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Ariadne

I’ve thought for a while this day was coming, but I’m dismayed when an overheard conversation confirms it.

I can’t react. I don’t want my parents to know I am listening.

Sitting at one side of the enormous throne room, I trail my hand through the cool water of the channel that flows along the edge of the room. The liquid washes over my fingers, flowing past, dodging and running over my hand without slowing, as if it were not there.

The droning words of the high priest wash over me. They run through my head like the water in the channel as he lectures me about the various barbaric gods of the brutish Greeks who live on the mainland to our north. I tuned out his words long ago, when the stories became too monotonous. This god or that chasing down some poor innocent maiden and forcing her to lie with him. Each one transforms into a different monstrous shape in order to have their way with the innocent human women who are their victims.

In truth, I am listening to my parents. They sit on their gilded wooden thrones at the center of the room, talking quietly and thinking I cannot hear. But save for me, and the high priest and the royal scribe sitting at their feet, there is nobody else in the wide, tiled room. So their words echo in the empty space despite their hushed voices.

The deep red columns to either side of our alcove only partially block my view and so I see the moment my mother’s usually serene expression turns into a frown. Her thick, shapely brows knit above her kohl-darkened eyes and she leans closer to my father.

“Surely there is another way, my lord.”

He barely acknowledges her words, only gives a slight shake of his head as if to cast them from his mind.

“Dispatch a ship with the message for Prince Theseus. He may come and claim his bride by Ardonia, and we will be pleased to receive him and his retinue for the wedding. Provided he arrives with the promised supplies of wood and copper. He shall return with her to Athens by the new moon.”

“But, my lord, the rumors—”

My father holds up his hand and glowers at my mother, who shrinks back in her chair. “Woman, you would do well to hold your tongue and heed your place. When I wish for your advice, I will ask for it.”

She says nothing more.

With a wave of his hand, my father dismisses the scribe with his soft, clay tablet and stands. A servant rushes forward from the doorway of the throne room to offer him a drink from his silver chalice. He shoos him back with a flick of his wrist. “I shall be in the baths. I do not wish to be disturbed.”

Mother bends her head to acknowledge his words, but wisely stays silent. I watch him stride from the room, his sandals slapping against the blue and black tiles of the mosaic floor.

So that’s it then.

He has sold me to Prince Theseus, the monster of Athens, without a backward glance.

“Princess, are you listening?”

I snatch my hand from the water, a sudden chill numbing my fingers. My mother’s black-rimmed eyes meet mine for a moment, big and dark against the pale white of her made-up face. She pauses. Then she looks away and leaves the throne room, her shoulders hunched and her thin frame seeming somehow older, more frail than it did minutes ago.

“Lady Ariadne, are you attending?”

I blink up at the high priest who is waiting. His face is arranged into a politely neutral expression though I can tell he must be growing impatient.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “It must be the heat. Can we not continue this later? I find I’m having trouble concentrating.”

He gives me a small bow, hiding his face. “Very well, my lady.”

I hardly wait for him to straighten before I slip between the columns and out a side door. My hands are trembling, and I can already feel the hot sting of tears behind my eyes. I need to find somewhere to be alone, but that is harder than you might think in a palace full of large rooms and lush green gardens. My serving girl, Thalia, hastily straightens from where she has been leaning her hip against a painted bull on the wall and chatting with the soldiers who stand guard there.

“My lady.”

“Stay, Thalia, I am just going to the cellar to fetch some more wool for my spindle.”

“Oh let me, princess.”

I shake my head and try to give her an easy smile. “No, stay. I have not decided which colors I want to make this new tapestry. It’s just as well if I go myself.”

She looks back over her shoulder at the handsome face and muscled chest of the soldier she was flirting with moments before. He gives her a broad grin and then she looks back at me, teeth worrying her lower lip.

“Truly, Thalia. I do not mind. The peace and quiet will do me good. You can meet me in the north garden later and help me spin.”

“Yes, my lady. Thank you.”

Turning before she has a chance to change her mind, I slip away down a dark corridor toward the stairs. Somehow holding back my tears has worked the magic I needed, and I’m no longer fighting the urge to cry. Instead, my throat is dry and tight and my chest is heavy as I slip down the narrow staircase, sliding a torch from the holder beside the doorway and lighting it as I go.

I descend into the cellar, noting the cooler air as I do. When I get to the bottom of the stairs, I slip off my jeweled sandals and my feet flatten onto the smooth, chill surface of the stone floor.

Down here there are no pictures on the walls. No dancing bulls or fish or friendly maidens to keep me company. I am alone with my thoughts.

So I am to be given to the monster of Athens. The torchlight flickers, casting strange shadows against the walls of the corridor. I cannot tell if it is because of the shudder running through me at the thought of my impending marriage, or from some disturbance to the air down here.

Of course I have heard the rumors. Everyone has. They say Theseus has a love of pain. The pain of others. That he has slaves whose sole purpose is to stand silently while he paints torture on their bodies for his sick pleasure.

They say he insists on sampling the most beautiful maidens of Athens before their wedding nights and delights in the taste of their tears on his tongue.

Of course, they probably lie or exaggerate. The truth cannot possibly be as bad as that. But then again, for every legend, there is a grain of truth, a kernel that sits within the husk of the story. And that grain is where the story germinates.

So what is the truth about my future husband?

I close my eyes for a breath, clenching my hand at my side to keep from running it over my face and smearing my makeup. There is no point dwelling on the rumors. It isn’t as if I have a choice.

I will marry Prince Theseus whether I want to or not.

We may worship the mother goddess, but on the island of Crete, it is my father, King Minos, who holds ultimate power. His word is law, and he wields it like a weapon.

I round the corner of the corridor to the section of the cellar where it opens up to multiple passageways snaking beneath the palace. All of them are dark and narrow, fitting as they must between the thick stone pillars that support the weight of the floor above.

To the right are large jars full of grain and oil that sit deep in the floor. They are so large I could submerge myself inside one of them. They’re lined up in rows and rows of ceramic that represent the wealth of my people and my family.

Straight ahead, the pathway branches in several places. Within I might find bags of clay tiles inscribed with the debts of those who owe us. Another way leads to the shelves of perishable foods. Fruits and vegetables from all around the island. The best and freshest always sent directly to the palace to grace my father’s table.

I turn left, however, and make my way down the narrowest passage. Farther down yet lies another flight of stairs to the very depths. Here are baskets of wool and linen, papyrus from Egypt, wood and metals from Athens and Corinth, and lapis lazuli and precious stones from Ur and Babylon.

As I turn between two large pillars, I think I hear a shuffling and a scraping.

A prickle rises on the back of my neck, and I pause, listening hard in the dim flickering light.

Nothing.

My imagination is playing tricks on me. I round a corner and come to the long storage room full of fleeces and processed wool. The smell of lanolin perfumes the air with an earthy, sheepy smell, reminding me of happy days when I was younger, when my mother taught me to spin and weave.

It is such a pungent, comforting smell that I inhale deeply, close my eyes and will away the images of the cruel prince with his broad chin and his too-wide smile.

A bubble of nausea wells up in my stomach. Quickly I turn and place the torch into the sconce before dropping to my knees and burying my face into a handful of the fleece from the nearest basket.

I gasp the familiar scent into my lungs and press the greasy wool to my cheeks to blot the tears that finally fall now I am alone.

I’ve seen what marriage to a tyrant does to a woman. Watched my mother gradually shrink into herself over the years, as my father changed from the charming man who used to smile at her and sing to me as a child, to the angry man whose bitterness colors the air around him.

Is that my fate too?

A choking sob rises from my throat and I force it down.

I must not let this defeat me. I cannot afford this useless self pity. And yet before I know it, another sob, and then another, rises from my belly, and I cry into the wool until it is damp between my fingers.

Until a deep, rumbling voice from behind me says, “Do not cry, little one. I cannot bear the scent of your sadness.”
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Asterius

“Who’s there?”

The little human’s scent changes from the cloying, over-sweet sadness, to the sharp, bitter scent of fear and I shake my head, wondering at the strength of it. Despite all the unpleasant layers of negative emotion, something in that scent makes my head swim and my heart pound in my broad chest. It makes my tail flick and my nostrils flare.

But I’ve frightened the little human—a female from the musky scent of her—and I’m sorry for it. I shouldn’t have spoken. I can’t let her see me. Yet once I heard her tears, I couldn't help myself.

I have been down here in this dark secret place for days, hiding from the humans, desperately trying to heal from my wounds, and searching for the supplies I need to crawl back to my ship and escape this planet before I cause a major intergalactic incident.

Stars know, I should never have been here in the first place. But since my ship was attacked by outlaws and we made an unplanned jump, we were left stranded in a remote and barren part of an obscure star system with no choice but to violate several intergalactic laws in order to re-stock.

Well, that was the plan, until our shuttle encountered the planet’s thick atmosphere and our landing turned into more of a crash. In the end, I activated emergency escape pods, dispersing my crew across potentially half the planet.

What a mess.

And here I am, frightening the native inhabitants and nearly revealing myself with all the subtlety of a yearling calf sharpening his first set of horns on any blunt surface he can find.

I snort a great puff of displeasure from my nostrils and try to clear my head. But my arm hurts like a kentron, and I’m worried the great gash in my back is festering beneath the primitive materials I have used to bind it. I can’t see it though.

I’m in no condition to walk or fight. No more than I was days ago when I crawled down here to escape being found after unsuccessfully scouting for the fuel we need to get off-planet.

Now my healer is completely out of charge, and my situation is becoming more desperate as the hours wear on.

The little human raises her fire-stick, and I dodge behind the nearest pillar again before she spots me.

I suck in a sharp breath when black dances in front of my eyes at the pain of the sudden movement.

“Is there someone there?” she calls again.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you, little one.” Pleasingly, her scent calms into a softer, richer flavor again as her fear subsides. There is still uncertainty, but not the acute fear she felt in the moment I first surprised her.

“Who are you? What are you doing down here?”

“A stranger. But don’t be frightened. I’d never harm you. I only need your help.”

Her shuffling footsteps near and see the flicker of the flames cast shadows on the walls when she slides around the pillar, trying to find me. I side-step away, keeping the stone between her and me. None of this is good for my injuries, and yet now that I have spoken to her, it occurs to me that this sweet little human is possibly my best chance to get out of this situation. If I can just make sure she doesn’t catch sight of me.

“How did you get down here?” She stops trying to chase me around the pillar, and I grunt with relief. My back throbs and my arm aches. I should sit down, but I can’t risk her sneaking around the pillar while my guard is down.

“I was injured a few nights ago. I crawled down here to try to find some shelter.”

“But how? How did you get past the guards? You’re not from here, are you? Not from Knossos. So how did you get down here?”

I decided I’d better not try to explain the holotech tethered around my neck, which now has barely enough juice to last through this conversation. I’m fairly certain her species hasn’t developed technology advanced enough to understand cloaking or translators. Humans are a class four species, after all.

“I was very careful,” I say.

A little laugh escapes her and it makes me smile, though she cannot know just how absurd my statement is. As if it would matter how careful I was. My great hulking form and the hard surface of my hooves would make me as obvious as a meteor shower lighting up the night sky if it hadn’t been for my holotech.

“Then it is true. You are not from Knossos?”

“I’m not.” I’m considering exactly what to tell her, when she shrieks and her fire-stick clatters to the floor and snuffs out. I don’t even think. I step toward her, needing to make sure she’s okay. The acrid smell of her fear makes my belly tense.

“What is it? What’s frightened you?”

Her eyes search for me in the dark, but I do not think she can see me properly without her light. Luckily, my vision is a lot better in the dark. I can see her beautiful form. Her gently curved body, her long, dark braids and smooth skin.

She shudders, shaking one hand as if to brush something off. “Oh, it is foolish. It is only a spider.”

“What is a spider?” I look around, trying to assess the threat. Is this an animal? A predator?

“Oh, um, have you never seen a spider before? You truly must be from very far away, though perhaps your language has a different word. A little creature with eight legs who spins webs made of tiny threads to catch flies.”

I squint in the dim light. Then I see it. In the corner, a tiny creature huddles in an almost invisible web of gossamer strings. This is what frightened her?

“There? In the corner?”

She nods. “Yes. Is it still there? It isn’t on me, is it? I felt its web, and I thought it had crawled onto me.”

“No. It is in the corner, in its web.”

She steps toward me, holding out her arm. “Can you just look more closely? Ugh, what if there are more than one?”

“Little one, don’t come any closer. I am... I’m badly wounded. I don’t want to alarm you.”

“Wounded? How? Let me help you.” She doesn’t even wait for answers to her logical questions, but rushes straight to helping me. What a sweet creature this little human female is.

“I have a device that will help treat my wounds, but it needs fuel. And I’m too injured to collect it.”

“What is it? Wood? Coal? Tell me and I’ll fetch some for you. Or come with me and I’ll have the palace healer tend you.”

“No! No.” I try to soften my voice. Sliding my charger toward her, I take a breath. “If you would just leave this in the bright sunshine for a little while, that will be fuel enough.”

She picks up the sleek black charger. “This will heal you?”

“No, not that, but another item. That will fuel my healer. Please, it’s very important you tell no one I’m here. I’m sorry to ask this of you, but I don’t want to frighten anyone and I’m afraid in my condition I would.” I’d also hate to have to defend myself, but I keep quiet about my blaster. No need to scare her any more than I already have.

“And you swear you mean no harm?”

“Of course. What’s your name, little one?”

“Ariadne.”

“And I am Asterius. I promise you, I mean no harm. I only want to recover from my wounds and be on my way without bothering anyone.”

She hesitates for a moment and I wait anxiously to see what she will do. I’m not sure I could bring myself to hurt or incapacitate this sweet creature, even if she was to raise the alarm and bring the whole settlement down on me. But that’s just foolishness. If she won’t help me... if she is spooked and calls the guards...

