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CHAPTER ONE

Zaven




SPIRITS, I COULD die right here and be happy.

The Luscinia’s familiar rumble echoed through Zaven’s bones, a counterpoint to his own involuntary purr of pleasure. He lay perfectly still, his body heavy, warm, and utterly satiated, with Sasha’s sleeping form pressed against him. Her arms and legs had wound around him during the night, like a vine seeking warmth. It wasn’t the nuts-to-butts sleeping they were used to in the field, but he wasn’t displeased at all.

This is purely tactical, Adhzivian. Body heat conservation after field trauma. 

So why was he counting each soft breath against his chest? Three years of nightmares, of crying himself to sleep, seemed to fade into insignificance against this moment. The blood and medigel crusting Sasha’s hair couldn’t mask her familiar scent — a blend of battlefield competence and earned trust that spoke of shared missions, ribald songs, and knowing grins.

This isn’t even comfortable. I’m too warm. She’s draped over me like a wet ghillie suit, and my arm is going numb. 

Zaven tried to ease his tingling arm from beneath her head. He matched his movements to her breathing, slow and steady like setting up a long-distance shot, half-breath in, adjust a degree, half-breath out. Sasha made a small, disgruntled noise, her fingers curling against his chest. Target lost. 

Don’t move. Don’t you dare wake her up, you idiot.

Zaven relaxed back down, and Sasha pressed into him. His mandibles flared with pleasure as the certainty settled in his core; she was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He grinned as the memory of Sasha’s bare ass flashed in his mind, his heart picking up a faster beat, and causing an answering swell in his groin. 

The force that had swept over him, to challenge her in combat so he could prove himself, had surprised him. He’d heard of it, of course. It was a vestigial impulse from a time when his species had been less evolved, and any proper davarian would pride themselves on exerting complete control over such primitive urges.

Neither Zaven nor Sasha were unfamiliar with combat, but the blind fervour that had consumed him last night… Zaven’s grin faltered as shame washed over him. I can never lose control like that again. Any davarian woman can take the onslaught of a man in a rampant mating drive, but Sasha…

Sasha was tough as nails. She’d throttle him for even thinking she couldn’t handle herself. But she was only human. Physically, she couldn’t handle a feral davarian who couldn’t see past his desire. For her sake, he had to maintain control. Sasha groaned against his chest, interrupting his spiralling thoughts. Despite himself, his smile returned.

“Ah, geez,” she croaked, stretching her body in a languid arch that pressed against him.

Zaven sucked in his stomach and tilted his hips to pull his erection out of reach. 

Sasha collapsed back against his sternum, hugging him tightly, and threw a leg over his hip. “Jus’ five mo’ minutes,” she mumbled.

“You’re the captain,” he said and put his arm around her, perfectly happy to give in to her request. 

 Sasha’s hand nudged him in the stomach. If he just moved his hips a fraction, her fingers would brush the bulge in his trousers. Keep a lid on it. Zaven rocked his hips further back, settling for savouring her breath rolling down his bare stomach instead.

“I feel like shit,” she complained.

“You smell like shit.” 

“And you’re a rude little shit,” she said, but he heard the smile behind the words. Then she got up, knocking his arm aside, and muttered about him daring to speak to his captain so. Her departure let in a rush of cool air that was both a curse and a blessing. She was still wearing the same blasted outfit from the night before, her bare ass flexing as she reached her hands above her head in another stretch. 

He set his jaw, resolutely ignoring the throbbing in his cock. Then the raw scratches — caked in dried blood and medigel — sprawling across her lower back, ass and thighs registered in his sleep-addled mind. I did that.

“I…” he reached out a hand, but stopped just short of touching her skin. “I’m sorry… about this,” he stroked a gentle knuckle in a line parallel to one gash. A twitch in his cock felt like a punch to the gut, and he was sure it wanted to detach itself from his body and bury itself in her.

Sasha twisted to look over her shoulder. “Yeah, well, rather this than being a bloody puddle three storeys down.”

An echo of the terror he’d felt when she had been sliding out over an empty chasm passed through him.

Sasha turned to look at the gashes. “Kasia said she’ll fix these up with the auto-doc once I get the last traces of those stims out of my system. She said the ear was the most critical and didn’t wanna wait—”

The ship gave a shuddering lurch.

“Binny!” Sasha flew out the door, snatching his dreams of burying his face in that ass. “What’s going on? Sitrep, now!” 

He threw the blanket aside, decided against shoes, and winced as he tucked his volcanic boner into the waist of his trousers. He grabbed a fresh shirt and pulled it down to cover the wet spot on his front before dashing after Sasha. The ship lurched again, throwing him into the wall.

“Binny, where is Sasha?”

“The captain is en route to the engineering sector to oversee matters of technological import and ensure optimal functionality of our esteemed vessel.”

“Is the situation critical?” Zaven pushed off the wall.

“Negative.”

“Why is the ship lurching then?”

“All systems are currently indicating nominal readings with no detected deviations or anomalies.”

Zaven narrowed his eyes as he walked towards engineering.

“So either our AI is broken and missing things, or it’s deciding what we get to know about our own ship,” Zaven muttered as he walked towards engineering. “Not sure which scenario I like less.” 

The thought made his jaw clench. He’d never trusted putting an unrestricted AI in charge of critical systems, no matter how advanced Binny claimed to be. His mind began running through the layout of the ship, refreshing his memory on manual overrides, critical gear, and emergency protocols. In his experience, the more you relied on AI, the more vulnerable you became when it inevitably failed or decided its priorities didn’t align with yours.

