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            About The Lonely Orphan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Our planet has hope.

        Still decaying and barely inhabitable, but ours.

        With the arrival of the females, we’re no longer lonely.

      

        

      
        Well, some of us aren’t.

      

        

      
        For the rest, we ache for what they have.

        Peace. Happiness. Love.

        But where the other unmatched Morts want a mate to call their own, I’m different.

      

        

      
        Life cruelly made me fall for the one person I’m not allowed to have.

        Bitterness and jealousy are my mates now.

        I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I will always be alone.

      

        

      
        Until my commander sends me on a mission to rescue someone very important to his mate—her sister.

        A woman so different. So imperfect. So maddeningly defiant. Someone I have no interest in whatsoever.

      

        

      
        This feral female will never own my heart.

        Or so I thought.

        Love always has a plan of its own.

      

        

      
        Need to catch up?

        Start the Series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Lost Planet Series Note

          

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning, there were many who survived the initial blasts of radiation and the resulting catastrophic environmental disturbances. The morts, the only inhabitants of Mortuus, The Lost Planet, ever changed from the effects of the radiation, learned to adapt and, more importantly, to survive. In doing so, they became highly skilled and intelligent, capable of surviving even the worst conditions.

      The planet was dangerous and life wasn’t easy, but the morts had each other and that was all that mattered. They flourished in the protective shell of an abandoned building they converted into living quarters. Morts were given jobs, trained from birth in order to pass knowledge from generation to generation. Eventually, the morts hoped to extend the facility and conquer the wild, untamable outdoors.

      Then, disaster struck.

      The Rades, a disease contracted from complications of the radiation, began to infect increasing numbers of their population. First, there was fever, followed by sores, then finally madness and, inevitably, death. Quarantining the infected helped, but by then it was too late. Women, children, and the elderly, were the first to go. One by one, morts caught The Rades and died. Whole families wiped away.

      Until only ten males remained.

      Salvation came years later when the morts discovered a ship filled with aliens—female aliens. Knowing it was their only chance at survival, they snuck on a passing ship and brought five females home to study—and to breed.

      It was their only chance at survival.

      Four females have been claimed. One remains.

      The unmatched morts didn’t ever think they’d have a mate of their own. But the discovery of a prison full of females on the other side of Mortuus changes everything.

      Now, hope is all they know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Hadrian

        

      

    

    
      I was a happy mort.

      Playful. Fun. Adventurous.

      Until I saw my first alien female.

      The beating heart inside my chest thumped hard—so hard I worried I’d contracted a case of The Rades—when I looked at her soft, pale skin and her plump pink lips. I’d grown warm all over my body when I heard her voice. And when she spoke to me, I was completely enamored.

      I would do anything for her.

      Rekking anything.

      Problem is, she’s not mine. No matter how much I want her to be, she’ll always belong to the mort who I think of as a father. He claimed her as if my heart that beat only for her didn’t matter.

      And she claimed him too.

      They have a mortling together now.

      I press my clawed fingers to my chest where the ache won’t go away. It just burns each solar, hotter and more fierce. When Breccan told me I’d be leaving on this mission with Theron, I’d been furious. It took everything in me not to rage at him. I’m normally pretty in control of my emotions, but a few of my sub-bones popped upon his order, giving away my anger.

      He knows.

      I’ve teased him that if he ever goes to The Eternals, I will step in his place. But it’s truth. Some solars, I hate that I imagine a time when he’s gone and I must be her mate. It’s not that I wish Breccan gone, it’s that I wish Aria were mine.

      Simply thinking her name has a lump of pain growing in my chest.

      “Who kicked your rogcow?” Theron asks, sauntering into the control room of the Mayvina.

      I snort and stare out at the clouds beyond the glass. We’re traveling just inside Mortuus’s atmosphere, above the raging geostorms. Magnastrikes light up the red clouds below us. It’s peaceful up here. I’d worried I’d feel trapped or contained, but instead I can relax some.

      In the facility, I was trapped.

      It was worse than the time Breccan stuck me in a reform cell for two solars as punishment when I went swimming in the underground wells. I’d thought because I was nearly as tall as him I could knock him over and exert my strength. He quickly subdued me and locked me in there to “cool my rekking nog off.” Back then, only a few revolutions ago, I hated every horrible second while behind those bars.

      But nothing is as bad as being held in a building, forced to watch everyone around you fall in love, mate, and have mortlings. Worse yet, watch the one you love happy with her family.

      “You’re quiet and it’s unsettling,” Theron huffs, kicking my chair once he sits in the captain’s seat. “I thought you’d enjoy escaping Breccan’s grumbling and at the very least be entertaining to me.”

      I scowl at him. “You can’t force someone to be happy.”

      “Why aren’t you happy? We’re on an adventure, Hadrian. Above the clouds, we’re free.” Theron is beaming and thrumming with wild energy.

      “Do you ever get jealous of the other morts?” I ask, not meeting his curious stare.

      “Always.”

      I snap my eyes to meet his. “Really?”

      “Absolutely. One day, I hope I’ll find a mate.”

      “I don’t want to find a mate,” I growl. “I want Aria.”

      His dark brows furl. “You know you can’t have Breccan’s mate. We’ve talked about this. Are you rekking mad?”

      “Jareth and Sayer share Grace,” I argue. “Why can’t he share Aria with me?”

      He lets out a ragged breath. “Hadrian, there’s a difference.”

      “How?”

      “Rekk, you really are young.”

      I don’t remind him that four solars ago—when we embarked on this journey—I turned eighteen revolutions. In the hustle to get out and on this mission, no one remembered. Not Breccan. Not Aria. No one.

      “I just don’t see the difference,” I mutter, already feeling defeated.

      “Grace chose them both, but…”

      He doesn’t have to say it.

      But Aria didn’t choose me.

      She chose Breccan and only Breccan.

      The pain swells inside me.

      “You can’t keep going on like this,” he says. “Wishing for something that will never happen. It’s not right.”

      “I know,” I mutter, the words bitter on my tongue. Truth is, I don’t know. I can’t change the way I feel. I’m simply destined to ache for something I’ll never have.

      “Oh,” Theron says, pulling something from his breast pocket. “I forgot to give this to you.” He tosses me a folded paper, and then swivels around in his chair so he can mess with some dials on the comms unit. The video screen is scrambled with white static.

      I pick up the paper from my lap and unfold it. In our language, but Aria’s handwriting, I read the note.

      

      Hadrian,

      Look! I can write Mortuuan! Well, not really. Uvie is helping with this endeavor, but maybe one day I can do it on my own so I can teach Sokko and the others both English and Mortuuan. Anyway, I’m writing this to tell you happy birthday! Eighteen! I remember eighteen…I was drunk and it was terrible, but I got a new car, so that was fun. But I immediately wrecked it, so that was not fun. Thank God you don’t have alcohol here.

      I digress…

      The point of this letter is to let you know that I love you like the brother I never had. You’re the best uncle to Sokko, and you’re the best son to Breccan. What you’re doing for me and Molly by going to Exilium to look for my sister and Willow is beyond brave and admirable. You’re a good man, Hadrian. One day you’re going to make the right woman very happy.

      I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday.

      Name one of the stars in the sky for me.

      Love,

      Aria

      

      I fold the letter and run my thumb claw over the top. She wrote a letter just for me. My heart races a little at that notion. But it’s once again clear she has no interest in me, comparing me to her family, not her mate.

      My gaze travels to the brightest star above us. I silently name it Aria. The one next to it barely flickers. I name that one Hadrian.

      “Warning,” a voice belts out from the comms. “You have breached protected air space.”

      I sit up and jerk my nog toward the screen. Theron scrambles to mash buttons. A person wearing some sort of black mask fills the screen. It’s most definitely female, but muffled.

      “Show your faces,” she orders.

      Hadrian and I exchange a look before leaning in to take a closer look.

