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      Juno Scales gagged on her husband’s tongue before a crowd of four hundred. The dowry her father paid had bought her the hand of Earth’s most eligible Homo stillioan bachelor, Gideon Horne. And now his long, sticky tongue lunged past her forked one. None of the sweet hesitance of strangers shoved into awkward intimacy. Not even the unspoken understanding that wedding kisses danced along the line of chaste and titillating. Gideon’s kiss showed to the world’s most powerful lizards that Juno’s mouth, body, everything belonged to him.

      If only he’d die of septicemia, a common cause of reptile death. Although widespread death by that disease was back when the sapiens kept her pet lizard cousins in terrariums.

      The wedding dinner was even more outrageous. Her father had delivered a speech literally crying crocodile tears over her full-blooded half-siblings, a brethren of fallen warriors, disgraced drug addicts, and disowned radicals. When five out of five of his flesh and blood failed him, her father legitimized the half-human bastard, Juno, by having her trained in wifely lessons and levying her in a power grab disguised as a marriage. But to the celebration’s onlookers “Daddy’s little princess was all grown up.”

      The true highlight of her night was when Gideon marked the inside of her scaly thigh with his pointed teeth as he guided the garter down her leg. He flung it into the crowd with his tail while staring at her with his beady yellow eyes. If she were full-blooded, he would not so publicly objectify her.

      Despite her better judgment, she had expected her future partner to be someone who would whisk her away on an adventure, who was as kind to strangers as they were fierce to their enemies, and who cherished and loved her. Ha! That person was a figment of girlish hopes. Now ideas of asshole husbands struck down by septicemia twisted inside her mind.

      Thank the reptilian overlords, Gideon provided her with a separate yurt on their honeymoon caravan. The journey was a “romantic tour” through the desert with stops scheduled at ancient opulent cities. They’d sun themselves during the day and use the stored warmth to party all night. The honeymoon was a chance for Gideon to flaunt his ever-growing power and wealth, separating Juno from the civilization she knew.

      Oh, to see the world from on high in a plane the way her human grandfather described to her—traveling that brought the world closer together. After the Greatest War, however, oil dried up and even the powerful lizards had to admit they lacked foresight when the so-called “green” electrical grids still relied on the decomposed carcasses of their far-distant ancestors.

      In her relatively smaller yurt in the caravan, far from Gideon and the guards, her attendants helped her out of her wedding dress. She slipped into a silk nightgown and robe, delicate and the color of cherry blossoms.

      One attendant struggled with the fluffy silk layers of Juno’s wedding dress, sighing and scoffing. She must not have known that Juno could understand her. Juno's education afforded her some multilingual skills. But to them, Juno, a halfser, was stupid and invisible. Otherwise, the attendant might not have been so forthright in her presence.

      “Raiders,” the other said. “I can smell their sapien stench across the dunes.”

      Juno adjusted her quartz ring on her right hand, a gift of her birthright. Her family’s gloriosis gemmis arcanis dwarfed the wedding ring on her left. Good. The jewel was for protection, but the magic her lizard side could tap into was weak on the best days and nonexistent on the worst ones. Could she summon enough protection from a raider’s attack? From Gideon hovering in her bedroom doorway? From the mounting loneliness of a loveless marriage?

      The attendants stuffed her ridiculous wedding dress into her trunk and left. Strange to be finally left alone. She hadn’t been afforded any privacy since the engagement was announced.

      Bracing for the inevitable honeymoon night, a cry burbled from her chest. Years of lessons and ceremonies prepared her to be the perfect lizard wife despite her less than perfect heritage. A cruel joke, all that training, only to be reminded of her inferiority on her wedding day. Blinking with her horizontal and vertical eyelids, she caught tears from escaping down her face.

      She began pulling the pins from the braids that had been woven around the fleshy spikes protruding from her forehead. Pluck. An orange lock tumbled free. Though she had inherited her human mother’s dark hair and milky skin tone, she had lost a battle with a bottle of dye, turning her hair orange. The orange of someone braver and not so pathetic. The orange of someone who didn’t tremble on her wedding night.

      Gideon should’ve canceled the wedding on account of her hair, but he remarked that her mutt-like appearance had all sorts of unbecoming qualities. What did her sapien hair matter? She sniffled and threw pin after pin with increasing violence across her vanity.

      Rip! A dagger cut through a wall of the yurt. She froze.