Shit, I haven’t checked the ordinance bay since coming aboard. Who’s been in charge of it? If it was Kasia, there was nothing to worry about. If it was Sasha, there was mostly nothing to worry about. If it was Moss... Zaven added doing inventory and restock to his to-do list, along with checking which systems could still be operated without AI assistance. Better to be prepared than trust your life to quantum algorithms and probability matrices.

“Do you require assistance, Zaven?” Binny asked.

“What? No.” Zaven glared at the ceiling. “I know where engineering is.”

“My data shows that nocturnal penile tumescence will often subside on its own, but you may wish to engage it manually to speed up the process.”

Zaven blinked in confusion.

“Masturbation is the stimulation of one’s own genitals for sexual arousal or other sexual pleasure, usually to the point of orgasm. It is a natural and safe way to explore your body, feel pleasure, and release built-up sexual tension.”

He stopped and gaped at the ceiling in disbelief. Why did it keep saying sexual?

“The purpose of manual stimulation, in humans and qhivril at least, is typically orgasm,” Binny said.

Zaven had to wonder how it knew that. Was this information from a database or what it had observed on board? His mind started cataloguing the species of the Lucy’s crew. 

“An orgasm is a physical and emotional sensation that occurs during sexual activity and is usually accompanied by rhythmic muscular contractions in the pelvic region, as well as a feeling of intense pleasure or release. Zaven, am I correct in assuming this is also true for davarians?”

“Uh…” Hearing his name snapped him out of his fractured thoughts. “Yeah.” He wasn’t sure why he was even replying.

“In more technical terms,” Binny powered on. “An orgasm is a reflex of the autonomic nervous system that results in the release of endorphins and other hormones, causing a pleasurable sensation in the body. During sexual stimulation, nerve impulses from the genitals, as well as other erogenous zones, are transmitted to the spinal cord and brain, where they are processed and eventually trigger the physical and emotional sensations associated with an orgasm.”

“Oh, spirits, this isn’t real…” Zaven gaped at the ceiling, his head shaking in slow disbelief.

“I assure you, orgasms are very real and have several benefits for your health and well-being, including, but not limited to—”

“No, no.” Zaven pressed his fingers to his temples. “I mean, yes. They’re real, but—”

“I can assure you, experiencing one is not painful at all. If you are unfamiliar with this sensation, I can provide you with stimulating materials that are quite effective at—”

“Shut it,” Zaven growled, an image of Sasha as seen from a security feed, in her quarters, doing… No, that was such an invasion of her privacy. Even imagining it made him feel… guilty. Yes, guilty. Definitely guilty. 

He stalked off, muttering curses, not wishing to hear any more of the AI’s prattling. Especially not when a heat was creeping up his neck from the imagery it had put in his head.








CHAPTER TWO

Zaven




ZAVEN APPROACHED ENGINEERING and was met with Sasha’s barked order before he even entered. “Binny! Shield status report, now! I want to know what he’s doing to my ship!”

“Working on it,” came Moss’ muffled reply from somewhere further in. “The old girl was having some trouble with the port-side static generator for the outermost tactile shield.”

Zaven found Sasha with her hands balled into fists, shoulders hunched, and legs set like she was ready to tackle Moss at any second. All he could see of Moss was from the waist down, the rest of him lost in an open access panel in the wall.

Zaven’s eyes darted back to Sasha’s state of undress — it was right there, it was hard to ignore — and his cock protested its imprisonment. He tugged his shirt down. Not now, he growled at it, but it wasn’t listening. Instead, it was insisting he bend Sasha over the instrument panel and… 

Sasha gave Moss’s dangling foot an irritated kick, which made him yelp and bang his head inside the panel with a resounding clang. “Do you even know what the fuck you’re doing?” Sasha demanded.

“I know what I’m at,” Moss said, irritation riding on his words. “I’m nae mechanic, but I know a thing or two about ships. Plus, Binny’s helping me.”

“Absolutely! I am here to provide unparalleled guidance and support.”

Zaven planted his feet and crossed his arms, channelling years of military discipline to keep his expression neutral. If he hadn’t been so painfully aroused, he would have found the sight of her standing there, arguing buck naked, comical.

“You’ll thank me later,” Moss called from within the panel.

Sasha glared at Moss’s legs, then up at the ceiling, but before she could retort, Kasia poked her head in.

“What in the Goddess is going on, the—” Kasia walked into the room, but stopped short at the sight of a half-naked Sasha squaring up to Moss’s legs. “Oh.” She rolled her eyes as she came in. “You could have at least changed out of... that.” She waved vaguely at Sasha’s state of undress.

The ship lurched again, sending everyone scrambling to maintain their balance.

“Would you stop doing that?” Sasha snapped at Moss, yanking at the loincloth that was apparently trying to become one with her ass. 

“Fear not, dear captain, for everything is within parameters. You’re in capable hands, or should I say, capable algorithms.”

“Yeah,” Moss added. “It’s awrite. We’re fixing this.”

A shudder ran through the ship.

“It’s alright? ALRIGHT?” Sasha inflated like a sail catching wind. “Does this seem ALRIGHT to you, you underdeveloped twat wanker?”

Zaven exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Kasia. Damn.

