen pictures and videos of them before, this was the first time I’d ever been face to face with one. Or really more like face to chest. The woman standing in front of me was every bit of seven feet tall.

From what I understood, and I was certainly not an expert in all things alien, the Rga’awra were something of an outcast on their own world. And from what I knew, a big part of that was their appearance. Unlike the other tribes of Aeash, they looked much more like the animal with whom they shared an evolutionary relation. In this case, the hyena.

They had an animal-like muzzle, huge ears on the top of their heads, and a thicker fur covering their bodies. And while all Aeashen had tails, their tails were large and prominent.

She stared at me with bright yellow eyes, her black lips in a thin line around her mouth, which sat open enough to display the numerous large teeth it held. While I prided myself on my ability to look any customer directly in the eye, there are always exceptions. I stared at her arms, her muscles coiled with a latent, visible power. The shirt she wore had no sleeves, putting her biceps and broad shoulders on display. The tufts of brown fur on each shoulder made them seem even larger. The spots on her arms ran up to her neck and into the wild mane of hair growing like a mohawk down her back.

By the time I got back around to her face, the lips that were a line earlier had curled up into a smile.

“Hey,” she said with a voice thick with her Rga’awra accent. If I had to describe it in Earth terms, I’d call it Irish or Scottish that someone had run through a blender and gargled with nails. “Hope I’m not bothering you.”

“No.” My voice was far softer than I meant it to be. “I mean…no! Not at all. What…uh…what can I get for you? I mix a mean drink!” I can’t believe I said that.

She chuckled. “Whiskey. Neat. Can you mix that one?” She pushed her hand through her mane. I looked at the strange structure of the Aeashen hand—three fingers with two thumbs, one on each side—and noticed hers ended in dark, black claws. Just like in the photos.

“You…have a preference in brand? Pretty sure Sam’s got some good ones back here.” I glanced back to look at the bottles on the shelf. There were a couple of single malt scotches on display—Macallan and Lagavulin—but only moderate other styles. “You like scotch?”

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll take a triple.”

“Right.” I grabbed the Macallan and a lowball glass, pouring out a clean triple for her. I turned back and placed it in front of her. “Give that a try.”

She nodded and moved to pick it up. Her hand slid across the bar, pushing up against the glass before wrapping her fingers around it. They almost touched her palm they were so long.

In one swift motion, she brought the glass up and downed the contents.

“You’re…uh…you’re supposed to sip that,” I mumbled.

“Hmm. Not bad.” She set the glass back down on the bar. “Give me another—but twice what was in the first one. I’ll sip that for a bit.”

“Okay.” I brought the bottle up and began to pour.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Grant. Stone. Grant Stone.” My brain clearly hated me.

“Four names, eh? That’s a little long. I think I’ll simply call you Grant Stone for now.” Her tongue licked across the front of her lips, and I felt my mouth go dry.

“What should I call you?” I asked, hoping my voice stayed level the whole time.

Her smile grew large. “I haven’t decided yet. See you around, Grant Stone.”

She turned and walked away from the bar. I watched every step until she disappeared around a corner. Her pants looked magnificent, and it was a delight to watch them shift with every step. My pants, on the other hand, were feeling much more uncomfortable all of a sudden.

You see, I have a type. Very much so.


Chapter Two







Another night, another gym.

It sucks having to change your daily routine. Shifting things around because of outside alterations. One change creates a domino effect cascading into a complete lifestyle change. It’s bad enough that my life is upside down from the normal world. I work nights, and typically I don’t get home until the rest of the world starts to wake up. Which means I sleep while everyone is awake, and I have to find ways to get normal tasks done that many take for granted.

Like the gym. I may not be a true gym rat or anything, but I try to work out and stay in shape. And I had a pretty good routine in place for a good while there, too. Had my preferred machines. A circuit I could repeat without much trouble. Heck, for a while there I was even a daily participant.

That was mostly due to her, though.

Which, of course, is the same reason I’m doing gym roulette now. While I thought of it as my gym, it wasn’t. Not really. It was her gym. Her’s and her posse. And while I’d like to blame her, it was definitely at least as much my fault. Probably more, if I think about it. She didn’t approach me, after all. That was all me and my stupid hormones. Everything after I approached was more her than me, though. Still, no matter whose fault, the results remain the same.

I had to find a new gym, and she got the old one—and all the good ones anywhere near the old one. Or any of her friend’s gyms, which were most of them on that side of town. And it had to be open 24 hours. Which greatly limited my options.

So here I was, trying out my fifth gym in as many weeks. At least this one felt like a gym. The past two were more like someone’s collection of exercise equipment stuffed into a basement that didn’t get enough ventilation. And they were the good ones.

This one showed promise. There were lockers, showers, real equipment—including free weights if I ever got brave enough—and a staff member on duty at all times. Sure, it was a forty-minute ride from my apartment, but beggars and choosers and all that.

My thought was I had finally found a new place. When I saw who walked in, I was certain.

I still didn’t know her name, but everything else about her was burned into my memory. It was hard to miss her, towering above…well, there were only three other people in the place, and one of them was the employee. Still, she was the most distinctive. The Rga’awra from Sam’s party.

She didn’t notice me, instead waving at the staff member and walking straight back towards the lockers. I can only assume every other head in the room watched her as well, but I wouldn’t know. My eyes were locked on her.

I did my best not to stare at the door to the women’s locker after she went inside, but that was a losing battle. I didn’t stare, but I was looking up every two or three seconds, so I might as well have.

It took her so damned long to change her outfit.

Okay, it was probably only five minutes or so, but it seemed like forever to me. It was worth it when she walked out. Her top was loose fitting and baggy, but her shorts were the exact opposite. If paint was an official type of clothing, she found it.

She walked over to the bench press and sat her phone and the bottle of water she brought with her out of the lockers beside it. And then she went to the weights and started piling them on. I counted three rather large weights on each side before she slid onto the bench and settled in. Her hands wrapped around the bar, odd thumbs and all, and gently eased the bar up and down onto her chest.

Then the reps started. Slow, steady, and smooth. It looked like she was pushing a pillow with as easy as she made it appear. I stopped what I was doing. I glanced at the functional trainer I was using and reconsidered my success. I’d been proud to be up to twenty-five kilograms on the pulldown machine, which was an amount she probably wouldn’t notice if she was using the machine.

I stood up, ready to throw in the towel on getting any exercise done—at least for now—and walked her way. There was no swagger or stealth to my step. I walked up in time to see her finishing her first set.

“Grant Stone,” she said without looking up. “What brings you here?”

I chuckled. “Working out, believe it or not.” I glanced at the weights on the bar as she racked it, doing some quick math. “Though now I feel like a child. What is that? Two-fifty?”

She sat up and ran her hand through her mane. “Yeah. I didn’t want to push myself tonight. Just get in a little practice.”

“Practice?” I shook my head. “I knew Rga’awra were strong, but…. I guess I should reassess my opinion.”

“You have an opinion of me, Grant Stone?” Her eyes closed halfway and mine opened wider.

“I…didn’t…mean it like that,” I was quick to stammer out.

“Why not?” She moved to rest her arms on her thighs, and I glanced down reflexively. I swear she flexed her legs at that exact moment.

“Okay,” I said and closed my eyes. “I’m…okay. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.”

I opened my eyes back and she was standing in front of me. My eyes dangerously close to chest level once more. My head turned up to meet her gaze.

“Trust me, I’m not,” I told her truthfully.

She smiled and then moved back to the bench. “Spot me?”

“You want me to spot you? I couldn’t pick that up if my life depended on it,” I told her.

“Well, it’s not about your life. It’s about mine. Could you pick it up then?” She wriggled into position and then looked back over at me.

My head twisted to the side for a second as I walked around to stand at her head, hands resting on the bar.

“Good boy,” she said, and my heart froze for a full second. “Just be there in case I need you. You can do that, right?”

“Oh….” I shook my head. “You are dangerous.”

She laughed. Not a giggle. Not a chuckle. It was a laugh bordering on a cackle.

“What are you doing here, Grant Stone? Were you looking for me?”

“Honestly, no,” I told her. “I was looking for a new gym. And I think I might have found it. And that was before you walked in the door.”

She was moving the bar up and down like it was nothing. There was over two-hundred-and-fifty kilograms, counting the bar, and it might as well have been twenty-five. The shirt hid her chest, but the cords of muscle in her biceps and forearms bulged with each movement. Not that I was staring.

She racked the bar and sat back up in place. “This is a good place. They let you come in and work out and don’t judge. I’ve gotten stares from a few, but for the most part everyone leaves me alone. I get to work out in peace.”

I suddenly felt very self-aware. “Oh. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Another laugh. Not as loud as the first, but still sharp and distinct. Hyenas on Earth don’t laugh when they are amused. Their trademark laughter is used as a warning or a sign of stress. For the Rga’awra—or at least this one—it was definitely a sign of happiness.

“If I wanted you to go away, you would already know it,” she told me rather matter-of-factly. “I’ve still got one set left. Spot me again.”

I was in no position to refuse. Nor did I have any desire to do so. I moved back into position at the head of the bench. She moved back into place and wrapped her hands around the bar.

“Ready?” she asked me, as though I was the one about to move that much weight. I nodded.

The bar slipped easily off and glided down to her chest. Watching her push that weight up was mesmerizing. I concentrated on the bar, focusing on the task at hand rather than the show I was seeing from the front row.

When she finished her third set and racked the bar, I took a step back and shook my head. “How strong are you?”

Another laugh. “I don’t know. Never tried to measure it. Don’t really care, to be honest. I just try to be strong enough.”

“Strong enough for what?”

She snorted and stood up from the bench. “Come on, you can help me at the next station.”

We moved to the free weights. I grabbed the ten kilo dumbbells. She took the forty. We both started in on sets at the same time.

“Nice form,” she commented.

“Thanks. My…my ex showed me how.” I was concentrating on what I was doing, but hated myself for bringing her up.

“Ex girlfriend?” she asked.

“Yeah. She’s a bit of a gym rat,” I told her.

“Really?” She chuckled softly.

“Well, yeah…kinda.” I wanted to change the subject. Badly. “So, how long have you been on Earth?” Smooth.

“A little over seven years. Yourself?”

I hated myself. “All my life. Go figure.”

At least that got another laugh out of her. And then her phone went off. Three sharp beeps.

She said something in what I assumed to be her native language and walked over to the phone. Her fingers glided over the surface and her expression changed. Grew cold.

“Well, Grant Stone, it appears our time together here is over,” she grabbed her water bottle and took a deep drink. “I suddenly find myself busy.”

“Anything serious?” I asked.

She snorted and started to walk towards the lockers. I just watched her go.

Less than five minutes later she walked back out. I met her as she moved towards the exit.

“It was good seeing you, Grant Stone,” she said. “I like unexpected, pleasant surprises.”

“Pleasant?” I replied.

She stopped walking and looked down at me. “Only pleasant. Remember that.”

Her eyes held me. A golden yellow which seemed to sparkle, even in the horrible lighting of the gym.

“Right,” I said, finding no other words at that moment.

Without a word she turned and headed towards the exit once more.

“Wait!” I called after her. “I still don’t know your name!”

“I know,” she replied. “Good night, Grant. I hope you have a very good one, in fact.”

And with that, she exited the gym. I could have run after her, but I knew that would be a mistake. Instead, I stood there, marveling at the fact that she called me “Grant” instead of “Grant Stone.”

It was a very good night.


Chapter Three







“Morning, Jeff.”

It was in fact, not morning. It was the afternoon, but I had just woken up, so this was my version of the morning, and no one was going to convince me otherwise.

Jeff said nothing. So, I moved over and scritched him on the top of his head. Still nothing. That did not deter me in the slightest, so I scratched behind his ear. He simply sat there. I vowed silently once again that someday my stuffed animal would come to life and I would have a real cat.

Which would be a horrible idea, actually. That’s why I never went to the pound to get one or anything of the sort. I donated to pet shelters all the time, but I know my limitations, and taking care of a pet—at least taking proper care of one—was not something on the horizon for me. I’d have to become a lot more responsible first.

So, at this rate I’m thinking when I make it to the retirement home.

Yeah, like there is any chance of that. The bartender retirement community is so well known. Volumes and volumes are written about how smartly we manage money and prepare for things like…next week.

I sat down on the couch and grabbed the phone from the table. I checked for messages, seeing something new from Sam. I debated for about five seconds before replying.

Sam: Hey dude! Great seeing you the other night!

Me: Yeah. It was great. Thanks again for the invite.

Sam: And I hear you met someone. Nice!

Me: Yeah, I guess I did. Met at least. Who knows?

Sam: Dude! She’s super cute. I’m so glad to see you going for something a little more normal. Well, if an Aeashen is normal.

Me: Wow. Say you’re racist without saying you’re racist.

Me: And what the hell does that mean, anyway? Something more normal?

Sam: Hey, we both know you. She’s definitely not your normal type.

Me: Well, like you said, she’s Aeashen.

Sam: She’s cute! Denise knows her really well. And she was so happy to have met you from what I hear.

My eyes blinked a couple of times. I suddenly had a feeling Sam and I weren’t talking about the same thing.

Me: Who are you talking about?

Sam: Hayrille! What a cutie!

Oh crap. I forgot about her. My hand pushed through my hair. I can already see this not ending well.

Me: I forgot about Hayrille.

Sam: …

Sam: Huh? WTH are you talking about then? D says Hayrille is all about you.

Me: Sorry. I forgot about her. She was nice, but…

Sam: Are you fn kidding?

Me: Sorry.

Sam: What is D supposed to tell her?

Me: IDK. This happened without me there.

Sam: You’re killing me, dude!

Sam: …

Sam: You never told me who you were talking about.

Me: I gotta go, man. We’ll talk later.

I really didn’t need that right now. I put the phone to the side, debating whether I wanted to get up and grab food or head to the shower and eat later. My mind went through the contents of my fridge. I know I’ve got some beer. And I think I have some butter. But neither of those sound like a great breakfast by themselves.

I reminded myself once again that I need to keep some food in the house for times like this when I want to do things like…eat.

The phone chimed. New message. I didn’t want to get into it with Sam again, but I suppose he deserves an explanation. Even if I can’t tell him who I was talking about because I don’t know. Not that a description of her wouldn’t be enough.

Maybe he knows her name? It took all of my willpower not to go up to the employee at the gym and ask about her. The deciding factor was that I didn’t want to be labeled a creep and be banned from the place. Not after finding out she used that same gym. Where I could leer at her. Like a creep.

I grabbed the phone and opened up the app, surprised not to see Sam’s ID. It was a number I didn’t recognize at all.

???: We need to talk.

That didn’t read like spam. It had none of that faux accidental tone to it. It was viable a blunt statement. Apparently, I felt extraordinarily stupid, and decided to respond.

Me: Who is this?

???: Stop being such a child, Bunny. Get over it and stop blocking me online.

Oh fuck. I should have known better. I really should have.

Me: Grace?

Grace: Who the fuck else would it be? Why haven’t you gotten back to me? We need to put this all behind us.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. I looked down and saw my hand shaking above the screen. I didn’t want to answer, but if I said nothing it would likely be worse.

Me: I told you. I don’t want to hear from you anymore.

Grace: That was the pussy talking. I want to talk to my Bunny.

Me: No, Grace. It’s over. I don’t want to see you or speak to you again.

Grace: Don’t be stupid. You know I’m the best thing that ever happened to you. You told me that yourself.

Me: That was a long time ago. Before you went nuts.

Oh crap. I sent that.

Grace: Before I went nuts? Is that what you think happened?

Grace: You know what, you’re right. I went nuts. I had a bad day. I’m sorry.

Me: It wasn’t a ‘bad day’ and you know it. A ‘bad day’ doesn’t put someone in the emergency room.

Grace: Whatever it was, it was my fault. I take all the blame.

Me: It’s over. Stop.

Grace: …

Grace: I don’t want it to be over. I want to be with you.

Me: Too bad.

Grace: Bunny, don’t be like this. You know you want to be with me. You know you love me.

Me: No. I don’t. And you clearly don’t love me, either.

Grace: If I didn’t love you, why would I be texting you right now? Why would I be fighting to keep you? You mean everything to me, Bunny. I’ll fight to the end.

The next thing she sent was a photo. It was of her right arm. Flexing. Huge. Defined. Exactly like I remember it looking.

Me: Stop. Just go away and remember the good times. We had some, sure, but it’s over. We’re over.

Grace: …

Grace: I’ll let you know when it’s over, Bunny.

I stared at the screen, waiting for something else to come through. Another message. Anything. Nothing. It stayed like that, with what I couldn’t help but feel was a sinister message hanging in the aether.

“Well, that’s exactly what I hoped would happen today.” I said the words aloud in the hopes of breaking some kind of curse now blanketed over the room. It didn’t help.

I decided a shower was imminent. While I was in the shower, I remembered Grace most definitely knew where I lived. Which meant not being at home for a little while was a very good idea. In fact, not being home for more than a little while was an excellent idea.

I hopped back on my phone.

Me: Okay, Grace contacted me.

Sam: What? I thought that crazy bitch was out of your life.

Me: Is it okay if I crash at your place for a couple of days?

Sam: She coming over?

Me: I don’t know. I don’t want to take the chance right now.

There was a pause as I was sure Sam was checking with Denise about having an unplanned visitor. Whether they let me head over there or not, I wouldn’t be spending the night here for a few days, so I started packing a bag. A few minutes later I heard a chime on my phone. I didn’t stop until I was fully packed and then checked to see, hoping it was Sam and not…someone else.

Sam: You’re good! Come on over!

Me: Lifesaver! OMW!

Sam: Need me to grab anything?

Me: No. A place to sleep is great.

Me: Tell D I said thanks.

Sam: NP SYS

I made one quick run through the apartment, making sure I didn’t need anything else. There was no doubt at all in my mind I was forgetting something I would curse about in a couple of hours, but that was a risk I was willing to take.

“Okay, Jeff. You’re in charge.” I stopped to give my roommate/stuffed animal a scratch behind the ears. “I’ll be back soon. I hope.”

And I was out the door.

“Thanks again, Denise” I said earnestly.

She waved her hand in a vague, dismissive way. “Don’t think about it. And you should thank Sam.”

“I agree,” Sam said.

“Maybe,” I countered, “but I know whose house I’m inside right now.”

“Hey!” Sam looked hurt, hopefully in a joking way. Thankfully, Denise laughed.

“This is his home, too, Mr. Stone.” She still chided me. “And if he wasn’t your friend, you wouldn’t be here. So be grateful.”

The spare room they set up for me was actually nicer than my place, which added an extra tinge to my guilt. I wasn’t going to let that prevent me from spending a night or three here, but it did make me feel a bit more like I was imposing.

“When do you have to go to work?” Sam asked.

“In about half an hour. And I won’t be back until probably 3:00 AM or so. I’ll do my best not to wake you,” I explained.

“Well, here’s a key. Don’t lose it, dude.” Sam grabbed my wrist and turned it over to place the key in my palm. “And no bringing any ladies home, young man!”

“Yeah, I don’t think you have to worry about that right now,” I told him.

“From everything Sam has told me about your ex, it sounds like you need to avoid the type of women you normally pick up anyway,” Denise said in a less-than-subtle way.

“I don’t actually pick up women,” I answered. “I do date women. Like to spend time with women. I talk to a lot of women. A huge number, really. It’s part of my job.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, smartass.” Denise’s glare was a touch condescension and a whole lot of sass. “From everything you and Sam have ever told me, you have a bad history with women.”

“Especially lately,” Sam added. Correctly.

“I appreciate the concern, but I’m going to be very careful moving forward. I’ve had enough scares to last a lifetime.”

“Hey,” Sam said in a much more solemn tone, “are you going to be safe going to work?”

“Yeah. Thanks, but I’ll be fine.” The bar was my safe haven. Security knew Grace and knew to keep her out.

“I want to make it clear,” Denise interjected, “you’re free to stay here as long as you need. I don’t tolerate crazy. Especially not when a friend is involved.”

A warmth filled my eyes. “Thanks, D. I really do appreciate it.”

“But there’s a price.” Her smile cut that warmth right out of me.

“Oh no,” I mumbled.

“Just one date. That’s all. If you don’t like it, fine, but I want you to give her a chance,” Denise said.

“Hayrille. You’re talking about her, right?” I asked with a flat voice.

“She’s a sweetheart, Grant. And she really liked talking to you at the party.” Denise’s voice was soft and genuine. I hated that she was sincere.

“Plus, she’s cute,” Sam added.

There was nothing that could stop my eyes from rolling back. “Fine. I guess there are worse fates that can befall a man.”

“You won’t regret it,” Denise said with a growing smile. “Why don’t I set it up? When’s a good time for you?”

My head was already shaking before I spoke. “I guess any afternoon is fine. I can meet her for coffee or an early dinner before work.”

“I’ll get it set up. Thanks, Grant.” She walked over and gave me a quick peck on the cheek before walking out of the room.

“I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” I said out loud.

“Dude, what are you so worried about? Hayrille is so cute. And you could use some sane in your life.”

“If you call her ‘cute’ one more time, I’m going to start throwing stuffed koalas into a blender to counter it,” I threatened.

Sam started counting off on his fingers. “Darling? Delightful? Charming? Adorable? Precious?”

“I’m beginning to regret not meeting up with Grace….”

“Hey!” Sam pointed at me, his tone and expression the portrait of serious. “Don’t even joke about that. She almost killed you, man.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know.” I stepped over and grabbed his shoulder. “Thanks for letting me invade your house. Seriously.”

“You know it.” He pulled me into a one-arm hug. Still a hugger.

“Okay, I’m gonna head on in to work. I feel like getting there early is better today.”

“Trust your instincts,” Sam said.

“If I had any instincts I wouldn’t be in this mess,” I told him. “See you later.”

I walked out the door and drove to work.


Chapter Four







Mid-week at a bar can be quite an experience. Typically, it’s slow, unless management has decided to have some sort of ‘fun’ event to drum up business. Tonight was trivia night. A weekly event we’d been hosting for a little over a year now. For the most part, all it did was create a new set of regulars, but we still saw fresh customers drifting in to participate on a fairly standard basis.

Those nights were easy nights to work, too. Not the most profitable, but easy. Most of the time, orders consisted of a local brew on tap or a safer nationally known IPA. You’d get the occasional person looking for a vodka and soda or rum and coke, but anything beyond that was rare.

One of the big benefits was I learned more useless—and occasional useful—trivia than I would ever want to admit. Do you know who invented the automobile? Most common answer at my bar is Henry Ford. Nope. Karl Benz. The same one who started Mercedes Benz.

The only real pain was having to run orders from the kitchen a little more often. The tables were typically filled on trivia night, with teams like ‘The Know It Ales’ or ‘Quiz Me Like You Mean It’ fighting it out for a $50 bar credit like it was a boon from the King. The fact that the manager gave a free appetizer to anyone who signed up definitely added to the chaos in the kitchen, and it often became my job to make sure those plates made it to right table.

By the midway point of the trivia contest, things fell into an easy rhythm. About half of the teams were now nursing an old drink and there wasn’t much space for new people to come in and sit down. Basically, there were only seats at the bar, so we mostly got stragglers and folks wandering through.

Tonight I had more stragglers than I expected.

Making my way back from delivering an after-halftime appetizer, I noticed a new person sitting at the bar. I went into my normal routine without hesitation.

“Hey! Hope you’re having a good night! How can I help make it better?” Snappy banter phrase number three from my playbook.

I pushed a cocktail napkin out onto the bartop, logo side up, before I really looked the person in the eye. Unfortunately, I recognized her.

“Marlene?”

“Hey, Grant. How you been?”

If I had to pick one of Grace’s friends to randomly bump into, it would be Marlene. While I wouldn’t exactly call her shy, she was easily the most soft-spoken of Grace’s circle.  She generally only spoke well about others. I never once had a bad experience with her, and probably would have called her a friend two months ago.

“I’ve…been,” I answered. “What about you? You okay?”

“I’m great.” She smiled. Experience told me how forced it was.

“Can I get you a drink? We’ve got a special on Bold Fort Porter. I can vouch for it.”

“Sure. Why not?” she said. Her answer told me a lot. I drew the suggested beer for her and set it down on the napkin I had placed earlier. She immediately picked it up and took a deep quaff. The way her eyes smiled told me I remembered her preferences correctly.

“That is good.” She placed the mug down and looked me back in the eye. There was a long pause, and I could see her trying to come up with the right words. I spoke up for her instead.

“So, why are you here, Marlene?”

The heavy sigh she let out answered my question before she spoke. “Grace sent me. She thought I wouldn’t scare you like the other girls. You know how she gets. I thought it was a good idea if I came and talked to you directly. You know?”

I shook my head. “How many times do I have to tell her it’s over? That’s really all you need to know.” My fuse was short, and I didn’t want to take it out on Marlene. “Just go back and say we had a long talk and there’s no doubt. It’s done. Okay? You have a good night.”

I took half a step before she grabbed my arm. When I looked over at her, she was shaking her head.

“That’s not good enough. You need to work past this and come back, Grant. She’s giving you space, but it won’t last. Next time she’ll send Demi or Sayge. It’ll get worse.” I looked down at the hand gripping my wrist. Marlene wasn’t a beast like Grace, but she was still a gym rat. Her grip hurt.

“Is that a threat?” I asked, pulling on my arm. She let it go free.

“No. No, it isn’t. It’s…well, Grace really wants to talk. To see you in person. I know she can get a little…intense, but she genuinely cares for you.”

There was little doubt in my head that Marlene thought she was helping. That didn’t stop my mouth from dropping open.

“I can’t believe this. Look, if I have to go to the police to get a restraining order, I will. I’ve already thought about it, but I keep hoping she’ll give up and back off.”

“Really?” Marlene sighed. “You two were together for over a year. Like a year-and-a-half, really. We might not have made it clear to you, but she never had anyone for that long. She’s always thrown them aside after a handful of dates—usually after a hook up or two. And we all like you. You’re part of the gang.”

She kept her eyes locked on mine. If wishing could actually make something work, she would have won me over in that moment. In this case, though, not a chance in hell.

“You take care, Marlene. If I were you, I’d consider staying away from Grace, yourself.”

Her head shook, and I could see the sadness cross her face. She picked up the mug and drained the contents in a single draught.

“See you soon, Grant.” She stood up and walked out of the bar. I grabbed her glass, turned and put it in the bus bin. When I turned back around there was another face staring at me from across the bar.

“Can I get a whiskey?”

There she stood. Her mane looked coiffed, like actual time had been spent to ensure it didn’t look wild—which was a shame. I liked it looking wild. She was wearing a white leather jacket, which seemed like a fashion mistake destined for the record book. Amazingly, on her it worked.

“When did you get here?” I glanced around as if the answer was hidden right outside of my peripheral vision.

The only immediate answer I got was a smile. After a moment, she repeated herself, “Whiskey?”

Unable to control myself, my eyes drift down her body. Beneath the leather jacket was a black top that left her midriff exposed. The fur was shorter there, and her abs were fully visible. Below that was a simple pair of blue jeans. Though nothing seemed simple where this woman was involved. My eyes shot back up to meet hers. Her look said everything.

“Whiskey. Neat,” I answer, then turned back to pour her a triple of top shelf bourbon. A napkin slid out, and the glass was on it before it fully came to a rest.

“So,” I began, “what brings you here?”

She picked up the glass and swirled its contents. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m stalking you.”

I didn’t laugh. After everything that happened recently, I didn’t find it too funny for some reason.

“Joking aside,” she took a sip of her whiskey, “I really did come here looking for you, Grant Stone.”

A nervous feeling built inside me. I couldn’t tell if it was terror or excitement. Probably an even dose of both. “Really? How did you find out where I work?”

“You told me,” she answered.

“I didn’t,” I replied.

“Well, not in so many words you didn’t, but you left plenty of hints. I merely had to put them together.” She took another sip. “Not bad, by the way.”

“So…you are stalking me.” She hit all the earmarks for it.

“No.” Her face softened, and the fear receded. “No, honestly, I just wanted to see you again. You intrigue me.”

A chuckle escaped my lips, a little louder than intended. “I’m pretty sure you’ve already figured that out in regards of me towards you.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” The sarcasm coated the floor beneath her.

“Fine. I’m not great at hiding some things,” I admitted.

Her laugh was subdued, but still had that sharp cackle I remember from the gym. She took another sip and sat on the stool across from me.

“Who was that woman?” she asked.

“Who? Marlene?”

“I suppose.” She looked into my eyes, and all at once I’m unable to look away and terrified to hold her gaze. “What was she talking about? You looked upset.”

What to tell her? “She…is a friend of my ex. It’s complicated. Nothing to worry about, though.”

“Ex? The same one you mentioned at the gym?” Her eyebrow raised. “Is that a temporary ex or a permanent ex? Recent?”

“Subtle,” I chuckled. “I’m single. And have no interest in Marlene.”

“I like to think I’m more subtle than you are, Grant Stone.” She picked up the glass and tossed back the rest of the whiskey. “But I also don’t mind being direct when needed.”

Was she trying to give me a heart attack? Because if she was, it was working. I couldn’t remember the last time my heart beat this fast.

“When is your next day off work?” she asked.

“Sunday,” I told her.

“What a coincidence. I’m free that day, too.” Her smile showcased all of her teeth. I can’t imagine a shark having more to display. “Give me your phone.”

That wasn’t a request, and I didn’t hesitate. My phone was out of my pocket in an instant, and I unlocked it on the way to her hand. With a small nod she took it from me and then began to work through it. Whatever she did took longer than I expected, but I didn’t say anything. After a minute, she handed it back over.

I opened it to my contacts and saw a new name.

“Angel?” I asked in surprise.

“I finally decided on what you could call me,” she answered.

“Well,” I couldn’t hide the smile from my face, “it’s a pleasure to meet you, Angel.”

“I feel the same, Grant Stone.”

“Just ‘Grant’ is fine,” I stated.

She smiles. Then she stood from her stool and took a step back, pulling down on her jacket. Her hand slipped inside the jacket and pulled out a bill, tossing it to the bar.

“I expect you to text me the details of our date well in advance. Plan on something entertaining and then food. I prefer meat, but I’m flexible in that regard.”

My eyelids blinked so fast it almost hurt. “Well…anything else?”

“Yes,” she answered. “I like pleasant surprises, remember?”

“Right.” The word came out more as a laugh. “How could I forget?”

The corner of her mouth curled up into a smirking smile, and then she turned to walk away. “Until Sunday…Grant.”

I watched her leave, not staring directly at her ass this time. Instead, I took in all of her. It was a lot.

Moving my hands by rote, I cleared her glass off the bar and grabbed the bill she left. It’s only then I notice it. Mr. Franklin stared back at me. That’s a hell of a tip. I suddenly thought I needed to put a lot more time into planning this date.

“Date.” I said the word out loud. “I’ve got a date with her.” I laughed to myself. “A date with an Angel.”

My mind fixated on those words so much that I forgot rest of the night.


Chapter Five







So, Denise got my…meeting…with Hayrille scheduled far quicker than I expected. Denise had opted for coffee. She told me it left more opportunity for Hayrille and I to have time to do something afterward.

It made me wonder if Hayrille had as little say in this date—I mean meeting—with her as I did. We, and by “we” I still mean Denise, chose to meet up at a coffee shop not too far from my bar. A little place called Bean There. I’d been there—no pun intended—a few times, and the place had a nice atmosphere and decent coffee. I hadn’t had any of the cakes or other food items, and even the drinks I’d gotten previously were to-go, but I didn’t have any objections to that being the meeting place.

When I walked in she was already there, sitting at one of the tables near the window. She stood and waved and I headed her way. I waved back and was standing next to her a couple of seconds later.

She was wearing a pair of khaki pants that tied at the waist, along with a simple white blouse, and a loose grey jacket topping everything off. The coloring of her fur was rich brown with a tan section starting below her nose and running down her neck and into her shirt. Pretty typical for a Dobhareal, but that didn’t make it unattractive. It was her eyes that really stood out. Blue eyes—especially crystal blue like hers—were rare on Aeashen, and it definitely made her striking. And cute, but I wasn’t going to tell Sam that.

“Have you gotten anything to drink?” I asked.

“Not yet. I was waiting on you.”

I gestured toward the counter. “My treat. Let’s get something.”

“Okay.” She pushed that strand of hair back behind her ear. I waited for her to walk towards the counter and fell into place behind her. I felt as though I towered over her, and from her perspective, I probably did, even though I stand only six feet tall on a good day. If I had to guess, she was lucky to be four foot eight.

“Welcome to Bean There. What can I get started for you today?” The cheery-by-force-of-will barista did their best, yet still exuded that dreary hourly employee vibe.

“What do you recommend?” Hayrille asked.

“I really like the flat white,” the barista said. “What type of drink do you typically like?”

“I have a bad sweet tooth,” Hayrille admitted.

“Then can I suggest the affogato? It’s basically a scoop of vanilla ice cream and espresso. Super sweet, but very tasty.”

I had never even heard of such a thing, so I filed it away as something to try myself later.

“Oh! Yes, let me try that!” Hayrille said.

The barista smiled and looked at me. “And for you?”

“I’ll take a large cold brew, please,” I answered.

After getting the total and paying, we made our way back to the table, the barista telling us they would bring us our drinks in a moment. Once we settled into our seats, I said, “So, tell me something about yourself. What do you do for a living?”

“Oh, I work with Denise at SteelGard. I’m a threat analyst for the company, so she and I work together pretty regularly. She’s been great at helping me adjust to…well, everything.” There was a sparkle in her eyes while she spoke.

“I’m guessing part of that is getting used to being on Earth?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah. I mean, I’ve been here for a few years now, but it’s not like back home. I didn’t know if I was ever going to make good friends here, but Denise was great. She was the first person on Earth who made me feel like I was just…a person. It really changed my outlook on living here. And since then, I’ve met so many great people.” She brushed the hair behind her ear again and whispered, “like you.”

I pretended not to hear that. I didn’t want to hear that. She seemed so sweet, but…. Instead, I returned to work talk. “So, help me out, what exactly does a threat analyst do?”

“Oh,” she perked right back up, “when we get a new client, my team is in charge of figuring out the number of cyber vulnerabilities they have. We try to spot them and exploit them so that we can fix them. The goal is to actively be the bad guy so that we can stay ahead of the real ones.”

“So, basically, you’re a white-hat hacker?” I ask.

“Not exactly, but…yeah. Kinda,” she giggles. “I never think of myself as a ‘hacker.’ That’s the kind of person in your movies who is way cooler than I am.”

“Uh, well, I would argue you are the cool one. I mean, you really do it for a living. You’ve got the skills, not a stereotypical cyber look.” I hear my words just a second after they leave my mouth.

“You think I’m cool?” Her eyes glistened.

I take a moment and think about what I said. Mouth faster than my brain, but sometimes that’s more honest.

“Yeah. I mean, I’m a bartender. I could never do what you do.” I can’t help myself and smile at her.

Thankfully, the moment is broken by the barista. They set my cold brew in front of me, and then place a huge, clear mug with a lump of ice cream in it in front of Hayrille. The ice cream slowly melting into a white pool gathered beneath a layer of coffee. It looked more dessert than drink.

“Let me know if you need anything,” the barista said and walked away without a response from either of us.

Hayrille and I are both left staring at this concoction that is now living in front of her. Our eyes slowly glanced up at each other. And then we both broke out laughing.

“I had no idea,” she said. “I’m going to feel like an idiot sitting here eating this while you sip on a coffee.”

“No need to apologize. I was there when you ordered it, so I know it was someone else’s suggestion.” I quickly raised my hands. “Not that you suggesting it would have been bad. Or you eating it is bad. Or that….” I stopped myself. “You know, I’m going to stop talking.”

We both chuckle again. Hayrille was busy shifting her head to either side, like she was organizing her plan of attack. Which was probably exactly what she was doing. The iceberg of ice cream was slowly but surely dissolving, leaving a milky pool at the bottom of the mug, but the top of the confectionary iceberg was still visible, if barely.

“I’m not sure if I’m supposed to drink this or eat it,” she said with a soft giggle.

“Whichever you choose, I’m sure you’ll look cute doing it.” My eyes froze. What the hell did I just say?

She looked up at me, and a smile grew on her lips. With careful precision, she pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Okay, I’m going in.”

With both hands gripped around the mug, Hayrille brought it up to her lips and took a sip. The ice cream shifted in the mug, sending out enough of a wave to coat her upper lip. She looked up at me with wide eyes, still holding the mug near her face. Her tongue came out and licked the cream off her lip.

“I think I’m in love.” She stared right at me as she said it. Then her head jerked back, and she set the mug down, probably a little more forcefully than she intended. “With the drink! I meant I love this drink!”

“That’s…how I took that,” I answered calmly, giving her a warm smile. Her eyes flickered down to the table and then back up to me. Back to the table. Back to me. She pushed the hair back behind her ear again.

“I need to run to the bathroom,” I told her before standing up, “but maybe after the coffee we can go over to the riverfront. There’s a great walking path over there, and it’ll give us a chance to get out in the fresh air.”

Her hands wrapped tightly around the mug in front of her. “I’d like that,” she answered softly.

I smile and nod, heading off to the lavatory. I go in, do my business, and then go to the sink to wash my hands. Glancing up, I saw the guy in the mirror with a calm, happy face. Something I definitely wasn’t expecting to happen during this date. And I was comfortable calling it a date at this point. Hayrille was about as far from my ‘type’ as they come, but maybe that was a good thing. Besides, it was one date. Just a chance to get to know each other. Nothing wrong with that.

I stepped out of the bathroom and walked back to the table. Hayrille sat there with her hands in her lap, looking down at the tabletop.

“I’d like to go home,” she whispered.

Her tone was hard and serious. Nothing like what I left. Suddenly, I noticed her drink is missing.

“Is everything all right?” I asked in genuine concern.

Silence waited for a handful of seconds.

“I’d like to go home,” she repeated.

I pull my chair over and sit down next to her. “Hayrille? What’s wrong? What happened? Are you okay?”

She glanced up at me, and I saw tears staining her face. Her eyes were dancing, not able to hold a single spot. They keep returning to the window, looking at something outside.

Following her gaze, I saw two women standing across the street. One of them I recognized: Sayge. One of the girls whom Grace has been training for the past couple of years. One of her clan. The BOC. She saw me and nodded her chin up in acknowledgment. The smile on her face raised bile in the back of my throat.

My head whipped back to Hayrille. “What did they do?” My voice was thick, and I didn’t try to hide my anger.

“I want to go home!” Hayrille stood up. My hand reached out by reflex and grabbed her wrist. She jerked it away immediately.

“All right! All right.” I raised my hands slowly. “Let’s get you home.”

“I know how to go to my own home,” she said in a low tone.

“Look,” I took a deep breath and continued, “I don’t know what those psychos did, but I’m sorry. I understand you wanting to go home and be safe. Probably more than you realize. Right now I want you to be safe, too, so I’d like to go with you. I don’t like the idea of you going by yourself.” I waited for her to look back at my face. “I’m not going to force it, but please, let me do this.”

I glanced over. The barista was staring, and someone else who worked there had stepped out in front of the counter, looking ready to intervene.

“Okay.” I looked down. Hayrille was looking at me, tears running down her face. “Okay, you can go with me.”

“Thank you. Let me get us a ride.” I stepped away from the table and pulled out my phone—then hesitated. Rideshare could be anyone. I’d rather pay more. I looked up the number and called an actual taxi.

Hayrille sat back down. The other employee brought her a glass of water without anyone asking. Hayrille politely thanked them and took a sip. Her eyes were focused down on the table. Neither of us said anything.

A few minutes later, the taxi arrived. We went outside and got in while I paid close attention to Sayge and the other woman with her. They watched us get in the car and drive off. My eyes stayed on them until I couldn’t any longer. I turned back to Hayrille. She was shaking.

“It’s okay,” I said quietly. “They aren’t here. You’ll be home in a few minutes. It’s okay.”

It took a moment, but she answered me, her voice barely above a whisper. “They came in right after you got to the bathroom. Walked straight up to me. Told me they were going to hurt me for talking to you. And…and that they would do worse if I saw you again. One of them took my mug and she…she walked to the trash and crushed it with her hand. Glass was stuck in her hand. She told me that they…they would do that to me.” She looked up at me, the tears returning. “For talking to you. They called me horrible things. Slurs. Who were those women?”

My blood boiled. I could see red. Actually see red, my vision tinted from anger. I did my best not to let it show.

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “Until I get things sorted, maybe it is best we don’t see each other. I don’t want you hurt.”

“Would they actually do that? Hurt me?” A touch of panic laced her words.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe. It might all be threats to scare you, but…I can’t be sure.”

“Why?” she asked.

We pulled up to a building. I assumed it was her apartment. I thanked the driver and asked them to wait. Hayrille got out of the cab and I did the same. She stopped me after only a step.

“No!” She held up her hands. “They said they’d know if you came into my apartment. Don’t come any closer. Please, stay here.”

I wanted to argue, but I understood. “Okay. Give me your phone, please.”

A glimmer of fear crossed her face, but she nodded and handed it over. I entered my contact information.

“Contact me if you hear anything from them again. Anything! If they wish you a good day and give you a box of chocolates, I want to know. Okay?”

She nodded.

“I’m going to watch you go inside. Once you’re in there, I’ll leave.”

Hayrille stood there, staring at me. She turned to walk away and then turned back. “I…I was having a good time,” she said, barely audible.

“I was too,” I told her.

Something close to a smile touched her face, and then she turned and rushed—almost ran—into the apartment building.

I climbed back into the cab and headed toward Sam’s house.


Chapter Six







What I was about to do was incredibly stupid. I knew that. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind. I did it anyway.

Me: Really, Grace? WTF?

My eyes stayed on my phone. A crazed feeling of needing to see a response eating into me. There was no doubt in my mind she had a special notification tone for my messages, and that she heard it. More fucking mind games.

I waited more than five minutes before she replied.

Grace: Hi Bunny! What’s up?

Me: You’re a fucking psycho, that’s what!

Grace: Don’t talk like that.

Me: What the hell should I say? You’re stalking me with other people? Threatening my friends? I’m going to the cops tomorrow, Grace. Congratulations. I was trying to avoid this, but you’ve gone too far.

Grace: Okay.

Me: Okay? WTF is okay about this? You won’t think it’s okay after tomorrow!

Grace: Bunny, you need to relax. Think this through. You don’t want to go to the cops and get a restraining order. That’s BS. We’re just in a rough patch.

Me: I was in the hospital! That’s not a rough patch!

Grace: I already told you I take full responsibility for that. And I’m really, truly sorry.

Me: And I told you to leave me alone!

Grace: You don’t mean that.

Me: I absolutely mean it.

Grace: What do I need to do to help you get past this?

Me: Nothing! I don’t want you in my life! Go away!

Grace: How would you feel if I talked to you that way?

Me: I’d love it! Because I would go away and not see you again!

There was a long pause after that. My hope was Grace thought about what I said. That she finally, truly realized how far she had gone. I was also apparently thinking that I was going to meet a unicorn on our way to Bigfoot’s birthday party.

It took almost ten minutes for her next reply.

Grace: Bunny, can we meet in person? Talking like this is silly. We could settle this in a few minutes. I can come over to Sam’s right now. Meet you on your home turf. It would only take a few minutes.

I re-read her statement several times. Then I went back through our texts to confirm something.

Me: How did you know I was at Sam’s place?

The silence was chilling. I saw her starting to type several times. I could almost hear her screaming at her phone. These moments were always the most frightening around her. Realizing she made a mistake was not her strong point, and it eventually led to all our problems. All her problems. I was just blind to what was happening.

