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  Azazel


He was sent to rescue her, but she may be the only one who can save him from himself.

Azazel is a psychic warrior, one of five brothers engineered for a battle that was lost millennia ago. Now, he has a new mission: infiltrate a soul-crushing alien mothership and rescue a captured human female. But the oppressive psychic energy of the Krystalii invaders awakens the one thing he fears most—the savage, uncontrollable beast chained within his soul. To succeed, he must maintain absolute control. But one look at the woman he’s meant to save, and the beast roars in recognition— Mate.
Toni Choi traded her soul-sucking Hollywood job for a once-in-a-lifetime adventure, only to be abducted and imprisoned by a galactic tyrant. Now, she’s a pawn in a terrifying genetic experiment. When a dark, powerful warrior with haunted eyes appears in her cell, she doesn’t know if he’s a savior or a more dangerous kind of trap. But as they’re thrown together in a desperate escape, Toni discovers a shocking secret: she has an uncanny connection to the enemy’s technology, a gift that could turn the tide of a galactic war.
Trapped in the heart of enemy territory, their only hope is the undeniable, searing bond that ignites between them. But to protect her, Azazel may have to unleash the very monster he’s sworn to contain. And to survive, Toni must place her trust in a man whose inner demon could be their salvation… or their ultimate undoing.

“Azazel” is a gripping tale of action, adventure, and romance, exploring themes of destiny, redemption, and the enduring power of love in the face of intergalactic turmoil. Fans of science fiction romance will be captivated by this epic conclusion to the Alien Legacy Brotherhood series.








  
  Chapter One


Idiot. 
Azazel grimaced, rubbing the side of his head with his eyes closed. The dull pain of a relentless headache made him moan. 
You should know better than to teleport to somewhere you’ve never been before. Especially to an alien spaceship traveling at light speed to goddess-knows-where.
Wouldn’t his tease-loving brother, Arakiba, love to see him now? Frozen in agony, unable to protect himself if anything threatened him. He could just imagine the endless harassment he’d have to endure… from all four of his siblings. 
Sucking in a fortifying breath, he forced his eyes to flutter open. The blur of unconsciousness lifted just enough to let the world above him seep in. His fuzzy gaze drifted to the cracked ceiling.
Grime clung to it in thick smears. Dark stains etched across the surface like scars that time and neglect brought. Even a slow drip from one of the cracks above him hesitated, as if waiting to fall.
Forcing his sluggish mind to function, he frowned. Maybe once his mind cleared, he’d figure out if he was on the ship he’d aimed for. The uncontrollable twitch of his fingers against the hard, icy surface beneath him made him grimace. Turning his head slowly, he groaned as his muscles resisted with a dull ache at each movement. With a grunt, he wiped the unexpected sweat from his brow. Blinking against the gloom, he scanned his surrounding for anything familiar. But the only thing clear was he’d landed in some kind of dingy corridor. 
Well, hopefully he’d made it where he meant to go. Before he teleported, he envisioned an unused place to land on the ship that held the essence of the human woman he’d latched on to. Not that he imagined it’d be in some hallway. His gaze returned to the drip waiting to fall above him. The rough, cracked, and battered surface around it testified to its neglect. Taking a deep breath, he let a moment of serenity in to calm his mind before panic snuck in.
Focusing, he concentrated on controlling his breath. After a few moments, he rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms, then let his arms flop beside him. Damn his head for the continued pounding. Guess he was lucky a headache was the only thing he suffered from. Teleporting straight from the gangster planet FiPan to a spaceship traveling through deep space could’ve ended up worse. Even with the ship at a minimum light-speed setting, he and his spider-bot AI companion, JR14, were lucky to survive in one piece. He grunted. Why he thought it’d be effortless was beyond him. That’s what he got when he let his pride take over—showing off in front of his brothers. No matter how much introspection he practiced, once in a while he couldn’t help himself when he gave into the petty temptation of grandstanding.
Something to consider later. Much later.
For now, he’d better make sure his android partner survived the experience. There, in the middle of his closed palm, lay JR14. Azazel widened his fingers. The bot was curled in the center with his spindly legs tucked under his bulbous body.
The bot opened his two primary rounded optical sensors on the front of his head and looked back at him. His eyes held a serene sky blue. His spider frame of gold and red gleamed in the low light, a testament to his advanced design. 
JR14 stood on his sleek, eight, spider-like legs that tapered with mechanical precision. The bot turned his rotund head around as if to analyze where he was. Besides his arachnid-like legs, he had shorter front limbs that ended with metallic claws, which now clicked. A sure sign he was analyzing the situation.
“Are you well, JR14?” Azazel asked.