“Captain, please,” Binny’s tone was primly scandalised. “Might I kindly suggest you consider refining your linguistic output to align with acceptable decorum?”

“Just a minute!” Moss shouted back. “The twat wanker has got this!” He reached further into the panel, his legs now practically braced against the wall.

Sasha turned a ‘what the fuck’ glare at Zaven, who just shrugged and threw his hands up. The gesture caught Kasia’s attention, and her eyes dropped to the wet stain adorning the bulge in his trousers. Their eyes met in one excruciating moment of horror.

Zaven yanked his shirt down, but not before catching the way Kasia’s lips pressed into a thin line. Fuck. He needed to get changed. He needed a very long, very cold shower. Most of all, he needed to escape these prying eyes, but he couldn’t leave until this crisis was resolved.

A metallic groan rattled the ship. The deafening noise swallowed Sasha’s angry curses. Then the violent motion of the deck pitching caused Zaven to slam into the wall, threw Kasia sideways, and sent Sasha sprawling to her hands and knees with a yelp. Grab her by the ass and rail her from behind until the only noise is skin slapping on skin. The thought invaded his mind before he could clamp it down.

Thunk. Chink.

Sasha’s eyes flew up. “Did you just disable the debris shield?”

Thunk.

“If I find even the tiniest hole…” Sasha growled.

“Whatever you say, Captain,” came the cold response from inside the access panel, followed by a barely audible mutter of “...bloody twat wanker...”

“I really must insist,” Binny said, “that everyone please refrain from using language that may be deemed inappropriate or offensive.”

Zaven leaned closer to Kasia. “Funny how it objects to ‘twat wanker’, but has no problem with all the other swearing,” he muttered. “What does that say about trusting a computer to run critical systems?” 

Chink. Ba-dunk.

“Bring the fucking shield back up. Now!” Sasha yelled. “Before you actually put a hole in my ship!”

“Aye, working on it,” Moss replied.

Zaven prepared to dash in and prevent Sasha from committing murder before breakfast.

Clang. Clang.

“Moss! Don’t make me come in there and whoop your ass,” Sasha was crawling on all fours toward the legs hanging out of the wall.

Her crawling onto the bed, Zaven’s cock-addled mind whispered to him. Round ass like a full moon rising. Flip her over and hook my elbows under her knees to open her up before driving my cock in to the hilt. Zaven took a step towards Sasha, but caught himself and tried to make it look like he was simply adjusting his stance. For balance. He put his hand to his neck and dug the points of his talons into his skin. The pain did nothing to bridle his lust, it just made him break out in a sweat.

Chink-a-dink.

Sasha, Zaven, and Kasia all watched the ceiling in the silence that followed.

“There!” Moss gave a muffled shout from inside the access panel. “She’s all fixed now.” He wiggled out as he spoke. “The outermost tactile shield was the problem…” Then his gaze landed on what Sasha was wearing and his eyes went wide. “Uh…”

“Indeed,” Binny took over, “A continuous force field is weaker, more prone to a single point of the failure, than multiple oscillating shields. Setting the port-side static generator to shuffle through vibrational frequencies every eight minutes and three seconds allows it to maintain the resonance of all the other shields, which also shift, but on a longer cycle of ten minutes and forty-five seconds.”

“The resonance is optimal now,” Moss said flatly as he gathered his tools, keeping his eyes down. “Ship’s jump core won’t be taxed as much.” He straightened, toolkit in hand. “Run diagnostics if you don’t believe me. This twat wanker will be on the flight deck if there are any issues.” 

Without waiting for a response, he strode out. Sasha let out a sharp breath through her nose and glared at a wall. The silence that followed felt heavy enough to sink the ship.

Binny's prim voice cut through it like a schoolteacher's ruler on a desk. “I am obligated to remind you that continued infractions may necessitate participation in sexual harassment training,” Binny said. “We must endeavour to maintain a professional and respectful environment at all times.”

“He can fix the shields, but not that?” Sasha grumbled to no one in particular and glanced at the ceiling.

“Oh, that’s my fault.” Kasia grimaced and put her hand up. “She got into the sexual harassment policy handbook when I had her organise the operational database.”

“Ah.” Sasha said turned to consider the room for a moment. “Alright, well… Binny run diagnostics—”

“The task is already in progress. Anticipate results within the hour.”

“If the results come back with any issues, I’m coming back for that hide,” Sasha pointed at the ceiling, “even if I have to collect in bytes.”

Zaven stood dumbfounded, lost in his own thoughts, barely hearing the surrounding conversation. Slam the door shut and push her up against the wall, legs around my waist, and lower her down until I fill her up completely, swallowing every scream I tear from her lips.

Zaven’s eyes met Kasia’s and, to his horror, he saw hers were brimming with amusement. Fucknuts. He tried to look more casual than he felt and be inconspicuous about covering the straining fabric on his crotch.

“Well, if we’re done here, I’m desperate for a shower,” Sasha said, heading for the door. As she passed by Zaven, she gave him a drive-by clap on the ass. “You too, Adhzivian. You smell worse than I do!”

He had almost clapped her ass back, but stopped himself at the last moment, realising that a slap would turn into a grab, which would turn into… Wait, did she say shower? With her? The thought had Zaven’s attention instantly perking up, and he couldn’t believe she wanted to shower with him. He followed her out of engineering.

But as they walked, he realised, with immense disappointment, that she hadn’t meant they should shower together. Just that they both smelled like shit and needed to shower. Separately. In their own quarters. 