Still, she finally finished a reply.

Grace: It only makes sense you would go to Sam’s. I figured you weren’t home, so you had to go somewhere.

Me: Tell me the truth.

Grace: That is the truth! I know you that well. I know if I sent the right picture to you right now you’d be begging to see more….

Me: And I know you. You aren’t telling me the truth.

Grace: Stop it! I need to know where you are, okay? It’s for your own good.

Me: My own good? Listen to yourself. REALLY listen.

Grace: I know what’s best for you, Bunny. You told me that, remember?

Dammit. I did tell her that. That was a very different time and a very different situation, but she wasn’t lying. She was twisting it.

Me: That’s not the same, and you know it.

Grace: Is it? I always want what’s best for you, Bunny. I always have.

Me: You put me in the hospital!

Grace: And that was bad! I was wrong! I’ve owned up to it!

Me: We’re going in circles. WTAF. Don’t contact me again. I’m getting the cops involved. That’s it.

Grace: That’s not it. And getting the cops involved will make you feel foolish once we get back together.

Grace: GOD, why are you like this sometimes?

Grace: Don’t go to the police tomorrow, Grant. Please.

She called me Grant. That only happened when she was serious. The last time that happened…. I don’t want to think about the last time that happened. I knew what I did was stupid. Never poke the bear. And I decided to grab a jackhammer and go for it.

Grace: Grant, talk to me.

Me: I’m sorry, Grace.

Grace: It’s okay, Bunny! We both have to work past things. Especially me, but we’ll grow together.

Me: No, Grace, I’m sorry because I have to go to the cops. You went too far when you threatened Hayrille.

Grace: I didn’t, though! That wasn’t me! Sayge did that, and I already told her that it was wrong. She’s on suspension right now.

Me: How did you know who I was talking about? How do you know where I am? WTF?

Grace: Was that some kind of test? The fact that I knew the slickback’s name? Sayge asked her! Then she told me. That’s all.

Me: Wow. Nice slur there, Grace. FFS.

Grace: You’re right! Again, I was wrong. SS. Very uncool.

Me: Don’t come near me again, Grace. Don’t send one of the BOC after me, either. Or any of my friends.

Me: This is your last warning.

She didn’t answer right away. I was sure she was pissed, but I was hoping that she also was ready to give up. I knew better, but I was hoping.

Grace: CYS, Bunny.

Of course. What other reaction should I have expected? I made immediate plans to go to the courthouse in the morning to get the restraining order filed. In the back of my mind, I really hoped she wasn’t going to be waiting for me on the courthouse steps.

I debated contacting Angel and telling her I was canceling our date on Sunday. Almost did, actually, but…no. I wasn’t going to let Grace ruin a second date before it even began.

So, all I had to do was figure out a fantastic first date for an Angel.

I spent a few hours thinking about it. Researching. She told me she wanted entertainment and then food, preferably meat. The second part was easy. The first part was a little trickier. I wanted something fun, but not silly. Angel didn’t strike me as silly—at all. Clever, yes, but not silly.

So I did research, checked some timing, and came up with a plan. Only thing left was to tell her about it. Well, as much as I was willing to tell her, anyway.

I opened my phone and went to her name on my contact list. The hesitation surprised me. We had already met up three times. It’s not like this was a blind date or someone I met on an app. This was a woman who I met in person, who I had a conversation with, and who basically told me we were going to go out on a date. So why the hell was I so nervous?

I pinged her.

Me: Angel?

Angel: Well, if it isn’t Grant Stone. I was wondering how long it was going to take you to message me.

Me: I wanted to have a good reason. Me messaging you out of the blue might seem desperate.

Angel: Maybe I like desperate.

Me: lol

Me: I don’t believe that for a second.

Angel: You really want to judge me that quickly?

Me: Just reading the room. I’m pretty good with people.

Angel: Good to know.

My eyes locked on the screen for a moment, doubting myself. She was good. Didn’t even have to see me in person to make me question my words and actions. And then for a second I wondered if following up on this was a good idea.

Angel: I’m teasing by the way. You’re exactly correct. Desperate is a little much for me.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

Me: See, I’m a good judge!

Angel: Uh-huh.

Me: Now you’re trying to make me doubt myself.

Angel: I didn’t say anything. Whatever you’re hearing is coming from you.

Me: …oh, you’re good.

Angel: You have no idea.

There was a couple of ways to respond to that. After considering all the ones I could think of, I decided to go for it.

Me: Maybe I’ll get a chance to learn.

Angel: Brave boy. Maybe you will. Which reminds me, what’s the plan for Sunday?

Me: I’m not telling.

There was a brief pause before she replied.

Angel: Someone definitely woke up with their big pants on.

Me: You gotta trust me.

Angel: Actually, I don’t.

Me: But you want to.

Angel: I do? Please tell.

Me: First, you left the date decision making up to me. Maybe as a test, or maybe as a way to show that you like when someone takes care of you once in a while. Second, I don’t think you’d still be talking to me if you weren’t at least somewhat intrigued. Third, you told me you like surprises.

Angel: I told you I like pleasant surprises.

Me: Yep. So why would I try to give you a non-pleasant one?

Angel: True. You are infatuated with me.

I flustered. That wasn’t true. Was it? I mean, sure, I was attracted to her. And I found her very interesting. It’s not like I was going out of my way to make her happy or.... Aw, crap.

Me: Who says you aren’t infatuated with me?

Angel: REALLY? You want to pursue that line, Grant Stone?

Me: I didn’t show up where you work….

Angel: And you never will.

Me: Fine. Shut me out. That doesn’t hurt my feelings at all.

Angel: Now you are going to have to trust me.

Me: I do.

There was a longer pause from her end. For a moment I considered texting again, but I saw that she was typing.

Angel: Is that part of your good judgment of people?

Me: Yeah, actually, it is.

Angel: It’s going to be very interesting getting to know you better, Grant Stone.

Me: So you do want to get to know me better.

Angel: Well, I DID show up at your place of work….

Me: I knew it.

Angel: Clearly, you are never in the wrong.

That was definitely incorrect. She couldn’t have been more wrong about that statement, but this wasn’t the time or way to have that conversation. If I was lucky, we’d never have to have it.

Me: Then you have to trust me. If I’m never wrong, then I’m right about that.

Angel: Your logic is flawless.

Me: I’m dazzling. You’ll see.

Angel: Hmm. Maybe I’ll get a chance to learn that.

Me: Maybe you will.

Angel: Alright, Grant Stone, if you won’t tell me what we are doing on Sunday, what will you tell me about the date?

Me: We’re going to meet at McConney Park. By the big statue of the headless man riding the bicycle. You know the one.

Angel: I do not. I suspect it will not be difficult to find on the internet, though.

Me: LOL. No, probably not.

Angel: And what time should I plan on meeting you at this unusual statue?

Me: I think 2:00 will give us plenty of time.

Angel: I suppose that depends on what you want to do before the first event.

Me: Guess we’ll have to find out…

Angel: Heh. Well sidestepped, Grant Stone.

My rather dense brain suddenly figured out the double entendre in her previous statement, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

Angel: And I have to go work. I will see you on Sunday, 2:00 pm, at the strange statue in the park. I’ll be the one in the black shirt.

Me: For some reason, I think I’ll be able to spot you no matter what you’re wearing.

Angel: Just trying to be helpful.

Me: I’ll see you then.

She didn’t send another reply. Not that it bothered me. I had plenty of smiles left over from the bits of conversation that we shared already.

Sunday couldn’t get here fast enough.


Chapter Seven







Two o’clock on the dot. Not that I was really surprised. Sure, I’d been hanging around for about half an hour, making sure I wasn’t late, or I didn’t tell her the wrong time or to see if she showed up early and was waiting around for me and got mad because I wasn’t here and she left and….

Okay, maybe I was a little nervous about this date.

Her arrival didn’t help much. She strode down the walkway in a manner that defied anything and everyone. There wasn’t a care in a single step. It was precise and practiced. Firm and confident. And, from my view, sexy as hell.

As she promised, she was wearing a black shirt. From the sheen on it, I’d guess silk or satin, and the way it played across her body was intoxicating. The black jeans complimented the shirt, but where the shirt was a refined, voluminous garment, the pants were—like I had come to expect—practically painted on. Not that I was complaining one bit.

Once her eyes finally fell on me, I noticed the corners of her lips creep up. I would like to say I did the same, but I’m sure I was smiling like a complete idiot.

“Grant Stone,” she said as she walked up to me. “What a coincidence.”

“Miss Angel. Total coincidence,” I replied in my best calm voice.

“Well then, why don’t we take advantage of this…” she looked up at the sky, “…rather unfortunate overcast day, and find something we might find entertaining? Do you have a suggestion?”

“I might,” I countered. “Why don’t you walk with me for a bit, and we’ll see what we can find.” I gestured down the walkway, and she started walking, with me falling in right beside her.

“Still keeping the outing a secret, then?” she asked.

“Won’t be a secret for long, but I’d like to keep the suspense up, if possible.” Though maybe it wasn’t a great idea to keep it a complete secret. “Tell me, do you have planetariums on Aeash?”

“I have no idea what that is,” she told me.

“I wasn’t sure, but I was hoping that was the case,” I told her.

“So, we’re going to a—what did you call it?—a planderium?” she chuckled.

“Nope.” I didn’t say anything else, waiting to hear her response. After about twenty or so seconds I wasn’t sure she was going to reply at all, so I did. “A planetarium shows you the planets and other things about space, but it’s a little old-fashioned.”

“I might like old-fashioned,” she countered.

“Maybe, but you also might like something a little more innovative. Something reflecting the modern approach to space, and the use of space.” The smile growing on my face was hard to suppress, but I did my best.

“You’re finding yourself very clever, Grant Stone,” the smile in her voice was hard to hide, too.

“And you are trying very hard to be too cool for…well, everything,” I told her.

“That’s because I am,” she stated.

“I never truly questioned it.”

“So, where are we going?” Not once during the walk did she turn her head to look at me. Sadly, I couldn’t say the same. I’m pretty sure I spent as much time staring at her as I did making sure we were walking the correct direction.

“North,” I answered. “Well, closer to north-northeast, but still….”

This time I could actually see the smile on her face. “Being a—what is it called?—a smartass? Do you really think that’s a good approach?”

“Totally.” Unfortunately, her words made me think about asses, which made me think about her ass, which made me linger behind her for a moment. I swear she flicked her tail out of the way on purpose to give me a better view.

“Is it a long walk, or should we get a ride?” she asked, pulling my attention away from the back of her and back to the front.

“No need.” I stopped and pointed ahead. “That’s where we’re going.”

A plain-looking, squat building stood in front of us. No signage. Nothing distinct at all. Everything you wanted in a boring building that would be a horrible choice for a first date.

Angel’s head turned towards me and a single eyebrow raised.

“Trust me,” I said, and started walking forward. Angel fell in behind me, and I was never more grateful that it was difficult to hear a human heartbeat. Mine was pounding.

Walking up to the door, I sped up for a moment and opened it for Angel, gesturing for her to walk past me. There was a hint of a nod of thanks before she stepped inside.

Before I could explain what was going on, my contact walked out. “G-Man! You made it! Thanks for coming!”

“Hey, Curt. Thanks for the invite.” I shook his hand and then gestured towards my date. “And this, of course, is Angel.”

He immediately rushed over to her and extended his hand. She took it gently and shook lightly. “Thank you so much for coming. We’re trying to get as much feedback as possible.”

“Before thanking me, it might be nice to know why I’m here,” Angel answered.

Curt looked my way, and I smiled and raised my hand in assurance. “I haven’t told her about it yet. Don’t worry.”

Naturally, this caused Angel to turn my way with a less-than-subtle smirk on her face, tied directly with an expression demanding an explanation.

“This is Curt. He and his team are working on a new form of…well, I’ll let him explain it here in a minute. We met at work and got to talking. He told me about his project, and I decided to take him up on his offer to come test it out. He was particularly excited to meet you and have you give it a try.”

“Well, you managed to say a lot without actually telling me what’s happening.” She turned back to Curt. “I’m going to assume what’s happening isn’t harmful in any way, am I correct?”

“Oh! No, no not at all! You see what it is—” Angel raised a hand stopping him mid-word.

“Whatever it is, Grant would like to keep it secret, so, unless he’d like to explain it, we’ll leave it as a surprise.” She turned just enough to give me a smile. “Because he knows how I feel about surprises.”

“If it’s okay…. May I call you Angel?” Curt asked.

“Of course,” she answered.

“If it’s okay, Angel, I’ll need to get you sized for your headset. You’re the first Rga’awra we’ve had come to the facility, so we’re very excited to get your feedback.” Curt practically buzzed as he spoke to her. “At the end of the—” He looked towards me. “Well, once it’s all done, I’d love to talk to you about it and get feedback.”

“I’m sure something can be arranged,” Angel answered. “And it sounds like I need to get fitted for a headset, so please, lead the way.”

It only took about fifteen minutes for Curt to get Angel fitted. During that time, she didn’t speak to me directly but shared far more than one lingering look my direction. They were either looks of interest or annoyance, and I was desperately hoping it was the first option. The headset had to be fitted to the unique size and shape of her head, but by the time Curt was finished, it looked made for her—which I suppose it was, thinking about it. My headset was the normal one for your typical human.

Not sure what I was expecting the chamber to look like, but I know I didn’t expect it to be what it was. Walking up to it, it looked like something made by a father over the weekend for his kid so they could have a fort. Lots of two-by-fours and plywood, much of it at odd angles. I was really hoping for something more impressive. I swallowed pretty hard before looking up at Angel.

She was already staring down at me. I hoped the expression on her face was more playful than serious, but it definitely wasn’t the look of someone excited to be in this particular location.

“There she is,” Curt said. “I know it’s not much to look at from the outside, but it’s what’s inside that counts, right?”

“I certainly hope so,” Angel answered, eyes still on me.

“Okay, so once you go inside, plug your headset into the armrest and then lower your visors down. Once those are in place, we’ll start. Sound good?”

“Sounds great, Curt. Can’t wait.” My voice carried enough enthusiasm to hide the growing terror that I had made a terrible mistake. At least I hope it did.

The inside was much more impressive. Two rows of wide, comfortable-looking chairs sat in a circle—about thirty or forty in total, but with obvious space enough for easily twice that number. Above us was a world of white. Soft white light surrounded us in a gigantic dome. Soft, gentle music filled the space and seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.

I stole a glance at Angel, happy to see a pleasant expression creeping onto her face.

“I’ll let you choose the seats.” We were the only ones inside, giving us our choice of anywhere.

With a polite nod, Angel moved to the inner circle and chose a seat off to our right. I moved and sat at the one beside her, naturally.

“Okay,” Curt’s voice came through the speakers, “now if you would please plug your headsets into the port on the right armrest, and then lower your visors, we can get started.”

Taking a chance, I reached over and grasped Angel’s hand, causing her to look over at me. “Have fun,” I told her.

“I certainly hope to,” she answered.

Then, we plugged in and lowered our visors.

The first thing that happened was the room changed color, shifting from a comfortable off-white to a deep, rich blue. As that happened, our chairs moved. Footrests extended and they rotated backwards, leaving us almost fully reclined by the end.

The music swelled. Deep, resonate tones filled the room, dominating our senses. It transformed, swirling around the space, shifting and moving until my brain was feeling like it was in the middle of an audio hurricane.

Then the first image appeared. It was Earth—or possibly Aeash. They looked identical from space if you were on the light side. The technology of the sphere was such that, with the aid of the visor, the globe seemed to be floating. Hovering in the middle of the room. It filled the space, and I felt as though I could see specific parts of the world detailed on it. For a brief moment I wondered if every seat saw the same view of the globe, or if it was truly spherical and different from all angles. It was spinning, so even if it was, I would soon be seeing the other side of it.

Finally, the vocals began, setting the last stage of the experience.

“Since beings first stood on two legs and looked to the sky, they wondered: are we alone? The stars glimmered in the night sky, each of them a beacon calling to our imagination. We dreamed of traveling out to them, or the inhabitants of those worlds coming to our own home planet on ships of silver and light.

“Fantastic tales woven into history, placing heroes and gods into the skies so when we looked up, we found familiarity and comfort. We looked for answers from above, never really understanding that the answers were already around us.”

The music in the room changed. It shifted tone and octave, suddenly seeming different, and slightly uncomfortable.

“Ancient stories tell us of monsters and creatures defying the world as we know it. Lives interacting with entities who changed their perspective on the world around us. Some called them mad. Others called them liars. Today, we understand that they might have been…the first.”

As the voice spoke, the globe spun faster and faster, becoming a blur of motion by the end of the introduction. Then the title appeared across the surface of the world: “Between Worlds: A Dimensional Story”.

For the next hour, a fully immersive 3D show unveiled before us. It spoke about the original scientists from Aeash who discovered the harmonic resonance separating realities. The show even did a pretty good job of describing the difference between worlds as a bell that rang at different tones depending on where you struck it. A solid analogy of two identical objects that were different depending on how they vibrated. It went on to detail the first interactive contact between our worlds, and the creation of the dimensional portals about forty years ago—and the disasters resulting from them.

It avoided the more disturbing imagery, but did a good job of explaining that beings from different harmonic existence cannot immediately attune themselves to a new ‘tone’. The creation of the Panchel-Cha’roonta device—or PCD as it was more commonly known—would let a visitor from Earth or Aeash exist on the other world until their body could attune. Typically, about a year, but it varied person-to-person.

The PCD was the key that opened up the universe. Now beings from one world could travel to another. They could see a world unlike the one they knew, but familiar enough that their bodies accepted it in time. The air, food, water, and everything beyond the harmonic resonance were exactly the same, if slightly different in appearance in a few areas.

And then we went on an exploration of Aeash. Of the landmarks, the people, the culture—a bit of everything. The sphere of screens around us became totally immersive, placing us inside the world itself, rather than simply showing us pictures. The 3D aspect created moving images that walked or flew past us. We could see the leaves on trees ripple in the wind, and thanks to advanced technology, could even feel the breeze itself blow by.

Similarly, we were taken on a trip around Earth. We saw the wonders of our own world in a way most people never experience. We explored animals and cultures worldwide, immersing ourselves in cities and landscapes most only encounter in books or on screen. This was far more than a movie. It was like being there. It was magical.

The time flew by, and before I knew it, the music reached a crescendo and the lights grew brighter.

I felt a hand fall over my own. I looked to the side as our chairs moved back into the upright position. I swore it looked like Angel had been crying.

“Good surprises get rewards,” she said with the biggest smile I had seen from her.


Chapter Eight




“Ah, Miss Angel! Welcome back. Do you have a reservation for tonight?”

“Not tonight, Lawrence, but I believe my companion might?” Angel looked over at me, and I stood there like a fish in headlights. Mouth hanging open and eyes wide.

“Um, yes,” I answered, “there should be a reservation for two under Stone?”

The host looked at the screen and then smiled. “Of course, Mr. Stone. Two for the Rodízio. Please, follow me.”

Gesturing for Angel to go first, we stepped into the main area of the restaurant. The number of people who stared at Angel as she walked by was…well, it was pretty much everyone. Most just glanced up and went back to their dinner. A few, however, decided it was their new mission in life to stare at the massive hyena-woman in stylish clothes as she made her way to her seat. I tried to glare back at them, but I don’t think anyone even noticed me following behind her.

The host pulled out the chair for Angel, who sat down, and I moved across from her and took my own seat. He told us our waiter would be with us shortly and left us at the table.

“So, um, they know you on a first name basis here, huh?” I gently scratched the back of my head.

“Don’t feel bad,” she answered. “You brought me to my favorite restaurant for dinner without even knowing. That’s a good thing.”

With a chuckle I replied, “Guess I don’t have to tell you how it works, then.”

“No, but if you need—or want—any pointers, I’ll be happy to give them to you.”

“Actually, it is my first time here, so I might get your help. I did read up on the place before making the reservation, though,” I told her.

“I commend your decisions,” Angel said.

The waiter arrived and we placed our drink order, and he went over the basics of the restaurant. We had access to the salad bar, received a fresh loaf of bread, and the carvers—or gauchos, as he referred to them—moved through the room, offering various cuts of meat to sample. We could turn the card on the table to red if we wanted a break, or leave it green if we wanted more. Pretty straightforward.

“I’m still really glad you enjoyed the Orb experience,” I said. “I know Curt asked you a ton of questions afterwards, so I do apologize for that.”

“No apology needed. I was happy to help him out,” she stated.

“And, correct me if I’m wrong,” I decided to push it a little, “but were you crying at the end of the program?”

“I was. What of it?” One of her eyebrows went up and she leaned a little closer to the table, suddenly looming over me.

“Just not what I expected from you,” I defended. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing. Not at all. Crying is good. I like crying.”

“So, you wanted me to cry?” The glint in her eye was friendly, thank any and all of the gods who may or may not exist now or ever.

“I’m a bastard that way,” I replied back.

“I’ll remember that,” she said with a smirk, and leaned back in her chair.

The first of the gauchos was upon the table, already placing their skewer over our plate and carving off a chunk of steak. I didn’t catch the name of it, but it looked delicious.

Angel dived straight in, cutting off a large chunk and putting it into her mouth. Her teeth were huge, and there were far more sharp, pointed teeth than I expected. Well, maybe not expected. I’ve seen Rga’awra jaws in videos before, but seeing it first-hand was something else.

The bite I took was much smaller, but no less tasty. And before I had even swallowed, another gaucho was there to carve off another selection.

“So, if I’m not prying—which I guess I am, so ignore that comment—what got to you? Emotionally, I mean?” I asked.

Angel had already finished her first selection and was about to dive into the second selection before she answered. “It’s been years since I’ve been home. Seeing it in such vivid detail was….” She paused for a moment. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have thought I would cry, either. It’s not like I have anyone back there.”

“No family?” I asked.

“Not really. My people don’t have the same connection to our parents that you do. We have…different connections.” Her voice went lower, softer, and I decided to change the subject. This was a first date, after all.

“Y’know, you’ve never told me what you do for a living,” I said with a point of my knife. “Now seems like a great time to find out.”

“Actually,” she said after swallowing another massive bite of meat, “I want to know more about your job. What made you decide to become a bartender?”

“Oh, it’s the classic tale,” I laughed. “Boy needs job. Boy sees listing. Boy applies. Boy becomes bartender.”

Her cackle rang out at our table, but she tempered it enough that only we—and perhaps the tables right beside us—could hear it. “So, not something you sought out, then?”

“Not at all. I did discover I really enjoy it, though.” Another gaucho and more meat. My plate was starting to get a little full. Angel’s was pretty much clean. “Also, I like to think I’m pretty good at it.”

“How long have you been at it?” she asked between bites.

“A little over six years. Now pouring at my third location. Only been at the new place for—gosh, let me think—about five months, I guess. Been working my way up, going to slightly nicer places as I’m able.” It was time for chicken to be carved, apparently. A new small stack of poultry appeared on my plate. Our drinks showed up at the same time.

Angel was through all her beef and was eying the chicken with a gleam as it piled up on her plate.

“You really like meat, don’t you?” I asked.

“I thought you knew about Rga’awra eating habits,” she answered. “I’m guessing you’ve read plenty about us.”

“I…I don’t…I mean, I do know a little, I guess, I was just….” There was suddenly more than one chicken at the table.

“You’ve watched videos of us before, I’m sure. Our size. Our teeth. Other things,” her smile turned a little dark. “You’ve watched porn with Rga’awra, right?”

I set my fork down and looked across the table. “Um, well, this turned awkward quickly.”

“So, tell me, Grant Stone,” Angel stopped eating for the first time since the meat started coming, “how much of this date is genuine interest and how much is fetish? I mean, I know some of it is fetish. I’m big and muscular—you saw how much I can lift—so there is already that part. There is also the fact that, to you, I’m an alien. I look like a hyena from your world, so there is—and this is a broad statement, I know—a furry aspect to it. I understand that part. I mean, you look like an alien to me, too, so that part is mutual, but on this world there are a lot more of you than there are of my kind. As far as I know, I might be the first Rga’awra you’ve met in person. So, if you are only looking to fuck a very strong woman or an alien, I get it. I just want to know where your mindset is.”

She took her fork and stabbed a pile of chicken and put it in her mouth, never breaking eye contact with me.

I was the one who broke eye contact when I looked down at my plate. That was…a lot. It rambled through my brain as best it could, taking a handful of seconds to organize my thoughts before I answered. I took a deep breath and a long swig from my drink.

“Okay, let’s talk about this,” I said, looking back up into her eyes. “Yes, there is a fetish side of it. I don’t deny it. I’ve been attracted to muscular women for as long as I can remember. There’s probably something from my childhood that created the allure, but I can’t tell you what. But physical attraction is always an initial part of dating. Sometimes more so than others, I suppose, but there has to be an attraction of some sort. So, yeah, your size and your strength are a definite turn on. But….”

My heart was racing. I could feel the tension building inside me. Part of it was rage, and part of it was fear—and I’m sure there was a touch of arousal, too, damn it. It didn’t matter what happened before, I was still that same person.

“You are not the first muscular woman I’ve been attracted to or dated—if this ends up going past one date, which, for the record, I am hoping it does. I’ve had good experiences, and…bad ones. My most recent ex is one of those bad ones. THE bad one, actually. Way past bad.” I took another moment to gather myself.

“So, yeah, there is fetish. And yeah, I’ve watched porn with Rga’awra. It’s hot. I am attracted to you and your people. I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t. Honestly, I’m not even ashamed of it.” I gestured to the people around us. “I know you saw the stares you got when we walked in. How could you not? I want you to know that when I stare at you, it’s not because I see you as a freak or a prize. I see you and I think you’re…beautiful.”

She paused eating and stared into my eyes.

“Good answer,” she said softly.

The way she spoke and the look in her eyes conveyed more than any words could have in that moment.

“You were genuinely worried about that,” I stated.

A painful smile grew on her lips. “When you experience the same thing time after time, you keep hoping something will break the trend. I have hope for you, Grant Stone.” She pointed at my chicken with her fork. “Your meat is getting cold.”

I looked down at the pile of meat just as another gaucho came over and carved something new onto the stack. I was pretty sure it was steak.

“Oh, come on.” I looked over at her plate, clean save for what was now being added. “Not all of us are eating machines, y’know.”

“Oh, I’m a lot of things.” She stabbed a piece of meat and put it in her mouth. “So, what’s the deal with the ex? You kinda froze up there talking about her. Or him. Don’t want to judge.”

“Her,” I clarified. “And…it’s…I’m not sure I want to talk about it.”

The way she looked at me woke something inside me. “That bad? Broke your heart?”

My heart. That was the last thing she broke that day.

“Her name is Grace. Grace Baxter.”

“The MMA fighter?” Angel asked.

“You know her?”

“I’m a casual fan. Everyone who follows the sport heard about her. She was undefeated and then got banned for being too violent, right?”

I nodded. “Too violent for a violent sport. I hate to be that guy, but…she’s not always like that. There’s a soft side to her. She can be funny when she relaxes, too. The problem is that she’s always been…intense. That’s what made her successful as a fighter.”

My mind flashed back to that night. To her expression. Her voice.

“She always had a dark side. An edge. I liked it, at first. As time went on it got worse. We would talk about it, and she…well, it was one of those things, y’know? A good talk. Two weeks of better, and then…right back down.”

My hand was clenched. I could feel my fingernails digging into my palm. Another hand fell on top of it.

“Hey,” Angel said softly, “it’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.”

“Actually, I think I do.” If we were going to have a chance, I had to let her know about this. And the sooner the better.

“The fight that got her banned wasn’t a good one. Well, I suppose the fight itself was good for her.  She was super pumped after that fight. Riding a high. The next day when they took the victory away from her, she…. She didn’t do anything that day, to me at least. Trashed the house. I was…well, I like to think I was what calmed her down.

“When the ban and the investigation started it got a little worse, but I told her it was temporary. That they would see she was too valuable. Having someone with a bad rep had to be good for the company, right? They could play her as the heel in every fight.”

I concentrated on my breath. Steady, in and out.

“She believed me. Took faith in what I said. While waiting for the whole thing with the commission to resolve, she went back to the gym, hardcore. She couldn’t train with any official trainers or at an official MMA facility, so she went back to where she started. Mulligan’s Gym.”

“The place over on Harrison Street?” Angel asked.

“That’s the one. So, she got a job there training women for MMA, and she got really, really into it. She’d known several of them before then, but once she was at the gym full time, it got serious. They formed their own, well, for lack of a better word, they formed a gang. They call themselves the BOC. That’s Bunch of Cunts, by the way.”

“Naturally,” Angel said.

“Anyway, her life shifted to training others while waiting on the commission to get back to her. And her…ego? I’m not sure, really, but her self-image and demeanor became more…condensed. Our intimate times became much more intense, and she became much more…physical.”

“Hmm.” Angel’s eyes narrowed.

“To cut this short, when the commission finally ruled she couldn’t come back—that she was banned permanently—it…she….” Deep breath. “The fact that I told her she would be taken back and my logic about why…she was angry with me. Very angry. It started out as yelling. Then it became physical. It wasn’t that she…that she beat me….”

Angel squeezed my hand. “Stop. You don’t have to say anything else.”

I ignored her. “It was about two hours—I think. I really don’t know. She never hit me. That’s the worst part. If she had hit me, I would have been able to rationalize it, but she kept me trapped. Pinned down and in various holds. She twisted my body. I…by the time she was done, my shoulder was dislocated, several ligaments were torn or otherwise damaged, my collar bone was fractured, and four ribs were cracked. I could barely breathe.”

Breathe. That’s what I need to do. At some point Angel had moved. She was sitting next to me, holding my hand with both of hers now.

“And there was some internal damage, too. I didn’t know you could feel your internal organs until they were bruised. I think the worst part was that she was the one who took me to the hospital. She sat with me the whole time. And…and I couldn’t tell anyone. I mean, no authorities. I don’t know whether it was fear or…. I don’t know what it was, but I couldn’t. Before I got out of the hospital, I told her we were done. Over. She didn’t take that well, either. She’s still texting me and…threatening others. I told her I was going to go to the police and get a restraining order, but I didn’t. I just…. I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, threatening others? Has she threatened you?” Angel asked with an edge to her voice I hadn’t heard before.

“I had coffee the other day with another girl I met at Sam and D’s party.” I looked up at her realizing what I said. “It was just coffee.”

Her smile was warm and soft. “Just coffee is fine. I don’t control you. Don’t worry about it.”

I nodded. It was good to hear. “They threatened her. Used slurs and told her they would know if I saw her again. Honestly, I’m surprised they haven’t shown up today.”

“They know what’s good for them,” she joked. Then her brow furrowed. “And I’m worried.”

“About what?” I asked.

“Grant, I’m not like normal women. I worry I might be…triggering? Is that the word? I’m worried that being with me might bring back feelings of what happened with your ex.”

“I don’t see that happening,” I told her.

“Grant, look at me. Genuinely. I’m huge. I could snap you in half—and that’s not a joke. I don’t want you to have a panic attack because of me. I don’t want to hurt you.” Her hands held mine tightly, but not forcefully. There was strength there, but not a need for a display. I looked down at them then slowly back up to her eyes.

“You won’t. I’m not sure you could.” I meant every word I said.

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” Angel told me.

“But I do know how I feel.” I kept my eyes locked on hers. “I haven’t told anyone else that full story. About Grace, I mean. Some of my friends know some, or even most of it, but you’re the only one I’ve told everything.”

She smiled, and I could see the gears turning in her mind.

“Alright,” Angel began, “let’s do this. I would like to see you again, Grant Stone. Next time, I will decide the location and the activities, is that acceptable?”

“Of course. I’d love that,” I told her.

“You need to know what it’s like being around me. I’m going to show you. After that, you can decide how we should proceed. Well, we will decide, but you can choose to stop seeing me at any time, and I will not argue. Not until…well, let’s take this one step at a time.”

“Well, nothing forbidding in that statement,” I said.

“I don’t mean for it to,” she answered. “I want you to feel safe.”

“I do.”

“Well then,” she released my hand and sat back, “let’s finish up dinner, talk about much lighter things, and then I’m going to escort you home. Does that sound okay?”

“That sounds wonderful,” I said.


Chapter Nine







“Sam, what do you know about Angel?” It wasn’t a question I wanted to ask, but too many thoughts had been rummaging around in my head since last night.

“Angel? Who’s Angel?” he answered.

“You know, that Rga’awra woman who was at your party last week. She’s kinda hard to miss.” I sat down at the kitchen counter while he unpacked some groceries he’d brought in. I’d have helped unpack, but I learned my lesson last time. Apparently, putting something in the wrong place is much worse than not helping.

“Oh, yeah, I remember seeing her. Honestly, I don’t know her. Her name’s Angel? I think she came with one of Denise’s friends. Or maybe one of her clients. I really don’t know.” He turned back from pantry and looked at me with a sideways glance. “Why? You interested in her?”

That’s one way of putting it, I suppose. “Yeah. I mean, we went out on a date last night.”

“You did?” The groceries suddenly became far less interesting to him. “That’s fantastic! What was it like? Did anything fun happen?”

“It was a first date, man,” I told him. “There was first date kind of stuff.”

“Hey, some first dates are more first than others, y’know.” His eyebrows waggled.

Sleaze-bucket to the end. Can’t fault him for being him, I suppose. “We had a date. It was a good date, but just a date.”

“Then why the hell are you asking about her?” He went back to storing dry goods. “You already got the foot in the door, dude!”

How to answer that? I’m sure saying, ‘I spilled my guts to her last night and suddenly realized I know next to nothing about her,’ might not be the right response. “I’m trying to get to know her better. Give myself an edge.”

“Now you’re thinking with your dick! Good job!” Sam raised his hand for a high five. He didn’t step any closer, he just raised it for an air slap. I went through the motions.

“Good job with what?” Denise asked as she stepped into the kitchen. “It sure isn’t putting away groceries.”

“Our man Grant was asking about some hot chick he met at the party,” Sam told her.

The glare she gave me would have melted steel. “You mean, Hayrille, right?”

“Hayrille and I went out, but you know it didn’t end well. I told you about that,” I replied.

“You gave up on her, you mean,” Denise mumbled.

“I didn’t do it. I wanted to give her a chance. Grace decided how it ended—well, Grace’s flunky, but still….” I kept my voice as level as possible.

“But you’re already ready to dump her and move on?” Denise was aggressively storing snacks at the moment.

“He went out with her last night, actually,” Sam shared, bless his heart.

“Oh, great! That’s great! Good for you, Grant!” The potato chips were doomed.

“I think you know her, too, D.” I tried to redirect the conversation. Maybe turn it to something positive. If only for the sake of having something to eat over the next few days. “It’s Angel. From the party.”

“Angel?” Denise turned to look at me. “I don’t know anyone named Angel.”

“Well, she’s the Rga’awra who was at the party. Kinda hard to miss her,” I explained. “Sam said she came with one of your friends. Or maybe a client.”

“I wasn’t at the party, remember,” she answered. “If she came with someone, I don’t know who. I don’t know any Rga’awra.”

“I think it was that older guy. The one from Omni or Orni or something like that,” Sam offered, now working exclusively on items that needed to go into the refrigerator.

“From OnLi? You mean David Rangel? You invited David Rangel to the party?” Denise turned and looked over at Sam, a box of spaghetti held in her hand like a weapon of mass destruction. “Why the hell did you invite him?”

“You gave me the list,” Sam defended. “I chose a few at random. You never said not to invite anyone.”

“I gave you that list so we could go over it together and plan for a social gathering, not so you could randomly choose a few names from it for one of your parties.” The spaghetti box attacked the shelf with confidence, making its presence known to all the other pasta products in the area.

“Who’s David Rangel?” I decided to dare a question.

“David Rangel is the CFO of OnLi, an investment banking organization specifically targeting tech firms and online startups. OnLi is one of our biggest clients, and isn’t exactly known as a ‘party’ organization.” The longer she spoke, the deeper the glare at Sam became.

“He was on the list!” Sam insisted. “He could have said no and not come, you know. I didn’t force him to show up.”

“He probably thought it was a different type of party! My guess is that he was here wearing a tux or something dangerously close to one!” Denise stepped up, wielding her finger like a rapier as she directed her words at Sam.

They continued on with their accusatory repartee while my brain ran back to the day of the party. Granted, I spent most of the time behind a bar, so I didn’t get out to see everyone—or most people, for that matter—but I definitely saw Angel. I remember that moment like a photo posted in my brain. She definitely wasn’t dressed like she was out for a night on the town at a fancy dress gala.

I also don’t consider myself an expert on anything financial, but I was having trouble picturing Angel in that field, either. Sure, she was smart—smarter than me, I’d wager—but I couldn’t picture her behind a desk.

“…and Grant will back me up on that! Right?” Sam turned to look at me, and Denise turned to stare. No pressure.

“I wasn’t listening,” I admitted, “but I take Denise’s side on it.”

“Smart man,” Denise said.

“More like a smart traitor,” Sam growled.

“I have to go get ready for work.” I stood up from the stool and started towards my room. “And, Sam, I advise you listen to D about everything.”

“I still don’t forgive you for dumping Hayrille.” I could almost see Denise crossing her arms as she stood behind me.

“And I still didn’t dump her.” I pulled out my phone as I headed into my room, doing a quick internet search for David Rangel. Surprisingly, there was more than one that showed up, including an ex-soccer player. I could definitely see Angel going for a professional athlete, but I couldn’t see her confusing one with a CFO.

So, what the hell was she doing with him at Sam’s party?

The phone growled—an actual growl sound, I had added a new tone recently—and a smile grew on my face. The notification of her text showed up at the exact same time.

Angel: Hello, Grant Stone.

Me: Miss Angel, what a pleasant surprise.

Angel: I wanted to touch base with you after last night. How are you?

Me: I’m great. Even better now that I’ve heard from you.

Angel: That’s what I was hoping to hear. You had a bit of a rough night yesterday.

Me: Are you kidding? I spent the night with you. It was a great night!

Angel: We spent the night together? I was hoping you wouldn’t be that forgettable.

Me: We spent an evening together on a date. Is that better?

Angel: I don’t know. I kind of like the idea of spending the night with you.

I stared at her text for several seconds, letting my mind wander to places it probably shouldn’t have gone. At least not right before I was going to change clothes. The picture that followed it up certainly didn’t help my situation.

There she was. The only thing maintaining her modesty was a phone and a cleverly placed finger. The only thing keeping me sane was a lack of blood in my brain.

Angel: I’ve always wanted to do that.

Me: What? Send a nude or give me an aneurysm?

Angel: What did you think?

Me: Of the pic? Are you kidding?

Angel: No, I’m not.

Me: It’s…nice. Very nice.

Angel: Just nice? I feel insulted.

Me: Well, how creepy am I supposed to be?

Angel: No more so than when you stare at my ass.

Me: Noticed that, huh?

Angel: Hard to miss.

Me: Sorry.

Another pic came through. Nothing was hiding things this time. That was definitely her butt. No pants. Tail off to the side. Dim, dramatic lighting and…utterly fucking amazing.

Me: Your timing sucks. I have to go to work.

Angel: I know. I wanted you to think about me during your shift.

Me: Oh, that’s wicked.

Angel: Just my way of reminding you what awaits if you are patient.

Me: So mean!

Angel: When is your next night off?

Me: Thursday.

Angel: You now have plans for Thursday. I’ll pick you up at your place at 2:00. Dress casual.

Me: Where are we going?

Angel: …

I thought for a minute that she was thinking. Then I realized the truth.

Me: This is payback, isn’t it?

Angel: You don’t tell me, I don’t tell you.

Angel: Do you trust me?

Me: Yeah. I do.

Angel: Then don’t worry about it. It’s my turn to impress you.

Me: Everything about you is impressive.

Angel: Especially my ass?

Me: No. Especially you.

Angel: That is so sappy.

Me: You have a problem with sappy?

Angel: Only sometimes. Right now, not so much.

Me: You going to think about me while I’m at work?

Angel: I don’t know. Are you going to send me a pic?

Me: Do you want one?

Angel: Yes. Your face. That’s all I want.

Using my vast experience with selfies—which is to say next to none, but I know the basics—I snapped a few. I tried to look cool in some. Smile in others. Sexy in a couple. I ended up sending her the one that was a mistake. I looked like an idiot in mid-blink with his mouth pushed to the side.

Angel: Captures you perfectly.

Me: I thought so, too.

Angel: You are a handsome man, Grant Stone. Don’t think otherwise.

Me: I’m glad you feel that way.

I paused, and then decided to push it a little.

Me: It’s probably your alien fetish that makes you think that, though.

Angel: Definitely. I wouldn’t look at you twice if you didn’t have those weird hands and no fur.

Me: I knew it.

Me: I really do have to finish getting ready and head to work.

Angel: I know. I’ll be thinking about you.

Me: I’m already thinking about you.

Angel: I know. That’s why I sent you the pics.

Me: Before then, too.

Angel: Good. I like to hear that.

Angel: Have a good night, Grant Stone. I’ll see you on Thursday.

I left it at that. If I said anything else, I’d have kept texting her until I missed my shift. She captivated me so easily. It was scary how much I’d already fallen under her sway. It felt like I originally did with Grace, but much more…safe.

There were far more questions about Angel than I had answers, but even with them lingering, I had no doubts. I was going to be with this woman for a long time—I hoped.


Chapter Ten







We stood outside the building and all I could do was stare. It looked like a castle, but one designed by someone who saw the word ‘castle’ as a challenge and wanted to change it to meet their own ideas. It was both gothic and modern at the same time, with stonework everywhere and clean lines delineating where the ancient look could begin and end. Glass interrupted it in several places, running two or three stories high.

It looked like a place I could only afford to look at in a magazine, and yet here I was, standing right in front of it. Angel stood beside me, a grin on her face wide enough to split the sky.

“I look like a fish, don’t I?” I said.

“You’ve got a little bit of that stunned look, yeah. I think it suits you.” She put her hand on my back and gently urged me forward. “Don’t worry, we’ve got an invite.”

“An invite to what? You told me to dress casual! I’m wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and we’re standing in front of…” I gestured broadly to the building, “whatever this is!”

Her laugh filled the air. It didn’t overpower it, but it added atmosphere to the moment. I have to admit, she got me to chuckle, too. The fact that she was dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt helped me feel a little more comfortable. Or at least that she wasn’t trying to pull a joke on me.

“Trust me, Grant Stone, you’ll like this.” Angel offered her hand. I took it, and we walked towards the front entrance of the building.

We got to the front door and a man opened it. He wasn’t wearing a tux or even a suit, but he was still immaculate. Black pants with pleats that could cut a tomato and a dress shirt that was so clean dirt was afraid of it. He screamed butler or concierge—or a concierge’s butler.

“Miss Angel,” he said in a very smooth British accent, “how good to see you. Please, come in. They’re gathering in the study.”

“Good to see you, Roderick. This is Grant.” She stepped to one side and Roderick extended a hand. Not wanting to be immediately cast out for being rude, I shook it.

“Welcome, sir. I hope you enjoy your afternoon.”

“Me too.” Brilliant reply, I know, but I was under pressure.

Angel took the lead, with me falling in right behind. The inside of the house was no less impressive than the outside. Rich wood seemed everywhere; on the walls, the furniture, even the ceiling in some areas that we walked past.

