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For Ali, Katee, CLo, Kimberly, and JT—I am utterly geeked to be in such good company. Just picture me as Charlie Brown on Halloween in the bedsheet with all the holes in it. That’s me, awkward and a little goofy, but happy to be with the gang.
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Content Warning

This story contains explicit sexual content, some strong language, violence, enslaved characters (nothing bad happens on page), discussions of gene tampering, and, above all, a character who drinks blood. In space.

Reader discretion is advised.


Intercepted Communications to Superior Stables Lab Station

Communication from Stablemaster of Lord va’Dor, First of His Name, to Superior Stables Lab Station, Attention Customer Orders

I am inquiring as to the status of the genetically spliced gladiator order that was put in a month ago. Please advise.

Response from Superior Stables Lab Station

Greetings, Stablemaster!

We have your order right here. Pardon for the delay, but the particular strain of gladiator stock you requested came out with a blood deficiency and photosensitivity. We are running a few modifications upon the requested clone that will take care of this issue. Thank you for your patience, and we look forward to contacting you with pleasing results.

Signed,

Nasit sa’Wost, Head of Genetics

Superior Stables: Any splice for the right price!

Stablemaster to sa’Wost

A blood deficiency is unacceptable. So is photosensitivity. He’s supposed to be a gladiator. How is he going to battle if he can’t be in the light? My lord requested expedited healing in his splice, not for him to be even more fragile than the usual clones. Please refund our credits promptly.

sa’Wost to Stablemaster

You are correct that a blood deficiency is unacceptable! Luckily, we have worked on this and come up with a promising solution. The last genetic modifications are being completed today, and the subject will be extremely healthy. His body’s capability to heal will be within the ninety-eighth percentile, as requested, along with strength, speed, and agility. We are confident in our results; wait and see! Once we have confirmed that the splice is to your standards, he will be available for pickup at the nearest space station.

Superior Stables: Any splice for the right price!

Stablemaster to sa’Wost

What modifications are you doing, exactly?

Stablemaster to sa’Wost

We have not approved any additional modifications, and they will not be paid for. Please let us know what you are planning to do with the clone my master ordered.

Stablemaster to sa’Wost

Did you receive my last communication?

Stablemaster to sa’Wost

It has been a week since our last communication. Status update, please.


Chapter One

Dana

The station is silent. Normally it’s pulsing with noise—the clank of machinery, the whir of the atmosphere generators straining to keep up with the population, the hum of multiple voices in the background, the sound of booted feet on the floors. Now everything is so very quiet. Even the atmospherics click off, content with the temperature and the level of oxygen in the space station.

I lift up the metal grate and climb out of the laundry shaft I’ve been hiding in. At first, I thought I’d get a few hours to myself. The moment the laboratory alarms went off, screeching about an escaped subject, I raced down the hall, away from my alien master, and climbed into one of the chutes. I come here sometimes when I want to be left alone for a bit. As an alien’s unwilling pet, I get handled a lot whether I want it or not. It’s nice to get a few hours to myself, and I curled up in the piles of uniforms . . . and apparently fell asleep.

I don’t know how long I’ve been out, but everything’s far too quiet.

Surely everyone didn’t just . . . leave for good?

Surely not.

Surely they’re just in a meeting? Threat neutralized and things are back to normal? I’ve lived on this station for a year now as the miserable pet of the head scientist, Nasit sa’Wost, and there’ve been a few times when their “experiments” have broken free from their confines. It happens when you’re dealing with living things. The quiet is unnerving, though, and it’s getting to me.

Has to be a meeting. I’m not that lucky.

“Computer,” I call out. “What’s today? Where is Nasit sa’Wost?”

It doesn’t acknowledge me. Of course it doesn’t. I’m not a person to it, which is annoying as hell.

Fine. I pull the stupid frilly bow off my head and the second one off my waist, tossing them on the floor. Nasit is going to be looking for me soon enough, and I want to enjoy not being someone’s pet poodle for a hot minute. I stretch, yawning, and run my fingers through my hair, happy to be free of the dumb decorations the alien puts on me. Nasit loves a garish bow and an even more garish dress for me. I swear, it’s like Halloween every day.

I glance up and down the hall. No guards, no scientists. All is still.

This means I have a few more minutes to myself. Might as well enjoy the freedom while I have it.

I waste no time in heading for the cafeteria. If we’re going with a Halloween vibe, it’s time for me to trick-or-treat. Specifically . . . treat myself. My mouth waters at the thought of getting to eat something other than a hard, flavorless nutrient bar. Nasit gives me nothing but those, and even those he’s stingy with, because he likes a “lean” pet and not a “puffy” one. Jerk. I’m going to eat at least six bowls of noodles before they get back, I decide.

When I get to the cafeteria, though, the sliding doors are tightly sealed shut.

Frowning, I put my hand on the door lock panel. It doesn’t respond, so I tap it again. And again. “No! Come on! Answer me!”

The doors never even budge. Of course they wouldn’t. They open only for the people who live on this ship, and I’m considered a pet. With a furious snarl, I slap the panel again. No dice. I try to access it with an override code on the panel, but the station ignores my attempts.

All trick, no treat. Boo.

Emergency Mode. Security Breach. Containment of Specimen Required.

Ugh. Stupid station. Maybe I can pry the door open manually. I try to work my fingers into the tight seams of the door for at least ten minutes before I give up.

“I hate you, Nasit,” I say mournfully as I rest my forehead on the cold metal.

So not only have I been abandoned, but I can’t even enjoy this. I lightly thump my head against the door again, and then turn to look down the hall. No one has even noticed me. No one’s here to see me trying to break into the food supplies.

Hmm. Emergency mode, the computer had mentioned on the panel. Emergency mode changes the ship’s functions, but without access to the operating system, I won’t know what, exactly, that entails. I need access, somehow . . . which means I need a friendly alien to help me with it.

Since they all consider me the equivalent of a yappy pet dog? It’s not freaking likely.

“Computer?” I try again. “Where is everyone?”

Still no response from the artificial intelligence that runs the ship.

I abandon the cafeteria and tiptoe down another hall, my feet cold on the floors (because Nasit doesn’t like his pets to wear shoes and he’s a jerk). There’s a window down this hall that has a view of one part of the station and deep space. I’ve enjoyed the sights here several times before, as you can see a lot of the station itself, along with a very pretty nebula in the distance.

The space station here is shaped like an H with two long bars connected in the center. Along the outside of one bar, there’s always a row of little squares that look like teeth along a jaw. I asked about them once in halting alien tongue and was told that they were evacuation pods for emergencies. Then Nasit had patted me on the head and put another bow in my hair.

When I find the window, my mouth goes dry. Sure enough, the evacuation pods are all gone. All except one that sticks out like the last niblet on a cob of corn.

Son of a bitch.

The station is quiet because everyone hightailed it out of here, and I was left behind. I rub my eyes, just in case I’m seeing things. I’m here alone on Superior Stables Lab Station. Perhaps I should be panicking, but instead all I feel is a deep-seated glee. I’m free. I can take that last pod and figure out how to get away from here and maybe find my way back to Earth . . .

A distant crash of metal echoes from somewhere deep inside the station. The labs.

Correction. I’m not alone.

Security Breach. Containment of Specimen Required.

Whoever it was that they’re fleeing is still here with me.


Chapter Two

Dana

Another crash from deep within the labs makes me tense. Whatever monster they created is still here on the station . . . with me.

That’s not good.

I’ve seen some of the creatures created in the labs here. Nasit is a master of what is referred to as “splicing.” He takes genetic profiles of multiple races of aliens and crafts a specially designed clone out of all the best traits. Those clones—splices—are to be used as a gladiator for whatever barbaric sports these mesakkah aliens are into. The tall, horned blue aliens dress in elegant robes and hold their noses up in the air when it comes to the other alien races and pride themselves on how learned and civilized they are, and yet they love slavery and gladiators.

Spoiler alert: The entire universe is full of jerks.

I need to get to that pod. I don’t know how to operate it, but whatever they’re avoiding here means I should avoid it, too. To get to the pod, though, I’ll have to cross the middle bar of the H and over to the far side of the station.

And the labs are in the center of the station.

I contemplate getting back into the vents, but I know from experience that the portions of the laundry system large enough to climb through are centered mostly over the living quarters of the station and that there’s only a chute for medical waste near the labs.

I’ll have to walk directly through the most dangerous area in order to get to the escape pod.

Ugh.

The alternative is to just . . . not go? I could hide in Nasit’s quarters until the mesakkah scientists return. He’ll be back at some point. He’ll put a bow in my hair and pat my head and I’ll hate every moment of it, but I’ll be safe. Safe, with bows and nutrition bars and sleeping in a cage, and I’ll never see Earth again.

Maybe they’ll come back to the station to rescue me before I starve to death.

Maybe they’ll return before the monster realizes I’m here and eats me.

Maybe.

Maybe not.

My stomach growls, and I go looking for a weapon.

[image: ]

Weapons aren’t so hard to come by on a space station built for cloning monstrous gladiators. As I approach the middle section of the ship, where the labs are, I come across the training grounds. There, I look for something I can use to defend myself. It’s too much to hope for a gun of some kind, but even the handheld weapons are ginormous. Humans are bite-size snacks compared to the full meals of most aliens. I pick up a club . . .