“The mother goddess will surely punish me if I refuse a stranger who has come into my home asking for help. I will do as you ask. But you should know that my handmaid will come looking for me if anything were to happen to me. And the guards would scour the palace if I were not found. You would not be able to hide. Even down here.”

“A palace, is it?” I consider her words. And what does that make her if she lives here in the palace?

“The palace of King Minos. You really must be a stranger if you managed to stumble into the greatest building in the greatest city on the island and not know that much.”

“Believe me, Ariadne, I’m from farther away than you could possibly imagine.”
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Ariadne

I take the smooth little device and make it halfway up the stairs before I remember I came down to get wool. I am so anxious to help the mysterious stranger that I had almost forgotten. I had also forgotten my worries over my impending marriage. Though I remember now, I push them aside for now with thoughts of Asterius. His low, rich voice sounded strange to my ears, but not unpleasant. In fact, far from it. The deep tones settled somewhere at the base of my spine. I’m keen to collect his fuel so that I can return and speak with him again.

But of course I should get the wool or Thalia will think it odd. Stopping to re-light my torch, I turn back down the narrow passageway. If I am quiet, I will sneak up on him and catch a glimpse of him in the darkness. I rest my torch against the wall before turning the final corner and tiptoe on quiet feet to the nearest basket of wool. I’m not paying attention to what I’m doing and kick the basket before I realize. I hear a grunt and see the outline of a large, muscled shoulder before he slips behind the pillar.

“You have to leave it in the sunshine for longer than that, little one,” he says with a huff of breath that sounds almost like a laugh. It sends a little shiver through me.

“I know, I’m sorry. Only I forgot to get this basket, and they might think there’s something wrong if I return with nothing.” My eyes are still glued to the place on the wall where his shoulder reached. The stranger is tall then. Very tall if my judgment is correct. Perhaps taller than any man I have ever seen. And that shoulder looked broad and muscled and... Foolish to fantasize about a mysterious stranger to distract myself from thoughts of my future husband. Another shiver, this one much less pleasant, and I wonder to myself if a distraction is so bad. It’s not as if I can do anything about my fate now it is decided.

Shrugging off that thought, I bid Asterius a hasty farewell and promise to return soon. I snatch up the basket, tuck his charger into the soft bed of wool, and replace the lid before I hurry up the stairs and out into the bright sunshine.

When I arrive at the north garden, Thalia has already collected my loom and spindles and a cool drink for us both.

The sun is still hours from setting and the air is hot. It is bearable in the shade, but I am glad of the drink. I take my chalice and gulp a larger mouthful than is proper, but there is only Thalia here to judge me.

“You need not have rushed, Thalia. You could have stayed and talked with that handsome guard for longer.”

She laughs and a bloom of color flushes across her cheeks, obvious since she wears no make-up as a high-born lady would. “Euthynos? Do you think he’s handsome?”

I smile. “Do you? I think that’s more important.”

“Oh, he’s good to look at.” Thalia picks up a spindle and reaches for the basket.

“Oh! Let me.” Snatching for the basket, I fumble for a handful of fleece. I hastily stuff the lid back over the basket, keeping Asterius’s charger device out of sight. He seemed so anxious that nobody should see it.

I hand her the fleece and take a look at it in the bright light of day. It is the most horrid shade of green. The same color of olives which fall from the tree before they are ripe as they rot upon the ground. Well, there is nothing to be done about that now. Thalia pinches a segment and loops it onto the spindle, then lifts it above her head and drops it, twisting it with her fingers so it spins and pulls the wool into a fine thread as she drops it. While she is occupied, I stand, the basket still in my arms. “I’ll return in a moment. I need to relieve myself.”

Thalia doesn’t look up from the spindle and I sneak away to place the basket, lid off, in the sun so that Asterius’s charger can somehow collect sunlight. I stare at the sleek black rectangle for a moment. It doesn’t look as if it is doing anything. But he said all I had to do was leave it in the sun. Should I take it out of the basket? But it is much more likely to be noticed by someone and I might lose track of it without the basket to mark its place. It is so small and flat I could easily miss it. Though I suppose its black color makes it stand out against the pavers and greenery of the plants in the garden.

Nothing to be done, I turn back, though I take one last look behind me before I return to Thalia. Now I have to somehow come up with a design that will use the hideous color that I mistakenly collected from the storeroom.

It reminds me of olives, so I decide on a border of olive branches. While Thalia continues her spinning, I begin setting up my loom, tying on a thread of deep russet, a dark, charcoal color and a dusky brown for the branches. When I have added the loom weights and given the threads the correct tension, I’m left waiting only for Thalia to finish her work. She hands me the first length of olive green and I tie on, my mind already drifting away into that peaceful place it only goes when I weave.

Today my thoughts return to the stranger in the cellar beneath the palace. A much happier place than my future husband. He was so shy to let me look upon him. Yet the glimpse I had of his figure makes me think he must be young and fit. He seemed to think his injuries so gruesome that I would be appalled by them, but surely he knows I am not so sheltered as that. I have witnessed the trials of the birthing chamber as I held my mother’s hand through several unsuccessful labors. The last was nearly the death of her.

She slumped into unconsciousness when the last pregnancy ended in a stillborn babe. The memory of her poor, cold hand squeezed in mine still sends a stab of fear through me. I remember praying to the goddess to save her through the dim gray hours of predawn. And the joy when she opened her eyes and asked me for a cup of water the next day.

So where did he appear from? And how did he sneak past all the guards at the palace gates and those who stand by every major doorway or patrol through the grounds?

I try to picture his face, wondering if he is fair or dark, if he might have a large nose or thick brows. But I find it impossible to place an unkind image to the appealing rumble of his voice. But when I try to picture the strongest, most handsome face I can, it also doesn’t feel right. He would have a strong chin, I decide, and a wide mouth. A mouth that smiles easily, unlike my father. Well, unlike the man he has become.

I remember when I was younger, a troupe of bull dancers came to perform at the arena. There was a handsome youth who was particularly graceful. His leaps and spins high over the back of the bull thrilled me so much, I squirmed forward to the edge of my seat and my mother chided me. I remember his chiseled abs and his muscled arms, bulging with ropy veins as he gripped the horns of the creature and vaulted over it time and time again.

That young bull dancer made many appearances in my dreams on the nights that followed that performance. Yet, somehow I know Asterius’s form is more pleasing still. Larger, more solid. As reassuringly firm and weighty as his deep, resonant voice suggests.

When the heat of the day is lanced on the horizon, we gather our things and retreat to the building. The servants light torches, readying for the coming dark as Thalia and I take the loom and wool back to my rooms. I gather the basket on my way, surreptitiously sliding the lid back into place to hide Asterius’s charger. Then Thalia and I make our way to the throne room, where long trestle tables have been set out for our evening meal. I take my seat at the high table next to mother, who gives me an uneasy look.

She leans over to whisper something in my ear, but I catch only the first syllable, before my father claps his hands and calls for a singer. Mother snaps her mouth closed, and I am forced to sit and listen in silence to the young man before us who strums his harp and sings a song of the violent Greek gods and their fight against the giant Titans, whose only crime seems to be being bigger and stronger than the gods.

I cannot understand why my father is so obsessed with the Greeks and their religion. It is debasing. Our culture and our religion are older by far. Our mother goddess was worshipped in these hills when the Greeks were nothing more than foam on the sea. But it is like a sickness with him. Or perhaps a cure that he seeks. Each year our harvests weaken, or the ground shakes and a new crack forms in the palace, my father sacrifices another young heifer to Poseidon, or Zeus, or another of the arrogant male gods who do nothing to save our people.

And still, each year we grow weaker, while the cursed Greeks seem to grow stronger like a blight on the land to the north, looking south with greedy eyes.

Finally, I am able to sneak away, yawning loudly and pleading to find my bed. I do not go to my rooms, however. At least, not to stay. I only collect the basket and slip down the stairs to the cellar while the guards lean through the doorway trying to hear the song, and beg a bite of stew from the serving maids who carry out the leftovers from the meal.

I hurry down the steps on eager feet, hardly stopping to light a torch before I rush to find Asterius. It is absurd how much I am looking forward to this. I do not even know if he will let me tend to him. Or even see him, but I hope so. I hope much more than I should, considering he is nothing to me. He could even be a dangerous stranger, come to rob us or steal me away. My mind drifts to that happy place for a moment before I scold myself for being ridiculous. If he had bad intentions, surely he would have made off with some of the treasure from the storerooms while he had the chance. He would not have waited around all afternoon for me to return, possibly with a retinue of guards. Am I stupid for coming back to him alone? Perhaps. Yet the idea of fearing him now seems an alien one.

No, I’ve convinced myself that he is perhaps some foreign prince. Perhaps Numidian, or Hittite. From a far off land at the edges of the known world. He has come to sweep me away from the monster of Athens and propose a marriage ten times as rich as the one Theseus has promised my father.

So I am bitterly disappointed when Asterius’s gruff snarl halts my steps.

“Don’t come any closer.”
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Asterius

“Just leave the charger and go.” I’m snapping at her. I know it. My voice is rough and gravelly and my throat is parched. My side aches and my arm throbs, but I shouldn’t be snarling at the only being who can help me. It’s too late to snatch the words back and I’m terrified that she will see me. See how alien I am and run from me, as she should, taking my last hope with her.

Now I’ve probably made sure she’ll do just that.

Her breath catches in her throat, but blessedly she doesn’t run. Instead, she creeps closer. I force myself to shuffle further away, though it sends a fresh stabbing pain up my whole right side.

I try to make my voice as gentle as I can. “Do you have the charger? Did you leave it in the sun?”

“Yes. I have it. Let me help you. I’m sure there’s nothing about your injuries that could frighten me.”

“Please. The charger.” I practically sob the words.

She sighs, but then she slides the device across the floor to me. I release a long shuddering breath when I see the green light indicating it’s fully charged. I fumble with my healer and place it on top of the charger. Moments later, it beeps quietly and I pick it up, holding it to my arm. Following a red glow, my skin heats as the nanites knit it back together and repair the bone. I flex my hand and stretch out the arm, testing to see if there are any other places that hurt. Now it is only my back which throbs. Unfortunately, no matter how I twist and reach, I cannot get the nozzle of the healer to the spot I need. I growl in frustration.

“Did it work?” Ariadne calls from around the pillar. “Do you need something with which to bind the wounds? I could fetch clean linens.”

“I don’t need bindings.” I grunt. “It is working, but I can’t reach one spot.”

“Let me help you.” Her voice is soft and gentle. I imagine her hands would be too. For some irrational reason, I am lost for a moment in the thoughts of those hands on me, though my back hurts like the lash of a smiling horntail and I have no right to have such thoughts about a class four being. There’s nothing for it though. I will need her help unless I plan to wallow down here in pain for days and chance an infection. I cannot see how bad the wound is, but the fact that I can hardly twist my torso tells me it’s bad enough.

“I think I do need your help,” I say. “But I'm worried I’ll frighten you.”

“I’m sure it’s not as bad as that.”

I sigh. “It isn’t my wounds.”

“What then?”

“When I told you before that I was from very far away, how far did you think I meant?”

“Numidia? Sumeria?”

I am silent for a moment, wondering how to explain the truth to her.

“Is it further than that? I confess I do not know of a land further than Sumeria.”

“It is further. A lot further. Another world.”

“I don’t understand.”

No, of course she doesn’t. Her species hasn’t even discovered space flight yet. She didn't even know of solar power. Lekka. What am I doing?

But, like they say, once a minotorr is charging, almost nothing will stop him.

“When you look up at the stars at night and see those tiny spots of color, what you are actually seeing is millions of other suns, just like yours. And around some of them there are other worlds and other creatures. Creatures like me.”

“You are from the stars?”

“More or less.”

“And do you look like a man?”

I hesitate. How should I answer this? I look more like a human man than many of the species in the Federacy. But less than she probably expects.

“Not exactly.”

“Can I see you?” It occurs to me then that her sweet scent is not tainted with bitter fear. In fact, it teases my nostrils with layers of beauty. An oily, earthy smell from the fleece she has been handling, a floral tone from some kind of cosmetic she wears, and a bright sweetness that is all her. That and the distinctly feminine musk that reminds me she is a female of breeding age.

“You will have to see me to help me, but before you look, I should warn you I have some features that might alarm you. But I promise you, I mean you no harm.”

“Very well. I’m ready.”

“Wait.” I stumble to my knees, knowing I am much taller than she is. If I make myself smaller, hopefully she will not be as terrified as I’m afraid she’ll be. “Okay, come on.”

She steps slowly around the pillar and our eyes search for each other in the dim light. When she sees me, her eyes grow wide. On my haunches, we are almost eye level and I am arrested by the sight of her red lips parting as she draws in a little gasp of breath. But still her scent remains sweet.

I tell myself what I’m feeling is only relief that she won’t run from me, but if I’m honest, it’s more like pleasure.

Her hand drifts up as if she wants to touch me, and for a moment I think she will. Then she halts. “Horns! You have horns.”

Of course, this is the first thing she notices about me. Particularly since she can’t see my hooves and tail. I should have thought to warn her, but it is too late now. Luckily, she only seems curious, rather than frightened.

“Can I... can I touch them?”

I laugh. Despite the situation, her curiosity delights me. “Of course.” Her hand inches closer, and she runs the tips of her fingers over the smooth surface of one horn. A whole-body shudder grips me, taking me by surprise. It’s not that my horns are sensitive. In fact, I barely felt anything at all when she touched me.

But as she did, her scent blossomed with something new. My nostrils flare wide. It’s all I can do to keep from grabbing her. From wrapping my arms around that tiny waist and drawing her against me to inhale that perfume from the source.

My fists clench at my sides and my tail flicks as I force myself to hold still. Her scent is rich and sweet and mouth-wateringly delicious. It is her arousal scent. And based on my reaction, she is my itarra, my mate.