A few turns later we entered what must have been the study, because there were five other people in the room and I didn’t see another exit. Four were human, and one was a Coinoie—the rabbit folk from Aeash. Of all the Aeashen folks, the Coinoie were the only others who looked slightly more like an animal than a human, but nowhere near the Rga’awra. The woman had long, floppy ears hanging from the sides of her head, and a rabbit-like nose stuck out on the end of what only looked like a muzzle if you caught it at just the right angle.

“Angel! Welcome.” The man who walked over had a hint of grey working its way into his beard, but his hair was still a deep, dark brown. He seemed handsome enough to my eyes, but I’ve never been a good judge of that. “Great to see you again.”

“Thanks for putting this on, Walter. I appreciate it.” Angel took him into a friend hug and then pulled back to gesture my way. “This is Grant.”

“Nice to meet you!” Walter extended a hand, and I shook it. Firm grip, like he was used to trying to impress. “Angel said you were going to be someone to listen to today.”

“Really?” Good to know I was here as an expert. I glanced at Angel, her face holding the same subtle smile that seemed to be her usual expression. “And since you two are the last to arrive, I suppose we can get started.”

Walter stepped away and moved over to a table with a black cloth over it. “First off, I want to thank Angel for the idea of putting this together. Getting a chance to learn new things or improve our knowledge of things is something I think all of us welcome. And from what Angel told me, her companion, Grant, is something of an expert in this area.”

He pulled the cloth off the table. A row of bottles sat on the table, almost all of them looking familiar. Glencairn glasses waited in front of each bottle, enough for everyone. Whiskey tasting. This was a whiskey tasting, and—did she bring me as the expert?

The look of disappointment on my face was probably obvious. I tried to hide it, but this was supposed to be a date, not me working. And I was hardly a master of whiskey. Sure, I knew trash from quality, and I could name off just about every quality brand from bourbon to scotch and beyond, but that wasn’t what I was hoping for today. Still, I was getting a chance to spend time with Angel, so I screwed a smile on my face and prepared myself.

“I’m hoping that, even so, he’ll get a chance to learn something, or at least enjoy himself,” Walter said. “Let me introduce our whiskey sommelier, Clark Bennett.”

Wait, what? One of the men in the room stepped forward. Moving around to stand behind the table, leaving the rest of us on this side.

My eyes darted up to Angel. The smile on her face was much larger this time.

“What? You didn’t think I’d have you working today, did you?” she whispered. “You telling me I needed to sip that whiskey at the party gave me this idea. I obviously don’t know what I’m doing, and I thought you might enjoy being on this side of things for a change.”

“Hello everyone!” Our whiskey pro started talking. “My name is Clark, and I’ve spent the last seventeen years of my life learning about whiskeys—whether it be American, Irish, Canadian, Japanese, or Scotch. Today, I’m going to be sharing my experience and hopefully opening up not just your palate, but your mind to the pleasures found in these incredible distilled beverages. We’ll be taking our time, trying each one in turn, and sharing our experiences with each other. And while I’ll certainly be guiding you on this journey, the most important thing to remember is simply this: you can’t be wrong. If you enjoy one more than another, there isn’t a damn thing wrong with that. Everyone is unique and allowed to like what they like.” This was not his first time doing this. That was a practiced speech. “Now, let’s get started with our first sample. I’m going to show you the right way to taste it so the peak flavor is drawn out, and why it works that way. Everyone ready?”

There was a chorus of nods, and even a couple of people vocalizing their readiness. And, surprisingly, I was one of them.

“Okay, I had my doubts about the whiskey thing this afternoon, but it turned out great,” I told Angel. “However, I have no doubts of this. This is a great plan.”

I was walking beside Angel at the riverbank. Sundays were one of the days they allowed food trucks to set up here, and there were probably three dozen or more vendors lined up, each offering their own unique take on some to-go variety of dining. According to Angel, this was going to be a ‘grazing’ meal, which meant she planned on eating at more than one place. After a few back and forths about the sanctity of having your own food, she agreed to share bites of what she ordered so that I could do the same thing. There was no way I’d be able to keep up with her voracious appetite.

“You doubted me?” Angel raised her hand to her chest in mock disappointment. “I’m hurt. Perhaps we should end our evening here and now, so I don’t drive you deeper into anger and frustration.”

“The only thing that will get me upset is if you DO end this date early. I can’t think of anyplace I’d rather be than right here with you, right now.” That statement surprised me, mostly because it was the complete truth.

“You’ve won me over, Grant Stone. Very well, we’ll continue our date.” She glanced over her shoulder, looking at the North River rolling by. “I love being beside the water. There is a peace that can only be found near it. Part of me wishes we were near the ocean, but the river is nice. Coming here is a treat.” She looked back down at me. “Especially with good company.”

“You like the ocean?” I asked.

“Only been there a couple of times, but…yes. I grew up in the heart of the plains. Never saw the ocean until I was over forty and I instantly fell in love.” Angel shrugged. “It’s so peaceful.”

I felt the happiness in her words. We both looked over at the river, letting the water carry the conversation for a moment.

“I’ve always wanted to come over here for the food truck thing. I’ve known about it for forever, but I never got around to doing it. I think this is a great idea,” I said.

“I do have them from time to time,” she replied. “So, what would you like to try first? I can recommend the satay place and the pasties.”

“You’re the hostess for the evening, I leave myself in your capable hands,” I told her.

She chuckled and started walking towards the satay truck. “How comfortable are you with that idea?” she asked.

“What idea? Satay?”

“No. How comfortable are you with the idea of leaving yourself in my hands?”

The way she phrased that scared me, and aroused me far more than I wanted to admit.

“What exactly do you mean by that?” I asked.

“Let’s get satay and talk,” she suggested as we walked up to that stall.

Five minutes later we sat together on a bench overlooking the river. The sun was still hanging in the sky, but only by a sliver. Golden hour. She looked glorious. Light was playing on her face, casting perfect shadows that highlighted…everything. She looked like an Egyptian goddess sent down to Earth, and I was the lucky person tasked with tending to her needs.

“If this is going where I think—where I hope—it is going, then…we need to have a conversation,” Angel said.

“Could you phrase that in a slightly more nerve-racking way?” I replied.

“Grant, I know that you’ve had some bad experiences in the past, and I don’t want to aggravate that,” she said.

“We already talked about that. You aren’t the same. It’s okay,” I told her.

“No, we had a few words about it. We haven’t really talked about it.” She cleared an entire skewer of meat in a single bite. “I can be very…controlling when I’m intimate.”

“Um, can you be more clear on that?”

“Yes, I can.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin and slid the meat my direction. I picked up one of the skewers and took a single piece of chicken off it. “I’m dominant. If we end up being intimate, I’ll be the one telling you what to do. How to do it. That isn’t to say that I’ll be rough. I can be a very gentle lover, but I will always be in control.”

I swallowed hard. The taste of the chicken completely forgotten at that moment. “Well, um, I…I kinda hoped that was the case.” I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t think I’m revealing a huge secret to tell you that I like that in a woman.”

“I know you like that in a woman,” she said. “I’m just not sure you are ready for it again after what happened with your ex.”

“And like I told you, I’m not going to let her ruin my life. I like you, Angel. I like you a lot. I want to see where this goes. I won’t know if I’m going to freak out until it hits me, but I will say that the idea of you—of us—being intimate has been no small thought in my head. And those thoughts have included you being…in charge.”

“I won’t hurt you. Even if you ask, I won’t,” she told me. “After what you told me, I don’t feel comfortable with that thought.”

She turned on the bench to face me directly. I shifted so that I was looking back at her.

“What is it that you want from me?” she asked.

I thought about it. The question was much larger than the words forming it. What did I want? Was I looking for something specific? She asked me before if this was just a fetish for me, and…no, it wasn’t. I mean, it was, but it also…wasn’t. I did feel safe with Angel. She was in control in a way that Grace never was—never would be.

“I…I want to be with you,” I said, finally. “If that means being intimate, I will be very, very happy. If that means that we only get to spend time together like this, then I’m okay with that, too. I don’t want anything from you, I just want to be with you. Does that make sense?”

She nodded. “It does. Thank you.” A warm and genuine smile grew on her face. This wasn’t the aloof Angel I originally met. This was a woman enjoying the moment.

“Do you want to get more food?” I asked.

“I do,” she said, “but first I’m going to go use the bathroom.” She pointed at another food truck. This one was called Poutine Palace, and that sounded amazing, actually. “Meet me there. You get to decide what we order from it.”

“I’m on the job!” I told her. We stood together from the bench and she paused, looking down at me. After a moment she bent down slowly, lowering her face to mine. Very gently, she brushed her lips against my own. Sparks jumped through my body, and my breath caught in my throat.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered.

“I’ll be waiting,” I told her.

She walked off with me still in a daze. I staggered over to the Poutine Palace and looked at the menu, not really seeing a damn thing. Then my phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket.

Big mistake.

Grace: Who the hell was that?

Me: What?

Grace: She fucking kissed you! Who is she?!

What? What the fuck? How did she…?

She was watching me. Right now, she was watching me. I spun around, scanning the crowd, searching for her face. There was a steady flow of people wandering about. Not exactly a crowd, but definitely traffic.

But no Grace. I couldn’t see her anywhere. Nor any of her BOC crew.

Me: Where the fuck are you? How are you watching me?

Grace: You didn’t answer my question. Who. Is. She?

Me: None of your fucking business! Where are you?!

Grace: I’m at the gym. I just know everything that happens with you.

Me: Bullshit!

Grace: We’ll talk about this later!

I felt Angel walk up beside me before I saw her. And she noticed the issue with me well before I said anything.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

There were two options: tell her what happened and see her react, or lie to her and set a bad precedent too early in our relationship. So, really, there was only one option.

“Grace,” I said. “Here.” I showed her my phone and the text I had received.

She stared at it longer than needed. And then her fingers began to slide and shift. I didn’t know if she was texting her back or doing something else until she showed me the phone again.

“Here.” She pointed at an app that I had never seen before. “She installed a tracker on your phone.”

“What? Are you joking?” I almost grabbed the phone out of Angel’s hand, but she held onto it a moment longer.

“I’m going to delete it and erase the data, if that’s okay,” Angel said, but she didn’t wait for a response. I could see her fingers moving already.

“Of course that’s okay. I can’t believe she did that,” I muttered. “Wait, how did that let her see us?”

“It didn’t. It just told her where you were.” She pointed at a nearby lamp post. There was a camera on it. “That’s what let her see you. She brought up the Riverbank cameras.”

She handed the camera back to me and smiled. “Okay, now let’s get that poutine.”

My eyes probably blinked about a hundred times in the next three seconds. “You…what about what just happened?”

Angel shrugged. “You told me that you don’t want her ruining your life. So, fuck her. She doesn’t like me being around you and that’s her problem. My problem is getting poutine.”

The laugh that came out of me was too powerful to stop. “You…you’re amazing. How does this not bother you?”

“Oh, it bothers the fuck out of me. Inside, I’m seething right now,” Angel said, “but we’re here for us, not her. You and I are going to enjoy this evening. After that, well….”

“Well what?” My voice was more nervous than I like.

Angel put her hand on my shoulder. “Grant Stone, do you trust me?”

I nodded. “More than I probably should.”

“And do you want to be with me?”

My head didn’t stop nodding. “Very much so.”

Angel eased us closer to the truck. “Then we’re going to have poutine, walk a little more, maybe stop at another truck or two, and then….”

“Then?” I asked.

“Then we’re going to move to the next stage in our relationship.”

What a perfectly normal way to say something.


Chapter Eleven







This is a mistake. We shouldn’t be here. The idea of being here was uncomfortable on a level that I couldn’t begin to explain and didn’t even want to try.

“Why are we here?” I asked as Angel stepped through the door.

“I told you. It’s time we meet. I want to have a conversation with her, woman to woman.” Angel’s voice was as calm and level as a placid lake. One with a swarm of piranha underneath.

There she was, standing like she owned the place. In many ways, she did. No one dared to confront her, especially not here. Grace. Blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. Tight shorts and a tank top that left her arms bare. Tattoos inked up both sleeves and highlighted the muscle laying beneath. She looked bigger than I remembered.

She was a beast. Thick power was the best term for her. You could see every muscle when she moved and all of them looked ready to explode. And she noticed us walk into her gym at about that moment.

“Bunny!” I heard her voice rise over the sound of weights and people working out. Not that it was particularly busy. It was about eight at night, so not the busiest time at a gym.

She rushed over towards us—towards me—and I instinctually took a step back. I felt a hand on my back and looked up to see Angel smiling down at me. “Don’t worry. You’re safe.”

“Bunny!” Grace was right up on us now. “I’m so glad you came by. Thank you! This will let us—”

“Hi,” Angel stepped forward, interrupting her. “You must be Grace. Nice to meet you.”

The heat in Grace’s glare at Angel could have melted steel. Grace stepped to the side and looked at me. “Can we go talk alone for a—”

“I wanted to stop by and have a quick chat with you,” Angel moved over in front of Grace, interrupting her again. “Clear things up.”

“Look, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t give a fuck,” Grace growled up at Angel, “but if you don’t get out of the way and let me talk to my man, there’s going to be trouble.”

“See, that’s just it,” Angel said calmly, “he’s not your man. He’s with me now. And I’d really appreciate it if you stopped annoying him and simply went away. Go find a new person for you.”

“He’s with you?” Grace pushed up to Angel, only inches separating them. “Listen big girl, I don’t know what you think is happening, but he and I have history. We’ve been together for months and months. You have one little smooch at the river and you think you’re together? Don’t make me laugh. You’re lucky I don’t hurt you for kissing him like that. So why don’t you fuck off before you end up having something bad happen to you.”

Angel chuckled. “You’re so cute when you act tough. Getting all puffed up like that. But honestly, I don’t want trouble. This is a polite meeting to tell you to back off. You’ve already gone too far, so stopping now is the smart thing to do.”

“You think I can’t take you?” Grace growled. “You’re big, I’ll give you that, but I would have you screaming for mercy in about twenty seconds. Now, get out of the way you fucking mutt, or I’m going to move you.”

“Mutt?” Angel tilted her head. “Really? You’re going racist on me?”

“You can’t be racist against something that isn’t human,” Grace said. “And that’s the other reason I know Bunny is still mine. He would never degrade himself by fucking a dog.”

It wasn’t so much that the tension was thick enough to cut with a knife as it was so omnipresent that a chainsaw wouldn’t have made a dent. A few feet behind Grace, three members of her BOC had gathered. They were standing back, but still making sure their presence was known.

“Angel,” I whispered, “maybe we should go.”

“We’re fine, Grant,” Angel told me. “I’m just having a talk.”

“If you don’t move right now, Mutt, we’re going to be doing more than talking.” Grace rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck.

Angel chuckled. “I’m going to say it one more time: Grant is with me now. Stop contacting him or any of his friends, immediately.”

“Yip yip yip. That’s all I’m hearing from you.” Grace took a step forward, looking to move past Angel and get to me. Angel stuck out her arm, barring the path.

In a flash, Grace grabbed Angel’s hand and twisted it around, trying to force her into an armbar. It didn’t go how Grace expected.

Angel jerked her hand out of Grace’s control, and then turned and grabbed Grace with her other hand, almost faster than my eye could follow. She gripped Grace by the shirt and lifted her off the ground, leaving Grace’s feet dangling. Then, she shifted and slammed Grace into the floor on her back, still holding onto the shirt. The sound was loud enough to echo through the room, bringing everything else to a stop.

All of the air expelled from Grace’s lungs, and she lay there stunned and gasping.

Angel glanced at the BOC, making sure they knew to stay back. Then she leaned in close to Grace. “You shouldn’t have put your hands on me. I was trying to be civil. Still, now I hope you understand the situation, but I’ll repeat it again. Grant is mine. You are going to forget about him, now. If I find out you contacted him or anyone he knows the name of, I’ll find you. If you dare to spy on him again…well, don’t do that. That would be what I call a bad idea.” She let go of Grace’s shirt and gently slapped her on the face a couple of times. “Do we have an understanding?”

Grace coughed as Angel stood up. She stepped away from Grace and the BOC rushed in to check on their leader. They helped Grace up to a sitting position, and the glare that she gave Angel—and me—sent a cold chill through my spine. I’d never seen her so angry.

I felt Angel’s hand on my shoulder, and I looked up to see her smile. The hand slid from my shoulder to the side of my face as she bent down and kissed me. This was deeper than the light peck from the riverbank. There was pressure, warmth, passion. For the second time in less than a minute Angel managed to take the breath away from someone.

“Let’s go home,” she whispered to me.

We started walking towards the door. I heard movement behind me and looked over my shoulder. One of the BOC had stood up, but Grace had hold of her arm, stopping her from coming any closer.

I don’t know if I have the right phrase to describe the expression on Grace’s face at that moment. Pure hatred? Uninhibited rage? No, neither of those was right. There was only one word to describe what I saw burned onto her face.

Evil.

“Welcome to my home. Please pardon the mess.”

Angel moved to the side after unlocking and opening the door to her apartment. We were on the sixteenth floor of a high-rise building in the heart of town, and it was a pretty new building, too.

Stepping into the apartment was like walking into a photo from a magazine. Everything looked perfect. Clean lines and immaculate furniture sat at such precise angles that I’m sure a measuring tape was brought out on a regular basis to make sure it was still in the right location.

“You’re not allowed to come over to my apartment,” I said out loud.

“I’m sorry?” Angel shut the door behind her and locked it. “Why not?”

“If this is what you call a mess, seeing my place will cause your head to explode.” I took a few more steps inside her home then turned to look back at her. “This place is gorgeous.”

“Thank you. I do take pride in it.” She set her keys on the small table in the hallway, placed inside a wooden box carved with interesting figures on the outside resembling the Rga’awra.

“That’s a lovely box,” I stated.

She looked down at it. “Thank you, it’s…special.”

“How so?” I asked.

Her fingers traced the carvings, lingering for a moment. “It’s the only thing I brought with me when I came to Earth. My only connection to home.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.” A crooked smile grew on her lips. “I arrived here with only the clothes on my back and the money I had saved that I kept in this box.”

“That’s so cool,” I said.

“I suppose.” She stepped in and pointed towards the clean, white couch in the living room. “Have a seat. Would you like something to drink?”

“Sure. A beer if you’ve got it, but I’m open to whatever.” I stepped around to the couch. It was oversized, undoubtedly designed to fit someone of Angel’s stature. As I sat down, I glanced out the huge window at the end of the room. I could see the North River clearly, the lights along its bank sparkling as night took full hold.

“I don’t have any beer,” Angel answered from her kitchen. It was open concept, so I still had full view of her. “I can offer whiskey, water, or orange juice.”

“I’ll take a finger or two of whiskey with a side of water, if that’s okay.”

“It’s fine, but you’ll have to come get it. I only have two hands.” She held up and flashed both of her hands, the odd dual-thumb structure highlighted at that moment.

“I’m pretty good at handling drinks,” I joked as I rose to come to the kitchen island.

Angel chuckled. “I have first-hand experience with that fact, actually.” She slid a glass of water my way and then held up two bottles of whiskey. A Kentucky bourbon and an Irish whiskey. “After this afternoon’s education, I feel foolish offering these, but they’re what I have.”

“Don’t feel embarrassed. You heard what the sommelier said: what you like is what you like. It’s okay to like whatever,” I reassured her.

“Well, you still have to make a choice,” she stated.

I pointed at the Irish whiskey. “Let’s go Irish. Matches your voice.”

“That’s a total coincidence, you know,” she said. “Rga’awra sounds nothing like Gaelic. From everything I’ve read, it has something to do with the vowels in both and how they interact.”

“I thought accents were caused by social standing in a region and a variance in pronunciation as a result,” I replied.

That got me a raised eyebrow. “What other secrets are you hiding, Grant Stone?”

“That’s trivia, not knowledge. I know way too much trivia. It comes with the job,” I chuckled.

She finished pouring a heavy finger of whiskey and handed it over to me in a lowball glass. I waited for her to finish pouring her own, and we made our way back to the couch together.

“While we’re on the subject of accents, I gotta say, you speak English perfectly. Probably better than I do,” I said.

“That’s a Rga’awra thing. Something in our brain lets us learn languages quickly. It’s part of our survival mechanic.” Angel sidled up beside me on the couch.

“So, is there anything else that I need to know about Rga’awra?” I could smell her perfume, the aroma of her own scent along with whatever she put on that day. Warm and heady. Like cinnamon mixed with sandalwood poured over a freshly cut piece of oak.

“What do you want to know?” Her voice dropped down an octave.

So many thoughts. So many questions. “I’m pretty sure I want to know it all.”

“Then start with something simple.” She crossed her legs, and my eyes were immediately drawn to them. The way her ankles changed to a more digitigrade angle, ending in paw-like feet looked…alien. Wrong for someone who stood on two feet. Yet she still had shoes—very different from what I was used to, but still shoes. And right now, the shoe on the crossed leg was barely dangling on the end of her toes.

“Is it true you can, um, well, have a child with any other tribe of Aeash?” I stammered out.

“It is. We’re the only ones that can, actually. We don’t know if it works with humans yet, but…there are studies being done.” Her arm came up and rested behind my shoulders.

I took a deep swig off the whiskey in my hand and put the glass down on the table in front of us. “I’m all about studying. Great habit.”

Her eyes closed halfway, never leaving mine. “We have to have a talk, Grant Stone.”

“Okay.” I swallowed hard.

“What I am about to say is not a joke, nor is it something I’m saying lightly. Do you understand?” Her expression was stoic and serious.

“Uh, sure, I guess. I don’t know what you are about to say, so….”

“I understand,” she pulled her arm back and turned to face me, “but it was important that I explain that to you first.”

I shifted on the couch so that my back was against the arm of it, facing her directly now as well. “Okay.”

Angel took a deep breath and then continued. “If you agree to it, I am going to take you. I will become your lover and your protector. I will guard over you and make sure that you are safe and secure in all things. We will be intimate in all ways.” She hesitated for a moment and then continued. “Before that can happen, I need you to pledge yourself to me. Tell me that you are my chosen.”

“What? I…I don’t understand,” I answered honestly.

“If you want to go into the bedroom and fuck, we will. I’m sure it will be very nice for both of us. Then you can go, and we will head our separate ways.” She shook her head, eyes still locked on mine. “But that isn’t what I want. I like you, Grant Stone. More than I probably should, but…I like you.”

“I like you, too. A lot,” I told her.

“Then, if you want this to be more than a single night of pleasure, I need you to do this for me. Please. You said you wanted to know everything about the Rga’awra. This is part of that.” There was a tone underneath her words. Something straining to stay strong.

“I…I choose you,” I said, not really understanding what I was saying.

“No. Pledge yourself to me. Say these words, ‘I am your chosen.’” She spoke plainly and clearly.

My throat went dry. I had to swallow to get enough spit to speak. “I…am your chosen.”

She nodded. “Say, ‘I pledge to you.’”

“I pledge to you.” Her eyes were burning, and her presence grew stronger.

“Then finally,” she stood up, looking down at me, an aura around her that was almost overwhelming, “say ‘you are my Queen.’”

“You are my Queen.” The words came easy, and I meant them.

A huge smile grew on her face, reaching all the way to her eyes. Her hand opened up in front of me, begging me to take it with my own.

“Come with me,” she said.


Chapter Twelve







I followed into her bedroom, my hand held in hers. The room was soft, yet spartan. A bed, two side tables, and…that was it. The only light in the room spilled out from underneath the bed. Her huge bed—far larger than any I’d ever seen before—was covered in a black satin-looking comforter and then a white fur blanket over top. Faux, I assumed, but I didn’t put anything past her at that moment.

Her hand slipped from mine and she stepped to the bed, sitting down and beckoning towards me. “Come. Sit.”

That was the only invitation I needed. I slid over and took my place beside her on the bed. I stared into her eyes, and she returned my gaze. Intense and personal, peering beyond the surface to explore, trying to find something more and getting lost in the moment. The deep yellow shade of her eyes alien to my mind but igniting a fire to my senses.

Her hand came up and brushed my cheek. I could feel her claws tracing along my skin, delicate and easy, and then it shifted to the back of my head. With gentle force she turned my head and brought her lips to mine. The heat between us froze me, my body reacting instead of acting. My hands moved over to touch the side of her body, slowing roaming down towards her hip.

My lips parted as her tongue pushed against them, and I discovered how large and powerful that tongue truly was. It was like my mouth was filled past its limit. I wrestled briefly with the intruder to my mouth, but it was a lost battle. She explored my mouth, almost blocking my air passage, and then causing me to gasp when she finally pulled back. I dared to return the favor, pushing my tongue into her mouth.

She tasted sweet but with a bitter edge. As I moved in her mouth, still feeling miniscule against the size of her own tongue, I discovered her teeth—or at least the ones near the front of her mouth. Compared to what I knew from my own, her teeth felt massive.

When I started to pull back, she grabbed both sides of my face and held me, redoubling the kiss. My hands shifted around to her back as she moved closer, towering over me in a passionate embrace. For minutes—or maybe hours, I have no idea—we stayed in that fold, each of us sharing the intensity of the moment. At some point my hands shifted down to her ass, where I was groping for all I was worth.

Then she pulled back. Her eyes were heavy and intense. In a quick flick, her tongue played across her lips. My heart was beating like a machine trying to smash its way out of my chest, and I could hear the echoes of blood rushing in my ears. That didn’t stop me from hearing her next words as clear as glass.

“Stand. Strip.”

At no point in my life have I ever considered myself sexy. I’ve felt attractive many times, and even debonaire once or twice, but never truly sexy. Until that moment. The way she said it to me, combined with the look in her eyes, made me feel like I was a tantalizing piece of flesh meant to be on display. And I wasn’t about to disappoint her.

I pulled one arm out of my t-shirt, sliding it out while keeping the rest of my shirt on. Using that arm, I pushed the shirt slowly up, revealing my stomach and chest in a slow display before removing it completely. While there was no way my physique could compare to hers, I did go to the gym on a regular basis, so I wasn’t in horrible shape—thankfully.

The sultry smirk on her face told me that, if she didn’t enjoy the show, she at least appreciated the effort. Her finger pointed towards my pants and then pointed downward two quick times. I took the hint and undid my belt, then unbuttoned the pants. Not sure if I was being playful or nervous, but I hesitated for a moment before I unzipped and slipped my pants and underwear down at the same time. I stepped out and kicked them off the to side, leaving myself naked, save for a pair of socks.

My cock was already hard as rock. It wouldn’t be too much longer until it reached the steel stage, I suspected. Angel’s eyes roamed over me, starting at my head and going all the way down to my feet before working their way back up—lingering at some key points. It was at that moment that I fully understood how a piece of meat felt and, I have to admit, I liked it.

“Now me.” Her voice was equal parts growl and purr. “Take off my pants.”

She stood, and I suddenly felt very naked. Somehow, her sitting on the bed didn’t have the same impact as her standing in front of me. She was still wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and all I had was a pair of socks. The height difference between us became magnified, and I felt small. Truly small, in front of her.

We were only separated by a couple of feet, but I still had to move closer to touch her. After taking that step, I reached for the hem of her pants, but was stopped by her words.

“On your knees.” It was impossible to ignore. For a brief moment I wanted to resist, but I found my body unwilling to obey me. It was listening to her.

I fell to my knees, and then moved my hand back to the front of her pants. The button came undone easily enough, and I glanced up briefly to see her looking down at me. Directly above me and feeling omnipresent in my vision. My eyes shifted back down and found her zipper, lowering it slowly and carefully.

Without a word, she turned around, facing away from me. That’s when I realized there was another button above her tail, keeping the jeans in place on the back side of her as well. I undid it and ran my fingers along the waistband, slipping them under and pulling it away barely far enough to get a good grip.

Her hips shifted as I pulled the pants down. They lowered over the ass that I had been admiring, past her thighs and calves, and then to the floor where she lifted her feet, allowing me to remove the jeans and put them to the side. Her tail brushed over my head, sweeping side-to-side, and I looked up in time to see her turn back around to face me.

The fur on her pubic area was actually finer and shorter than most of her body. It matched the fur I had seen on her stomach before now. Not that I was paying much attention to the fur. She stood with her legs slightly spread, giving me a full view of her sex. Heavy lips hung down with a line of excitement falling from them. My mouth watered at the sight.

I had seen pictures and videos of Rga’awra before, so I knew what to expect, but seeing her clit for the first time still took a moment to register. It was as long as my thumb, and probably half again as girthy. It pulsed in front of me and my eyes fixated on it for…truthfully, I don’t know how long.

It was only when I felt her fingers run through my hair that I finally looked up again. At some point, she had removed her shirt herself, and I saw a magnificent pair of breasts; just over a handful in size each, bare and glorious. Her nipples were dark, practically black against her brown fur, and stood out proudly from the tip of each breast. She ran her fingers through my hair again, and I saw her massive, toothy smile staring down at me.

She took a step back, pushing the back of her legs against her bed, and then sat down slowly. Her legs spread wide, and she ran her hands up along the inside of her thighs before they spread out to support her on either side of her body.

“Do you want to pleasure me, Grant Stone?” Her voice was rich and husky, dripping with seduction.

“Yes,” I breathed out.

“Just yes?” One of her eyebrows cocked up.

“Yes…” the word ‘mistress’ hung on the edge of my brain for a moment before I remembered our conversation before entering the bedroom, “…my Queen.”

“You may,” she growled, and her lip curled up, revealing more of her teeth. She shifted forward so her pussy was right on the edge of the bed, waiting for me to feast.

It might not have been graceful, but I moved on my knees as fast as I could, positioning myself between her legs. My hands were the first thing to touch her, gently stroking the fur on her legs. My lips soon followed, starting at the knees and kissing their way up the inner thighs to the apex that awaited.

Her scent was strong, but not unpleasant. The aroma of her musk was earthy and herbal, and impossible to ignore. Like all of her, it felt both overpowering and pleasant to be around.

The light shining up from under the bed lit the sheen on her lips, showing her excitement and expectation. I extended my tongue and started at the base of her pussy, drawing it up in a slow, steady lick that continued up the underside of her massive clit. When I reached the top of it, I placed a kiss on the tip and then traced my way up the side to its base.

What I can only assume were words in her native language came out, more guttural and harsh than English, but also more expressive in a way. It made me want to do more. My lips locked around the head of her clit and I sucked it into my mouth, my tongue flicking against it with butterfly softness. In my experience, it was always better to start gentle and work up to the level the lady enjoyed, and I was certainly going to keep that the case with Angel.

“Yeesssss…” she hissed out in English, one of her hands finding the top of my head, her fingers raking through my hair. I took that as a sign of encouragement.

My left hand came up to join my mouth, slipping a finger inside her. She was so wet that it met no resistance, but I still took my time pushing it in. I only went in about halfway and then pulled it out so just the tip remained, before sliding it back until it reached the third knuckle.

All the while my tongue was skimming the outside of her clit, teasing it with increasing force. At uneven intervals I would take it into my mouth and suck with varying pressure. As her moans and grip on my hair grew stronger, I decided to push things a little, and bit down with my teeth very lightly while sliding a second finger into her pussy.

“Harder,” she moaned, pulling my head into her groin. The entirety of her clit slid into my mouth, and I clamped down hard with my lips, trying not to use my teeth, while sucking like I was trying to pull a marble through a straw.

The first sign of her orgasm was the walls of her vagina clamping down on my fingers so hard that I couldn’t move them at all. They were trapped inside her, so I simply wiggled them to try to provide continued stimulation. Then her back arched and she shouted out something I didn’t understand, and the grip on my hair became almost painful. I redoubled my efforts on her clit, trying to help the orgasm ride as long as possible.

My face became covered in her juices. It was already all over my lips and chin, but when her orgasm hit, she flooded me with a new wave. All I could do was ride it out, doing my best to keep it going for her, and trying to breathe past her massive clit and having my nose pressed into the mons above it.

I’m reasonably sure she hadn’t fully gotten past her orgasm when she pushed me back and suddenly stood up. Lifting me like I was a feather in her hands, she twisted and put me firmly on my back in the center of her bed. She crawled on top of me, her golden yellow eyes staring straight into my soul.

She moved and positioned herself right above my unflinchingly hard cock.

“I’m going to fuck you now,” she told me. “I don’t expect you to last long, but I do expect you to fill my cunt with your cum.”

That kind of talk was unexpected, but it had the added effect of making what I thought was the hardest erection of my life even more rigid.

She plunged my cock into her in a single thrust, sinking all the way down until her hips were resting on top of mine. Then she sat there, shifting herself slowly in a circular motion, not rising from me at all. A sound grew from the core of her being, like a train rumbling out from a distant tunnel, long and loud.

Then she started thrusting. Pounding herself down on me in a relentless pistoning action. The walls of her pussy gripped my cock, but it wasn’t like when my fingers were clenched. She was like silk, and I could feel her juices running down my thighs, coating me in her passion.

For my part, I tried to match her rhythm, thrusting up as she went down, but her size and strength made it difficult for me to have much control. My hands found their way to her breasts, and I pressed my thumbs against her hard nipples, shifting them back and forth to stimulate her sensitive flesh. One of her hands came up to cover my own and she squeezed it, causing me to squeeze harder myself.

“Say it again!” Her voice was coming in hard breaths, panting out as she stared at me. “Say it to me again!”

There was only one thing she could have been asking for.

“You’re my Queen,” I said with every ounce of emotion I could muster.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Her words matched her tempo, each one an emphasis on her slamming down into my hips.

Then, she fell forward, her back arching up and her mouth coming down to my shoulder. As she came, her teeth bit into me. Not hard enough to break skin—at least I didn’t think it was—but definitely hard enough to get my attention. She was convulsing on top of me, and that was the final straw.

I erupted inside her. I could feel myself spasming and shooting ropes of my seed into her waiting channel. With every pulse her pussy clamped tighter, in direct tempo with me, trying to milk out every drop from my still hard cock.

It was probably only a few seconds, but what felt like minutes passed before she pried her mouth off my shoulder. I felt her tongue lick across my skin. Then she shifted, pulling herself off my quickly softening penis. Her body moved to the side of mine and she pulled me into a firm but gentle hug.

“Are you okay?” she asked me softly. “I’m sorry I bit you so hard.”

“It’s okay.” I pushed back against her, the little spoon in our cuddle. “That was just passion. I didn’t mind.”

“I drew a little blood, but not too bad,” she said. “And this happened our first time, after I promised I would never hurt you.”

“You didn’t hurt me,” I chuckled. “Trust me, I take it as a compliment.”

“Good,” she answered, “because I want you to know that you are safe. I will always make sure you are safe, no matter what.”

“Right now, I feel better than I have in…” I thought about it, “…ever.”

A soft laugh came from her, and she pulled me tighter against her. After a moment she let me go and kissed the top of my head.

“I have to go to the bathroom.” She slid back and moved to get off the bed. “You’re used to being up late at night, correct?”

“Uh, well, yeah,” I said. “Part of my job.”

“Good.” She stopped and leered down at me. “Because in a few minutes we’re going again. And I expect you to continue to perform all night until we both pass out.”

The look in her eyes, combined with the presence of her standing above me, led to the only answer I could think of at that moment.

“Yes, my Queen.”


Chapter Thirteen







After the third round I told Angel I was spent. I couldn’t go any further. I was only human after all, and a man has his limits.

After the fourth time I pleaded with her enough that she finally believed me. I’m still not sure how she got me to perform that last time, not that I was complaining. It was simultaneously agonizing and exhilarating.

As I laid there beside her—well, really half on top of her, using one breast as a pillow—I felt secure and comfortable. Moreso than I had in weeks, maybe months…or longer. Angel was running her hands over my back, claws delicately tracing lines into my flesh.

“So, you ready to go again?” Angel asked with a smirk in her voice.

“No!” I laughed quickly. “One more time and I think I might die.”

“Would it really be such a bad way to perish?”

“Yes!” I propped myself up on my elbow so I could look her in the face. “Because I want to spend another thousand or so nights exactly like this with you, and giving that dream up for one more moment would be a crime.”

Her hand moved up from my back and cupped the side of my face. “Good answer. I’ll let you have the rest of the night off.” She smiled. “Unless you want to change your mind?”

“I do believe you are insatiable. You make it so hard—”

“That’s my plan!”

It was a stupid joke, but I laughed anyway. My hand was lying on her stomach, gently tracing the lines of her abs with my fingers.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said.

“You had your tongue in my asshole thirty minutes ago, so I think you’ve earned that right,” she replied in a matter-of-fact way.

My mind worked through the best way to phrase what I wanted to know. “Earlier, before the activity in the bedroom, you seemed very serious and intent on the whole ‘Queen’ thing. You said it was a Rga’awra…something. What was it?”

“Oh, yeah, I suppose we should talk about that,” she answered. And then she laid there in silence.

“Okay. So, are you going to talk about it?” I asked.

“Definitely,” she said. And then more silence.

“Is this some sort of ritual or something? I have to say the magic words to get you to talk about it?”

“No. No, I promise I’m working up to it. Though it might be difficult for you to hear, or maybe understand,” she told me.

The dim lighting for the bedroom cast unusual shadows over everything, so it was hard for me to make out small changes on her face, but I could tell something was happening. A furrowed brow and an intense stare at the ceiling the most obvious.

“I’ll make this is as simple as I can,” she started. “We’re now bound. You are my responsibility and under my care. In return, you agree to obey me and act in my best interest. The main responsibility is on me, though. I have to care for you and insure you are safe and well cared for at all times.”

I blinked a few times as the words rattled around in my nearly empty head.

“Wait…what?” My response was so clever it must have taken her off guard.

She rose up slightly, resting on her elbows enough to look at me on a more even level. “You’re mine. You belong to me now. We’ve agreed to…well, I hate to use this word, but there really isn’t a word in your language that better describes it…we’ve formed a pack.”

Several heartbeats passed before I replied. “Are you saying we’re married now? Or the Rga’awra equivalent of marriage?”

“No, not really. This is a social contract, but one that we—that I—take very seriously. I’ve bound myself to you, Grant Stone. And I intend to honor my commitment.” The expression on her face was solemn, and the gravity of her words started to sink in. “You look a little concerned.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I think concerned might be a good description.”

Her hand shifted over to cover mine and hold it tenderly. “You aren’t Rga’awra, Grant. If you reject this, I will understand. You also didn’t know what you were doing, so…it’s really not fair to you.” She took a deep breath. “But, if you do decide to honor it, I will be proud to be your Queen. I will devote myself to you and to your well-being, and all I will ask is your loyalty and servitude.”

“See, that last part is what bothers me,” I answered quickly. “In the bedroom, yeah, I’m all about that. I think I’ve made that very clear over the past few hours. But what you seem to be saying feels…more. Like, seriously more.”

“Not truly,” she said. “I’m not a monster. I wouldn’t do anything that wasn’t in your best interest, and I wouldn’t be speaking to you in absolutes. There might be times when I was more demanding than others, but you would still be living your life, I would just become a larger part of it.”

My jaw opened and closed two or three times as I tried to find the right words to come out. “Why would you do this tonight? What made this so important?”

I could see the hesitance in her eyes, but she finally spoke. “Emotion. I felt a connection with you, and I…I overreacted. I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “You’re right. It was wrong and foolish, and I’m sorry. Forget that I ever had you say anything.”

She turned away from me, turning onto her side, and I felt my heart ache. This was important to her. Very much so. And the thought of my denying it suddenly left a hole in my chest. I didn’t want her to hurt.

“No.” I fell in place behind her, becoming the big spoon for the first time, even if I was a small big spoon. “I didn’t say no to it. It just took me off guard. I…I like the idea of you being my Queen.”

She shifted again, turning to her other side to face me. We lay there, only inches apart, staring into each other’s eyes.

“I’ve never been a Queen before,” she admitted. “I’ve never had the desire before tonight. I don’t regret what I asked of you, though. Not really. I know we’ve only known each other for a few days, but…but this feels right. To me, at least.”

“You’ve been in packs before though, right?” I asked.

“Well, we call them heractulha, but yes, I have.” Her eyes glistened, wetness forming in them.

“So…you had a Queen of your own?”

“There are only female Rga’awra, Grant. You know that. So, yes, I had a Queen.” The smile on her face was forced and weak.

“And you were able to get out of that? I mean, you’re here now, so I assume you—”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” she interrupted. “Not right now. I want tonight to be about you and me, not the past.”

Her tears were being held back by her sheer force of will. Even more than the moment in the Orb, I felt a wall breaking down between us. I didn’t want that wall falling to destroy what we were building, so I chose to change the subject.

“It’s okay. It’s okay.” I reassured her. My hands found one of hers and cupped it, wrapping my fingers around her own. “Let’s talk about us. And how…you’re my Queen.”

“I should have told you more before you gave a vow,” she said.

“You didn’t make me do it, though.”

“Please. You were so horny that I could have asked you to cluck like a chicken and you’d have laid an egg for me,” she laughed.

“Not true! I would have tried to lay an egg, but I don’t have the ability. There’s a difference.”

She laughed. A genuine laugh with a touch of cackle like I had heard from her in the past. Then she leaned forward and kissed me, passionate but gentle. When she pulled back, I could see the fire back in her eyes.

“I will be your Queen. You are under my protection. There isn’t a soul on Earth that will sway me from keeping you safe.” Her words weren’t placating. They were as intense as what she told me to say earlier, and I believed every word.

Shifting once again, I pushed myself up against her once more. She moved to be on her back, and I felt her arm wrap around my shoulders. It was a good feeling.

My eyes were fixed on the ceiling, staring at it and letting my mind wander. “Y’know, the decor of this place is very plain. Nothing befitting a Queen.”

She snorted. “I’ve only lived here for a couple of months. Haven’t really had time to decorate.”

That thought had never occurred to me. “Oh. Yeah, I guess that’s never come up. You just moved to town recently?”

“Nope,” she said. “I’ve lived here for my entire time on Earth.”

“Oh! So, this is your new apartment. Got it. Surprised you didn’t have more stuff to move in, though,” I said.

“Um…not exactly. I tend to move every few months. I buy new furniture and everything I need each time.”

My eyes narrowed and I lost sight of anything in front of me as I processed her words. “Wait, you just…leave and start over every few months?”

“Basically, yes.” Her hand began to stroke my upper arm. “It’s no big deal. Don’t worry about it. I’m not going to abandon you.”

“No, I…that’s not the point. What…how do you do that? That has to cost a fortune.”

“It’s not cheap, no,” she laughed.

“Why? Why would you do that? That doesn’t make any sense.” My brain was desperately trying to wrap around this concept.

I felt her press a kiss onto my temple. “Don’t worry about it. It’s just how I do things. It’s really not a big deal.” She kissed me again. “Why don’t you ask me more about the Rga’awra, or Aeash in general. I’d love to talk about either of those.”

My thoughts were still working on the concept of moving every few months, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it right now. Considering what else we had talked about, I decided to let it drop. For now.

“Okay. Okay, I’ve got one,” I turned onto my side again, looking over at her. “Is it true there are no countries on Aeash?”

“That’s true,” she said.

“None at all?”

“Nope. Not one.”

“Then how the hell do you get anything done? How do you have civil infrastructure? Who builds the roads and maintains law and…. I don’t get it. How can that work?”

“We aren’t structured by location. We’re structured by tribe. All the things that you normally associate with a country—laws, taxes, civil duty—that’s all set by the tribal leaders for the region. And a tribal council made up from the leaders of each tribe decides how money is spent and what laws are enforced in what circumstances.” She turned her head back to look at me. “And don’t worry, I thought the way things work here were equally as odd.”

“I…that can’t work. The possessiveness of people and the need for control and—”

“Not human,” she said bluntly. “You’re describing a bunch of human tendencies, and we aren’t human.”