      A raider stepped through the slit, a tall figure shrouded in a mishmash of cloth save for a set of eyes reflecting the dim light of her room’s torches. Firm and low, he said, “Scream and I’ll throw this dagger into your throat.”

      She held her right hand to her neck. A hazy pink aura emitted from her skin. What? Her jewel! The protection spell worked.

      She dived to place more furniture between her and the raider. “My husband will tear you with his claws, you stinking sapien!”

      The raider laughed and cornered her between a trunk and her bed. She threw blankets, boxes of trinkets, everything in his way. He dodged them with a dancer’s grace and unsheathed a saber from his side. She leaped to the bed, but he grabbed her ankle. The jolt of the protection spell shot him back, and she used the moment to kick him in the chest.

      Both barely fazed him. “You can make this easy, or I can lob off a few of those horns of yours.”

      He raised the sword. Juno sprang at him, throwing him off his balance and sending more violent rays of her protection aura into him. They stumbled through the yurt’s wall and tumbled down a dune. Sand shot into her eyes and mouth, upsetting the curves of the terrain. Guards surely would find them and slit her assailant’s throat.

      His weight stopped them. One hand held her wrists above her head, another steadied her hip. His knee dug into her thigh. She wriggled and spat sand out of her mouth at him. A few more blinks and her vision cleared. The fall down the dune had removed the cloth obscuring his face.

      Her skin radiated neon pink, announcing her attack to any who had eyes. The protective bursts would leave a lizard writhing in pain, let alone a human. And he was in pain. His chest heaved as he breathed through every jolt, though his face remained stoic. Only a slight wince of his eyes betrayed his stone-faced strength.

      Although he was strong, he was lean. His thick black hair fell around his face; a trimmed goatee framed his lips. She batted her horizontal eyelids. Sapien hair was so fascinating to her. That was why she no longer fought him, his impressive stoicism and hair, not the way his knee rubbing her thigh or hands jerking at her wrists sent a taboo pulse to the human parts of her.

      Light music played and a few laughs traveled from the row of shelters. No one had noticed her attack.

      A tug of some bindings at her wrist knocked her out of her stupor. She pulled at the leather rope. Nothing slacked. This raider knew how to tie a knot. “Fool! Gideon Horne will disembowel you,” she threatened.

      The raider rolled off her and shook off the sand. The bindings at her wrist lead to a leash in his hand. He pulled her along as he fished his saber out from the dune and sheathed it. “Or he’ll pay a hefty ransom for his pretty new wife.”

      Her? Pretty? Flutters palpitated from her chest. But despite how much her father’s hired stylists and makeup artists rescued her from her usual drab self, Gideon had reminded her of her unbecoming humanity. The raider may be dashingly handsome, but he was pathetically stupid. “Ransom? You stinking ape, I’m his bastard mutt wife. Whatever value I had to him, he already earned in a boardroom from my father.”

      He tugged her leash, hard. She lumbered close to him, his dark eyes seared into her. “Mention my smell again, and I’ll cut out your tongue.”

      “My tongue can grow back, you f—” A sneer from him halted her insults. Although her tongue could grow back, the process took longer than a full-blooded lizard. And in a caravan a day’s ride from the nearest city? Septicemia.

      His gaze fixed on her mouth for a beat. Perhaps her full, wide upper lip and pronounced Cupid’s bow confused him as it often did males of either species, for it was both beautifully lizard and human.

      “Grows back?” he whispered.

      She nodded.

      He shook his head and pulled the leash, gently this time. He dug his scarf out from the sand and draped it around his neck while mumbling to himself. He sighed. She was even disappointing as a ransomed captive.

      She had no worth. Rather, her dad bought her marriage with the rest of the gloriosis gemmis arcanis that had once belonged to her dead, disappointing, and disowned siblings. As full-blooded lizards, their attributes were far superior to her protection jewel. The jewels were artifacts from a time when the lizards had ruled the world with enchantment. Theirs was a magic practically rendered extinct during the Greatest War. Marrying her off cost her father the jewels of strength, healing, speed, cunning, and fury. Such a sacrifice communicated to investors the Scales’s name would rise again, ensuring wealth and prosperity for generations. That’s what Gideon wanted to wave in everyone’s face on this honeymoon parade, not his new and pretty bride.

      If she gave those jewels to the raiders? That amount might send a human from scraping together cave lichen
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