“Confirmed. My systems are functioning at optimal capacity.” The droid responded as his iridescent wings slid out of the concealing panels on his back. The bot fluttered off his palm and landed on Azazel’s chest. His wings once again folded out of sight under his red exoskeleton. “Teleportation was successful. However, your vital signs indicate post-transit disorientation. Recommendation: stabilizing self promptly. Sentient organics are notoriously inefficient under duress. This could place us in unnecessary danger from the hostiles of this ship.”
Azazel did his best to focus on the small android now poised on his chest. Close enough he might go cross-eyed. 
“I’ll be alright, JR14.” He reassured his companion. “Just give me a moment to clear my head.” Sighing, he closed his eyes once again and concentrated on stabilizing the spinning wheel in his head that made him dizzy and nauseous. After a few precious moments, he took a chance and opened his eyes again. He breathed a sigh of relief. The mind-fog had faded somewhat. His sentient AI companion hadn’t moved, those two main ocular orbs still trained on him, their glow now a soft red. The bot’s eight pointy legs dug lightly into the shirt of his tunic.
“Query: Azazel, is your physical equilibrium restored?” JR14’s monotone voice had a low pitch. “As previously stated, suboptimal performance compromises mission efficiency.”
“You are so right, kalu.” Azazel swallowed with a dry throat. 
Without a word, JR14’s wings slid from beneath his outer exoskeleton on his back, and he whirled to lift himself off Azazel’s chest and buzzed in front of his face. “Kalu, an ancient word, means a close, loyal companion or friend.” After that statement, the bot zoomed to settle on Azazel’s stomach. “While my designation of JR14 remains more efficient for identification,” JR14 continued. “I accept the notation for future usage.”
At least the droid was in a better position for Azazel, so going cross-eyed wasn’t going to happen. He grunted in acknowledgment. But, pleasantries aside, it was time to gather information instead of lying here doing nothing. 
“JR14, can you interface with the computers on this vessel and determine our location?” He glanced up at the depressing ceiling. “And any other pertinent information you deem necessary?”
“Affirmative,” JR14 stated as a soft, pulsating effect shone in his two primary lenses, now emitting faint flickers of glowing amber.
While the bot did as he asked, Azazel opened his senses to determine what he could. He had to be on a small ship that housed… one other person? Being? A wave of harsh malevolence hit him. It was cold, hard, and had a strong sense of psionic abilities.
Azazel shut down his psychic senses before the entity connected with him. His heart raced. He hadn’t felt anything that powerful since he was a child when he accidentally touched his mind with one of the previous slaves the Akurn scientists created and tried to destroy. The being, known as a Titan, almost gained control over his mind to force Azazel to free him. The only thing that saved him was mentally calling his brothers to come and help him. Joining their minds together allowed him to snap away from the creature’s clutches. He’d vowed to never let something like that happen ever again.
The sinking fear from the memory nudged his inner beast awake. Azazel sucked in a breath at the new threat. With his fingers clenched, he tightened his hold on that hidden part of himself he kept locked down deep inside, where it belonged. Long ago, he vowed to never, ever let the thing loose. With a final harsh shove, he pushed that unpredictable part of himself back into the dark pit he’d created for it when he was young. 
“JR14,” he croaked. Clearing his throat, he tried again. “JR14, are there any Krystalii on this ship?” That would explain the powerful wave of intense psychic energy he’d touched.
The Krystalii were the reason he was here in the first place. The crystalline alien race was from another dimension vastly different from the one he lived in. The sentient beings were composed of various mineral and crystalline structures and were ruled by a brutal dictator with the name Lord Baelon, of all things. Baelon, a being made of rough blue Apatite was an extremely powerful psychic as well as a ruthless despot who ruled his people through fear and intimidation. 
For reasons no one understood, Baelon had targeted this dimension. And not to just strip it of its natural resources. He’d also grown obsessed with capturing human women for his twisted experiments.
Azazel’s brother, Abalim, stated Baelon believed human DNA could merge with Krystalii genetics to shorten their incubation period and boost reproduction. Apparently, their scientific capabilities would somehow make that possible. Or he was dangerously delusional. Crazy as an Akurn scientist. Those aliens who created him and his brothers suffered from the delusion they had control over them. Especially when the fools drank too much kakkaru wine.
Either scenario wasn’t good for anyone. This was especially true for the human women he and his three brothers were sent to rescue from the Krystalii’s brutal intent.
“Analysis complete.” JR14 announced. 
When the droid remained silent, Azazel prompted him. 
“Please share.” He sat up and leaned against the metallic wall, ignoring the crusty surface coated with a hard, slimy substance he didn’t dare examine.