. . . and immediately topple over.

“Must weigh fifty pounds,” I mutter. “Gotta be something pip-squeak-size around here.”

I try a sledge-hammer, a sword that’s taller than I am, and something that looks like clawed gloves, except the gloves are the size of baseball mitts. I’m more likely to injure myself with this stuff than anything. As I contemplate how I can defend myself, one of the bots that cleans the ship putters past, moving down the hall. I follow it. A long arm reaches out and begins to swipe across the glass, squeegeeing it clean.

I break the squeegee off, ignoring the shrill alerts that the bot makes, and practice flicking my new weapon. It’s flexible and long and reminds me a bit of a cross between a whip and a fencing blade. Will it protect me against whatever is loose on this ship?

No. But it beats nothing.

There’s another crash nearby and the pinging alert of a system going offline. This time, the sounds are much, much closer, and my skin prickles.

Down the hall. Has to be.

My whip-sword raised in the air, I advance toward the enemy.


Chapter Three

Project va’DorV8.3

Blood.

The scent of it makes my senses come alive. I can smell it nearby, along with the astringent tang of the cleanser residue that the bots use all over this station. I’ve torn apart the lab, looking for more packets of stored blood, but every compartment is empty. I’ve drunk all of the contents within a day, just to rid myself of the violent blood hunger that was clouding my thoughts.

It’s gone now, but so is all of my food.

There has to be something left behind, though. I shatter glass doors and crush metal framework, all to get to the vials inside, and I’m relieved when I find one last, half-full bag of blood, encased in supple plastic.

I don’t even bother ripping a hole in the bag. I just shove the entire thing into my mouth and chew. The cold blood bursts against my fangs, filling me with relief and revulsion at the same time. Delicious, but somehow wrong tasting. Doesn’t matter.

The urge to feed is sated for now, the fog in my mind lifted. I collapse on the floor with exhaustion, my hand on my brow.

Movement makes my ears prick with awareness.

Something is walking down one of the nearby halls. The sounds they make are quiet but noticeable to senses as finely tuned as mine. I sit up, listening as light footfalls echo, moving toward my location.

And I smell more blood, but this time it’s the blood of a living creature, not the sterile bagged blood.

It smells delightful. It makes my mouth water even though I just ate. I spit out the empty plastic bag, drained of its contents, and get to my feet.

The door opens, and light from the hall floods in. I move to the side automatically to avoid the light and put a hand up to shield my eyes. There’s a creature in the doorway, and I squint at it in surprise. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before. It’s short, with bright-orangish-red hair that lies in waves around its hornless head. The skin of it is unpleasantly pale, like the underbelly of an animal. It wears a yellow shift that goes to its knees, and its legs are bare.

It smells female. I’ve never seen a female before, but the learning implants embedded in my brain fill in the blanks for me. Female. Adult. Appealing.

And full of fresh blood.

She waves a thin, wobbling length of metal in the air like a weapon, staring into the darkness. Once she’s confident she’s not going to be pounced on, she moves, shuffling to the side, and puts her back to the wall. Too late, I realize she’s tapping on the light fixture to activate it.

Pain floods my eyes. My skin lights up as if it’s on fire, and I let out a roar of agony. “Turn the lights off!”

“Shit! Sorry!” the female’s voice squeaks out, and she quickly hits the panel to kill the lights. She speaks in a foreign tongue, but the translator makes her words understandable. After a moment, she speaks in the mesakkah Homeworld tongue, though her words are halting and less comfortable. “I didn’t realize someone was here.”

Her words are apologetic and do a lot to ease my anger. I crouch lightly on the floor, wiping at my watering eyes. “Leave it off,” I say gruffly. “It hurts my eyes.”

There’s a pause. “Oh. Okay. Sure. Is . . . that why they left you behind?”

“Left me?” I get to my feet, and my skin burns wherever the light hit it. There’s a setting in the lab for dim lighting that won’t burn me, but I don’t know what it is, and it’s clear this stranger doesn’t, either.

“Yeah, I think they all hightailed it out of here to avoid the monster.” Her voice drops to a whisper, and she glances around the darkness, her weapon in hand. “Have you seen it?”

My eyes are finally no longer tearing up, and I can get a better look at her. “What monster?”

“The one everyone evacuated to escape? Don’t tell me you were unaware? This station is deserted, buddy. They left me behind because I’m a poodle, and I guess they left you to be eaten because of the light allergy. Bad news for you, though.” Her voice drops to a dramatic whisper. “If we run across the monster, I’m going to trip you so he eats you first.”

I snort at her bold statement. A monster. They’ve fled the monster. I thought that the scientists were regrouping in a safer part of the station to try to figure out how to contain me. I’d grown tired of their poking and prodding and broke my restraints when they’d tried to give me yet another one of their “experimental” treatments that left my insides burning and painful and made me hurt for days on end.

They’d tried to suppress me with shock-sticks and, when I wouldn’t return to my cage, turned up the electrical current. It didn’t work, though. They buzzed me with annoyance but didn’t slow me down. The enhanced healing that they altered me with took care of that. They tried gassing me next, but I can hold my breath for an hour, thanks to their modifications, so that didn’t work, either.

After that, they’d fled, and I went to find some blood to drink. They’d mentioned something about iron deficiencies when discussing me under their breath, and I’d grown hungry every time someone leaned in close and I could smell the blood pulsing under their skin.

Once they’d abandoned me, I helped myself to the lab’s stockpile of blood bags.

They’ve left the station entirely? That’s new. Cowardly and unsurprising, but new.

And they’ve also left this fragile, clever creature behind. “You’re sure they left?”

“Positive. I’m not normally alone for this long. I checked the escape pods, and they’re all gone. We’ve been left with whatever it is that’s terrorizing this place. I’m surprised you haven’t run into him.”

I take a step forward in the darkness, then another toward her. Blood pulses under her skin, and I can smell the faint notes of it. I put my hand over the light panel, and she quickly moves to the side, her pulse skittering and the blood scent growing stronger.

With my claws, I rip the light panel out of the wall so she can’t use it.

“Bad news,” I growl, echoing her words.

“Oh?” Her voice is a little uncertain, and she shivers even as she tilts her head back as if to look at me.

I lean in close, mouth watering again at her delicious scent. “Little one, I am the monster they fled.”


Chapter Four

Dana

Ipress myself harder against the wall.

He’s . . . the monster? He’s the reason everyone fled the station? Panic flares in my chest, and I tamp down the urge to run. Be cool, I remind myself. If you’re having a normal conversation, he’s not as monster-y as you think. He’s just saying that to freak you out. “You’re messing with me, right?”

“I do not understand.” His words are measured, calm. I can’t see his face in the darkness. All I can hear are his movements . . . and I can feel the heat coming off his body. He sounds like he’s breathing heavy, but he’s also an alien. How do I know how heavy or how light he breathes normally? But the fact that his deep voice is even is a good sign, I think. “What is this ‘messing’?”

“You’re teasing me,” I clarify, wishing I could turn the lights on. He just clawed the panel out of the wall, though, so that’s a vote against him being cool and calm. I shiver, chills prickling on my skin. “You’re not the real reason they left, are you?”

“I broke out,” the stranger says simply. “Their poisons and their shock-sticks could not hold me. So they left to save themselves because I said I would kill them if I caught them and drink their blood.”

He says it all so casually, as if two dozen well-armed aliens and a handful of scientists abandon ship every day. I glance up, because I can’t see him in the darkness, but I can feel him looming. He’s taller than me, and the nearness of him is starting to unnerve me.

“So that is why I am here,” he continues in that too-calm voice. “Why are you here?”

“Because I’m a poodle.”

“A pooh-dull?” He echoes the word, mangling it. “I still do not understand.”

It suddenly occurs to me that being seen as a poodle is going to work for my benefit. “I’m a pet,” I explain. “Aliens—the big blue guys—stole me from my home planet a few years ago. The guy that owns me makes me sleep in a cage and treats me like I have no functioning brain cells.”

He huffs.

The sound of his response is vaguely amused, so I keep going. Haven’t I been learning how to deal with those bigger and stronger than me all this time? I can handle one more. If he’s not on their side, he’s on mine. If they think he’s a monster, he can be my monster. “So you’re really the big bad that’s got them all running scared?”

“Big bad . . . what?”

I ignore that and feign confidence I don’t feel. I push off the wall as if it’s every day I’m trapped on an abandoned space station—in the dark—with a stranger. “It seems we’re the last two left here. What’s your name?”

“I have no name. What is yours?”

“I’m Dana. How come you don’t have a name?”

“I have a batch number. Do you have one?”

“I’m not a clone.” I step forward and immediately stub my toe on something metal. A loud clang echoes in the room, and I wince. “Ow.”

“There is a mess,” Captain Obvious the clone tells me. “You are not wearing shoes.”

“They don’t give me shoes. Poodle, remember? I get to keep my cute little toesies on the cold floorsies because my master is a huge dicksies and thinks it’s cutesy.”

“. . . what?”

“Never mind. I hate being a pet and I’m venting and talking nonsense.”

He grunts.

I take another step forward, only for an oversize, warm hand to clasp my arm. “Don’t. You’ll step on glass.”

