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– The Orbital Welcome I swallowed hard, my fingers tightening around my datapad–the screen spiderwebbed from that unfortunate encounter with the floor of my shitty apartment. Just another research post, I reminded myself. Just another paycheck. Just keep walking before they realize how badly you need this. The station’s interior was blindingly white, the kind of sterile that made you feel like bacteria under a microscope. Distant machinery thrummed through the deck plating, a constant vibration that settled into my bones. Through the floor-to-ceiling observation windows, the gas giant below swirled in violent oranges and purples, its storms churning like something alive. 

»Dr. Carter?«

A voice crackled from the overhead comms. I jumped, my grip slipping on the datapad. Smooth, Ella. Real smooth. 

»Yeah. Present.«

»Proceed to Sector D for orientation.«

Right. Orientation. With him. The walk was long, my boots clicking too loudly against the metal grating. Every security scan I passed beeped in annoyance, like even the AI could smell the desperation on me. My student loans weren’t just breathing down my neck–they were choking me, and this was the only job that paid enough to make a dent. I paused outside the massive doors to Sector D, wiping my palms on my lab coat. The last research assistant had quit after two weeks. The one before that had transferred to a deep-space mining rig–voluntarily. The doors slid open. Cold air rushed out, carrying the faint, metallic scent of ozone. The lab stretched before me, sleek and humming, but my attention snagged on the figure at the center of it. Xal’thar. He stood with his back to me, all coiled muscle and dark, scaled skin that shimmered under the harsh lab lights. His tail–fuck, he had a tail–twitched once, lazily, like he already knew I was there and was deciding whether to acknowledge me. 

»You’re late,« he said, not turning around. My stomach dropped. 

»Shuttle was delayed.«

A lie. I’d been sitting in the docking bay for twenty minutes, psyching myself up. He finally turned, and I had to stop myself from taking an instinctive step back. His eyes were pure black, no whites, no iris–just endless dark pits that locked onto me with unsettling focus. 

»You broke your datapad.«

I glanced down at the cracked screen, the smudges from my too-tight grip. 

»It still works.«

His nostrils flared slightly, like he was scenting the air between us. 

»Desperation has a particular odor, Dr. Carter.«

Oh god. My face burned. He stepped closer, his massive frame dwarfing mine. 

»I don’t care why you’re here,« he said, voice a low rumble. 

»Only that you do your job without wasting my time.«

I swallowed. 

»Understood.«

His gaze flicked over me once, dismissive. 

»Lab protocols are on the terminal. Learn them.«

Then he turned away, tail flicking again–dismissed. I exhaled shakily, gripping the datapad like a lifeline. Just another research post. But the way his scales gleamed under the lights said otherwise.

The android escorting me didn’t speak. It moved with eerie precision, its synthetic muscles flexing beneath smooth, chrome plating. The halls of the facility were quiet–too quiet–the hum of distant machinery the only sound aside from my own too-quick breaths. 

»This way,« the android intoned, voice devoid of inflection. I followed, my fingers twisting the hem of my lab coat into wrinkled knots. The path twisted deeper into the facility, past sealed chambers with observation windows that offered glimpses inside. I shouldn’t have looked. I definitely should not have looked. But I did. The first chamber held a group of women–human women–lounging on plush cushions, their limbs tangled together in lazy, languid heaps. Their eyes were glassy, pupils dilated, lips parted as if caught mid-sigh. One of them turned her head toward the glass, blinking slowly, her gaze sliding right past me like I wasn’t even there. A muscle in my jaw twitched. What the hell kind of research facility is this? The air smelled thick–sweet, cloying. Not perfume. Something deeper. Pheromones. My skin prickled. 

»What’s in those rooms?«

I asked, voice tighter than I meant it to be. The android didn’t answer. I swallowed, forcing my legs to keep moving, but my pulse was hammering now. Another chamber. More women. One of them was curled against a wall, knees drawn up, fingers tracing absent patterns over her own bare thigh. Her lips moved, murmuring something I couldn’t hear. No. No, no, no. I knew that look. That vacant surrender. That was the look of someone who’d been conditioned. My stomach twisted. 

»That’s not part of the research,« I muttered, mostly to myself. The android remained silent. I’d heard rumors about Xal’thar’s work, of course. The whispers about behavioral modification, about neural recalibration. But seeing it–this–made my skin crawl. And yet. And yet. A traitorous flicker of curiosity sparked in my chest. The scientist in me wanted to know. Wanted to understand. Wanted to dissect the exact chemical composition of whatever was pumping through those vents, turning those women into docile, sighing creatures. My fingers twitched for a scanner. Then I caught sight of my own reflection in the glass–pale-faced, wide-eyed, lips pressed into a thin line of judgment. Hypocrite. Because for all my disgust, my pulse was still racing. And not just from fear. The android stopped abruptly outside a set of double doors. 