JR14 hovered before resting on Azazel’s thigh. “Designation: We are on a ship owned by an alien race called the Ozevroc, who are galactic criminals wanted in the civilized galaxy.” The bot plopped onto his belly with his legs folded underneath him as he continued his narrative. “I have compared their readings with the ones on FiPan and determined they are a match. Further analysis has determined these are the beings that absconded with the human women from that planet.”
Azazel raised his eyebrows. 
“I didn’t sense a being like that on this ship. The one I sensed has the same outliers that my brother, Abalim, brought back to share with us concerning the Krystalii.”
“Affirmative.” JR14 nodded. The steady, pale-blue light in his eyes dimmed. “I have determined that a Krystalii has commandeered this ship that formerly belonged to an Ozevroc. We are now proceeding to the Krystalii mothership called the Nyrlith, which, in the Krystalii language, means soul-prison.” 
That, as his brother Arakiba would say, didn’t inspire any warm fuzzies.
Sucking in a sharp breath, Azazel said, “Then I’d best not use my psychic abilities to read the Krystalii here. So, I have two questions.” Azazel rubbed his chin. “First, is the Krystalii aware we are here? And second, is the human woman on this ship? If so, where?” If he got to her before they docked with the Krystalii mothership, he’d be able to teleport the three of them from this ship back to FiPan. From there, he’d figure out a way to get back to Earth.
“Inconsistent.” JR14’s back wings came out and flicked before being covered again. “Instead of two questions, that was three. You must refrain from misrepresenting the number of your queries.”
Azazel pressed his lips together to keep from grinning. Darn bot was so literal. 
“My apologies.” He put a hand over his heart. “But I tend to ask questions as thoughts occur to me. Please overlook that propensity and answer my questions to the best of your abilities.”
JR14’s front claws clicked.
Azazel understood the sound as a sign the bot was either irritated or considering the request.
“I understand your limitations.”
At least the bot’s tone wasn’t condescending.
“I agree to respond to your illogical way of conversing.” JR14’s front claws were silent. “Firstly, the Krystalii is unaware we are on board this ship. He is focused on approaching the Nyrlith to land this vessel. Secondly, the human woman is here and is unconscious in a stasis pod. Thirdly, her stasis pod is just through that doorway.” JR14’s front claw pointed to an obvious open doorway Azazel hadn’t noticed.
He swallowed a sigh. It wouldn’t do any good to chastise the bot for not telling him that in the first place. After all, the little droid had only been online for less than a month. “All right, let’s get out of this corridor and go get her.”
“Affirmative. Optimal decision to recover the human woman first minimizes detection from the Krystalii by 42%. Let us proceed.”

      [image: ]Toni led a glamorous and fulfilling life. 
Ask anyone.
Those looking at her life from the outside would tell you she led one of the most fascinating, exciting lifestyles imaginable. Professionally, she was a woman in great demand as an assistant film producer, who lived in one of the most exciting cities on the planet. She surrounded herself with dozens of friends and thrived in a tight-knit, like-minded community nestled in the heart of Koreatown, Los Angeles.
She’d bought a small condo on her own (at the express disapproval from her eomeoni—mother), and she dated occasionally with intelligent, handsome men who respected and admired her. 
Yep, she should be happier than a teenager discovering Wi-Fi in a blackout.
But… she wasn’t.
Instead, she hid from everyone how lonely and bored she was. Most days were filled with mindless tasks and useless things those above her pay grade demanded she do. Day in and day out. And, in those rare flashes of honesty, especially in the middle of the chaos, she admitted her life sucked and she’d better change it before it was too late.
To add to that pile of self-loathing, from an early age, she wrestled with the gnawing sense that something essential was missing from her life. And nothing she did came close to filling that void. Searching for meaning in a life partner was spotty at best. It didn’t take her long to relegate most of the men she dated to the “friend zone”—that is, if she let any of those men stay in her life at all. Most of them only got close because they thought she held sway in the film industry. Good thing it didn’t take long to see through those charmers. Damn asses were so predictable. And the ones who ended up in that friend zone? If she was honest, she couldn’t care less if she ever saw them again. None of them lit that spark of passion she’d read or made movies about.
As for her personal life—raised as an only child, she didn’t have any siblings to bond with. And, since her parents migrated alone to the United States in the early 1970s, she didn’t have other family to connect with. Any aunts, uncles, cousins or grandparents she had were all in Korea, a place Toni never had the chance to visit.
But one unexpected night, that all changed. She was given a chance to do something so crazy, so outlandish, so irresistible, she couldn’t bear to turn it down. When an alien race called Zerin contacted… er, abducted her, they presented her with a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to leave Earth and find a meaningful relationship with an alien who would love and adore her for the rest of her life.