“Oh.” I remain where I am, because that was kind of him. His skin against mine feels good, like a heating pad, and I’m reminded how I’m always cold because the air on the station is frigid and optimal for mesakkah aliens, not humans. This guy is warm, though. He hovers over me in the darkness, and I suspect if I reached my hand up above my head, I’d find his face.

I’m really curious about his face.

I also think the hand on my arm might have claws, but I’m scared to check. My heart hammers. Despite my fear, I keep a breezy smile on my face in the darkness, because you can still hear a smile. “So you’re the project they were working on? Were you the one making all the crashing sounds? I kept hearing glass breaking.”

“Mmm. I was trying to get to the packs of blood they keep stored here.”

“Why?”

“To drink.”

That makes me pause. Goose bumps move up my arms again. “You aren’t fed nutrient bars? Those shitty, tasteless square things? Kinda feels like chewing on wood?”

He hasn’t let go of me. His hand skims up my bare arm, as if petting me. I should be more afraid. This is the monster, right? But he’s not being particularly monstrous to me. He just skims a claw along my arm, as if testing to see that I’m real. “Haven’t had those, no.”

My stomach growls, and I’m reminded that everyone has abandoned us, and there’s no chance that anyone is going to feed me anytime soon. “I don’t really recommend them. They’re crap. But when you’re hungry enough, you don’t get choices. And the doors here are locked. I don’t suppose you have access to get into the locked parts of the station?”

“Don’t know that I do. Haven’t tried. I’ve just been . . . here. In the lab.”

“In the dark,” I point out.

“The lights hurt my eyes and they make my skin burn.”

I take that in. Really take that in. He hates the light. He drinks blood. This is starting to feel like a prank. My fear bleeds away. “Are you . . . trying to tell me that you’re a vampire?”

Man, the Halloween vibes on this ship are immaculate.

“What is that?”

“A monster that kills people. Hates garlic and sunlight and crosses. Drinks blood.”

“I don’t know what two of those things are, and I’ve never stood in sunlight. I do know that the lights here pain me, and I drink blood. I haven’t killed anyone . . . yet. But I did attack some of the scientists, yes.”

I can’t tell if he’s being serious or not. “Why?”

“Because I was hungry.”

I suddenly feel like a rabbit having a casual conversation with a wolf. “And . . . are you hungry right now?”

“Ravenous.”

Oh dear.

His thumb moves on my arm, and then he drops his hand. “I am more interested in talking to you than drinking you down, no matter how good you smell. You haven’t run away, even though you’re afraid. I can feel your pulse hammering.”

“Where would I go? I’m a pet, remember? And I’m not running away because if you’re their enemy, you’re automatically my friend.”

“Even if I am this garlic monster?”

Despite my unease, that makes me smile. “Actually it’s a vampire.”

“Whatever you call it, it is all the same. I am not normal. They changed something inside me. And now I am . . . hungry.”

Well, that makes two of us, except I want to eat noodles and he wants to drink me like I’m a walking, talking juice box. “So what’s the plan?”

“Plan?”

“Yeah, you attacked the scientists, made them leave, and now you’re the king of the station here. Congrats. Good job. Now what’s your plan?”

“Why do you care what I do?”

“Because I do have a plan, and I need to see if it aligns with yours or if you’re going to just kill me.”

He makes another one of those amused sounds. “Why would I kill you when you’re so very interesting to talk to? And you seem to know what I am, which makes you cleverer than the scientists that left here. So I want to know more.”

“And you’re not going to kill me?”

“No.”

“Even if I smell really fucking good?”

He leans in close, warm, coppery breath infusing the darkness around me. “Creature, you smell incredible, and I can hear your pulse pound with every beat of your heart, and I have not attacked you yet, have I?”

That shouldn’t make me pulse between my thighs. “My name’s not Creature. It’s Dana. And if we’re going to be friends, you need a name. I’m not calling you Dracula. That’s another vampire, by the way.”

“I told you, I only have a batch identification number. Project va’DorV8.3.”

Well, that’s a mouthful. “You know what? Dracula’s a better name. Or how about Vlad? Vlad the Impaler?”

“I will use that one. It sounds intimidating.”

Yeah, I should have guessed he’d pick that. “Okay, well, if we’re friends, Vlad, can I get you to promise not to kill me?” When he pauses for longer than I’d prefer, I point that out. “An immediate answer would be better than one where you have to think about it. Just saying.”

He huffs, amused. “I don’t want to kill you. You’re the first one that’s talked to me like I’m a normal person, not a mistake.”

Then I’ll talk his ear off, like Scheherazade and her thousand and one nights. “I’m glad we’re in agreement. And speaking of agreements . . .” I gesture at our surroundings. “My eyes are bad. Can we turn at least one light on, or do you have to have total darkness?”

“I know that they have had certain lighting in the past that did not injure me, but the ones you used were painful.” He pauses and taps my arm. “You are the expert on the garlic monster. You tell me.”

“Vampire,” I correct again. “And as far as I know, it was just sunlight that affected vampires. Natural sunlight.”

“I have never seen the sun. I have only ever been on this station.”

That strikes me as sad. “You’ve never been planetside? You’d like it. The weather is different every day and there’s a breeze. The air is fresh and doesn’t smell like old socks like it does here on the station. And the skies at night are gorgeous.” I’m hit with a wave of homesickness. I haven’t seen the sun or felt a breeze since I was acquired by Nasit.

“The station does smell bad,” he admits. “I thought it was only something I scented.”

I chuckle at that. “No, I smell it, too. It’s the air recyclers or something. They always smell musty. And I want to get a look at you, Vlad. See if you have other typical vampire characteristics.” See what I’m working with. See if you’ve got the look of a cold-blooded killer on your face. See if you’re looking at me like I’m a human or a hamburger. “Come on.”

“Where are we going?” If he minds that I’m taking control of the situation, he’s not showing it.

“To another room that has lighting, because you ripped this one out. It’s okay, I’m not judging you.”

“It sounds like you are.” He’s amused by my tone, though, and I’m relieved that he continues to be rather low-key about the entire situation. He’s not acting like a crazy bloodsucking monster, so that’s a good sign.

“Let’s head into the hall,” I say, and then hold my hand out since it’s pitch-black and I’m surrounded by broken glass and twisted metal. “You can guide me.”

“You are a bossy thing for a pet,” he mutters. Instead of taking my hand and leading me out, though, he picks me up by the waist and carries me. I bite back a yelp, my arms automatically going around his shoulders.

He’s not wearing a shirt. My hands touch thick chest hair and graze over rock-hard arm muscles and warmth. He smells like blood, and something else, and I wonder what kind of alien he is. The mesakkah aliens that run this station are all blue and tall and lean, and I don’t think they have chest hair like he does. Most of the clones that Nasit makes are amalgamations of multiple types of aliens—he calls them splices—all tossed together in some sort of DNA soup. I find myself curious to see just how human—or inhuman—this Vlad looks.

A moment later, he sets me down on the ground. “You’re standing in front of the door to the lab. It closed behind you when I ripped out the panel. You can go into the hall and change the settings on the lights.”

I reach out and touch cool metal, nodding when I feel the seam of the door in front of me. Right. I’ve been in this spot before. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but I can’t open this door manually, and I don’t have a personnel profile to access the system.”

Vlad huffs. “You poodles have puny arms.” He steps forward, brushing me aside—Is that a tail?—and eases the doors open just a crack. Light paints a line on his face, showing deep-blue skin, a strong nose, and an angular face. His eyes are stunningly red, the color of blood. Then he steps back into the shadows again, depriving me of more.

Not quite human, but not quite mesakkah, either. Huh.

“Did that light hurt you?” I ask as I pull the doors a bit farther apart. Now that he’s broken the seal on them manually, I can shove the doors in their tracks enough to wedge my body into the hall. I step out, dust my dress off, and then turn to the lab doors. I can’t see inside. It’s just darkness.

“It felt uncomfortable, but it did not burn.” The darkness moves a bit, and I imagine the alien vampire pacing on the other side.

I move to the door panel on my end. “It’s a good start, then. Let me see if I can adjust things further.” I try, but the No Personnel Authorization message keeps flashing. “I can’t. It doesn’t recognize me in the system.”

“How do we get in, then?”

“Unless you have a severed hand somewhere, we can’t.”

He pauses. “I think I might have taken off a finger when I attacked them. Do you want it?”

Is he serious? I don’t know if I’m horrified or thrilled. “Your finger?”

He scoffs. “As if I am that weak. It’s one of theirs.”

“Hand it over.”

Five minutes later, I’m holding a bloody, severed, blue-skinned finger and trying not to be grossed out as I push the tip of it onto the screen. A name and profile come up for one of Nasit’s assistants, and I get to work.

“You know what you’re doing?” he asks from inside the other room.

“I do, yeah. Despite my current poodle status, I actually had a decent owner before this. She was an elderly mesakkah lady who had bad eyes and had me handle all her devices and her reading and writing. I’m pretty good with their equipment . . . as long as I have a profile to access things, that is.” I set the finger aside carefully in case I need it later and consider the panel in front of me. There’s a red, flashing Error message, and I dismiss it and look through the option menus for the commands for the lighting. I find the environmental controls, scrolling through the options. There’s a custom setting at the very bottom of the brightness choices, and I select it. Immediately, the lighting changes in the hall, becoming unnatural and vaguely pinkish.

