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      The decking lurched again. Shax put a hand out to stay upright and turned it into what he hoped was a fetching pose against the wall. "Need to check the internal stabilizers. How long have we been having problems with the habitat gravity?"

      "We're not." Ness's soft voice held a tinge of exasperation. He took Shax under the elbow and wrapped a wing around him protectively as he coaxed him down the corridor. "Stop trying to pretend so hard. You're a little wobbly still."

      "Am not," Shax offered in witty rejoinder and most definitely did not wobble into Ness on his next step. He was merely leaning in, getting closer to his delicious angel.

      All right, fine, so I'm not doing so hot yet. It was, he reminded himself, his first time out of bed since having his heart sliced open by an archangel's sword. No one back home in Hell would have believed the wound had been inflicted while he was defending an angel, but they had never known Ness, sweet, beautiful Ness.

      He still struggled with the whole suspension of disbelief thing himself.

      "I could carry you," Ness offered.

      "Leave me a little dignity, cupcake. I think I've lost close to two thirds of my swashbuckler points these last few weeks."

      "I'm sorry." The dove-gray wing around his shoulders drooped.

      "Joke. That was a joke. Haha."

      "It wasn't one of your better ones."

      For half a heartbeat, Shax considered apologizing though he wasn't certain why. Ness was obviously a little stressed. Of course he was. Things would be easier now, though. Everything was going to run smooth as silk without violence or run-ins with scary people trying to kill them. The Brimstone's crew, all three of them, were going to work together constructively. They were going to start making better choices, safer, saner choices.

      Mostly. Except in the acquisition of pretties. One had to make allowances for such things.

      Ness steered him into the galley, their little kitchen space and common room. The automatic benches slid out from under the single long table, and Shax dropped gratefully onto the nearest one.

      The cheerful snark of the ship's computer greeted him. "Hey, Hot Stuff! Good to see you up and around. Even though you shouldn't be."

      "I'm grateful that you care, Ms. Ivana. Coffee would be even better. Now, please."

      "Decaf," the CG-drag queen added with his prissiest sniff.

      "Hell, no. It's just brown water then."

      "Your heart can't handle it now, Captain Beefcake."

      Shax leaned his head on his hand and managed a tired growl. "I'm the Captain. You're not supposed to argue with me." The growl dissolved into a purr when Ness started to rub his back.

      "Ms. Ivana's right. Decaf would be better."

      "Beset on all sides." Shax shot his best wounded look at Ness and was met with steely angel resolve. "Traitor." Then his eyes narrowed in serious irritation when their pilot, Shax's business partner, sauntered in. "Speaking of traitors."

      Verin stopped short of the table, steam curling out of his nostrils as he tossed his curled ram's horns. "What?"

      "I don't want him here."

      "Got a problem?"

      "Yes." Shax leaned back against the supporting wall of Ness behind him. Not that he needed protection, though the combination of Verin and lost temper tended to result in violence and pain for someone. "I blame you. For all of this. For my current condition, for the possibility that we're banned in certain ports, for the loss of Ness's beautiful golden wings."

      Exaggeration for effect, he knew that. Ness still had his wings. They were simply a soft dove gray instead of shining gold since his fall from angelic grace. Shax missed the gold, but in his black little heart, he conceded grudgingly that he would have missed Ness more.

      Verin's steam curls enlarged to thick spires. "You can blame me all you want, dickhead. You always were a drama queen."

      "Wouldn't have happened if you hadn't blurted out what you did with Ness standing right there. He loves me, and the suggestion that I was using him nearly broke his heart." Shax drummed his fingers on the table. He ventured onto dangerous ground, perhaps even where angels feared to tread, but he finally had the energy to be mad.

      "He's a big boy!" Verin gestured angrily at the angel in question. "He didn't have to run off in a hissy fit. You didn't have to chase after him. You're deluding yourself if you think an angel can love you, bonehead. And there's no way you can blame me for you being a complete moron and stepping in front of a flaming sword!"

      Shax started to rise from his bench. "If you hadn't—"

      "Stop! Be still!"

      The angelic Voice of Doom echoed through the galley, vibrating the deck plates, a voice so huge and awe-inspiring, it made felons want to crawl under something, preferably a thick planetary crust. Shax sat hard, blinking in shock. Verin's head jerked back and he snapped his mouth shut.

      "Thank you." Ness resumed his normal, soft mode of speech. "I'm not a child and I should have stayed to let Shax explain. Matters of the heart are new to me, though. I do love him and it was a bit of a shock to think he only wanted my golden feathers."