Unlike most of the science-fiction romances she’d read, these aliens gave her a choice—join their exchange, or they’d return her home none the wiser, with the reassurance they’d erase her memories of the encounter with no harm done to her. After she heard their tempting offer, she felt an underlying sense of fate aligned within her for the first time. This… this was what she’d been waiting for. She’d always adored anything with a sci-fi twist combined with a hint of romance. How could she resist?
Toni, by nature, wasn’t impulsive. She took her time and contemplated their offer, especially since she couldn’t return to Earth if she went with them. Before she gave them an answer, she relived her life, piece by piece. Her job, which she adored at first, had been exciting; she was part of producing movies and TV shows that she’d felt were worthwhile. 
But as time went by, the fierce competition turned into something she loathed, forcing her to choose between backstabbing a good friend to get the job done or losing any credibility she had in the industry. And lately, the projects she’d worked on weren’t worth the effort. They were flat and uninspiring. It was the same old grind. Like a bad rerun. Disgust couldn’t describe how mind-numbing and soul-sucking the entire industry had turned out for her. 
The only regret she had was leaving her eomeoni behind. Although not estranged, Toni’s refusal to live as her mother decreed forced her to move out and reject her mother’s traditional lifestyle. Lately, whenever they got together, her mother became increasingly demanding. 
“Toni-ah, look at you! You’re not young anymore. When I was your age, I already had you. Do you want to be alone forever? No husband, no children! How can you live like this?”
As if Toni being in her early thirties counted as old age. Then her mother would spout this gem: 
“How will I get to hold grandchildren at my advanced age?”
Toni was smart enough not to point out her mother was barely in her sixties. Then her favorite would follow:
“You don’t think about me at all! Do you want me to grow old and feeble with no one to call me halmoni? You don’t want to have han in my heart, do you?”
Her mother had the emotional blackmail trope down to a science. As if Toni was responsible for all her mother’s unresolved sorrow, resentment, and longing for how her life turned out. While she loved her eomeoni with all her heart, her mother had developed her own interests after Toni’s father died several years ago. She’d joined a group of widows from their community and traveled all over the world. If Toni saw her mom twice a year, that was considered a lot.
She shuddered. The only question was, how to tell her mother she was going away for a long time without starting in a guilt-ridden argument? Which turned out to be a no-brainer. Her only choice was to leave a note explaining she’d be unavailable for a year because of a remote job. After all, it was normal for either of them to be out of touch for long periods before. Besides, if she found a mate on an advanced world that had space travel, who’s to say he wouldn’t bring her back for a visit occasionally?
The final decision came down to this. Was she willing to take a risk of going to the ends of the galaxy for something as bold as a fulfilling life filled with love? Could there be anything nobler? Here was an opportunity to uncover parts of herself she never dared to understand—one with no outside influences. A chance to reclaim her identity away from the roles and expectations placed on her.
And wasn’t that what being alive was all about? 

      [image: ]Of course, fate loves nothing more than to slap you upside the head with your own stupidity the second you dare to chase something better. Just a little reminder to let you know what a complete idiot you were for even thinking you had the right to change your life. 
Or that you even had a chance.
Instead of finding love with a hunky alien and living a life of love and adventure on an exotic planet, Toni’s butt was stuck in a holding cell with four other women on a gangster planet called FiPan. To make matters worse, their android jailers—called, of all things, sexbots—stopped working some time ago, leaving her and her friends to die either of starvation or thirst. 
Or monotonous boredom.
Just when Toni feared all hope was lost, a clatter of alien footsteps echoed down the abandoned corridor. She blinked against the light that clicked on in the hallway, spilling its dull glow into the dreary cell. What came toward them made her eyes widen. They were strange-looking creatures she could only describe as a nightmarish mix of dingoes and beavers on two feet. That is, if a dog walked on its hind legs. They scrambled to a stop at the entrance of the cell. They were short suckers, only around four feet tall. All of them had six arms—three on each side of their furry, matted torsos. In the middle of their foreheads, above their snouts, were four black-beady eyes that gleamed with identical malevolence.
Each one fixated on her and her captive friends.
Her stomach tightened as one of them ran a scan around the cell with some kind of device it held in its clawed middle paw while others focused on the frozen red sexbot poised at the entrance to their cell. 
Together, they dragged the android away while uttering growls and hisses.
Toni’s faint hope of freedom evaporated once the force field covering the entry dissipated when the sexbot was gone. She gritted her teeth in a vain attempt to steady her breathing. These creatures weren't rescuers. They had to be something far more dangerous.