I paused. “Okay, yeah. Sorry.” My thoughts raced again. “Okay, so with the whole tribal thing, is it an equal vote? Even if there’s like, twice as many of one tribe as another and—”

“Yes. Each of the tribes have an equal vote in the area, IF your tribe has enough presence to warrant being on the council. If there are only eight Oua in a governing area of, say, fifty thousand, then they don’t get a say. I honestly don’t know the requirements. I was never good at that sort of thing. Plus, y’know, Rga’awra.”

I had forgotten. The Rga’awra were outcasts.

“So, it’s true that your people aren’t…well, they aren’t—”

“We are not recognized as a true tribe of Aeash. We are not invited to any council and are generally shunned. Typically, we live in our own society with limited interaction with the other tribes. Even the Coinoie are given a ceremonial place on councils. We don’t even get that.”

“What the fuck? That is so fucking racist! Why the hell won’t they give you the same courtesy that they extend to everyone else? That is total bullshit!” I felt my anger rising with each word, and the volume of each increased accordingly.

“You don’t have to explain it to me,” Angel stated. “Still, I understand. They fear us, so they aren’t ready to let us in yet. Even though it’s been hundreds of years since there were any real…issues.”

“What issues?”

Angel took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “There are only female Rga’awra. That means we have no males of our own. We had to get them somehow if we wanted our species to continue.”

“So, you had to go interact with other species? And their damn racist behavior made them get mad when you came to their towns?”

“Not exactly.” She turned to her side as well, facing me again. “We would raid their towns, steal men, and take them back to our tents and….”

Things started to become a little clearer. “Your people would kidnap men and then…use them?”

“Mostly, yes. Sometimes there would be a connection and the men would bond with one of the Rga’awra of that heractulha and stay by their own choice, but most of the time a man would be brought to our encampment and passed around from interested woman to woman.” Her expression was flat, and I wasn’t sure how she felt about what she described.

“You raped them,” I said.

“I didn’t, no, but my ancestors did. We would raid, take what we needed, and then move on.”

The idea of her changing apartments suddenly started to make sense. Nomad lifestyle was probably hard to give up completely. “No wonder the others were afraid of you.”

“Still are in many cases. Even though, like I said, it’s been a couple hundred years since we gave up that practice.” She smirked. “So don’t worry, I’m not going to use you and toss you aside.”

“Wow,” I whispered.

She lightly shoved my shoulder. “There’s a lot of cool things about us, too, you know. We have a culture and everything.”

I grimaced. “Yeah, sorry. Guess I did sort of steer that down a bad road.” Then I glanced down at her naked body, her breasts still on full display. “Though the road in front of me looks fantastic.”

“Ooh, does that mean you’re ready to go again?” Her eyes lit up.

“No!” I laughed. “Who knows how I’ll feel in the morning, though.”

“Well then,” she grabbed me and turned me around, shifting my body around like it was little more than a doll, and pulled me up against her like the small spoon again. Her breasts pushed into my back firmly, and I felt a twinge in my crotch. I wasn’t going to tell her about it, though. “It is now time for sleep. That way the next day will get here sooner, and we can continue our…discussion.”

“I can agree to that.” I gave her my best sexy voice, and thankfully she didn’t laugh.

“Good night, Grant Stone.” She kissed the back of my head gently.

“Good night…my Queen.”

I swear I heard her growl after I said it.


Chapter Fourteen







I awoke to the scent of heaven. Technically, I woke up and smelled bacon cooking, but for me that is basically the same thing. Angel wasn’t beside me in the bed, so I assumed she must be responsible for the aroma. I climbed from the bed, relieved myself in the bathroom, and then slid my pants on to not seem rude.

Stepping out into the rest of the apartment, I’m not sure that was necessary. Angel was standing in the kitchen, completely nude—at least from the back. And she had been frying bacon. I had always heard that frying bacon naked was a common sense test. She wasn’t showing any effects from it though, so who was I to judge?

“Good morning,” I said.

She turned around, pan in hand, with a smile that lit up the room. “Good morning to you, Grant Stone. I hope you slept well.”

“I did. It’s almost like someone wore me out and I was so exhausted that I slept like a log. Go figure.” She chuckled as I moved to the small, high-top table off to the side of the kitchen and sat on one of the stools. To the side of the stove, I noticed what appeared to be a small mountain of meat. “Is that all bacon?”

“It is,” she answered. “You might have noticed that I have a bit more of an appetite than the typical human.”

“How much is that?”

“Two pounds. So, not that much,” she said, rather nonchalantly. “I’ve also got some pancakes I made that I’m keeping warm in the oven, and I was about to come wake you so I could scramble the eggs. So, good timing.”

On the other side of the stove was a bowl I would typically assume was for mixing a large cake batter. “Is that full of egg?”

“It is. One dozen eggs, mixed and ready to scramble, in fact.” She swirled the pan, coating it in grease or butter. Then she poured the beaten eggs into the pan and turned back to look at me again, confirming that she was completely naked. “I slept fine, too, thank you for asking.”

“Oh! Um, yeah, sorry. I…I think I’m mesmerized by the amount of food you’re cooking.  You know it’s just the two of us, right?”

“Just told you that I eat a lot,” Angel said. “I feel as though mornings are not your strong suit.”

“I work nights, so, no, they aren’t.” I glanced around, looking for a clock and not finding one. “What time is it, anyway?”

“A little after eleven. So, barely still morning,” she said. Her hands were working the eggs slowly, delicately. My cooking skills wouldn’t actually impress anyone, but I seem to recall something about that being the right way to do it.

“There you have it. I’m not normally awake until after noon,” I explained. “Don’t expect intelligent conversation.”

“I would offer you coffee, but I don’t have any. Nor any caffeinated drinks, I’m afraid. I have water or orange juice, though.” She pulled the eggs off the heat and then added a dollop of something white. Maybe sour cream? It was too thick to be regular cream.

She put the eggs back over the heat and then added some salt and pepper and something else. I couldn’t begin to tell you what it was.

“Orange juice sounds great,” I said, rising from my stool. “Where are the glasses? I’ll grab some for myself.”

“Cabinet beside the refrigerator,” she answered as she pulled the pan off the heat again. “And breakfast is ready.”

I opened the cabinet she referenced and saw a matching set of highball glasses next to the lowball glasses like the one I got last night. After filling one of the highballs with the OJ I set it down on the table. “Anything I can do to help?”

She let loose with a low, cackle-edged laugh. “I literally just finished cooking everything. And the table is already set. Your timing is exceptional. All you have to do is eat.”

The plate covered in bacon was set onto the table, followed by the eggs, now in a plain but stylish bowl. She then pulled a plate stacked so high with pancakes I was scared to guess the number, but I was sure it was more than ten.

After placing everything on the table, she went to her fridge and pulled out a jar of something. I spied the label and was a bit surprised.

“Pickled jalapenos?” I asked, confused by her choice.

“They are wonderful on eggs. You are welcome to try them yourself, but I didn’t want to be presumptuous and mix them into the scramble directly.” When she took the stool across from me, I was reminded of her size. She was a powerful presence who immediately took my attention away from the food.

“You seem very at home in the kitchen.” Angel had already taken a handful of bacon—with her bare hand—from the plate, and two huge spoonfuls of eggs, then topped that off with three pancakes.

“I did some cooking back home, but I really came to appreciate it after moving to Earth.” A massive forkful of food went into her mouth, and she chewed it forcefully for a few seconds before swallowing. “I find it relaxing and fun.”

“Did you have bacon and eggs back on Aeash?” I asked while filling my plate with a much more modest amount of food.

“Basically. Not exactly the same type of bacon, but cured, fried meat and eggs were a staple.” She stabbed a pancake and raised it up. “These, on the other hand, are a delight I only discovered after moving here.” The pancake was shoved into her gaping mouth and disappeared off her fork.

“Have you had waffles?” Choosing to start with the bacon, I picked up a piece and took a decent bite. She cooked it crisp, but not burnt. Another notch in her accomplishments in my eyes.

“Yes, but I prefer pancakes. I wouldn’t turn down either, but if I’m cooking, I know which I will make every time.”

The food on her plate was rapidly disappearing, and I amused myself by thinking of how un-angel-like she was behaving—which got my mind working finally.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“We established last night that I’m open to questions from you,” Angel replied.

“I’m pretty sure your name isn’t actually Angel—not that I don’t love that name—but I was curious, what is your real name?” The bite of eggs I took was marvelous. Light and fluffy, with a slight creamy texture.

“Dal’anjelt’arach.” Her eyes stared into mine as she said it. “I don’t normally tell people that, by the way, so keep it a secret.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think you have to worry about that. Right now, I couldn’t repeat it if I had to. It’s quite the unique name.”

“Actually, I knew two other girls with the same name when I was a child,” she told me. “It’s not that uncommon.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

Her shoulders gave a brief shrug. “Something like ‘darling’ or ‘treasured one’ or something. I never really paid close attention. What does ‘Grant’ mean?”

My hand went to the back of my head and scratched. “Uh, well, basically it means ‘large’.”

The cackle was much louder this time. “Not that I’m complaining, but I’m not sure I would describe you as large. Incredibly well shaped and delightful, yes, but large would be pushing it.”

“You know how to make a guy feel great about himself.” I took a bite of the pancake, and like the eggs, they were perfectly prepared. “You are really good at cooking.”

“Thank you, Grant Stone,” she said, slowing down her own eating for a moment. “So, what other questions do you have?”

“Well, here’s one: are you out here naked in an attempt to coerce and arouse me? Not that it isn’t working, I was merely curious.”

A genuinely confused expression grew on her face. “No. I am very comfortable naked. And I was planning on taking you shortly after we ate, anyway, so I didn’t feel the need for coercion. It’s simply going to happen.”

My bite of bacon got stuck in my mouth for a moment, but the idea wasn’t unpleasant at all, so I simply went back to chewing. “Okay, well, um…. Okay, here’s one: this apartment is really nice. Not penthouse swanky or anything, but still really, really nice. And not cheap at all. This costs a pretty penny.”

“That wasn’t a question,” she replied.

“Right, but…how do you afford it? I probably couldn’t afford a month’s rent here after three or four good months at the bar.”

“I’m very good with money,” she said. “I take great care managing the things I own and the investments I make. I’ve been able to parlay my income into a much larger nest egg over the years.”

“Okay, I figured your job has something to do with money. The guy you were at Sam’s party with was a high-profile CFO or something, and then the Walter guy from the whiskey tasting was obviously someone who was pretty well off. So, how do you fit into those circles? Are you a broker? A banker? What is it you do?”

Another pancake went into her mouth, followed by a handful of bacon. The entire time she stared straight at me, not saying a word.

“Are you not going to answer me?” I finally asked.

“No, I’m not,” she admitted.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to tell you.” She picked up a solitary piece of bacon and bit it in half.

“But you told me I could ask questions!” I raised a finger to go along with my dramatic revelation that was clearly obvious.

She nodded with a smile. “And you did. I didn’t stop you from asking it, did I?”

“Are you…do you work for the government or something?” My eyes shot wide. “Are you a spy? Is my girlfriend a spy?”

“Girlfriend?” She raised an eyebrow. I did actually call her that. “I thought I was your Queen. Did I get demoted?”

I laughed. “You’re still my Queen. You can also be my girlfriend, though. If it helps, you are also my lover and the focus of my fantasies.”

“Oh, I would love to hear more about those fantasies.” Angel sat up straighter, causing her breasts to stand out a little further—which wasn’t distracting at all. I didn’t let her boob attack defeat me.

“You still haven’t told me what you do for a living,” I said.

“I know,” she answered.

“Why not?” My voice was probably more desperate than I intended. “I literally devoted my life to you by declaring you my Queen. As Queen, I deserve to know what you do for a living. It is simple logic.”

“You don’t even understand what your pledge means,” Angel answered somberly. “Not really.”

“I…okay, yeah, you’re right, but I’m willing to give it a try. I want to understand. I’ll learn and I’ll work at it. And there is no doubt that I’m devoted to you. Calling you my girlfriend might not have seemed like a big deal to you, but…. Give me some credit here, okay?” I pleaded.

Her face softened. Not all at once, but with a gradual shift like snow melting in the sun.

“You don’t want to know,” Angel whispered. There was a hint of something I didn’t recognize at first, probably because I never thought I would see it on her face. Fear.

“Um, now I feel like I have to know,” I told her.

“Grant, please, trust me. You don’t want me to tell you.” Her face grew stronger as her voice grew back to its normal volume.

“Angel,” I hesitated, but knew what I had to do, “tell me. What do you do?”

Her chest swelled as she took a deep, steady breath. Emotion left her face, leaving only a stoic expression of detachment.

“I hurt people,” she said.

It would be reasonable to assume I blinked, but I couldn’t really tell at the moment. “You do what?”

“I hurt people. I am paid to hurt people. Badly.”

“Like…a fighter?” I knew the answer, but I asked anyway.

“No. Not like a fighter. What I do isn’t sporting at all. It’s cruel and vicious and designed specifically to put fear into others.” She said the words like she was reading the ingredients from the back of a cereal box. “And…and that’s not all.”

Part of me wanted to tell her to stop talking, but the rest of me knew that I asked for this—she actually tried to stop me—and it was something I needed to see to the end.

“You haven’t killed anyone, have you?” I asked, my voice cracking on the third word.

“No. No, I have not.” She stared into me. “I have made it well known to my employer that I refuse to take a life.”

“What was the other part? You said that wasn’t all. What was the other part?” I had to know. She was right, I didn’t want to, but now…I had to.

“I’m also a…prize…that is awarded to certain people,” she said.

“Are you saying you are a prostitute?”

“No. I don’t get paid—not from them, anyway. I’m simply a reward for good behavior,” she took a deep breath, “or a punishment for bad behavior.”

“But you fuck them?” I asked.

“Sometimes, yes,” she said.

My heart was trying to beat out of my chest, even as my vision closed into a narrow tunnel. “Have you…have you ever put someone into the hospital?”

The pause was much longer than I was comfortable hearing.

“Many times,” she finally answered.

My world rushed in around me. A haze of darkness fell down, and the room started to spin. A loud thrum echoed in my ears, matching the pounding sensation in my head. I tried to stand, but never fully made it off of the stool. Something stopped me from falling to the floor, and I stumbled, finally coming to rest on a soft surface.

Another sound rumbled through the cacophony that roared inside my head. It was something familiar, but too distant to make out. Then I saw a shape coming out of the shadows, drawing closer to me.

“Breathe, Grant. Slowly, in and out.”

Angel took shape in front of me. She was kneeling, holding my hand. I was on her couch. The thrumming sound still pulsed inside my head, but slowly fading into the background.

“You could hurt me,” I said. “You hurt people. You could hurt me.”

“I would never do that.” Her hands gently caressed mine, and her face was soft and reassuring. “I promise you, you are safe around me.”

My eyes locked onto her arms. Her muscles were clearly visible underneath her fur, taut and powerful. “Grace said she would never hurt me.”

“I’m not Grace,” she said softly.

Turning my head from side to side, I began to get my bearings back. Angel’s apartment. I remembered.

“You…you hurt people,” I repeated.

“Relax. Breathe,” Angel said.

“I have to go.” I pulled my hands back from hers and stood up. My legs were wobbly, but I was gaining my footing back. “I can’t be here.”

“I don’t like the idea of you leaving, Grant.” Angel stood beside me—over me. I was so small next to her. She placed her hand on my arm.

I flinched.

Her face fell as she pulled back. “I didn’t want to tell you.”

“What…what did you plan to do? Never tell me? I told you about Grace. I told you what happened!”

“I am not Grace!” Her voice took on a hard edge. “I have pledged myself as your Queen. It is my job to protect you, and I will do so with my life.”

“Gr-grace said she loved me. Then she….” I swallowed back the words. “I can’t be here. I have to go.”

The bedroom was only a few steps away. I made my way there and searched for the rest of my clothes. I put them on without thought.

“Don’t go,” Angel said. “You aren’t in a good place. I am worried about you.”

“You’re worried about me?” I stood up and stared at her, with no idea what I was really doing. “I should be—no, I AM worried about you! What the fuck was I thinking? What is wrong with me? I went from bad to…to…whatever the hell this is!”

Pushing past her, I made my way back into the living room. Angel was right on my heels.

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you!” she said. “I don’t tell anyone what I do, and…. I knew it was a mistake. You are still recovering.”

A quick scan of the room revealed my phone. I grabbed it and headed for the door.

Angel suddenly blocked my way.

“You are not in the right state of mind to leave. I cannot let you go.”

My breath grew ragged, and I could hear my heartbeat again. “So…what? What are you going to do? Fight me? Make me stay? Hurt me?”

Her face softened again, but I only saw red.

“I will never hurt you, Grant Stone. You have my pledge on that,” Angel stated.

“Then get the fuck out of my way!”

I pushed my way past her and stormed out of her apartment. By the time I got down to the lobby and outside, my vision was clear. The sun was high in the sky on a perfectly clear day, but I had never felt so dark.


Chapter Fifteen







The bar wasn’t very happy that I called in sick. I didn’t really care what they thought, but I did warn them that what I had might last for a few days. The way I felt right now, it might last for-fucking-ever.

For over an hour I had been pacing in the guest room of Sam and D’s house. Every time I sat down, a sense of overwhelming terror started to build again, and the only thing that was helping was keeping active.

“What the fuck was I thinking?” Voicing things out loud sometimes helped me think, and right now I needed all the help I could get. “Clearly, I wasn’t thinking. I was letting my dick control me, again.” I stared at my crotch. “Why can’t you be attracted to kind, gentle women who are into…knitting or something?”

I heard my phone buzz. Just like it had been every few minutes since I got here. I didn’t even take a look at it. What was the point? There were really only three probably choices for what was going to be on it: work threatening my job to come in no matter how I felt, Grace begging for me to take her back and/or threaten me or someone I knew, or…or it was Angel.

It was Angel. It had to be Angel.

“Fuck!” Screaming at the top of my lungs wasn’t probably a good idea, either.

Clearly, I needed to be more active. Do something to get rid of the energy that would much rather be eating at my sanity. The pacing was helping, though, so it would do for now.

The knock at my door almost led to a scream, and definitely led to a small jump from me.

“Grant?” It was Sam’s voice. “You okay?”

Shit. Fuck, shit, fuck! I did not want to talk about this, especially not with…anybody, really. I didn’t think that was an option anymore, though, especially since I was staying in someone else’s home and I just screamed an obscenity.

I opened the door, and Sam stood there with that confused look of concern that someone not comfortable with being compassionate can get. “Come on in,” I mumbled.

He walked into the room, looking around for a probable cause for my outburst. “You okay, dude? I heard you scream a minute ago.”

“I…. No. No, I’m not okay,” I admitted.

“What’s wrong? I thought you probably had a great night last night, considering you didn’t come home,” he said.

“I thought I did, too,” I told him.

“That doesn’t sound good, dude. What happened?” Sam moved to sit on the bed. I kept pacing.

“Everything was great. Better than great, actually. We…connected. I don’t mean we hooked up—which we did—but I mean that we…. I felt something, man.” The words caught in my throat. Where the hell did that come from? “Then….”

“Then what?” Sam asked.

“She has a history of violence,” I said. My hands were shaking.

Sam’s eyes popped. “This is Angel you’re talking about, right? That giant hyena chick from the party?”

“Rga’awra,” I corrected. “But…yeah, her.”

“Dude! You mean to tell me that she has beaten up her S.O.s in the past? What the fuck? She’s a psycho!”

Actually, she didn’t say that. There was nothing personal in what she said at all. “No. No, that…. It’s complicated.”

“What do you mean? How complicated? Is she like some ultra-kinky chick who gets carried away?”

“Gods, no,” I said. “She was…. I don’t want to get into it, but no, I can’t see her being that way.”

Sam scratched his head. “Okay, dude, I’m confused. You’re gonna have to give me some specifics.”

Specifics. How do I tell him that she, using her words, ‘hurts people’ for…actually, she never told me why. She said she was punishment. Or reward, but I don’t want to get into that one yet.

“I…I don’t have any,” I answered.

“Then how do you know?” Sam asked.

“She told me. Not in those exact words, but she made it clear enough. Even said she didn’t want to tell me because of how she knew I would react,” I said. And then remembered that she also said she never told anyone. Only me.

“Okay, dude, it’s clear what she said freaked you out, so I totally believe you. And I don’t think you should see her anymore.” Sam’s faced scrunched in thought. “She’s not working with Grace, is she? Another mind fuck for you?”

The picture of Grace on her back with Angel looming above her flashed into my mind. “No. She is not working with Grace. I’m sure of that.”

“Okay, cool. That’s good, I guess,” he said.

She definitely wasn’t working with Grace. I knew that much. My pacing slowed down as my mind dug deeper. She did mention an employer, though—I think. It was a bit hazy, still. And if not, why was she doing it? If so, who the hell was she working for? A lot of questions suddenly opened up in my brain.

“Sam, can I ask you a question? One you might not like?”

He hesitated, but answered. “Yeah, I guess so.”

I stopped walking and stood in front of him. “Have you cheated on Denise?”

“What the fuck kind of question is that?”

“Hey, man, you have a bit of a rep. That’s not on me. I just…I don’t need any details, it’s a basic yes or no.”

“No!” Sam threw up his hands. “Y’know, I can grow up and change, right? I happen to love Denise.”

“Have you even been tempted?” I asked.

“Hell yes I have, but never in a way that was…I dunno, it wasn’t real. It was like the women looked like fun, but they were…I dunno, hollow? Shallow? They looked like someone that I could as easily see online.” He shrugged. “I don’t know if that makes any sense.”

“It does,” I replied. “And thanks.”

“You’re welcome, I guess,” he said. And then he pointed vaguely out the bedroom door. “Why don’t we head to the den, grab some beers, order some wings, and watch the game? Get your mind as far away from women as you can for the night.”

“That…actually sounds like a great idea. Why don’t you go and order the wings, and get some poppers, too. I’ll be along in a few. I, uh…I want to get my shit together real quick before I come out.”

“No sweat, dude.” Sam stood up and pulled me into a hug. Ever the hugger. “Come on out when you’re ready.”

He released me and stepped out of the room. I shut the door behind him and then looked over at my phone. Common sense battled against me for a moment, but lost in a landslide of stupidity. I picked it up and looked at my messages. Sure enough, they were all from Angel.

Angel: Please let me know when you get home. I want to make sure you are safe.

Angel: Just checking in to make sure you are okay.

Angel: I’m worried about you, Grant. Please tell me you are someplace safe.

Angel: If you see this, please let me know you’re okay.

Angel: I don’t want to bug you. Just, please, let me know that you’re safe. I’ll leave you alone, but I’m really worried about you.

Five texts. Each of them checking on me. Not a single one was trying to explain herself or ask forgiveness. She wasn’t even trying to argue her position on the matter, just…concern. It didn’t feel dangerous. It felt…protective. In a good way.

Was I trying to see things through hopeful eyes? Was I blinding myself to reality? Or was she actually, genuinely more interested in my well-being than her own? It sure seemed that way.

This was probably stupid, but I did it anyway.

Me: I’m safe. I’m at Sam’s.

It only took a few seconds for her to reply.

Angel: Thank the Goddess! I was so worried.

Angel: And thank you for answering me.

I stared at the screen for a minute. Probably longer, actually, but I’m calling it a minute because time is flexible in a fucked-up state of mind.

Me: We need to talk.

Angel: Yes. Of course. Whatever you need to say, I’ll listen.

Me: Not on the phone. I don’t want to get into a texting rabbit hole.

Angel: Fine. Wherever you want to meet. At whatever time. I want you to feel comfortable.

Me: I want to do it soon, but not tonight. I need time to process. Not tomorrow, either. Wednesday. 2:00 at the Riverbank. Near where we got the funnel cakes.

Angel: I’ll be there.

Me: I have to get some answers. No bullshit. No not telling me. If you aren’t willing to answer questions, we may as well not meet up.

I saw her start a reply several times. Disappointment grabbed my soul as I feared she was going to cut me off, but if that happened, then it was the right thing. There was no way that I was going to be led down the same path I ran off of because of Grace.

Angel: You have my word. I will answer every question you have. But I will have some for you, too.

Me: That’s fair.

Me: I’m not promising anything. I just want to talk.

Angel: I understand.

Angel: And thank you. For replying and for being willing to meet up.

Several times I thought about adding more. About saying something else to her, but something in the back of my head knew better. If I said something else, then she would, too, and then it would continue. Back and forth, and something would be said that I didn’t want said. Not like that.

And I wasn’t going to think about it, either. I didn’t want to. I couldn’t.

Yeah, like there was any chance of me putting it out of my head for the next couple of days.

I headed off to the living room. Sam was waiting and I needed the distraction.


Chapter Sixteen







For two more days I stayed home from work. My mental health was tenuous at best, and while part of me wanted the stability and regularity of my job, the fear that someone unwelcome might show up at the bar was far too real. Until I had things settled, I couldn’t take that chance. I wouldn’t.

Of course, my boss wasn’t happy. The service industry is notorious for not exactly being kind to its employees, especially when they are wanting to take time off from work. And I couldn’t do this forever. My savings weren’t what I would call solvent, and my job was not a salaried position. The only way I got paid was showing up for the job.

That’s why I was here. That’s why I wanted this meeting. To get my life back and to make everything normal again.

Yeah, that was it. That’s totally why I cared about how I dressed to come here and actually changed my clothes three times. And why I was showing up twenty minutes early. Just a return to normalcy.

She was already waiting. At first glance, it probably didn’t look like she put much into how she dressed, but I knew better. A baggy hoodie on top and a pair of skin-tight jeans on the bottom. That was an attempt to hide her size and muscles, while also showcasing something she knew I liked. I guess I wasn’t the only one trying my best for this meet up.

In all likelihood, she saw me before I saw her, but she was acting oblivious to my presence. Keeping me in control of the situation. Because of course I was, but I appreciated the effort.

“Hey.” I walked up to her, speaking softly.

She turned and smiled, taking care not to bare her teeth. “Thanks for coming. I really appreciate it.”

“Well, it was my idea,” I said.

“That didn’t mean you were going to show. You being here means a lot to me,” she answered. “Do you…do you want to walk? Find a place to sit?”

“Let’s walk. I think that will help my nerves.”

“Okay.” Angel turned and took a couple of steps before looking back to make sure I was following. Once she was sure I was beside her, she spoke again. “I want to apologize again. I don’t…. It wasn’t right for me to tell you that.”

“It was the truth, though, right?” I said. “It’s not something you made up to scare me.”

“Yes, I spoke the truth. I will never intentionally lie to you.”

“Is that another part of being my Queen?” I asked.

“Actually, yes. I may keep things from you, but I will not lie to you.” Angel took a deep breath. “This is assuming you still want me to be your Queen.”

“Angel, I don’t know what the fuck I want. I guess what I want is more answers. I need to know what you meant by what you said. I had time to think about it, and…and there are some things that…. What the fuck did you mean? What the hell kind of job is that?”

“I wouldn’t exactly call it a job,” she answered. “It’s…I have to do it.”

“What does that mean?”

We walked in silence for a few moments before she answered.

“Do you remember when I asked you how much of a fetish I was for you?”

“Hard to forget. It’s not your typical first date kind of conversation,” I replied.

“And I’m not a typical first date,” she answered, “but there was a reason I asked. I am…very much a fetish for some people. Men and women.”

“Yeah, you said that. And I told you my point of view.”

“Right, but my point is that for many, many people, I am a fetish. And for the right people, that makes me valuable. A commodity.” Her face stayed focused directly ahead, but I couldn’t help it, I looked at her. I saw what she wasn’t saying. “Do you know how hard it is to come to Earth from Aeash?”

“Well, I don’t know the details, but, I mean, it’s having to cross dimensional barriers. We watched that show in the Orb about—”

“No, not the science,” she interrupted. “I’m talking about what a single individual has to do to go from one world to the other. Do you know how much money it costs to fly to the other side of this world? Well, multiply that times fifty and you are getting in the right area. And that’s for coming over to visit. Having to jump through the hoops to get the right to come here for an extended stay is a completely different level of expense.”

“You told me you were good with money,” I said.

“I am, but I’m also Rga’awra.” Angel stopped walking and turned to me. “I want you to look at me. Really look at me.”

My eyes scanned her, starting at her face and tracing down her body, all the way to her feet, before taking a return trip back up to her face.

“You’re gorgeous.” I told her, honestly.

A smile grew on her face. Warm and pure. “You are too kind a soul. And you missed my point. We don’t look human. We don’t look like other Aeashen. Rga’awra are outcasts on our own world, given very few rights and almost no privileges, and the number of beings allowed to make the transition from one world to the other is very limited.”

Her words began slotting into place in my brain. Finding an order and a reason.

“There are hundreds of thousands of Aeashen who apply for work and cultural exchange permits every year, and less than five percent of those are granted. And do you know how many Rga’awra get them?” Her smile became more fragile. “None.”

“That can’t be true. There are Rga’awra on Earth. I mean, I’m looking at one right now,” I said.

“Yes. Yes, that is true. But how many have you met in person? Not counting myself, of course,” she asked.

“None.” I admitted. She knew the answer, I’m sure, but saying it out loud gave it weight. “But I’ve seen videos—and not just porn!—of Rga’awra in society. Stuff on social media. I even follow one.”

“So, controlled circumstances. Places where what is posted by and about them can be easily monitored.” The smile was practically gone. “They might as well have been making porn.”

My eyes closed as I processed. “Are you saying that every Rga’awra on Earth is being…controlled?”

“No, not every one, just most of us.”

“Why?” I opened my eyes and stared into hers.

The cackling laugh that erupted from her was dark and deep. “Why? Because they can! We’re not people. We’re barely above animals to them. Hell, I’d wager they treat animals better than most of us.”

“I….” The weight of her words settled, and I felt something go cold inside me. “I’ve watched the porn. Does that mean that I—”

“No!” For the first time in this meeting, she touched me. Her hand gently gripped my shoulder. “No, you didn’t do this. This isn’t an Earth thing. We’re treated the same back on Aeash.”

“So, your people are slaves?” I whispered the words, as though I was afraid someone might hear.

“That’s probably a little strong,” she said, “but for the most part we aren’t in control of our lives. We don’t have a lot of options, and we do what we need to do to survive.”

“And you….” My voice trailed off.

“I had to get off Aeash. Life there wasn’t an option for me anymore, so I came here using the only option I could find.” Her hand came up to the side of my face. “I know it might not mean much, but I will never hurt you, Grant Stone. No one could make me do that, here or on Aeash.”

“How can you say that?” The lump in my throat let me get the words out. “You’ve only known me for, what? A couple of weeks?”

“Because when you know, you know,” she said. “And I know.”

Maybe it was her words or maybe it was her touch. Hell, it might have been my own heart screaming at me instead of my groin. Whatever the cause, one thing was true: I believed her.

That didn’t mean the conversation was over.

“Who is doing this?” I asked. “Who’s making you do this?”

“Bad people,” she said.

“No shit! Good hearted and kind people aren’t known for using someone as a sexual favor or a…a….”

“Punishment. I prefer to call it punishment,” Angel said.

“Yeah, that. Who the fuck is doing this to you?”

Her eyes softened. “Who do you think? There are really only two options, and one of them wouldn’t use us to make porn. Well, probably not, anyway.”

Before I got here, I knew the answer to this, but I was hoping I was wrong. I knew who she was working for all along, I suppose.

“Organized crime. The Mob,” I said. “You work for the Mob.”

“I don’t work for them,” she said softly, “I do what they tell me. The only reason I’m here is because of them. If I stop, they can send me home. Technically, I’m here illegally, so they could turn me in at any time. I can’t go back—and now I don’t want to.”

“You have some control, though.” My thoughts wandered back to earlier conversations. “You told me you refused to kill for them. So, they don’t have full control.”

Her hand slid down my arm to my hand. She wrapped her fingers in mine—as best we could, considering the structural differences.

“I suppose I do,” she said. “Not enough to make a difference.”

Hand in hand we walked along the riverbank. My fear of Angel was gone, like it had never existed. She could break me like a twig, but I knew that wouldn’t happen. I didn’t believe it, I knew it.

Knowing that, my mind started working on what we could do. Because being a bartender is the perfect training for knowing how to help someone in this situation.

“I’m going to guess you don’t want to do what you do, right?” I asked.

“Truthfully, that’s new. It never bothered me before, because I was able to detach myself.” Her hand gripped me a little tighter. “Now I have a different perspective. It matters to me now because it matters to you.”

“That’s…not as reassuring as you think it might be,” I told her.

She shook her head. “It’s the truth. I told you, I won’t lie.”

“Okay. Okay, I…thank you.” My mind raced. “What will they think about me?”

“That’s what worries me,” she said. “I don’t know.”

Decision made. “Then we have no choice: we have to get you out.”

The cackle echoed across the riverbank. I’m sure a dozen pairs of eyes turned towards us, if not more. At least what I said amused her.

“I don’t think you heard me,” she said. “They can turn me over to the authorities at any time. It’s not all crime and violence. They have damn good lawyers, too.”

“Yeah, but…but you have something on them.” A plan started to form. “You’ve been…punishing…people for, well, I don’t know how long, but I’m assuming a while. You know where the skeletons are. They have to let you go, or you’ll turn over the list of names!”

“Two problems with that plan, Grant Stone.” She held up her other hand and started counting off on her fingers. “One, I was sent to those people to scare the hell out of them. I was a warning to stay in line or suffer. The whole point of me was to create fear, so those people aren’t likely to talk at all. Two, if I tried, they’d have me killed. I’m big, strong, and pretty fast, but I’m not bulletproof.”

“Then we find another way. Something else. Something that we—that they—haven’t thought of. An escape plan.” There had to be something. I knew in my heart there was something we could do—I just didn’t know what.

“Sure, let’s try that plan,” she said.

My eyes tried to look back at my brain. “Thanks. Sarcasm is going to help a ton.”

“Right now, Grant Stone, I don’t care about them. I care about you. That you came here and that,” she held up our linked hands, “you aren’t scared of me touching you.”

“You…you get why, right?” I asked. “Why I freaked out, I mean.”

“Of course I do!” She stopped and took hold of my other hand. “You had a traumatic experience, and I’m,” she took a step back and looked down at herself, “not exactly a dainty woman.”

“Yeah, I was talking to my dick about that a couple of days ago,” I told her.

Her eyes bugged. It was the first time I saw a genuine look of surprise on her face. “You did what?”

“I…I was telling myself that I needed to be…. You know, it doesn’t matter. Forget I said anything.”

“I have to know, did your dick talk back to you?” she asked.

“I’m not going to live that down for a while, am I?”

She shook her head, a huge smile growing on her face. After a few moments staring at me, she finally spoke. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome?” I responded.

“For letting me touch you. For not running and screaming now that you know who I—well, what I’m involved with. And for forgiving me.”

“Forgiving you? What am I forgiving for?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I wanted to get a forgiveness in reserve,” she explained.

We started walking again. “I’m beginning to see why the Rga’awra are treated so badly. You’re a manipulative bunch.”

“We actually have it better than the Coinoie,” she said. “I feel so bad for them.”

“Those are the rabbit-folk, right? What’s the deal with them?” I asked.

A heavy breath escaped her. “We’re hated and feared. They’re just…abused. They’ve been kept as slaves on Aeash for centuries. Having them as slaves has only been illegal for about—well, it happened in my lifetime, so I guess about fifty or sixty years ago. And even with that, there are still something like forty million of them kept as slaves today.”

It took a second for my brain to catch up. “What did you say?”

“It’s true, while all the tribes have made keeping them as slaves illegal, there are millions of them still kept in defiance of the edict. In some regions the councils won’t do anything about it.”

“That’s not what I…I mean, that’s horrible, but….” My face scrunched tightly. “Did you say you are over sixty years old?”

“Not directly, but I am. I’m seventy-three.”

I stopped cold. “What?!”

She looked down at me and smirked. Which rapidly turned into a laugh. “I’m seventy-three, Grant Stone, but it’s not like you think. We live much longer than you, remember? When you die, I’ll be middle-aged. I’ll be devastated, but I’ll still be around.”

“I…I didn’t know that, actually,” I admitted.

“Well, then you’ve learned something else about the Rga’awra today.” She bent down and kissed me gently. I returned it with a little more force, but she still pulled back. “We rob cradles.”

“Damn. So, you’re both a hyena and a cougar….”

One of her eyebrows went up. “And you attack me for a bit of sarcasm?”

“I wasn’t being sarcastic. That was being a smartass,” I countered.

She snorted and pulled me back into walking beside her again.

“So,” I began, “now what?”

“Now? Well, if you allow it, I plan on taking you back to my apartment and ravaging you for the rest of the night.” She cocked her head to the side. “I will understand if you say no, however. I am willing to take time and not rush anything.”

An immediate clash hit my system. The blood fleeing my brain for my lower extremities made my thoughts muddy at best, but I discovered there was a part of me that liked the idea of slow. Not only physical, but everything else.

“How about this,” I said. “Let’s go back to your place and…see what happens. I know I’d love to spend tonight with you, but…let’s see where it goes.”

“This is a good plan,” she answered. “I trust you, Grant Stone. And I will prove that you can trust me, too.”


Chapter Seventeen







Somewhere in the back of my mind I sensed the movement, but it wasn’t enough to pull me from my dream. It wasn’t until I felt her sit down next to me that my eyes started to open. She brought me the rest of the way up with her words.

“Sorry to wake you,” she said softly. “I have to go.”

“What?” Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes gently, looking where the clock would be next to my bed. It wasn’t there. “Where are you going? What time is it?”

“It’s a little after ten in the morning.” Her hands draped over mine. “Feel free to have anything you want from the kitchen. Are you working tonight?”

“Huh? Um…yeah, I’m supposed to.” The world started to come back into focus, slowly. I was at Angel’s. “Where are you going?”

She leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. Her lips felt like the brush of artist, teasing a canvas. “Duty calls.”

“Oh.” What was I supposed to say? I don’t think ‘have fun’ was appropriate. ’Say hi to your co-workers’ seemed off, too.

“If I am able, I’ll come see you at the bar tonight,” Angel said.

“How…how long do these things normally take?” I asked.

Her head twisted to the side. “There’s no time. It’s…it depends on the task, and the desired result.”

“You don’t even know what you are supposed to do?” My fingers went through my hair, and I pushed my legs over the side of the bed.

“I get a code. Where to go. I’ll find out the job when I get there,” she explained. “You don’t have to get up.”

Ignoring her obvious false attempt to sound sincere, I stood up next to her. “If I don’t stand, I can’t do this.” I pulled her into a hug, and I felt her muzzle rest on the top of my head as she returned it.

“Obviously you can use the shower, too, but I don’t have any clothes that will fit you,” she chuckled. “You should probably think about bringing some things to keep here for the future. Oh, that reminds me, I put the spare key to the apartment on the table. It’s for you.”

I pulled back and looked up at her. “Did you just ask me to move in?”

She snorted at me. “Don’t read into things, Grant Stone. I figured you might want to spend time here, so I offered you a convenience. And it’s beneficial for you to be able to lock up when you leave. You’ll know when I ask you to move in.”

“When? You already have that planned?” I made no effort to hide my smirk.

With a shake of her head, she uttered something in her native tongue. “I regret ever speaking to you.” As she walked out of the bedroom I followed her.

“No you don’t!” I swatted her on her nigh-perfect ass as she walked in front of me.

She came to a dead stop and slowly turned back to face me. “Did you just smack me on the ass?”

“It’s a nice ass,” I said.

One step put her towering above me, enveloping me in her shadow. “Don’t start taking liberties, Grant Stone. I am your Queen. You will show me respect.”

The lump that suddenly made its presence known in my throat was forced back down by a hard swallow. “I…I was…I didn’t think that….”

“It was cute.” Angel bent down and kissed the top of my head. “Never do it again without permission.”

“I have to ask permission to smack your butt?” I asked.

She simply nodded.

“What about squeeze it? Grope it? Fondle it?” The questions came out in quick succession.

“Of course you can, in the right circumstance.” The smile creeping onto her lips was warm. “And you will, when I tell you to, kiss it.”

“Yes, my Queen,” I replied.

“Oh….” She pushed me back. “Don’t start something we can’t finish. I don’t have time right now.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“No you’re not,” she answered.

“Well…I’m a little sorry,” I admitted.

“I truly have to go.” Angel took a step towards the door. “I hope to see you tonight.”

“I do, too.” I took a half step to follow her. “Hey….”

Angel looked back at me.

“Stay safe. Please,” I said.

“I promise,” she answered.

I watched the door for minute or so after she left, then went to go get myself cleaned up.

The mood at the bar was light and easy, which pretty much matched my own attitude. It was surprising how upbeat I was, considering everything that had happened in my life over the past handful of days.

Then again, it was another trivia night, which meant an easy night behind the bar. The ‘Brainiac Brigade’ was the team in the top position, looking like they were cruising to the treasured bar credit. I’m pretty sure they had been at the top of the heap in the past, and I know they had played before, so I felt good about having some regulars winning the game.

Crowd was good. Tips were solid. It felt like things were going down the right path for once. What a stupid thought to have.

“Hey, Dogfucker.”

That voice. No. No fucking way. She’s not allowed in the bar.

I looked across the bar and saw her. The hair was wrong, and she was wearing dark glasses, but it was her. No doubt.

“Grace? What the hell…?” I started to raise my hand to get the bouncer’s attention, but she cut me off.

“Don’t. Don’t do it. That would be bad.” The tone of her words lowered my hand.

“What the fuck do you want?” I asked.

She took off her glasses and smiled. A genuine, kind smile. That threw me. “It’s amazing what a wig and a pair of glasses can do, huh? All I had to do was dress different, change my voice a little, and act all sweet at the door, and…poof. Here I am.”

“Yeah, there you are,” I said, keeping my eyes and options open.

“Aren’t you going to ask me what I want to drink?” she asked.

“I don’t think you’re going to be here that long,” I told her.

“Bunny, don’t be like that. I came here to talk to you.” She slid something across the bar to me. “Here. That’s for you.”

It was a small box, wrapped in bright gold paper.

“What is that?” I didn’t even want to touch it.

“It’s a present, silly. For you. Open it.”

“I don’t want a present.” I started to push it back towards her, but her hand came out and stopped me. Holding it in place.

“You want this one, trust me,” she said. “Bunny, this is for you. It’s not a bad thing, I promise.”

Fine. If this would get her out of the bar quicker, then I was all for it. I picked up the box, which was far heavier than the size might suggest, and slowly, carefully opened it. Inside was a gold-toned piece of metal in a very familiar shape.

“They’re brass knuckles,” Grace said. “I want you to have them so you feel safer around me.”

I looked from the box to Grace’s face at least twice, but probably more like three or four times. The expression she wore was hopeful and genuine. It was one of the scariest things I’d ever seen in my life.

“What the fuck?” It was the only response I had.

“I know I did some bad things, and I scared you, but…but I didn’t mean to. I lost control. I have a lot of growing to do and I want to be better. For you. For me, too, but mostly for you.” She nodded towards the box. “I want you to have those so you’re safer. It’s so you know that you can defend yourself.”

Ah, fuck. “Grace,” I tried to organize my thoughts in a handful of seconds, “I appreciate what you are trying to do, but—and I can’t be more clear—it doesn’t matter. We aren’t together anymore.”

“Right.” She nodded slowly. “I know. At the moment you are being forced to be a dogfucker, but I’m going to change that. Get you back to being my Bunny.”