»Orientation begins now.«

I exhaled hard. Right. Him. The doors hissed open. Cold air rushed out, carrying the faintest trace of ozone–and something darker, earthier. Him. I stepped inside. The room was dimly lit, monitors flickering with data I couldn’t parse fast enough. And there, in the center of it all Xal’thar. His scaled back was turned to me, the ridges along his spine catching the low light. His tail–that damned tail–curled lazily at his side, the tip twitching once. Like he sensed me. Like he knew. 

»You’re late,« he said, voice a low, rumbling thing that slid under my skin. I tightened my grip on my datapad. 

»Shuttle delay,« I lied. He turned. Slowly. Black eyes locked onto mine–no whites, no pupils, just endless, depthless dark. The kind of gaze that didn’t just look. It dissected. 

»You broke your datapad,« he observed. I glanced down at the cracked screen. 

»Still functional.«

His nostrils flared. Just slightly. Like he was tasting the air between us. Can he smell my nerves? Can he smell the lie? He took a step forward. His size alone should have been terrifying–towering, broad, every inch of him built for primal dominance–but it wasn’t fear making my breath hitch. It was something worse. 

»Desperation has a particular scent, Dr. Carter,« he murmured. My face burned. Another step. Close enough now that I could see the fine ridges of his scales, the way they shifted with every breath. Close enough that I felt the heat rolling off him. He leaned in. 

»I don’t care why you’re here,« he said, voice dropping lower. 

»Only that you do your job without wasting my time.«

My throat worked. 

»Understood.«

His gaze flicked over me–once–dismissive. 

»Lab protocols are on the terminal. Learn them.«

Then he turned away, tail flicking in clear dismissal. I exhaled shakily, gripping the datapad like it could anchor me. Just another research post. But the way his scales gleamed under the dim lights said otherwise.

My palms were slick against the datapad, fingers twitching against the cracked screen. The lab was too quiet, the only sound the slow, deliberate clicking of Xal’thar’s claws against the console as he input data. Every breath I took tasted thick with ozone and something deeper–musky, primal. Stop sniffing the air like some desperate animal, I scolded myself. But it was impossible not to. Not when his scent wrapped around me like a physical presence, sinking into my skin, making my pulse jump. I clenched my thighs together. Professional. Clinical. Detached. Yeah, right. 

»Your breathing is uneven.«

His voice slid over me–low, textured, the hint of a hiss beneath the words. I didn’t look up, pretending to scroll through lab protocols I wasn’t reading. 

»Jet lag,« I muttered. 

»Mmm.«

That sound alone sent heat crawling up my neck. Like he knew. Like he knew exactly what his proximity was doing to my traitorous body. The way my nipples ached under my lab coat, tight enough to hurt. The way my core throbbed, slick and needy. Disgusting. I swallowed hard, forcing my eyes up. He was watching me. Not like a scientist observing a specimen, not like a superior assessing an employee. No, this was something else. Predatory. Calculating. His black, depthless eyes tracked the way my throat worked, the faint tremor in my fingers. 

»Are you afraid of me, Dr. Carter?«

The question was casual, but the way his tail coiled slowly around his thigh said otherwise. Testing. Probing. I straightened my spine. 

»Should I be?«

A slow, deliberate blink–reptilian, controlled. Then, without warning, he was there, his massive frame crowding into my space, one clawed hand braced against the console beside my hip. The heat of him was suffocating, his scent flooding my senses. My breath stuttered. 

»I think,« he murmured, tilting his head, «you’re afraid of how much you aren’t afraid.«

His voice was silk over steel. And I I hated that he was right. My pulse pounded between my thighs. My skin prickled where his breath ghosted over my cheek. If I leaned forward, just an inch, my lips would brush against the smooth, iridescent scales of his throat. His nostrils flared. He can smell me. The realization hit like a shock of ice water. My arousal. My shame. My helpless, humiliating want. I jerked back, nearly dropping the datapad again. 

»I should–review the protocols.«

My voice was too high, too tight. Xal’thar didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just studied me with that unnerving, unreadable gaze before finally stepping back. 

»See that you do,« he said, smooth as ever. But I caught it–the faintest flick of his tail. The barest tightening of his claws. He wasn’t unaffected. And that was the most dangerous thing of all.

The datapad slipped from my fingers–again–clattering against the sterile metal floor. My hands were shaking, slick with sweat I refused to acknowledge. Professional. Clinical. Detached. The mantra was starting to sound like a joke. Xal’thar moved before I could, his long, sinuous tail curling around the device with effortless grace. He lifted it, tendrils unfurling from the tip, wrapping the datapad in a possessive grip. The bioluminescent veins along his forearm pulsed faintly, casting eerie blue highlights against the cold steel walls. 

»Careless,« he murmured, his voice a low, textured purr. 

»Occupational hazard when you’re distracted,« I muttered, reaching for it. He didn’t let go. Instead, one tendril–smooth, warm, too warm–brushed against the inside of my wrist. A shock of heat shot up my arm, leaving goosebumps in its wake. I sucked in a sharp breath. His pheromones clung to my skin, thick and intoxicating, something between petrichor and spice. 