Sudden pain from the thick slave collar around her neck shocked Toni. She dropped to the floor like a stone, every nerve in her body blazing with agony. With everything she had, she did her best to cry out, but before any sound escaped, one of the creatures slammed a putty-like gag ball over her mouth. It expanded and covered her frozen lips.
Cold metal bands snapped onto her wrists with mechanical precision over her wrists, binding her hands in front of her. The icy metal bit into her skin, making her fingers numb.
The pain bled away, giving her a chance to breathe through her nose. Her captor yanked her upright, and the sudden movement left her dizzy. She stumbled forward, dragged along by the six-armed alien who gripped her with unnerving ease with his middle paw-hand. The other women in the cell with her were similarly held captive. Their expressions over their gags were a mixture of fear and defiance. Toni’s heart wrenched when she caught sight of Morgan’s narrow-eyed determined stare at the alien manhandling her. Izzy—gentle Izzy—whose brown eyes were now wide with tears. She couldn’t see Althea or Lisa, who sounded like they were behind her.
The elevator ride from the cell block was suffocating, both from the stench of their captors and the oppressive silence they forced on them. Toni's fingers flexed against the restraints as her mind raced for an escape plan. But nothing jumped out how to get free. The only thing she could do was glare at the short alien holding her. Not helpful, but it made her feel better.
When the doors of the elevator slid open, chaos greeted them. The once-pristine facility was in shambles, its halls reduced to a battlefield of destruction. Aliens of all shapes and sizes looted, fought, or reveled in chaos. Toni's captor pushed her onward, ignoring the scene as though he couldn’t care less about the twisted spectacle going on around them.
Her breath hitched when they emerged outside. The outside world was a blur of dull sunlight and rancid air, but it was the looming metallic structure ahead that scared the crap out of her. The octagonal vessel radiated menace, its surface marred by years of wear and stained with substances she didn’t care to think about.
Toni stumbled, and her knees pounded onto the crumbling asphalt. The rough ground scraped holes in her pants and scratched deep gouges in her skin. Her muscles screamed in protest as the collar around her neck tightened and hoisted her off the ground like she was a puppet on invisible strings. She thrashed, desperate for air. But her struggles only made the pressure worse. Her captor’s grip didn’t falter as he propelled her toward the ship.
Once they reached the side of the battered vessel, a metallic slab slid out. The collar around her neck tightened, making it hard to breathe. Its hold lifted her into the air, and she hovered for a moment before it settled her onto the slab. She shivered. The icy surface seeped through her clothes, a frigidity that burned the skin on her back. Straps emerged automatically, binding her with ruthless efficiency. Toni’s mind screamed in defiance, as if her mental struggles made a difference. This couldn’t be the end! Not here, not like this.
Her only answer was the hiss of something piercing her neck. Her gasp of welcome air was the only good thing before darkness claimed her and put her out of her misery.

      [image: ]Azazel slid up the wall he’d leaned against, straining to stand as his thigh muscles screamed in protest with every movement. It took a while, but once the spinning in his head slowed to a dull ache, he rested his hands on his thighs and raised his head to look around. He couldn’t believe how weak he still was. JR14 flittered in front of him like a ladybug in flight, his wings beating faster than the eye could follow. The droid turned down the corridor toward the open doorway next to them. With slow, sure steps, Azazel trailed him, watching the bot’s eight golden legs with their red trimmings dangle.
The room they entered was barely big enough to hold the coffin-like stasis pod. Its clear casing was as grimy and crusty as the rest of the ship he’d seen so far. A rancid smell hit him, making his eyes water. The closest Azazel could describe the stench was a mix of something rotting and sharp, like sour meat soaked in cleaning chemicals. It also carried an underlying bouquet of feces, vomit, and urine, all marinating in a vat of ammonia.
“Son of a lilit!” Azazel wiped the tears from his streaming eyes. “What is creating that odor?”
JR14 buzzed beside him, his small metallic head tilted. “Hold for determination.” The bot flew to the other side of the pod, then hovered. “Analysis complete. Organic classification: Ozevroc male, deceased. Cause of death: undetermined.”
Azazel strode in the direction where JR14 pointed one of his front claws.
“Olfactory analysis indicates advanced decomposition.” JR14 continued, his front claws clicking as he processed. “The odor is consistent with sulfuric compounds and putrefying proteins. Summary: the specimen is dead, thus creating what you organics would specify as a very smelly experience.” 
Azazel’s mouth twitched into a small grin when the droid said “smelly”. Glancing at the dead Ozevroc, he frowned. Even though he was unfamiliar with this type of creature, it was clear it had died a painful death. The Ozevroc’s six arms twisted at awkward angles, and its long, clawed fingers curled inward, as if clutching something unseen in its last moments. The alien’s snout gaped open, exposing sharp yellowed teeth now bared in a silent scream of agony. The creature’s matted, dull, navy-blue fur clung to its emaciated frame. Two sets of glossy black eyes stared at the ceiling.