I blow air from my nose, to expel the bewitching scent and clear my head. Of course it doesn’t work. I am reeling. How could the stars be so cruel? Why here on a planet where I should never have come? Why this tiny female who I will surely break if I succumb to the mating frenzy that grips my people when we first claim our mate? This is no sturdy minotarra, who can take the pounding of my fevered thrusts, the savage onslaught of my swollen thickness as I bury it in her warm, wet cunt.

I press my eyes closed and groan in agony. My cock has swelled rock hard in an instant, thrusting against the pathetic covering of the loincloth I wear.

Ariadne pulls back with a hiss. “Did I hurt you?”

Ha! I bark out a laugh of frustration at her words, though mercifully her concern for me has lessened the power of her arousal scent. “I must heal.”

I cannot let her see the extent of my reaction to her. It would only frighten her and then she really would flee from me, leaving me helpless. But I also cannot let her touch me again. I don’t think I could control myself if she were to touch my skin instead of my horn. And stars, do I want that. My skin almost twitches with the need to feel her soft fingers gliding over it, exploring, caressing.

I groan again, the long guttural sound rumbles through my chest.

“Here.” I thrust the healer into her hands, almost dropping the damn thing in my haste. Ariadne takes it and stares down at it. Then I realize, of course, she has no idea how to use it.

“You hold it there and point this part at my wound, then press this button.”

She stares some more, then finally twists the thing awkwardly in her hands until she is almost holding it in the correct way. Of course her species does not even have firearms, so she has no concept of how to use the healer, which in many ways looks similar to a basic blaster. I curse my luck and the stars, and then I wish my people were religious so I could curse the gods, too.

I would help her, put my hands over hers to show her what to do, but then I would lose all control, and I’m hanging on by a thread as it is.

This will pass. It must pass. The mating frenzy is only temporary. Just an urge that rises in a minotorr when he first finds his mate. Yet I’ve never heard of any male successfully resisting the claim. What will happen to me if I do? If I manage to make it out of this trap I’ve led myself into and back to my shuttle, back to my ship? All I know is if this urge to take her doesn’t fade, I won’t even make it off-world before it maddens me with the need to plunge into her slick depths and rut her until she’s filled with my seed and covered in my scent.

“Where is your wound?”

“My back,” I force out, keeping my eyes away from those lush lips and the swell of her hips and breasts. My breath has grown so fast and labored, she must notice. My whole body is tense and every nerve ending is on fire with need for her.

As if to emphasize exactly how tiny she is, she slips around me, to point the healer at my wound. She makes a low noise in her throat when she sees it, but I can’t tell from her reaction how bad it is. She doesn’t seem the sort to be easily scared or unsettled. In fact, I’m remarkably proud of my small mate. She has taken all this in stride and seems totally focused on my injury.

My mate? I must stop thinking like this. I can’t actually claim her.

I shake my head and she huffs. “You’ll need to keep still so I can point it at the right spot.”

Stars, she is brilliant, this tiny, commanding female. I force myself to still and then I hear the beep of the healer. The warmth radiates through my back and down my spine and my chest expands as I’m finally able to draw a deep breath for the first time in days.

Which is a lekking mistake.

I hunch forward, the pain of my back gone, replaced with a deep ache in my groin as my cock throbs angrily. Is her scent stronger? Or am I just increasingly obsessing over it? A cool hand slides over my shoulder and I nearly come in my loincloth.

“Don’t touch me!”

She gasps. Finally the acrid tang of fear helps me regain my fraying control. But it coats my tongue with a cloying taste I can’t stand.

“Sorry, princess. I’m sorry.” She’s still standing behind me, but the small hand is gone from my skin and I miss it already. “Please don’t be frightened. I can’t stand you being frightened of me.”

“I didn’t hurt you?”

“Lekka, no. You hurt me? It isn’t that. Please forgive me.”

“Of course.” She sounds surprised. I would raise my head to look at her, but it feels like too much right now.

“It’s me who should apologize,” she says, coming to stand in front of me so that I’m staring at her delicate feet in their decorative sandals. Where mine are hard hooves, she has tiny mobile digits, almost like the fingers on her hands. They are exquisite, just like the rest of her. Would she like it if I sucked her toes? Would it make her squirm? Stars, I’m going mad. She’s still talking, but I’m hardly able to focus on her words.

“I should not have touched you. I was only so amazed at your skin. It’s completely healed. In moments! I’ve never seen anything like it. Is it... is it magic?”

Of course it seems like magic to her. It’s a timely reminder that her people are completely off limits to me. I should not even have put a hoof on the surface of this planet.

I groan again, still hunching forward over the largest erection I think I’ve ever had in my life. “Princess, you should go. I don’t want to frighten you, but I’m not sure you’re safe from me anymore.”

“What?” She only steps closer, and the drugging scent of her swirls around me. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re not safe,” I grit out. “Please, Ariadne.”

“I don’t know what you mean. You’ve been nothing but careful with me, and if you were some sort of monster who wanted to eat me, you would have done it before now.”

At her innocent words, an entirely different image is conjured in my brain, and it’s the final flare. My cock throbs, moisture leaking from the tip against my thigh. Launching myself to my feet, I roar. Ariadne darts back, but still she doesn’t run from me. I turn and disappear into the dark, twisting and turning through the maze of passages until I can no longer taste her scent on my tongue and my shame no longer heats my ears.
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Ariadne

His bellow startles me, and I step back. Before I can say anything more, Asterius is gone, leaving me squinting into the dark. I could go after him. Try to calm him. But I have no idea how he will react if I do. Though I still cannot muster the fear he seems to want to instill in me, I do feel cautious. I remind myself that he is still a stranger and, if he is telling the truth, he comes from another world entirely.

I scoff at my own stupidity. Of course he is telling the truth. Though his features didn’t frighten me the way he thought they would, looking at him, there can be no doubt he is not human.

In truth, I found him oddly attractive. Goddess, I should be horrified, but I cannot deny I longed to put my hands on him. When I touched his smooth, warm flesh, the muscles rippled beneath in a way that made me press my thighs together and imagine where else he might be hot and smooth and firm.

The power in his form makes me a little weak at the knees. And though his too-broad nose and elongated face are strange, they are not gruesome. In fact, his large eyes are framed with such long thick lashes they made me envious, thinking of the hours I spend applying cosmetics to enhance my own. His curving, pale horns mark him as alien, but not a monster. Not like Theseus. No, I see nothing but gentleness in Asterius’s sloping ears and his wide-set brown eyes.

I wish I had found the words to reassure him. I should have told him I didn’t find his features alarming. But all I did was fondle him and talk nonsense about magic. What must he think of me?

I climb the steps and sneak back to the kitchens. Finding a tray, I fill it with food leftover from the evening meal. I place a goblet of wine on the tray and return to the cellar, hoping he will have come out of hiding. But when I get down into the darkness of the store, he is nowhere to be found. I call out to him but get no answer.

Finally I set the tray down, hoping against hope he hasn’t disappeared. That he hasn’t snuck away from the palace and back to wherever it is he has come from.

It’s a selfish hope, and I should be ashamed of it. I should be glad he was well enough to move so quickly. That his skin recovered so miraculously. But instead, I wish I’d had longer to talk with him. To touch him and explore his strange, beautiful body.

I slink back to my rooms and slip beneath the covers of my large bed. Thalia already sleeps sweetly on a pallet at my feet. She is so good to me. I know I can trust her not to say a word about my late-night movements. Just as I would never berate her for having the occasional tryst with the men she sets her eye on.

And why not?

The goddess does not mind. It’s only the arrogant Greeks who insist that their women be pure for marriage, while at the same time encouraging promiscuous behavior in men. A ridiculous contradiction and one that serves only to keep their women ignorant of their own potential for pleasure. But it’s nothing that a little bull’s blood can’t fake, when all’s said and done. I only hope Athenian women are as wise as the goddess and know how to take their pleasure before marriage, so they might have a hope of finding it afterwards as well.

***
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The next day, I linger in the cellar. I see no sign of Asterius except the empty tray. I smile and take another to him that evening, and another the next day. But him accepting my offerings is the only indication I have that he’s still here. Daydreams of Asterius help ward off the anxiety about my impending marriage and the fact that Theseus is due to arrive any day.

I am busy remembering Asterius’s muscled arm and broad back, in fact, when a messenger finds Thalia and I in the north garden. We sit in the shade, completing the first half of my pattern for my weaving. I’ve decided to depict the Greek goddess Athena. It is to be a gift for my future husband. And though I know I should not, I cannot help selecting an image that has its own private meaning.

The picture I am making is one of the goddess as she gifts the olive tree to the people of Athens. When the high priest told me the story, I could not help but smile at the fact that these men of Athens who seem so set on spurning women, have selected a warrior goddess as their patron.

In fact, in their stories, Athena frequently defeats the posturing male gods of their pantheon. This story is the one where she bests the god Poseidon, offering better, more creative gifts to the people of Athens and causing them to choose her as their patroness. Though Poseidon blusters and rants, he is powerless to do anything about Athena’s victory.

Though I want him to, I am a little afraid of what Theseus will do if he interprets the true meaning behind my gift. But I will trust that he is as stupid as his god Poseidon, who offered a salt water stream instead of a practical gift. And if he is, he will never see beyond my facade of flattery.

Goddess, it sickens me to think of spending my life like this. On the surface, working to inflate the already over-inflated ego of a tyrant, while scurrying behind his back to do what I can to undermine him.

But it is better than doing what my mother does. Shrinking away from everything until she fades away into the specter my father wishes she would become.

My father’s messenger bows respectfully and waits for me to indicate he should speak. I give him a little nod.

“My lady, King Minos has asked that you go immediately to dress in your best dress and meet him in the throne room.” He pauses and I can tell from his wide eyes and the thin press of his lips that he has more to say, but he is worried I will not like it.

“Go on,” I say, kindly.

“He told me... forgive me, my lady, he wanted me to stress how important it is that you are quick.”

“Thank you.” I dismiss the messenger and motion to Thalia to pack away the things.

When we make it to the throne room, I already know what we will find. But my feet still feel heavy across the tiles as I walk towards the corner of the room where my father and Prince Theseus recline on padded chairs, their feet on cushioned footrests. Three of my mother’s prettiest serving maids flutter around them with drinks and snacks, and I wonder at my father. Yesterday I would have believed this sort of posturing to be beneath him. But it seems he has sunk lower than I even dreamed.

I struggle not to roll my eyes, instead forcing a pretty smile onto my lips as I take my first good look at my future husband.

There’s no denying he is beautiful. His coiffured curls are swept back dramatically from his high aristocratic forehead. But there’s a cruel twist to his smirking lips that I instantly dislike. After Asterius’s wide, generous features, Theseus’s nose looks too thin, too long. His chin too sharp.

I am being ridiculous and petty, so I shake it off, nodding to my father and giving Prince Theseus a lower bow than he probably deserves.

His eyes drop immediately to my bare breasts, the nipples colored with pigment so they blush against the pale white of my chest where I have applied foundation. There is a tick in his jaw as he clenches his teeth and the smirk drops from his face. He turns to my father.

“You would let your daughter run around looking like this? With her tits exposed to every lowly guard and servant who would ogle her?”

My face heats with indignation, and I open my mouth to tell this ignorant princeling that bare breasts have been the courtly fashion in Knossos since his people were peasant farmers, but my father shoots me such a glare that I stop myself.

“If it displeases you, she will change immediately,” he says to Theseus. Never mind that it took poor Thalia many frantic minutes of tugging and tying to hoist me into the corset that pushes my breasts up just so, or the time we took on the cosmetics to whiten my brown skin.

Why is it these Greeks must have control over everything, including their women’s bodies? If I want to display the plump, pretty breasts the goddess gave me, why should I not? Even the goddess herself shows off her fertile, rounded bosom.

Seething, I bow and turn away from the two of them. The blood rushing in my ears must disguise the sound of Theseus’s footsteps following me from the throne room. Suddenly his hand is locked around my upper arm, fingers pinching against the sensitive skin.

“My wife will not share her body with anyone but me.”

“I hardly think someone looking is the same as sharing,” I mumble under my breath.

He pinches me harder, tugging me by the arm until I am turned to face him.

His face is a snarl of displeasure. Some of his curls have fallen forward onto his forehead.

“You are far too brazen for my liking.” He leans close. “Perhaps I should begin teaching you your proper place so you do not embarrass me when we return to Athens.”

I say nothing, but my mind is back on the rumors. I’m starting to wonder if perhaps there was more than a kernel of truth to them.

“Eyes on the floor, woman. And remember your place. I’ve half a mind to tell your father he can keep you. There are other ways for me to control Crete without taking a dirty little slut to my bed.”

My gasp echoes in the empty corridor. Where are the smiling guards who normally lounge against the doorframe here? Where is my father?

Theseus hauls me up against the wall and studies my face. I try to avert my gaze. Too little, too late, since he already seems riled, but it’s worth a try. He just takes my chin in his vise-like grip and twists my face until I’m forced to look at him. “Am I taking a slut for my wife? Your father assures me you are pure, but what pure woman would stare so shamelessly at a man’s face the first time she meets him? And expose her tits to the world. Tell me honestly, are you a virgin?”

My lip is trembling and my eyes sting with unshed tears. All my anger has vanished and to my horror, I know I’m about to cry. How has he done this to me so quickly? “Yes,” I whisper.

He doesn’t release me. Only glares at me until I lower my eyes. Since my face is still clamped in his harsh grip, I can’t do much else.

Theseus scoffs, giving my cheeks a final squeeze before letting me go suddenly. “You had better not be lying. I will know. Now, go dress yourself appropriately before you return to my presence.”

He turns and strides back into the throne room, leaving me shaken.