Zaven’s shoulders slumped. But he couldn’t bring himself to look away from her ass the entire walk back, the gashes doing nothing to discourage his raging boner. He wanted to punch his cock, to stop the hungry throbbing that felt like it was pulling on his insides. They came up to the captain’s quarters.

“Smell ya later!” Sasha grinned as she closed her door behind her.

Zaven stood in the narrow hallway for a moment. He rested his hand on her door frame and indulged himself by imagining how he would burst in on her in the shower to get his cock wet in more than one way. Then he groaned and turned to enter his own quarters and get into that cold, cold shower.








CHAPTER THREE

Zaven




“ARE YOU DONE yet?”

“No.”

“How ‘bout now?”

“No.”

“What about now?”

“Sasha.”

“Kasia.”

“Be patient.”

“Patient, pfft. Be patient, Sasha. Stop jiggling your butt, Sasha. Stop rocking the table, Sasha. Ugh!”

Zaven shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose. He inhaled and was about to let out a loud sigh when his eyes jerked open and he clamped a fist to his mouth, halting the breath. He stood still like a rock, waiting to see if they’d heard him.

“Just hang tight,” Kasia said. “I’ll have this fixed up in a bit.”

Good, they hadn’t heard him. He let the breath out slowly, carefully. He pulled back from where he stood by the medbay window, just shy of being visible from the inside. What the spirits are you even doing, Adhzivian? Lurking in the shadows like some peeping pervert. 

As he’d been getting dressed after his shower, Zaven had heard Kasia jostling a reluctant Sasha down the hall. Pulled along by curiosity — and some measure of guilt — he’d padded after them. Ever since, he’d been lurking just outside medbay while Kasia had set the auto-doc to work on Sasha’s injuries. He flexed his fingers, looking at the hard, shiny talons. At least they were trimmed now, and no longer overgrown, needle-sharp points.

“This is taking forever,” Sasha whined from inside where she was laying face-down on the medbed.

“If you get yourself scratched up, you have the patience to get fixed up.” Kasia spoke in a muffled voice, and Zaven heard the clicking of a torque wrench. 

He chewed the inside of his cheek. I really should leave. I have no business standing out here like this. He turned to leave.

“Zaven!” Kasia called.

Zaven froze. Shit, shit, shit, fuck, shit. Zaven turned around, spine stiff, ready to be scolded about spying. 

“Can you give me a hand?” Kasia glanced up as he entered. “This is taking longer than I thought.”

Tension drained from Zaven’s shoulders. Kasia had the lid of the auto-doc flipped open and was busy inside the guts of the machine. Sasha was on the medbed on her stomach, busy twiddling a pen cap in her fingers, and spared him only a glance. 

Zaven grunted agreement and came closer. His gaze flicked to Sasha’s bare ass and a thrill shot through him. Then the red of the gashes made him jerk his eyes away. He pulled a stoic mask over his face.

“What do you need?” He walked up to Kasia. Why does she look like she’s smirking?

“I was in the middle of fixing her gashes when the auto-doc went on the fritz.”

Zaven folded his arms over his chest and resolved to keep his eyes off the derriere on the table. “Want me to take a look at it?”

“No, I’m fine. A bio-fluid feed tube is damaged and I’m switching in a new one.” She looked down at her task. “I recently got these new nanofiber composite tubes that are supposed to be better than the…”

Zaven looked at her expectantly.

“Ah.” Kasia gave a sheepish smile, ears pressing down and back. “You don’t need to know all of that. Just grab that bowl from over there, would you?” She jerked her chin at the counter.

Zaven walked over and frowned at a bowl. “This?”

“Yeah. Go wash up. Then I need you to place the soaked strips on top of the gashes so that they don’t dry out too much while I fix this. I was already halfway through when this thing broke down and now…” Kasia’s words trailed off as she muttered into the machine.

Zaven looked at the bowl. He swallowed hard. He washed his hands and picked up the bowl. He squared his shoulders like he was going into a disciplinary hearing and stepped up to the medbed. And then he could no longer avoid looking at Sasha’s ass. Sasha’s bare ass.

He focused on the gashes, on the darker red around the edge, the lighter pink of the muscle, on the white fascia inside, and the opaque bio-fluid already in it. Looking deeply into the wounds made him queasy. He fished out a strip and covered the sight.

“Hey, watch those claws!” Sasha squeaked.

“They’re called talons,” Zaven muttered. “And my talon didn’t even touch you.”

“It stings!”

“That’s just whatever this liquid is. Blame Kasia, not me.” He finished laying down the strip, gently patting it into place. Sasha hissed. “Don’t be such a baby,” he chided her, going for a new strip.

Sasha muttered under her breath.

“I did not scratch you!” Zaven glared at her.

“Yeah, right.” Sasha looked over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “If you don’t watch those murder mittens, Kasia’s gonna have to do this job twice.”

“Well, if you weren’t so reckless, she wouldn’t have to do this in the first place.” Zaven jabbed the next strip into place with just a tad more force than necessary.

“Oh, admit it, Zav, you love getting your hands on a nice ass. And there’s not a nicer ass this side of the galaxy than what you’ve got in your talons right now.” She wriggled her ass. “You gave me a right proper wedgie pulling me up, too. I bet you loved that.”