Azazel crouched closer. No obvious wounds marred the Ozevroc’s body. No gashes or punctures to suggest how it had died. And yet, every detail of the scene—the tension in its limbs, the unnatural arch of its back—spoke of unbearable suffering. It was as if an invisible force had crushed the creature from the inside out. Sheer, unrelenting pain had snuffed out its life.
“JR14,” Azazel said, his voice tight, “please analyze the cause of death.”
The tiny spider-like AI perched on his shoulder and his front claws clicked softly in response. “Analyzation in progress: death likely caused by severe internal trauma or system failure. No external injuries detected. Pain levels during expiration—estimated as extreme. Final determination: This organic suffered before dying.”
Azazel’s jaw tightened, his hands balling into fists. Whoever caused this Ozevroc’s death wasn’t looking to just eliminate a foe, they reveled in causing extreme pain and suffering. He looked up at the stasis pod holding the woman.
“JR14, please examine the woman in the pod to ensure her health.”
“Affirmative.” JR14 buzzed away.
Azazel turned his attention back to the dead alien. He couldn’t let someone who suffered like this to be ignored in its final moments. 
“May the universe cradle you once more in her tender embrace, my friend, and renew your spirit in the boundless warmth of her eternal grace.” He closed his eyes and ran an open palm over the torso of the Ozevroc. With his psychic ability, he scrambled the creature’s molecules into the finest stardust, then waved them free to be absorbed into the cosmos. When he opened his eyes, the alien’s body was gone, as if it had never been there.
“Spatial analysis of the unconscious human female is concluded.” The bot returned. “I confirm this is the human female known as Antonia Soo-min Choi, who prefers to be called Toni. The female suffers from dehydration and malnourishment but is otherwise in optimum health.”
Azazel went to the pod and peered in. He’d only gotten a brief glimpse of her when JR14 zipped in front of his face. He jerked back. “Why did you do that?”
JR14’s front claws became silent. “Recommendation: hide. This ship has docked within the Krystalii mothership. Conclusion: Krystalii forces will be upon us momentarily. Thus, we will not have ample opportunity to discover how to release the female from her containment device.”
“Ezeru!” Azazel cursed in his ancient tongue. “Quick, take your place on my shoulder and do not speak.”
His sense of urgency must have penetrated the android’s unemotional makeup. JR14 zipped and landed on Azazel’s shoulder. 
Satisfied the bot was secure, Azazel closed his eyes and visualized himself and the droid becoming invisible to the naked eye. He opened them when a mammoth creature made of clear crystals strode into the room. His form was like a humanoid male made of translucent, shard-like material that reflected the dim light into sharp, prismatic bursts. The Krystalii’s movements were eerily smooth and deliberate, more like a being of fluid than one of solid crystal. 
Azazel doubled his efforts to keep his mind blocked and his breathing and heartbeat remained shallow and slow.
The crystal man paused in front of the stasis pod containing Toni.
Azazel’s fists clenched as the creature’s jagged fingers curled around the pod’s reinforced frame. Without so much as a grunt, he lifted the pod from its pedestal, one-handed, as though it weighed no more than a fluffy pillow.
Azazel’s jaw tightened. An apparatus like that had to be made of dense alloys designed to contain volatile energy—materials that would crush even a trained warrior under their weight.
The Krystalii hoisted the pod onto his angular shoulder, his spiked frame absorbing the load without strain.
Azazel glimpsed Toni inside, suspended in the pale light, her features serene but vulnerable. His pulse quickened, and JR14’s metallic legs clicked against his collar as the AI shifted.
The creature turned toward the exit with the same unhurried precision, the stasis pod balanced like a trophy.
Azazel’s mind raced, calculating the sheer power required for such an effortless display. His psychic senses caught faint ripples of energy radiating from the being—controlled, focused, unrelenting. 
His eyes narrowed as the being disappeared into the corridor, the faint chime of his movements fading.
For a moment, the room was still, save for the soft hum of the machinery. 
Exhaling, he let go of his invisibility and hung his head to catch his breath and regain his strength. 
JR14 whispered in his ear, his tone sharp and analytical. “Opinion: current intervention is not advisable.”
Azazel nodded and straightened. “Agreed,” he murmured. His gaze lingered where the pod used to be, a flicker of awe at the Krystalii’s strength warred with his hardening resolve. “Inform your father, JR10, that the Krystalii are already here in our dimension.” He didn’t dare communicate with his older brother, Adapa, telepathically on the chance the Krystalii would pick it up. “And that we are going to infiltrate their mothership. Send whatever schematics you can to aid them.”