“Yeah, that’s rude as fuck, Grace. Not to mention incredibly racist,” I told her.

“She’s not even human, Grant. I know you are probably depressed after our breakup, but—”

“Depressed?” I interrupted her. “There was nothing depressing about it. Traumatic as hell, yes. Disturbing, yes. But I sure as fuck wasn’t depressed. And it wasn’t a breakup, by the way, it was me dumping your ass after you put me in the fucking hospital!”

“Frame it however you need to, Bunny, that’s fine. What matters is us working through it and—”

“No! No, it isn’t fine. And no, we aren’t working through anything! What the fuck, Grace? What has to be done for you to understand? Hell, I figured after Angel went to talk to you at the gym that—”

“She sucker-punched me!” It was Grace’s turn to interrupt.

“What? No, you grabbed her, and she retaliated,” I said.

“She invaded my domain, and then goaded me into position so she could sucker-punch me. The bitch is nothing but an oversized coward. She needs to be put down.” Any trace of kindness melted away from Grace’s expression in a heartbeat.

“Okay, you need to go. Right now,” I told her.

Her eyes went wide. “Sorry, Bunny! Oh, I’m so sorry. I did it again. I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s okay. It’s okay. You’ve got your guard. It’s right there in the box. You’re safe.”

“Get the fuck out of my bar, Grace.” While I couldn’t see myself, I was pretty sure that my jaw was slack, and my eyes were as wide as hers.

“I will. I’m going. I just…I wanted to let you know that I’ll take care of this. She won’t be bothering you once I’m done.” She stood up from her stool.

“What the fuck does that mean?” I asked.

Her eyes went cold, and her smile froze on her face. “Next time she won’t sucker punch me. I’m going to beat the bitch so badly that she’ll beg to be on a leash following me around eating scraps. She tried to take something that is mine, and then she had the…the balls to come into my house—MY HOUSE—and humiliate me? No. She can’t get away with that. And once she’s gone—no, once she tells you that she’s not worthy of you—then you and I can be together again.”

“Is there a problem here?” Brad, the bouncer, was standing behind Grace, doing his thing.

“Code eighty-six, Brad,” I said.

His hand came down on Grace’s shoulder. “Okay, miss, it’s time for you to go.”

She looked over her shoulder at him. “Hi, Brad. Good to see you.”

“Grace? How the hell did you get in here?” Brad asked.

“I was here saying hi to Grant. Don’t worry, I’m leaving.” Grace turned and started walking toward the door. She took a moment to look back at me and blow me a kiss. She left without another word.

Brad was back at the bar only seconds later. “Grant, man, I am so sorry. I don’t know how she got past us. That’s on me, man. I guess we got lazy, and…damn. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right, Brad. You’re only human. Shit happens.” My voice felt hollow and distant.

“Hey, why don’t you take a few minutes. Get your head back together. We’ll cover for you out here,” Brad suggested.

“Yeah. Yeah, thanks.” I looked at the box in my hand and the piece of metal sitting inside it. I took it out of the box and slipped it into my pocket before stepping into the back.

I got out of the rideshare and looked up at the apartment building. After everything with Grace, I felt safer coming back to Angel’s place than I did going to Sam’s place. And definitely better than my own apartment.

And kindness be damned, tomorrow I was going to the cops. Grace was way past sane, and I genuinely felt that my life was in danger. And Angel’s, for that matter. I knew that Angel could take care of herself, but she needed at least to be aware of the threat.

I stopped walking. Was it safe to go to the cops? Safe for Angel, specifically? Dammit. Now I had to talk to her about that, and who knows when that would happen. When did my life become so complicated?

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see why. There was a text from Angel.

Angel: I said no.

I stared at the message for a moment, trying to make sense of it, but realized the quickest way to know was to reply.

Me: No?

Angel: To the job. I said no.

Me: What do you mean?

Angel: Don’t go to my place. Go to D’s and I’ll meet you there. Not safe to talk here.

“Not safe?” I looked up again at the apartment building. The one that I was told to avoid. “Fuck!”

I spun around, ready to hightail it to the closest public place and get another rideshare, but I didn’t even make it a step.

In front of me was a Rga’awra, but it wasn’t Angel. Her fur was more gray, and she was much shorter, barely taller than me. Her eyes were deep green. She was smiling, showing all of her teeth.

“Grant Stone?” Her accent was closer to Scottish than Angel’s, but still clearly the same origin. My hand slipped down into my pocket, fumbling for the piece of metal that was still there.

“Who are—” I never got a chance to finish the question.

“Sorry, Dorgza.”

I barely saw her move, and then my world went black.


Chapter Eighteen







My head hurt. In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s what caused me to wake up, but I wasn’t positive. I had no idea where I was or how I got here. Actually, I was only about ninety percent sure who I was.

The attempt to bring my hand to my head proved fruitless, as whatever was binding my arms didn’t allow much movement. And I was sitting up, leaned against…something. Wherever I was, it was unfamiliar. I would call it a warehouse, except it wasn’t housing much, so I guess empty warehouse would be a better term. And based on my surroundings, I’d wager I was tied to one of the support columns like I was seeing around me.

The last thing I remembered was…hard to recall. I remembered being at work, and then Grace showing up—hard to forget that. And then…I went home. No. I went to Angel’s place—but I never got inside. She sent me a message. Something about it not being safe, and then….

The other Rga’awra. There was another Rga’awra, and she did something to me. Knocked me out. After another attempt to move my arms, I also concluded that she made me a prisoner. And locked me up in a warehouse—sorry, empty warehouse—for some reason.

There were windows on the far side of the room, and sunlight was coming in through them, so it had been at least a few hours since I was conscious. The constant ringing in my ears was probably a sign of a concussion, so there was a good chance that it was a violent act that got me here. Great. I’ve become a violence magnet.

I turned my head as far as I could in either direction. There were some boxes off to my right—quite a few, actually—and a desk and chairs to my left, but that was it. I was alone in a fairly large room. I’d guess about one hundred feet in one direction and probably fifty in the other. Ceiling was high, though. Probably thirty feet. That made it a small warehouse, or a big room. Fuck it, I’m going to call it a room.

I could see three doors. Two on the wall to my left, and a third directly across from me. There were lights on above me, so there was power. What I didn’t see was anyone else. As far as I could tell, I was alone.

“Hello?” Why not speak? What was the worst that could happen?

“You wake! Is good!”

The voice came from behind me. I didn’t recognize it, but I was pretty sure I was about to find out what the worst was, exactly. She came into view from behind me, walking with confidence and ease. The Rga’awra from last night.

“Sorry for rope.” She stepped up and tugged my bindings, checking them, I supposed. “Need you secure.”

She stood in front of me, her eyes moving across my face and then down my body. I attempted to stand, discovering my bindings allowed vertical movement. I inched my way up until I was fully upright. The whole time she watched me, not helping—nor stopping me.

We stood eye-to-eye, but I felt like the one under the microscope. Her hand came out and gripped my face, firmly but not harshly, turning it from side to side.

“You attractive for human. Understand why Dal’anjelt’arach like you, Dorgza.” She let go of me and smiled. “I am Bek’al’unaet. You thirsty? Need drink?”

“Who the fuck is Dallang…wait, you mean Angel?” It took a second for me to put that together.

“Ha! Angel! Yes, her.” She walked behind me again, out of view. There was more growl in her voice than Angel’s, but I couldn’t tell if that was natural for her or an attempt to sound more menacing.

“And you said your name was…Bekka?” I asked.

“Close enough,” Bekka answered. She showed back up with a bottle of water that had a straw sticking out of the top. “Drink.”

She put the bottle close to my face, letting me choose whether or not to take it. I figured the water was safe, so I took a sip.

“Thank you,” I told her. “Now, can you untie me?”

“No.” She set the water down near my feet. “Later get food if needed.”

Again, she disappeared from view, and I tried to track her location using sound. She was behind me doing something, but it was hard to tell. Her movements were practically silent. A chair accompanied her return, and she put it down a few feet in front of me and sat.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Told you. I am Bek’al’unaet.”

“Right, that’s your name, but…” I took a breath, “…you don’t want to hurt me, or I’d be dead, or at least in much worse shape. And you’ve apologized to me at least twice. My memory is still a little fuzzy, so I’m not sure if you told me anything else, but I can’t recall you threatening me in any way.”

“No hurt you. Not unless you do stupid things,” she answered. “But you not. You not stupid.”

I took a long look at her. She was dressed in what appeared to be leather pants, and her shirt was a heavy cloth, button up style. Durable and sturdy. I noticed a small lump on her upper right arm, but it was under her shirt, so I couldn’t tell what it was. Two knives, one on each hip, hung from the thick belt around her waist. They were fairly long and curved. Her mane of hair was a light gray, and shorter than Angel’s. This was a woman who was interested in function over form.

“Then why am I here?” A realization struck me. “Are you with the Mob? Did you grab me to get back at her?”

“Mob? What mob?” she asked.

“THE Mob. Y’know, the Mob.”

“There was no mob. Just you. Alone.” Her head twisted slightly.

Okay, she clearly had no idea what I was referring to, which was a good thing, I suppose. “Well, Bekka, why don’t you tell me who you are and what you want?”

“No. Tell me of you, Dorgza. What you to Angel?”

I shook my head. “No, back at you. I’m not going to tell you anything until you let me go.” My glare was meant to burn through her skull.

Instead, it got her to close her eyes partway, giving me a stare so intense I had to force myself to not look away. Her smile went from warm to cold in an instant.

“Dorgza thinks it can say that?” She rose from her chair, smooth and fluid. Without a sound she stepped up, putting her face in mine. “Dorgza does what I say. Does not talk back. Haven’t earned that.”

Oh, fuck her. “My name isn’t Dorgza. It’s Grant.” I put on my best mean face and tried to kill her with a stare. We locked eyes for several seconds.

Then she let out a loud, cackling laugh. “I like you, Dorgza. Know why Dal’anjelt’arach like you, too. She special to you?”

“That’s none of your business,” I said.

“Is my business,” Bekka growled. “She my business.”

“So, you know her?” I asked.

“Ha!” She slapped my face lightly three times. “She your business, too. Is okay?”

“I have no idea what that means. Look,” I pulled my hands up a little, “why not untie me. I’m pretty sure you’d be able to catch me if I tried to run.”

“Yes.” She nodded at me and then twisted her head to the side. “Not about catching. About holding.”

“Well, clearly I’m held.”

I probably should have been scared. With everything that had happened to me over the past couple of months, being at the mercy of what was likely an unhinged woman should have had me shitting my pants.

But I wasn’t. I didn’t feel threatened. She had made no moves to hurt me at all. Whatever her plan, it didn’t involve hurting me, it seemed. And somehow, I sensed that, despite everything, I was safe. At least for now.

“No worry. Dal’anjelt’arach be here soon.” Bekka moved back to her chair and slid down, her legs splayed out to either side of it. “Then we talk.”

“What do you mean, she’ll be here?” My voice was a little tight, and I pulled on my ropes once more.

“Sent picture. She find you.” She smiled wide. “Then we talk.”

“I’m…bait?”

She nodded quickly. “Good! You smart.” Her eyes narrowed, and her voice dropped. “You call her…Queen?”

From everything I knew—and I knew very little—that was as serious a question as it was a statement when I made it to Angel. Which meant answering her was something I probably shouldn’t do at all. Of course, despite what she said about me, I wasn’t that smart.

“Fuck yes, I do.” I sneered.

Bekka leaned forward, her hands resting on her knees. The smile on her face grew wide, every tooth coming out on display.

“Good,” she said. “Very good.”

I’m not sure how long we stared at each other. I do know I got tired of standing, so I slid back down to sit. My arms were getting very tired and sore, but there was no way I was going to tell her that. She did come over and offer me a drink of water again, which I accepted. Then she went back to her chair and watched me. I debated trying to sleep, but remembered that I likely had a mild concussion, so sleeping was a bad idea.

Thankfully, I had help before I got too tired.

“Bek’al’unaet?” Angel seemed to appear out of nowhere. She walked up to Bekka without hesitation, speaking in Rga’awra the whole time. Every time I heard it, I expected it to be like barks and yips—pretty racist, I know—and always was surprised how lyrical it sounded. Sure, there was a guttural quality, but the sounds flowed so evenly. It was fascinating to my ears. I stood up on my feet while they started their conversation.

“English!” Bekka shouted. “Want Dorgza to hear.”

“Fuck you!” Angel shouted back and walked over to me. Her hands gently cupped my face and looked into my eyes. “Did she hurt you? Are you okay? What did she do to you?”

“Uh…she knocked me out and then tied me up.” I tugged on my bindings to illustrate the situation. “Get me out of this, would you?”

Bekka laughed behind her. “Yes! Untie Dorgza! Do it!”

Angel turned and said something in Rga’awra. Bekka pretended to not understand.

“Fine! In English!” Angel growled. “Go over there! I want to talk to him alone!”

“Pff! Make no difference,” Bekka answered.

“Then do it. If it doesn’t make any difference, then going over there won’t matter, will it?” Angel turned fully to face her, her tone more dismissive than anything.

Bekka rolled her eyes and slowly walked away, positioning herself on the far side of the room, leaning against a column of her own.

“Are you okay?” Angel turned back to me again, this time scanning my whole body.

“I’m annoyed. I’m hurting. And I’m pissed off. Otherwise, I think so. Maybe a slight concussion,” I told her. “Now get these damn ropes off me.”

Angel winced. “I…I can’t.”

My mouth opened a few times before I manage to create words. “What do you mean you can’t? Just untie the ropes. Bekka over there has knives you can borrow if you want to cut them.”

“She’s claimed you as Dorgza. If I untie you without her permission, it’s the same as issuing a challenge,” Angel said.

“And what, if I may ask, is a Dorgza? She’s called me that a few times now.” The tone of my voice was more terse than I wanted, but this was growing old quickly.

Angel sighed. “Do you remember me telling you about the Rga’awra raiding villages and stealing men? A Dorgza is a male that has been claimed for mating purposes.”

I blinked. “So? Who gives a fuck? That’s not going to cut it here. This is Earth, and you told me that you don’t even do that anymore back on Aeash. So cut me loose.”

“You don’t understand,” Angel said softly, but I could hear the frustration behind her words. “She wants me to untie you. If I free you, I’ve challenged her hold on you, and she can accept that as a challenge. We would have to have a dominance fight.”

“No. No you don’t. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” I said.

“I do. It’s…complicated,” Angel replied.

“Okay, fine. Have a fight. Kick her ass, and then we go home.” This whole situation seemed ridiculous to me, but at least there was an obvious answer to it.

“That would be a horrible idea,” Angel shook her head.

“Hey, it’s obvious that you two know each other, but she kidnapped me. I realize you probably don’t want to hurt her, but this has gone too far.” I felt for Angel, but I had my limits.

“No. No, you don’t understand. No matter what challenge she chooses, I’m probably going to have my ass handed to me,” Angel said. There wasn’t a hint of humor in her words.

I looked over at Bekka. She was still leaning against the column with an obnoxious grin on her face. “She’s half your size,” I said. “And I saw you put Grace on her ass like it was nothing.”

“Both of those are true. I’m bigger than Bek’al’unaet and I’m stronger, no doubt, but she’s faster and a much better fighter.” Angel touched my face again. “You are going to have to trust me on this. I’ll get you out.”

I looked over at Bekka again. Her eyes were wide and fixed on me, with a predatory hunger starting to shine in them.

“Okay,” I said, suddenly more afraid than I had been, “new question: who is this woman? Why is she doing this?”

Bekka cackled from across the room. “Tell him, Dal’anjelt’arach.” She started walking over towards us. “I see his face when you say to him.”

Angel spun around. “I asked you to stay over there!” She pointed back to where Bekka had been standing. “And no, I’m not going to tell him. Not right now. Not like this. We will have this conversation, since clearly you couldn’t let it go. So, tell me, Ho’vaff, how long have you been on Earth? How did you even get here? You can barely speak English, so you can’t have been here more than a couple of months.”

Bekka’s eyes softened. “You call me Ho’vaff?”

“Of course I do,” Angel answered. “That’s not the question, though. Actually, the question is pretty simple: what do you want? How can I get you to set him free?”

Bekka raised up, standing taller and tilting her head up slightly. She raised her right arm and pointed, the finger lined up directly with me. “Him.”

“What?” Angel asked.

“What?” I echoed.

“I want his vow,” she said. “He tell me, he go free.”

I couldn’t see Angel’s face, but I could feel it grow grim. The voice that came out of her was far darker than anything I imagined possible. “He’s mine. He belongs to me. You cannot have him.”

“You betray me! You traitor!” Bekka shouted, raising her voice for the first time since I met her. Fire flashed in her eyes, and I saw the danger Angel hinted lived inside her. “You ruin me! I take your Dukru!”

Angel launched into a loud, angry statement in her native tongue. Whatever she said, Bekka didn’t seem to like it, and came right back at her with an equal amount of venom. Meanwhile, I stood there tied to a column, hoping this would be resolved sometime soon.

“Ladies?” I attempted to interrupt. Neither of them even looked my direction. So, I tried again, a little louder. “LADIES?”

Bekka stormed off to the far side of the room, while Angel turned back to me.

“I’m sorry, Grant,” Angel said. “She’s being AN UNREASONABLE BITCH!” She turned her head slightly to the side for that last part.

What I can only assume was an equally kind epithet was returned in the Rga’awra language from across the room.

“What the hell is going on?” I asked. “I mean, I get that I don’t understand what’s happening, but…can you give me a hint?”

Bekka came storming back to stand beside us. “Yes! Tell him! Say it!”

Angel closed her eyes tightly and answer in Rga’awra. I hated to agree with the person who had me tied to a column, but I kinda wished the whole conversation was in a language I spoke. As it was, I felt lost.

“Just tell me,” I said. “Whatever it is, I’m sure I’ll like it more than being tied up like this.”

“Don’t say that. You don’t know,” Angel said.

“I will when you tell me,” I urged. “Please.”

She looked over at Bekka, who stood next to us, staring back into Angel’s eyes. I saw her let out a long, steady breath.

“She’s my Queen,” Angel said.

At first, my mind thought that she was saying that Bekka was the Queen of all the Rga’awra, but that went out as quick as it appeared. Queen. Like Angel explained to me the other night. The same as the vow I made to her. Something that Angel told me was very, very serious.

“Oh,” I said, “I…see.”

“Do you?” Angel asked.

“I’m trying to,” I answered honestly. “So…she’s your ex-girlfriend?”

“It’s not that simple,” Angel said. “I suppose, in one sense, yes, she…we were involved. Claiming a Queen isn’t just being a girlfriend, though. There’s a…lot more to it.”

“So, when I told you that you were my Queen….” My voice trailed off, considering what she said.

“I told you. It means something to Rga’awra. There is a vow. I promised to obey and serve her, and she swore to protect me above all else.”

“Ha!” Bekka shouted. “You betray me!”

“I’m trying to explain things to him, Bek’al’unaet! He’s human! He doesn’t understand what’s going on!” Angel turned back to face her.

“He make vow! He know.” Bekka tapped her chest. “In here. He know.”

“You don’t understand humans!” Angel countered. “You have to give me a minute to—”

I heard the sound of glass breaking across the room. We all looked that direction, which is why I only saw Angel falling out of the corner of my eye. She crumpled to the floor, lying down on her back. I saw a stain of red start to form on her shoulder, right above what looked like a huge needle sticking out from above her breast.

“Dal’anjelt’arach!” Bekka fell to her knees and touched Angel’s face. She quickly looked at me and, in a single motion, pulled a knife from her hip and slashed through the ropes binding my hands.

Bekka moved right before the second sound of glass breaking hit the room. Something ricocheted off the floor, missing its apparent target.

“Help her,” Bekka ordered. “Move behind something. I be back.”

She turned and ran towards the door. At least, that’s what I think she did. I couldn’t take my eyes off Angel.

She wasn’t breathing.


Chapter Nineteen







I was kneeling beside Angel, unsure of what to do. The thing in her chest looked more like a short knitting needle than anything else. It had a bluish tint to it but otherwise looked very…plain.

It was in her chest. And she wasn’t breathing. What the fuck was I supposed to do?

A shot rang out from outside the building. Then another, followed by a scream. It sounded like a man, so I was pretty sure it wasn’t Bekka. My eyes flashed from the door she went out to Angel and back again. Whatever was happening, it was too close to make me comfortable.

It wasn’t safe to leave Angel here. Bekka was right, I needed to find shelter. Was it safe to move her, though? I didn’t know what that thing in her was. She wasn’t breathing. I…I had no choice.

When I gripped the needle my hand felt a sharp tingle and quickly went numb. That didn’t stop me from yanking it out of her, though. It clattered against the concrete flooring as I threw it as far from me as I could manage.

Immediately, Angel’s chest rose as she took in a deep breath. I thanked every god, half-god, and insurance salesman in the universe and started to drag her to a safer location. Which was easier said than done. Firstly, because she wasn’t a small woman. Secondly, because there weren’t many safe locations. It seemed to me the best bet was to get closer to the windows so whoever sent that thing couldn’t have a chance to do it again.

Gunshots continued to echo from outside, and I felt the tension in my chest growing. I had a theory as to what was happening, but I really hoped I was wrong. When the guy ran into the room from outside, I was pretty sure I was right.

He was dressed in a pair of khaki slacks and a polo shirt. Not the most intimidating apparel, but the gun in his hand made up for the relaxed clothing aesthetic. I stood up and positioned myself between him and Angel. He might be able to get to her, but it wasn’t going to be because I didn’t try to stop him.

“She’s in here!” he yelled over his shoulder and then stared right at me. “Get out of the way, kid.”

“Fuck you!” My eloquence was on full display, obviously.

He glared at me and shouted over his shoulder again. “Are we allowed to kill the jamoke she’s with?”

I didn’t hear the answer he got, because I was too busy running. Not at him, that would be stupid. I was running back where I was tied up—or at least in that general area. The answer he got seemed to either be yes, or he didn’t care if he shot and killed me by accident, because there was gunfire that came my way.

After screaming at the top of my lungs, I surveyed the ground, looking for what I assumed had to be there. If they shot one at Angel, my guess was they shot another at Bekka. Sure enough, I spied a short knitting-needle-type spike stuck in the cushion of a folding chair that Bekka probably brought here.

Mr. Polo Gangster was walking after me, gun held upright. I grabbed a bottle of water from the floor and threw it towards him, reaching for the spike right afterwards. Sure enough, when I grabbed the spike, I felt a tingle followed by a numbing sensation in my hand. A little stronger than with the one I pulled from Angel, in fact.

This time I spun and ran right at the man, who fired another shot—and hit me. The bullet grazed my arm, but fortunately it was in the arm that had already gone numb from the spike in my hand. I leapt towards him and swung my arm down as he fired again. This shot went wide, thankfully, but I was able to get the spike into his shoulder.

Just like with Angel, he fell down in a heap. And the moment I let go of the spike an excruciating pain shot through my arm, centered on where the bullet hit me.

“Fuck!” I screamed and grabbed my arm, suddenly noticing the blood that accompanied the wound.

And my scream—probably combined with Mr. Polo’s gunfire—brought two more would-be threats into the room. Like the first one, they had guns in their hands. I looked down at the man lying still at my feet. His gun sat on the ground next to him and my brain ran through a quick series of scenarios. One of them had me kneel down and shoot both of the goons who walked in like I was an action movie star. The other had me grab the gun and fire wildly, coming nowhere near hitting either of those guys and instead falling on the opposite end of gunfire. The third had me fumbling the gun and dropping it down, causing it to fire off accidentally and nail me in the leg or something like that. None of those sounded good.

So, I did what any sane person would do and threw my hands in the air. “Don’t shoot!” I shouted.

They never even got a chance to respond.

A deep growl came from behind them, making them spin around as Bekka ran through the door, each hand holding a knife. One knife went into each man’s arm, specifically the arms holding guns. The guns clattered to the floor as Bekka said something in Rga’awra to them.

It was like watching a dancer. She moved around them effortlessly. A grace to her actions I had never seen before. After the initial stab, she sheathed both knives and began battering the two of them with punches and open hand blows.

They swung back at her, and even landed a couple of hits of their own, but they seemed to be glancing at best. Bekka never stopped moving, her body twisting and shifting with every second. I’d watched dozens of fights Grace had been a part of, and those were direct, brutal affairs. This looked more like a flirtatious onslaught.

I knew some fighting styles—again, thanks to Grace—and the only thing I could compare this to was capybara—or whatever that one from South America was called. But it wasn’t the same. This was more like combining that with a waltz, with the each of her blows leading her opponent. She set them up with one and then followed it up with another when they left themselves exposed. It looked effortless.

I’m not sure how long the fight lasted, but it felt like it was over too soon. The elegant display of violence I witnessed left me in a state of awe. It left the two men at the doorway lying on the floor unconscious.

“Rope!” Bekka shouted at me.

The word brought me back to the moment and I spun around, seeing a coil of it lying on the ground right behind where I was tied up. When I reached for it, I realized I still had the rope tied to both of my wrists from when I was bound. I thought about untying them, but getting the rope to Bekka seemed more urgent.

I ran over to her, holding out the bundle of it. She grabbed it, shuffled it out, and cut it somewhere near the middle. Then she held half of it back out for me. I took it from her, not sure what I was supposed to do with it. She then twisted the knife she was using around so the handle was facing me, and I took that from her, too.

“Tie them. I get others.” Without another word she ran out the door, leaving me with three unconscious men and one unconscious Angel.

Taking for granted that I wasn’t supposed to tie up Angel, I got to work on the three men. I was never in the Boy Scouts, nor had I spent any time as a sailor, so I did the best I could. It made sense to tie the hands behind the men, and I debated tying their feet, too, but I decided to wait on Bekka to get back.

After they were tied, I went over to Angel. She was still breathing normally, but hadn’t regained consciousness yet. I gently shook her, to no effect.

“Angel?” My voice was soft, hoping to ease her back. “Can you hear me? I need you to wake up. Please.”

Picking up her right hand, I held it in both of mine. “I don’t know what that thing they shot into you did, but it can’t beat you. You’re way too strong for it. So, whenever you want to wake up, I’ll be right here.”

One of my hands went to her face, stroking her mane away from her eyes. I’d never seen her asleep before. She was always up before me and fell asleep after I did. Under different circumstances, she would look beautiful. Not right now, though. Right now, all I could see was someone I wanted—no, I needed—to help.

“You need to wake up, Angel. You have to. I mean…you’re my Queen,” I said.

“She okay.”

I nearly jumped out of my own skin when Bekka spoke. Somehow, she had walked right up behind me without me noticing.

“Used umn’la. Her…” Bekka furrowed her brow, “…plyzed?”

I thought for a moment. “Paralyzed?”

“Yes!” Bekka moved to the other side of Angel and bent over, pulling back the cloth from around the wound in Angel’s shoulder. “With umn’la out, she wake soon.”

“Oh shit!” I jumped up and ran over the guy I stabbed with the other spike—which I assumed was the umn’la Bekka was talking about. He wasn’t breathing. I yanked it out of him, and, miraculously, he started breathing again.

“Him live,” Bekka said, again having snuck up behind me. “Umn’la not kill.”

“Huh. I’d ask how, but I have a feeling that conversation would be hard to follow,” I said. “And speaking of killing, how many of these guys were there? Did you kill any of them?”

“No! Kill bad, and make me and us…not legal.” Bekka smiled the broad, toothy smile she’d already showcased. “And make others mad.”

“By others, if you mean the Mob, then yes, it would. Not that they aren’t already pissed off. They came here to kill us after all,” I said.

“No kill. Umn’la,” Bekka pointed to the spike I’d placed on the floor a moment ago.

She was right. They could have shot Angel with a rifle. Put a bullet through her head, but they didn’t. For some reason they wanted her alive. Assuming this was the Mob. I don’t know who else this could possibly be, but I also had no idea how to know if it was them.

Actually, I had no idea what was going on. Angel hadn’t had a chance to tell me. I got a vague notification from her via text. And now there were all these men that were here to….

“We have to get out of here. Others could be coming. This isn’t safe.” The light went off in my head like a supernova.

“Yes,” Bekka answered. “We go.”

She had moved over to the small stash of supplies I assume she had brought. There was a shoulder bag next to them, and she put several of the items on the floor in the bag and then walked over to me.

“You hurt.” She nodded towards the wound on my arm. Despite the pain, I had forgotten about it.

“Yeah. That guy shot me.” I pointed to the man lying at our feet.

“Oh?” Bekka kicked him hard enough to shift the body a few inches. Then she crouched down, pulled out one of her knives—she must have picked up the one I had set down next to Angel already—and cut the man’s polo shirt, creating a long piece of cloth. “Take off…top cloth.”

“My shirt,” I said and pulled it over my head. By the time I had removed it she was standing again and started looking at the wound.

“Not bad,” she said, and then wrapped the impromptu bandage around my arm. “Better fix later.”

My eyes met hers. The brilliant green of them shining in the dim light of the room. She was still the woman who kidnapped me and had me tied up to a column, but at that moment she looked…different.

“Thanks,” I whispered.

“We wake up…Angel.” Using that name seemed a little awkward for Bekka, but I appreciated the effort.

Together we walked back over to Angel. She hadn’t moved at all. Bekka said she was paralyzed by the…whatever she called it. It was terrifying. All I knew was that I wanted her back. Wanted her moving and speaking.

More than I thought I would, actually.

Bekka got down on one knee and pulled something from her bag. It looked like a nasal spray of some sort, and she put it in one nostril and sprayed.

Almost instantly Angel opened her eyes, a wild expression filling them. She bolted up to a sitting position, looking around. Bekka put a hand on her chest and began speaking in Rga’awra, but Angel didn’t even look at her. Her eyes were focused on me.

“Grant! Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine. You’re the one who got shot,” I said.

“Umn’la,” Bekka stated.

“Yes, you mentioned,” Angel nodded and started to stand, faltering as she rose to her full height. Both Bekka and I rushed in to keep her upright. “That means another Aeashen was there—here.”

“Yuarao,” Bekka said.

“We can talk later. Right now, we need to get out of here. Can you walk, Angel.” My hand moved to the small of her back, landing right above her tail.

Angel nodded. “Wh-where are we going?”

That was an excellent question. And I suspected I was the only one who could answer it at the moment.

“My place,” I said. “We’ll go to my apartment and…and figure out what to do, I guess.”

“Follow you,” Bekka said.

So, I led the way out of the room and into the city.


Chapter Twenty







“Hey, Jeff!” My ever-vigilant guardian was on duty, watching over the paltry possessions that made up my home. He stood proudly on top of the shelf that was his home, while I performed my ritualistic scritching of the ears. Still no magical transformation.

“Ah! Real room!” Bekka marched into the middle of the apartment and plopped down onto the couch. Her feet went up and came to a rest on top of the small table I used for holding snacks, drinks, and the occasional video game controller. “Bring meat and drink!”

Angel was right behind her, moving much better, but nowhere near her normal level of precision. The only reason I wasn’t helping her into the place was that she expressly told me not to, and when a seven-foot-tall woman who can bench press a motorcycle tells you not to do something, you listen.

That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to follow on her heels to make sure she was okay.

“Why don’t you sit over here,” I told Angel, after picking up Jeff from his spot. The location I referenced was the recliner I was given by my parents as a moving gift about a decade ago, and while it certainly wasn’t the finest quality any longer, it was—to me at least—the best seat in the house.

Thankfully, she took my advice and sat down. I immediately handed her Jeff.

“What is this?” she asked.

“That’s Jeff. He watches over the place, and now I’ve put him on duty watching you,” I explained. “Do you want something to drink? We should definitely look at your shoulder.”

“Yes, drink!” Bekka repeated. “And meat!”

Choosing to ignore the demanding woman, I went to the kitchen and got Angel a glass of water—and one for Bekka, too. Okay, so I didn’t totally ignore her.

“Here,” I handed Angel her glass, and then turned to give the other to Bekka. “I’m going to go see what I’ve got in my bathroom that might work for first aid. I think I’ve got some gauze from a couple years back, but that stuff doesn’t go bad, right?”

“Hopefully you have some rubbing alcohol or similar—”

“Gah!” Bekka’s scream cut off Angel, and we both turned to look at the other Rga’awra, who immediately went into a tirade in her native language. Which had the cascading effect of making Angel laugh.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“She’s pissed that it’s water,” Angel continued to laugh through her words.

“Get drink!” Bekka shouted. “Not…this!”

“Hold your water, Princess,” I muttered, failing to recognize the pun. Or the irony.

A quick trip to the bathroom proved my theory that I had gauze, as well as half a bottle of isopropyl alcohol. When I got back to the living room, Bekka had moved over next to Angel, who had taken off her shirt.

“Give,” Bekka demanded, holding out her hand. “Get drink!”

“Okay, I think I could—” I was stopped mid-sentence by Angel holding up her hand.

“Pick your battles. This isn’t the right one,” she said. “Get her some whiskey if you’ve got it. And some for me, too, please.”

I wanted to argue, but I knew she was right. I’d be damned if Bekka was going to get any of the good stuff, though. I had sipping whiskey, and I had mixing whiskey, and I knew which girl was getting which.

It was surprising to see that Bekka had pulled out some sort of sewing gear from her pack and was putting in a couple of stitches to close Angel’s wound.

“Here you go.” I handed Angel’s to her first and then put Bekka’s down on the table beside her.

Bekka grunted and kept to her task. The stitches seemed to be well done, and I got the impression this wasn’t the first time she had sewn up a wound.

“Sit,” she said, without looking up. “You next.”

With everything that had happened, I almost forgot I had a wound of my own. I looked over at my arm and decided to take her advice. I sat down on the couch, waiting for my turn. Bekka looked over her work, and then said something to Angel in their native tongue. Whatever she said, it made Angel sneer back at her, so I guessed it was a jab in some manner.

Jab. I had a gun wound, even if it wasn’t a particularly nasty one. And Angel had a hole in her collar area. We needed antibiotics. Those were the kinds of wounds that came back as an infection to make things worse. Which meant I needed to go to the doctor. How the hell would I explain a gun wound? And would Angel be allowed to stay on Earth? What about—

“Take off shirt.” Bekka stood over me like a vulture, and my thoughts derailed in an instant. I glanced over at Angel, and she gave me a quick nod, so I pulled my shirt over my head. My wound sure as hell reminded me of its existence when I did that, and my groan told both women that I felt it. Bekka sat down beside me and took off the bandage.

“Hmph.” She shook her head. “No bad, you luck filled.”

“I’ll take that as a good thing,” I replied. She then threaded up the curved needle she had and went straight for my arm. I pulled back. “Woah! What about an anesthetic?”

According to the expression on Bekka’s face, I grew a third eye. She looked over at Angel, who replied in Rga’awra.

“Ha! Here!” Bekka reached down, grabbed my shirt, and shoved it in my mouth. Then she began to sew up my arm. The shirt was a good idea, as it muffled my initial scream. It was mostly shock, but there was some pain to go along with it. Especially when she poured the rubbing alcohol on the wound. Some serious screaming at that point.

While I sat there panting and recovering my wits, Bekka made herself comfortable on the couch once again—feet on the table and everything. “Now, meat!”

“I don’t have meat,” I answered, my mouth now free of shirt. “I don’t have anything to eat, actually. Maybe a box of mac and cheese?”

“Meat!” Bekka repeated.

After staring at her for a minute, I looked over at Angel—still sitting topless—who shook her head slowly. “Order a pizza?”

I looked at her and then at Bekka. “How about I order a couple—and some wings?”

“Good plan,” Angel said.

“Meat?” Bekka asked.

“Chicken,” I answered. And after about five minutes on the app on my phone, the pizza was ordered. “I got the all-meat pizza. I figured that might be the best choice.”

“Thanks,” Angel said, and then more softly, “and sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“She kidnapped you.” Angel nodded towards Bekka. “And then…you got shot. You could have been killed.”

“I take him as Dukru,” Bekka growled.

“Not now!” Angel barked and bowed up towards Bekka, who rose up in turn.

“Ladies!” I spoke with my bartender voice, hoping to ease the tension. “Let’s get through the night before we start talking about me and…whatever the hell Bekka said.”

“Bekka?” Angel chuckled. “Oh, I like that.”

“Angel? What happened? That was the Mob, wasn’t it?” I asked.

She nodded slowly. “I said no.”

“That’s what your text said. What does that mean?”

I wasn’t sure she was going to answer me. For several seconds she shifted in her seat, not meeting my gaze, but I should have known better. She was centering herself.

“I got to my meeting spot. It was a job—and not the pleasant kind. They wanted me to get close to the target, make them comfortable being with me, even to the point of...intimacy, if needed. And then I was supposed to…punish them.” It took a moment, but Angel eventually looked directly at me while she spoke.

“They showed me the picture. He was a normal looking guy. Kinda cute, even.” Angel took a deep breath. “And that’s when I said no. I looked at him, and I saw a…a person. He wasn’t a target or a job, he was someone with a life. Maybe he had someone who—”

Her voice caught, but just for a second. “I saw you, Grant.” She raised her hands up. “It wasn’t actually you, to be clear, but…but it might as well have been. I couldn’t do it. I had to say no.”

Something moved inside me. I knew I had feelings for Angel, but they changed at that moment. They grew to encompass a place in my heart.

“Why?” I asked.

She smiled. “I think you know why.”

“They not kill you,” Bekka said to Angel.

“She’s right,” I agreed. “They easily could have killed you, but they didn’t. They shot you with that…paralyzing dart gun.”

“I know. I don’t know why, though. I have some suspicions, but no real answers,” Angel said.

“More of this!” Bekka held up the empty glass I had given her. “Where is meat?”

“Bekka, what the fuck? We’re trying to have an important—”

“She knows,” Angel interrupted. “She wants to get a rise out of us. Don’t…try not to let her get to you.”

“I get to him.” Bekka stared at me with a hunger that made me hope the pizza was going to get here in the next couple of minutes. “Soon.”

“Yeah…uh, okay.” I looked at Angel, who was busy trying to burn a hole in Bekka with her eyes.

“I look building. Check for safe.” Bekka stood up and walked to the door. “Food when I get back.”

After Bekka stepped out the door, I looked straight at Angel. “So, back on Aeash, she was a professional shit-stirrer, right?”

“I owe you,” Angel said, a wide smile on her face.

“Me? What do you owe me?”

“You saved my life. You know that, right?” She stood up and moved over to sit next to me on the couch. Her arm went to the back of the couch and around my shoulders.

“Well, as much as I’d like to take the credit, it was actually Bekka,” I told her. “She was, um, well, she was scary, really.”

“I’m not talking about the warehouse,” she tilted her head to the side, “but I don’t think you’re giving yourself enough credit there, either. You took a bullet for me.”

“How do you know? You were unconscious. I could have been hiding in the corner begging for my life, and the guy was just a bad shot,” I countered.

“Were you?” she asked.

“I’m not gonna tell. That could ruin my reputation,” I said.

My heart jumped when we stared at each other. Eyes meeting and saying things words would have trouble conveying. Not that I wasn’t going to give it a try.

“I—”

“They aren’t going to stop coming after me, Grant.” Angel interrupted me. “It’s not safe to be around me.”

“Wow, cliché much?” I said.

“Yeah, well, it’s true. And I don’t want you hurt.” She looked at my arm. “Well, more hurt.”

“My choice. Not yours. Besides, I think I’m already involved. I’ve got the wound to prove it. Besides, you’re my Queen.”

Angel growled, and muttered something in Rga’awra. Which brought me back to the other problem at hand.

“What are we going to do about Bekka?” I asked.

That question brought another string of what I could only assume were epithets in an alien language.

“That’s not as simple,” Angel muttered.

“Not as simple as getting you free from the Mob?”

“You heard me,” she said.

“And that’s not an answer,” I replied. “I get the distinct feeling she doesn’t intend to leave, and I’m not sure what her endgame is around here.”

Another faint growl rumbled up from Angel before she spoke. “Revenge.”

“What? I thought you said she was your Queen?”

“I did. And she was…is…but she….” Angel closed her eyes and tilted her head back, a few more choice words of Rga’awra coming from her. “She thinks I betrayed her. That I turned against her and…it’s complicated.”

“Did you?” I asked.

She opened her eyes and snapped back to look at me. “No! Do you really think I would do that?”

“I don’t,” I told her, “but I figured you needed to say it out loud. For your own benefit if not mine. What happened, then?”

“I stopped her from making a serious mistake. One that might have cost her life, but she doesn’t see it that way.” She shifted on the couch so her body was facing mine, and I did the same towards her. “We were part of the same heractulha. It was a sizeable one, too—at the peak, there were seven of us. She and I became close—very close—soon after she joined.”

“And she became Queen of the pack?” I asked.

“No. No, she didn’t,” Angel told me. “She became my Queen. I swore the same vow you swore to me, and….”

My brow furrowed. “I don’t get it. I thought you said the Queen led the…pack. Sorry, I don’t know the right word.”

“It’s okay. And she does. I thought we were going to split off and form a new heractulha. That happens all the time. Bek’al’unaet didn’t see it that way. She saw herself as a Queen to rival anyone, and intended to take control of our heractulha.”

“And that was a bad idea?” I could see the answer in her eyes already.

“Very. The Queen of the heractulha was a woman named Sus’tal’icana. She was huge, much bigger than I am, but kind and gentle—unless you made her mad,” Angel explained. “She didn’t take challenges to her leadership lightly. There are…multiple…types of challenges, and she only accepted physical fights. I was afraid Bek’al’unaet—Bekka—would be killed. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“Wait…you fight to the death?” I had to hear her wrong.

“Aeash is different. Every tribe—even a non-tribe, like the Rga’awra—have certain laws that are respected. The Parlesia—the dominance challenges—are like that.”

“That’s fucked up,” I said. “No offense.”

“I understand. Things are very different here in many ways.” Angel ran her hand through her mane before continuing. “I accused her of a crime against the heractulha. One severe enough to get her banished.”

“What? That sounds pretty harsh.”

“It is. She was expelled and denied any right to challenge. It was upheld by a tribunal, so she was out of the heractulha.”

“Then what?” I asked.

“I went with her. I thought it was our chance to form a new heractulha and grow together.” She sighed. “And we were happy for a while.”

“There’s a but coming,” I said.

“Yeah. She found out I was the one who brought the accusation against her. I don’t know how she found out, and it doesn’t matter. I admitted it when she confronted me.” Angel’s voice fell. Instinctively, I took her hand in mine.

“She thinks you did it for malicious reasons?” I asked.

“Sort of. She more thinks I thought she was weak, and that lack of belief ruined her life.” Angel’s other hand came to rest on top of mine. “That’s not it at all. It never was, but she…she can be a little strong willed.”

“So, what happened?”

“It gets twisted, but let’s say that she decided that I was never going to be in another heractulha if she had her way. Every time I got involved, she was there, and she did her best to get me removed. Even when she didn’t, it still became too uncomfortable for me, and I would leave. Finally, I took an opportunity I found and…here I am. Earth is my home now.”

“So, wait, she followed you here? Out of spite?” I asked.

“Apparently,” Angel said. “And she wants me to challenge her to remove her as my Queen. That’s what she’s tried in the past, and it seems to be the same thing now. Except there’s a difference this time.”

“What?”

“You,” she said. “I thought that was obvious. I’ve never been Queen before, so I’ve never had a Dukru. This time she wants to take that from me.”

“Okay, I’ve heard that word several times. What the hell is a Duurka?” I asked.

“Dukru. And it basically means…” Angel paused for a second, “…devoted one.”