»You’re cataloging me.«

His lips curved in amusement, sharp canines flashing. 

»Not even bothering to hide it.«

»Merely noting physiological responses,« I lied. 

»Mmm.«

Another slow, deliberate sound, vibrating through me like a physical touch. 

»And what conclusion does your scientific mind draw, Doctor?«

His tendril slid higher, tracing the delicate veins of my inner wrist, lingering where my pulse pounded like a trapped thing. I swallowed hard. 

»Hyperactive sympathetic nervous system response,« I managed, watching the way his pupils dilated at the words. 

»Increased perspiration. Elevated heart rate.«

»All symptoms of fear,« he mused. 

»Or arousal.«

The second the word left my mouth, I wanted to claw it back. His nostrils flared, scenting the air between us. He knows. He could smell it–the slick heat between my thighs, the way my nipples were stiff peaks under my lab coat. 

»Interesting hypothesis,« he murmured, voice dropping to a growl. 

»Shall we test it?«

His thumb–claw retracted–brushed the corner of my lip. A tease. A threat. I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, fighting the whimper threatening to escape. 

»This is–« My voice cracked. Unprofessional. Reckless. Dangerous. 

»Necessary research,« he finished for me, leaning in. His scent wrapped around me, dragging a soft, involuntary noise from my throat. His smirk deepened. The station’s overhead lights flickered, a sharp interruption. The emergency comms crackled to life, a synthetic voice announcing an unexpected power fluctuation in Sector 7. Xal’thar exhaled through his nose, tail tightening briefly around the datapad before finally relinquishing it. The sudden loss of contact left me unsteady, my skin buzzing where he’d touched. 

»You should go,« he said, stepping back with predatory grace. 

»Before you miss your debriefing.«

But his eyes said something else entirely. This isn’t over. I clutched the datapad to my chest like a shield and fled.

My datapad screen flickered, the crack in the corner spiderwebbing toward the center. I pressed my thumb against it, grounding myself in the sharp bite of broken glass–anything to keep from looking up. Xal’thar circled me. Not like a colleague. Not like someone waiting for a status report. No, this was something primal. Something that made the fine hairs on the back of my neck rise. His tendrils coiled lazily in the air, tracing invisible patterns between us, each movement deliberate. Watching. Testing. 

»You haven’t started the debrief, Doctor.«

His voice was too smooth, too knowing. I tapped the screen harder than necessary. 

»I’m getting there.«

»Mmm.«

That sound again. Like he was tasting my resistance, savoring the way my fingers trembled just slightly when I swiped through files. The station’s vents hummed, cycling cold, recycled air, but my skin burned. His scent clung to me–dark spice, something electric underneath, like ozone before a storm. I could still feel the phantom brush of his tendril against my wrist, the way it had explored my pulse as if memorizing the rhythm. 

»Protocol mandates a full psychological evaluation before any further testing,« I said, forcing my voice flat. Professional. Like I wasn’t hyper-aware of every breath he took, every shift of his massive frame in the too-small lab space. 

»I’ve read your notes.«

My throat went dry. 

»Then you know the risks.«

His lips curled, revealing the barest hint of fang. 

»I do.«

The datapad beeped, flashing red–corrupted data. I exhaled through my nose. Perfect. 

»Looks like we’ll have to reschedule,« I said, feigning frustration. But my pulse was a frantic drumbeat against my ribs. Xal’thar stepped closer. His tail curled around the leg of my chair, trapping me without a single touch. 

»We could improvise.«

I swallowed. 

»Not how this works.«

»No?«

He leaned down, one clawed hand braced on the desk beside me, caging me in. His breath ghosted over my ear. 

»Then tell me, Doctor... what does work?«

Every rational thought dissolved. His pheromones thickened the air, heady and intoxicating, dragging a shiver from deep inside me. My nails bit into my palms. I should push him away. Should recite protocol, demand space, remind us both why this was a terrible idea. Instead, my traitorous body arched toward him. A slow, satisfied rumble vibrated against my skin. Then The door hissed open. 

»Dr. Carter?«

A hesitant voice from the corridor. Xal’thar straightened with liquid grace, his expression smoothing into something deceptively neutral. But his eyes They burned. 

»Your debriefing,« he murmured, stepping back. 

»Wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.«

I stood on unsteady legs, gripping the datapad like a lifeline. This wasn’t over. And we both knew it.
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–Observation The scent of jasmine-laced pheromones clogged the ventilation system, thick enough to taste. I adjusted my headset, tapping the mic to activate the recording. 

»Observation Log 17, Dr. Ella Carter. Subject: Harem social dynamics. Commencing documentation.«

The viewing chamber was all glass and cold titanium–clinical, sterile, a stark contrast to the lush opulence of the harem beyond. The women moved in eerie synchronization, their steps light, their laughter timed too perfectly. Like marionettes on invisible strings. I chewed the inside of my cheek, flipping through my notes. Too perfect. They lounged in jewel-toned silks, limbs draped over cushions, fingers tracing absent patterns on each other’s skin. I’d seen enough high-society gatherings to know forced smiles, the kind that didn’t reach the eyes. But this? This was something else. 