Kasia made an exasperated noise and almost dropped the pliers she was using to guide the end of a small tube into place. Zaven bit down, mandibles pinching tight to his jaw. 

“You almost died because of your stupid stunt.” His voice rose and cracked. “What if I hadn’t caught you? Did you ever think about that?”

“But you did catch me. So it’s all cool.”

Kasia scoffed. Zaven growled in frustration and pressed fingers to his temples. “Running off like that in the first place is the dumbest shit I’ve ever seen you pull.” Zaven rounded on Sasha. “You ran off with nothing. No armour, no gear, not even a pistol.”

“Not even clothes,” Kasia added.

“Not even clothes!” Zaven agreed. “You were also injured and high on stims. How do you expect to make any rational decisions in that kind of state? You took cover behind a crate of grenades, for crying out loud!”

“I didn’t know that at the time, did I?” Sasha frowned. “It’s not like it said ‘Oh, by the way, warning, full of hand grenades’ in big, bold letters on the side of it.” 

“Yes, it did.” Zaven snapped. “It said ‘AMMUNITION’ in big fat letters on every single one of those boxes. Why do you think they started shooting at them instead of you when you took cover there? You’re just lucky those idiots couldn’t aim for shit.”

“I’m not stupid. I got out before it blew up.” Sasha’s voice was rising to meet Zaven’s. “And I got the clamps to release the shuttle.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you did. And then what? You expected we’d just fly off and leave you behind? Just because you said so? Because you consider yourself expendable?”

“Watch your tone, Adhzivian. I’m still captain of this ship.” Sasha pushed up and twisted to face Zaven. “And I was doing what was necessary to save my crew.”

“Stay put!” Kasia barked and scowled at Zaven to restrain her renegade patient.

He shoved Sasha back down by the shoulder and bent to hiss by her ear. “I don’t fault you for making the hard decisions. But you did make a stupid fucking decision because you weren’t the best person for the job. You know I would have done the same, faster and more clear-headed than you, because I wasn’t hyped up on stims or fatigued from pain. But instead, you forced my hand when you ran off like some half-naked lunatic, and I had to cover your bare ass.”

He straightened and went back to packing the gashes in silence.

“So, you admit you think my ass is nice?” Sasha grinned.

“Oh Goddess, help me,” Kasia muttered and shook her head.

Zaven’s hands curled into fists. “Are you even listening to a word I’m saying?” He slapped down the wet strip on her ass, making Sasha flinch, sending a spray of liquid in every direction. “I’m saying that you risked everyone by making a stupid fucking decision.” He took another strip. “You should know better, Sasha. I expected more from you.” The wet fabric stuck to his hand, and he slapped it into place on Sasha’s bottom.

“Oh, like you’re one to lecture me about keeping my crew alive?”

Zaven bristled, and a pounding took up residence in his auricular canals. “Maybe you should keep these scars on your ass so you remember the stupid shit you’ve done in your life every time you sit down,” he snarled and slapped down another strip. “Just because you’re the captain, doesn’t mean you get to steamroll your opinions over everyone else simply by the power of whatever brain fart you’re having.” 

“I don’t know what you’re so mad about.” Sasha shrugged. “We’re all still here. We all made it back.”

“This time!” Zaven bellowed, abandoning the strips completely. “And barely. I almost didn’t get a hold of you when you were hanging out of the ship. Every time I tried to grab you, it was like trying to hold on to a fish in water. That’s why you’re covered in these fucking gashes now!” He gestured at the lacerations and glared, first at her ass, and then at her. “And, no, I didn’t enjoy that!”

“Coulda fooled me,” Sasha muttered.

“You know what? Fuck you and your shit, Barrett.” Zaven tossed the bowl onto Sasha’s back and threw his hands up, making her hiss at the cold metal on her bare skin. “You’re not my captain. You can keep your shit decisions and your fucking scratches. See if I care!”








CHAPTER FOUR

Sasha




“WHAT’S HIS PROBLEM?” Sasha scoffed, staring after Zaven as he stormed out of the medbay.

“You.”

“What? No.”

“Yeah.” Kasia slammed the auto-doc’s lid shut. “You.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means,” Kasia walked over to the basin to wash her hands, “that it’s wild how you can only think about yourself by not thinking about yourself at all.”

Sasha scrunched up her nose. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

“It means he’s right, you hot-headed idiot.” Kasia spun to face Sasha, hands on her hips.

“Am not. Take that back!” 

“No. I won’t.” Kasia walked up to the medbed and pulled off a strip from Sasha’s behind. She dropped it into an empty container with a wet slap. “Because you are a hothead.” Slap. “And you are an idiot.” Slap. “You’re too reckless.” Slap. “You never stop to think about what your decisions mean for the people that care about you.” Slap. “And you turn selfless into selfish!” Slap.

“How exactly am I selfish? Everything I do is for you guys!” Sasha’s brow furrowed and she counted on her fingers. “I was protecting Moss in that shop when they came for us. I stepped up and took the heat when they were gonna pummel him into a pulp. You think I enjoyed having my ear cut off?! And I ‘ran off’ because the Lucy was never going to get free on her own. You were all gonna die!”

“See?” Kasia shook her head and clamped the auto-doc in place over Sasha’s gashes. “All you comprehend is what you will lose. And you don’t give a single thought to how we would feel about losing you. You never consider that your death on our hands, while we might survive, could destroy us—” Kasia halted and her eyes glazed over. “Did destroy us…” she finished in a hushed tone. 