      “More of the monsters,” she hisses to someone. Then, she practically growls at us. “Turn your vessel around if you want to live.”

      “Listen, female,” Theron starts.

      “No,” she snaps. “You listen, asshole. You’re to turn your ship around right now or I’ll have my friend blow you out of the sky.”

      “We come in peace,” I try. “On a mission from my commander and his mate. We’re looking for her sister. Perhaps you could help us.”

      Someone whispers to her nearby, but she waves the person off.

      “Sister?” she asks, her brave tone wavering.

      “Her name is Aria and—”

      “Lyr, no!” the person off screen cries out.

      The woman pulls off her mask and I’m struck dumb. The one staring at me is her. Aria. The one I love. My heart slams against my chest, aching to jump right through the screen to get to her.

      “Aria?”

      Theron whaps me. “No, you empty-nogged mortarekker! It’s Limerick! Her sister!”

      “You know my sister?” she demands, her eyes flaring with anger and distrust.

      Her lips. So full. So familiar.

      “Like my friend here said, we have Aria at our facility and—”

      “I want to talk to her. Now.”

      “Listen, Limerick. I know all about you—”

      “It’s Lyric and you don’t know shit about me.”

      Oh, but I do.  I know exactly how she got that nickname too.  Rather than continue to waste everyone’s time, I flash her a smug smirk.  One that says, “Yeah, I know because I’m your sister’s best friend.”

      “You will release her to me,” she commands, her voice authoritative like Breccan’s.

      “We’re not releasing her anywhere, Lyric,” I growl. “She’s ours.”

      Theron shoots me a hard look, which I ignore.

      “Yours?” Lyric’s nostrils flare and her lip curls up.

      Mine.

      “Yes, ours,” I challenge. “And we’re going to make you ours too.”

      Fury morphs her face into one of rage, but then she wipes it away with a sinister smile. “Well, since you asked so sweetly. Just the two of you handsome fellas on that ship?”

      “Just us,” I tell her.

      Theron shakes his head and runs his fingers through his hair. “Unbelievable.”

      “You’re cleared to land,” she says, her voice deceptively calm.

      “They’re going to kidnap you,” someone whispers to her.

      Lyric leans away from the view of the camera and whispers back, “They can fucking try.”

      Kidnap isn’t a word we morts knew of, that is until the aliens started throwing it around. It means to take to the facility and keep them as ours. We’re definitely kidnapping Lyric and Willow. They should be pleased to be kidnapped and brought back to their families.

      “Yes, kidnap,” I confirm. “We’ll be kidnapping you and Willow both. The others are none of our concern.”

      Someone shrieks near Lyric and she comes back on screen, her eyes flashing in a challenging way. “Is that so, monster man?”

      I flash her my rogstud horns with my fingers, a gesture meant to make those around me calm and sometimes laugh. “We’re on our way, alien.”

      “Alien?” she scoffs, narrowing her eyes at the movement.

      “Do you see any other aliens around?”

      Her nostrils flare, but then she takes a deep breath and calms. It appears I do have Breccan’s flare for diplomacy after all. She smiles in a way that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “The whole alien gang will be here ready to give you a warm welcome. Bye, boys.”

      The line goes dead.

      “I got a bad feeling about this,” Theron mutters, shooting me an annoyed glare.

      I tuck away my letter, ignoring his hunch. “Let’s go kidnap some females.”

      So I can get back to mine. Aria. The mate I’ll never stop longing for.

      This mission no longer feels like a punishment. It will be a reward the moment I retrieve the females and bring them back to Aria. She’ll hug me and I’ll nuzzle her hair, inhaling her unique scent. It’ll be the most wonderful gift a mort could receive.

      Happy rekking birthday to me.
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            Lyric

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile in Exilium…

      “We’ve got company.” Willow lifts her head from the screen, her long red hair curtaining her worried features. “They’re coming from the mountains.”

      I look up from the papers scattered over my desk. “The mountains? How’s that possible?” There’s nothing in that direction but wasteland and lava swamps that we’ve been able to see from the limited views from the windows. Behind us is a never-ending sea.

      “Are they from the space station?” Zoe, our de facto nurse, squints at the screen next to Willow. “The ship doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before. What do you think, Lyric?”

      “I think I don’t care who it is, as long as they turn their asses around and leave us the hell alone.”

      This is the first communication we’ve made with anyone. Ever. Not long after we became the leaders of this place and had barely begun to reach out to look for others, including Willow’s mom and my sister since they weren’t at the prison as expected, a massive storm hit, destroying something critical in our communications systems. We haven’t so much as been able to contact anyone or anything beyond the prison. Every effort to make contact has been met with static.

      “Let them come,” Zoe hisses. “We’ve handled worse than a couple of pilots.”

      “We’re in no condition for another war,” I remind her. We lost enough when we took over the prison. The last thing we need is a fight, but if that’s what these intruders want, we’ll give it to them.

      I didn’t intend to become a leader. All I wanted was to find my sister. When I was a teenager, I lost her, and I vowed I’d find her again if it was the last thing I did. When we were growing up, it was always Aria who shielded me from our abusive parents. She sacrificed herself to the vicious hands of our father, and then to the whims of the masses to make sure I was taken care of. Aria had always taken care of me.

      It was only fair I did the same.

      After she was sentenced to life in the Exilium Penitentiary on the planet they now call Mortuus, I knew I’d do anything to find her again. No cost was too high. Even if it cost me myself. I spent years trying to find a way to get to Mortuus, but no human was willing to travel to the dying planet. Most people on Earth II were too self-absorbed to consider a flight back to their home planet. In the end, the only way I could get to Exilium was to be sentenced to serve out the rest of my life there, the same way Aria had been.

      On Earth II, being poor is practically a crime. You either have to steal to survive or make a deal with the Kevins—my sister’s horribly manipulative and controlling talent agent—of the world. In the end, I did whatever I had to in order to get what I wanted. And I was finally sentenced to Exilium. I only hoped it wasn’t too late.

      “We may not have a choice,” Zoe says, but then again she’s always aching for a fight. When I began to plan the overthrow of the prison, she was the first to sign up to participate. There always seemed to be a fire burning just under her skin, but we’ve never been the sort to commiserate. There simply hasn’t been time or the opportunity. In Exilium, everything is a fight for your life.

      “Maybe,” I murmur. If the intruders were spoiling for a fight, we’d give it to them, even if it was the last thing we did.

      Willow clicked and typed, studying the approaching ship with a steady eye. Unlike Zoe, Willow is always calm, cool, and collected. The voice of reason. “Maybe we don’t need to fight,” she says. “Maybe there’s another way.”

      “What other way?” Zoe demands. Her dark, curly hair frames a delicate face, but her light gray eyes flash with a fury that is anything but delicate.

      Willow pushes her red hair away from her face. “I don’t know, Zoe, but I don’t think our first move should be to shoot people from the sky. The solution doesn’t always have to be bloodshed.”

      “It does if we want to survive. I’d rather not risk the lives of the women here, not when we’re all finally free.”

      I hold up a hand before the two of them begin to squabble again. “We don’t have time to argue, so let’s not start.”

      “What are we going to do then?”

      They both look at me.

      Everyone always looks up to me.

      I didn’t want to be a leader. It wasn’t like I planned to lead the women of Exilium to revolt against the horrible mistreatment of the guards a few months ago. That’s just how it happened. Now all the women who reside here turn to me when there are problems, when they need solutions or mitigation or support. They rely on me.

      It was always Aria who had the answers, Aria I could look up to. After she left, there was just me.

      I only have myself to rely on now.

      “Can you make a connection with their communicators?” I ask Willow.

      “You want to talk to them?” Zoe rolls her eyes. “You may as well wave a red flag in front of their face.”