»Behavioral cohesion exceeds standard social bonding markers,« I muttered into the mic. 

»No visible hierarchy or tension. No individualistic tendencies. Unnatural.«

The hairs on my arms prickled. A sharp trill from my comm unit made me jump. My fingers fumbled as I answered. 

»Dr. Carter here.«

»Status report,« came the clipped response. 

»Still compiling data,« I lied, watching as one of the women–Veyla, if I remembered her name right–tilted her head just a fraction too slow. As if listening to a voice I couldn’t hear. 

»Expedite. High Command wants preliminary findings by end of cycle.«

»Understood.«

I ended the call before they could demand more. A low hum worked its way up my throat–some half-remembered pop song from my Earth days–but I swallowed it back. Not here. Not where he might hear. Xal’thar’s harem wasn’t just guarded. It was watched. And not just by me. I adjusted the holocamera, zooming in on the way the women’s fingers interlaced in perfect unison. No hesitation, no missteps. Like they were A shadow shifted in the corner of my vision. My breath hitched. One of them was staring. Directly at me. Her lips curved into a smile that didn’t belong on a human face. Then, in perfect sync with the others, she turned away. My fingers tightened around the stylus. What the hell was happening here?

The scent of jasmine-laced pheromones coiled through the air, thick and cloying, like syrup in my lungs. I exhaled slowly, forcing my grip on the datapad to loosen before I cracked the screen. 

»Observation Log 17, Dr. Ella Carter. Subject: Harem social dynamics. Commencing documentation.«

My voice sounded mechanical even to my own ears. The viewing chamber was a sterile cube of titanium and reinforced glass, a cold counterpoint to the velvet-lush sprawl of the harem beyond. Women draped in jewel-toned silks moved with eerie synchronicity–limbs curling around cushions, laughter bubbling in perfect unison. Too perfect. I tapped my stylus against the datapad, my teeth worrying the inside of my cheek. 

»Behavioral cohesion exceeds standard social bonding markers,« I murmured into the mic. 

»No visible hierarchy. No individualistic tendencies. Unnatural.«

The word tasted bitter. A soft chime from my comm unit shattered my focus. I jabbed the receiver, my pulse jumping. 

»Dr. Carter here.«

»Status report,« the voice on the other end clipped. 

»Still compiling data,« I lied, watching as Veyla–if that was even her real name–tilted her head in a slow, deliberate motion. Like she was listening to something beyond the walls. Beyond me. 

»Expedite. High Command wants preliminary findings by end of cycle.«

»Understood.«

I killed the connection before they could demand more. A half-remembered tune from Earth bubbled up in my throat–something from a dive bar with sticky floors and too many regrets–but I swallowed it back. Not here. Not where he might hear. Xal’thar’s harem wasn’t just guarded. It was monitored. And not just by me. I adjusted the holocamera, zooming in on the unnatural precision of their movements. Fingers lacing together without hesitation, lips curving in smiles that never reached their eyes. Like they were A shadow flickered at the edge of my vision. I froze. One of them–pale-haired, with eyes too dark for her delicate features–was staring right at me. Her lips parted, not in a smile, but something sharper. And then, as if she had never broken formation, she turned away. But not before pressing something into my palm. The damp warmth of folded paper seared my skin. My breath hitched. I couldn’t look. Not yet. The rest of the women continued their pantomime of leisure, their movements flawless, their laughter a chorus of hollow notes. But my fingers curled tight around the note, pulse hammering against my ribs. Whatever this was–it wasn’t protocol. And in a place like this, secrets were more dangerous than knives.

The folded note burned in my palm, a tiny, illicit secret hidden beneath my professional detachment. I forced my fingers to unclench just enough to slide it into my sleeve without the cameras catching the motion. My throat was too dry to swallow. 

»Observation Log 17, addendum,« I said, voice steady despite the way my pulse skittered. 

»Subject shows signs of collective awareness beyond expected parameters. Recommend further study.«

I didn’t believe for a second that was what High Command wanted. They weren’t paying me to study the harem–they were paying me to find its weaknesses. To dissect whatever conditioning Xal’thar had used to make these women move like puppets on strings. The pale-haired woman–Veyla–smiled at me again from across the chamber. Blink and you’d miss it. A flicker of something knowing. Conditioning. That’s all this was. A test. A way to see if I’d break protocol. I exhaled through my nose and turned back to my datapad, scrolling through previous logs. My thumbnail caught on a hairline fracture along the edge of the screen. A nervous habit. One I needed to break before it left me with a shattered device and an excuse for Command to dock my pay. The footage rolled–hours of the harem’s synchronized movements, their eerie harmony. But as I scanned through, something else snagged my attention. Xal’thar. Not just in the expected frames, not just during the scheduled evaluations–but before them. Lingering in the periphery. Watching. I zoomed in. His massive frame barely fit in the shadows of the corridor outside the chamber, his golden eyes half-lidded, tracking Me. Not the harem. Not the women. Me. Every time I had entered this lab over the past week, he was there. Waiting. Observing. And not just today. Not just this evaluation. The datapad creaked in my grip. 