One hand stretches out from within the doors, and he flexes it in the open air, testing the feel of things.

I try not to stare, as the deep-blue hand extended toward me is huge, with three long fingers and a thumb, each one tipped by a nasty-looking claw. A thick vein traces over the back of his hand, and his fist looks strong and brutal, like he could snap my neck without trying very hard. I press my hand to my throat, swallowing.

Then the doors open, and Vlad the Hopefully-Friendly-and-Not-Impaler steps out so I can get a good look at him.

He doesn’t step out as much as he stalks out, as if he’s had enough of the shadows and demands that the light bow to him. He loomed over me in the darkness, so it doesn’t surprise me that he towers over me now, but I am surprised at the sheer breadth of his shoulders. No wonder he was able to get the door open with ease. His biceps are bigger than my thighs. His thighs are bigger than . . . well, they’re huge. He’s got the same strange, three-toed feet that the mesakkah do, and the deep-blue skin, but he’s got no horns. His face seems more angular than theirs, his eyes a bit wider, and the red of them is bright crimson and vivid. Strangely enough, he’s got thick, dark lashes, heavy eyebrows, and short black hair that sticks up from his head in spikes.

If I wasn’t familiar with aliens at this point, I’d say his Halloween costume looks very authentic.

Vlad strides toward me, and yup, there’s a tail there, all right. It’s thin like a lion’s, and with a thick swab of fur at the very tip. He’s wearing what looks like a tattered loincloth of plain white, and it exposes all of his chest, with a thick pelt of dark hair trailing down to where a navel should be . . . and isn’t. One of the medical sensors is still attached to his arm, a snapped wire dangling across one shoulder. He takes two more steps and then he’s looming over me again, and I don’t even come to his shoulder.

I really, really wish it was just a costume.

“I should remind you that you promised not to eat me,” I say, hiding my nervousness.

He smiles, showing bright-white teeth and two rather large, pointy incisors that leave no doubt to his vampiric claims. “I said I wouldn’t. We are friends, remember?”

Friends, right. I gesture at the hallway. “I can go to the main system and adjust the lighting so you don’t have to worry about it harming you.”

He nods, and I get the impression he’s waiting for something.

“What?” I ask.

“What now?” Vlad inquires. “What does one do when you are not enclosed in a tube or being forced to perform medical stress tests?”

I eye him. “Did you . . . not have downtime?”

He shrugs. “They kept me sedated until the sedation drugs were no longer effective.”

I blink. So he doesn’t know what to do with himself? Truly? “Well, the way I see it, we have a couple of different options. Since this is our station now, we can clean up after ourselves . . .”

Vlad makes a face.

I laugh, because I was thinking along the same lines. “Yeah, screw that. How about we go find our escape pod and get the hell out of Dodge?”

“If this is Dodge, I agree.”


Chapter Five

Dana

Our luck runs out as we head to the bay where the escape pods are kept. The one that’s been left behind has a dozen flashing error lights on its panel, and I make a noise of distress at the sight. “Well, now we know why one was left behind.”

“So we’re stranded here?” Vlad growls, his voice rumbling with displeasure. “We’re stuck waiting for them to come back? If they come back?”

“Oh, they’ll come back,” I point out as I step forward to the diagnostic panel. Error after error rolls down the horizontal screen, making me wince. “There’s too much expensive equipment here to abandon this place for long. They’ll just wait until it’s safe.”

“You mean until I starve to death?”

“Or until they find some mercenaries to come with them to act as the muscle.” I shrug, flicking through the menus on the computer screen. Now that I can get into the system, I’m able to do something about all of this. I accept all the error messages and only one remains. The sight of it cheers me up. “Actually, this one isn’t as bad as it seems. The power core—which is like a battery—is drained. I bet if we recharge it, we can use the shuttle.”

“Good. You know how?”

I nod, starting the sequence. Something deep in the station clanks and then the lights on the pod flicker. Transferring Power . . .

“It’s going right now,” I tell Vlad.

A new status appears on the screen, and I have to bite back a groan of dismay.

“What? What is it?” Vlad asks. His big hand curls around my upper arm, his touch surprisingly comforting.

I guess I didn’t hide my displeasure so well. “It’s going to take a while to charge.” I do a little math in my head and wince. “About a week, actually. That must be why no one tried to take this one.”

He blows out a breath and his hand drops from my arm. “We wait it out, then.”

“I’ll clear my busy schedule,” I tease. He doesn’t laugh along with me, just gives me a puzzled glance. “It’s a joke. Well, since we’re stuck here for a while . . . want to go snoop through everyone’s rooms? We can see who’s got the best clothes and the most comfortable bed and make ourselves at home there for the next week.”

A slow, feral grin curves his mouth, and I find myself smiling back.


Chapter Six

Vlad

Ido not understand why we would jump on their beds,” I point out as we enter another person’s quarters and Dana immediately races to climb atop the bed and starts jumping on it.

“Because we’re being naughty,” she tells me, and all the while, her short tunic flares as her bare legs go up and down, providing glimpses of curving pale thigh. “And because when they return, they’re going to hate that we did this.” She turns her back and kicks one foot in the air, showing me a very dirty sole. “I’m leaving footprints on everything. All the mesakkah are germophobes, so they’re going to piss themselves, trust me.”

“It seems childish,” I point out.

“It absolutely is,” she says, even as she jumps again. “Did I mention that my master makes me sleep in a cage at his feet? And puts bows on my head like I’m a toddler instead of a thirty-year-old woman? And starves me? He’s lucky I don’t leave a different kind of present in his bed.”

I eye her, noting that perhaps she is leaner than she should be. Her arms are thin and that hideous pale underbelly shade, but I enjoy her conversations. And her scent. I like how she tries to be fearless around me even when I can taste her nervousness in the air. She refuses to give in.

Dana’s stubborn. I like that a lot.

She thumps down onto her backside and sits on the edge of the bed, winded. “You don’t have a bed, do you? They kept you in the lab, right?”

I nod, watching her.

“Then you should sleep wherever you want. Just point out the bed you want to claim and I promise to keep my dirty feet off it.” Dana tilts her head, studying me. “Unless you have other plans.”

“Other . . . plans . . . for a bed?” Why does that intrigue me?

“That one escape capsule left,” she says, flushing. Her scent rises with her blush. “I knew it was there. I thought about escaping, but humans are picked on and enslaved on this end of the universe, and I’m a sitting duck if I try to land that thing anywhere. But seeing as we’re friends . . . ?” She swings her foot and eyes me. “Well, seeing as we’re friends, I think we could go someplace together. Fresh start and all that.”

I cross my arms over my chest, contemplating her words. It’s not a bad idea, but there are definite flaws in this plan. “Where would we go?”

“Exactly why I came and found you instead of heading for the capsule.” Dana bites her lip and shrugs. “I know they’ll come back here for you soon enough, but I’m hoping that we can get the pod charged before they return. We can be gone and untraceable before they even realize what happened.”

“We.” Interesting that she’s decided that we should work together long term instead of just going our separate ways. Not that I mind this. I like the idea of staying at her side. She’s right that she’s fragile and needs someone to look out for her. I don’t mind doing that job, but I’m going to have a problem soon.

Because she smells better by the hour, and I grow hungrier.

As if she can hear my thoughts, Dana’s stomach growls. She claps a hand to her belly, grimacing.

My fangs pulse, responding to her hunger, and my mouth waters. The urge to feed is becoming harder to ignore.

“Sorry,” she tells me. “I’m starving and the doors to the cafeteria were closed, so I couldn’t get in. I was actually worried that I’d starve to death before the scientists return, but you opened that door to the lab like it was nothing. I don’t suppose you’d do a girl a favor and open another door for me?”

“I can,” I say slowly. “But you mention food, and I must be honest with you. The lab is out of blood, and it might not be safe for you to be around me much longer. I need to feed soon.”

I watch the realization move over her. I need blood, or my hunger will just grow worse.

Right now, the only blood on the station other than my own is hers . . .

“Can you eat regular food?” Dana asks. “Have you tried? Maybe you’re not as vampiric as we thought. You look pretty normal to me. Other than the teeth and, well, the tail, and the really big muscles.” Her gaze flicks over my chest, and a new scent blooms in the air to pair with her blood scent.

It’s musky and makes my cock harden, and suddenly I’m full of wanting for more than just blood. I shift my weight on my feet, hoping she doesn’t notice the straining of my loincloth. “I haven’t tried. The scientists gave me nutritional drips in my veins.”

Dana brightens, her strange pale face creasing with a happy pink smile. She approaches me and grabs my hand. “Come on, then. You’re about to try some noodles. Aliens love noodles.”
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My body does not love noodles.

We head for the cafeteria portion of the ship, and when I pry open the doors for Dana, she claps her hands in delight. I don’t go in until she adjusts the lighting. Then we turn on the food-generating machines, and Dana is in ecstasy as she fills bowl after bowl with a variety of foods, most of them the noodles she’d mentioned.

The scents turn my stomach. I try to eat, just in case my nose is betraying me, but the taste is bland, the texture worse, and it all comes back up immediately after I swallow it.