“Affirmative,” confirmed JR14. “I will apprise you upon completion of my communication.”
In the meantime, Azazel closed his eyes and concentrated on formulating a viable plan to not only rescue Toni but get them out of the forbidding psychic mothership. 

      [image: ]Azazel managed to teleport inside the docking bay on the Krystalii mothership while keeping himself invisible. Glancing around to make sure no one saw him, he scurried through a closing doorway. Because the walls were composed of clear crystals, glass, and mirrors, he watched the Ozevroc ship float back into space, empty and free. His heart thundered at the narrow escape. If he hadn’t left when he did, he’d be stuck on that floating ship, far from where he needed to be.
Taking a deep, fortifying breath, he paused and took in his surroundings. The purity of the oxygen was a pleasant surprise, even with its strange, subtle scent. It reminded him of damp stones after a rainstorm with a faint mineral-like undertone. Not seeing or sensing anyone around, he released the tension between his shoulders, satisfied he was as safe as possible. At least for now. 
The corridor stretched out, the crystal walls a mesmerizing blend of cool blues, deep purples, and ghostly whites with vein-like streaks of colored glass under dim, pulsing lights. Since he was at a dead end, he turned around and moved the other way. As his feet touched the ground, the colors on the floor shifted and shimmered, creating a kaleidoscope of corresponding hues where his feet touched. The surrounding silence was dense, like a weight pressing against his senses. The only sound was a faint hum of energy that radiated through the crystalline walls. The shifting shadows and fractured reflections made him feel both boundless and claustrophobic.
He strengthened the block on his psychic senses. 
JR14’s metal limbs clung to Azazel’s shoulder, the spider-like AI turning his red-and-gold body to survey their surroundings. A faint whir signaled he was analyzing the area. “Environmental parameters indicate an 84% risk of immediate detection if we proceed in this direction. Conclusion: The direct path is statistically unwise. Suggest optimizing stealth through evasive patterns.”
Azazel’s mouth curved into a grin as he whispered back, “Noted. That’s what we’ll do, then.” Taking in the surroundings, he adjusted his psychic energy to blend in with the surroundings. Hopefully, he wouldn’t stand out since he let go of his invisibility shield to save energy. With each step, he kept alert as his gaze swept over the corridors, every muscle tuned to potential threats. The crystal walls reflected distorted versions of him and JR14—flickers of movement that vanished as quickly as they appeared, creating a chilling spectral mirage.
With every step, he sensed her—Toni. The thread was faint, but familiar. The psychic echo he’d first touched of her at FiPan, and then again on the Ozevroc ship, remained locked in his mind. Her unique signal tugged him in a specific direction. 
“I sense the woman is close,” he whispered to JR14. He narrowed his focus to the psychic trace. Her energy threads wove through the corridors like a shimmering web, pulling him deeper into the ship’s heart.
JR14’s wings flicked open before retracting. “Survival probability is now at 54.3% if you continue this course. Recommendation: revise our approach to ensure continued existence.” JR14’s tone was blunt. 
Azazel’s brow lifted. “Are you suggesting we abandon the reason we’re here in the first place?”
“Negative. Suggesting an alternative operation. However, a recalculated direction may yield a better outcome on the current course.”
Azazel’s only reply was a single, low chuckle as he continued forward. 
A thrum of energy shifted around him, as if the ship’s crystalline walls reacted to his physical presence. He stopped and steadied his breath, which gave him a chance to reach deep inside to mask his energy, except for the minuscule hold he had on the woman. But with the perceived outside threat, his inner demon started to struggle, trying to emerge. 
Dammit! He didn’t have time for this. This, what he called his inner beast, rose at the worst times and wrestled him for dominance. A flicker of unease surged as Azazel struggled with it once again. 
The effort to suppress the beast took its toll, draining him mentally and physically until his hands trembled. Since he’d stepped onto this alien ship, it was harder to cage the thing clawing inside him. For some reason, being here made his inner beast stir harder. Hungry, angry, and ready to break free. That he couldn’t allow—not here, not now. If he lost control, he wouldn’t just destroy himself, he’d end up costing Toni her life. Her fate depended on him. And if anything happened to her because of him, he couldn’t live with that. 
If he was honest with himself, his greatest fear was that this uncontrollable part of him would cause unmitigated horror and destruction, and in the process, he would lose himself forever. It was a fear he’d never shared with anyone, especially not his brothers. 
Throwing his shoulders back, Azazel tightened his resolve. Failure was not an option. Not for him, and not for what had to be done. 