»Fuck.«

I shut the footage down before my hands could betray me further. This wasn’t protocol. This wasn’t allowed. And yet. The note in my sleeve itched against my skin. I waited until the chamber cycled into its automated cleaning phase–argon gas hissing through the vents, sterilizing the space between shifts–before I finally unfolded the slip of paper. Three words. 

»He watches you.«

A laugh punched out of me, brittle. Yeah. No shit. But then A second line, ink smudged, as if written in haste. 

»Longer than you think.«

The crack in my datapad bit into my thumb. I stared at the words until they blurred. Conditioning. A trick. That was the only explanation. So why did my breath come short? Why did my skin prickle with the weight of a gaze I couldn’t see?

The commissary hummed with the low murmur of conversation, the scent of synthetic protein and overcooked vegetables thick in the air. I sat alone at the far end of a long table, picking at my nutrient cube with the enthusiasm of someone dissecting a corpse. The damn thing wiggled under my fork like it was still alive. Yum. I took a bite anyway. Rent wasn’t going to pay itself, and budget cuts meant this gelatinous horror was the only thing standing between me and a hunger-induced breakdown in the middle of the lab. Across the room, a group of Xanthian researchers clustered together, their bioluminescent markings flickering in the dim lighting. I caught the occasional glance thrown my way–not quite hostile, not quite friendly. Just aware. Like I was some kind of anomaly. Oh, don’t mind me. Just the human here to dismantle your boss’s harem conditioning. No hard feelings. I swallowed another tasteless bite and resisted the urge to check my sleeve again. The note had been burned, the ashes flushed down the sanitizer. But the words still lingered. He watches you. Longer than you think. A prickle of unease skated down my spine. I tapped my fork against the tray, the dull clink lost in the ambient noise. And then A shift in the air. A hush spreading like a slow wave, chairs creaking as bodies subtly adjusted. I didn’t have to look to know he had entered. I looked anyway. Xal’thar stood in the doorway, his massive frame nearly brushing the top of the arch. The overhead lights caught the iridescent sheen of his skin, casting fractured colors across the floor. His eyes–gold, unblinking–locked onto mine. My pulse tripped. His skin darkened, vibrant violet bleeding through the usual silver-blue. Pheromone release. I knew the science behind it. Knew how his species used subtle chemical cues to influence, to test, to provoke. Didn’t stop my body from reacting. Heat rushed up my neck, pooling under my collar. My fingers tightened around my fork, the metal biting into my palm. I forced my breaths steady, my expression neutral. Professional. Detached. Don’t give him the satisfaction. He moved toward me, slow, deliberate. The Xanthians at the nearest table went still. Watching. 

»Dr. Carter.«

His voice was low, rough–like gravel dragged over silk. 

»You haven’t submitted today’s report.«

I arched a brow. 

»It’s not due until 1800.«

»I reviewed your earlier notes.«

He stopped beside my table, close enough that I caught the crisp, ozone scent of him. 

»Your observations on the harem’s synchronization were... incomplete.«

»I document what I see.«

I kept my tone even. 

»Not what High Command wants to hear.«

A beat of silence. His tendrils–nearly invisible in the dim light–brushed the edge of the table, the faintest prickle of static raising the hair on my arms. 

»Perhaps you should look closer.«

His gaze held mine, unreadable. Testing me. I tilted my head, feigning indifference. 

»Maybe you should stop lurking outside my lab.«

His lips curled–not quite a smile. 

»Maybe I like the view.«

A flush burned hotter in my cheeks. The commissary’s climate control hummed, drowning out the sudden hitch in my breath. I swallowed, forcing a smirk. 

»Stalking’s a bad look, even for a warlord.«

»Observation, Doctor.«

He leaned in, just slightly. 

»We all have our methods.«

His breath ghosted over my ear before he straightened, turning away. 

»1800,« he reminded me, and then he was gone, leaving nothing but the scent of storm-charged air and the slow, heavy thud of my heartbeat. I exhaled sharply. Fuck. The nutrient cube on my tray had fully dissolved into a puddle of unidentifiable goo. I pushed the tray away. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry anymore.