      “They don’t know we’ve taken over,” I remind her as patiently as possible. “And we don’t know what they want. Maybe it’s a friendly visit. We won’t know until we ask. Raise them on the communicators,” I instruct Willow. The communicators didn’t work long distance. We’ve tried contacting someone, anyone, beyond the mountains that surround our prison, but with no luck. The storm has damaged the main antenna, which probably transmitted the signal over long distances.

      Zoe may be…forceful, but she means well.

      We have a lot to lose.

      “I can try.” Willow does whatever she does on the computers. Like me, she was forced into the position of all-around tech genius after we overthrew the guards. She’s learned the alien system on the go and is the best at deciphering the tech-speak.

      While she does whatever it is she does, I go to the intercoms system and make an announcement. “Code Red. I repeat, Code Red. Please proceed to your dormitories for the foreseeable future. I will announce when we’re all clear.”

      Panic will ensue, but if there’s an imminent threat, it’s better they be prepared than caught off guard.

      “I’ve got their comms system,” Willow says. “What do you want to do next?”

      I try not to sigh. I cross to her side and take the communicator in my hand. While Willow presses buttons, I don a black mask to obscure my face. At the signal from Willow, I say into the microphone, “Warning. You have breached a protected air space. Show your faces.”

      There’s a pause and then a screen on the communicator desk flashes to life. Two men—alien men—appear on the screen. They have bleach-white skin, fangs, and dark hair. There’s something terrifying about their strange humanlike features.

      “They look like monsters,” I say to Willow and Zoe, though they can see for themselves. To the monsters, I say, “Turn your vessel around if you want to live.”

      The one with tattoos and hair tied back in a tail says, “Listen, female,” which only makes my temper flare.

      “No. You listen, asshole. You’re to turn your ship around right now or I’ll have my friend blow you out of the sky.”

      The last is an empty threat. There isn’t heavy artillery in Exilium, only the knives we stole from the guards and the handmade ones we fashioned to use for the takeover. The guards used fists to intimidate for the most part.

      “We come in peace,” says the second alien. His hair is a riot of jaggedly cut hair that hangs over one of his black eyes and is spiked up messily in other spots. “On a mission from my commander and his mate. We’re looking for her sister. Perhaps you could help us.”

      “Lyr, don’t get excited. It could be a trap.”

      But I’m not thinking about anything other than the word sister, which vibrates in my skull. “Sister?” I ask.

      “Her name is Aria and—”

      “Lyr, no!” Zoe shouts, but I’m already pulling off my mask.

      “Aria?” the spiky-haired alien asks and at first I think he’s talking to her. That she’s on the ship with him coming to save me. I study the screen, but there’s no one else with them. Aria isn’t there.

      Pony-tail smacks Spikes. “No, you empty-nogged mortarekker! It’s Limerick! Her sister!”

      “How do you know my name?” I demand. Oh God, have they taken her?

      When I got to Exilium and found out Aria hadn’t made it, I was certain she was dead. That her transport ship had gotten lost, shot down, or worse. I didn’t know what worse could be, but I was certain I’d never find out. That I’d never see her again. Hearing her name again was like a shock from the electric chair the guards used to use to execute prisoners.

      The alien is speaking, and I focus on his words. “Like my friend here said, we have Aria at our facility and—”

      “I want to talk to her. Now.”

      “Listen, Limerick. I know all about you—”

      “It’s Lyric.” I want to punch this condescending asshole. “And you don’t know shit about me.”

      Spikes smirks at me. Smug bastard. As though he knows everything about me. I don’t like that look one bit.

      “You will release her to me,” I say and try to keep my voice level.

      Spikes’ eyes flash. “We’re not releasing her anywhere. She’s ours.”

      I have to grip the desk with both hands to keep from reaching through the screen and throttling the motherfucker. “Yours?”

      “Yes, ours,” he says. “And we’re going to make you ours too.”

      All indecision is wiped away. My fury transforms into calm certainty. I signal to Zoe, who smiles evilly. “Well, since you asked so sweetly. Just the two of you handsome fellas on that ship?”

      “Just us,” he answers, the idiot.

      “Unbelievable,” the other one says.

      “You’re cleared to land.”

      Willow gives me a surprised look, but I signal to her to stay calm. “They’re going to kidnap you,” she says.

      “They can fucking try.”

      “Yes, kidnap. We’ll be kidnapping you and Willow both. The others are none of our concern.” Spikes sounds confident. Perfect. They won’t know what hit them until it’s too late.

      They have Aria. But not for long. “Is that so, monster man?”

      “We’re on our way, alien.”

      “Alien?”

      “Do you see any other aliens around?”

      “The whole alien gang will be here ready to give you a warm welcome. Bye, boys.”

      I signal to Willow to disconnect the communication.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she hisses as soon as it’s disconnected.

      “They have my sister. They said they want you, too. How would they know your name if they didn’t have your mother as well?”

      Willow’s eyes widen and go hazy. “Mom?”

      “Great.” Zoe throws her hands into the air. “Now you’re both crazy. We should have had them land in the lava pits or something, not invited them in for a fucking cup of coffee. What if there are more of those monsters on board? What if they’re planning to take over? What were you thinking, Lyric?”

      “I was thinking they have my sister.”

      “So you’re willing to risk everyone here in order to get her back?”

      “Don’t be stupid, Zoe. I’m not an idiot. I would never risk the women here. Besides, you saw their cabin. It’s just two of them. We’ve dealt with a lot more than that and survived.”

      “That doesn’t mean we just invite them in! They said they were going to kidnap you.”

      “She’s right,” Willow says. “We have to have some sort of plan before they get here.”

      “How much time do we have?” I ask.

      “About fifteen minutes, but I don’t think that’ll be enough.”

      “It’ll be plenty. Now let’s get going.” I stalk out of the communication center, and Zoe and Willow follow close behind.

      “Where are we going?” Willow asks.

      “We’re going to go meet the monsters, of course. Give them a proper welcome to Exilium.”

      Then, I’m going to make them give me back my sister.

      Welcome to Exilium, boys.
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      The computers are pinging with warning that the mountains are near, but Theron and I are in awe of something else. Water. So much of it. An ocean is what the female aliens back at the facility had called it.

      “Have you ever seen anything like it?” I ask, my eyes wide, taking it all in.

      Theron is mashing buttons without having to look as his attention is on the ocean. “Never. All my travels have turned up barren lands. Usually, I never ventured out this far because I assumed the whole planet looked the same.”

      It’s sad that my first thought is that Aria would love to see this. I’d love to see her face as she marvels over the beautiful view. And I’d marvel over her.

      Soon.

      Soon I will see the look of pure happiness on her face when I return Lyric into her waiting arms.

      “We need to be ready,” Theron says with a sigh as he pulls on a lever that makes the ship lower.

      “For landing?”

      “For attack.”

      I snort. “The females can’t attack us.”

      “You’re arrogant,” he says with a shake of his nog. “Take it from someone who knows. That mortshite will kick you in the rump one day.”

      I think about Aria. Her lovely brown hair. Her speckled skin. Dark gray eyes. Aria has the fullest lips—pink and pouty. I’ve spent too many solars fantasizing about what they taste like. How they’d feel if I tugged on them between my teeth.

      Aria is harmless. A tiny little thing compared to her mate.

      And Lyric?

      It’s her younger sister. I don’t sense a threat. That’s not arrogance, it’s just common sense. She and Willow will both be beyond thrilled for us to rescue them and return them to their families.

      Theron and I will be heroes.

      Aria’s told me about the heroes in her films. The male who always gets the female. Happily ever afters is what she calls them. I want to give her a happily ever after. A real one and not an “acted” one.

      “Landing pad looks clear,” Theron says as he guides the Mayvina down onto a small rectangular strip that overhangs the rocks the ocean seems to crash against angrily. “You see anything?”

      I scan the prison that seems to be hidden within the mountain. Aside from the landing strip and some antennas sticking out of the rock, you wouldn’t know it was even here.

      “Nothing,” I say, ignoring the nerves in my gut.