“So, I’m her means of revenge? She plans to use me to get back at you? She’s going to be very disappointed. Never going to happen,” I told Angel.

“I know, but….” Angel trailed off.

“But what?”

“Don’t reject her. Don’t push her away. Maybe…maybe I can convince her this time. It’s been years, and I never wanted anything bad for her.”

“Angel, you just told me she ruined your life on your home world and then chased you over to this one. Why the hell should I want to be nice to her?” I asked.

“For me?” Angel asked.

Dammit. That was the only answer she could possibly give me that might work. I wasn’t happy about it, but I was willing to entertain it. For now.

“Fine. For you.”

I stood up and started towards my bedroom.

“Are you mad at me?” Angel asked.

“Huh? Oh, no. But I wanted to get myself a shirt, and one for you, too,” I told her. “As much as I love looking at you topless, I’m not really wanting to share that with whoever delivers the pizza.”

She smiled and then laughed softly. “Fair enough.”


Chapter Twenty-One







“Good!” Bekka held up her latest slice of pizza. “This I like!”

Between the two of them, Angel and Bekka had managed to eat almost the entirety of both large pizzas I ordered. I got a slice for myself, along with a half-dozen wings. If I wanted, I’m sure I could grab another slice, but it was more important to me for the ladies to eat their fill.

“I’m glad you like it,” I said as Angel cleaned a chicken wing of all its meat. “Pizza and wings are universal, it seems.”

“I knew that already,” Angel said.

“Time to speak of Dukru.” Bekka wiped her hands clean on the towel I provided for her—since napkins seemed a little too delicate—and leaned back into the couch.

“Not again,” Angel sighed. “Please, let it go, Bek’al’unaet. I’ve got enough problems in my life right now.”

“Ha! Problem you know long time.” Bekka leaned forward, glaring at Angel who sat beside her on the couch. “Give me Dukru. One problem gone.” She then made a sound like a cross between a whistle and a hiss.

“Or, you could leave,” Angel said sternly, “and a big problem would be gone.”

“Make me!” Bekka snarled.

“Stop! Pizza is supposed to bring people together, not make them fight!” It was a stupid argument, but I had to go with something. “Okay, Bekka, I was told what a Dukro was, so I’m new to this whole thing, but I gotta ask: what’s your endgame? I’m not a commodity. You can’t buy my rights or something.”

Bekka snorted and waved her hand. “You find out. Angel not as good as Bekka.”

“If I was a lesser woman, that would work on me,” Angel replied, “but I’m not in competition with you. I chose Grant and he chose me. That’s the way it is.”

“For now,” Bekka growled.

“Okay! Okay!” I put my hands up. “Let’s not talk about this right now. There are other issues to deal with that are more pressing.” I looked at Angel. “How do we get you free from the Mob?”

Angel sat there staring at me. “You’re joking, right?”

“No. No, I want to get you free from them,” I replied.

“You can’t. I told you already, they are going to keep coming after me until they get what they want. This isn’t something that goes away if you ignore it. These people are organized and obsessive, and they don’t go away for any reason.”

“Sounds like someone else we know,” I muttered with a glance at Bekka.

Bekka’s face grew tight, and she looked at Angel once again. Then she began to speak in Rga’awra, but not with the typical anger I was used to hearing from her. They began a conversation, and there was one word that kept coming up between them. Heractulha. I recognized that one and knew it was their word for a pack—or a family.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I’m explaining the Mob to Bekka,” Angel said. “We have similar things back on Aeash, but not exactly the same.”

“They big heractulha. If we bigger, they not fight,” Bekka said.

“You aren’t a part of our heractulha, Bekka. Stop saying that,” Angel said.

A sharp snort came from Bekka. “Who help you? Who fix wound? Who check safe of building? I am in heractulha. Soon, I have Dukru.”

“Stop it!” Angel barked. “You’re being annoying, and that’s not going to be enough!”

“No, she’s right,” I said, my brain lost in thought.

“I beg your pardon?” Angel blinked several times.

“Ha! See!” Bekka snorted.

“No, I mean she’s right about the Mob. They’re a big family. What if we had a bigger family?”

“You want to talk to a rival Mob?” Angel asked. “Sorry, I don’t think that’s a good answer.”

“No. Gods, no. But they don’t need to know that.” I shifted forward in my chair. “They don’t know who Bekka is. Who’s to say she’s not from a Mob back on Aeash? You said you have something similar, right? And they brought you over here to escape trouble back there, so as far as they know you could have been running from the Aeashen Mob.”

Angel looked at Bekka. It looked like she was considering her words before she spoke. “I told them it was a problem with my heractulha. They already know why I’m here.”

“Because you couldn’t have lied? Besides, who says that hercthulhu isn’t a word that has multiple meanings? Wait…does it have multiple meanings?” I asked.

Angel’s head bobbed from side to side. “Kind of, yeah.”

“There you go!” My mind was racing, trying to figure out some details. “Yeah. Yeah, this could work.”

“No,” Bekka said sharply.

“No? What do you mean? No what? Why won’t it work?” Everything on my train of thought got derailed by a single word.

“I not help.” She sat up straighter, and her eyes narrowed. “Not without pay.”

“How much do you want?” I asked. “Angel has lots of money.” I looked at her. “You do, right?” She nodded back at me.

“Not that pay.” Bekka’s smile grew predatory, and my chest felt cold. “I want heractulha. I want Dukru.”

“Oh, you fucking bitch, I….” Angel growled.

“What does she mean? What does that mean?” I asked.

“Offic-al in heractulha.” Bekka leered at Angel. “And you vow again.”

“Fuck you!” Angel said.

“Yes! That too!” Bekka answered.

“Wait. Wait, is she…is she saying that she wants to…to join our pack-family-thing? And that she wants you to….”

“Yeah. She does. She’s saying that I need to pledge that she’s my Queen again.” Angel’s voice was frozen solid. “And to secure that vow.”

“She said that word. Dukro. Does that mean she wants me, too?” I asked.

“No,” Bekka said. “Angel. You later.”

“We can find another way,” Angel said.

“I don’t know if we can. Not in time. Hell, I’m not sure this plan will work,” I said.

“Okay. Okay, good point.” Angel turned to Bekka and started speaking in Rga’awra.

Their conversation went on for a few minutes, but it wasn’t angry. It was calm and measured. It seemed like a negotiation.

“Alright, she agrees to help us on the condition that she is—temporarily—brought into the heractulha. If she is able to help me get free of my situation, then she is brought on permanent,” Angel explained.

“I feel like you’re leaving out a part,” I said.

Angel took a deep breath, looking me in the eye. “I will make my vow to her, declaring her my Queen.”

“What about me?”

“You remain my Dukru. I stay your Queen. If things work out, then we…decide,” Angel said.

“Well that sounds ominous as fuck,” I said.

“Future. Help now,” Bekka purred.

“What do you think?” Angel asked. “I won’t do anything without your okay.”

“I’m not leaving you, and I can’t think of another plan. Do you trust her?”

I looked at Bekka. She was smiling a broad smile, looking ready to pounce.

“I do. She’s a lot of things, but she’s not a liar,” Angel said. “We can trust her.”

There was the key. Trust. We were in an impossible situation, stuck with a potentially psychotic woman, and still figuring out exactly what we meant to each other. All I knew at that moment was that I wasn’t going to give up. Not on her, and not on us. I trusted Angel with my life, and with her own.

“Do it,” I said.

There was still a hesitation, but eventually Angel looked at Bekka and said something to her in Rga’awra. The two of them stood from the couch, and then Bekka offered her hand to Angel.

Looking at me, Angel said, “No matter what, stay here. I’ll be back. Just wait for me here on the couch. Please.”

I nodded, and then Bekka led Angel into my bedroom.

For a while I had the TV on, watching and listening to it, but that didn’t work. The volume couldn’t be high enough to completely mask what I was hearing without annoying the hell out of my neighbors, which would have made things worse. If I left the volume at a reasonable level I found myself very frustrated; I kept trying to block out the noise from the television so I could make out what was happening in my bedroom, which sort of defeated the purpose.

So, I sat there, listening. I couldn’t make out a single word being said—it was all in Rga’awra—but that didn’t really matter. There was no doubt at all what was happening.

They were having sex.

Some sounds are universal, I suppose. And these didn’t start the moment they walked into the bedroom. It was well over an hour, actually. I wasn’t watching the clock, but it was definitely a good while. I had watched most of a movie before I heard the first curious sounds.

Moans. Grunts. Cries. Screams. Furniture under strain. It was all very familiar. At first, I tried to rationalize it as something else, but that didn’t last long. That was followed by an attempt to ignore it. Much the same way you can ignore an onrushing train or a tsunami.

That went back to the television plan to drown it out, which I’ve already covered, and finally, acceptance. Which actually led to analysis, so I suppose acceptance wasn’t the final stage.

Angel and Bekka had very distinct voices, but I was better at identifying them when they were speaking English. When they were speaking—or moaning or screaming—in an alien language, I wasn’t as good. That didn’t mean I couldn’t distinguish two separate voices amid the other sounds.

My emotions at hearing this ran the full gamut. Shock to anger to disappointment to full-on arousal. In the end, I felt numb. This was a situation I didn’t know how to handle, and I realized that Angel sensed what was going to happen. She begged me to wait for her on the couch. Not to burst in or leave in anger. The exact request was for me to wait for her, which is what I decided to do.

Did that make me cuckold? Or an emotionally abused individual? No, not in my mind. This was a special circumstance. One I had every intention of addressing as soon as Angel came back out and joined me on the couch. Which was something that I kept reminding myself: she said she was going to come back.

So, I waited.

And, like anything, what was happening in there ended. The sounds grew quiet and the air felt still. That was when I felt most vulnerable. Not while they were active in the bedroom—in MY bedroom—but when it stopped, and I was left alone in the silence. I felt like anything I did, any sound I made, would be heard like I was shouting into a megaphone in an empty gymnasium.

Laying on the couch, I wondered if Angel was going to come out tonight, or if she meant she would be back in the morning. At that moment, I didn’t feel like I had a chance in hell of sleeping, despite the exhaustion I felt from what was a rather traumatic day.

Fortunately, that question was answered. Angel stepped back out into the living room, bringing a blanket and pillow with her. She walked up to the couch, and I stared at her, now wondering if she was just being nice by bringing me something to help me sleep.

“Scoot over,” she said, and sat on the edge of the couch, using her butt to push me back into the cushions. I turned over on my side and pressed myself against the back of the sofa, while she immediately filled the space and curled up into me, making me the big spoon this time.

The blanket she carried got draped over the two of us, and she tucked the pillow under her head. I was a bit lost where I lay, dwarfed by her massive size and crowded back into the couch, but I still had the presence to drape my arm over her waist. I felt her grab my hand and pull it against her chest, holding on tightly. She was naked, so my hand was nestled between her breasts, which was a bonus.

“Are you okay?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

She chuckled. “I’m fine. I’m a little more worried about you than I am myself.”

“I….” My first thought was to make a joke. Say something funny or brush things off like it was nothing, but that wasn’t the case. “What happened in there?”

Angel paused before answering, and I could almost hear her thinking through her answer. When she did answer, her voice was flat and even. “You know what happened.”

“What does…does it mean that…what does it mean?” I couldn’t think of the right question, but I knew I wanted—needed—an answer.

“It doesn’t mean anything. I pledged myself to her—or renewed the pledge—and then the pact was sealed. That’s all,” Angel answered, her voice soft.

“That…is how you seal the deal?”

“Why do you think I had you pledge before our first time? That’s why it was so important to me,” Angel said. “Well, one of the reasons.”

“You could have told me that.” My voice was a little more hard than I intended.

“You wouldn’t have understood. And I was a little worried you might…say no.”

“I meant…. What did that mean to you? Tonight, I mean. You and Bekka, what did that mean?”

Angel let go of my hand and turned around, now looking me in the face. “Do you remember what I asked you at the restaurant on our first date?”

I felt my eyes open wide. “Hard to forget that kind of thing.”

“And do you remember why I asked?”

I nodded. “So you would know if I was serious. About us, I mean.”

“Right.” She nodded back. “And I told you if you weren’t, it was okay to only be looking to fuck someone. That I had no problem with that. Because I don’t have a problem with that.”

“Oh…kay.” I was doing my best to understand what she meant.

“Grant, all I was doing was fucking her. That’s it.” Angel brought her hand up to touch my face. “She asked me to stay in there with her for the night. And I am here because it’s where I want to be.”

“You…were in there for a long time,” I said, feeling a little vulnerable.

“We were busy,” she said.

“And it sounded like…it sounded like you…had an orgasm.” I forced the words out.

“I did. Several times,” Angel said.

“Wow.” The bluntness surprised me. “Harsh.”

“We have a history. She knows what I like, and she’s very…very good,” Angel admitted. “Trust me.”

“That’s…I’m not sure I needed to know that.” I was blinking rather forcefully.

“You’ll figure it out. I was just telling you. Give it a day,” Angel said.

“Well, if she’s so good, then why aren’t you still in there with her?” Fine. I can be blunt, too.

Angel smiled, and it lit up the darkness of the living room night. “Because, even though I once had feelings for her, she’s not the person I love.”

“What?” My hearing might have been bad.

“You heard me,” Angel said.

“I…you know what I heard, right?” I felt a warmth rising in my chest.

“I hope so.” Angel’s smile grew even larger, and she brushed my hair back with her claws.

We lay there, staring at each other. Everything in that one moment felt perfect. All I could see was her eyes, and all I could feel was the warmth between us.

“I love you, too,” I said.

“Good. It would have been awkward if you didn’t,” Angel whispered.

“I started to say that earlier, you know,” I told her. “You cut me off. So, I was going to say it first.”

“I know,” she said. “If it makes you feel better you can still take credit.”

I couldn’t fight the smile that was forming on my face, either. “I’ve…never been happy to talk to my girlfriend right after she fucked someone else before.”

“You’ve never dated a Rga’awra before, either,” she chuckled.

“Is that a warning?” I asked.

She shrugged with her head. “Rga’awra aren’t typically monogamous. Not that I’m planning on sleeping around, but it’s kind of in our genes. And being in a heractulha does typically carry some…implications. Even if it’s temporary.”

“Can…can we ignore Bekka for right now and go back to us?” Too much, too soon. I wanted to focus on the good stuff. No, the incredible, amazing, fantastic stuff.

“I’m very good with that plan.” Angel leaned forward and brought her lips towards me—then stopped just shy of my own.

That wasn’t going to cut it, and I closed the gap. It was warm and deep, what was now the familiar feeling of her tongue invaded my mouth, cutting off my air. I let it linger for as long as I could before I pulled back.

“What was that about?” I whispered. “Stopping halfway?”

“I wanted you to kiss me,” she said softly.

This time I brought my hand up to her face. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

We met halfway the next time and stayed that way all night.


Chapter Twenty-Two







“No more pizza?”

Bekka had been going on about that same fact for over thirty minutes now, and I was starting to think she was doing it just to be annoying.

“Like I said,” I began with the patience of a saint, “you already ate the last of the pizza we ordered last night, and the delivery place doesn’t open for another…” I looked at the clock on the wall, “…eighteen minutes.”

“Next plan better,” Bekka mumbled. I interpreted that as we needed to plan out our meals further ahead, and I couldn’t argue against that one.

Of course, I wasn’t expecting to be here right now, and for what was probably the fiftieth time I debated texting Sam to let him know I was safe and alive. Angel had told me to limit my texting and calls, as they were easier to trace and she didn’t know how much her former employees were tracking phones right now.

With a loud thud, Bekka plopped her feet down onto the coffee table—again. Her petulance was likely to break some furniture if we weren’t able to get something here to eat soon. Though I didn’t want to tell her about the various food delivery services for fear of a constant train of different foods coming to the door.

So, we were waiting to order pizza.

“She still bitching?” Angel stepped into the living room to join us. She was butt naked, still drying herself from the shower, the towel currently working to finish up on her mane.

“Not bitch!” Bekka growled and then looked at the nude Angel and smirked. “Hungry.”

“Calm down,” Angel replied dryly. “I’m going to go put on clothes. We still planning to order pizza again?”

“Yes!” Bekka proclaimed.

I thumbed in the seated Rga’awra’s direction. “You heard her.”

“Can you get a Hawaiian one for me?” Angel asked.

My heart sank a little. “You…you like pineapple on pizza?”

“Now, you calm down,” Angel said. “It’s good. And everyone has different tastes. Actually, both of you calm down. I’m going to go get dressed.”

I looked at the clock to confirm, and I had time.

“Okay, I’m going to take over the shower. Once I get out, I’ll order the food. Even the…” I mocked a shudder, “…the pineapple pizza.”

“Have you even tried it?” Angel asked.

“No! It’s pineapple! On a pizza!” I didn’t understand why this was even something in doubt.

Angel laughed and headed into the bedroom. I angled my way to the bathroom instead. Bekka stayed on the couch, pouting.

I met my face in the bathroom mirror, and I didn’t like what I saw. I had glanced at myself since getting here yesterday, but I hadn’t taken a long look. The fight in the warehouse and getting shot took its toll it seemed. Oh yeah, and the kidnapping. How did I almost forget about the kidnapping? Maybe because my kidnapper was now sitting on my couch as part of…whatever this was.

My face didn’t look beaten and bruised or anything, it looked…worn. Like the person staring back at me had seen some shit, because I had, but was still standing. Which was really the important part. I was still standing, and I had Angel, so I felt like I could take on the world. Which, coincidentally, was our current plan.

I scrubbed my face and then took to shaving, cleaning and grooming myself for the first time in a few days. It helped. Suddenly I felt more like myself and even resembled the guy I remembered.

The shower got turned on and set to my desired temperature, and then I stripped off all my clothes before brushing my teeth. When I got in the shower and felt the water hit me, it was one of those precious moments when I could actually feel my stress dissolve.

Last night with Angel was amazing. We talked about absolutely nothing important for about two hours before falling asleep in each other’s arms. And we were still that way when we woke up this morning. It was before Bekka had woken up—or at least before she came out of the bedroom—and we continued to just…be. There was a comfort that was amazing, and now in the shower everything felt good—despite the reality of what was happening.

A sharp sound and a rush of cold air snapped me back to the moment.

Bekka stood there, completely nude. Her grayish fur was striking, and it made the dark spots on her hips and shoulders stand out even more. The musculature of her body was very different from Angel’s, but no less impressive. Angel was a specimen, her body looking like it was sculpted. Bekka’s body looked molded, with each muscle smoothly blending into the next one. It was sleek and lithe, but still exuded power.

On her right arm was a small device. About half the size of a smartphone, attached by an adjustable strap. Her Panchel-Cha’roonta device—her PCD—the device that helped her attune to the unique frequency of Earth. That must be what I saw under her shirt yesterday.

She stepped in with me, closing the shower door behind her. The showerhead was on the wall behind her, putting her between me and the water.

“What are you—”

“Wash me.” Bekka turned her back to me after cutting me off.

It took me a minute to get my bearings back. “What the hell are you doing in here? You can’t just—”

The way she spun back around stopped me again. Her eyes bore into me, and I found myself unable to talk. She grabbed the bottle of shampoo from the shower shelf and put it in my hand.

“Wash me,” she said more gently. “We bond. But….” She held up one hand. “You say go, I go. Say stop, I stop. Yes?”

“Oh.” My brilliant response was crafted by a mix of still being utterly confused by what was happening and a vague idea of what she was saying. There are a lot of people and animals that find the act of bathing together to be a social act, one that builds a sense of togetherness and camaraderie. It made sense, anyway, and we had agreed to bring her into the…heptapullu? I really needed to start learning Rga’awra words. “Yes. I understand.”

I opened the shampoo bottle—which made sense for someone with fur—and squeezed a healthy amount into my hand.

“Is there anything I need to know? About bathing you, I mean?” I asked.

“Wash hard.” Bekka looked at me over her shoulder. “I’m dirty.”

Well, that didn’t make anything more awkward. Then again, her grasp of English wasn’t great, so maybe she didn’t mean anything suggestive by it. And I’m sticking with that story for now.

The first step was getting the shampoo onto her, which meant transferring it from my hand to her body. I began to rub my hands across her back, feeling her shoulders flex when I touched her.

“Relax,” I said instinctively. “It’s okay.”

She pushed back into my hands, and I took that as a sign to scrub the shampoo into her fur. I quickly worked up a lather, running it all over her back. When I got to her tail I hesitated.

“Go on,” she growled.

I squeezed more shampoo into my hands and continued down, moving over the base of her tail and then out to the end. She reacted by pushing her ass towards me, while a deep sound swelled from her core. I lathered it completely, building up a good layer of soapy bubbles.

“We should rinse,” I said.

“Lower,” she countered. “Down.” Her voice was thick and sweet, but without any room for argument.

“I…okay.”

My hands moved to her ass, which was as tight as I expected. Even though she was slightly taller than I was, I still couldn’t comfortably reach all the way, so I crouched down, bringing me face-to-ass with her.

“Clean all,” she demanded, her voice growing deeper. I knew what she meant, but I still hesitated. “Now.”

I pushed my hands between the cheeks of her ass, washing everything, just like she asked. And I was pretty sure I heard her moan. I didn’t dawdle, and then moved down her legs, all the way down to her feet.

She turned around, and now my face was looking directly at her pussy—and her clit. All Rga’awra have large clits. It has something to do with the fact that they are all female, so the women have more testosterone, and it is a way to assert dominance. I couldn’t remember the details, because it wasn’t something I ever really thought I needed to study. Yet, there I was, face-to-groin with my second real-life example of it—and it was a sizeable example.

“Big, yes?” Bekka chuckled. “More than Angel.”

She wasn’t wrong. Angel’s was about the size of my thumb. Bekka’s was probably half that again. I looked up into her face. The angle caused her to dominate my vision, and the effect wasn’t lost on me. That didn’t mean I wasn’t able to ignore it and go back to bathing.

My hands soaped up her ankles, but then she raised one of her feet and put it on my chest. I got the hint and washed each of her foot pads, taking care to clean between them as well. Then she repeated with the second one. Once that was done, I stood up.

We were now standing eye-to-eye, with her eyes half-lidded and fixated on mine.

“Clean front,” she said.

“I’m not sure I should—”

She gripped my hand and moved it to her breast. “Clean. Front.”

The tightness in my throat made me hesitate, but I loaded my hand with shampoo once again and began to lather up her front—starting with her breasts. They weren’t as large as Angel’s, but they had what I thought of as a perfect shape. Firm and tight.

My hands moved down off of them and worked over her stomach, which was as tight as the rest of her. After a short wash, I pulled back—but not for long. My wrist was firmly in her grip.

“Still need clean,” she growled, and forced my hand down, moving it between her legs. I could feel a dampness between her legs that had nothing to do with water. She moved her legs slightly apart, giving me full access. “Clean.”

She let go of my hand, but her eyes took hold of me just as firmly. Her lip pulled back, exposing some of her teeth, and I understood as surely as if she had spoken with complete command of the language.

I started to move my hand in a small circle, rubbing over the lips of her pussy, feeling them spread and close as it shifted. Her clit was rubbing up against my wrist, and I took an extra moment to make sure there was plenty of soap on my lower arm.

A single finger slipped inside her, feeling the tightness gripping it instantly. A long, hissing breath escaped her lungs, leading to a series of Rga’awra words that meant absolutely nothing to me, but I had a feeling they might be rather lewd in nature.

Her hips started to buck against me, and I sped up with my hand to match. Another finger joined the first one and it felt like a velvet vice was clamped down on them, but there was so much lubrication that it couldn’t hold on.

She was moving so fiercely against my hand that I worried about being able to keep my position, but I pushed back and drove my fingers into her and my wrist against her impressive clit. It only took a few more seconds before she snarled and tossed her head back. Warm liquid rushed out onto my hand, covering it completely as the walls of her cunt clamped down hard enough to hurt slightly.

I stood there, letting her ride out her orgasm, watching as she shifted back to stare at me again. There was still hunger in her eyes, but it was very different from what I’d seen before. 

“Rinse,” she said, and stepped fully into the waterflow. I took my hands and began to help her get the soap out of her fur. Clearing both the front and back, top and bottom of her body.

Then she picked up the shampoo bottle once again. “Now you.”

The shampoo wasn’t ideal for cleaning me, but the way she was looking at me made it very difficult to argue. She squeezed some into her hand and motioned for me to turn around—so I did.

Her hands slid across my shoulders, rubbing into them with firm pressure. It felt amazing. Like a massage with no friction at all. And then she started working her way down. In almost no time at all her hands were firmly on my ass.

“Clean all,” she growled into my ear, and I felt her fingers slip between my ass cheeks. A single finger worked over my asshole, and then pressed against it, threatening to push inside, but she stopped, pulling back. Part of me was, admittedly, disappointed.

After a quick trip down to my feet, I felt her hands on my hips, and she turned me around. Which brought her face in line with my now raging erection. I swear she chuckled when that happened.

Without asking, she picked up one of my feet and cleaned it, and then the other. Her hands then slid up my legs, and then straight to my stomach, ignoring my groin. She stood up, looking straight into my eyes. First my stomach and then my chest got a full scrubbing, leaving me clean—almost everywhere.

“You ask,” she said firmly. “Ask for cleaning. You no ask, I go.”

“I…I don’t know wha—”

Her hand came up and gripped my face, firmly but not painfully. “Ask me to clean.”

My jaw moved for a handful of seconds before I actually started to speak. “Will you...please?”

“What? Do what?” she growled.

“Will you clean…my cock?” I whispered.

She brought her hand up between us and made a clear show of putting more shampoo into her palm. Before I knew what was happening, she shifted, pushing me up against the side of the shower, her hand sliding down to my groin.

“Yes,” she said. “Clean you good.”

Her hand wrapped around my cock, holding it tightly for a moment before loosening slightly. She began to slide it slowly up and down my length, the soap in her hand slick and smooth on my most tender flesh.

One of her legs moved between mine, and then spread mine further apart. Her hand kept up a steady pace, moving up and down my length. Then I felt her press herself up against my thigh, what could only be her clit pushing into my flesh.

“Me almost big as you,” she whispered into my ear. “I want to be bigger.”

“I…you don’t need to be.” I didn’t know what to say, but then a good deal of my blood flow was no longer going to my brain.

“You fuck Angel with this?” She squeezed my cock to reinforce her question.

I nodded. “I…I have, yes.”

She chuckled. “I fuck her with mine, too.”

“What?” I blinked, staring into her eyes. I hadn’t thought about that.

“She moan under me,” Bekka snarled. “Push her down. Mount her.”

“I…she told me you…were…intimate.” My words were getting more difficult to find.

“No. We fuck.” Her teeth nipped my ear. “She call me Queen.”

She began to thrust against my thigh, matching the rhythm of her hand on my cock.

“Maybe I mount you one day. Want you call me Queen, too,” she purred into my ear.

“No. No, Angel is my Queen,” I said.

“Not ask for vow.” I felt her tongue run up my ear. “Just word. Say it. We all fuck. Together.”

“I…I can’t.” I thought about Angel. About her face. Her smile. Her smell.

“Say it!” She nipped at my neck. Her clit was pounding against my leg. Her hand was a jackhammer gliding against my length.

“Can’t…cah…que…”

My whole body convulsed as I pushed over the edge. Bekka pressed me against the shower wall even harder, while her hand stroked me faster. I felt rope after rope of my cum erupt out of me. My mind was a sea of color and nothingness. A void that was filled with images and sounds of sex and arousal.

Part of me felt Bekka clamp her thighs around mine, but it was so far away from my own perception that I couldn’t actually be sure. I did register her hand gripping my cock like steel, and tugging on it, forcing out the last bits of semen that my body had to offer.

By the time I became aware of my surroundings, I looked up to see Bekka staring down at me with a broad, toothy grin. Her eyes were narrow and seemed to have a different color than before. They were still green, but it was a green unlike anything I had seen before.

“Now rinse,” she purred, and shifted me into the water. Her hands gently passed over my body, washing away any soap or other fluids that might have been left on me. It was soothing and gave me a warm feeling. Then she shifted both of us, putting her under the showerhead again, where she rinsed off one last time herself.

“Almost said it,” Bekka said casually. “Next time, you do.”

“What?” I shook my head. “No. No I didn’t. I would never do that to Angel. It…no. Wait…next time?”

She laughed, soft but clear. Then she looked me up and down, and nodded. “You clean.”

Her hands gripped the faucet and turned the water off. For a second we stood there as the water dripped off our bodies. I stared at her, not sure what to say.

The sound of someone clearing their throat suddenly filled the room. I looked up and saw Angel leaning against the door of the bathroom.


Chapter Twenty-Three







“Angel, I can explain.” No good conversation has ever started that way.

“I told you she was good,” Angel chuckled, and everything I thought was going to happen in this conversation went out the window.

“What?” I replied.

“Good! You here.” Bekka stepped past me and out onto the bathmat. She tossed a towel towards Angel and spread her arms out. “Dry me.”

With a snort, Angel tossed the towel right back, watching it land over Bekka’s head. “Dry your own ass.”

“Hmph! Bad Dukru,” Bekka muttered, pulling the towel off her head and starting to dry her fur.

“Wait. Wait, I’m….” I stared at Angel. “Aren’t you mad?”

Angel cackled. “I told you last night she was going to have sex with you. Weren’t you paying attention?”

“No. No, clearly I wasn’t.” My mind went back over the conversation, trying to pick out the part where she said that. “And we didn’t have sex, just…hand stuff.”

“We fuck later,” Bekka stated. “Break him then.”

“No, we aren’t going to…I didn’t say I was willing to….” My hand ran through my hair, pushing some water out. “What the hell is going on?”

Bekka laughed, her’s as much a cackle as Angel’s. The two of them then had a short conversation in Rga’awra that I couldn’t help but feel was about me. Without another word to me, Bekka left the bathroom, leaving Angel and I alone. And I was still naked, standing in the shower.

“You okay?” Angel asked.

“I have no idea,” I answered honestly. “I was feeling guilty about what happened, but—”

“Guilty? You feel guilty?”

“I mean, yeah. We were in the shower and one thing led to another, and….” I shrugged.

“If you are feeling guilty, that means you thought you shouldn’t have done it,” Angel said.

“Yeah, that’s what I mean, it was—”

“No, that means you thought you were cheating on me.” Angel’s voice changed. “There is a big difference in what you are saying and what happened.”

I grabbed the last towel and started quickly drying myself. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that when she…when we were doing…what we did…I felt that….”

My words trailed off as I tried to gather my thoughts. Everything was racing through my head and catching up was proving to be more than a challenge. Meanwhile, Angel scowled, crossed her arms, and leaned back against the door jamb.

“Did you try to stop her? Say no in any way?” Angel asked. “Did she give you that chance?”

While every ounce of my self-respect died and my hands desperately tried to remove all the water on my skin, my brain worked on the right words to say. Only one thing came to mind.

“I’m sorry.”

“Uh-huh,” Angel said. “Good to know.”

“I mean it! I just…I’m sorry!” I threw the towel over the shower door and moved towards her.

Without a moment’s hesitation Angel spun out of the doorway and headed into the living room. I trailed right behind.

“What was I supposed to do? She showed up in the shower and told me it was a bonding thing. I thought it was part of the…pack…ritual,” I stated. “The rest sort of…happened. She’s very persuasive.”

“Fuck yes.” Bekka stepped out of my bedroom dressed in much more skin-tight clothing than she wore previously. “I good.”

“You’re fucking annoying,” Angel muttered.

“Dukru mad.” She walked over to Angel and kissed her on the cheek. Angel immediately said something in Rga’awra, and it didn’t sound happy. Bekka seemingly ignored it and walked towards the door. “I check building for safe.”

I stared at the door for a few seconds and then turned to Angel. “What’s the deal with you and her?”

“What do you mean?” Angel replied.

“Sometimes you act like you can’t stand her, and then other times you are telling me how good she is and all kinds of things to try to make her sound better. Which is it?”

“I…she…GAH!” I’d never seen Angel flustered before. “And yes, it is a bonding thing. Especially when the main relationship in a heractulha focuses on a single person. The others will often find various ways to bond. She wasn’t lying, she just...and you…GAH!”

“Come with me to the bedroom. I want to get dressed. Please.” I took a step and waited, only continuing once I saw her heading my way. “And I get it. Bekka seems to have a knack for making someone want to kill her and hug her in the same moment.”

“Exactly.” Angel walked past me and sat on the bed. “She and I have a long history. For what it’s worth, I think she has some of the same problems. At times she wants revenge against me and other times she wants us to be back together.”

I slipped on some socks and underwear, then grabbed a clean pair of jeans. After I pulled them up, I saw the brass knuckles sitting on my dresser, and I tucked them into my front pocket. “Look, I know we kinda covered this last night, but….” Grabbing a casual shirt, I put it on and started buttoning it up. “I love you. And I’m going to turn this around on you: that was just sex. No, I’m not as used to that concept as you are, so I’m going to feel guilty. I didn’t try to stop her, partly because everything happened so fast, and partly because, well, I’m stupid. She played me, and it did it perfectly. She told me I could stop her, but I didn’t because she kept me on edge the whole time. It’s my fault, and I’m sorry.”

Angel nodded. “That’s a good argument.” There was more than a slight tone of annoyance in her voice. “I want you to know that I’m not used to…this.” She motioned between the two of us. “I’m used to being in control of everything. And not being annoyed at things like this. Even when Bek’al’unaet and I were really together it wasn’t like it is with you. Most of that was physical. With you I’m wanting to find a way to make it work.”

“Hey,” I moved over and sat next to her on the bed, “I like it when you are in control.”

One of her eyebrows went up. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” She chuckled. “And sorry I got a little—oh Goddess, was that jealousy? Was I jealous of Bekka giving you a handjob?”

“I was more than a little jealous of you and her being in here last night,” I admitted.

She nudged me with her shoulder. “I bet you were turned on more than once, too.”

“I told you I was! Two gorgeous women having sex in the next room, and I was listening to it, so…yeah, it was hot. Sometimes, anyway,” I said.

“That’s our Bekka. She’s a ‘sometimes, anyway’ kind of woman,” Angel sighed. Then she shifted over and kissed me on the cheek. I turned my head to face her and looked into her eyes, and the kiss that followed was much more intense.

“We need to go out and order those pizzas,” Angel said. “If we haven’t ordered them by the time Bekka gets back, she’ll be pissed.” She stood up and offered me her hand.

With her help, I stood up beside her. “Yeah. And I don’t know if you are doing it for my benefit or not, but thanks for calling her Bekka. Her full name is kinda hard to say.”

“There’s a reason I go by ‘Angel’ here on Earth. I’ve noticed that humans tend to—”

The penetrating sound of electricity filled the air as Angel stepped through the doorway leading into the living room. Her body convulsed sharply, lurching and twitching out of control, and then collapsed to the floor like a marionette with cut strings. A woman dressed in black, holding a military grade stun baton stepped into view.

“Hey, Mutt.” She spat—literally spat—on Angel. “Grab her. Hold her down.”

Grace. It was Grace. She was in my apartment, and she wasn’t alone. At least four of her BOC were with her. She had laid out Angel, and her flunkies were grabbing her and holding her out spread-eagle. Grace turned her head and looked directly into my eyes.

“Hi, Bunny. Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.” The smile on her face was like ice on a window; everything it showed was distorted and unreal.

“Grace! No!” I rushed towards her but never made it. Marlene grabbed me and pulled me over to the side. Holding my arm tightly.

“Just stand here, Grant. Don’t do anything stupid,” Marlene held me tightly by one arm, pulling me away from Angel.

I couldn’t see everything, but there was enough for me to understand exactly what was happening. Four girls held Angel, one on each limb, laying back in a pseudo arm bar. Angel was conscious, but still recovering from the shock that went through her system from the stun baton.

Grace towered over her, standing with her legs on either side of Angel’s stomach. She reached down and slapped Angel across the muzzle—hard.

“Look at me, Mutt!” Grace shouted. “I want you to see me while I kick your ass!”

Angel blinked a couple of times. “Sorry, all I see is a desperate, weak little bitch.”

“Oh, that’s perfect. That’s exactly what I wanted you to say.” Grace stood up and looked over at me. “This is for you, Bunny. I want you to clearly see who the better woman is, okay?”

“Don’t you fucking touch her, Grace!” I screamed and did my best to pull away from Marlene, but she held onto my arm tight and yanked me back.

“I’m not going to hurt her, Bunny—not permanent, anyway. Did you know there are people who are paying to have her captured? They came and saw me at the gym. Somehow, they heard about her and you and the…thing…at the gym that night. They offered me money if I could tell them how to find you.” She stepped back, moving between Angel’s legs. “I told them I’d lead them right to you, if I could get ten minutes with her alone. These people are wonderful, Grant. They like what I offer and told me that I could be very valuable to them.”

“What? No. No, Grace, those people are dangerous. You can’t work with them.” Then the realization of what she said sunk in. “Wait, you brought them here?”

“They’re waiting downstairs. Should be up here in about eight minutes,” she chuckled. “And I know what I’m doing, Bunny. I always know what I’m doing.”

She looked down at Angel, who was staring back up with the eyes of a true predator. “You’ve fucked him, haven’t you?”

“Better than you ever did,” Angel answered.

“Heh.” Grace brought her leg back and swung her foot forward, landing square in Angel’s crotch. All the air left Angel’s lungs in a single moment. And then Grace repeated the action, kicking her as hard as she could manage. “Think you can fuck him now, Mutt?”

“Angel!” I yanked on my arm, but Marlene held tight.

“Don’t, Grant,” Marlene said, “please.”

“What’s the big deal,” Sayge, one of the more appalling members of the BOC who currently was holding Angel’s right arm, decided to chime in, “it’s not like she’s human. She’s a fucking animal. Fuck her up, Grace!”

Grace stepped forward and then dropped to her knees, straddling Angel. “If you want this to stop, just say I’m better than you and that you will never speak to Grant again.” Then the first punch landed. Grace began pummeling blow after blow against Angel’s face, each one sounding more horrible than the last.

“Yes!” Sayge shouted. “Bark like a dog, bitch!”

Angel didn’t make a sound. The fire in her eyes grew harder with each punch, but the swelling was already showing. Grace knew what she was doing, and the look on her face scared me. Orders be damned, she wasn’t going to stop.

She was going to kill Angel.

My hand slipped down into my pocket. “Sorry, Marlene,” I said softly.

“Sorry? Sorry for wha—”

I drove my fist, now holding the brass knuckles, hard into Marlene’s gut. She yelped and fell back, letting go of my arm. Instantly, I dove for Angel, or rather for Angel’s right arm. My hand came down towards Sayge’s head, but she shifted at the last moment, and I only caught her on the shoulder. Apparently, that was enough, though, as she shrieked and let go of Angel’s arm.

The screams and the flurry of motion distracted everyone, especially Grace, who looked at me with an expression of shocked betrayal. “What? Why, Bunny?”

Angel didn’t waste a moment. She twisted and drove her right fist into the face of the BOC holding her left arm. With both arms free, she reached up for Grace—but Grace was ready. Grace knocked Angel’s arms aside and then dropped down, now driving her elbow into Angel’s face again and again.

Instead of punching back, Angel wrapped her arms around Grace and pulled her in tighter, limiting her range of motion and cutting off the ability for Grace to hit her. So, Grace pulled back and slammed her forehead directly into Angel’s snout. I heard a sickening crunch, and Angel finally made a noise. A sharp yelp of pain.

Unfortunately, Sayge was also moving, and she looked pissed. At me, specifically. Her right shoulder had blood coming out, so I assumed that the knuckles broke skin, but it sure as hell wasn’t going to slow her down. I was in her sights, and even with the weapon in my hand I didn’t think I stood much of a chance. I damn sure planned to let the bitch know she had been in a fight, though.

That’s when the front door opened, and the odds changed dramatically.

Bekka was on the two girls holding Angel’s legs in a flash. She shouted something in Rga’awra and kicked one, then the other, BOC right in the head. Both of them let go of Angel’s legs and spun around to stand up to face her.

I never thought I would be happy to see my kidnapper. Actually, she wasn’t my kidnapper anymore. Just Bekka. Unfortunately, I couldn’t focus on her, because Sayge was still coming for me. Before I could do anything, she punched out at me, landing a shot right to my face. It was so fast I barely even saw it. And let me tell you, getting hit in the face isn’t fun. The first reaction is to stand there in amazement, wondering exactly what happened. The second is to realize that another fist is fast approaching and you should do something about it. Though, in this case, that action was to throw up my arms in a desperate attempt to block it, and it happened after the punch landed. That woman had fast hands.

I swung out blindly, hoping to land another punch with the knuckles, but whatever Sayge did stopped it before it got anywhere near my target. Then I felt a flurry of shots to my midsection, and every bit of air I thought I had left my body. I moved my arms down, and then the punches went right back to my face.

“Stop!” I heard the shout clearly, but I was stunned to recognize the voice. Then I saw Sayge go down to the side, with Grace tumbling on top of her. “I told you, no one hurts Bunny!”

There were too many figures moving all at once. Grace was on top of Sayge, pinning her down. Marlene was still on the ground, holding her stomach. Bekka was dealing with two—no, three—BOC at the same time. But all I could really see was Angel. She was sitting up, doing her best to stand. Blood was streaming out of her mouth, and deep bruises covered her face, her left eye swollen practically to the point of being closed.

Immediately, I moved towards her—or at least I tried. My body hurt in ways that it hadn’t before. It was the second worst I’d ever felt, behind only the time Grace put me in the hospital. And I fought right through the pain. I had to help her.

She was standing by the time I got to her, but I still wrapped my arm around her for support.

“Where is she?” Angel growled.

“No! We go!” Bekka shouted. “More downstairs!”

Somehow Bekka had gotten ahold of the stun baton and was using it to her advantage. I pulled on Angel’s arm, trying to get her to move towards the door. There must have been something about the way I looked, because Angel glanced into my face and then the momentum shifted. Suddenly I was the one being pulled along, and we were out the door and into the hallway before I knew what was happening.

A loud crash happened behind us, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the bookcase that held Jeff sitting in front of the doorway, blocking the exit—at least for now. Bekka was on this side, and the likely culprit as to how the bookshelf got where it was.

“Run here!” Bekka shouted and she ran down the hall, with Angel and I quickly limping after her.

I don’t think I’ve mentioned it before now, but I live on the fourth floor of a ten-story building, basically in an L-shape. It holds everything from simple one-bedrooms like mine, to what I believe to be a multi-bedroom estate on the penthouse. Most of the bottom five floors are apartments rented out by a single company that owns them, everything higher are condos owned by the inhabitants. I knew a total of three of my neighbors, and only two of them by name. So, when the doors in the hallway began opening up, I saw a mass of strangers staring at myself and two Rga’awra running down the hallway in desperation.

From appearances, we were heading towards the stairwell on the far end of the building from where I lived. I didn’t question it. Right now, I didn’t feel like I had the brainpower to question anything. My head was feeling rather fuzzy, and if I had to guess it was from being punched by the equivalent of a professional fighter. Or a combination of that and being knocked unconscious by the same woman I was running after in the hallway. Not to mention my concern about Angel at the moment.

Bekka shouted something at us in Rga’awra, and Angel replied almost immediately. Bekka’s speed increased and she went through the door to the stairwell.

“What did she say?” I asked.

“She’s going to go downstairs ahead of us, clear out anyone waiting below. We’re supposed to make it so Grace and her goons can’t follow us through the door,” Angel told me.

I looked behind us. Sure enough, Grace and the BOC were running down the hall. Maybe ten or fifteen seconds behind.