The door to my quarters hissed shut behind me, sealing me in the quiet hum of my own space. I tossed my datapad onto the desk with a little more force than necessary. The impact made my half-empty cup of synth-caf rattle, sloshing cold liquid over the rim. Great. I swiped the mess with the edge of my sleeve and slumped into the chair, rubbing my temples. Xal’thar’s words–Perhaps you should look closer–still prickled at the back of my neck. Obsessive bastard. I flicked on my terminal, pulling up today’s research logs. The screen flared blue, illuminating the fatigue under my eyes in the reflection. And then I froze. My notes weren’t there. Not the behavioral observations, not the metabolic readings. Just Numbers. Biometrics. My biometrics. My pulse rate from this morning. My body temperature fluctuations. A detailed analysis of my estrogen levels. A fucking fertility projection plotted across the next cycle. I sat there, fingers hovering over the keys, my throat dry. He’d hacked my files. Overwritten them with Me. A slow burn crawled up my spine, equal parts fury and something else I refused to name. My jaw clenched. 

»You arrogant–« My fingers stabbed the comms interface. The line clicked open before I even finished dialing. 

»Doctor.«

Xal’thar’s voice was a low thrum, too smooth, too knowing. 

»You have no right–« »To what?«

A pause. His breath was deliberately even, controlled. 

»To study what affects my research?«

»This isn’t research,« I hissed. 

»This is invasive–« »It’s relevant.«

»How? !«

My nails bit into my palm. A beat of silence. Then, the faintest sound–the whisper of his tendrils shifting, the subtle creak of his armor as he leaned forward, wherever he was. 

»You know how,« he murmured. The screen’s blue glow flickered across my knuckles, pale and tense. He was right. I knew why Xal’thar had done this. Knew it in the way my traitorous stomach tightened when he stepped too close. Knew it in the way my skin prickled when his scent clung to the air long after he’d left a room. High Command wanted data on how humans integrated into Xanthian harems. And Xal’thar? He wanted answers. About me. About us. I exhaled sharply, my fingers flexing over the keys. 

»Delete it,« I said. 

»No.«

I could hear the smirk in his voice. The screen blinked–another file unlocked. A video feed. Security footage. From last night. Me, in my quarters. Hair damp from the shower. Fingers dragging through the tangles. Backlit by the dim glow of the city beyond the viewport. My breath caught. 

»You’re watching me?«

The words came out strangled. 

»Always,« he said, voice like gravel and smoke. The screen flickered again–new data streaming in. My heart rate, spiking now. My pupils dilating. He was tracking my reactions in real time. 

»Stop it,« I whispered. 

»Make me.«

A challenge. A dare. My fingers trembled. And then The screen went black. A single line of text pulsed in the darkness. I swallowed hard. Fuck. He wasn’t just watching anymore. He was connected. And I I had no idea what that meant. Yet.
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Chapter 3
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The flickering blue light of the holoscreen burned into my retinas, the glow sickly against the dim lab lighting. I rubbed at the grit in my eyes–third night in a row working past midnight, and it was starting to show. The data tablets littering my workspace had gone untouched for hours, their smudged screens reflecting my own hollow stare back at me. I should’ve been reviewing the latest metabolic scans from the Xal’thar’s harem integration trials. High Command wanted a full report by morning. But I wasn’t. Instead, I was fixated on the footage looping in front of me–a supposed recording of the Xanthian "bonding ritual," captured weeks ago. On the surface, it was textbook: the tentacled alphas encircling their chosen mates, the slow, undulating dance of limbs against bare skin. Supposedly, this was how they synchronized pheromones, how they bonded. Except something was off. I rewound it again. There. A flicker in the tentacle patterns–too precise, too deliberate. Not the organic flow of instinct, but something controlled. I leaned closer, my breath fogging the screen. The timestamp in the corner was wrong. The lighting didn’t match the logs. This wasn’t real footage. It had been doctored. My fingers clenched around the edge of the desk. Why? A low hum vibrated through the lab’s ventilation system, the sound thrumming against my ribs. I knew that hum. Knew the way the air thickened just before he stepped into a room. 

»You’re still here.«

Xal’thar’s voice curled around me like smoke. I didn’t turn. Didn’t have to. The weight of his presence pressed against my back, the heat of him radiating through the thin fabric of my lab coat. 

»I could say the same about you,« I muttered, fingers still hovering over the playback controls. Silence. Then the slow, sinuous shift of his tentacles against the floor, the whisper of chitinous plates settling. He was closer now. Close enough that his scent–dark spice and something electric, something alien–wrapped around my senses. 

»What fascinates you so, Doctor?«

I exhaled sharply through my nose. 

»The footage. It’s been altered.«

»Has it?«

His voice was too smooth. Too knowing. 

»You tell me.«

I finally turned, meeting the molten gold of his gaze. He loomed over me, his massive frame blocking the overhead lights, casting me in shadow. One clawed hand–black talons gleaming–reached past me, tapping the screen. The playback stuttered, then shifted to another file. My file. My biometrics. 

»You hacked my research,« I said, voice low. My pulse kicked hard against my throat. 

»I prioritized it.«

His breath was hot against my temple. 

»Your reactions are far more compelling than anything happening in that harem.«

I swallowed. 