      “Grab a zonnoblaster,” Theron instructs. “We need to be ready for anything.”

      “Are you rekking mad?” I snarl. “And accidentally send Aria’s sister to The Eternals?”

      The ship touches down and a door slides up, inviting us into a ship bay. Theron shoots me a nasty look before slowly easing the ship into the bay. It’s dark inside and when the door closes behind the ship, we’re enveloped completely in darkness.

      “Since you’re in charge around here,” Theron sneers, “maybe I should sit here with my metal female and let you go retrieve the aliens. My opinion means nothing.”

      I unbuckle and whap him in the nog. “Let’s go.”

      He follows me, stomping loudly. When he grabs a zonnoblaster, I shoot him a sour look that he ignores. I put myself in front of him so he doesn’t accidentally blow away Aria’s sister. We put on our zu-gear and masks in the event that the air isn’t safe. Once we’re ready, I hit the button to open the side door. The only light comes from a single bulb illuminating a door. I guess that’s where we’re supposed to go. Our boots clomp loudly in the cavernous space as we trek our way over to the door.

      “Put the gun down,” Lyric says, her voice commanding and loud through an intercom.

      “Seriously?” Theron grumbles.

      “Do it,” I bark out.

      The zonnoblaster clatters to the floor and he grumbles. A loud beep signals the door is opening. We walk inside a small decontamination chamber. The door closes behind us.

      “Now what?” Theron asks.

      “Requesting entry,” I bark out.

      “Remove your outer gear,” Lyric once again commands.

      “Is it safe?” I peek through the small square that leads to the other side, but I can’t see anything but darkness.

      “Yes, and if you want to come in, you need to take all of that off so we know you’re not hiding any more weapons.”

      I make sure to give Theron a glare before yanking off my face mask. We strip out of our zu-gear.

      “Now grant us entry,” I demand. Breccan would be proud of my authoritative nature in this moment.

      “One thing you monsters are going to learn…” The line cackles with static. “You’re not in charge around here. I am.”

      A hissing sound can be heard and I immediately grow lightheaded. Air. The air in the chamber is being sucked right from the room. Not good. Not good at all. Theron and I both grasp our throats before everything goes blissfully black.
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      I blink my eyes and roll over on my bed. Aria. She’s the first thing on my mind every solar. I miss her laugh. Maybe I’ll go visit her and offer to hold Sokko while she gets her duties done. I’d love to watch her as she flits around washing things for her mortling and humming songs only she knows.

      I start to stretch my arms above my nog and sit up, but something yanks on my arm. What the rekk? It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. This is not my room.

      Cold zutametal is clamped around my wrist and connected to a long chain that’s attached to the bed I’m sitting on.

      “Theron!” I bark out, my loud voice echoing in the small room. “Theron!”

      I can hear his voice not far away, but it’s muffled behind a wall or maybe several.

      “In a reform cell! It was an ambush!” he calls back.

      A growl rumbles from me as I rise to my feet. The chain doesn’t let me walk far. Nearly to the door. I peer out the square window. Darkness.

      “Let me out of here,” I bellow. “Right rekking now!”

      Silence.

      Well, aside from Theron’s laughing.

      Of course he’d think this was funny. Probably laughing at my expense because I so foolishly walked us into a trap. I need to speak to her.

      Lyric.

      “Female!” I yell out. “We need to have words!”

      More laughing from Theron. “Yeah, that tactic will work beautifully.”

      I sense his sarcasm and another growl rumbles from me.

      “Female leader of the aliens! Get in here right rekking now!”

      Nothing.

      Rekk.

      I try a different tactic. “Willow? Are you out there? I know your mother.”

      “No!” a woman yells as the door to my cell opens.

      “You know my mom?” a woman with red hair and wide light green eyes stares at me. “What’s her name? How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

      I slowly walk toward her, only stopping when my chain yanks on my wrist. “Her name is Molly.”

      “And?”

      “She likes to bless hearts.”

      She gapes at me. “What?”

      “You know this language? She loves rogcows too. You know of them? They ronk and the males have horns like these.” I flash my rogstud horns at her. “Oh, she says ‘Jesus loves you anyway’ a lot. Seem familiar?”

      Her bottom lip wobbles as tears leak from her eyes. “Oh. My. God.”

      “She says that a lot too,” I offer. “And talks a lot. A lot.”

      “Nope,” another female says. “Emotions get you killed, honey. Take a walk. Let me handle this.”

      Willow gets tugged from the doorway. The woman who replaces her makes my heart stop in my chest.

      “Aria?”

      Her lips press to a firm line. “Lyric.”

      In the darkness they look so similar. As if cued into my thoughts, she barks out an order and then the room is bathed in light. Not a room. A reform cell. The wall beside the bed is lined with stone, but the wall across the room is lined with bars. The room next door is empty.

      “Why am I in a reform cell?” I demand, jerking my gaze back to Lyric.

      She crosses her arms over her chest as she sizes me up. “That’s where kidnappers go in a prison.” She steps closer. “What planet are you from?”

      “This one. Mortuus.”

      “What’s your name, monster?”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Hadrian.”

      “Well, Hadrian, you fucked with the wrong chicks today. We didn’t get to our position to let two braindead monsters screw it all up.”

      “What do you want?” I growl.

      Bravely, she walks close enough that I could reach out and grab her throat if I wanted to. But I don’t want to. This is Lyric. Aria’s family. I fist my hand at my side and level her with a hard glare.

      When something glints, I realize she’s holding a magknife in her grip. Not so useless after all.

      “I want my sister,” she says coolly.

      So do I.

      “And if you’ll let me, I’ll bring you to her.” I grit my teeth, biting back an irritated snarl. “Release me, female.”

      Her lips curl into a sinister smile. Where Aria smiles sweetly at me, her sister looks like a sabrevipe ready to pounce on its prey. “No, monster boy, you’ll bring her to me, not the other way around.”

      Bring her here?

      Rekk no.

      “Breccan won’t allow that,” I bite out at her.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what Breccan won’t allow. You’re going to help me get my sister here.” Another predatory smile. “If you want to live.”

      I blink at her. Did this alien just threaten me?

      My sub-bones start popping and it takes everything in me to rein in my anger. All I want is to get this female and drag her back to my Aria so I can go back to the way things were. Rather than backing away, she lifts her chin and pierces me with a fierce glare.

      She opens her mouth and I take my opportunity. I grip the hilt of the magknife, yanking it from her hand. Her body falls against mine and I hug her to me. Twisting her around, I keep her pinned to my front with her arms trapped in my grip.

      “Listen, alien,” I growl, my lips pressed against her hair near her ear. She smells foreign but sweet. “I’m trying to make Aria happy. You for some rekking reason make her happy. So you’re going to get on that ship even if I have to drag you kicking and screaming onto it.”

      “Let me go!” she cries out, squirming and flailing.

      The wiggling causes my cock to wake up. Oh, rekk no! Her rump rubs against it, making me groan in shock. I practically throw her away from me. She stumbles and then swivels on her feet, her glare dangerous and threatening.

      “Oh, motherfucker, you’re going to regret doing that shit!” she screeches, her chest heaving. My gaze falls to the way the gray material hugs her breasts. They’re rounder than Aria’s. My eyes, against my wishes, rake down her trim body and I take in the slight flare of her hips.

      “Are you okay?” Willow asks, running into the room.

      “Don’t get close to them,” Lyric says, huffing. “They’re monsters. Just because they talk and have our family members doesn’t mean a damn thing. They’re dangerous.”

      Willow’s gaze flits over to me and then she winces. “He’s bleeding. Zoe should take a look at him.”

      “He’ll live,” Lyric barks out. “Unfortunately.” She storms off, leaving Willow behind.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, her brows furling together just like Molly’s do.

      “I just want to make Aria happy,” I mutter mostly to myself.

      Willow’s features soften. “You really know my mother?”