“How the fuck are we supposed to do that?” I asked.

“That’s my job,” Angel said as we reached the doorway to the stairs.

She stepped into the stairwell and pulled me in past her. Using one arm she pushed the door shut with a slam, and then grabbed the handle with both hands, braced with one leg, and yanked on the handle. It groaned for about two seconds and then pulled off of the door completely.

“Go!” she commanded, and I didn’t hesitate. I started down the stairs with her right behind me. By the time I got to the landing I heard voices at the door above, and from the sound of things they weren’t having any success opening it. I also heard the sounds of electricity and violence from below, so I was pretty sure Bekka had met with some resistance of her own.

When we got down there, three unconscious bodies were near the ground floor door, which was propped open by one of their feet. I started to open the door, but was stopped by a voice behind me.

“Here,” Bekka whispered loudly, drawing both Angel and my eyes. She was standing in the doorway to the maintenance hallway, motioning us to follow her—which I did.

“Hallway to door,” Bekka pointed towards the far end. I moved past her, seeing a large screwdriver in her hand. Once Angel and I were by, she closed the door and then jammed the screwdriver into the gap at the side, deep enough so that it wasn’t coming out easily.

“Keep going,” Angel told me. I hadn’t realized I had stopped until she said that, but I moved immediately. And before I knew it, we were standing outside my apartment—in the alley behind it, but still outside.

“There.” Bekka pointed towards the small parking deck attached to the office park next door, and we walked into the mostly full building, ducking and hiding behind and between cars until we were on the far side and away from the chaos.


Chapter Twenty-Four







You hear stories about seedy motels that charge by the hour and such, but when you actually try to find someplace like that, it’s much harder than you think. Sure, you can find inexpensive motels, places that look like they haven’t been cleaned for three months, and even some places that look like you might be mugged on your way to your room from the check-in desk, but finding an honest-to-goodness we-don’t-care-who-you-are place is really tough.

And we didn’t have the luxury of looking on the internet, either. It’s not like we had time to grab phones before running out of my apartment. Not just phones, but wallets, too. Everything I had was back at my place, but going back to get it wasn’t an option. Fortunately, Bekka had money on her. Several hundred dollars, in fact. I did not want to know how she got that cash, but I was grateful that she did.

Still, a few hours and a five-hundred-dollar bribe found us a place we felt safe staying in for the night. Safe, of course, still being a relative term.

Looking at myself in the mirror was another relatively safe thing. While the person looking back at me was alive, they were definitely not the person I was used to seeing. Sayge had done a number on my face.

My nose was sitting at an odd angle, obviously broken, and my right eye was already black, with the other one showing signs of joining it. My upper lip was swollen to about twice its normal size and the lower one had been split open.

Moving lower, my ribs were badly bruised, and it hurt to move in pretty much any direction. Luckily, that was about all the damage in that area. At least I wasn’t peeing blood or anything—not yet, anyway.

And as bad as I looked and felt, it was nothing compared to Angel.

I stepped into the room and saw her lying down, feet hanging off the end of a bed that was way too small for someone of her size. Her left eye was completely swollen shut, and the area around it had turned black—not dark purple, but black. Sure, the fur hid most of that, but you could still tell. And the swelling extended down her face, making the side of it appear almost circular instead of the sleek lines of her cheek and muzzle. She couldn’t open her mouth very far at the moment, either, not without causing herself a lot of pain. There were still blood stains around her mouth from several lacerations that opened up because of Grace’s attack as well.

Her nose had swollen up, and looked almost like a clown nose. It was so puffy that she couldn’t breathe through it, making the difficulty she had opening her mouth that much worse. A constant wheeze from her breathing had the combined effect of making me realize how badly she had been beaten, and the comfort of knowing that she was still alive.

It didn’t end there, either. Her vagina was as swollen as her face, and almost as black. And unlike myself, she was peeing blood—at least when she used the bathroom when we got here. Though we weren’t sure if that was from internal bleeding or the external trauma.

The absolute worst part of any of this was that we didn’t feel safe taking her to a doctor. Or me, I guess, but I was much more worried about her.

She was sleeping and I didn’t want to wake her, but I took the chance and sat beside her on the bed. My hand traced gently through her mane while my mind raced through the limited options we had at the moment.

“My fault.” Bekka had been standing beside the window, peeking out between the curtains since we arrived.

“What?” I looked over at her. “No, you saved us, Bekka. Who knows what would have happened if you didn’t show up?”

Bekka started into a speech, but it was all in Rga’awra. I didn’t understand a word, but it was impassioned—something from her soul. She never took her eyes off the window, staring at the outside. Finally, she stopped speaking.

“Bekka?” I asked softly.

“My duty protect,” she said. “Not do it.”

“What are you talking about? I just told you that you—”

“You hurt.” Bekka finally turned away from the window, looking directly at me. “She hurt more.”

She was shaking—badly. How had I not noticed? And her face was twisted in what appeared to be pain.

“Bekka? Are you okay?”

I watched her grimace and close her eyes tightly. She said a single word in Rga’awra, but it was said so softly I couldn’t make it out.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She pointed to her right shoulder, and I noticed something—or rather, the lack of something. When I first saw Bekka, I noticed a lump on her upper right arm. Later, I learned exactly what it was: her Panchel-Cha’roonta device. The PCD that was attuning her to Earth and keeping her body from tearing itself apart.

And now it was gone.

“Bekka, where is your PCD?” I moved to her and started moving my hands over her body, like frisking her would cause it to appear.

“Broke. Bad men smash it,” she said.

“What? What…how do we…what can I do?”

She smiled. A dark, broken smile. “Hurt. Hurt bad,” she said.

“How long have you been here? On Earth? How stable are you?” I asked.

“Four months. Adapt fast. Most done.” Her body was trembling—vibrating. She was at the wrong frequency, and I needed to do something. Help her.

The concept, as the video at the Orb had told us at least, was that the PCD would create a frequency that was sent through the Aeashen individual, aligning it with the frequency of Earth, bringing them into sync. Eventually it became natural.

And natural was the only option I had right now. I grabbed Bekka and pulled her tight against me, holding her against my body.

“Breathe with me,” I said softly. “In. Out. In. Out.”

I could feel her shaking. It was like holding a blender set on puree up against my body. I had no idea if what I was doing might help, but I had to do something.

She muttered something in Rga’awra again, but closed her eyes and started matching my breath.

“That’s it. Just…relax. Let yourself feel my body. Just…feel it. Tie into my…frequency.” That sounded so stupid, but I had to try to calm her. “Hold me. I’ve got you.”

I had to do something. Get her mind off of everything that was happening, both to her and to Angel and I. My skills were limited, however, and I didn’t think mixing her a cocktail would help.

“What’s the loudest animal on Earth?” I asked her.

“What?” she replied softly.

“It’s the sperm whale. If you are too close to it when it sounds it can make you go deaf.” Trivia to the rescue. “What is the only continent without an active volcano?”

“Don’t know Earth enough to—”

“It’s Australia,” I told her, wanting to keep the momentum going. “And you’re learning. Concentrate on that.” I tried to shift away from Earth-only questions. “What is the largest organ on the human body?” Okay, still Earth, but at least she knows humans.

“Uh…butt?” Bekka said.

“Nope. The skin.” Think. Think. “How many minutes are in a week?”

“Not good on math,” Bekka muttered. “Uh…five hundred?”

“Ten-thousand and eighty.” The pressure to come up with questions was making me forget them. “Um…what is the only continent that has land in all four hemispheres of the globe?”

“Don’t know names of land here,” Bekka chuckled.

“It’s Africa,” I told her. “And don’t worry, I don’t know what you call it on Aeash, so that’s fair.”

Her hands pulled me to her, and I thought my spine might break. Other than my eyes bulging out, I gave no indication. I let my own hands move up and down her back, trying to ease her stress and calm her.

“You…help,” Bekka whispered.

“I’m trying. I don’t think this would work if you weren’t already well on your way.”

Her face nuzzled into my neck. I could feel her breath slowing, becoming steady.

“Thank you.” Her words were gentle and kind. “You do good. You help me. I no help you. I fail duty.”

“No. No, it’s not your duty. We’re grown ass adults, and we don’t need someone to take care of us. Even if it was, you can’t be around us all the time. None of this is your fault.” I stepped back, holding her hands.

“She Dukru,” Bekka said softly. “My Dukru.”

There it was again. This woman who could be so dismissive and angry, who then showed such deep feelings for Angel. And she was using that word, Dukru. One that Angel told me meant devoted or something like that, but now I wasn’t so sure.

“Bekka, what does Dukru mean?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed and her brow furrowed. “Angel tell you.”

“She did, but I want to hear it from you,” I said.

She shook her head sharply. “No. She tell you.”

The fact that she wouldn’t tell me spoke volumes. I looked over at Angel, still sleeping on the bed. The wheezing sound letting me know she was alive.

“You did protect us,” I said. “You knew more about the layout of my building than I did. When the moment came, you knew where to go to get us out.” I looked back at her. “I didn’t have a clue. Angel is alive because of you. I owe you so much for that.”

She chuckled. “Heh. Different day me take you. Make you Dukru.”

“Would you have to explain it to me, then?” I asked.

“You Dal’anjelt’arach Dukru. Not of me.” Bekka put her hand on my shoulder. “You good Dukru. Good Dorgza, too.” She gave me a smirk as wide as the gulf between our worlds with that last bit, and I think I got it.

Angel and I were going to have to have a conversation, but obviously it could wait a little while. I looked back over at her sleeping there, naked, over the covers. Her body was like a work of art, but right now it was one that had been defaced. We needed to fix it.

“We have to get her medicine,” I said. “Antibiotics at least.”

“What…andibonics?” Bekka asked.

“Antibiotics are a type of medicine that stop infections. I have no idea how they work, but they make sure that the cuts and other injuries don’t get worse,” I said. “Unfortunately, you can’t just go buy them at the store. Not the kind we need, anyway. Don’t you have them on Aeash?”

“Ah, no.” Bekka shook her head. “Have pul’bha. She be good.”

“Pumba? What the hell is pumba?” Assuming we weren’t talking about any animated movies.

“It’s illegal as fuck, is what it is,” Angel’s voice was weak, but clear.

“Hey!” I said gently and instantly moved back to sit beside her on the bed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t. I rolled over and my groin woke me.” Angel tried to smile, but her mouth only moved a little. “How are you?”

“Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. Well, not fine-fine, but I’ll be fine,” I said.

Bekka moved to sit on the other side of the bed next to her. “Drink.”

She was holding a black bottle with a screwcap. There was no writing or labels of any kind. It was about half the size of a soda bottle, and I think it was metal, but it was hard to tell without holding it.

Angel pushed herself up, rising to a sitting position. I could see the pain etched on her face with every motion. She spoke to Bekka in Rga’awra, exchanging several sentences.

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “I want to know.”

“I was asking if this was legit and where she got it,” Angel said. “It’s…well, it’s pretty much the closest thing you’ll find to a magic potion. You drink it and a few hours later you feel better. Not healed, but better.”

“That…sounds amazing.” I squinted. “So, what’s the catch?”

“There is a small chance it will make you go blind, deaf, paralyze you, or, in some cases, cause your intestines to rupture and kill you.” She said that like it was a casual thing, and not the fear-inducing statement that it was.

“No fucking way,” I said immediately. “Throw that shit away.”

“I can’t,” Angel said. “We don’t have the luxury of time right now.”

“The hell we don’t. If the choice is you dying in a few hours or us running and hiding for a few weeks, I know which one I’ll choose every time,” I told her.

Angel opened the bottle and downed the contents without another word.

“No!” I lurched towards her, but it was pointless. She had finished before I could respond.

“Is good! Pure pul’bha.” Bekka smiled and pushed her chest out.

“How the hell did you even get that over here?” I asked and then looked at Angel. “And why did you drink that without us talking about it?”

“We did talk about it,” she said. “I told you we didn’t have time for me to not take it, so, I took it.”

“It could kill you, Angel! I…I can’t…” My words caught in my throat. “I can’t lose you.”

“And you won’t. I’m not going anywhere. This isn’t the first time I’ve used it.” She smiled at me, or at least did the best she could to smile.

“Oh. Oh, so…so you know it won’t have a bad side effect, then?” I let out a huge breath I was holding. “You should have started with that.”

“Uh…yeah, that’s how it works,” Angel said in a less-than-convincing manner.

“Angel? Is that really how it works?” I asked.

“I’m not going anywhere, Grant Stone. I have too much to live for right now.” There was no hint of doubt or sarcasm in her words.

“That was sappy as hell,” I tell her. “I’m not complaining, just saying that, in any other circumstance, I’d be feeling a little queasy right now.”

“If I wasn’t feeling this bad, I’d probably feel that way, too,” Angel said.

“We talk. Need plan.” Bekka said, a little louder than was probably necessary. “No more pain for you.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Bekka,” I say again.

“What?” Angel turned to look at Bekka, seeing the expression the other woman still carried on her face.

They began speaking in Rga’awra, and once more I felt like I was outside listening in on a conversation I wasn’t supposed to hear. I really needed to learn some of that language.

Still, I think I got the general message as soon as I saw Angel pull Bekka into a hug. Tears started to stain her cheeks, and even though I couldn’t hear the sound of crying, the visuals were unmistakable.

“We don’t need a plan,” I said softly. “We already have one. Nothing has changed.”

Angel looked over at me. “One thing has definitely changed. The next time I see your ex, I’m going to beat the living shit out of her.”

“Angel, no. If you do that then things escalate. It gets worse. We’re better than that,” I said. “No more fighting.”

“Actually, I’m not better than that,” she replied. “But fine, I won’t beat her on sight. Still, if she even looks at me wrong—or says one word to you—then I’m taking her down.”

“I hurt both,” Bekka growled. “They hurt you. I hurt them.”

This wasn’t the right time for this conversation. Too many tempers were still running high. So, I changed the subject.

“Bekka, why don’t you stay with Angel in bed for now. Both of you need sleep, and I think you holding onto someone right now is a good idea.” I gestured over to the window. “I’ll stay up and keep guard.”

“No. I—”

“Bekka! We’re a team. You’re not alone.” I cut her off and kept my tone hard. “You and Angel sleep. She needs rest, and one of us needs to be with her. Right now, that’s you. And you need to stay in contact with someone who’s attuned to Earth. I’ll wake you and tag out later.”

“Tag…out?” Bekka furrowed her brow. Angel said something in Rga’awra, likely explaining what I told her.

“Ah.” Bekka looked at me, studying my face. “Okay. Trust you.”

“Thank you. I trust you, too,” I told her. Though, again, how I went from ‘you’re my kidnapper’ to ‘why don’t you stay in bed with the woman I love’ baffled me.

I bent down and kissed Angel gently on the forehead, then nodded once at Bekka. Then I moved over and took up Bekka’s spot at the window, watching outside to be safe.

The faint sound of the two of them speaking in Rga’awra served as background noise for a stretch while I stood there in thought. Shortly enough, the conversation stopped, and I heard the wheezing sound of Angel breathing in her sleep. Somehow, I found that comforting.

The world outside the window was dark and moody. Flickering lights changed the view every second, but nothing changed other than perspective. One second it was bright, the next dark, and then repeat. Every once in a while, something would move, whether it was a car driving past or a person walking down the street. Nothing was different, it was all an illusion of perspective.

My world right now—our world—was a mix of two different places, Earth and Aeash. Everything depended on how you looked at it. I was in a relationship that was defined by Rga’awra tradition—one that I didn’t fully understand—and now it seemed to be with two women. Sort of. I was in a relationship with the woman who was in a relationship with the other woman which put me in a relationship with that woman as well. Or something like that.

The rules here weren’t the same rules as they knew on Aeash. Then again, the Rga’awra didn’t have the luxury of rules that others followed, anyway.

Luxury. Of course! Luxury and perspective! That was it.

I knew exactly what we had to do.


Chapter Twenty-Five







“Grant?”

“Hi, Hayrille. I’m sorry to show up out of nowhere like this, but I—we—need your help.” The three of us stood outside of Hayrille’s apartment, staring at the rather shocked looking Dobhareal. “Can we come in?”

“What…is this about?” Her eyes darted quickly from me to Bekka and then to Angel. At this point, I probably looked the worst, thanks to the magic fucking potion that thankfully didn’t kill my girlfriend, but Angel still looked like she’d been through it.

“I’m in a bad way, and I need the help of someone I can trust. Even though we don’t really know each other, I feel like I can trust you,” I told her.

She pulled back slightly, her expression hardening even more. I might trust her, but I wasn’t sure that she trusted me at that moment.

“It will be bad for the women who threatened you,” I told her.

Her eyes flashed, and she took a small step back. “Come in.”

Hayrille’s apartment was exactly how I expected it to look. Cozy and clean, and decorated within an inch of its life. There must have been a hundred knick-knacks on display—on tables, on shelves, and even a few hanging on the walls. Some of them were very recognizable, like rocks and minerals—at least one a very nice piece of quartz. Others though, I wasn’t sure about. I was pretty sure there was a stick sitting on a shelf. It didn’t look like a sculpture or a rare piece of wood, it looked like…a stick. And it wasn’t like there was garbage everywhere. These were carefully placed items in an immaculately clean house.

“I’m Hayrille,” I heard her say, and then I looked up to see her speaking to the collective of Angel and Bekka.

“Oh! Sorry. Angel, Bekka, this is Hayrille. Hayrille, this is Angel and Bekka.” I indicated the women respectively.

“Nice to meet you,” Hayrille said.

Then Angel said something to her in a language I had never heard before in my life. Hayrille smiled and replied in the same language. Then, to make me feel completely left out, Bekka said something in that language. The three of them quickly fell into conversation and I stood to the side like one of the tchotchkes Hayrille apparently collected. And I stood there. And stood there.

“Ah-hem.” I faked cleared my throat after a bit, not wanting to feel isolated any longer. “Can we change this to a language we all speak?”

“Oh! Sorry!” Hayrille turned towards me with an expression of genuine regret. “I got carried away.”

“It’s alright. I’m sure it wasn’t all about me.” I eyed Angel suspiciously. She smiled back politely. “Though I am curious if any of it was about our situation?”

“A little,” Angel said. “I told her that we were in trouble, and that one of our needs was to get Bekka a new PCD.”

“And I think I can help there!” Hayrille said. “I’ve still got mine stowed away, so I can let her borrow it. Though we’ll need to make some adjustments to it, I’m sure.”

“You still have it? I thought they made you turn them in,” I said.

“Well…” Hayrille scratched the back of her head. “I may have fibbed and told them that I lost mine. I, uh, I have a thing about keepsakes.”

“Really?” Don’t look at the shelves. Don’t look at the shelves. Don’t look at the shelves.

“Yeah. Besides, you never know when you might need it. So, that’s good, right? I’ve got one for her,” Hayrille beamed. “Let me go grab it. Make yourselves at home.”

After Hayrille exited the room, I looked at Angel. “How many languages do you speak, by the way?”

“Every language on Aeash—which isn’t as impressive when you realize there are only nine main languages and everything else is an offshoot. Earth languages, all I speak is English, Spanish, Japanese, and Korean. Though I’ve been thinking of learning Mandarin and Hanyu.”

“So…just thirteen languages?” I asked in amazement.

“I told you that it was genetic. Rga’awra are natural polyglots.” She pointed at Bekka. “She only speaks seven, by the way, but she’s still young.”

I looked over to Bekka. “How old are you? …which I hope isn’t a rude question.”

“Forty-eight! Last month!” Bekka answered proudly.

“Happy birthday,” I said with my eyes growing wide, and then, mostly to myself, “I am definitely the cradle being robbed around here, aren’t I?”

“Found it!” Hayrille came back into the room holding a small box in her hand. “I thought I knew where it was.”

“That didn’t take long,” I said.

“Yeah, I…well, I like to keep track of my stuff,” Hayrille said.

“Thank you, Hayrille,” Angel said. “We’ll get that set up on Bekka while you and Grant talk about the…rest of our problem.”

“It’s going to need to be charged up. The charger should be in the box,” Hayrille said to the other women, and then looked at me and smiled. She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “Would…you like something to drink?”

I smiled softly at her. “Sure. That would be nice, thank you.”

She rushed to the kitchen, which was open to the room we were already standing in, and pulled a couple of glasses from her cabinet. “I’ve…thought about our date a bunch. I’m sorry I was so rude there at the end. Those women were so….” She shuddered. “I’m sure it was all bluster, but it spooked me.”

I pointed to my face. “See this? The woman who threatened you is the one who did this to me.”

She stopped pouring the liquid into the glass. “Are you serious?”

I nodded.

“What the hell are you doing here?” She asked softly. “She’s going to kill me.”

“They don’t know I’m here. Before, they were tracking my phone, but I don’t have one right now. I hope to correct that by the end of the day, but for right now….”

“You said that what you wanted to talk to me about would be…bad for them. What did you mean.” She walked back around to my side of the room, setting a glass down in front of me. “It’s tea. That’s all I have right now.”

“Thanks.” I took a sip of the tea, which…tasted like tea. “And yeah, it will be bad for them. And hopefully good for us.”

“You’re still being vague,” she stated.

“I know. It’s a complicated situation, and before I go into any more details, I want you to know exactly what you are getting into. It’s not just the BOC—the women who threatened you—it’s also…” I winced before I finished my sentence, “…the Mob.”

I probably should have checked to make sure she wasn’t taking a drink before I said that. Instead, I ended up getting a faceful of tea.

“Areyoukiddingme?” Hayrille did not give a quiet response. “Oh Goddess! I’m sorry. Let me get you a towel.”

She popped up and ran to the kitchen. While she was away, I looked over at Angel and Bekka, who were, unsurprisingly, looking my way. Angel gave me a nod of confidence, just in time for Hayrille to return with a towel for me and one to wipe down the furniture.

We both spent a moment in silence trying to remove tea from locations it wasn’t supposed to be.

“What am I supposed to do about the Mob? Grant, that’s something for the FBI or…or someone besides me!” Hayrille said.

“I’m not asking you to bust up the Mob. Authorities have been trying to do that for…well, forever, I guess. I don’t expect you to stop them, but I do need help to get us away from them. We can’t go to the Feds. There are extenuating circumstances making that a non-option. I need someone who knows computers well enough to do some things that I think are possible,” I told her.

“Think? Computers aren’t magic. Anyone who says something like that is probably hoping for a little magic.” Hayrille took my towel and went back into the kitchen, returning a second later without mine or hers.

“No. No, it’s not like that.” At least I didn’t think it was. “And it’s not only computers. I need someone who knows computers and who knows Aeash, and how to navigate the net both here and there.”

She cocked her head to one side. “The net on Aeash is really nothing like the one here. It’s more of a…well, it’s hard to describe. It’s kind of like a hive mind.”

“Yeah, I’ve read about it a little, that’s why I know it’s tough to understand here,” I told her. “And that’s exactly what we need.”

“Thank you.” Bekka walked up, smiling, pointing to her right shoulder.

“Oh! You’re welcome! Is it working?” Hayrille asked.

“It’s working, but not as well as the one that was made for her specifically. So, if she strains herself it’s going to be a problem, but if she sticks to normal day-to-day, she should be fine,” Angel explained. “You’re literally a life saver.”

“Oh, well, I’m just glad to help,” Hayrille said.

Bekka stepped up, rising high over the Dobhareal. I watched Hayrille pull her head back, trying to restore some personal space. Bekka then said something to her in…Dobhareal, I guess? Hayrille shook her head and responded. I looked at Angel.

“Bekka is telling her that she feels a debt to Hayrille,” Angel whispered. “Hayrille is denying it, but Bekka is, as you know, very determined and convincing.”

I watched Hayrille push a lock of her hair behind an ear.

“Hayrille,” I interrupted. “If you help us, even if that’s just hearing me out and making an effort, we might be able to get the chance we need. And that’s all we want—a chance.”

“I’m not a superhero, Grant. Don’t expect miracles,” Hayrille said.

“Actually, the first step is letting me borrow your computer,” Angel said. “Well, technically the second step, since getting Bekka a new PCD was first, but this is a close second.”

“Okay, what is it you need to do on my computer? Nothing illegal, right?” Hayrille asked.

Angel shook her head. I answered.

“No. Nothing illegal. She needs to get online and transfer some money.”

“A lot of money,” Angel clarified.

“Right, a lot of money,” I repeated.

“Okay,” Hayrille narrowed her eyes, “and what’s the step after that?”

“After that, I need you to tell people about it,” I said.

“Some very specific people,” Angel clarified again.

“Yeah, what she said.” I stared at Hayrille, hopeful, but still not certain.

“Well, I guess I’m doing this,” Hayrille said.

“Great! You won’t regret it!” I said.

“I’d better not. If I do, I’m going to use her favor to take it out on you!” Hayrille pointed up at Bekka.

Bekka looked over at me with a huge grin, and I honestly wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.


Chapter Twenty-Six







I hung up the phone.

“They’re on the way up. You remember what to do?” I asked.

“I’ve got it,” Angel said.

“Say nothing,” Bekka said.

“Nothing in English, anyway,” I told Bekka. “You need to speak in Rga’awra when Angel prompts you. Got it?”

She nodded, face turning stoney. That was perfect. She was made for this.

I looked around the room. It was…a lot. Two stories, huge living/dining, three bedrooms, four bath, and our own private pool outside. The penthouse of this hotel was costing us over eight grand just for tonight, but if this worked, the money was worth every penny.

The tougher part was getting the message to the right person. Thankfully, Hayrille was able to find the name and even the phone number we needed, which was better than I expected. That woman was amazing.

Nick Duff. That was the name of the man who was holding the fate of Angel in his hands. According to the internet, he was a long-time suspected criminal with ties to the Mob, and exactly zero convictions in his life. He was married, had three kids, and tended to go on vacation two or three times a year. At fifty-five, he was slightly older than Bekka, and much younger than Angel—which was a fact I still had to wrap my head around—and had salt-and-pepper hair with a beard to match, though there was a lot of speculation that the hair was either a transplant or a toupee.

And he was going to be walking through the door of this penthouse in under a minute.

What the fuck was I thinking? We were all about to die. This is a Mob boss coming up here. I’m a bartender—and not even one of the fancy ones.

Before I had a chance to run screaming from the room, there was a knock at the door. I choked back my fear, looked to Angel and Bekka, and gave them a single nod. They nodded back.

I headed towards the door, suddenly stopped by Angel grabbing my arm. She turned me to face her and looked me in the eyes. I felt her gaze and my heart skipped a beat, and then it went into the most steady rhythm I’ve ever known.

She bent down and kissed me, hard and deep. I wanted it to continue, but we didn’t have the time. When the kiss broke, she moved her mouth to my ear and whispered, “No matter what happens, remember, I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I said instantly.

Then she pushed me back and walked over to stand beside Bekka, who hadn’t changed her expression at all. Damn, she might need to get an Oscar for this if it worked.

I walked over to the door and opened it.

Grace was standing there, staring right at me.

She took one look at the bruises and cuts on my face and turned to glare at Sayge, who I noted had a few bruises of her own. When she turned back to look at me, she smiled, almost sweetly, but there was something at the edge of it that set my hair on end.

“Mr. Stone,” Grace said, “my girls and I need to look over the place before Mr. Duff comes inside. May we?”

I have to admit, this was not what I expected, but I did expect to have to improv a lot of this night.

“Of course. Please, come in.” I stepped back and then walked over to stand beside Bekka, on the opposite side from Angel.

Grace and her BOC came into the penthouse, and she immediately sent them off in different directions. Meanwhile, Grace walked over to stand across from the three of us. She ditched her usual sports vibe for a sharp black tailored suit that looked made for her specifically, with black trainers and black gloves to tie it all together. It did look like she still wore a sports bra or tank top on underneath the jacket of the suit, but at least it was also black.

“Thank you for meeting with us tonight, Grant. I’m sure we can get this worked out,” Grace said.

“That’s my hope,” I said, honestly.

“My hope is that—”

“Shut it, Mutt!” Grace snapped, cutting off Angel. “Or do I need to remind you of your place again?”

I could hear Angel’s teeth grinding from where I stood, but she kept her cool and said nothing.

“There’s no need for that, Grace,” I said.

“No, there isn’t,” she answered. “The Mutt should know not to speak to her better. I shouldn’t have to remind her. Maybe I can’t put her on a leash like I want, but I can make her say that she’s not worthy of you.” She stared right at Angel. “That’s going to happen tonight, Mutt.”

I looked over at Angel, who was already twitching. It was taking all of her strength to not leap over and tear into Grace.

Bekka exclaimed something in Rga'awra without warning. It was short and sharp, and her expression never changed.

“What the hell was that?” Grace asked.

“Ms. Shu’bak’vodya was asking me who the tiny person across from her was,” Angel answered, and then said something in Rga’awra to Bekka. Bekka looked Grace from head to toe and back again, and then snorted once.

God bless her.

“Did she just…?” Grace started to flex up, but one of her own BOC cut her off.

“The place is clear,” she said to Grace.

Grace took a deep breath and settled herself back down. “Go let Mr. Duff know.”

That BOC went off as the others walked up. Sayge stood to Grace’s right, and Marlene stood behind her. For what it was worth, Marlene gave me a genuine smile, seemingly not mad about me punching her with the brass knuckles.

In total, counting the one who went outside, there were seven of them. Each of them dressed in a similar manner to Grace. If things went south, there was no way Angel and Bekka could take them all. We were in trouble, and that was my thought before Nick Duff walked in the room.

Two men dressed in the polo shirts I had come to associate with these professional criminals flanked him, both hulking specimens who I was very sure were carrying guns. But even with the two of them, it was Mr. Duff who commanded the attention.

Nick Duff wasn’t as tall as either of his bodyguards, nor was he an example of fitness like Grace, but he had the aura of a person in charge. He had confidence and poise oozing from him, and the smile on his face felt like he was here to see old friends, not bargain for the life of the woman I loved. And if that was a toupee on his head, he sure had me fooled.

“Angel! Good to see you. I’m sorry about this whole mess, but I’m glad you finally came to your senses and contacted me.” Mr. Duff walked up towards us, eyes focused on Angel, but likely taking in the whole room. “Let’s get this matter sorted, alright?”

Bekka spoke sharply again, nodding towards Mr. Duff. She looked him over quickly and raised an eyebrow with a slight smile.

“Who’s that?” Mr. Duff asked, giving Bekka a confused look.

“Mr. Duff,” Angel stepped forward and gestured towards Bekka, “may I introduce Ms. Shu’bak’vodya of Aeash. She has requested this meeting so she may negotiate…for my rights.”

“Negotiate…?” Grace huffed. “Mr. Duff, that’s the woman who rushed in and caused the problems back at Grant’s apartment. She’s not a—”

“It’s true that the other day, someone forced Ms. Shu’bak’vodya to intercede, but she came here searching for me, and when she saw what was happening,” Angel glared at Grace, “she had no choice but to try to protect her property.”

“Property? Okay, now I want some explanation. What the hell are you talking about, Angel.” Mr. Duff crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes, looking over at Bekka. So far, he hadn’t even glanced my way, and I was happy with that.

Bekka started to gesture at Mr. Duff, then at Grace and the BOC, speaking in Rga’awra the whole time. Playing her part, Angel stood there nodding and not meeting Bekka’s eyes.

“Mr. Duff, Ms. Shu’bak’vodya extends her greetings, thanking you for meeting us. She is also happy you brought the other women you have on your roster to show us the quality of…sex workers…that you use,” Angel spoke calmly and evenly, which probably made the barb dig that much deeper.

“What the fuck did you call me, Mutt?” Grace bowed up and took a step forward.

“Settle down!” Mr. Duff raised his voice, but didn’t shout, and Grace stopped with a snarl on her lip. “Angel, with all due respect to Ms....”

“I call her Bekka. It’s easier to say.” I finally spoke up, bringing some of the attention to me.

“All respect to Ms. Bekka, who the fuck is she? And what does she have to do with you?” Mr. Duff asked.

One of the two bodyguards had pulled out his phone, and was looking at it casually. Perfect. We’d said her name enough times—especially with me giving them a shorter version—that they had enough to get started.

“If you recall, Mr. Duff, when I first came under your employ it was because I had…circumstances that made it necessary for me to leave Aeash,” Angel said. “At the time, I said those circumstances involved personal issues I needed to avoid, and…Ms. Shu’bak’vodya was the core of those issues.”

Keep the lie close to the truth. Even better, let the truth mingle with the lie so it’s hard to tell them apart.

“Okay, so…?” Mr. Duff looked slightly annoyed, but definitely intrigued.

“I belong to her, sir. She…owns me,” Angel said.

“Owns you? Like a…slave?” Mr. Duff was up; it was time for me to strike him out.

“If I may, sir,” I spoke, “Ms. Bekka is what they call—translated to the closest analogy in English—a Queen. And Ms. Angel is one of her…subjects.”

“And you are?” He eyed me up.

“That’s Grant, Mr. Duff,” Grace said, “I told you about him.”

“Oh! So you are the infamous Grant. You must have something going for you, Son. Grace here is willing to do a lot for you.”

“Yeah, I know…but….” I let it hang for a moment. “The reason that I know so much about the Queen thing is that I’ve…pledged myself to Ms. Angel. And since she is the property of Ms. Bekka, I’m….”

“Mr. Duff, this is all bullshit,” Grace said. “That…woman…came into my gym and told me—”

“That I was with her now,” I finished. “She told you not to come after me because of it. Right?”

“Yeah,” Grace growled. “She did.”

“The Rga’awra take this very seriously. Very, very seriously,” I explained.

“Not to be rude, but I don’t see why that matters to me,” Mr. Duff said. “My business with Angel is on this world, and I don’t think the three of you are in any position to…argue your point.”

Bekka picked right up, and pointed at me, then spoke to Angel in Rga’awra. They exchanged a couple of sentences, Angel looked surprised and then nodded slowly.

“Ms. Shu’bak’vodya understands your disappointment, but assures me this is a misunderstanding, and wants to find common ground to reach an agreement,” Angel said like a good apparent lackey.

“Well, I’m sure she does, but I don’t—”

“Boss.” The goon with the phone interrupted Mr. Duff and motioned for him to come over, where a whispered conversation began. If Hayrille was half as good as I thought she was, then I knew exactly what they were talking about.

Hayrille had spent the night seeding information about our fictitious Ms. Shu’bak’vodya, or Bekka as she was known on Earth. A figure of a shadowy criminal element from Aeash who was more legend than fact. Her influence and control were the stuff of nightmares, and anyone who crossed her was suddenly the victim of very bad luck. She also had a penchant for handling things personally when they were important to her, and on the rare occasion where she was denied what she wanted, hell came in her wake. At least, that’s what the stories said.

Being here, in this way-too-expensive room, was a way to show she had deep pockets. Illusion of perspective. Show them something in the foreground, and tell them about something in the background. Now we just had to pull it off.

“What are you playing?” Grace whispered to me. I said nothing in return and did my best not to even look at her—I failed, but I tried my best.

“My apologies, Ms. Bekka.” Mr. Duff was all smiles once again. Thank you, Hayrille. “Let’s sit down and discuss terms.”

Angel spoke to Bekka, seeming to explain the situation. Bekka responded by gesturing to the couches, smiling at Mr. Duff. He sat down on one, with his bodyguards and the BOC standing behind the couch. Angel and Bekka moved to the one across from it, while I stood behind their couch.

Grace was staring at me with narrow, focused eyes.

“Now, Ms. Bekka, let’s discuss Angel. She is a very valuable asset to my organization. Not only has she been a powerful tool, but the…rights…to her have already been negotiated with another organization, and I cannot simply throw those out,” Mr. Duff explained.

His words disgusted me. He was casually mentioning that he had sold Angel to someone else. Like a thing to be bartered. Yet, that was the game we were hoping to play, so I hid my feelings and let Angel handle this herself.

She spoke with Bekka, the two of them going back and forth about something. Probably discussing the next steps, but I couldn’t be certain.

“After discussing things with Ms. Shu’bak’vodya, she feels that my rights are already secured by her, but she does understand you are left in an awkward situation. She proposes financial compensation to appease both yourself and the other party. How much money were you promised by them?”

“I can’t reveal that information,” he said in reply.

“Ms. Shu’bak’vodya needs a figure so she understands where to start,” Angel said.

“One million,” Mr. Duff said flatly. “I think that should do it.”

Bekka said something in response.

“Surely you are exaggerating,” Angel said. “I’m valuable, but not that much. Ms. Shu’bak’vodya suggests two-hundred thousand.”

“It’s not just the value, it’s the inconvenience. You’ve caused quite a bit of trouble for us, and even put a couple of my people in the hospital. There are bills that have to be paid and families to be compensated. You have to look at the big picture, Ms. Bekka.”

Every muscle in my body was tight. I felt my jaw clenching under the stress of the moment. Grace was standing across from us, her hands squeezing the back of the couch hard enough to leave marks. Everyone was running on emotion sharp enough to cut steel. But when Angel spoke, her voice was as calm as a Zen Garden.

She said something to Bekka, who gave a response that came close to matching Angel’s tone.

“The cost of your employee’s actions is your own. It’s a part of doing business, but to help offset it, Ms. Shu’bak’vodya is willing to up her offer to three-hundred thousand,” Angel said.

Mr. Duff sat there in silence for the span of a few heartbeats, then leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. “Seven-hundred and fifty. I can eat the medical, but I’m not going to pay for the expenses you’ve cost us.”

“Four-fifty,” Angel countered. “Even if you take into account what you have to pay for your employees, combined with a reasonable rate for my rights, that leaves you in the black. It’s more than fair.”

“This isn’t about fair, though, is it? It’s about cost and expense. More than the physical cost, but also the cost to the organization and what we need to make up for what we’ve lost. But, being a reasonable man, I think six hundred is more than fair.”

Angel stared at him. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I could feel her gaze, even from behind her. Bekka said a single word.

“Five-seventy-five. That is more than fair,” Angel countered.

Nick Duff nodded slowly, leaned back on the couch, and then smiled. “More than fair.”

“If you can provide the information, she will make sure the money is wired to your account by tomorrow morning,” Angel said.

“Of course.” He looked over his shoulder at the man who used the phone earlier and nodded. Then he stood up and slapped his thighs. “It was a pleasure doing business with you Ms. Bekka. I’m glad we were able to find a reasonable outcome to this whole mess.”

Angel and Bekka stood opposite him. It was going to work. This whole thing was going to work.

“Wait, what?” Grace. Of course it was Grace. “No. No, I was promised him! I get to have him! That’s why—”

“That’s enough, Grace!” Mr. Duff interrupted. “This matter is settled.”

“The hell it is!” Grace bowed up, stepping around the couch and heading my way. Angel moved over to stand in her path, which didn’t slow Grace at all. She walked right up to Angel and pushed the larger woman, who growled back at her. “Let’s go, Mutt!”

“Grace! You are embarrassing me,” Mr. Duff said. “We are going to leave, and you are coming with us, is that clear? You do NOT want to do this!”

The BOC had moved up behind Grace, but whether it was to help or stop her I couldn’t be sure. When Sayge put a single hand on her shoulder, I had my answer.

“Grace, c’mon. Let’s go,” Sayge whispered.

She was breathing so hard that Grace was almost hyperventilating. She shrugged Sayge’s hand off her shoulder, but turned and started walking away, her rage manifest in each step.

“I’m sorry about that,” Mr. Duff said. “Grace is new with us, and she doesn’t understand the situation. I promise you that she meant no offense.”

Holy crap. We got out of it. I was certain that—

“No,” Bekka said. “Let them fight.”

What. The. Fuck?


Chapter Twenty-Seven







“Ms. Bekka isn’t very good with English,” I jumped in immediately. “I’m sure she doesn’t fully understand what she heard and has misspoken. You—”

“Understood.” Bekka glared at me. “Sit, Dukru. They fight.”

Dukru? Was she calling me that? That wasn’t right. What the hell was she doing?

Grace, on the other hand, was a big fan of this plan. “Yes! I’ll have her crying in under a minute. I’ll have her begging in two!”

“Excuse me, Ms. Bekka,” Mr. Duff stepped up, “but are you suggesting we allow Angel and Grace to…fight? Here?”

Bekka nodded slowly, then pointed at Grace. “She challenge. Fight for him. Dal’anjelt’arach defend.”

I turned to look at the one piece who hadn’t said anything yet: Angel. She was fuming. Her eyes were level and focused, but they were staring at nothing. Fixed on a spot on the wall across the room.

“Ms. Shu’bak’vodya, may I please speak with you,” she said softly. And then stepped off to the side. I started to join them, but I felt a hand on my arm holding me back.

Grace stood there, a broad smile on her face. “Don’t worry, Bunny. Right after I’m done with her you and I can go and finally have that talk. We’ll work it all out. You’ll be happy. I’ll make sure of it.”

“How many times to I have to tell you that—”

Her grip on me tightened. “Don’t! Don’t finish that sentence. I don’t want to hear it anymore. You’re confused. Once I straighten things out, you’ll understand. You’ll be with me. Forever.”

“You’re hurting me,” I said, trying to pull my arm away.

“Don’t be weak. I’m loving you,” Grace said, her grip growing even tighter. “It’s passion. I understand that, and you need to understand. It’s okay. You just need to understand.”

A presence rose up behind me.

“Get…your hands…off of him.” The growl rattled through me. What came out of Angel weren’t words as much as a force of nature.

I don’t know if it was what Angel said or a chance for Grace to posture, but she let go of my arm and cracked her neck. “I’m gonna enjoy this, Mutt.”

“I doubt it,” Angel spat back. “Clear a space. We’re going to fight.”

Angel grabbed me and pulled me away quickly. I glanced over to see the BOC moving furniture to clear out a space in the middle of the living room. Bekka and Nick Duff were speaking off to the side of the room, but I couldn’t hear a word.

“Hold this.” Angel’s words snapped me back to the moment. She had pulled off her jacket and was stretching her arms. She was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. Not exactly fighting gear.

“What the fuck, Angel?” I whispered. “What was Bekka doing? What are YOU doing?”

“Trust me, Grant Stone. I know what I’m doing.” Angel said, not looking directly at me.

“Do you? Because I’m not so sure. Do you remember that you’re still hurt? You might have had your magic potion, but it’s not real magic, Angel. You’re bruised. You’re weakened. Your body isn’t ready for something like this. And she’s a damn machine. I know, I’ve seen her work. This isn’t smart, and…fuck!…it’s not needed! We had this done! We were clear!”

“No, we weren’t.” Angel looked at me, a dark fire in her eyes. “The matter with Duff was done, but not with her. Didn’t you hear her? She wasn’t going to let this go. This was always going to follow us. Bekka made the call to take care of it now, with witnesses. If I beat her here, she won’t come back.”

“What if she beats you?” I asked. “What if she hurts you? Hell, what if she kills you, Angel? I…I can’t live with that. I can’t.”

She got down on a single knee, lowering her to below my height. “Grant, I’m asking you to trust me. Can you do that?”

Of course I could. There was no doubt of that, but this wasn’t about trust, it was about fear. The fear of losing Angel. The fear of Grace. My self-doubt. The fear in my gut that I had let fester and grow. The fear that had run my life for too long now.

Yet here was this amazing woman, ready to stand up for me. Literally fight for me against the monster who was haunting me. Did I trust her? Yes. The real question was, did I trust myself?

“You’re my Queen,” I told her.

“That’s not what I asked,” she said. Her hand came up and cupped my face. “I need you to trust me. I can’t do this without you.”