I should go straight to my rooms. Thalia will be there to help me find something to wear. But I can’t bear it. I can’t bear to cover my body as if he owns it already. As if he ever will. I can’t bear to go back to that throne room and let my father parade me like a piece of meat to be served up to that monster.

There’s only one place I want to go. My feet take me there before I’ve even realized what I’m doing. I’m halfway down the stairs to the cellar, and the hot tears are already flowing down my cheeks, before I realize I haven’t even stopped to take a torch. It hardly matters. I can barely see through the mist of tears in my eyes. Stumbling on, I run my hand along the wall beside me to guide my steps. I know these passageways without looking anyway. If I light no torch, it might take my father’s guards longer to come searching for me here.

I’m gasping my sobs into the dark, feet tripping over the smooth stones, so it’s hardly any wonder that I do not hear Asterius. But the next moment I run straight into a large warm body, and those muscled arms come around me to keep me from falling. I know it’s him before he even speaks, but when he does, his voice sounds choked. “Ariadne! Little one. What’s wrong? What is it?”

It’s everything I’ve been dreaming of and a testament to how upset I am that I’m not able to enjoy it more. I can’t answer him. I only press my face against his smooth, broad chest and let my tears fall freely. A deep, weighty scent surrounds me, and the feeling of safety is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. He seems frozen for a moment longer, as if he is a statue rather than the flesh and blood creature I saw the other day in the torchlight. Then a large hand strokes over my hair, and he exhales. His chest under my cheek dips with the force of his breath.

I bury myself in his scent, in his arms. I want to forget about the future. I want to run away from everything except being here in this moment with him.
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Asterius

I’m a lekking fool.

I should have left days ago while I still had the chance. I should have left the moment I was healed and my holotech was charged.

But like an idiot, I lingered, unable to bear the thought of leaving without seeing my sweet little mate one more time. How am I supposed to leave her behind without ever having tasted her? Never having bathed in her perfume as she comes around my cock. No, not my cock, since that’d break her. My fingers then, or better yet, my tongue.

I may as well be a starving man brought to the greatest feast he could imagine and yet tied up and never allowed even one morsel.

Here she is in my arms, her sweet breath fanning over my chest. Her soft curves pressing against me in the most delightful torment I’ve ever endured.

Of course my cock is rock hard. It strains toward her, insisting that I take her. I ignore it. I’d have to be some kind of monster to act on my misplaced lust when she’s sobbing against my skin and in need of comfort. But it’s only her wet tears on my chest and the awful scent of her distress that keep me from rutting her on the hard stone floor.

“Little one, what is it? Tell me what happened.” I stroke my hand tenderly over her hair until she finally takes a shaky breath and wipes at her face.

“I’m sorry.” She sniffs and I wish I had anything but my loincloth to give her to wipe her face with. She definitely wouldn’t appreciate the monster it would unleash if I were to feel any part of her naked skin against my straining flesh.

“Sorry for what?”

“For this. For sniveling all over you.” She wipes at the wet spot on my chest, and I have to place my hand over hers to stop her. I draw in a shuddering breath and wrestle for control.

But her hand is still under mine. She feels my chest heaving with my ragged breaths and gasps. “Are you hurt again? Did I not heal you last time? You should have said.”

I almost laugh. “No. Not hurt.” Though that’s not strictly true. My cock pains me like a wound. It throbs between us as if it can tempt her with its obscenely swollen form.

“Then what...” She breaks off as the damn thing throbs again like an eager calf. She pulls back, glancing down, though I’m fairly sure she cannot see in the dark. It might be my imagination, but I’m almost certain her mouth curves into a little smile. Surely not. It is a grimace. Any moment she will pull away, run from me.

Instead, she looks up with a wide-eyed smile that has me weak at the knees.

“Does that mean what I think it means?” she asks. “Do males from other worlds work the same way human men do?”

I sigh. “If you think it means that I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone or anything in my life, then you’d be right.”

Here is the part where she runs from me. Surely she can see the size of the thing. I start wondering just how small humans are. If their bodies might stretch. If perhaps there is a way.

I need to get a lekking grip.

“You do?” She takes her bottom lip between her teeth, and I swear I feel it all the way from my hooves to my heavy sac.

“But I thought you were hiding from me. I came every day to leave you food. Did you not hear me calling for you?”

Not hear her? It was all I could do not to come to her as soon as I smelled her. But somehow I resisted. I never dreamed an even greater temptation was about to be served up to me.

“Why?”

My brain is foggy. All I can think of is how much I want to bury myself in that little cunt. Her scent is blooming again, overtaking my senses.

“Why what?”

“Why did you hide?”

“Because I can’t have you, and it’s killing me. Because I should have left your world days ago, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I had to see you again. Had to touch you, taste you.”

“Then what are you waiting for?”

Hauling her against me, I growl and lean in, running my nose against the soft, silky flesh of her neck. “Don’t you see how big I am? How much larger. I’d break you, little one. And I couldn’t live with that.”

“I can’t see much in the dark actually.” 

Before I’ve had a chance to brace myself, her small hand runs down my chest and over my belly, and then she’s cupping my huge erection. My mind goes completely blank for several agonizing, blissful moments.

Her arousal is flooding the passage with such a sweet perfume that it could send me into the frenzy at any moment. Her little hand moves over me, and I nearly spill against the leather of my loincloth.

“Oh, that is large.”

Lekking stars!

Though her words do not sound frightened, some small, honorable part of me still has a care for my delicate mate. With a roar, I push her hand away and lift her off her feet. I deposit her on the ground and ruck up her dress in one rough motion. Then I sink my face between her open thighs and fill my senses with her. My groan of pleasure rumbles through my chest and my tail flicks as I take my first taste of bliss.

Was there ever anything better?

I lap hungrily at the damp folds of her pussy until it gifts me with more moisture. She squirms. Shame floods me. I have pushed her down on the rough stone like a brute. I’ve forced myself between her thighs without ever declaring for her. I was so mindless with lust that I never even stopped to wonder if her people have mates or what their customs are.

Have I hurt her? Her thighs have spread wide to accommodate my gigantic head and my horns. I draw back a little to let her up and she moans.

Kystha, it’s like a stabbing pain, worse than any of my recent wounds. I’ve hurt her. I’ve hurt my sweet little Ariadne.

But then those small hands take hold of my horns and direct my head back to her cunt, and I finally understand. Her moans aren’t pain. They are desire.

Oh, lekka me. I am lost.

My little mate squirms with desire under my tongue, and I can do nothing but obey.

I slide my tongue over her fragrant folds, drinking her in. She moans as I dip inside her little cunt. I feel her walls clamp as she gasps.

I’m desperate. I cannot get enough of her sweetness on my tongue. I drink it up as fast as she can give it to me. Soon she’s tugging at my horns.

Her strength is nothing compared to mine. That should make me more nervous. But I can’t focus on that right now. I can’t focus on anything except the taste of her.

So it takes me far too long to notice that she’s still squirming, pulling at my horns with what probably amounts to all her strength. I finally realize she wants me to move. Reluctantly, I stop and let her pull me higher until my tongue finds a delightful little bud at the apex of her sex.

As soon as I do, she sighs and her legs tighten around my ears.

Ah, so this is what my little human wants.

I explore the tiny bud with my mouth. I probe and lick and tease until it swells for me and she is clinging to my horns, whimpering her delight. Her cunt floods with another wave of dew, and my tail flicks against the backs of my thighs.

Stars, she is a wonder, this little human. Her cunt is so juicy, so ripe for me. It plumps and flushes with her need, and she calls out my name.

Kystha, did I think I was aching before? That was nothing. My cock weeps for her. It strains and pushes against my loincloth, against the stone floor. If the cold stone slab had any give in it at all, I would thrust into it just to relieve the pressure.

My chest is heaving, my body trembling. She nears the edge of her crest and it drives me on. I want to feel her shatter against my mouth. I need to hear the noises she makes as I take her over. I want more than anything to sink into her sweet cunt, but it can’t be.

I can have this taste though. To savor when I have to somehow drag myself away from the center of my universe. When I must banish myself so I don’t mar the most perfect creature I’ve ever seen.

I slow the strokes of my tongue against her little nub, unwilling to finish, though it’s all I can think of. I’m a contradiction made flesh as I groan and suck and hold myself back, even as I long for her. I have her here under me, open for me. And yet I can’t have her. I’ll have to let her go after coming so close to everything I’ve never known I wanted.

Finally, neither of us can take any more. I plant my mouth over the center of her pleasure and suck until she cries out again. She gasps and clings to my horns and then her body pulses and she is coming for me. My name is on her lips and her little hands press me to her.

There’s a new depth to her flavor. It’s creamy and lush, and I cannot get enough. I delve lower into her channel to drink it in before I dive back over her bud and lick and lick. I must have more. She shudders. Every tiny flick of my tongue makes her twitch and keen.

Yet miraculously her muscles bunch and her hands drag me back when I would have stopped. Then she is coming again, wild and thrashing against my mouth until her cunt fills with sweet honey and I am drowning in her.

I wring orgasm after orgasm from her gorgeous body. It goes on and on and I am utterly, completely adrift. I am lost in a labyrinth of her bliss and I can’t find my way out. That’s the last thought I remember having before the blackness creeps in at the edges of my vision and the madness takes me.
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Ariadne

Oh, my goddess!

I have never, never felt pleasure like this. I’ve never come so many times at once. It just goes on and on. Asterius wildly laps at my oversensitive clitoris until I’m strung out, sore. Stretching for one more tiny crest after another. When they come, it’s like my body has run out of bliss.

He still doesn’t stop.

I tug at his horns, but he just keeps going and going. I’m crying out, bucking against his tongue again, but this time it is because it’s too much. I am sore and my body needs rest. All my muscles feel weak. Like I have used ones I never even knew I had before. I thought his body was powerful. Now I am beginning to worry he’s overwhelmed me and he will never stop.

“Asterius! Please! Asterius, you have to stop!”

Finally, my words seem to register and he gives me one final wet suck, as if he can’t bear to lose even one drop of my juices. He lifts his head, then shakes it, recovering from his reverie. I’ve seen priestesses send themselves into a religious trance. Seen them dance wildly before the goddess, bodies bared to the flames and the stars. Asterius looks like they look when they finally come down. Shattered, spent, consumed. His eyes widen and he shrinks back from me, still shaking those beautiful horns.

“What is it? What is wrong?”

He’s pulling back. I can’t see him any longer. The dark has swallowed him, and my body is cold here on the hard stone floor. I tug my skirt down under my bottom.

“You were calling to me,” he rasps. “You were begging me to stop.” A low moan comes from him. “I didn’t stop.”

I groan. My pussy chooses this moment to remind me of just how good it was, giving a little flutter I didn’t think I had left in me. “I hardly know what I said.”

A great sob tears from him and a curse. I hear scraping and the sound of hooves striking the stones—does he have hooves? How strange that I never thought to look.

He is gone. And I am alone in the dark.

I sit, my head swimming and my body still a little weak from all the pleasure.

What have I done wrong? Does he honestly think he has hurt me? I cannot stand it. He is the sweetest, most generous lover I have ever known. I know there is no way I could have moved him if he did not wish to be moved. All he did was pleasure me, taking nothing for himself. And now he thinks he has hurt me.

I drag myself to my feet and start off down the narrow passage, one hand running along the wall, the other out in front to stop me from running into anything.

I call out to him, but there is no answer.

Eventually I give up. It’s no use. I could search for hours down here in the dark and get myself lost without a torch. Even with a light, he’s proven that when he wants to hide from me, he can.

So I sigh and turn back toward the stairs, hoping that Prince Theseus has also given up and gone to have a nap in the heat of the afternoon.

When I dress myself in a shift that covers me from my collarbone to my ankles, and return to the throne room, it is empty. I sigh with relief. Then I go looking for my father. Surely, if he knew just how much I am dreading this marriage, he might change his mind.

When I find him, he has just finished bathing. His long hair and beard are wet and a young man is braiding long plaits into them and tying beautiful gold beads at the ends. He is dressed only in his drying linens, and he glares at me as I enter his chamber.

“Ariadne, you are too old to be here when I am half dressed like this.”

I stare at him. He is my father. What could possibly be wrong with me seeing him after his bath? It is not as if he is naked. And even if he were, it is just a body. I have seen male bodies before. Clearly, he would rather forget this.

“Father, I wished to speak with you.”

“Then it will have to wait until a more appropriate time. You need to grow up and start acting like a princess of Crete. You cannot run around like a little hoyden any longer. And if you displease Prince Theseus, you best believe I will not stop him from correcting your behavior.”

I draw back. I was not expecting much sympathy, but neither was I expecting this.

“Then you heard what he said to me—outside the throne room?”

“I did.”

I gasp. “And you did nothing.”

“Ariadne, you are to be his wife! It is his duty to guide your behavior. By the gods, I have done what I could, but if you insist on scandalous behavior, then your husband will have no choice but to punish you.”

Tears well in my eyes, hot and bitter, and I press my hand to my mouth. I turn and run from the room. I do not wish to let him see them fall. I have no doubt he is laughing to himself to think of me crying like a little girl, but I cannot help it.

When I find my mother, I’m sure I look a mess. I don’t need to look in my brass mirror to know my kohl is smudged down my cheeks and there are smokey tracks smearing my white make-up. She looks at me and frowns, but opens her arms for me to sink into the hug I need so desperately. I fall to my knees at her feet and bury my head in her lap. She strokes my hair for a while, not saying anything.

When I calm, she stills and I look up.

“You’ll have to do what he says,” she says softly.

I sniff. “Who? Father? Prince Theseus?”

“Both.”

“But why? Why is father so obsessed with the Greeks that he has sold me to that monster?”

“Hush, child. You do not know who is listening, and I am not certain Theseus has no spies in our court.”