      Shax pointed a finger at Verin and found one pointed in his own direction as they declared simultaneously, "See? I was right."

      Ness cleared his throat and stroked Shax's shoulder, presumably to quiet him again. "Um, yes. What I'm trying to say is that done is done. I'm staying. Verin has agreed to honor my decision. We need peace between you."

      "You…really?" Shax was unaware that his angel and his demon partner were on speaking terms. But, damn it, he was the injured party here. "I need an apology. Some groveling would help."

      "Fuck no." Sparks accompanied the steam on Verin's snort.

      Ness's wings rustled in an agitated way. "Ver, please? He did almost die."

      Ver? They're comfortable enough for nicknames?

      Arms crossed over his massive chest, Verin fumed for a few moments, the cloud of steam obscuring the ceiling above his head. "Fine. My timing sucked. And yeah, I wanted to lose the angel twink. So I'm not sorry I said it, 'cause it was only sense. But I'm sorry you got hurt so bad."

      "Shax?" Ness had started to stroke Shax's right horn, which really wasn't fair at all. Kind of like cupping a guy's balls during a debate.

      "What? Oh." Shax had to clear his throat twice to rid his voice of the husky purr. "That was the lamest, most backhanded sorry I've ever heard."

      The horn stroking continued. To Shax's embarrassment, he found himself leaning into it.

      "This is where you forgive him," Ness urged.

      "After that anemic excuse for an apology? Hilarious."

      Ness escalated tactics to completely underhanded and kissed the base of his horn where it was most sensitive. "We have things to tell you, but we can't until there's peace between you two again."

      My angel's learned a lot from demons in a few short weeks. Shax knew he was being childish, though, and that most of his petulance stemmed from pain. Over the centuries, he had always been the one to make things right between him and Verin again, to make the right overtures, to say the right things. This time, this time, he was fully in the right for once and it grated against his pride. But…oh…now his scalp was being massaged…

      "Mmm…fine. I forgive the nasty, grouchy Demon of Impatience…damn…you have exactly three hundred years to stop that." Shax put his head down on his arms and closed his eyes, letting those gentle fingers soothe him. He even managed not to snarl when Verin took a seat across from him.

      "So, we good?" Verin asked.

      The hope in that deep, growly voice actually touched Shax. Yes, they'd been friends for centuries, and mother of all things unholy, that wasn't something he could discard so easily, despite his need to give Verin a hard time. "Yes. All right. We're good."

      Ness hugged him from behind and planted a firm kiss on his cheek. For rewards like that, I might forgive more people.

      "Now, my newly reinstated partner and my lovely nurse, what did you need to tell me?"

      "We have cargo," Ness began excitedly.

      "Delivery cargo. Nothing hot," Verin hastened to add.

      "Cows?"

      "No, bonehead. Not cows."

      Shax ignored the insult and grabbed the coffee and cinnamon roll Ivana sent down the conveyor for him. "I like cows. The anti-grav ones. I miss them."

      "Hell's sake, Shax, we'll get you a damn cow."

      "Two."

      "What?"

      "I want two cows."

      Verin flung up his hands. "Fine! What the fuck ever! After this delivery, we'll get your damn floating cows. You wanna see the cargo or not?"

      "I do. Let me have breakfast first, please." Shax sipped at his coffee, grateful for at least the illusion of it, even if he was certain he'd lost the decaf debate. His companions left him in peace though Ness practically vibrated next to him and Verin leaped up to pace, claws clicking on the decking.

      When he finished, he got up carefully to make certain of his balance. "All right, lead on. Let's go see what has you two all wound up."

      He let Ness wrap an arm around him for the short trip. It was chilly in the hold, after all. Even with his jacket on, Ness's heat would be welcome.

      "So who's the client?"

      "Humboldt University."

      Shax stumbled. "The Humboldt U? On Europa? Really? Not some little knockoff?"

      "Yeah." Verin had the audacity to sound smug.

      "Well, aren't we moving up in the world. How did you snag something so highbrow?"

      "Angel twink batted his eyes and I negotiated the contract."

      Ness took up the story, no offense in his tone. "We were in port on…a planet. I'm afraid I wasn't paying attention to which one. Ms. Ivana said we needed sulfur for your meds. So Verin said I could go purchase some."

      "Generous of him," Shax murmured but otherwise kept any caustic comments to himself about letting naïve angels wander around unfamiliar ports alone.

      "Don't make that face," Verin growled. "It was on freaking Elistrus. He was safe."

      Ness nodded and continued, "As I was making the purchase, a man came to me. He seemed distraught. He said he overheard that I was spacer crew and did we take cargo? His previous contractor apparently had ended up imprisoned for certain…unseemly and destructive acts the previous evening."