Sasha took a breath to speak, but Kasia beat her to it.

“Do you think Moss enjoyed walking away from that place while you stayed behind?” Kasia tapped in commands on the auto-doc’s screen. “If I hadn’t been able to reattach it, how do you think the guys would feel every time they saw that missing ear? Knowing it was because they walked away from you?”

“Why are you taking their side?” Sasha snapped. “I thought you were supposed to be my friend!”

The auto-doc hummed to life and got to work. Kasia watched it with a pained expression. “Need I remind you that you died once already? And as your friend, I don’t ever want to hear those words again.” She glared at Sasha, her jaw ticking. “It’s bad enough I’ve heard them once already.”

Sasha was the first to look away. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Well, that’s just too damn bad,” Kasia exclaimed and pulled up a stool. She sat down by Sasha’s head and pointed a finger at Sasha. “Cuz you’re stuck here until I’m done with you, and, Goddess, help me, you’re gonna hear me out.” 

Sasha scowled at Kasia’s finger in her face, but said nothing. Kasia sighed and retracted her finger. “After you… after you died…” She picked at invisible lint on her trousers. “Oh, I’ll never forget the look on Moss’ face when I had to tell him.” Kasia deflated. “Out of all the times I’ve had to deliver bad news to people… that was the worst one.” 

Dark spots appeared on the fabric of Kasia’s trousers. An image of Moss’ face, grief-stricken, flashed in Sasha’s mind and it felt like she’d kicked a puppy. Then she pictured Kasia trying to comfort him, engulfed in her own grief, and it felt like… Sasha looked away, bile pushing up her throat.

“We didn’t even find out until weeks later.” Kasia sniffled. “Hamlin. He… he sent me a message.”

Sasha didn’t want to know, didn’t want to ask… didn’t know what to say. The auto-doc’s humming filled the silence between them. Sasha’s eyes burned with tears and she clenched her teeth, willing them away, resolutely pushing back the churning inside her.

“For a time after, I had this fear… it was totally irrational, but I was afraid of going to bed.” Kasia paused. “I was afraid I’d fall asleep and not wake up again. Because that would have left Moss all alone with his grief.”

Numbness spread through Sasha like a dark inkblot.

“I barely slept that first week,” Kasia murmured. “And maybe I went a little mad.”

Sasha swiped away tears.

“Hamlin didn’t give any details, just a standard message that you were KIA.” Kasia inhaled sharply. “When I asked for details, his aide stonewalled me. Said it was classified. We were trying to track down Zaven to find out if he could tell us more…” 

Sasha bit down hard on her lower lip, but it gave her only pain, no release. It’s what I deserve. Of course, she’d known this is how it must have been in her absence. She’d just never brought it up, never wanted to hear about it.

“When Hamlin refused to meet us, we… we took matters into our own hands.”

Kasia sounded so guilty, Sasha couldn’t help herself. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, um…” Kasia’s voice shook. “Moss hacked the Alliance HQ database, the one where they keep all the spec-ops files.”

“Really? You and Moss stole official records?” Sasha’s eyebrows crawled up. “You? And Moss?”

“Well…” Kasia squirmed in her seat. “We were looking for info on Zaven. We thought maybe his record had a last known location…”

Sasha waited, goosebumps running across her skin.

“But then Moss noticed your file was still being updated posthumously, and we…” Kasia wrung her hands. “We took it.”

“You took…”

Kasia nodded, but refused to meet Sasha’s eyes. “And, uh… well, it had your last known location.”

Sasha stared with a slack jaw, trying to fit what she knew of her friends with this new information. It wasn’t often she was at a loss for words. Never in a million years would she have thought these two would do something like that. 

“Sasha, we…” Kasia sat up, her violet eyes large and glistening. “We thought we were coming to collect a body…” She swallowed. “So we could give you a proper burial… but then…”

Kasia choked on a sob and hunched over. She didn’t need to finish her sentence, because Sasha knew what came next. She’d been there. She pushed those memories away. Heart shattering for her friend, Sasha reached out a hand and placed it, palm up, on Kasia’s knee. When Kasia didn’t acknowledge the hand, Sasha flexed it expectantly. Finally, Kasia’s warm hand gripped Sasha’s, crushing her fingers. Kasia looked up from her sobbing. 

“We were ready to die for you, even then, when we thought there was nothing left to do but bring you home for burial.” 

This time, Kasia’s eyes pierced right through to Sasha’s soul. Sasha drew back, but Kasia held her in place.

“We deserve better from you.” Kasia squeezed Sasha’s hand. “You take advantage of being captain and do reckless things because you know we’ll always follow your orders.”

Sasha dropped her chin and muttered, “Do not.”

Kasia burst out laughing. “Yes, you do. You daredevil screwball.”

“Am not.”

“Oh? Then why can’t I take you anywhere nice?”

“What? Of course you can.”

“No, I can’t, because you always find a fight!”

“I do not.” 

“Alessandra Yekaterina Noyabrina Barrett,” Kasia barked, startling Sasha. “Do I have to remind you of the time you picked a fight with an entire shift of maintenance workers?”

“They started it!” 

“That doesn’t mean it was a good idea to pick a fight with them.” Kasia threw her hands up in the air.