Dana offers me a glass of water as I retch over the closest trash receptacle. “Okay, so you must really be a vampire. Noodles aren’t cutting it. I’ll look for raw meat. Maybe that will help?”

I shrug, though the thought of putting dead flesh in my mouth seems equally as revolting as the noodles.

She flicks through the menus on the machines, exclaiming in frustration as each one is “vegetarian.” No meat. Finally, she turns back to me, her lips pursed and her expression thoughtful.

“How much blood?”

“What?”

“How much blood do you need? To fill you up?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Feeding is new to me.”

“But you drank all the blood bags in the lab, right?”

I had. Because I was starving. I’d been so ravenous with hunger that I couldn’t think straight. I’d existed in a frenzied fog where all I could think about was the hot pulse in the throat of each scientist that came near me. I’d been insane with the need for blood, and I tell her this. “I don’t feel the same wildness right now. Perhaps if I keep the hunger at bay, I won’t need large amounts. Just one bag. Maybe less.”

Dana nibbles on a chunk of dried noodles, studying me. “Well, if it hurts, we’re not going to do it again.”

Her thoughts are chaotic and leaping all over the place, and I’m not following what she’s suggesting. “Do what again?”

“Feed you, of course.” She puts an arm over the front of her face and changes her tone of voice. “Vant to suck my blood?”

A ragged groan escapes me and my cock surges in my loincloth. She’d let me drink from her? “Yes.”


Chapter Seven

Dana

I’m not a total nitwit, offering myself up to a vampire. I know I’m playing with fire. It’s just that . . . Vlad seems kinda nice, if clueless, for a monster. If we work together, we could flee the station and find someplace more hospitable for both of us.

But first, we’ve got to figure out his feeding problem.

If we can’t figure out how to get blood into him, it doesn’t matter how good of friends we are. He’s going to eat me. I saw the mangled remains of the lab, and I can just imagine the puncture wounds in my neck those huge fangs of his will make.

So maybe if I offer him a few sips at a time, we can manage the situation. Work together. Scratch each other’s backs.

He got the door open for my food, after all. I guess I can be his food.

Vlad’s eyeing me with a mix of open skepticism and hunger as I get to my feet and sit atop the table surface. It allows us to be eye to eye and makes me feel a bit more in control of the situation.

“You are certain you wish to do this?”

Oh, hell no, I’m not certain at all. But it’s better to be his friend than his enemy. He needs me to stay alive, and I need his strength. He could kill me and drink all my blood even if I protested, but if we’re working together, I have a semblance of control. “As long as you can manage how much you take, I’m fine with it. But I don’t want to end up as empty as the blood bags.”

“I will only take a little, and then I will gauge how my hunger is.”

“How is your hunger right now?”

He licks his fangs, his pupils dark. Vlad’s gaze settles on my neck. “Relentless.”

My skin pricks all over with awareness.

“You know, vampires traditionally bite people on the neck. There’s a great big vein there.” I blurt the words out and inwardly cringe a moment later. God, why am I like this? He could have just as easily drunk from my wrist. Except . . . I don’t want him to drink from my wrist. For some reason, I need him to drink from my neck. The thought of his mouth on my throat is echoing through all of my sexy fantasies.

Vlad just nods. “Your pulse is so strong there, I can practically smell it.”

He can smell my blood. I should be panicking, but attached to that unease is a flutter of heat. Vampire bites are supposed to be pleasant for the victim, right? “Should we give this a try, then? No sense in waiting until you starve and lose control.”

He nods again, expression tight. Then he reaches for me, his arm hooking around my waist, and in the next moment, he drags me into his lap. I let out a squeak of surprise, limbs flailing, as he turns me in his arms.

“Hold still,” he growls.

“What are you doing?” Why am I getting aroused by his manhandling? Or is it just the anticipation of his bite?

“I’ve never bit into a person before. I’m trying to figure out the best way to do it.” He adjusts me in his grasp, and I quit trying to break free. Instead, I sit quietly as he tilts me to one side, my back pressed to his front, and angles my neck to expose it. “Don’t thrash when I bite you. I don’t want to harm you.”

That’s not exactly the most reassuring thing to say. I open my mouth to tell him this when his lips brush over my skin. In the next moment, twin fangs pierce my neck, and it feels as if a hot dagger is stabbing into my throat.

Or, at least, it does for a moment.

In the next, there’s nothing but complete and utter bliss.

I make a choked sound, and he reaches up and cups my chin. His tongue slicks over my throat and he pauses to speak. “Shhh. Just a little more. Cease your squirming.”

Am I squirming? It’s hard to tell because a complete and utter orgasm is making its way through my system. I pant, shocked at the ferocious desire that’s flooding through me, all because of his bite. His teeth sink in again, the sound wet and strangely sensual, and I moan. This time, my hips lift in place, as if I could somehow rub against the air and orgasm.

He groans, the sound raw and ragged, his teeth still sunk deep in place. Vlad’s hand goes to my belly, and I grab it, desperate to climax, and pull him lower, under my tunic and between my thighs. The noise he makes tells me that he’s just as into it as I am, and I guide that hand to my tiny panties and push them aside so he can touch me.

His fingers skim over the folds of my pussy, exploring me, and then his teeth are gone from my throat and he’s licking the hot, throbbing spot on my neck, and I wish he was licking the hot, throbbing spot between my thighs. “You taste so good, Dana,” he tells me, his whisper reverent. “Blood tastes so much better from you.”

I whimper, pulling two of his fingers together and then guiding them to my clit. “Watch your claws.”

Then, using his hand, I show him how to touch me there, how to rub gentle circles over that nub of flesh until I’m writhing. He takes another sip from my throat even as he touches me, and the combination of his bite and his fingers makes me climax so hard that I see stars.

It takes me a moment to recover. Longer than a moment, really. I probably sit in his lap, panting and dazed, for a good ten or twenty minutes. All the while, he licks the wound he made in my throat and murmurs to me about how delicious I tasted, and how much he enjoyed drinking from me. He was careful with me the entire time, and there’s not even a scratch from his deadly claws. His nose grazes my skin, and I let out a little sigh of happiness.

It’s been a long time since I’ve come. A really freaking long time. I didn’t realize how badly I needed that. I feel good now, though. Relaxed and dreamy, and strangely enough, I feel protected. Like Vlad’s going to look out for me and take care of me. “Well . . . that was . . . whew. Did . . . did you get enough?”

His lips brush over the side of my neck again, as if he can’t help himself. “I did. It’s so potent when it comes directly from you. I didn’t need to take much.”

I want to stretch. No, actually, I want to preen I feel so darn good. “I’m glad, because I have a feeling we’re both going to want to do that, over and over again.”

Vlad chuckles, the sound rusty, as if he’s never had a reason to laugh before. “Did you enjoy my touch, then?” His hand slips between my thighs and caresses me, then cups my pussy casually as if to say that it belongs to him.

“I didn’t hate it,” I say, quivering.

“I didn’t hate it, either.”


Chapter Eight

Vlad

One Week Later

Dana is perched in my lap, her fingers flying over the computer console as she searches for information. “We’re lucky you know what you’re doing,” I tell her, even as I nuzzle her sweet-smelling neck. “If it were up to me, we’d be lost.”

Her pulse speeds up under my caress, and she wriggles in my arms, laughing. “You’re tickling me. And I told you already, it took me years to learn the Homeworld written language. My old mistress had vision problems, so she had me use all her devices. She thought I had a brain. One of the few decent aliens I’ve met . . . present company excluded, of course.”

“Mmm.” I don’t think of myself as an alien. I’m not one of the mesakkah, nor one of any of the other races she’s shown me pictures of. I’m a splice, a genetically modified creature that’s a little of several things that no one wants to claim. “You forget. I am a vampire.”

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten.” She tilts her head, her hair sliding to the side and exposing her neck. Pink marks mottle her skin from where I’ve bitten her, sending a wave of possessive pleasure through me at the sight. “The fact that you’re a vampire means that our criteria for a safe retreat is slightly different than if it were just me.”

Is that so? I pause in my stroking of her back. I love to touch her—am obsessed with it. Knowing how good she tastes and how I make her come every time I take a sip? It’s made me completely and utterly possessive of her. “What are the criteria, exactly?”

Dana leans back, relaxing in my arms, and her warm scent washes over me. Her skin presses against mine, her bare thighs and arms soft and supple against my harder muscles. “Well. I realize we can’t afford to be too choosy, seeing as how I’m not a person and you’re a test-tube baby, but I thought I’d start with the basics.”

“The basics,” I repeat. “What are those basics?”

She flicks a finger out, pointing it at the ceiling of the captain’s quarters, where we’re currently stationed. It has the nicest bed, and Dana insisted we take over those rooms because of that. “One—we need a place where the government is either crooked or nonexistent, because we’re going to have to bribe our way in.”

Smart. She’s been going around the ship, searching private quarters and looking for credits and valuables stashed away in hidden compartments. I thought perhaps she just liked the idea of stealing from the people who have held her captive. Now I know the truth of it, and I’m annoyed that she’s been doing all the planning and I’ve, well . . . I’ve been distracted with the touch and taste of her. The scent of her. The way she comes when I pet her between her thighs. At least one of us is practical. I’m content to follow her lead. “Good call. What else?”