»High Command won’t agree.«

»High Command,« he purred, »doesn’t control what I find interesting.«

The holoscreen flickered again. A new feed loaded–live footage. My quarters. The rumpled sheets. The discarded clothes. The lingering warmth of a body that never quite felt safe anymore. 

»You’re watching me,« I whispered. 

»Always.«

His voice was a growl, vibrating through my bones. I should’ve been furious. Should’ve shoved him back, reported him, something. But my hands stayed curled in my lap. My lips parted before I could stop them. 

»Why?«

A slow, predatory smile curled his mouth. 

»Because you’re hiding something, little human. And I will uncover it.«

The screen went black. Then a single line of text pulsed in the darkness ACCESS GRANTED. My breath caught. Oh fuck. He wasn’t just watching anymore. He was in.

My fingers twitched toward the console, a half-formed instinct to shut it all down, but Xal’thar’s presence behind me was a living cage–solid, unyielding. The air between us hummed with something thick, something charged, like the silent moment before a storm breaks. 

»You didn’t answer my question.«

His voice was a slow, deliberate scrape against my nerves. I swallowed. My throat was dry. 

»Which one?«

A tentacle brushed the back of my chair, curling around the armrest like a possessive afterthought. 

»Why the footage matters to you.«

I could lie. I should lie. But his gaze was locked on me, molten gold burning through the pretense before I could even form the words. 

»It’s not just altered,« I said, exhaling the truth like pulling out a splinter. 

»It’s a loop. The women aren’t being observed. They’re being dosed.«

A beat. Xal’thar went unnaturally still. Then, slowly, he reached past me and zoomed in on the playback–his claws retracted just enough to avoid scratching the screen. The image sharpened, and there it was: a faint, bioluminescent sheen where the tentacles made contact with the women’s skin. Nearly imperceptible unless you knew where to look. 

»What is that?«

His voice had lost its lazy amusement. 

»I don’t know yet.«

I clenched my hands in my lap to keep them from shaking. 

»But it’s not standard protocol. And it’s not consensual.«

The words hung between us, heavy. Xal’thar exhaled through his nasal ridges–a slow, deliberate sound. 

»You think High Command knows.«

»I think they ordered it.«

Silence. The kind that presses against your eardrums. Then »Show me the rest.«

I hesitated. His gaze flicked to mine. 

»Now.«

The command rolled through me, low and undeniable. My fingers moved before my brain caught up, pulling up the raw data logs. The numbers blurred as I scrolled, but Xal’thar didn’t need them translated. He saw it too. Irregular hormone spikes. Neurological anomalies. 

»They’re altering them,« I whispered. 

»Not altering,« Xal’thar corrected, voice a dark rumble. 

»Preparing.«

I turned to him, pulse hammering. 

»For what?«

His smile was all teeth. 

»For me.«

The realization hit like a punch to the gut. This wasn’t just an experiment. It was a breeding program. And somehow... I was the only one who knew.

The data pad screen flickered under my fingertips as I scrolled through the test results, my stomach tightening with each new line of text. The compound wasn’t just reacting to bio-signatures–it was targeting fertility hormones. The realization settled into my bones, cold and inescapable. Oh, fuck. They’re not just modifying them. They’re priming them. I tapped through the files, cross-referencing the footage with the medical scans. Every subject showed the same pattern: elevated progesterone, estrogen spikes, cervical mucus thickening beyond natural levels. The bioluminescent residue on the tentacles wasn’t just incidental contact. It was a delivery system. A sharp sting bit into my palm. I glanced down–my thumbnail had split, half-moon indents pressed deep into the pad’s screen, smearing the data with a faint, metallic tang of blood. I barely noticed. Because the last file blinked at me, innocuous and damning: Batch #47 – Control Samples. My hormone levels. My breath locked in my throat. They hadn’t just studied me. They’d included me. Xal’thar moved behind me, his presence like a slow burn against my spine. He didn’t touch me, didn’t crowd me, but the heat of him was everywhere, pressing against the fragile illusion of my composure. 

»You’re shaking,« he murmured. I swallowed. 

»Adrenaline.«

»Liar.«

A claw traced the edge of the desk, close enough that I caught the faint rasp of keratin on metal. He knew. Of course he knew. I exhaled, forcing my fingers to keep scrolling. 

»They’re not just testing compatibility. They’re forcing adaptation. Making their bodies receptive to–« I choked on the next word. 

»To my kind,« Xal’thar finished, voice low. 

»Specifically, to me.«

The weight of his stare was physical, searing into the side of my face. I didn’t dare look at him. If I did, I’d see the confirmation there–the possessive hunger he didn’t bother hiding anymore. I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip. 

»You knew.«

»Not this,« he said, and there was something in his voice–not quite anger, not quite satisfaction. 

»But I suspected. The way they watched you. The way they protected you.«

His breath ghosted over my ear. 

»You’re their perfect candidate, little doctor. The only question is–« He leaned in, his next words vibrating against my skin. 

»–did you know?«

I jerked back, my pulse hammering. 