I look around us. Her ladies have withdrawn to the bedchamber or are sitting quietly in the corners of the room, weaving or braiding each other’s hair. She’s right of course, though it’s also a convenient way for her to dodge my question. Sighing, I acknowledge to myself that I’ll probably never get a good answer from my mother.

I can answer the question myself anyway. At least I know that the alliance is important. But as for why my father has become increasingly enamored of the Greeks and their misogynistic culture, perhaps it is just his lust for power. In Theseus he sees a man who has even more power than himself and he longs for a taste of it.

In any case, I sit with my mother a while longer, letting her pet my hair and tell me all will be well. She’s wrong, but what else can she do? And I don’t think anyone ever outgrows hearing those words from their mother.
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Asterius

I should leave Earth. I should never have come here at all. Of course I don’t have the fuel, which is what led to this whole mess in the first place.

But I have to get away from her before I do worse.

As soon as I realize what I’ve done, I activate my holotech and let the camouflage melt my image into the background as I slip away. Well, charge away, since I am hardly a quiet beast. Eventually I gain enough control of myself to soften my footsteps and leave the cellar. I find my way out into the gardens and breathe the fresh air for the first time in days. It smells of smoke and dry grass and the salt of the sea. Still it doesn’t clear my head. Not really. Ariadne’s beautiful perfume lingers on my skin and the memory of her on my tongue fills my thoughts.

But I hurt her. She wanted me to stop. She begged me and I didn’t listen.

I’ve got to be the worst excuse for a mate in the three galaxies. My little princess deserves so much better.

The palace sits on a hilltop on the outskirts of a tiny settlement. A great stone wall separates it from the surrounding countryside. With my holotech working properly, it’s not much trouble to slip past the guards at the gate and out onto the dirt road. Gentle green slopes covered with patchy trees and vines strung up on lattices descend into a valley. A river runs through it and out to the sea. I turn away from the dirt track and head inland, toward the high, rocky mountains that cut through the center of the small island. It’s there my escape pod landed. Thankfully, the deep gorge kept it fairly well hidden. But that means more than a day of arduous walking to get back to it.

I sigh heavily, not relishing the journey. The scent of Ariadne teases my nostrils, mingled with the salt of my skin.

I am a monster. Even now, all I can think of is that I wish I had taken her. Rutted her there on the cold stone floor of the basement, so that I could rest easy knowing I had claimed her as mine. But she can never be mine. Not truly. Just the thought of her fragile body under me makes me wince.

Then I remember her tears. She had come to the cellar to escape something, I’m sure of it. The more I think of this, the more my steps falter until I’m turning back toward the palace.

It doesn’t take me long to return. I tell myself I’ll just check on her. I’ll just make sure she’s safe. Instinct demands I protect her while it’s in my power. I can’t possibly leave her world without knowing what caused her tears. And without crushing whoever caused them beneath my hoof. My skin prickles with heat and I grind my teeth, imagining what might have distressed her so much. Was she running from someone? Did someone hurt her?

Someone other than me, that is?

It’s only the shame of that thought which prevents my vision blurring back to black and the rage from taking me. I am perilously close to losing control again, and this time it’s the thought of her in danger that does it.

Once I’m back in the palace grounds, it’s simple enough to pick up her scent on the light breeze stirring the trees in the darkening gardens. The sun has set. All that’s left of the day is an orange glow on the horizon and the deep blue of the sky. I slip between garishly painted columns and into the marble corridors of the main building, following my nose to the place where her scent is strongest. It calls to me. I have no trouble locating a suite of rooms that smell like home to me.

This strange and primitive space, filled with items I hardly understand and without power or coms or any modern technology, feels so comfortable and right to me that I blink in astonishment. Wooden chairs with plush cushions are dotted throughout the room. Beautiful woven carpets line the floors, each with a delicately designed pattern, showing images of plants, animals, and humans.

Though her scent is strong here, Ariadne herself isn’t here. I could search for her, but these rooms are deserted. The more I wander the palace, the more likely it is I’ll be discovered and break yet another Federacy law. Best if I stay here. My nose tells me she will return here to a place where she feels safe.

In an effort to keep myself in check, I avoid the bed, which smells so strongly of her it might send me into the frenzy. Instead, I find the sturdiest looking chair I can and sit carefully, hoping it will take my weight.

***
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It isn’t long before the door opens, and I’m clenching my fists around the wooden frame of the chair to keep myself from charging forward and dropping to my knees in front of her.

Stars, she’s beautiful. She doesn’t see me right away in the dark, with only the moonlight from the open window and the single oil lamp she carries to illuminate the room. But when she lights two more lamps and turns back to where I sit, she freezes, a little gasp escaping her pretty pink lips.

Her breasts are covered, unlike earlier when she came to me, and I instantly hate the extra fabric that hides her from my gaze. Especially now when there’s more light for me to appreciate her. Even so, her graceful movements highlight the small curves I know are beneath the fabric of the shapeless tunic she’s covered up with. Her dark-rimmed eyes draw me in and so it takes another moment for me to notice more streaks on her rounded cheeks.

What? More tears?

The chair gives an ominous creak as I grip the wood tighter and I have to force myself to relax.

I will gore whoever has marred her perfection with sadness. I’ll sink my horn into his guts and draw them out of his flesh, leaving him to bleed his essence onto the dirt.

I remind myself that I don’t know what has happened.

“You... you’re here?”

“Don’t come any closer,” I warn her before she can step forward. I am grateful that I’ve managed to keep my tone gentle this time. I can’t afford to frighten her.

“What is it?”

“I had to come. To find out if you’re okay. But if you come closer, I don’t think I’ll be able to stop myself touching you, tasting you again.”

Her breath hitches, but I’m so attuned to her arousal scent now that I know. I groan as it fills my nostrils.

“Oh, I thought I’d done something wrong.”

“Never!” I take a slow breath and try again. “You could never do anything so bad I’d leave you by choice. I left to protect you.”

“From what?”

“From me.”

“Oh.” She seems to think about this for a while, frowning. “But you have been nothing but gentle with me. Would you truly hurt me?”

I shake my horns. “Never willingly. But I’m so large and clumsy. And the mating frenzy threatens to overtake me every time I scent your sweet perfume.”

“The mating frenzy?”

“Your people don’t have it, do they? I thought not. For my people, when we scent our mate for the first time. The bloom of her arousal. A male will go wild with lust until... well, I can only hold out for so long.”

“Mate?”

“Don’t your people have mates? A partner whose soul completes yours?”

She sighs, her bottom lip trembling a little. “How I wish we did. But are you saying I am your mate? How can that be?”

“It can’t. And that’s the problem. I am too large. I’m a monster compared to you.”

She pouts and I long to kiss her frown away. I long to draw that pretty bottom lip gently between my teeth as I kiss her.

“You are not so much bigger than human men. You certainly have all the right... features.” Her gaze drops to my loincloth, which is tented by my enormous erection. The erection I have so far been ignoring.

I groan. “Don’t tempt me. I’m barely in control as it is. I only came back to make sure you’re safe and to ask if... well to make sure whoever caused those tears of yours will suffer.” I hold back from telling her I would end whoever caused her harm. No need to scare her more.

She sighs again and I long to gather her up into my arms.

“I am safe enough for now. I’m only unhappy because I have to marry a man I would never have chosen.”

I narrow my eyes, sniffing the air. The thought of her with another male is torture, but there is only her scent, touched by my own. That makes the tent in my loincloth jump. But then there is the cloying sweet of her sadness and the acrid fear that I hate. “Did this man hurt you?” I growl.

She purses her lips.

He did!

Beneath me, the wooden chair shatters as my muscles bunch and I launch to my feet.

“No. Yes. It’s not what you think. He believes that he will control me when I am his wife. I just need to learn how to avoid making him angry.”

“He put his hands on you without your permission? To do you harm?” The words are ground out through gritted teeth. My sweet little princess hasn’t even admonished me for smashing her furniture like the clumsy beast I am.

Again she presses those lips together, and my vision fades. I fling the broken pieces of the chair aside and charge for the door with a bellow.

A small, soft hand in the center of my chest halts me in my tracks instantly.

My breathing is ragged, my chest heaving. But my focus narrows on her gorgeous face. She shakes her head. “You must not hurt him. Much as I would like to watch you crush him, his people would destroy mine if he were attacked here on Crete. My father needs this alliance, though it debases us to seek it. The Greeks have grown so powerful it would be a mistake to cross them.”

I hate it, but I understand what she’s telling me. A political marriage. Other Federacy species do such things. Not the minotorr. We mate only to our one itarra.

I lean down, gliding my nose against her petal soft skin, then inhale her fragrance and calm a little. She reaches up and strokes one hand over a long ear and I sigh. The tension leaves me as her hypnotizing touch spreads tiny sparks along my spine.

“I wish it did not have to be this way,” she says. “But as much as I hate him for it, my father is right. We need this marriage.”

“Isn’t there another sacrificial offering who could be given to this Grake?” It shames me to even think it, but I have to ask.

She laughs. “Greek. And no. My parents have no child except me. If they had another daughter... but I could not doom a sister to that monster. If I had a brother, it might be different.”

My mind is too drugged by her touch to comprehend why a son would be different. It doesn’t matter anyway. What my little human is telling me is that she’s determined to go through with this marriage, despite the fact that she is clearly scared of this Greek. The thought freezes my blood.

“And I can’t kill him for you?” The question is out of my mouth before I realize I’ve said it. I wince. What will she think of me?

She sighs. “No. I’ll have to marry him. I just wish there was some way I could have a little power over him. A way to make him hesitant to threaten me.”

I smile darkly. “That I can do.” I’ll go to this Greek and I’ll make sure he is too frightened to ever lay a finger on my sweet mate without her permission. It galls me to think of him touching her at all, but if that’s her will, it’s not for me to say. You can’t claim an itarra who resists the claim. It’s an unthinkable crime. It’s also courting disaster to pursue a female who won’t have you, since going into the frenzy is a death sentence if it can’t be fulfilled. I try not to think about that though.

I will ensure my mate is safe. I’ll make sure this Greek knows I will end him if he so much as scares her. Well, as long as he thinks I will. In reality, I’ll have to haul myself away from this planet and never look back, because if I’m within reach of any male who touches her, claims her... it will not go well for that male. And in the aftermath of the frenzy, I’d destroy her as well in my need to possess her.

No, not something I can risk. I’d rather live in agony for the rest of my days than hurt her. I’d rather leave with the mating frenzy unfulfilled, but hopefully it won’t come to that.

“You can?” Her hand is still stroking over my long ears and my hair, where it falls forward over my eyes. I have to resist the urge to lean into her touch. I don’t want to knock her over.

“I can.”

“How? What will you do?”

“Bring him down to the storerooms. I’ll talk to him.”

“Hmm.” She doesn’t even question my statement that I will only talk to him. I wonder if that’s silent sanction of the violence I’d like to do to this Greek, or if she really is so innocent.

“We’ll need a way to keep him there for a while and stop him from running.” Her mouth curves into a wicked smile, and my tail flicks. I think she does realize what I intend for this filth.

“What would you suggest, little one?”

“A net, or some kind of trap. But we’ll have to be clever. And I’ll need to come up with a reason to lure him down there.”

“What will you tell him?”

She strokes a hand down my chest, and I sigh. “Leave that to me. Now, if only I could get down to the harbor. Some fishing net would work perfectly. But it’s too hard for me to find an excuse.”

“If it’s rope you want, I might be able to make something.” I pull out my healer and play with the settings until I find the one I want. It’s designed to make a webbing to knit together wounds that are bleeding badly. It’s a bit of an obsolete function, since the nanites work so well usually, but today I’m glad it’s still programmed in as standard.

I point the healer at the post of the bed and press the button, stretching the thin string of webbing until it reaches to the far side of the bed and latches to the post there. Ariadne watches me in fascination. She reaches out to touch the webbing, lifting her hand and pinching her fingers together to test the feel of the material.

“It’s sticky until it sets, then it reacts to the air to generate a coating which prevents it from sticking. She touches it again and smiles at me when her finger lifts away easily.

“It’s very strong. A few strands of this would be enough to hold my body weight.” 

Her brows lift. “I could work with this.”

She has me generate many strands that she pulls from the bed and weaves and knots into a net so intricate I am stunned. Then she gathers the net and folds it carefully, tucking it away beneath her bed.

“We will have to wait until morning. He will have retired to the guest suite by now and I have no wish to make him call me a slut again by looking for him there.”

I tap my holotech, frowning. “What is this word? I have no translation for it.”

“Slut? It means a woman who gives her body to many men.”

I huff. “Don’t all women share their body with whoever they like?”

She flushes. The strange white substance she coats herself with is all but worn away from her beautiful brown skin, and I can clearly see her color deepen. At first I think she is embarrassed, but she folds her arms across her chest and tosses a long braid behind her back. “Minoan women always used to decide who would share their bed. It is only since my father has been courting favor with the Greeks that things have changed here. And the Greeks believe that a woman must be pure for her husband.”

“Pure? What is impure about sharing your body?”

Her eyes flash. “Nothing! I am so glad you do not think I am crazy. So your people do not believe in purity?”

I frown. “A minotorr is always faithful to his itarra, but before taking a mate, both partners can share their bodies freely. It’s only the mate bond that’s different.”

She makes that little noise again. A sound of approval. “Well, in any case, we will have to wait until morning. If you wait in the storeroom and set the trap, I’ll lead him to you.”

I sigh. My hooves already feel heavy and I haven’t even lifted one to leave her. But before I’ve taken even two steps, she stops me.

“Wait, Asterius. Where are you going?”

I stop instantly, though I know it’s a mistake.

“What is it, little spider?”

She laughs. The sound lessens the heavy feeling for a moment. “Spider?”

“Isn’t that the creature we saw in the storeroom the first time you came to me?”

She nods. “But why did you call me a spider?”