Sasha’s eyes narrowed to slits at the memory. She balled a fist and spoke through gritted teeth, “That guy came outta nowhere, grabbed a fistful of your hair, pulled it back and said, ‘You like that, don’t you, babe?’ and if that’s not asking for a kick in the nuts and a broken nose, then I don’t know what is.”

“There were fifteen of them!”

“And I beat down at least six of them before they got lucky with that bouncer jumping in and throwing us out for fighting.”

“You walked away with a dislocated shoulder, a split lip, a broken nose, three broken ribs, and a fractured pinky toe!”

Sasha’s voice was low. “I would have beaten every one of those fuckers if I’d had the chance.”

“You were in the infirmary for a week after that, you Goddess forsaken hothead!”

They locked eyes with each other in tense silence. Then they both burst out cackling. Kasia took Sasha’s face in both her hands and gazed into her eyes.

“Sasha Barrett, you are the best fucking friend I’ve ever had. I need you to stop trying to take that away from me. From us.” Kasia squeezed Sasha’s face and brought them nose-to-nose. “We’ve been to the ends of the galaxy and back for you. Every single one of us. We. Deserve. Better.”

“Mmh.”

“Alright.” Kasia let Sasha go and leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. She donned a haughty expression. “If you aren’t gonna do right by us, we’ll have no chance but to stage a mutiny and appoint a new captain. Maybe Zaven would finally like a turn in charge of the Lucy, eh?”

Sasha’s eyes went wide. “How dare you…!?”

“Me? What about you, you awful ho!” Kasia burst out cackling again and slapped Sasha’s arm. “If you don’t stop brandishing your bare-naked ass in that poor man’s face, I’m gonna have to put you over my knee like a naughty child and spank you so hard you won’t be able to sit down for a week!”








CHAPTER FIVE

Sasha


“HEY, BRATISHKA!” SASHA’S voice echoed in the cargo bay. “Where y’at?”

“Oh, so now ye want to talk to the twat wanker?” Moss’s voice carried from somewhere ahead, bitter and sharp. “Thought ye’d be too busy having Binny run diagnostics on my work.”

The hours Sasha had spent laying perfectly still in the medbay getting patched up, and the arguments she’d had with Zaven and Kasia, had set her thoughts churning. The kind of thoughts that made her feel restless in the fingers. And the lingering tension with Moss wasn’t helping.

She threaded her way through the crates in the cargo hold until she heard the dull pounding of rapid punches. Closing in on the gym corner, she saw Moss giving the punching bag a run for its money. Moss wasn’t big by any means, but his fists darted out like angry snakes to strike the bag, its mounting chain rattling as it jerked helplessly. Each punch seemed to carry the weight of their earlier argument.

“Diagnostics came back clear. You did good work.” Sasha walked up to the mat, though ‘mat’ was a generous term. The metal floor in the exercise corner had a thin coating of rubber for better grip, but it offered no cushioning. 

“Ah, yer decent then?” Moss spoke between punches, but didn’t so much as glance at her.

“Well, I can go fetch my crown and ball gown, if that helps.”

“Oh, aye, I forgot.” Sharp exhales punctuated his strikes. “Decent isnae something you do.”

Sasha nodded to herself. So, that’s how it is. 

“You’re pretty decent on that punching bag,” Sasha ventured. “Care to dance with a real partner?”

Moss didn’t reply right away. He got a few more punches in before straightening from his fighting stance. His sides heaved. He met Sasha’s gaze. The usual easy smile was nowhere to be seen. But she saw the calculations flash across his face. She was a stronger and more experienced fighter. But he was angry.

“Awrite, let’s tango.” 

“You know I’ll win.” Sasha cracked a grin, shrugging out of her jacket.

“And you know I’ll fight. So, it’s close enough.” 

They squared off.

“You’ve been here a while then.” Sasha indicated his sweat-soaked shirt and circled to the left.

“What’s it to you?” Moss threw an exploring jab, which Sasha blocked.

“Well, I just thought you’d be less piss and vinegar by now.”

“Maybe I’d be less piss and vinegar if I dinna have such a numpty for a captain.”

Sasha danced away from the uppercut that followed.

“If you have any grievances about the performance of a crew member,” Binny chimed in, “please address them directly to me. I serve as both arbiter and registrar of complaints within our Personnel Resources department. Your concerns shall be duly noted and processed with utmost diligence.”

“Binny, we don’t have a Personnel Resources department.” Sasha threw two quick jabs that Moss blocked.

“Aye, here we just lodge the complaints face-to-face.” 

With a grunt, Moss got inside Sasha’s guard before she could retreat and socked her. The world flashed white for a second and Sasha swiped at her stinging nose. Her hand came away with a red streak. The adrenaline rush was good despite the pain, and the corners of her mouth from curved up. Moss’ mouth cracked into a self-congratulating grin.

“I must emphasise the impropriety of resorting to violence as a means of resolving interpersonal conflicts.”

 “Binny, can it!” Sasha called up to the ceiling.

Moss took advantage of Sasha’s lapse in focus and drove a low punch into her gut. The air rushed out of her, and she doubled over. She had no time to stop and cough as she had to side-step the next punch. She blocked the following two. Barely. He didn’t punch very hard, but he was fast. The gold rings in Moss’ hair clinked as he bounced on the balls of his feet.

“Such matters are far better suited for mediation with an appropriate representative, where a fair and just resolution can be achieved through civilised discourse and established protocols—”

Sasha risked a quick gander at her spex to mute Binny. She looked at Moss, the crease in his brow, the tension in his jaw. “You can’t blame yourself.”