»I wouldn’t be here if I did.«

A slow, dangerous smile curled his lips. 

»Wouldn’t you?«

The accusation burned. Because fuck. What if I had known? What if part of me had wanted it? The thought slithered through me, unbidden. The way my body reacted to him–heat pooling low, breath hitching whenever he was near. Was it just attraction? Or had they designed it? I clenched my jaw. 

»I ran the tests. I never authorized this.«

»But you kept working for them.«

His claw drifted up, tracing the racing pulse in my throat. 

»Even when you knew something was wrong.«

I couldn’t breathe. He was right. And he knew it. The silence stretched, thick with accusation. Then, abruptly, Xal’thar pulled back. 

»Show me the rest,« he said, voice hard. I didn’t ask what he meant. I knew. With numb fingers, I pulled up the last set of files–my own medical scans. The hormone levels. The neurological responses. The way my body had already begun reacting to him. Xal’thar went utterly still. Then, slowly, he exhaled, a rough, possessive sound. 

»So. You are compatible.«

A shiver wracked me. 

»That’s not the point.«

»It’s the only point that matters.«

His gaze burned into me. 

»They wanted you ready for me. And you are.«

The implication hung between us, hot and undeniable. I wanted to argue. To deny it. But my skin was on fire where he’d touched me. And he knew that, too.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard, trembling so hard I had to press them flat against the desk to keep from slipping. The simulation ran in looping fractals across my terminal screen, neural pathways lighting up like veins under UV–each exposure, each encounter, reinforcing the pattern. Rewiring me. I swallowed, throat tight. 

»It’s not just temporary,« I murmured, more to myself than to him. 

»It’s... structural.«

Xal’thar didn’t answer. His silence was worse than any response. The air between us thickened, heavy with the acrid scent of overheated circuitry, with the faintest undercurrent of something else–bioluminescent pheromones, curling like smoke from his skin. I forced myself to breathe. To focus on the data, not the way my body ached just from the proximity of him. 

»They’ve been dosing me,« I said, voice steadier than I felt. 

»Every time I ran a test, every sample I handled–it was cumulative. My system’s adapting. If this keeps up...«

»You won’t be able to resist me.«

His voice was a low growl, scraping over my nerves. I clenched my jaw. 

»That’s not–« »It’s exactly what you’re afraid of.«

He stepped closer, his shadow swallowing the glow of my screen. 

»You think they simply tolerated your nosiness for months? No. They were preparing you.«

My stomach twisted. Because he wasn’t wrong. The anomalies in my bloodwork, the way my pulse spiked whenever he entered a room–I’d chalked it up to adrenaline. Fear. But the truth was worse. It was hunger. Xal’thar’s claw tapped the edge of the desk, slow, deliberate. 

»You keep calling it coercion, little doctor. But the data doesn’t lie. Your body wants this.«

I exhaled sharply, fingers curling into fists. 

»It wasn’t my choice–« »Wasn’t it?«

His eyes gleamed in the dim light, pupils slit like a predator’s. 

»You stayed. You kept digging. Even when you knew what they were doing to you.«

The accusation hit like a blade between the ribs. I had known. Not the full extent of it, but enough. The way my skin burned after handling certain samples, the way my thoughts scattered when Xal’thar was near–I’d told myself it was just attraction. Just curiosity. Stupid. 

»I was trying to stop it,« I snapped, but even to my own ears, it sounded weak. Xal’thar’s mouth curved–not quite a smile, something darker. 

»Then stop it now. Walk away.«

A challenge. Can you? My breath caught. I should. I should walk away. Delete the files, report the breach, scrub every trace of this from my records. But the simulation still pulsed on-screen–my own neural scans, the pathways lighting up in response to his pheromones, his presence, his voice. Permanent. I swallowed hard. 

»... I can’t.«

The admission scraped out of me. Xal’thar went still. Then, slow, dangerous, he leaned in, his breath hot against my ear. 

»No. You can’t.«

His claws traced the column of my neck, down to my collarbone, and my body shivered, heat pooling low despite the dread coiling in my chest. 

»They made you for me,« he murmured, the words vibrating through me. 

»And now you know it, too.«

A whimper escaped me before I could bite it back–half protest, half something else entirely. Xal’thar’s grip tightened, just shy of bruising. 

»Tell me you don’t want this,« he demanded, voice rough. 

»Say the words, and I’ll walk away. But I couldn’t. Because the worst part wasn’t the betrayal. It was the relief. My lashes fluttered shut as his forehead pressed to mine, his exhale shuddering against my lips. 

»That’s what I thought,« he rumbled. And then his mouth crashed into mine.

The last file vanished from my screen just as the lab door hissed open. My fingers twitched over the keyboard, still warm from the frantic keystrokes that had wiped everything–every trace, every anomaly, every damning line of code that screamed they designed you for him. Xal’thar filled the threshold, massive and silent, the bioluminescent veins beneath his skin flickering in erratic pulses. Like he knew. Like he could smell the deception in the air. 
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