I smile. “You are small, but clever. You’ve woven a web for this Greek that’ll catch him like the spider catches bugs. And he’ll never see it coming, just like the clever spider in the dark.”

Her smile mirrors my own, and she steps closer. “You know, some people are afraid of spiders. The venom can be poisonous.”

This makes my smile grow wider, and I slap myself over the forehead. Why didn’t I think of this? Holding up the healer, I flick the settings until I can produce one more thing for her. She is watching me when I look up, a question in her eyes.

“I’ll need a small jar or bottle. Do you have anything?”

She collects something from a side table and holds it out to me. It’s a tiny glass jar with a wax stopper. “Will this do?”

“Yes. Very well.” I hold the healer carefully and direct the nozzle into the opening of the jar. When it fills with blue liquid, I release the button and take it from her slowly so as not to spill a drop. I place the seal over the top and hold it out for her. “Here you are, little spider. It’s your venom. If my... talking doesn’t work, then hide it somewhere and put it into his drink or food, and it should take care of your problem.”

Her eyes widen, but she takes the vial carefully, tucking it beside her bed. I take her hands in mine and I’m shot straight back into the state of hopeless longing I’ve been resisting since we began making our plan. I take a long, slow breath. “Be careful, little one. If you get any on you, you must wash very carefully and not touch any part of your face until you have.”

She nods and I relax a little. As much as I can with my cock straining a tent in my loincloth once more.

“I should go.”

She looks down my body, past where our hands are joined, and straight to my misbehaving member. “Now? I thought...” She bites that lip again, and I squirm. “I’m sorry. I know you said you didn’t want to, but isn’t there anything I could do to give you some relief?”

Kystha!

“No, Ariadne. You don’t have to—”

“Have to?” She cups me, and I moan, eyes pressing closed for a moment as sensation shoots straight through me. “I know. But what if I want to?”

“We shouldn’t. Believe me, there’s nothing I want more than your hands on me, but—”

“Nothing at all?” She slips to her knees, and I desperately try to catch her, to bring her back up to stand, but she slips through my grasp. My cock twitches with delight. It already knows what she intends. And lekka me, I’m going to let her.
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Ariadne

I drop to my knees in front of my gorgeous alien. His huge form towers above me, broad shoulders and wide horns dominating the space and making a little flutter of awareness seize me.

He protests, but not for long. Soon I’m running my hands up his thick, furry thighs, reveling in the feel of him there, the power and strength. I cannot resist taking what I really want for long, though, so quickly I slip the loincloth away from the enormous bulge beneath and reveal a cock that is indeed larger than any I have ever seen before.

He is smooth and dark, deep pink here. So deep it is almost purple. While human men have a foreskin covering the tip of their penis, his is different. When a human gets very aroused, his foreskin might pull back to reveal the tip, but never more than an inch or so. Asterius’s cock extends from his body in a long, swollen length that looks like it is all highly sensitive. It sits right above a massive sac which is pleasingly smooth. But my eye is drawn to the rounded bars which pierce through the end of his cock in a little row. I stare. This is the strangest place I have ever seen jewelry. If indeed it is jewelry.

As I stare, his cock bobs, the tip moistening with a drop of clear liquid. He lets out a low noise and when I look up at his face, his features are strained, his neck bulging with tendons. My poor, sweet male. Even this close to his enormous member, I have my doubts that he would hurt me. He has made no move to touch me. He just holds very still, his whole body almost vibrating with the strain of it. His hands fist at his sides and his big chest heaves with every breath.

“You don’t have to,” he says again.

That decides me. I reach out my hand, hesitating just before I make contact with the large shaft. I look up at him. “Can I?”

He nods frantically and I smile. Then I close my hand around him—well, I try to. It will not reach the whole way around the girth of him. He is hot and impossibly hard in my grip. As I slip my hand up his length, I run a thumb over the bars and find that they are indeed metal.

“Do these have a special meaning?”

He trembles. This huge male is trembling under my touch. What a heady feeling. But he looks as if he might fall down. I frown and gesture with my head to the rug in front of the hearth. “Perhaps you had best lie down,” I tell him with a smile.

He laughs—a shaky, breathless sound. And he does as I suggest. He still won’t relax though. Instead, he props himself on his elbows to look down at me as I find a place between his thighs. “They are to please a minotarra—a female. But I will remove them if you don’t like them. Only tell me—”

“I think I like them.” I smile at him and his cock jumps again. But he stops me before I can put my hand on him again.

“Wait.” He hands me the strange tool I used to heal his back after fiddling with it for a moment. “Take this. Keep it close. If I... if I lose control, point this at my head, press this button, just like you did before and it will knock me out... I hope.” His throat bobs as he swallows. Then he leans back once more. I’m momentarily distracted by the shape of his hard feet, like the hooves of the large white cattle we keep on the hillsides. His tail flicks against the rug.

I scoot forward and take him in my hand, dipping my head and tasting his salty, rich flavor. I forget everything else.

He groans, long and loud, as I try to stretch my mouth around him and pump him with my hand. His body is trembling again and he pulses on my tongue.

It is difficult to move my hand over him the way I’d like to. It doesn’t help that he is so large, but there’s also not much to slick my movements. Sliding a hand under my skirt, I reach into my folds and coat my fingers with my body’s moisture.

He grunts. “Have mercy, Ariadne. You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

His eyes are locked on the movement of my hand under my skirt. His nostrils flare, and I wonder just how sensitive his sense of smell is. I draw my hand out and his lips part as his eyes fix where the viscous juices spread between my fingers like the web of the spider he named me.

I think he’s going to launch himself at me and I tense, but he only licks his lips and groans again. “Please, little one.”

“I have you. Let me take care of you.” I close my slippery hand around his shaft and he presses his eyes closed, his head finally falling back as his body slumps to the floor. It only takes a moment of my hand working him before his hips are bucking and he is grunting and straining. Poor male. I do not think he will last long.

I flick my tongue over the metal in the end of his cock and wonder at the feel of it. What would it be like inside me? My pussy clenches and I shift in my place as warmth spreads over me. He seems convinced that he would break me, but I have doubts. My cunt is certainly eager to test his cock. I imagine those rounded metal ends rubbing against me deep inside and a trickle of new moisture floods me.

I stroke him up and down, using my other hand to cup his heavy balls as I do. He sighs and groans and the noises only heighten my arousal. I’m so slick my thighs grow damp as they press together around my swollen pussy.

When I can take it no longer, I release his sac and reach my hand back between my legs, spreading them to give myself access. And goddess, it’s so good when I slip a finger to either side of my clitoris that I moan. Asterius raises his head, blinking up at me for a moment before he focuses on what I’m doing. I’ve almost forgotten to stroke him, my pussy feels so good. Just a tiny touch and I’m quivering on the edge of my own orgasm.

Poor male. I concentrate again on my task, but now he’s watching me, his large brown eyes locked on me as if I am a delicacy that he longs to taste. He shudders, and his hips buck violently. He breathes my name again and then calls more frantically.

“Ariadne, lekka! I can’t hold on.”

I don’t move my mouth from him. I’d like to take him deep, but I can’t stretch my lips that far. Instead, I suck the end of him into my mouth and rub my clitoris frantically as the spurts of salty come fill my mouth. I keep working him with my hand until my mouth is filled and I can take no more. I pull back, letting it dribble obscenely over my chin and chest, reveling in the feel of it coating my skin.

He whispers words I cannot recognize, and his body convulses. Then it stops, and he moves quicker than I would have believed to snatch my wrist. I squeak in surprise as he pulls my hand from my throbbing pussy, but before I have time to protest further, he brings it to his lips and suckles almost all of it into his mouth. Then he is licking each finger, an enormous, thick tongue darting out to curl between each digit and suck every last drop of my juices from me.

That is all very well, but my poor cunt aches for him.

I am not left wanting for long though. He gathers me against him and presses me to the floor on the softest part of the rug. He does it so carefully, as if I am made of glass, like the vial I gave him earlier. I almost laugh.

But then he nudges my thighs apart and pushes up my skirts and I’m moaning as that tongue darts right up into my channel while his thumb finds my clitoris and rubs gently.

Oh my goddess, I’m coming instantly. It’s so hard and sudden my legs clamp around his head. Or they would, but somehow he has tucked them over his horns to keep me spread for him. It goes on and on and that tongue finds places inside me I never knew were there. I’m shuddering. Crying his name. Surely the whole palace hears me. My throat is raw and my muscles weak. I take his horns in my hands and manage to push. I call his name again and he finally stops. A last fluttering climax shivers in my core and I sigh.

Asterius is frozen in place, hovering over me, his features a mask of horror. “Where is the healer?”

I fumble around and grasp it, holding it up to him.

He huffs. “You didn’t use it. Did I hurt you?” He hangs his head, not meeting my eyes. “You promised you would use it.”

“I did not need to.” I place a hand over his cheek and stroke with my thumb until he lifts his head and meets my eyes. “I did not need to.”

“Really?” His gaze searches mine. One long ear flicks back. Then he leans down and presses his forehead against mine, his pale horns framing my vision. He changes the angle of his mouth until it brushes over mine in the most tender kiss. Then he sighs, and the edge of tension leaves his body. As he relaxes, he leans into me, his body lowering over mine until he is between my thighs, and I feel the hard evidence that his arousal has returned. So soon!

Just when I am aching for more, when I find the strength to lift my trembling legs and try to wrap them around his hips, he is gone. Lifting from me with a snarl, he tears himself away. “We can’t! I have to go.”

“Wait!”

“I’ll be waiting tomorrow. But I can’t stay longer than that. I’m sorry.”

He is gone from my rooms before I can even struggle to my feet.
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Ariadne

I moon over Asterius for as long as I can keep my eyes open. Which is only moments after I slip into my bed. I’m so wrung out from all the orgasms that I’m asleep almost as soon as my head rests on the pillow. I haven’t taken out my braids, and my hair will be a mess in the morning. It is probably a mess already. And I do not care at all.

I dream about Asterius. At least I try to. In my dream, I’m following him through a maze of thorns, but every time I come close, he retreats around another corner, out of sight. Behind me, Prince Theseus shouts my name, crashing through the maze until he finally bursts through a wall of brambles and blocks my path.

I wake with a start and sit up in the dim morning light. Beside the bed, Thalia stirs on her pallet, and I murmur to her to go back to sleep. “All is well,” I tell her. “Just a dream.”

But all is not well, is it?

The dream lingers even after I wake. I cannot shake it. I cannot return to sleep either, though the sun is not quite over the horizon. So I slip out of the bed and go into my outer room. Pulling back the shutters, I let the room fill with soft, gray light. Then I go to my loom.

I am due to walk with Prince Theseus in the evening, after he and Father have finalized the wedding details. There are many hours to fill before then and when I think of meeting him, I have no appetite to break my fast or sit for another lecture on Greek culture.

My weaving is almost finished. But somehow I cannot bring myself to finish it. Father would have organized the wedding for tomorrow, but I already asked him to delay so that I might present my husband with his wedding gift.

Now looking at the image I selected, I can’t make myself lift the shuttle to add another weft. Instead, I find myself unpicking all my work. I untie the fibers from the shuttles and pull out thread after thread until I’m left with my olive branch border. Then I begin again, reforming the face of the goddess from her satisfied, victorious expression into a mask of horror. I work all day, hardly stopping to eat. When I finally lift my hands from the shuttles, I stare at the scene I have depicted, wondering if I have made a terrible mistake. In my new image, the goddess Athena repels the unwanted advances of the monstrous, deformed god, Hephaestus, who tries to force himself on her. But the god is so excited that he spends impotently on her leg and she brushes his seed away.

I do not know what made me remake the weaving. I do not know what has compelled me to work all day to finish it. Surely now my father will bring forward the day of the wedding and the day of my doom. I can only hope Asterius’s plan to make Theseus see sense will work.

I throw on an ugly tunic and pull back my braids, not bothering with the elaborate make-up I would usually wear for a formal appearance. Thalia walks behind me as we exit the shaded halls of the palace and step into the pleasant evening breeze that ruffles the leaves on the trees lining the east garden. I have deliberately avoided bringing Theseus to the north garden, my favorite summer spot to sit and weave. I do not want to taint it with his presence. He smirks when he turns and sees me approaching, eyes raking over my body and taking in my modest dress.

“Better,” he says, by way of greeting.

I lower my eyes. “I hope it pleases you.”

“This new attitude pleases me, Ariadne. Perhaps we shall get along together after all.”

“I hope so.”

We walk together down the path toward the ornamental pool. I am silent while I consider how I will get him to come with me to the storeroom where I know Asterius is waiting. I have spoken to Thalia about my plan briefly. I did not tell her the truth. Instead I suggested I would like some time alone with my future husband. She probably thinks I am crazy.

“So have you and Father settled on a day for the wedding?” I ask, in order to say something.

Theseus walks stiffly, arms folded behind his back. He puffs out his chest a little at my question. “We have. I wish to return to Athens quickly. It will be the day after tomorrow, provided the auspices are good.”

A numb cold settles over my body. I do my best to ignore it and keep walking, but he turns. Has he noticed my reaction?

He smirks. “Not looking forward to our marriage, princess? Perhaps you’re shy of the marriage bed. Have no fear. You only need to submit to me, and I will take care of the rest.”

I blanch. “Not at all,” I lie. “In fact, I have a gift for you, which I made to celebrate our union. Perhaps I could show it to you now. I hope it will please you.”

He tilts his head to the side, his smirk turning into a real smile, albeit a cold one, highlighted by his thin features. “Very good. Where is it?”

“It is in my chambers.”

He turns to Thalia and snaps his fingers. “Go fetch it.”

Her eyes widen, and she turns to go, but I stop her. “Wait! Um, don’t you think it would be best if we kept a chaperone with us until we are married, my lord? To please the gods?”

He snorts, but shrugs one shoulder. “What do you propose?”