      “I do.”

      “Is she hurt? Where is she?”

      “She’s here, on this planet. Quite the contrary. She’s happy. And in love.”

      “In love?” she asks, astonished.

      I nod. “So is Aria.” My heart aches at that thought.

      “Hey,” Willow whispers. “Just hang in there for a bit. We’ll get you fixed up. Let me talk to Lyric. I’m sure we’ll get this sorted. Give me some time.”

      Since she’s Molly’s daughter, I throw her mother’s words back at her, hoping to gain favor. “Thank you. You’re a doll.” It’s a phrase Molly uses often.

      Her cheeks blush and she laughs. “Only Momma would land herself on an alien planet, fall in love, and enchant the monsters into using her country bumpkin lingo.” She stares at me for a moment longer. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re here.”

      Willow rushes from the room and the door closes behind her. I sit down on the bed and inspect the cut on my hand. The magknife sits on the floor, so I quickly stash it between the cushion and the bed, hiding it. It could prove to be useful later.

      “Your negotiation skills need work,” Theron calls out from somewhere.

      “Rekk off.”
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      “You should have killed them when you had the chance,” Zoe says bitterly. “Now what are we going to do with them?”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be the nurse,” I say absentmindedly. All I can think about is how strong the monster had felt when I was clamped against him. His powerful arms could have crushed me, but he was surprisingly gentle. I shake my head to clear my mind of the memory. “You’re far too interested in maiming instead of healing.”

      She snorts, but doesn’t answer. A lot about Zoe goes unanswered. Willow and I have a lot in common. We both did what we had to do in order to leave Earth II to find our families—my sister, her mother—though we were kept in cryo headed for Exilium for different lengths of times. That’s what they did. For decades, the ones who were in charge, collected the criminals and held them until their ultimate prison was complete, only to dump us to rot for the rest of our existence. But Zoe has been “in transit” longer than both of us and she doesn’t have any family she’s spoken of—it’s just her. So we have no idea how she landed herself here or what crimes she committed to get herself into the same position we’re in. In the vastness of space, sometimes the only thing I have to hold onto is the memory of Aria and the promise of being reunited with her. Zoe doesn’t have that or anything else to look forward to. Maybe if I were in her shoes, I’d be just as bitter and guarded.

      “We can’t kill them. They know where our families are. We have to make them bring my mom back—and Lyric’s sister.” Willow is pacing, energized. I haven’t seen her so pumped since we first overthrew the prison guards. Her red hair is an explosion around her delicate features, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She keeps pushing it away from her face as she paces back and forth. “They have information we need, too. About the planet. What it’s like to live here, really live. If we’re ever going to get out of this prison, it’s information we’ll need to have.”

      Zoe isn’t convinced. She leans back in the chair, pushing a pencil behind her ear. Her prison uniform, what all of us wear as there aren’t any alternatives, is starting to show wear. The bright yellow material is faded to a dingy cream and there are patches where the fabric has worn completely away and spots where blood has stained it dark. I make a mental note to search the prison for additional uniforms. “You’re assuming they’re here out of the goodness of their hearts. C’mon, Willow. Don’t be dense. We’ve dealt with monsters like these before. They could have ulterior motives.”

      “Monsters?” comes a wispy voice from the command room door.

      I turn and find Stella, a wispy woman who’d be beautiful if it weren’t for the ever-present anguish in her features. Her white-blond hair lies lank over her shoulders and a small child clings to her legs, a pale face that peeks out only to dart back into hiding every few seconds.

      “What monsters? Is that why you called the code red?” Stella asks. Everything about her is soft, delicate. When I first woke in Exilium, Stella had already given birth to a son, Henry, back on the ship about three years ago, though she wasn’t willing or able to talk about her child’s father. She was one of the few who belonged to those men on the ship while they collected prisoners for decades, only woken up a few years ago and forced into sex long before they ever stepped foot on this wretched planet.

      “Big scary ones,” Zoe says, her eyes on the kid.

      “Christ, Zoe,” I bite out as the child yelps and hides behind Stella’s legs. To Stella, I say, “Yes, that’s why we called the code, but there’s no immediate threat. We detained the…visitors in the cells. You’re safe.”

      “For now,” Zoe adds under her breath, but we all ignore her.

      “What do they want?” Stella asks. Her hand goes to Henry’s hair and she begins to play absently, almost as though he’s a real-life security blanket. The action seems to soothe them both.

      “We’re not certain, yet,” I answer, hoping Zoe will keep her mouth shut. There’s no need to cause panic amongst the others until we have a more concrete idea what the monsters want.

      “Everything will be right as rain. No need to worry,” Willow adds, crouching down to peer at Stella’s son. “Chin up, buttercup.”

      “Are you sure we’re safe?” Stella asks.

      My shoulders tense as all their eyes turn to me. I feel their expectations like a weight on my shoulders. “I’m sure,” I say firmly. I don’t know if I’m trying to convince them…or me. “It’s almost fifteen hundred. You two should head to the mess hall for dinner.” The cheery tone in my voice sounds false to my ears, but Stella herds the little boy away with promises of dessert.

      “They wanted to kidnap us,” Zoe shouts when Stella is out of hearing distance. “That’s what you call safe?”

      “They can’t kidnap us from behind bars,” I say calmly. “They aren’t going anywhere.”

      “I’ve never seen tech like theirs before,” Willow says, finally taking a seat, though her leg still bounces up and down. “Its origin is unlike anything from Earth II.”

      “That would make sense, considering they’re aliens.”

      We both ignore Zoe. “What if they have a way to communicate with their people? We could confirm their story. Talk with your mother, my sister.”

      Willow’s eyes light up and Zoe exclaims, “Are you insane? That could be a trap. They could have been watching us for months, bugged the place.”

      “Heavens to Betsy, Zoe. You’re the most paranoid person I’ve ever met.” Willow shakes her head.

      Zoe lifts a shoulder. “Not paranoid, prepared. I’d rather not have an ambush situation on our hands. We barely survived overtaking the guards. What if there are more of them headed right for us?”

      I take a deep breath. “Willow, can you do a scan of the perimeter for unknown vessels? Make sure there isn’t an alien armada out there headed this way.”

      Willow nods and spins around in her chair, clicking away at the monitors.

      “What are you going to do?” Zoe asks.

      “I’m going to have a chat with our monsters, see what they really want. If they can contact my sister, then I’ll be able to ask her questions only she knows the answer to.”

      “They could be lying. You can’t trust them.”

      “That’s possible,” I admit. “But we won’t know until we find out more about them and where they came from.”

      “They could be telling the truth,” Willow says quietly, still working on the scan.

      That’s what I’m afraid of, I think, but don’t say out loud.
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      Fear turns to anger as I stride to the cells where I’m keeping the monsters. I let it fuel my steps and clarify my thoughts. I need to find out exactly what they know, where they’re from, and what their purpose is with the prison and its inhabitants. Willow and Zoe offered to come with me, but I turned them away.

      I want to do this alone.

      A-Block, where we’re keeping them, was for the worst of the worst—before we overthrew the prison. The cells are small, only enough for a bed and toilet, and they’re bare of any softening touches or personal effects. Confinement, the guards had called it. I’d never been sent there, but I’d heard stories from women who had. Deprived of interaction or exercise, all the prisoners could do was pace around the small cell and “think about their transgressions.” The only food they received was a ration of bread and moldy dehydrated cheese with water. I wished the crappy food and isolation was the worst part about confinement, but I’d heard stories about atrocities committed against the prisoners here.

      I flick the lights on and begin toward Hadrian’s cell. I’ve been awake for more than twenty-four hours at this point, but I know I won’t be able to sleep until I have answers.

      “Hello?” comes a voice I already recognize as his. “Is that you, Lyric?”