“Day cycles,” Dana says, turning to look at me over her shoulder. “More precisely, planets that have settlements where the nights are longer than the days.”

“Not space stations?”

“No. I hate recycled air. Once you have the real thing, you won’t want to go back. Trust me.” She wrinkles her small human nose at the thought.

“Are we being too choosy?” I point out.

“No,” Dana says, voice firm. She turns back to the monitor and her fingers tap over the screens. “There are a thousand solar systems in this galaxy alone. There are forty-one nearby that are settled, and of those close enough for a pod to make it to, there’re one hundred and seventy viable planets. From those, we can surely find someplace to get lost. And I think I’ve found the perfect spot.”

“Oh?”

“Yup.” She gives me a smug look and tosses her hair. “There’s a farm planet three systems over. Cassa system, second planet from the sun. It has a slow rotation and a continent close to the pole, which means that winters are long, and the nights are twenty hours out of the twenty-nine in the full day. There’s only a local government at the northernmost settlement, and I’d bet a handful of credits they can be bribed.”

I’m impressed. She’s thought of everything. I wrap my arms around her slender form, tucking her against me. “So how do we get there, and when?”

Her eyes are bright as she regards me. “When the pod is fully charged and operational, we can override it. The station here is still in emergency mode.” She twirls a finger, indicating our surroundings. “So when the base ship is in emergency mode, pods can be manually rerouted to a viable planet without too much issue. The theory is that any escape is better than no escape. Used to be that the Homeworlders would rig a ship to the captain’s biological imprint, but if the captain went down, so did the whole ship. Fascinating, huh?”

“Mmm. So when do we go to this Cassa world? Tomorrow?”

“If the pod is fully charged by then, yes. I’m already downloading the maps to the Cassa system. I’m also downloading ones to three hundred and twenty other systems, so by the time they figure out where we’ve gone, we’ll be off the radar. It’ll take four months for the pod to get there, but we can go into stasis through all of it and wake up to fresh air.” The look on her face turns to one of bliss, as if she’s already breathing in cool breezes.

My heart sinks. There’s one massive flaw in this plan. “I can’t go into stasis, Dana. A body in stasis is kept fed through a nutrient feed, and that doesn’t work for me. I need blood, and regularly.”

“Oh.”

“You can leave me behind.” I grit the words out reluctantly, but I mean them. If only one of us can escape, it should be her. Once they figure out my blood issues, they’ll sell me to some gladiator school somewhere. But Dana is miserable as an overlooked, half-starved pet. She deserves freedom and I want her to have it. It’s obvious that while this station is not human friendly, it’s really not made for vampires.

“Nonsense. I’m not leaving you. If we can’t sleep, then we’ll just both stay awake. You feed on me and I’ll snack my way to the Cassa system.”

I’m surprised at her offer. “The pod is very small.”

“Then I hope you don’t mind me being in your face,” she teases. “Besides, we’re already crawling all over each other every chance we get.”

“You’d truly do that for me?”

Dana leans back against me, looping her arm around my neck. She drapes herself over me as if she owns me . . . and I love it. “You think I’d let you starve? Or stay behind so they can experiment on you some more?”

“No.” My voice is gruff, my fangs extending to brush my tongue in response to my emotions. “I just don’t want you trapped—”

“I don’t want you trapped, either. We’re in this together. The enemy of my enemy is my best friend.” She leans farther back in my arms, until she’s looking up at me. “My lover, in fact.”

“I like that.” I cup her fragile jaw, caressing her with my thumb.

“So, small change of plans.” Her hands flutter in the air as she talks, her mind already hard at work on the new problem. How her owner never saw her as intelligent is beyond me. I’m impressed at her craftiness. “I’ve got money and some clothes prepared for the trip. We’ll get supplies and cram as much as we can into the pod. I’ll craft a ration list so I don’t run short, and we’ll just squeeze a bunch of noodles into the pod with us. Luckily it’s just enough food for one person, right?”

I nod. If she’s there, I need no food but her. I don’t even need water. Dana’s all I need.
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By the end of the day, I’ve helped Dana pack and repack the supplies we’ll be cramming into the emergency pod with us. The food is vacuum sealed into tiny pouches that expand when moistened, but each one still takes up some room and our quarters are extremely limited. To make matters worse, she’s going to eat only once a day. “It’ll be just like when Nasit feeds me,” she jokes.

I don’t laugh. I don’t like that she’s going to go hungry because I can’t go into stasis. “We can pack more.”

“I don’t think we can, actually,” Dana points out as she lines up the bags of supplies in the hall outside the still-charging pod. “We’re going to need room to move around.”

“Like you said, we can just be all over each other like we are now.” I move closer to her and wrap my arms around her, because I can’t get enough of touching her. Of tucking her smaller body against mine and feeling her warmth, her softness, her sweet scent. “We’ve got a whole station here, and we still end up sharing the same chair and the same bed.”

“True, but—”

“No ‘but,’” I say. “You deserve to eat just as often as I do.”

“Hmm.” She seems like she wants to argue, but her fingers stroke lightly over my arm. My cock—and my fangs—respond, both lengthening. “Well, we can pack the pod and see what we can squeeze in.”

“Let’s do it, then.” Because I’m absolutely going to find a way to get more supplies into the pod. She’s not going to suffer. Not under my watch.


Chapter Nine

Dana

Well. That’s all that’s going to fit,” I announce, my hands pressing against the stack of bags crammed into the far end of the emergency pod.

We’ve spent the last few hours playing Jenga with our supplies, trying to get as much to fit in there as we can. The interior of the pod is cylindrical and is designed for up to four people in very close quarters. We’ve got only two people, which is a bonus . . . but we’ve crammed a bunch of food and clothing in. Rations are stacked on every surface and crammed into every cubby, and there’s still barely room to stand. There are weapons, too, and all the valuables that I’ve pilfered from the rooms on the station. Most of them are smaller, but there’s a crystalline vase that I know is expensive, because I’ve seen the owner polishing it regularly and snarling when anyone tried to touch it. That’s coming with us for sure.

One of the bags slides out of place, and I push it back atop the stack again, then turn to look at Vlad. He’s frowning with displeasure, his arms crossed over his broad chest as he studies the cram-pile of our belongings. “This is all we can fit?”

I nod, patting the bag on top. “The food supplies have to be here, because we won’t be able to reach them if we put them on the bottom. We’d have to unpack the entire pod to get to them. So the stuff near the floor is what we don’t need immediately—extra clothing and valuables.”

“And that leaves . . . this much room?” He puts his hands out, touching both sides of the pod interior.

“Yup.” We’ve removed two of the stasis pods to add a bit of room, but with the supplies in place, we’re still basically tighter than a small elevator or an old-timey phone booth. There’s no bed, just the stasis pods to lounge in. If we leave the lid off, I guess it’s not so bad. But we’re going to be pressed tit to tit for the next four months. “I hope you’re not claustrophobic.”

He considers that for a moment and then shakes his head. “I have been in and out of tubes ever since I awoke. This is roomier than usual.” He taps the opposite wall and then eyes me. “You are the one that is being faced with hardship. How does this feel to you?”

“It feels like an escape, and that’s all I care about.” I could cry about the cramped conditions or work myself into a panic about the thought of hurtling through deep space in what amounts to a phone booth, but the alternative is spending the rest of my life here as a poodle, and that’s not going to happen. And it’s not about just me. More than anything, Vlad needs to get away. He’s told me about all of the experiments they’ve run on him to try to “fix” his vampirism, and I worry what will happen when they realize he can’t be fixed. Clones aren’t real people to these aliens, any more than I am. They’ll just destroy him.

So we need to go, and this method works as well as any other.

I drape my arms dramatically over my head and lean back against the stack of tightly packed supply bags, like a heroine in distress. “This’ll be fun. We’ll just pretend we’ve fallen down a well together.”

“Why would we go down a well together?” He arches a thick brow in my direction, his skepticism making him look deliciously saturnine.

“Maybe we didn’t go together. Maybe I’m just a sweet, helpless woman and you’re the well monster, looking for a snack to nibble on.” I flutter my lashes playfully. “Oh, woe. Woe, indeed.”

Vlad puts his hands on either side of my head, looming over me. “You are quite tasty.”

“I like to think so,” I whisper, heat surging through my body. I arch my back, thrusting my breasts in his direction. “Don’t suppose you’re hungry right now?”

“Always,” he agrees, his hot gaze locked on my face. “You want to be touched, don’t you?”

I bite back the needy sound rising in my throat as his gaze skims over me. “You know . . . we could practice some other things in the pod, since we’re already in here.”

“Like what?” He leans in, going for my throat, and his nose whispers over my skin.

“Like having sex.”

Vlad groans, his mouth moving up my neck to kiss along my jaw and then on my mouth. “You want me?”

God, I do. We’ve flirted at this for a week now. He’s touched me and drunk from me, and we’ve kissed and cuddled. We’ve snuggled in bed together every night. We’ve even showered together. We’ve been inseparable since that first time he drank from me . . . yet he’s never asked me for sex. I’m tired of waiting. I want to be touched. I want to be filled.