“Let us walk there together and I will fetch it for you myself.”

“Hmm. Very well.”

I don’t know if it is the idea of his wife fetching something for him, or the idea of getting near my chambers that pleases him, but he agrees. I hope desperately it is the former. He hasn’t seemed to show any particular interest in my body, other than in covering it up.

We reach the corridor outside my room and I pause, thinking quickly. “Ah, I forgot. I had Thalia store it in the cellar to keep the mice from it. We’ve had such a terrible problem with mice this year.”

He glares at me. I push on. “We have traps in the cellar to deter them, you see. Let me show you.”

“The cellar?” His look of disdain might as well be for me, as much as the idea of setting a princely foot in the storeroom below the palace, but I tuck my arm under his, leading him to the staircase. He sighs but allows it. All the while, I prattle about how I selected the best wools to weave with and the most expensive colors. Anything to distract him from the fact that I have only a shaky premise to take him down here. Thalia quietly makes herself scarce, no doubt still wondering what on Earth I am doing.

We reach the passage; I light a torch and show Theseus down the stairs, already straining my ears to listen for Asterius. So far I hear nothing.

As I lead him further through the narrow passageways below the palace, the torch gutters and shadows cast strange patterns on the wall.

“How much further must we go? It is very close down here,” he complains.

“Not much further. Ah, here.” I turn the torch to illuminate the place where Thalia has hung the tapestry on the wall. Theseus steps closer, taking in the design. He leans toward it then frowns.

“What... what is the meaning of this? If this is meant to convey some sort of message, woman, you overstep.”

He turns to me, advancing a few steps until I long to retreat. I hold my ground. “The message is what you make it,” I say, holding his gaze.

His glare turns stony. Where is Asterius? In an instant, Theseus’s hand is on my throat, and I have no more time to wonder. 

I am thrown against the wall, and I instantly regret telling Thalia to leave us. My back hits the unforgiving stone, and the breath whooshes from me. Theseus’s face is inches from my own. His eyes narrowed, mouth pressed into a slash across his face.

“Tell me what is the meaning of this!”

I can’t answer. My throat is crushed under his grip. My mouth moves and nothing comes out.

Oh, where is Asterius? What have I done?

I have just enough presence of mind left to thrash desperately and launch a kick at Theseus’s groin. It connects—thank the goddess—and he releases me with a snarl. I gasp a breath into my aching chest, ducking around his swiping fist and into the dark.

I’m scrambling, pushing my shaking limbs to escape him. I have to get away. I have to find the trap we have set.

What if Asterius has already left? He said he couldn’t stay. What if it is only me here in the dark with the monster of Athens?

I’m not thinking clearly. I’ve dropped my torch and I’m not paying attention to where I’m going.

I round a corner and thud straight into a large, warm chest that smells so familiar I sob with relief.

Asterius’s arms go around me for a brief moment before he pulls me to the side so that he stands between me and Theseus.

All I can think of is that I never want him to let me go. Why did I ever think I could go through with this? I cannot marry this monster. I should have insisted Asterius take me away with him. Help me escape this gilded cage. This trap that threatens to crush everything I am. I cling to him, wrapping my arms as far around him as I can manage. His tail flicks against my thighs and his arm tightens around me for a moment before Theseus rounds the corner.
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Asterius

My itarra is in my arms, coated in the acrid scent of her fear. Salty tears coat her cheeks and her chest heaves with the effort of her run through the labyrinth of passages down here. The scent of the filthy human taints her skin.

The Greek must die.

That’s the last rational thought that goes through my head before I act on pure instinct. Blackness teases at the corners of my eyes. Not the natural black of the dark, but a deep, animal nothingness that obliterates my thought, my morals. There’s no point pretending I’m anything other than a savage beast. A beast who will do anything to protect what’s his.

Because she is mine.

I inhale a deep breath and bellow in the face of the man who has hurt her, scared her.

Though she can never take my body into hers, can never accept my seed and end my mating frenzy, she is mine as irrevocably as if I had declared for her and sealed our union in the ancient way.

I’ll fight for her. Die for her. But I certainly won’t give her up.

I step in front of Ariadne, blocking the man from reaching her. He balks at the sight of me. Perhaps he’s smarter than I thought. Then I sling the net my beautiful mate made with her clever fingers, and it tangles around him. He snarls and swears as I use the tension in the net to fling him against the wall. There’s a crack as he hits the hard stone, and I smile savagely.

But it isn’t enough.

He has to suffer more.

I’m on him in an instant. I grab his throat and hold him against the wall. I squeeze and lift until his puny feet dangle above the ground. I roar in his face, coating it with my spittle.

I am immensely satisfied when my nose tells me he has pissed himself.

I fling him away from me in disgust, and he scrabbles on the floor, still tangled in the net.

“You will never touch her again.”

“What is this monster?”

The human is writhing, unable to escape.

I stand over him. “Did you hear me? You don’t touch her. She is mine!”

I hear Ariadne’s indrawn breath behind me. My whole body is attuned to her. I feel a stab of regret, knowing I have no right to the claim, but it’s beyond me to stop at this point. 

“She is mine!” My roar seems to shake the very building.

The human somehow flings the net away, and I see too late that he has a small blade he has used to slash the webbing. He lunges at me, and I kick the blade away. I feel a tiny scratch against my leg.

He jumps to his feet.

“What do you mean, she is yours? Did you have her? Have you slept with this creature, you slut?” He looks around me to where my itarra stands. “No wonder you didn’t want to marry me. Not if you’ve been corrupted by this... thing!”

“The only monster here is you.” Her words echo through the narrow passage, strong and firm, and I want to moan. If only that were true.

The human sees his chance. He’s no match for me and he knows it. Instead, he turns and runs like a coward. But I could no sooner stop my reaction than prevent a falling shuttle crashing to the Earth.

He’s running. There is no threat. And yet I don’t hesitate. I lower my head, ancient instincts taking over. I level my horns at his back and I charge.

“Asterius!”

Ariadne’s scream from behind me makes my ear twitch, but I’m already in motion.

“Asterius, don’t!”

I’m breathing down the coward’s neck. I’m almost on him. He has to slow to find his way around a corner. At the last moment her words register, and I pull to the side. My left horn sinks into the human’s side, and he screams in agony. Shaking my head, I tear free. Red splatters the stone, and he collapses to his knees. Blood gushes from a wound on his right side and drips down my horn.

I raise my head, change my angle to gore him again, but a small hand grips my arm and I freeze.

“Don’t. Please don’t.”

I’m still frozen, chest heaving, my thoughts a mad blur when a scream from ahead makes me snort.

“Thalia!” Ariadne calls to the human woman who has come upon the awful scene. The man is trying to get to his feet, staggering and lurching against the wall.

I should be pleased I haven’t killed him, that he’s able to rise. But all I can think is I’m sorry I twisted. Sorry I didn’t gut him.

I am a monster. She was wrong when she tried to defend me. Even now, I can’t believe she can bear to touch me, to look at me.

To my shame, that won’t stop me taking what’s mine.

More shrieks and shouts come from ahead. I turn and snatch Ariadne, throwing her over my shoulder. Then I charge around another corner, through these now familiar passages. I dash for the exit, and when more humans get in my way, I thrust them aside as easily as if they were calves.

They chase me, but I am faster. I storm through the palace, not even bothering to activate my holotech. It would not hide Ariadne anyway.

Outside the sun is setting, the orange tinted horizon swiftly shrinking into black. I charge through the manicured gardens, tearing up the turf with my hooves, smashing anything that gets in my way. The only care I have is that I don’t hurt my precious cargo.

I thought she would protest. I expected her to scream and flail and hit me, but she does none of those things. Perhaps she has passed out from the shock. The thought sends a fresh wave of guilt through me, hot and bitter.

But I feel her flinch as the guards at the gates raise their voices.

“Halt!”

“Unhand the princess!”

They step in front of me, blocking my path. A small hand pats my back, but I hardly notice. I don’t even slow my pace. I duck the spear the first guard hurls, keeping the shoulder with my itarra behind me. He has only a second to register with horror I’m still coming before I brush him aside, and he hits the wall with a crunch.

“Asterius!” Ariadne calls my name and I hesitate. But then the second guard raises his spear. With a roar, I drop my head and charge. He dives out of the way at the last moment, rolling on the ground and scrambling out of my way. I don’t stop. I barrel on through the wooden gates with an almighty crunch. Wood splinters as my horns and head take the force of the impact. She shrieks and her small fists clutch the long braid that runs down my back. I have a moment’s regret that I’ve scared her again, and then the adrenaline floods my system and I’m through the gates, turning for the hills.

I hear the shouts of pursuers, but my hooves carry me faster than they can run.

Eventually, I slow to a jog, but keep moving. Ariadne had gone quiet, but after a while, she pulls at my hair, tapping my back.

“Asterius. Can we stop?”

“Can’t stop. Being followed.” I huff my answer and keep moving, but then her hands start stroking my back, and I almost stumble.

“All is well. They were following, but I cannot see them anymore.”

I slow. “Really?” My senses must be muddled. I was sure I could still hear them. I pause and listen carefully. Ariadne waits quietly.

Finally I place her gently on her feet, holding her close while she regains her balance. She looks a bit flushed, and she grips my arms for a few moments. She isn’t pulling away. She isn’t screaming. My heart thunders in my chest and my ears flick forward. Is it possible she won’t run from me?

“Are you all right?”

Again, I’m shamed by my little itarra’s gentle consideration for me, when I’ve done nothing but brutalize her people and snatch her against her will like some barbarian. I hang my head. The rush of the frenzy is fading now that the danger truly seems to have passed. At least for now. When I reflect on my actions, the thoughts aren’t pleasant ones.

“Kystha, what have I done?”

She reaches up and strokes my cheek. “All is well.”

I lean in, nuzzling her soft, fragrant skin, and press my own hand on top of hers to hold her there. She is comforting me. My beautiful itarra. I’m the one who should be on my knees, begging for her forgiveness and calming her fears. I press a hundred tiny kisses to her palm until she laughs, a warm, quiet sound that instantly relaxes all the tension in my shoulders.

“I’m sorry, little one. I’m so sorry. I haven’t hurt you, have I?” I draw back reluctantly, looking her over, but I can’t see any scraps or injuries.

She shakes her head. “No. You rescued me.”

“Kidnapped you,” I mumble at my hooves.

“You saved me. If you hadn’t taken me, I would have followed. Please do not tell me you are having regrets. I will not let you send me back.”

I gape at her, my ears flicking in astonishment. “Send you back? I mean, you won’t?”

She presses herself against my chest, laying her cheek to my pecs and snaking her arms around me. It’s all I can do to return the hug. I can hardly believe this is happening. It’s at this point that my cock chooses to make me aware of the other urgent need I have. I ignore it.

“Don’t send me back.”

I stroke her hair as gently as I can manage. “Never. I like to think I’d do it if you asked me to, but I’m ashamed to say that’s probably not true.”

“I want to stay with you.”

By all the powers in the heavens, there were never words designed to break me like these simple ones spoken by the sweetest female who ever lived. I’m almost undone with the strength of my reaction. I choke down my tears and try to gain control of my voice.

“I want that too. Very much.”

“Then you will let me come with you to your world? And be your mate?”

A low groan escapes my throat and my cock throbs. Surely she feels it, but she doesn’t retreat from me. It only makes the torment sweeter. “I can’t be your mate, sweet one. Not fully. But I will stay with you for whatever time I have left, and I’ll take you anywhere you wish to go.”

I don’t even bother pointing out to her that we can’t return to my home planet. Not with her a class four species and me in clear breach of several Federacy laws. It won’t matter soon. At least I can hold her in my arms a while longer, and taste that sweet cunt again before I die.

She frowns up at me. “What do you mean, what time you have left?”

“Don’t worry about that now. Let me get you somewhere safe and warm before it gets too cold.” She’s already starting to shiver as the temperature drops. I have nothing here to give her to keep her warm. I’m such a fool. All I can do now is try to get her back to my shuttle and my supplies.
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Ariadne

Asterius carries me many miles. I alternate between clinging to his back and resting in his arms. He is unbelievably strong. He moves much faster than I could, even while carrying my weight as well. I am glad of it. Being pressed against his warm body keeps the chill of the night air at bay. His scent is familiar and comforting. I lean my ear against his chest and listen to his rough, panting breaths.

After a while, his breathing becomes more ragged. His arms tighten around me. I look up. His brow is furrowed, veins standing out against the thick column of his neck.

“I am too heavy. Put me down. I can walk awhile.”

He shakes his head.

He walks on, but his gait is uneven. He is limping, I realize. I tug on his horn until he looks at me. “Stop.”

He stops, though he looks pained. “What is it, little spider?”

“You are hurt.”

“It’s nothing.” He takes a few more steps until I tug on his horn again.

“Asterius!”

He huffs out a long breath, but stops again and places me carefully on my feet.

“Let me look.”

“It’s nothing,” he repeats through clenched teeth.

Stubborn male.

I get to my knees to look at his leg, but before I can even touch him, a low groan echoes through the valley. I pull back, looking up, and notice the enormous erection tenting his loincloth, practically at eye level.

Oh! Is this what’s troubling him?

“Ariadne, I need to get you back to my shuttle, where you’ll be safe. Please. I’m not sure I can hold out much longer. It’s worse than I thought.”

“What is?”

“The frenzy. It’s more...” He trails off, squeezing his eyes shut as his cock surges against the leather of his loincloth.

“And you are hurting? Let me help you like I did before.”

“No!” As I watch, he takes a long breath in and lets it out slowly. “No. I won’t be able to hold back this time. It’s too much.”

“But will you be able to continue? Will it hurt you? I do not understand. What will happen if you have no relief?”

He sighs, running a hand over his hair, pushing it back from those soulful eyes. “I’m not sure. Maybe I should... maybe I should take you back.”