      The A-Block cells are kept in the farthest reaches of the prison, deep within the mountain. Moisture from the ocean above slicks the walls and pools on the floor, leaving the constant sound of dripping water all around like we’re in a cave rather than a manmade dwelling.

      I approach his cell carefully, willing myself to maintain my composure. He’s reclined on the bed, his hands behind his head and one leg drawn up at an angle, seemingly relaxed.

      “I knew you’d come back,” he says with his eyes still closed.

      “What do you know about my sister?” I demand.

      “I know everything about your sister.” There’s an inflection in his voice I don’t quite understand, and it makes me bristle.

      “What do you know?” I repeat. “Why did she send you here?”

      “To bring you back to her,” he answers, and I frown. There’s more to the story, but I can’t discern what I’m missing. Why would he travel so far, risk so much to bring me to her? It doesn’t make sense.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth? You came here to kidnap us. Don’t you realize how fucked up that sounds?”

      “Do you think I care if you believe it’s the truth or not? We’re here to take you to Aria and Willow to her mother. That’s all that matters. You’ll be coming with us whether you want to or not.”

      “That’s where I think you’re wrong.” Shaking my head, I open the door to his cell and close it behind me. “You’re going to tell me what I want to know whether you want to or not.”

      “What makes you think that?” He finally cracks open his eyes and sits up.

      I hold up the device in my hands. “You won’t have a choice.”

      “The rekk is that?”

      “A truth-teller. The guards used to use them on us when they needed to interrogate us.” The truth-teller is a small box of insubstantial weight with sensors that attach to his temples. I’ve been subjected to them once and it’s an experience I’d never like to repeat. But to find my sister, to save her, I’m willing to do anything.

      Even commit atrocities I’d nearly died to save the others from.

      “And you think you can use that on me?”

      I nod.

      His lips turn into a feral grin. “You can try.”

      He can’t escape, not with his hands shackled to the wall, but that doesn’t alleviate the nerves skittering in my stomach. Monster is an accurate description. His features are too harsh, too animalistic to be natural. We learned on Earth II any survivors here on what used to be Earth would have suffered the effects of radiation—to what extent the experts were never certain.

      Now I know.

      Their genetic makeup has mutated until they look nothing like humans. I remember how strong he was when he held me in his grasp. I’d never met a man on Earth II with strength so profound. Everything about him seems designed to be overwhelming, intimidating. From the pitch-black eyes to the towering height.

      He says Aria is…mated to one of them. I don’t see how that’s possible.

      The Aria I knew would have run screaming.

      “Don’t do anything stupid,” I warn as I draw closer to the bed.

      He says nothing.

      My heart beats double time as I begin to unwrap the cords with the sensors I’ll need to attach to his temples. It should be because of how terrifying he looks, but it’s not. It’s because all I can think about is how he felt against me.

      Being alone with him doesn’t seem like such a smart plan anymore.

      “Rekk, you look just like your sister. It’s a shame,” he says, those black eyes on me.

      “What do you mean?” I ask absentmindedly.

      “That I have to hurt you.”

      Then there’s a knife at my throat and Hadrian is in front of me, somehow free from his shackles.
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      I’m not really going to hurt her. But she’s compromising our mission and I need to get back. Home. I’ve barely been here for a solar and I’m already itching to escape. I thought it was torture watching Breccan care for the one I wish were mine, but in reality, it’s better than nothing.

      Here is nothing.

      Until she walks in, reminding me of Aria.

      It’s maddening.

      I just want to collect the alien and get back to where I belong.

      The magknife is pressed to her pale skin and her blue eyes are wide. The anger she’s worn thus far is replaced by fear.

      Rekk.

      I really am a monster.

      When she flits out her tongue to lick at her bottom lip in a nervous way, my cock jolts without warning. I disgust myself. Fury rises up inside me, chasing away the heat licking at my cock. I grip a handful of her hair, tugging until she’s forced to crane her nog to look up at me.

      “Are you really going to hurt me?” she asks, her nostrils flaring.

      I skim my gaze along her nose to her full, pink lips, and then look over her pale throat. Sometimes, Aria wears dark bruises from Breccan’s mouth. I imagine it hurts the fragile aliens, but I think they like it, otherwise she wouldn’t wear them proudly and often. And if we’re being honest, I wouldn’t mind darkening up Lyric’s throat that way. I wonder if she tastes sweet…

      “If I have to,” I growl, darting my eyes back to hers.

      “I just want answers and my sister.” Her voice is soft and so unlike the powerful woman who captured me, held me captive, and who was threatening me not long ago. “I have this.”

      She pushes some sort of device into my stomach.

      “What is it?”

      “A truth-teller.”

      Some truths are better kept hidden.

      “Why do you need it?” I demand, paranoia creeping in.

      “To make sure you’re who you say you are. So we can come to a compromise.” She lets out a sharp breath. “Just put down the knife and I’ll administer the test. We’ll go from there.”

      “No, feral one,” I grit out. “If you want to administer the test, you can do it from my lap where I can make sure you don’t have ulterior motives.”

      Her eyes flash with irritation. My cock jolts again. This is madness. With a growl, I grab her rump through her suit and sit down on the bed, hauling her with me. One of her hands flies to my shoulder to brace herself as she is forced to spread her thighs to sit on me. The position is intimate, but it’s the only one that doesn’t leave the other at an advantage. She’s stiff at first but then relaxes as she looks down at the device. While she fiddles with it, I drag the tip of the magknife along the column of her throat, marveling at the way it leaves a pink, irritated trail on her skin.

      “It’s hard to focus with a blade at my carotid,” she grumbles, pinning me with a fierce glare.

      “Where would you rather I stick you, feral one?”

      Her cheeks flame red and she slaps me. I gape at her in shock.

      “You hit me!”

      “You were being a dick,” she defends.

      “Are you always so mean?”

      At this, she laughs, and it sounds beautiful. “Always.”

      Aria has a spine of steel and I’ve seen her lash out at others, but she’s always been kind to me. So different than Lyric. Lyric practically breathes fire.

      I relent and slide the magknife down, angling it up toward her ribs. My hand stays firmly splayed on her rump in case she tries to make a run for it. It’s nice and round in my hand. Makes me wonder if it’s squishy. I give it a little squeeze, earning myself another slap.

      “What the rekk was that for?”

      She curls her lip up. “I’m not even answering that question, dumbass.”

      “I just wanted to know what it felt like when I squeezed it,” I try to explain. “The book never described how an alien’s rump felt.”

      “Book? What, do they have alien porn here? Fucking weirdos. Anyway, on Planet Normal, you take a woman to dinner first before you feel her up. Write that in your damn book,” she says in a dry tone. “Now hold still. This won’t hurt. It just tells me whether or not what you speak is the truth. I’ll try and ask simple questions that require one word answers. If you’re telling the truth, it turns green. Red means a lie. Yellow means unclear. Do you understand, monster man?”

      “Clearly.”

      “Good,” she murmurs as she sticks an electrode to my temple. Then, she repeats the action on the other side before turning on the machine. “There. Ready?”

      “Ready.” Green. I give her rump a quick slap to indicate my readiness.

      “Do you like touching my ass?” she snaps.

      “Yes.” Green.

      “Typical male,” she grumbles. “Okay, first question. Is Aria safe?”

      “Yes.” Green.

      “Are you going to hurt her?”

      “No.” Green.

      She presses her lips in a firm line as though she doesn’t believe the truth-teller. “How many monsters are at your compound?”

      “Ten, not including the mortlings.” Green.

      Satisfaction gleams in her eyes. “We can take ten.”

      I cock my nog to the side. “You want us?”

      “No, I’m saying…forget it. Just shut up and answer my questions.”

      Irritating female.

      “Go on, feral one. I haven’t got forever.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Okay…here’s one. How old are you?”

      “Eighteen revolutions.” Green.

      “What about you?”