God, do I want to be filled.

“I do,” I tell him. “We might as well see what we can accomplish in this cramped space, because something tells me that we’re not going to make it four months without making love at least once.”

“You only want to do it once?” He grins even as he nips at my lower lip with those big fangs of his. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

“You make me sound greedy.”

“I like you greedy.” He kisses me once, then twice. “I like all of you, but I especially like you greedy and demanding.”

“That’s good, because I definitely plan on being greedy and demanding with you.” I lift my leg and hook it around his hip, dragging him closer. His hips brush against mine, rocking there, and I moan when he presses his cock to the center of my core. “I think you should kiss me.”

He growls low in his throat, the sound feral and delightful. “I plan on doing just that.”

Before I can make another sassy comment, Vlad’s mouth is on mine. I moan against his lips, drowning in the feel of his conquering mouth. Then his tongue slicks against my own, and I lose all coherent thought. The only thing that exists in my world is Vlad’s hungry mouth. For a man that was created in a medical lab a short time ago, he sure can kiss the hell out of a girl. There’s something about the way he kisses me that makes me crazy. It’s not that he wants to devour me. It’s that he wants to savor me. Each kiss is thoughtful—intense but thoughtful—and it’s like I’m his favorite dessert that he’s taking small, careful nibbles of because he wants to prolong his enjoyment of it.

I pull away from the kiss to catch my breath, panting, and curl my fingers against his skin. “I want you to make love to me.”

He continues to nibble on my lips as if they fascinate him. Tiny, nipping little kisses over and over again. “Right here? In this cramped pod?”

“Right here. Right now. I want you. I’m going to want you on the trip, too. So we need to give things a trial run, because if we can’t manage to have sex in here, I’m tossing out another bag of noodles.”

The look he gives me is positively roguish. “Oh, I’m certain I can make everything fit.”

Does he know what kind of joke he’s hinting at? Because I’ve seen what he’s packing in quick glances here and there, and while I do think he can fit, I also know it’s going to take a lot of lubrication. Luckily for both of us, I’ve never been so damn wet in my life. “Come here so I can touch you.”

“We are touching,” he says, but he ignores my attempts to pull him upward. Instead, he kisses my collar, toying with the high neck of my simple dress. I give up and caress his shoulders instead, watching in fascination as he works his way down my front. He kisses the tip of each breast, glancing up at me and watching my reaction. When I bite my lip, he spends more time nibbling on my nipples through the fabric until I’m moaning and squirming against him.

He just moves lower. And lower. Kissing his way down my body. His hands skim over my hips, and he pushes up the short hem of my dress until my pussy is unveiled before his gaze. He’s touched it often enough in his feedings to know what causes me pleasure, but I still hold my breath as he reverently frames it with his hands, fingers light as they brush over my thighs.

“This might be my favorite thing in the universe.”

“I thought it was blood.”

“I thought so, too.” He grins, exposing his fangs, and leans in and gives the tufted curls on my mound a kiss. “But no, you taste good everywhere. There is nothing on you I wouldn’t enjoy licking for hours on end.”

A tremor flares through me and I trace my fingers along one of his ears. It’s pointed, like an elf’s, but it somehow makes him look far more dangerous than delicate. I want to touch him all over, too, but there’s not enough room. Even now, his tail is flicking against a control panel, and if I move to the side, I risk falling out of the pod entirely. I don’t plan on moving, though. I want him to do as he likes with me. Wild horses couldn’t pull me from his grasp.

Holding my hips, he buries his mouth against my skin. I suck in a sharp breath, shocked at the sensation of his tongue swiping through the cleft of my pussy. I whimper when he lavishes it with attention, stroking my folds with one thorough lick after another. I want more than that, of course. I want him to feast on my clit, and I rock against his face, raising my hips each time he tastes me. “More.”

He grins and gazes up at me even as he flicks his tongue over my clit.

“More,” I demand, knowing that I’m playing with fire. I lift my arms, holding on to the heavy bags of supplies behind me so I can brace myself against them. “Give me everything you’ve got.”

“Everything . . . ?” Vlad’s tongue teases over my clit, and then he’s drawing little circles on my flesh. It’s just like he does with his fingertips, except this time it’s his hot, slick tongue, and it feels incredible. I lose myself against his mouth, rocking against that hungry, seeking tongue.

Pleasure spikes and I make another needy sound, the delicious pressure building in my limbs, deep in my belly, everywhere.

“More?” he asks, lifting his head. His fangs gleam, so close to my skin.

“More,” I breathe, knowing just what I’m agreeing to.

He pierces my skin, sending me into the hardest climax ever. I come with a shattering cry, shocked at the bolt of intense pain-pleasure that comes with his fangs. They’re buried in the sensitive pink flesh surrounding my clit, and he takes the most careful of sips from me before dragging his tongue over the spot to seal the tiny wounds. He laps at my pussy, over and over again, as I quiver from the shock waves of my orgasm. By the time my muscles unclench, I’m gasping as if I’ve run a marathon, and I’ve never felt better. Dimly, I’m aware of my leg hooked over his shoulder, his hands gripping my hips. He presses another kiss to my pussy, and his eyes are bright red with want.

“That was . . .” I trail off, because how can I describe it without using words like “earth shattering” and “angels just fell from heaven” and corny things like that?

“Not enough? Greedy woman.” He nuzzles the inside of my thigh once more and then eases my leg down to the floor. It feels like jelly. “Very well.”

His hand goes to my chin and he tilts my face up. Vlad kisses me tenderly, and I taste myself on him. I feel loose and incredible, but when I skim my hand to the back of his neck and pull him close, I can feel the tension vibrating through him. Only one of us has gotten to come. I want him inside me. I want to share this with him, too.

I run my hand down one hard, muscled arm. “Do you know how to do this next part?”

He arches a brow at me even as he pulls my hips against his. With one easy motion, he flicks the belt of his loincloth free, and the fabric pools at our feet. His cock’s as big as I expected, with all kinds of fascinating ridges trailing up his length. Talk about “made for her pleasure.” I bite back a moan as he hooks my knee to his hip, pressing my throbbing pussy against his shaft.

He’s scorching hot, and as he leans in toward me, he gives me a wicked look. “I bet I can figure out how it works. I put the part of me that aches into the part of you that aches.”

“Th-that . . . that’s about it, yeah.” I whimper as he takes one hand and drags his length through my juices, and I’m not sure if he’s lubricating his cock or just figuring things out. I reach between us to help things along, and he thrusts into me, the movement sharp in its pleasure. I expected this, of course, but I didn’t expect it to feel so good that my brain feels as if it’s going to melt and come out of my ears.

I murmur gaspy words of encouragement, clinging to him as he pushes deeper into me. The tension in his big body is practically vibrating all through the pod. The cords of his neck stand out, and his mouth is a taut line.

“You okay?” I ask, reaching up to stroke his cheek.

His hips flex, and he buries himself a little deeper inside me. The movement’s so small it almost seems involuntary. “Feels . . . incredible. Dana, you feel so good.”

“I want you to feel good, too. I want you to lose control, Vlad. Take what you need.”

I gasp as he surges deep into me, pressing me back against the supplies. I angle my hips slightly, adjusting our bodies, and then we’re moving together in a frantic rhythm. He instinctively knows how to move, despite this being his first time, and being with him feels so very right, so perfect, like we were destined to come together like this. Corny, maybe, but it’s absolutely how I feel.

The pleasure intensifies with each thrust of his cock, as if something deep inside me is being brought forward. Another orgasm, I suspect, this one deeper and threatening to be far more powerful. I whimper, chasing the sensation and moving against him with more force, more need, more everything.

Vlad closes his eyes, his fangs bared as he pumps into me, and I suddenly know what he needs.

“Bite me,” I pant. “Bite me while you’re deep inside me.”

He needs no convincing. He hitches me up higher, until he can scrape his teeth against the top of my neck. His cock is barely in me at this point, but neither of us cares. There’s the sweetest piercing sensation, then hot bliss as the orgasm rolls through me with all the subtlety of a supernova. I clench around him, crying out and desperately holding on to him as I come. Dimly, I’m aware that he’s growling even as he fucks me, and I realize he’s coming, too.

“Yes,” I breathe, and it’s like we’re one in this moment.

We remain locked together, shuddering in the aftermath of our shared climax. I’m vaguely aware of my back still pressed to the tightly packed wall of bags in the pod, and at some point, both of my legs have gone around Vlad’s hips. He keeps me braced in place, and it feels as if we’re touching everywhere. I feel warm and safe and so damn good.

And happy. For the first time in what feels like a very, very long time, I’m happy.

I touch his face, stroking his cheek. He lifts heavy, hooded eyes to me, and the red of his gaze is mixed with deep black, his pupils huge. I stroke him with my thumb, feeling the need to say something in this moment. Of all the feelings in the past week that have been bubbling up inside me. I want him to know how he makes me feel. That when I’m with him, I no longer fear the universe. I no longer fear the future and what it may hold. That we understand each other, better than anyone else might. That we fit together. “Vlad . . .”

“Yes, Dana?” His gaze moves over my face.

His firm mouth is tinged with blood, a hint of his fangs peeking out between his lips. Strangely enough, that makes him even more beautiful in my eyes. I want to kiss that blood away, only for him to sip it from my mouth once more. I want to kiss him again.