“And that’s what I told you. You’re my Queen. That means I trust you completely. I believe in you no matter the odds. You aren’t one thing to me, you’re everything. If you need to do this, then I need you to do it, too.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”

Angel leaned forward and kissed me. I grabbed her head and held the kiss, lingering in the moment. I wanted Grace to see it. I wanted everyone to see it. That this was the woman I loved, and I wanted them to see that we loved each other, completely.

When I pulled back, there was a warm smile on Angel’s face, probably matching the one I felt on me. Turning to look at Grace, she had removed her suit, revealing the sports bra I saw, and the biker shorts she usually wore beneath her pants. Her face showed exactly what I expected: anger. Rage she was barely able to contain.

“Marlene,” I said, “I want you to referee this thing. You’re the only person here I think everyone would trust.”

“Referee?” Grace laughed. “This isn’t an arena, Bunny. There are no rules. I’m gonna break that bitch for everyone to see. Especially you.”

“Just watch, would you, Marlene?” I asked again. She nodded at me in response.

I turned back to Angel. “You ready?”

She nodded. “This isn’t going to be pretty. It can’t be. I want you to be aware of that.”

“Okay,” I took a deep breath. “Okay, just…come back to me.”

“Like that scrawny little bitch could hope to keep me away,” Angel chuckled.

“Don’t underestimate her,” I said.

“I’ve got the bruises to tell me not to,” she said back.

Stepping to one side, I let Angel move past me. Right towards Grace.

They were surrounded. I stood on one side, and the BOC split, with half standing across from me and half to my left. To my right was the couch where Bekka and Mr. Duff were sitting, his two bodyguards behind them. Their ‘ring’ was probably fifteen, maybe twenty feet from side to side, more or less.

“Okay,” Marlene stood between the two women, looking both of them over, “what are we setting as the terms for the end of the fight?”

“Is Parlesia!” Bekka announced, staring straight into Angel’s eyes. “To Queen, for Dukru.”

My eyes shot back over to Angel, who rose up taller, standing straighter, and nodded once slowly to Bekka. Bekka told Angel, in no uncertain terms, what was on the line. Said in a manner that only a Rga’awra truly grasped.

“Whatever,” Grace waved Bekka off, still staring daggers into Angel. “And terms? That’s easy. It’s when this bitch is unconscious or begging so hard that I decide to give her mercy.”

“If that’s what you really want, that’s fine by me,” Angel answered with a calm, even tone.

Marlene backed away, leaving the two of them alone. Grace started to move, circling around, and Angel matched her. It seemed the fight had begun.

“I am so looking forward to this,” Grace said.

“Yeah, you already said that. I still really doubt it,” Angel replied.

“Heh. I’ve never lost a fight, you know. Not even come close. This is like a walk in the park for me. Putting you down will be an act of mercy.” Grace licked her lips and sucked in air through her teeth.

“Sure, keep thinking that,” Angel said.

“I’m actually a little sad that you’re going back to shithole-fake-Earth,” Grace said, ever the picture of elegance. “If your mom over on the couch wasn’t dragging you home, I could keep you around as a pet. Have you clean up for us after I fuck Bunny.”

Angel said nothing, continuing to circle.

“Right.” With that word, Grace moved. I’d watched her fight a hundred times, easily, but I’d never seen her move as fast as she did in that moment. She slid to Angel’s right, and threw a punch up under the ribcage. Angel leapt backwards, so it wasn’t as firm a hit as it could have been, but it still struck well. A liver punch. It was meant to slow Angel down, and it did, but not as much as it could have.

As fast as Grace was, Angel was that much slower. I’d only seen her in this kind of situation once, really, but her speed then was awe inspiring. Thanks to the beating she got the other day, along with the punch she just weathered, she was only a fraction of her normal self.

Her hands came out, trying to wrap around Grace, probably put her into a bear hug or something similar. If she was able to get ahold of her, that would end this fight quickly. Her strength was incredible, even with the injuries.

She only grabbed air, though, as Grace side-stepped, adding a kick to Angel’s thigh as she did. When Angel turned back to her, she was met by a fierce spinning backfist to the muzzle, jerking Angel’s head to the side.

“You know, if you fall down on your knees and start begging now, I might not hurt you too badly,” Grace taunted. “I mean, I’ll still beat you black and blue, but I’ll probably stop there.”

A trickle of blood was on Angel’s lip. Her tongue came out and licked it off, slowly.

Grace moved back in, dipping below Angel’s swiping right hand, and landing a vicious punch to the groin. I saw Angel recoil from the shot, but she didn’t make a sound. Instead, Angel’s hands punched straight down as Grace was moving away. Angel’s right fist glanced against Grace’s shoulder, knocking her askew for a moment—but only that. She was already moving out of Angel’s reach.

This time Angel took the offensive, moving after Grace, and for a second, I thought she had her. One of her hands grabbed Grace’s shoulder, but she was able to twist and fall backwards, throwing an elbow out as she moved past Angel again, landing it directly in the same leg as before.

Angel didn’t hesitate. She lashed out again with her claws, swiping at Grace’s face, and connecting—but not with the face. Three dark lines appeared on Grace’s shoulder, with blood rising instantly to the wounds.

“What the fuck?!” Sayge shouted. “She can use claws?”

Grace held up a hand, silencing the woman. She then bounced on her feet, moving backwards away from Angel, who was now pursuing the other woman with intensity. “C’mon, Mutt. Let’s see what you can do.”

In a burst, Angel swung with her left hand, claws out, and Grace ducked under easily, which seemed like exactly what Angel wanted. The right knee of the big Rga’awra rose up, hitting Grace with force in the chest and sending her backwards in a stagger. Angel was right on top of her, grabbing her sports bra with her right hand—which proved to be a huge mistake.

Both of Grace’s hands grabbed Angel’s arm, using them to lift herself up and throw one leg over Angel’s shoulder, pressing on the back of her neck, and putting the other one below her armpit. “Say goodnight, Mutt.”

Grace lurched backwards, and I heard a sickening pop. Angel’s arm extended at an odd angle, and then Grace dropped down, rolling up to her feet and turning back to face Angel. Angel’s right arm was hanging limply at her side.

“You’re supposed to be screaming,” Grace laughed. “I just dislocated your shoulder. That hurts like a bitch. You’re disappointing me. Wonder what I’ll need to do to make you whimper?”

Dislocated shoulder? Shit. Angel’s advantage was strength, and now it was cut in half.

Now Angel was moving backwards, angling her left side—the one with the good arm—towards Grace. Grace laughed and ran towards Angel’s right, slamming up against the hanging limb and moving out of reach before Angel could get her good hand on her.

And it kept happening. Angel was moving away, only for Grace to rush in and hit her shoulder, or kick her leg, which was now limping, or throw a punch towards her kidney. Death by a thousand cuts, only each cut was a deep gash with kitchen knife.

My heart was in my throat. Angel was definitely on the ropes, but I didn’t know what to do. If I tried to interfere, the BOC would be all over me—and Angel. Everything would go to hell in an instant. I was trembling, ready to scream for this to stop. Wondering if begging Grace and promising to go with her would be enough to save Angel from this dismantling.

Just when I was about to act, the fight turned my direction, and Angel saw my face. She looked me in the eye and mouthed two words clearly. “Trust me.”

Trust her? What the hell was there to trust? She was being slaughtered, and I was being forced to watch. I had to do something, but…but I had to trust Angel. With every ounce of courage I could muster, I stood there. Watching this unfold in front of me.

“Ooh, what’s this?” Grace had ducked behind Angel, and I saw her reach out and grab Angel’s tail—and yank on it at a very odd angle. I didn’t hear the sound this time, but I saw her tail go limp, likely dislocated like her shoulder—but possibly broken. Either way, that sounded horrific.

“Now, c’mon, Mutt, that had to hurt. Give me a little shriek, at least. A short yipe, maybe,” Grace mocked, still dancing around the larger woman.

“Yeah! I want to hear her scream!” Sayge’s voice had a disgusting tone. She was enjoying this on a completely different level.

“You heard my girl,” Grace feinted moving in, and Angel flinched, shifting her weight to keep her good side forward. “She wants a scream. Come on, Mutt. Be a good doggy and scream for your betters.”

Sweat was pouring down Grace’s face, and she licked it off her lip like a succulent candy. Her chest was heaving, but her eyes were still gleaming with mad delight.

Grace shifted again, and Angel reacted, falling for the ploy. Grace moved in and pulled Angel into a Muay Thai plum, then started driving her knee up and into Angel’s midsection in rapid succession.

And that was her final mistake.

Angel moved faster than she had for the whole fight. Her hand came out, wrapped around Grace’s right arm, and twisted, throwing the smaller woman to the side. Never letting go of it, Angel pushed her foot down onto Grace’s ribcage, and then yanked up on the arm. The popping sound from this one was much louder than the one from Angel’s shoulder. Grace screamed in pain.

“You’re right,” Angel finally broke her silence, “it does hurt like hell, doesn’t it.”

Without letting go, Angel picked Grace up by that arm and threw her in an arc, moving like a rainbow until she landed on the ground with a crunching thud. She dropped Grace’s arm and then moved to grab the other one. She braced her leg against the ribcage on that side, and paused for a moment.

“Try to be a stronger woman and not scream this time.” Then Angel pulled the other shoulder out of its socket. Grace did not do as Angel suggested, and screamed even louder the second time.

Angel pushed Grace onto her back and then dropped down on top of her, letting her full weight hit Grace’s chest and her knees hit on the shoulders. All of the air rushed out of her lungs in a single gasping sound. “You’re good, I’ll give you that,” Angel said, “but you aren’t built for the long fight. You’re used to winning fast. Taking someone out quick. You get someone who can take a beating and you run out of energy. You slowed down. And all I need is one chance.”

“Now, let’s talk about some things, shall we?” Angel did a backhanded slap across Grace’s face, the stinging sound filling the room. “You told me earlier that you were going to make me tell you that I wasn’t worthy of Grant. And you know what, you’re right, I’m not.” She slapped Grace with her open hand this time. A welt appearing before Angel stopped moving her arm.

“The thing is, he doesn’t mind that. He actually accepts me for who I am.” Angel grasped Grace's face and turned it so she faced her directly. “And if you had been even half the person that you could have been, I’d never have had the chance to meet him. So, I suppose I owe you a thanks.”

An open hand slap shifted her head to the other side. Blood was flowing from Grace’s mouth.

“S-stop,” Grace muttered.

“Stop? Oh, sorry, I can’t do that.” Angel grabbed Grace by the face and turned it to look directly at her. “You see, the terms of ending this fight was for me to be unconscious or begging you for mercy. Neither of those things is happening, so I guess I can’t stop.”

Angel raised Grace’s head off the floor a couple of inches and drove it back down with force.

“You see, there’s a big difference between us. You like to hurt people. I don’t, but I learned how to do it very, very well. And part of that was learning how to deal with the pain that came my way. You brag that you never lost, so you’ve never felt this kind of pain before, have you? This isn’t the first time I’ve had the crap beaten out of me. Experience counts, bitch.” I could hear the anger in Angel’s words, and the real pain that was behind them.

Angel bent down next to Grace’s ear and said something. It was too soft for me to hear, but whatever it was, it got a visible reaction from Grace.

“I…I surrender,” Grace said, her strength faded. “You…win.”

“No,” Angel said. “Not good enough. Say that I’m the better woman. Say it so that YOU hear it, because everyone else in the room already knows.”

Grace stared up at her with what might have been fear, but part of me wants to think it was something deeper. Whatever the case, I saw her lips move, and whatever she said must have been good enough, because Angel stood up and stepped away, leaving Grace lying still on the floor.

Instead of coming to me, Angel walked over to the couch, looking down at Nick Duff.

“She’s tough,” Angel said. “With a little discipline she’ll be a good replacement for me. Unfortunately.”

Bekka stood up and said something to Angel in Rga’awra. Angel simply nodded in response, and then Bekka moved over and grabbed the dislocated arm. Another popping sound and a grimace from Angel told me that she had put it back in place.

Grace, on the other hand, was being carefully helped up by the BOC. She staggered, but was able to stay on her own legs. Sayge and one of the other girls said something to Grace right before resetting the first of her dislocated shoulders. Grace let out a short, sharp cry, and then nodded. They moved to the other one and performed the same action.

She looked over at me, and I flinched. Her face twisted into a different type of pain, and she looked away. The BOC surrounded her, like a group hug or a defensive wall. Maybe it was both.

“Well,” Mr. Duff stood up and gave his thighs a light slap, “that was one helluva show. I always knew you were amazing, Angel, but seeing you do that…shame we couldn’t work things out.”

“We did work things out, Duff,” Angel said. “I’m going back with Ms. Shu’bak’vodya, and you get to have our leftovers.” She pointed at Grace, who was walking toward the door.

Grace paused for a moment, looking back at me. I think it was regret in her eyes, but it could as easily have been confusion. She still had a lot of growing to do. “Bunny….” Marlene guided her by the shoulder out of the room before she said anything else.

“Agreement good?” Bekka asked Mr. Duff.

He gave a short laugh. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m a man of my word. Even when my word is given because I was an idiot.” He reached down and took hold of Bekka’s hand and brought it up to his lips. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Bekka. I hope that we can work together in the future.”

All Bekka did was smile and nod.

Mr. Duff looked over at Angel, who was still standing a short distance away from him. “Helluva show, Angel. Good luck.”

We watched them all walk out the door, shutting it behind them. It was several seconds before anyone moved or spoke.

“I…we did it,” I said. “We did it!”

“My entire body hurts,” Angel said. “I think that she bruised my inner ear.”

“Oh crap!” I ran up to her, taking her by her left arm with great care, and led her to the couch. “Sit. Rest. I…you…how did you take that beating?”

“Easy,” she looked over at me, “I thought about losing you. There wasn’t anything that bitch could have done to make me give up.”

“She could have killed you,” I said.

“But she didn’t,” Angel countered.

“No. No, she didn’t.” I leaned over and placed a soft kiss on her lips.

“Ouch,” Angel said.

“Wow. Everything really does hurt, doesn’t it?”

She nodded, but a smile was on her face. “Worth it.”

We looked at each other and time slowed, letting everything sink in. Letting our future finally open up. It looked good.

“Let’s get you up to bed. You need to rest,” I said.

“No.” Bekka was standing off the to the side. “Dukru stays here.”

I looked over at her, she stood there with her arms crossed, a wide grin on her face. What the fuck was this about?


Chapter Twenty-Eight







“You my Dukru now,” Bekka said, looking at me.

“Oh, not this shit again,” I sighed.

“Fuck that,” Angel slowly stood up, unsteady but determined. “Are you still stuck on this? He’s mine, Bek’al’unaet. You have me. That’s it. That’s how it works.”

“No. I challenge you, Dal’anjelt’arach. Parlesia.” Bekka smiled wide. “Claim him as Dukru.”

That didn’t sound good. “Can she do that?” I asked Angel. “Isn’t she your Queen? Can she challenge you as my Queen? How does this work?”

“Technically, yes, she can,” Angel growled. “But she’d be a complete BITCH to do it.”

Angel limped over to Bekka, standing strong in front of her—as best she could, anyway.

“What’s this about? You watched what happened. You know the mess I’m in. What the hell, Bek’al’unaet?” Angel asked.

“Give up,” Bekka said. “You weak now. Best time to challenge.”

“Yeah, I don’t buy it,” Angel said. “You’ve been trying to goad me into a fight since you showed up. I’m tired of it.”

“I agree,” I added, and walked over to join them. “This game is old, Bekka. We’re tired, we’re beat up, and we don’t want to hear it.”

“Not game,” Bekka mumbled. She stared at Angel. “Parlesia. Accept or no?”

“No? That’s an option?” I asked Angel.

“It is, but it’s the same as me laying down and surrendering, and there is no way in hell that I’m giving you up.”

“Why do you want me so bad, Bekka? I like you, and I have a feeling that we’re going to be intimate again at some point, but I love Angel. We’re together. Why can’t you accept it?” I asked.

“You are pushing this hard, Bek’al’unaet,” Angel said. “It’s annoying, and I can’t figure out what your goal is. Why?”

“Because I have nothing!” Bekka screamed. Moisture formed at the corner of her eyes. “You…have this!” She gestured between us. “True Dukru. Dal’anjelt’arach only say Dukru.” Tears started rolling out of her eyes, staining her cheeks. “I fight, but fail. You say me temporary in heractulha. Is truth. No home. No place. Nothing.” Bekka turned away, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand.

We stood there in silence. Angel and I both paralyzed by her words. She and I exchanged a look, and I nodded her towards Bekka.

Angel stepped beside her, resting a hand on her shoulder, and then began speaking softly in Rga’awra. I stepped back, moving away and giving them room to talk. I felt like I should be there, saying something—doing something. But I also didn’t want to do the wrong thing, give the wrong signal. The language barrier felt like a wall right now.

The room was still a mess. Furniture was scattered everywhere, and all I could think to do was start moving things back into place. The couches were going to have to wait, but the other things—chairs, end tables, lamps—all of that I could manage. I started to reorganize the mess that I could handle.

“Grant,” Angel called to me softly and waved me over to them.

I walked over slowly. They were both sitting on the floor, with Angel’s arm wrapped around Bekka. “You okay, Bekka?”

She sniffed and gave a short, curt nod.

“She’s not,” Angel said. “I…I owe you an apology. It seems the story I told you about what happened to me back on Aeash wasn’t quite as accurate as I thought. I didn’t lie, I just…didn’t know.”

“What do you mean?” I lowered myself to the floor, positioned directly across from Bekka. Not too close, but close enough to touch or to be touched if needed.

“I told you the tribunal on Aeash kicked Bekka out of our heractulha, but that’s not the full story. I didn’t know, but they marked her as outcast. She couldn’t be part of any official heractulha,” Angel’s voice cracked.

Bekka sniffed beside her.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Any heractulha back on Aeash has to register with the Tribal Elder of the area. Noting the members and their role. She…they prohibited her from being in one.” Angel took a deep breath. “Because of me.”

“But…you told me that the two of you were in one. So that can’t be true,” I said.

“She was the Queen. She told me that we were registered, but we weren’t,” Angel explained.

“Wow. That really sucks. I’m sorry,” I said.

“Ha! Sucks,” Bekka laughed.

“It’s not just that, Grant. She had no role in our society. Rga’awra culture is very group oriented. We like to be around others. Be a part of something. After she and I split, her life…fell apart. She didn’t have any structure left. Coming after me wasn’t revenge, it was a way to find a home,” Angel said.

“Parlesia,” Bekka said.

“Right. She wanted the challenge to…to make me admit that I was still hers. That she still had a heractulha of her own.”

There was a lot of this I wasn’t understanding, but I think I got the gist. Angel got Bekka kicked out of their pack to protect her, which led to them banning Bekka from being in any pack. That led to Bekka coming after Angel as an attempt to make her feel like she still had someone. Still had…a family.

“Bekka, it’s okay. You’re in our…pack.” I really needed to learn that word. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“Heard you talking. I temporary. Angel vow only to make me happy. Just sex. No bond,” Bekka muttered. “No Dukru.”

“Angel, what does Dukru really mean? That’s not her complaining about not having a girlfriend.” I looked at her, and she winced a little.

“There…there isn’t an Earth equivalent,” Angel answered.

“Do your best, please,” I said.

She sighed. “You’re part of my soul.”

“I beg your pardon?” I blinked multiple times. “Is there some sort of magic shit going on? Like with that potion thing?”

“That isn’t real magic,” Angel said, “and neither is the Dukru. It’s….” Angel mumbled in Rga’awra, which made Bekka chuckle.

“She say you think us crazy,” Bekka answered. “She right.”

“When two souls give a vow in earnest, they mingle their identities. They become a single entity split between two bodies. What was two separate souls become one shared existence.” Angel shrugged. “And yes, we know that it isn’t real, but…it can feel real. And there are plenty of Rga’awra who hold a deep and genuine belief in it. All of us want it to be true. We’re told the stories from the time that we’re little.”

While the idea sounded crazy, it also made sense. The Rga’awra weren’t a part of their own world. Aeashen society kept them isolated and viewed them as things that stole from the more “civilized” world by taking mates. Being needed by their packs and finding someone who shared their soul gave them purpose.

“It’s not crazy,” I told her. “It’s romantic. I…I like the idea.”

Angel smiled. “Good, because I’m not letting you off the hook.”

“Wait, but you pledged to her before. Was it real then?” I asked before thinking.

“Yes,” Angel said, giving me a wave of relief. “When things went bad, though, the Dukru shattered. Our souls were wounded, creating bad things in your life. That’s why it’s a big deal. And also why finding you meant so much to me. You helped to heal my soul, literally.” Angel raised a hand. “According to the stories. I’m not saying it happened for real.”

“And Bekka wants to take over the pack because…?” I felt like there was one thing still missing.

“She wants to lead the heractulha because then we both have to pledge to her. The fact that you and I have such a tight bond would mean that she becomes a part of it. We pledge to her, and our happiness becomes hers. She heals,” Angel said.

“Bekka, is that right?” I asked.

She sneered. “Too…fancy. I not that weak.”

“Yeah, well,” I reached over and took her hand, “you’re with family. This is the best place to be weak. And I think I speak for both of us,” I looked at Angel who nodded, “when I say that the temporary tag was removed. If you want it, you’re in our family full time. And I—we—don’t care what any tribunal back on Aeash says. This is an Earth pack—”

“Heractulha,” Angel corrected.

“Yeah, that,” I pointed at Angel. “But it’s the Earth version. You aren’t banned from anything here. And you are part of ours.”

“Hmmph,” Bekka snorted.

Angel cuffed her lightly on the back of the head. “Don’t disrespect your heractulha’cha that way.”

“Fine. Who Ho’vaff? Who Queen?” Bekka asked.

Angel said nothing. I didn’t either, but I was trying to think of an answer. The same was likely true of Angel, actually.

“Thought so,” Bekka snorted.

“Stop being so negative,” I said. “We were thinking, and—”

“You’re not going to be Queen,” Angel said. “I won’t let it happen.”

My eyes almost popped out of my head. “Angel…?”

“Coward not take challenge,” Bekka sneered.

“First off, I’m not a coward, you dumb fotasch. Secondly, I won’t do it because it’s not fair to you,” Angel said. “Grant and I have a genuine bond. He is my Dukru. You being his Queen wouldn’t be genuine. But….” She held up a finger. “Give it time. Let you and he figure out what you mean to each other. If things change, then I will let you challenge me. A proper Parlesia. Until then, I am Queen.”

Bekka and Angel were staring at each other, neither of them giving an inch. “Uh, didn’t you tell me those challenge things were fights to the death?” I asked.

“I told you they could be fights to the death, but most aren’t. Only the very, very traditional ones,” Angel said. “We’d probably just fuck.”

“I beg your pardon?” Obviously, my ears weren’t working correctly. I couldn’t have heard what I thought she said.

Bekka gave a slow nod, a smile creeping wide onto her face.

“I told you, there are several types of Parlesia. Including an official challenge where the winner is determined by sexual dominance. We have sex for hours. Eventually, one of the participants submits to the other, deciding the winner.” Angel took my hand and smirked. “If you want, we can make you referee so you can watch.”

The laugh that erupted from Bekka filled the entire place. And since this place was about three times the size of my apartment, that was a lot of laughter.

“You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?” I said.

Angel laughed alongside Bekka, the two of them cackling like their genetic cousins.

“It’s an old joke,” Angel said. “Sorry.”

“Stupid people on Aeash think we fuck-fight,” Bekka laughed. “Is joke.”

“Bek’al’unaet, I promise you that, if you truly want to challenge me as Queen in six months, that window becomes open. Until then, I am Queen. You don’t have to give me a vow right now, but after six months, one of us will be Queen with the vow of the other. Agreed?” Angel held up her right hand, fingers closed, both thumbs out to the side. I had never seen anything like it before.

Bekka stared for what seemed like an awkward amount of time. Then she raised up her hand in the same configuration and pressed it against Angel’s. Their thumbs interlocked, creating an odd Rga’awra handshake—I think. Then they exchanged some words in Rga’awra, likely sealing the agreement in some other way.

“You okay?” I asked Bekka.

She looked my way and then shook her head. “Not yet…but better than was.” She smiled. “Have home now. Earth heractulha. Good place to be.”

“There you go. Welcome to the family,” I said.

“In six months, I be Queen. You be my Dukru,” Bekka added immediately, her eyes narrowing as she stared at me.

“And there she is again!” Angel pushed herself up, groaning with the effort. “Oh, I should not have sat on the floor. How did that make everything hurt more?”

“You slow,” Bekka said, “but knew you would win.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Damn, that bitch dislocated my tail. I should have at least knocked a tooth out of her,” Angel said.

“Not vote. Bet,” Bekka said as she rose to stand beside Angel.

“What?” I rose to stand with them. “What do you mean, bet?”

“Bet. Is right word?” She looked at Angel and said something to her in Rga’awra.

“Yeah, she’s means bet,” Angel said.

“Yes, bet. Told man of Duff that Dal’anjelt’arach win fight. We bet,” Bekka said.

“What did you bet?” Angel asked.

“Twice or none.” Bekka moved around behind Angel, followed by Angel wincing hard.

“You made a double or nothing bet on Angel? With a Mob boss?” The volume of my voice was probably quite a bit louder than it should have been.

“I appreciate you believing in me from the beginning, at least,” Angel said, her face still wracked with pain.

“Not beginning,” Bekka said. “After mean woman pull out arm.” Angel yelped, and Bekka walked back around. “Tail better!”

“To be clear,” Angel shifted her hips, presumably feeling out her tail, “you waited until one of my arms wasn’t working, and then decided it was a good idea to wager my money—which would have pretty much cleaned me out, by the way—on me winning the fight against the psychopath who was beating the crap out of me?”

“Yes!” Bekka nodded. “And won.”

“Wait….” The reality of the moment was sinking in.

“Are you telling us that….” Angel started.

“We don’t owe Duff any money?” I asked.

“No. No money. He and I make deal,” Bekka explained.

“Holy shit,” Angel said. “Maybe you should be Queen.”

“YES!” Bekka shouted.


Epilogue







One Year Later….

“We had someone else ask if we were from New York,” Bekka told me as she walked up to the bar.

It amazed me how completely she grasped the language in such a short amount of time. No matter how many times Angel told me it was normal for Rga’awra, I was still impressed.

“What did you tell them this time?” I asked with a chuckle.

“I told them I was born there,” she said. “I mean, I look very native New York.”

“Did they believe you? Please tell me they didn’t believe you.” I wiped down the bar out of reflex.

Bekka smiled at me, showing all of her teeth. She was wearing her favorite outfit: black jeans, black boots, and a screaming orange sleeveless shirt. She claimed it made her fur pop. It certainly made her muscles show, which was a good thing, considering her job.

“You are a dangerous, dangerous woman,” I laughed.

“It is good you are aware of that fact. It makes it easier for me to tell you that I can’t work on Friday.” Bekka sat down on the barstool across from me, holding her head high.

“You have to work on Friday,” I countered. “That’s in two days. We can’t get a replacement bouncer in two days.”

“You can. You just don’t want to try,” she said.

“Why do you need Friday off anyway? There’s nothing on the calendar at home, so this isn’t a long-term plan, or you would have put it there. That’s the rule,” I told her.

“Feh!” She reached across the bar, digging in the beer bucket to pull out a longneck. “Hayrille texted me. Said she could come this weekend. I told her that was a good idea.”

“Her coming to visit is a good idea. I love seeing Hayrille. She also knows what we do for a living, so her waiting at our house is also a good idea. Or, if she prefers, she can come here and hang out with all of us, so long as she doesn’t distract you from your job.” I put on my serious face. With Bekka that was almost always a must.

She looked me in the eye and shrugged. “Eh. You aren’t my boss. I’m not worried about it.”

“Yes. Yes, I am your boss. That’s what the job title of manager means. I’m the one who tells you if you can or can’t do something at work. That’s my job. Your job is to be the bouncer and work the door.” I pointed to the door at two people walking in. “Specifically, carding folks to make sure they are legal to be in here.”

She popped the cap off her beer with a claw and glanced over her shoulder for a brief second. “They look old enough. And besides, Hayrille likes you, too, so you should be happy she’s showing up.”

“I just….” My hand came up, and my fingers pushed through my hair. “Bekka, you are working on Friday.”

“Angel, I’m not working on Friday,” Bekka said past me, and I turned to see Angel walking up from the back. She was wearing her favorite white leather jacket, black top, and blue jeans—the same thing she wore on our first date. Today, just as then, she looked absolutely stunning.

“Why not?” Angel asked.

“Hayrille’s coming,” Bekka said.

“Oh, nice! It’ll be good to see her,” Angel walked up behind me and wrapped her arms around my chest. “Did he say it was okay?”

“He’s not my boss,” Bekka said and upended her beer, draining it down.

Angel took a deep breath, and I could feel her glare. “We’ve been over this. In the bar, Grant is your boss. You have to do what he says.”

The empty bottle slammed down on the bar. “I do not like this structure! He and I should be equals, with you as our boss. You own this bar, correct?”

“I do,” Angel said. “And Grant is the manager, which makes him the boss on the floor.”

“And what does that make me?” Bekka asked in a voice too loud for the question.

“The bouncer!” We both said at the same time.

“Who also happens to be sleeping with the owner on the side,” Angel said.

“And the manager, sometimes,” I added.

“And occasionally both at the same time,” Angel clarified.

“What benefit does that give me? I can’t even get one night off from work to see the woman I am courting!” Bekka proclaimed, again probably a little too loudly.

“How is that going, by the way?” Angel asked, ignoring Bekka’s outburst. “Have you talked to her about the heractulha?”

“She keeps claiming she can’t join because she is Dobhareal. Even when I point out there is a human in it. It’s really that she is scared to commit.” Bekka put her huge toothy smile back on display. “Don’t worry, I’ll wear her down.”

“We know exactly how she feels,” I said. “And now, can I convince you to go back to the door and do your job?”

Bekka rolled her eyes so hard it almost broke her bar stool. “It’s almost closing time!”

“We don’t close for an hour,” I said.

“Bekka!” Angel used her boss voice. “Go back to work. We’ll talk about Friday at home.”

With a snort, Bekka stood up and started walking towards the door. “I suppose someone has to keep you two safe. And remember, you may boss me around here, but I still top both of you in bed!”

“Not appropriate talk for work!” Angel replied. “And definitely not appropriate to yell!”

Bekka cackled. I watched her walk towards the door, with her putting on a show considering how her tail was swishing and her hips were doing their best to match.

“That reminds me, when is the next time you see the doctor about your tail?” I asked.

“Two weeks from tomorrow,” Angel said.

“Good. Hopefully this time he’ll have a solution to get rid of the pain.” I turned around to look up Angel. We locked eyes, and like always, it took my breath away.

“Me too. It’s not bad, but it sure as hell annoys me. I still dream about breaking Grace’s pinky so it bothers her every time she picks up a weight.” Angel growled the other woman’s name like it was the name of the devil—which, in her mind, I guess it was in some ways. “You see the therapist on Tuesday, right? You’re going, right?”

I nodded. The therapist had been great help moving past what happened with Grace, but I was still having problems showing up. Even with Grace out of my life, fear was still ruling me. We had moved over two-hundred miles from where she lived—getting Angel next to the ocean like she dreamed as a bonus—but Grace’s shadow was long.

“I’ll be there,” I said, hoping I was telling the truth.

I changed the subject with a nod towards the front door and the woman standing at it. “She’s going to challenge you one day, you know. That’s been her thing since the day I met her.”

“Bekka?” Angel shook her head. “Nah. She’s too happy. Ignore all the complaints, that’s her way of having fun. She’s happy with her place in our little family, and if she can convince Hayrille to join, she’ll be even happier.”

The way the light hit her behind the bar was…not flattering at all. It was neon and showcase lights that spotlighted bottles, and wasn’t meant to be flattering to the person standing nearby.

And she looked gorgeous.

“Have I mentioned today that I love you?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“Because I love you,” I said.

She nodded slowly.

“Aren’t you going to say it back?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” she told me. Then she bent down and kissed me gently on the lips. “Just kidding. I love you, Dukru.”

“And I love you, my Queen,” I said.

“Okay, that’s enough of the back-and-forth love yous. We’re not going to continue to repeat that all night,” she said. “Besides, you have a customer.”

I glanced over my shoulder, and sure enough, a man was sitting down at seat number six. I blew her a kiss and watched her walk away. I could watch that view for hours on end.

As she turned the corner to head into the back, I turned to face the customer.

“Now that is a lot of woman,” he said, his eyes still watching where Angel had exited.

“You’re damn right she is,” I said. Then I slid a napkin in front of him, the name and logo of the bar clearly visible.

“Welcome to Queens. What can I get you?”

THE END


Additional Information







Glossary

Word (pronunciation) language - definition

Aeash (aysh), originally Yuarao, now in common use across all languages - A world in an alternate reality, dimensionally resonant with Earth. It shares Earth’s basic geographical structure but has undergone divergent evolution, resulting in distinct life forms. Official contact with Earth was established within the past fifty years, with cross-dimensional travel enabled a decade later.

Dorgza (DOOR-zha), Rga’awra - A male, typically Rga’awra, selected by an individual member of a Rga’awra Heractulha for breeding purposes, often as part of a ritualistic or social arrangement.

Dukru (dew-CREW) - defined within the narrative context of Queen. Refer to the story for its full explanation.

Fotasch (foe-TASH), Rga’awra - A derogatory term used by Rga’awra to describe an individual of low moral character.

Heractulha (hair-ack-TWO-la), Rga’awra - A social collective of two or more Rga’awra, led by a single Ho’vaff. On Aeash, these groups are registered and monitored by a Rga’awra council.

Heractulha'cha (hair-ack-TWO-la cha), Rga’awra - A term of endearment used by a member of a Heractulha to refer to another member of their group.

Ho’vaff (HOE-vaf), Rga’awra - The title given to the leader of a Heractulha, equivalent to “Queen” on Earth, bestowed by the group’s members.

Panchel-Cha'roonta Device (PAN-chel cha-ROON-ta), English - A device developed by scientists Lydea Panchel (of Earth) and Cha’roonta (of Aeash) that harmonizes the biological or energetic structure of a visitor from Aeash or Earth when traveling to the other’s planetary environment, enabling survival and gradual adaptation to the host world’s dimensional harmonics.

Parlesia (par-LEE-cee-uh), Rga’awra - An official challenge issued by a Heractulha member to the Ho’vaff to assume leadership of the group. The challenge’s form varies, ranging from combat to intellectual contests, depending on the Heractulha’s customs.

Pul’bha (POOL-bah), Rga’awra - An illegal medical treatment on Aeash that enhances an individual’s natural healing abilities for up to four hours, enabling remarkable recovery. Its severe side effects may include permanent injury or death.

Umn’la (OOM-la), originally Yuarao, now in common use across all languages - A small metal rod, typically three to six inches long and less than an eighth of an inch in diameter, embedded with a nano-chemical compound. It induces temporary stasis in a living target for up to ten minutes, ceasing immediately upon removal. Typically deployed via compressed air rifles or handheld devices, it can also be used in hand-to-hand combat.




The Tribes of Aeash

There are six dominant tribes on Aeash:

Dobhareal (DAH-vuh-reel) - The Dobhareal are descended from a Mustelidae ancestor. The Dobhareal could easily pass for a human in the dark. The only things they maintained from their evolutionary ancestor are a wide, dark-tone nose, slightly rounded ears, feet that end in a digitigrade fashion, and a short tail. Like all of the people of Aeash, they have fur covering their bodies, in a fine, short coat that is difficult to distinguish at a distance. Their fur coloration runs from dark to light brown to rich black. Like all of the other peoples of their world, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Fapalf (fuh-PALF) - The Fapalf are descended from an Equidae ancestor. The Fapalf could easily pass for a human in the dark. The only things they maintained from their evolutionary ancestor are larger, funnel-shaped, highly mobile ears, feet that end in hooves, and a short tail. Like all of the people of Aeash, they have fur covering their bodies, in a fine, short coat that is difficult to distinguish at a distance. Their fur coloration runs from white to brown to grey to black, often with colorations or patterns covering their bodies. They are larger than the typical Aeashen, standing at an average of six feet and six inches tall. Like all of the other peoples of their world, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Grarseach (GAR-sick) - Descended from an Ursoidea ancestor, the Grarseach retain a wide, dark-toned nose, slightly rounded ears, clawed fingers and toes, and a short tail. Like all of the people of Aeash, they have fur covering their bodies, in a fine, short coat that is difficult to distinguish at a distance. Their fur coloration runs from white to brown to rich black. Smaller but broader and stouter than the average Aeashen, they are celebrated for their strength and fortitude. The Grarseach speak two dialects—Upper Grarseach (used in formal or ceremonial contexts) and Common Grarseach (widely spoken)—with printed materials often including both. Like all Aeashen peoples, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Oua (WAH) - The Oua are descended from a Bovoidea ancestor. The Oua could easily pass for a human in the dark. The only things they maintained from their evolutionary ancestor are funnel-shaped, highly mobile ears, feet that end in a digitigrade fashion with cloven hooves, and a short tail. Approximately three percent of the Oua will grow vestigial horns, with some of them capable of becoming quite long. It is not unusual for the Oua to have those horns surgically removed. Like all of the people of Aeash, they have fur covering their bodies, in a fine, short coat that is difficult to distinguish at a distance. Their fur, ranging from white to grey, brown, tan, or black, typically features striking linear or striped patterns, contributing to their reputation for angular, symmetrical beauty. Like all of the other peoples of their world, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Shoosira (SHOE-see-ra) - The Shoosira are descended from a Felidae ancestor. The Shoosira could easily pass for a human in the dark. The only things they maintained from their evolutionary ancestor are slitted eyes (that allow them to see better in low light situations), pointed ears, claws on the ends of their fingers and toes, feet that end in a digitigrade fashion with padded toes, and a short tail. Like all of the people of Aeash, they have fur covering their bodies, in a fine, short coat that is difficult to distinguish at a distance. Their fur coloration tends towards earthy colors, but can also include dark red or orange, or a rich black. A small number of Shoosira (less than two percent) will have patterns on their fur, or multiple colors in a patchwork structure. Like all of the other peoples of their world, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Yuarao (yuh-ROHW) - Descended from a Canidae ancestor, the Yuarao are the most human-like Aeashen tribe, retaining only a dark-toned nose and a short tail. Their fur ranges from white to tan or black. Their language has become the dominant tongue on Aeash, spoken conversationally by most inhabitants, reflecting their cultural influence. Like all Aeashen peoples, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

There are two other groups of people who live on Aeash.

Coinoie (COH-nee) - Descended from a Leporidae ancestor, the Coinoie retain a slight muzzle-like snout, long rabbit-like ears, and coiled tails. Their fur ranges from snow-white to grey, brown, or rich black. Historically enslaved by the dominant tribes, they gained freedom and honorary tribe status from the Grand Council within the last century. Comprising nearly half of Aeash’s population, they are the largest sentient group. Like all Aeashen peoples, they have the Aeashen hand construction. *

Rga'awra (ruh-GWAR-ruh) - Descended from a Hyaenidae ancestor, the Rga’awra retain a long muzzle, clawed fingers and toes, erect ears, large tails, and partially digitigrade legs. Their brown or grey-brown fur features dark spots and prominent shoulder tufts. Averaging six feet ten inches, with some reaching eight feet or more, they are the largest Aeashen species. A strictly female species, they historically raided other tribes for males to reproduce, leading to their outcast status and restricted rights by the Grand Council. They often live outside urban centers and are the least populous group. Like all Aeashen peoples, they have the Aeashen hand construction. * Their social structure revolves around the Heractulha (see glossary).

*Aeashen hand construction - All of the sentient peoples of Aeash share a hand construction that is different from the human hand on Earth. Their hand is structured with three fingers and two thumbs (one on either side of the palm). The reason for this evolutionary differentiation from Earth is still being researched.
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The Champions of Elan

A special volume that collects the first two books in The Champions of Elan series.

HARMONIA

In the heart of Harmonia, a gleaming city-state, stands the ancient castle that gave it its name—the legendary home of the four goddesses who forged the world of Elan and ushered its people into enlightenment. For centuries, this mythic fortress has drawn tourists and skeptics alike, most dismissing its divine origins as mere fable. Only a devout few still revere it as sacred ground. Harmonia has basked in peace and prosperity.

That era is dead.

The castle is no longer a hollow relic. The goddesses have returned—and they are not alone. Something stirs within those hallowed walls.

Packed with heart-pounding action, heart-wrenching sacrifice, and sharp-witted humor, Harmonia is a spellbinding fantasy epic that pits mortal courage against divine corruption.

CHILD OF SHADOWS

In the frozen, unforgiving land of Dula Koarr, survival is a daily battle, yet its people burn with fierce love and resilience.

Renarde, the cunning fox-woman of Harmonia, ventures into this harsh northern realm and allies with a desperate woman searching for her lost husband. Their quest leads to a shadowy castle carved into a mountain, ruled by twin sisters guarding sinister secrets.

As a cataclysm looms, the fate of this icy land rests on Renarde, the Champion of Elan. Danger lies around every corner, and death awaits anyone foolish enough to linger. And she’s having the time of her life.

A thrilling tale of betrayal, power, and redemption

In this gripping sequel to Harmonia, cosmic horror and betrayal collide in a race against a crumbling keep, where every choice could mean salvation—or doom.

Warning: Contains graphic sexual content and violence. Not suitable for readers sensitive to mature themes.

Edible Complex

Zombies.

The living dead, brought back from hell to feast upon the flesh of the living, inflicting their unholy curse to any who suffer even the slightest wound. They hunt you, kill you, and then devour your brain for sustenance. They are evil incarnate, here to terrorize your life.

Except that they aren’t. And they don’t.

It turns out that everything that we thought we knew about zombies, thanks to movies and books and television and such, wasn’t quite as faithful as they wanted us to think. I should know, I see and deal with them on a daily basis. It’s my job. I work for the Federal Office of Organizing Dining for Zombies, or F.O.O.D.Z. for short. Oh, and my job sucks.

My name is Cassandra Cole. Welcome to my world.

Edible Complex is a stand-alone horror-comedy novel and should not be taken internally. Consult your doctor if you feel that Edible Complex may not be right for you. Known side-effects of Edible Complex are laughing, groaning, and occasionally shuffling around your house in a state of undeath. Edible Complex is suitable for ages teen and up.

Cover by award-winning artist Dave Johnson!


The Katnip Kollection

Step inside the sultry Kit Kat Klub, where shadows hold secrets and Miss Katnip reigns as both owner and star. She’s a little reckless, a little dangerous, and sometimes willing to bend the rules for those who need her the most. To help her, she wields an ancient potion that bestows her with remarkable strength and prowess, letting her face whatever challenges come her way.

This volume collects the three previously published books in the series.

Red is the Darkest Color

An intoxicating tale of betrayal, power, and redemption. Red is the Darkest Color drags you into a noir world where good and evil blur in a haze of Fizz and fury. Deception is easy on the streets of Mutt Town, but the truth is something that can be very hard.

The Devil Was Green

In a city where shadows hold secrets and monsters hold human faces, Miss Katnip fights not for survival, but for something worth saving. When a murder ties her to a deadly plot, she dives into a web of betrayal, facing a fire-breathing dragon and her own dark past. With every step, she uncovers a truth more dangerous than she ever imagined.

A Hand of Gold and Other Stories

Twelve stories spanning a year in the life of the citizens of Mutt Town. A collection of tales that explore and expand the universe Miss Katnip operates in, from the viewpoint of several talented authors.
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