      “We’re not talking about me.” Pause. “In my head, I’m still twenty-one, having finally committed a crime severe enough to be exiled so I could seek out my sister. But who knows how old I really am or how much time has passed.” Another pause. “Whatever, I’m twenty-one. Next question. Do you eat humans?”

      I scoff at her. “That’s rekking disgusting, Lyric. Do you eat monsters?”

      “Answer the question, creep,” she hisses.

      “No,” I growl. Green.

      “Do you bite?”

      “No.” Red.

      “Asshole!”

      “It’s a moronic question,” I defend. “I bite meat to eat…I don’t bite aliens!”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “We’ll see, liar.” After letting out a heavy sigh, she taps on her chin, thinking. “Does Aria like you?”

      “Yes.” I flash her a smug grin. Green. “I’m her favorite.” Red. My heart sinks.

      “Who’s her favorite?” she challenges.

      “Sokko.” Yellow.

      “And…” she implores.

      “Breccan.” Green.

      “But you’re third favorite?” she taunts.

      “Yes,” I admit with reluctance. Green.

      “Who is Sokko?”

      “Her son.” Green.

      Her eyes fill with tears, but she quickly blinks them away. “Did she want to have him?”

      “Yes.” Green.

      I think about how sweet she is with Sokko. Loving and caring. My chest aches with longing.

      “Do you love her?”

      “Yes.” Green.

      “You wish she were your, er, mate?”

      If this gets back to Breccan…

      “No.” Red.

      “Are you a home-wrecking monster?”

      I frown. “No.” Green. Even though I don’t understand the term, I get her insinuation.

      She lets out a sigh of relief. “Are you going to hurt me?”

      “If I have to.” Red.

      Her face lights up wickedly. “I knew it.”

      With newfound bravado, she starts to pull away. But I’m not done holding her yet. My claws bite a warning into her fleshy rump as I keep her in my lap.

      “B-But you said,” she whispers, squirming at the way my large hand holds claim to her rump.

      “I’m not hurting you,” I tell her. Green.

      “Stupid machine,” she grumbles.

      “I just want to keep you right here.” Green.

      “Are you going to rape me?” Her blue eyes are hot with accusation.

      “No,” I snap. Green. “I’m not a rekking Kevin!” Green.

      “You know Kevin?” she asks in astonishment.

      “If I ever meet Kevin, I will bite all right. I will rip every piece of skin from his body with my teeth. I’ll cut off his cock and rekking feed it to him. Then, I’ll walk him right into a den of sabrevipes so they can feast on his disgusting carcass.” Green.

      “He hurt my sister,” she says sadly, a tear leaking down her cheek. It’s a statement that she wants confirmation to, but we both know the answer. Yes.

      Because I’m curious and have heard lovely things about tears, I lean forward and drag my forked tongue along her cheek. She sucks in a sharp breath. I’m stunned by her taste, though. They were right. It’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted. A craving to taste more tears—more of her—settles in my bones.

      “Aria is safe with Breccan. She’s happy. All she wants is for you to come home to her.” Green.

      Lyric is no longer glowering at me but seems to have lost some of her edge. “I want to talk to her.”

      “Theron and I can help make that happen. We have communication with them.” Green. “But…” I trail off, already thirsting to taste her again.

      “But what, monster man? Out with it.”

      “But you have to free us.” Green.

      She scoffs. “Ugh. Wasn’t a question, stupid machine. And the answer is no.”

      My claws bite into her rump. “I’ll just keep you here forever then.” Green.

      “Are you fucking serious right now?”

      “Yes.” Green.

      She rips the electrodes off my nog and tosses them on the bed beside us. “Fine. Since I know you don’t intend to hurt us, I’ll let you roam. But only on this block. I haven’t spoken to the others yet and I don’t want to create mass hysteria. So you and your freaky friend can hang out here, but I don’t want you going much further. At least not until I’ve spoken with Aria. Can we agree to that?”

      “Yes. Don’t you want your truth-teller to confirm?”

      She brings her palm to my face, fluttering her fingers along my cheek. “When you’re telling the truth, a line forms here,” she says, rubbing her thumb between my brows. “And when you’re lying, your mouth twitches on one corner.” Her thumb brushes along the corner of my mouth. “You’ll be civil and behave.”

      “Oh, I can’t promise I’ll behave,” I say with a wide, wicked grin.

      While I marvel over how her blue eyes flare, she snatches the magknife out of my hand and scrambles away from me.

      “You’re such a child. That’s why they sent you, huh? To get a break?”

      “They sent me because I would do anything for Aria and they know it. This is the most important mission. You are the most important mission.”

      Her features soften. “You so much as glare at anyone the wrong way and I’ll send in Zoe with her zap stick.”

      I cock my nog. “What’s a zap stick?”

      “What the wardens used on the prisoners. Trust me, you do not want to meet the zap stick.”

      Rising to my feet, I skim my gaze down her full breasts and flared hips. My own body feels cold without her small one warming me up. Who knew aliens could be so warm? And soft? And sweet? I lick my lips.

      “Are you sure you don’t eat humans?” she sneers, eyeing me up like I’m some ferocious beast from The Graveyard.

      I don’t tell her I read that whole section about “eating” the females so many times the pages started to wear out and Sayer had to rewrite them.

      “Sure,” I say. The corner of my mouth twitches.

      Rather than being afraid, she shakes her nog. “Men are the same no matter what species. Always thinking with their dicks.”

      She turns, revealing her nice round rump to me. My cock strains against my suit. Turns out, she’s not wrong.
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      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Hadrian swaggers—really there’s no other word for it—up to the cell with his friend in it. “Keep your pants on, Ther. The alien is taking me to meet with her friends. I’ve got everything under control.”

      “If you have everything under control, then I’m a twirret.”

      “What’s a twirret?” I ask. Hadrian tries to herd me away from his companion, but I smack his hands away.

      Theron smirks and I’m glad we’ve got the metal bars between us. Hadrian may sound cocky, but from what I’ve gleaned so far with the truth-teller, I don’t think he poses any harm to me or the others. But this guy, there’s something dangerous in his eyes and the rakish slant of his mouth. This one’s trouble.

      “A twirret is a small rodent-like creature. They have long tails, big teeth, and thick fur. They reside in what few trees grow around the facility and come out at dark to feed. Good eating—if you can catch them.”

      “I do have everything under control,” Hadrian says and pushes between the two of us. “I’m the one they’ve released from the reform cells, you pile of rogshite.”

      “You’ve a lot to learn, mortling.” Theron pushes off the bars and turns his back on us. “I’ll be waiting when you return.”

      “I’m not a mortling,” Hadrian growls. “Let’s go.”

      He storms off before I can so much as answer, and I speed after him—hard considering how remarkably long his legs are. How big do these monsters get? If Hadrian is only eighteen and he’s nearly six and a half feet tall, then how big are the others? Theron is massive. Are the others the same? I’d ask him, but he doesn’t seem so receptive at the moment.

      “Hold on there, buddy. You don’t even know where you’re going.”

      “We’ve a lot to do if Theron and I are going to return to the Facility soon. I don’t want to be gone too long.”

      I tug on his shirt sleeve, pulling him down a hall. “Then you’d better let me lead for a change, sparky. You’re going the wrong way.”

      “I know where I’m going,” he retorts, but he doesn’t protest when I lead him down the correct hall to the stairs that will take us to the top level. His attitude shouldn’t make me smile, but it does.

      The smile melts from my face as I push into the command room. Zoe and Willow greet me with mirror expressions of tension and fear. Well, on Willow it’s tension and fear, but on Zoe it’s anger and frustration. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Zoe afraid.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” she grits out at the sight of him.

      “I’m here to speak with you aliens. And to facilitate communications between Willow and Lyric and their families.”

      Zoe turns to me. “You can’t be serious. You’re just going to let him walk around free?” She throws her thick black waves over her shoulders, her gray eyes flashing. “Do you not remember them threatening to kidnap us or am I the only sane one here?”