I’ll want to kiss him for the next fifty or a hundred years. “I need to tell you—”

A crackling chirp sounds over the ship’s intercom. “Ship approaching,” the station computer says in a cool, monotone voice. “Estimated arrival, one hour.”

My eyes widen. Cold floods through my body. “They’re back. We have to go.”

Immediately, Vlad moves. He pulls back, gently setting my legs on the floor again, and the heated wetness of his release trickles down my thighs. He reaches for his discarded loincloth, his ear cocked to the ship’s sound system as the voice chimes again in warning. Vlad’s tense now, as if sensing time slipping away. “If we hurry, we can fit more food in the pod—”

“What? No! Let’s just go!” I grab his arm before he can even think of hurrying off to try to get more supplies. “The only way I can override this pod is if the ship is still in emergency mode. The moment they dock and turn off the alerts, we’re going nowhere.”

He hesitates. Glances at the doors to the pod.

“Trust me on this,” I say, digging my nails into his arm. “Unless we unhook and go now, we won’t get another chance. We’ve still got time to get out of here.”

Vlad gazes at me, searching my face. I know what he’s thinking. If I’m wrong about any of this—about overriding the pod, about having enough food for me (and therefore both of us), if I can’t chart a path to this Cassa system—we’re both dead. It’s a big ask for someone who’s just had their first taste of freedom, and I’m well aware of it.

We stare at each other in silence.

After another moment, he nods. “Let’s go, then. Show me how to unhook the pod.”
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Hours later, I’m sitting in Vlad’s lap, watching the screens to ensure that no one’s following us. I haven’t relaxed since we left, imagining that I’m going to see a ship on the horizon, chasing after us. So far, though, nothing.

It’s all gone smoothly. There’s a small part of me that thinks it’s too smoothly, but I know the arrogance of these scientists. They’re never going to imagine that we’re charting a course to escape them for good. They’re going to assume that we’ve escaped, sure, but they’re also going to think that the pod will drift in space until it’s picked up, and then they can retrieve their cargo. They won’t realize that we’ve routed for a different destination from the default . . . until it’s too late.

That’s the goal, anyhow. If they were even the slightest bit suspicious that I have a brain and know how to read, we’d be screwed. They’d come after us.

But . . . the screens stay empty. When I do scans of ships in the area, there’s nothing. And I think of all the times my owner, Nasit, made me clap my hands like a pet monkey so I could have a treat, and I start to wonder if we’re safe after all.

Our pod zooms away, heading into deep space and the path I’ve set toward the Cassa system and its second planet. We’re at 91 percent power, but it should be enough to take the two of us where we want to go since we’ve removed the power-hungry stasis chambers that normally fill the pod.

Vlad has said nothing this entire time. He’s been quiet, letting me work without interruption, offering a bit of support when necessary, and stroking my back as if to silently reassure me that I’ve got this. I wish he’d say something, anything, to let me know that he’s not regretting his choice to come with me. The pod is cramped, and we share the one seat near the control system. If I put a hand out, I can touch the supplies. If I put my other hand out, I’ll be able to place it on the other chair that unfolds into a bunk.

This is our home for the next four months, and it’s going to be really, really awkward if he’s mad at me.

I finally push away from the control panels and get to my feet, pretending to stretch. “I think we’re okay for now. I’ll keep checking to see if we’re being followed, just to be on the safe side, of course.”

Vlad spins around in the chair, his gaze following me. “And?”

“And what?” I make an awkward thumbs-up, trying to decipher what he’s asking. “Good job, me?”

He scowls, getting to his feet. He looms over me in the tight pod, but he doesn’t touch me. He’s close enough that I can feel his body heat, but he somehow manages to maintain his distance. “And . . . what was it you were going to tell me?”

His jaw is clenched and he looks grouchy. Angry, somehow. At me? Confessing love seems kind of stupid at the moment, so I smile and play it off. “It doesn’t matter now—”

“Just say it,” Vlad snarls, all sharp teeth. “You hated it, didn’t you? Hated my touch? That’s what you were going to say?”

My jaw drops. “What? No!”

“Speak the truth. I disgust you. These disgust you.” He gestures at his fangs.

“Vlad—”

He shakes his head, raising a hand. “Save it. I don’t want to hear it after all.”

“—you’re an idiot,” I finish.

That gets his attention. He blinks at me in surprise.

“I was going to tell you that I loved you, and that I know it’s only been a week, but I’m happy with you. Obsessed with you. And I’m glad we’re together. And it seems inappropriate, but there it all is.” I gesture weakly at him. “You can tell me I’m crazy for being in love after a week, and I’ll get it. That’s not normal, right?”

He just blinks down at me again, those long lashes framing his beautiful red eyes.

“Go on. Tell me I’m abnormal. I know it. It’s fine.”

A hint of a smile curves his mouth. “I thought you were going to tell me that you didn’t want me to touch you again.”

“Actually, I’m rather obsessed with you touching me. Every day, I’m practically beside myself, hoping that you’ll touch me.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

“Oh, good. I thought I was the weird one.”

“You’re obsessed with ‘weird’ and ‘normal’ suddenly. Dana, what about any of this is normal?” He cups my chin, stroking my lower lip. “I think we should give up on normal. In fact, at this point, we should write our own rules.”

“You know what? That sounds like a great idea.” I slip my hands to his waist. “Rule number one. We kiss. A lot.”

“Agreed.” Vlad leans in and brushes his lips over mine, the caress sweet and gentle. There’s a hint of fang against my lower lip, but the feel of it fills me with a tight, needy anticipation. “I know what rule number two is, too.”

“Oh?” I lift my face, hoping he’ll kiss me again.

“Me telling you that I love you, too. After each time we kiss.”

I like the sound of that.


Epilogue

Vlad

Four Months Later

It feels strange to step out of the tiny pod that’s been our home for months now and onto the open docks of Cassa II. It’s full dark currently, the skies above littered with stars and swirling nebula. There’s a ring around the moon that can be seen clearly from here, and the moonlight is bright enough that Dana should be able to see well enough with her bad human eyes. A cold breeze ruffles my now-long hair, and I pull my hood over my face, shocked at the scent in the night air. It smells like . . . water. Ice water.

And everything is so open.

I look to Dana, moving instinctively closer to my mate to protect her. All of this openness makes me uneasy. “Are you all right?”

She just tilts her head back and breathes in deep, the tip of her nose bright pink with cold. The expensive vase is cradled in her arms, wrapped in a blanket. “Never been better. You okay?”

I nod.

“Great, then follow me.” Dana takes my hand in hers, and, our cold fingers entwined, we head toward a large male approaching with a datapad in hand. He’s wearing a dock uniform, a light strapped to his helmet. He’s no alien race I’ve ever seen before, but the look on his face isn’t unfriendly. He’s the one we’ve been talking to for a week now, arranging the bribes so we can get a homesteading stake here on Cassa II. Dana’s been wrangling everything from afar, and her expression is confident as she strides forward. I’ve got the bag of credits and valuables slung over my shoulder; just in case things go wrong, they’ll have to fight me to get them.

“Dana and Vlad?” the male asks.

“That’s us,” Dana replies. “You Vargis?”

He nods and glances around, then holds a pair of hard electronic chips, each the size of one of Dana’s freckles, out to us. “These are your implants. They’ll have your identities and your request for a land stake to the north of here, just as we agreed.” The man pauses. “It’s cold here, and this far north, it’s dark a lot more than it’s sunny.”

“We like the dark,” Dana says firmly.

“Good,” Vargis says. “Insert those at the tip of your forefinger, and let’s get you checked in. You brought the funds?”

I gesture at the sack over my shoulder. Dana holds up the vase, letting the blanket fall away.

The man’s eyes glitter with greed, and something tells me we aren’t the first—and won’t be the last—to work the same sort of deal. “Then let’s get you settled.”

Dana just looks up at me, her eyes shining. “Welcome home, Vlad.”

Home. I think for a moment, and then lean down and rub my nose against my mate’s cold one. “I’ve been home since the moment I met you.”

She mouths, I love you, and I kiss her because those are the rules.
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Ruby Dixon is the New York Times bestselling author of the TikTok sensation Ice Planet Barbarians and many other fantasy series, including Bedlam Butchers, Fireblood Dragons, and Icehome. She is a Sagittarius and loves farming sims (but not actual housework).


Ruby Dixon is back with the sizzling sequel to the New York Times bestselling Bull Moon Rising.

[image: Back ad: By the Horns, Ruby Dixon, New York Times bestselling author of Bull Moon Rising. A Royal Artifactual Guild Novel. A drawing of a woman holding a skull. Behind her is a large humanoid figure with a bull's head and horns holding an axe.]

Gwenna wants nothing more than to join the Royal Artifactual Guild. After finding out she’s a necromancer in a world where magic is forbidden, she must keep the secret in order to join the guild. The only issue? A big, arrogant, far-too-flirty Taurian named Raptor who is on a secret mission for the guild to find an artifact thief—who he thinks is Gwenna. She must convince Raptor he’s got the wrong girl, keep her magic secret, and, oh, not fall for him.

Get your copy now!

Available wherever books are sold.
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