      "So Twinkles calls me and I talked to the guy and told him, yeah, we'd take it. Easiest job we've ever had."

      To Shax, it sounded like Ness had landed the job rather than Verin. Who wouldn't trust an angel's face, even a fallen one's? But his newly healed heart was more than grateful for the well-timed source of income, one that didn't come with fencing stolen items and possible weapons fire. "Well done, cupcake." He nuzzled under Ness's chin just to watch him blush. "I mean that."

      They turned the last corner and Verin hit the door pad for the cargo hold. When they emerged onto the catwalk above the cavernous space, Shax stilled, trying to take in a sight so bizarre his brain refused to process it. He placed both hands on the railing and leaned out carefully. His beautiful, pristine hold was full of clear hard-plas tanks, what appeared to be several dozen pallets of them, secured to the deck plates. He thought they were fish tanks at first, which would have been bizarre enough, but there wasn't enough water in them for fish. There were creeping things inside those tanks.

      "Are those…" He leaned out farther, as if getting closer would change the truth. Ness pulled in a sharp breath and clamped a hand around his arm. "Are those…frogs?"

      "Yes, special ones," Ness offered with breathless excitement. "Rhinella proboscideus frogs. Apparently very rare outside of certain Earth habitats. We're also delivering an experimental dark matter generator, but that doesn't take up nearly as much room…" Ness trailed off. "Shax? You've gone terribly pale."

      "There are frogs…on my ship…" Shax put a hand over his mouth to cover a sudden, indelicate belch. Over the engine hum, he became aware of a noise, an ugly, creaking grunt as if an ancient door with mud in its rusted hinges were being swung back and forth. The frogs were croaking. Hundreds of them.

      Shax turned and fled, careening off walls and door seals as he stumbled through the corridors, trying to put space between himself and those horrid amphibians. He barely made it to his cabin and his private bathroom before he lost his breakfast.
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      "Shax?"

      Ness was calling from some distant planetary system.

      "Please wake up, love. Ms. Ivana? Can we get a vitals check on the Captain?"

      "He's all right, cutie. His blood pressure took a sudden dip. Probably because he puked his guts up. His heart's back to its normal pitter-pat now."

      Nothing like having your would-be lover and your ship's computer talking around you. "'M all right." Shax blinked the room into focus, getting a good view of his bathroom from the floor and a worried angel's face. "Hey, sweetie."

      "Oh, thank heavens." Ness crushed him close and Shax wondered if he might pass out again. At least it would be more pleasant with his face smushed against Ness's naked chest. "I thought you were dead."

      He pushed back a few inches to breathe. "Absolutely not. I would never die on the bathroom floor. How undignified."

      "We were having such a nice morning and then this sudden relapse. I should take you back to sickbay, I suppose."

      "No!" Shax pulled himself up using Ness's shoulder. "I've had quite enough of sickbay, thank you very much. I just…it was a bit of a shock."

      "It was the dark matter generator, wasn't it? I'm so sorry. The gentleman did say it sounds scarier than it is, though it is packed well and—"

      "No, no." Shax put a finger over those luscious, full lips to stop the flow of words. "The dark matter thingy's fine. It's the more-than-infernal frogs, those mucous covered, slimy, revolting, nasty frogs."

      "The frogs." Ness blinked several times. "You're upset about the frogs?"

      "Yes, damn it! The fucking frogs!"

      Ness heaved a long sigh and slid his arms under Shax to pick him up. He would have protested if he hadn't been shaking so hard. "They frighten you."

      "No! Of course not! You must be joking! Maybe." Shax buried his face against Ness's throat. "Yes."

      "I'm so sorry. I wish I'd known. We're probably a bit far along to take them back, though." Ness set him down on the bed and knelt to unbuckle his boots.

      Normally, the position would have given Shax all sorts of wicked thoughts. Right then, all he wanted was for Ness to hurry up and finish so he could dive back into the protection of an angelic embrace.

      "It's all right. Really. It's a good job and…" Shax's voice broke and he lost his train of thought in a swarm of revolting frogs.

      "Sh. Let's get you warm again. Don't think about it now." Ness's mouth was set in a thin, hard line as he tugged off Shax's jacket.

      Upset. He's upset and angry. I'm not the brave, badass demon he thought I was. "It probably wouldn't have been so bad if I'd been well."

      "Of course not. A shock to your system right now just isn't good for you." Ness gently pushed him onto his back and covered him with the blankets. He stroked a stray lock of hair back from Shax's forehead
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