“Who says I am?” Moss took a frustrated swing, and Sasha danced out of reach.

“Just a guess.”

“Oh, wot, you my therapist now?”

“No.” Sasha grinned. “I’m your captain.” She darted in and got Moss in the jaw. His skin was slick with sweat and her knuckles came away damp.

Moss shook his head to clear it. “Well, that’s good then, cuz you’d make a lousy therapist.”

“Fair point.” Sasha said, as they traded blows. “But what happened is not your fault.”

“Oh, yeah?” Moss came in swinging. “How can you be so sure?” He blocked Sasha’s attack. “If I wasn’t so weak, you wouldn’t have to protect me all the time.” A punch landed on Sasha’s shoulder. “If I wasn’t so soft, maybe they wouldn’t have hurt you.” Sasha batted away a sloppy punch. “If I was good at more than just hiding in a ship, maybe I’d actually be of some bloody use!”

Sasha backpedalled, blocking punches in a blur, barely avoiding another punch to the nose. She still got punched in the mouth, though, and felt the burn of a split lip, the familiar sensation of blood blossoming from it. She licked her lips as a numbness washed over them, the copper taste settling on her tongue. 

“Sasha!” Kasia’s cry of outrage echoed in the cargo bay, and Sasha suppressed a groan. “What in the Goddess’ name are you doing? I just finished patching you up!”

In the split second that Sasha’s eyes flicked to Kasia, Moss struck again, and Sasha’s head snapped back with the direct hit. She trained her temporarily blurred vision back on her opponent. The corner of Moss’ mouth jerked up, and Sasha grinned in response, knowing she’d stepped right into that one. 

“Kasia, I made every effort to facilitate a resolution by encouraging both Flight Officer Montenegriano and Captain Barrett to engage in peaceful arbitration. But their willingness to cooperate remains elusive.” Came Binny’s voice from Kasia’s spex.

“You little snitch,” Sasha snarled at the ceiling.

“Yeah, you bet she snitched,” Kasia said, hands on her hips. “And good that she did. You’re not supposed to engage in any strenuous activity until that ear has had time to set. And your nose! And your ass!” 

Kasia glared at the blood trickling from Sasha’s nose and drew a breath to say something.

“Stop distracting me!” Sasha barked and focused on Moss, who was circling like a hungry shark.

“Have you no respect for all the work I’ve just put into you?” Kasia sounded appalled.

“Yeah, no respect. No respect at all,” Moss laughed with obvious delight. “Kasia worked real hard and you’re messing up all of her hard work.”

“You’re not helping, mister!” Kasia shouted. “She didn’t punch herself in the face. I should—”

Kasia’s words disappeared into the background when Moss lunged forward with a cross. Sasha stepped to the outside and delivered a sharp punch to a kidney. Moss stumbled forward with a grunt. Being a good and gracious captain, Sasha helped his momentum along with a shove.

Kasia cursed and muttered something about the Goddess helping to preserve her sanity. Then she cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted, “C’mon, Moss, you can do it! She’s got that bad left ankle. Go for that!”

“Traitor!” Sasha called back, genuinely stung by Kasia switching sides so easily. Her oldest friend, giving away her weaknesses to the enemy. Sure, everyone knew about her bum ankle, but still, there was a principle to uphold here.

“Let’s see how well you do when I’m not patching you up after, you ungrateful brat!” Kasia shouted back. “Get in there, Moss!” She clapped her hands in encouragement.

Moss watched Sasha with hungry eyes. He flicked one of his golden locks out of his eyes. “I bet the debris deflection system could use some work,” he said. “We did such a good job on the debris shields. Maybe I need to take Binny and see if we can re-calibrate the deflection system, too.” His tongue darted out to wet his lips. “I bet I could get some tips from Zaven. Get him to rewrite some of Lucy’s code.”

Sasha was being baited, and she knew it. Time to end this little game. She snuck in under Moss’ guard and delivered a jab-jab-cross-jab-uppercut that had the pilot leaning his upper body away and stepping back. Moss deflected Sasha’s last blow and stepped in to deliver his own. Sasha backpedalled, barely keeping her balance, and bounced away on light feet.

When Moss came in with a big swing, Sasha ducked under it and hooked her own leg behind his ankle, reaching a hand across his chest. With a twisting motion, Sasha had him tumbling to the ground in a blur of golden locks and curses. Sasha ended up on top of him, the crook of one arm around his throat. He only hesitated for a moment before tapping out.

“Oh, come on!” Kasia threw her hands up. “You could have at least tried, you little twat wanker!” She stalked off, muttering to herself.

“Rude much?” Moss shouted after her.

Sasha got up and reached out a hand. Moss looked at her hand for a long moment, then grabbed it and let her pull him up. There was an awkward pause, during which neither of them knew where to look.

“Sooo,” Sasha finally said and ruffled Moss’s golden locks, making him swat at her hand. “She’s mad, huh?”

“Right crabbit, aye.” Moss ducked away from her hand, trying to fix his hair with an exaggerated pout. 

Sasha chewed her lower lip. “And Binny snitched on us.”

Moss chuckled. “She should have known that mam would be upset with us doing business,” they both finished simultaneously, then pointed at each other. “Jinx!”

“Owe me a soda!” Moss added quickly.

“Not how it works, brat.” Sasha put him in a loose headlock. “I’m still captain.”
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