“No!” Now it’s my voice that’s raised. I can’t help it. I am not going back. Theseus would only take out his humiliation and disgust on me in any case. I am safer gone from Knossos, though it pains me to think what my family might suffer because of my choice. I find I am too selfish to want to sacrifice my own safety for the father and mother who were quite prepared to trade me to that monster in exchange for theirs.

He gives me a weak smile. “Then let’s keep going. Maybe if I can rest, it’ll get better.” He says this with such a lack of conviction, I already know he’s not being honest. I just cannot tell if it is me he hopes to deceive or himself.

Perhaps both.

I climb onto his back, and we continue. Asterius trots over the rough countryside until the light rises on our left and then we are descending into a deep canyon, still dark and shadowy in the early morning light.

His body is covered in sweat. His breathing is even rougher than before. Occasionally he stumbles, making me cling tighter around his broad shoulders.

At one point on our descent, he crashes to his knee, groaning and leaning forward over the huge bulge in his loincloth. His fists are bunched by his side and he won’t look at me or touch me, even when I slide from his back and caress his face.

After a while he gets up again, but he doesn’t try to lift me. We walk the last part of the journey together in silence, both lost in worry.

Suddenly he stops me, his hand hovering near my arm, but not touching. “We are here.”

I look around, but see nothing.

He described a shuttle, a kind of ship that flies through the air, but I can see only rock and shrub. Then he raises his hand and presses a device on his wrist I had thought was a bracelet. A shimmer in the air in front of us disperses to reveal a hard, metal object so shiny I would not have believed it real if I had not seen it with my own eyes. It is curved all over and about the size of a small room, though it looks to me more like an egg.

Another motion from him and an opening appears in the side of the egg, which before was completely smooth. I gasp, but I know it is safe. Asterius would never put me in danger. So I step forward and follow him inside the strange object, gasping again when I discover the interior is filled with furnishings at once strange, but also recognizable as chairs and tables. Many things I do not recognize. A large rectangular object lit with hundreds of tiny lights and with raised objects in different shapes. A large window shows a view of the world outside, and I am very glad of it. To be shut in this strange box with no tether to my world might be too much just now.

Asterius collapses on the floor with his arms and head resting on a sofa or bed with a thin, black cushion on top which looks terribly uncomfortable, but when I go to sit next to him, it is surprisingly soft and seems to mold to my body. I place a hand over his back and stroke gently. He trembles under my touch.

“What can I do?”

An agonized growl rumbles in his chest. “I don’t know. I don’t think there’s anything. I’m sorry, Ariadne. I thought it might be okay. I thought at least I’d have longer.”

I am silent for a moment as I consider his words. My next question is not one I think I wish to have answered, but I need to ask it anyway. “Will it kill you?”

He pauses for far too long. I have my answer then.

Asterius sighs and lifts his head to wipe the tears from my cheeks. “Don’t cry, little itarra.”

“Don’t die, then!” I snap, aware that I am being ridiculous, but I cannot help it.

He chuckles, but it changes to a groan when I fling my arms around him and press kisses all over every part of him I can reach. I pull back, wiping furiously at my eyes.

“You cannot die now. Not when I have just found you.”

He sighs and leans his forehead against mine. “I don’t want to leave you either, but I can’t help it. Your scent is too good. And I can’t risk hurting you.”

“What if you didn’t? What if we could... mate? That is what it would take to cure you, isn’t it?”

Another long groan. His hands around my back pull me closer until I’m in his lap on the floor. I do not even think twice before my legs are around his hips, and I’m grinding down over his rock hard length. He captures my mouth in a frenzied kiss. Our teeth clash and our tongues tangle together until I’m moaning and I know my slick is covering the outside of his loincloth where it sits as the only barrier between us.

I want him so badly, this gorgeous male, who seems prepared to die rather than hurt me. I just cannot believe it isn’t possible. I pull back, and he lets me. He pants and his tail swats the ground behind him. He looks away from me, but I am not giving up. Not yet.

I reach out quickly and tug away the loincloth, letting his cock free to jut out toward me. Just the sight of it makes me lick my lips, remembering the way he shuddered under my touch, my tongue. The way his salty musk tasted as I drank him in. And those appealing little piercings along the tip. His cock is hard and so swollen today that the color is even deeper purple than the last time I saw it. The tip weeps with moisture and as I stare, it twitches and trembles over and over.

“Ariadne, please. Don’t. I can’t hurt you. I can’t.”

I look at him for another moment. It is large, certainly, but it is not larger than the head of an infant. Not even close. And a woman’s body is made to stretch. There is a reason we worship a goddess. A woman’s body is powerful enough to bring life into the world. One poor, aching cock won’t defeat me.

“It will be well,” I tell him, my voice ringing with my newfound certainty. “I can take it. I will take it. And you will recover.”

His eyes snap to mine and he searches my face. He must trust what he finds there because he lets out a long sigh and nods once. Then he’s reaching for me and I’m back in his lap. I pull off the awful tunic I put on to cover myself for Prince Theseus, leaving myself bare to his gaze. He makes a choked sound, and his trembling hands reach up to cover my breasts, thumbs toying with the nipples until I’m writhing against him.

“So beautiful, Ariadne. My itarra. You’re lekking gorgeous. I’d love it if you never cover these perfect breasts again.”

I laugh and push against his palms. “I may not. Particularly if you will keep touching me like that.”

A low sound of approval thrums through his chest. “I’d touch them forever if I could.”

“Oh.” I pretend to look sad. “But I thought you might be busy doing other things.”

He groans and I rock against him, slicking the head of his cock with my dew as I capture it between our bodies. His hands go to my hips, and he clings while we rock together. My hands on his shoulders and my feet on the floor control what passes between us.

I push down against him slowly, taking just a little of his crown into myself, and already I feel the stretch. But I will not be deterred. I’m about to try again when his hands at my hips stop me.

“Wait.”

Now it’s my turn to groan in frustration and a little laugh huffs from him. Sweat is beaded on his brow and I reach to wipe it away.

“What is it?”

He’s fumbling for something at his belt. The healer! He hands it to me and holds my fingers around it until I take it.

“If I get too rough. If I try to force you, if I hurt you—”

“You won’t!”

“Itarra, please. Promise me. Promise me you’ll use it.”

I sigh. If it will get him to agree to let me try—really try—then I have no choice. “I promise.”

He nods, and his hands go back to my hips to hold me steady. But try as I might, I cannot find an angle that works. My body feels stretched, pushed to its limit. I can only take the head of him and I know it’s not the widest part. Those piercings do not help either. As much as I long to have them inside me and I still believe they would feel amazing, they are uncomfortable right at my entrance when he already seems too much.

I grunt with irritation and pull back. He shakes his head sadly. “It’s okay, itarra. You tried. Thank you for trying.”

“I am not giving up,” I protest. Lying back, I spread my legs and push two fingers inside myself. My body is used to this, and it’s easy. I’m still slick and I thrust in and out for a while, closing my eyes and pressing the heel of my palm down over my clitoris. After a while, I relax again. I’m lifting my hips and my breathing is coming faster. But it’s still not enough. I need more.

“Your hands, your mouth,” I gasp. Asterius leaps to obey. He pulls my hand away and his mouth descends on my pussy, immediately finding the spot I like. I gasp and push up against him. Then that magic tongue is licking me, reaching places I do not think any man has ever found. I’m close. I’m so close that the need is sucking at me, making the walls of my sex long to clench around something.

“Stretch me,” I grit out and he pushes two of his thick fingers inside me. Oh, goddess, it feels good. So good. He thrusts those strong fingers inside me, all the while he’s licking and sucking at my clitoris, and I’m almost floating. He has one large hand under my bottom, lifting me toward his hungry mouth, and he devours me like I’m the best thing he’s ever tasted.

From the sounds he is making, I am.

His breath is hot against my skin, and he squeezes me, reaching further, adding another finger. Then I’m flying over the edge of a precipice and I drift for the longest time in bliss.

I hardly know where I am. When I blink up at him, he’s still laving hungrily at my sex and that point between pleasure and pain is quickly approaching. I pull desperately at his horn and call his name.

“Asterius! Asterius! Now! You have to try.”

For a moment I do not think he will stop. He seems ready to keep plundering every drop of pleasure from my body. But then his eyes lose some of their glassy haze and his gaze snaps to mine. He spreads his fingers. He stretches me wider still. Yes!

Then his hand is gone from me, and he descends over me in one fast motion.

“Yes, now.” I’m pulling him down over me, wrapping my legs around his hips. His cock notches at my entrance and he thrusts. It’s fast, and it’s deep and suddenly he’s inside me. I feel full. I feel so full, but my body remembers the warm rush of pleasure from moments ago, and I hold on to that. I let him fill me, let my body stretch, until it only feels good.

“Yes.” I look up at him with a smile, and he stares at me in wonder. “Yes. Keep going.”
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THIRTEEN
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Asterius

I’m inside her.

My sweet mate has somehow managed to take my whole shaft into her, and lekka me, it’s the best thing I’ve ever felt. I can’t believe I haven’t broken her. That I didn’t tear her apart.

There’s still time, of course.

I try to remind myself that I must be careful with her as I nudge gently in and out, determined to hold back. It’s so good though. Pleasure courses up my spine, and my whole body is consumed by it. I hold myself off her with my arms and push into her slowly, watching her face for any signs of pain or discomfort.

She wraps herself around me. Her legs pull me closer and her hands caress my arms and shoulders, reaching up to cup my face while she looks at me with that open, trusting smile. It’s all I can do to hold on to my control while my cock slips in and out of her tight, slick channel. Her body flutters around me, and I groan. My balls tighten, and I thrust forward faster than I mean to.

Kystha. Her face scrunches up, and she makes a breathy noise. My throat grows tight with agony. But then she makes it again, that little whimper, and her mouth curves into a smile. “Yes, yes. Keep going!”

Breathing out another curse, my hips pump into her before I can stop myself. She only pushes her hips up to meet me and calls my name louder.

How is it possible such a perfect creature is mine?

She’s taken all of me and wants more. She’s not afraid of my frenzy at all. She seems to welcome it. With that thought, I can’t hold back any longer.

I wish that I could kiss her, but in this position, with the difference in our size it is impossible. I’m too afraid to shift her or change anything in case it somehow puts her off. I still can’t believe she’s taking me. Letting my body drop over hers, I thrust until I’m grinding against her, drawing those little breathy sighs from her over and over.

My vision blurs, but this time it’s not blackness that takes me, but the warm, rich brown of my itarra’s small body, and I’m lost in her.

Take me, consume me, I’m yours. I would say these things to her, but I can’t form words at this point. I’m too far gone. I’ll just have to tell her when it’s over. And for the first time in days, I start to think I’m coming out the other side of this. That there might be more joinings with my sweet mate. That I might actually get to hold her for a lifetime instead of a few stolen moments.

I could lift my head and bellow out my triumph, but that’d be a waste of energy. Instead, I lean into her; I inhale her sweetness, and I fill her with everything I can’t say right now.

When her sighs and moans quiet, I adjust my angle, giving her new friction against her inner walls. Soon she’s writhing beneath me. But it’s still not enough. I need her to come on my cock.

Slipping my hand between us to find her little nub, I press and rub, even as I continue the relentless rhythm of my hips. Finally she clenches around me, squeezing me so perfectly I can’t hold back any more. I’m undone.

My come floods her as I spend, draining the frenzy from me into a safe vessel. She can take it. She can take all of me. The monstrous rage, the passion, the failures. She takes them all and turns them into something better. She sees me as her savior, her protector. And for her I am.

I will be.

I lean in for one final kiss, silently promising to be everything she ever needs me to be. Knowing that with her love, I can be.

Now if only I could only put any of that into words.

I collapse, rolling us until she is on top of me. We are still joined, and I can’t think about separating from her perfect body just yet. I suppose I’ll relent when my cock betrays me and softens so much it slips from her, but until then I’ll stay. My lovely mate tucks her head onto my chest and sighs. We lie there for what could be hours. I feel at once completely shattered and somehow rejuvenated, reborn.

***
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Eventually I slide from her body and let the cooling puddle of my seed drip from her and onto my leg. She isn’t bothered by it and I revel in the scent of my come coating her skin, marking her as mine. Our mingled juices mark me too, and I breathe it in and smile. I lift my tiny mate and place her gently on the sleeping platform, pressing the button to extend it so it is large enough for both of us. Already she is half sleeping as I lay her down. She makes a small, contented sigh and nuzzles against my pillow placed under her head.

I quietly make my way to the control panel and swipe my ID. The screen blinks to life and I quickly silence the ship’s computer with a tap of my finger. I enter a quick message and send it out to each of my crew members, scattered elsewhere on the surface of the planet, awaiting rescue.

Shuttle crash location 2835B.5069. Make your way here if possible, or contact me to acknowledge you’ve received this message. I’m scouting for fuel and I’ll begin a search as soon as possible. Stay out of sight of locals wherever possible and hang in there. I’m coming for you.

Returning to my mate, I gaze down at her in wonder. She is so beautiful there. Just the sight of her dark braids against my bedding reshapes my whole world. Everything has changed, but nothing has. It’s still imperative I find my crew and the fuel we need to leave Earth. I’ll have to work out a justification for bringing my itarra with me. Though now she’s bonded to me there’s a much better chance. Even Federacy laws recognize the mate bond as sacred.

Somehow I squeeze my bulky frame onto the sleeping platform beside her. Instantly she turns and snuggles close and I let out a contented sigh.

It will work out. It has to. There’s no way I’m ever letting her go. I know my fierce, resilient mate will cope with the challenges of adjusting to life in the stars.

I’ll keep her with me and cherish every moment as her belly swells with our offspring and we will find a way to make a new life together.

***
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Thanks for reading! You can find more from me and keep in touch with all my news here: http://linktr.ee/AmiWright
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