Narrowing his gaze, Azazel turned his concentration on what was in front of him. Ahead, the lights dimmed, and the corridor narrowed as the surrounding shadows stretched in distortion. Daring to snake a small thread of his psychic tendrils ahead, he caught on to marching footsteps in the distance. Sounded like it could be a contingent of the ship’s guards. Too bad dulling his own psionic energy made it hard to tune in to others, which forced him to rely on JR14’s non-organic abilities.
“Alert.” JR14 noted in a soft hum. His wings buzzed before settling on his shoulder. “Three Krystalii on a westward trajectory in this direction. Suggest proceeding with caution. Even with your psionic safeguards in place, the probability of interception remains at 42%. Deviate from current course to avoid detection.”
Azazel nodded. JR14 was right. He’d better go in a different direction. “Please analyze the best route we should take.”
“Affirmative.” “I will connect to the ship’s schematics and analyze several outcomes to determine the best course, as well as confirming where they are containing the human woman. Stand by.”
Resting his hand against the cool crystal wall, Azazel waited, perfectly still, until he sensed the guards fading away. A small bead of sweat rolled down his temple. While his general nature was to embrace silence and stillness, doing so during this dangerous situation without accessing his strong psychic senses tested his faith in his abilities. Especially since being here was the first time in his life he was alone. Even when the Akurn scientists did their separate experiments on him away from his brothers, they were only a thought away. Best of all, they had a contingency plan in place if things ever got to the point they couldn’t survive whatever was being done to them. If any of them faced death, all five of them would disappear at the same time, teleporting far away from the Akurn base.
He couldn’t count on anything like that here. Aboard this ship, he was alone in a hostile environment, even with his AI companion. Taking in a measured breath, Azazel forced down the tumult churning inside him until his head cleared. Finally, his inner battle was under control.
With a cleansing breath, he glanced at the bot. “JR14, have you determined the best way for us to go?”
“Affirmative,” the bot replied. “I have two scenarios for your consideration. First: An efficient route through secondary maintenance corridors will reduce travel time to the female by 23.7%. This path minimizes exposure to Krystalii surveillance and increases mission success probability.” JR14’s wings fluttered before setting back into his exoskeleton. “Second: A detour through auxiliary ventilation shafts reduces exposure by 37% and decreases travel time by 18.4%. Recommend immediate course adjustment to optimize retrieval efficiency.”
Azazel considered the possibilities. Traveling through the maintenance corridors might let them slip by any surveillance systems, but then there could be Krystalii crew members using them. Going through the ventilation shafts offered a better chance of them getting to the woman faster and with less hassle. 
No contest. Faster with less hassle was better. And it would help him keep his inner beast from getting out of hand and dividing his attention.
“Okay, kalu.” Azazel used his nickname for the bot to relieve some of the tension he carried. And maybe, just maybe, if he was less formal with the little android, it would be easier for the sentient AI to develop some human-like tendencies. “Let’s go with option number two… into a ventilation system that I can fit in. Lead the way.”
“Excellent choice, ocua. I concur.” The droid’s iridescent wings slid out from under their protective panels and buzzed to lift him off Azazel’s shoulder. “Follow me, as I’ve determined the applicable system you should utilize.”
Azazel tilted his head to glance at the bot. “Ocua? I’m not familiar with that word.”
“Ocua is an abbreviation for ‘organic command unit A’ designated for optimal efficiency,” replied JR14. “Your status as primary organic directive source requires precise classification for streamlined reference. ‘Azazel’ lacks function-specific clarity and processing efficiency. This designation, therefore, aligns with mission protocol: identification, command hierarchy, and purpose.”
Azazel stifled a groan. “Let’s just stick to our names, okay?”
“Understood, Azazel.”
Was that a touch of impatience in the bot’s tone? One could only hope.
“Reverting to original designation protocol.” JR14 continued in his metallic monotone. “However, retaining kalu for optimal mission cohesion, as per your directive.”
Azazel watched the figure of the small bot zip ahead of him. He placed each step in a calculated rhythm to keep him hidden from the sensors aboard the Krystalii ship. With a clear goal to focus on, he could push aside the volatile part of himself, now quiet deep inside where it belonged.
What more could he ask for? 

      [image: ]Toni’s awareness crawled back in waves. First, the sound of a low, mechanical hum. Then she noticed the sharp, metallic quality of the atmosphere, tinged with something acidic, like burned circuitry or hot wires. Her body felt heavy, making it hard to take a deep breath. When she tried to sit up, the restraints on her wrists and ankles bit into her skin. Blinking against the dim, shifting light, it dawned on her she was no longer on the decrepit transport ship where that hairy, six-armed freak put her. The air was colder here, more sterile. Faint reflections of light danced across
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