      My back straightens. “He’s not walking around free. I’ve been with him the whole time. There will be no kidnapping today, Zoe. Besides, if he tries anything, I give you permission now to use the zap stick on him.”

      This seems to mollify her, but only a little. “I think this is a bad idea. He could be lying to you.”

      “The truth-teller seems to think otherwise,” I say coolly.

      She relents, but I know it’s only momentary. “Whatever you say.”

      “You can really help us talk to them? My mother?” Willow asks. Her red-orange hair tumbles around her shoulders from a bun held in place with a pencil.

      “You don’t actually believe them?” Zoe’s voice is incredulous.

      “I believe even the chance at hearing from my mother is worth the risk.” Willow has never been the defiant sort, but she sets her jaw and meets Zoe’s eyes head-on. “Lyric and I have been waiting for this opportunity for years. She wants to talk to her sister, but she wouldn’t risk the lives of those she helped saved for it. You know that.”

      Zoe crosses her arms and slumps into a chair. “I still think it’s a bad idea.”

      “Noted.” I turn to Hadrian, who has been watching our conversation with an amused expression. “You’re up.”

      “It’s a frequency-based system,” Willow says quickly, the excitement evident in her breathy voice. “Do you think it’ll be compatible with the one where you’re from?”

      “Where are you from, exactly?” Zoe interjects before Hadrian can respond.

      He nods to Willow and begins to study the controls, tinkering with the buttons and dials. To Zoe, he says, “The morts have lived on this planet since radiation destroyed it.”

      I nod to Willow when she looks at me for confirmation. “It’s true. He told me during interrogation.” I still can’t imagine it. My whole life I was told Earth was uninhabitable after dangerous amounts of radiation destroyed it. That’s why, generations before me, we took to the skies and have lived on a man-made planet ever since. But, the planet was small and crime was out of control. They exiled people for life sentences to Exilium for the smallest of offenses. In fact, Exilium was built specifically to see if Earth was safe enough to live on again and to house prisoners to use as test subjects. Little did we know the prison hadn’t been completed until recently.

      “Our ancestors built the facility where we now live. It keeps us safe from the beasts that roam this planet and the radiation. Our kind survived for many years this way until most of our numbers were wiped out by The Rades, a deadly virus. We were nearly extinct, until Theron found the ship with Aria, Molly, and the others. Without them, we certainly would have been the end of all morts.”

      “What’s the Facility like?” Willow asks.

      Hadrian pauses his examination of the controls. “It’s located a few solars travel east of here, over the mountain range. After The Rades, we were forced to remain indoors where it was safe. Our commander, Breccan, is the only reason we survived.”

      Breccan. According to Hadrian, he’s my sister’s mate. I still didn’t know what to think about that. Aria…married and a mother. So much has already been taken from me, the thought of getting even a piece of it back is like having electricity under my skin.

      “And he sent you here to take us back, is that it?” Zoe interrupts.

      “He sent us here to bring back family,” Hadrian answers quietly, a preternatural stillness settling over his muscled frame. “Aria’s and Molly’s. They’re our family.” He catches Willow’s eyes. “Which means you are, too. We won’t be leaving without you, that is true. I won’t let Aria down that way. No matter how long it takes to convince you.”

      “By convince, you mean kidnapping us.”

      “Let him talk, Zoe,” Willow says.

      “I am letting him talk. All I’m hearing are excuses.”

      Willow rolls her eyes, but they’re too bright with excitement to be dismissive. “Are you having any luck?”

      “The system seems to be similar to the one we use at the facility. I should be able to patch into the comms system at the facility—or at least Sayer said as much.”

      “So you don’t even know if you can talk to them? Great,” Zoe says.

      “Are you always so negative, little one?” Hadrian says. “I want this to work as much as you do. I don’t want to stay here. My life is back at the Facility. The sooner I can get in communication with them, the faster I can go home.”

      Home. Back to Aria.

      The excitement at the prospect of talking to her again dulls a little when I remember Hadrian loves her. I try not to think about how it had felt having Aria always in the spotlight. Having everyone constantly telling me I’d never be as good as her, make as much money as her, live up to her.

      The thrill I’d felt with Hadrian pales knowing he loves her. Of course he does. Aria has always been beautiful, talented, and kind.

      How could I ever compare?

      Pushing the thought from my mind, I cross the room to Hadrian’s side. I don’t understand one iota of what he’s doing, but I’m too anxious to pace around the room. No matter how I feel about myself, I love my sister. All I’ve wanted since she was taken from me was to get her back.

      Hadrian lifts the microphone to his mouth. “Facility. This is Hadrian Alosius, please respond.”

      Blank, white noise fills the speakers. My heart beats a rapid tattoo in my chest. Hadrian repeats his call and we wait. Still no response.

      “Are they sleeping?” Willow asks, disappointment evident in the downturn of her bowed lips.

      “No, there will always be someone stationed in the communication bay, especially since we’re out on the Mayvina. Even if there’s not, Uvie, our computer, will notify Breccan the moment they receive a communication. Something must be wrong with the equipment.”

      “The antenna on the mountains sustained damage during a recent storm. It will need to be repaired if we want to communicate beyond that boundary. We haven’t tried up to this point as we haven’t seen the need.”

      Zoe motions for me to follow her to the hall. With a regretful look at Hadrian and the microphone that will connect me with my sister, I join her.

      “If he wants to repair the antenna, that means someone will have to go outside the prison—to the mountains. He’ll have to go too. You can’t consider it. It’s not safe.”

      Travel outside the prison. I’d never gone farther than the walls surrounding the prison—not even after we overthrew the guards. The land surrounding us is simply too dangerous, the radiation too deadly. Incredibly, the prison is the safest place for us.

      “I’ll do what I have to do,” I answer.

      “You’re crazy. These monsters show up and you’re willing to throw away everything we’ve worked for.”

      “You know me better than that, Zoe. I’m trying to do what’s best for everyone. If the mountains are blocking the signal and we do have to travel in order to communicate with our families, I will do what’s necessary to ensure that happens.” I cut her off before she can argue. “End of discussion. Go check on the rest and make sure they’re okay. I’ll stay with Willow and Hadrian.”

      She gives me one last beseeching look, then does as I ask.

      A headache begins to brew just behind my eyes. I haven’t had much sleep since I heard the first call from their vessel. Excitement, fear, anticipation have all been thudding through my system, leaving me unable to sleep, unable to do anything other than wait.

      I push off from the wall and go back to Hadrian and Willow. The white noise still fills the speakers. “Any luck?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” Willow says, forlorn. “Something’s wrong.”

      I nod. “Zoe mentioned we may need to go to the top of the ridge for the signal to get out of the valley.”

      At this, Hadrian swivels around in the chair to look at me. “I thought we were only allowed to roam in our section?”

      “I didn’t say you were going to go alone.” I swallow hard. “I’ll be going with you.”
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      “No.”

      Her eyes bug out of her nog. “What do you mean no? Must I remind you that you’re a prisoner here until we can make contact with my sister?”

      I stop my spinning and rise from my seat. Willow eyes me warily as she inspects the zap stick. They see me as some sort of angry beast. But these aliens have no idea what lies beyond the safe walls of this prison. No idea.

      “Female—”

      “Lyric,” she bites out.

      I roll my eyes, earning an exasperated look from her. “Impossible female, have you ever been out there?”

      Her gaze hardens. “No. The prison is self-sustaining for the most part. We haven’t had the need to leave just yet.”

      I walk slowly to Lyric in the doorway. The buzz of Zoe’s abandoned weapon crackles in the air behind me in Willow’s grip, but I ignore it. When I reach Lyric, I bare my fangs at her. Her eyes widen.

      “These double fangs are nothing compared to that of a full grown sabrevipe. They’re vicious, hungry, and ruthless.” I wiggle my clawed fingers at her. “These claws are nothing like the sharp teeth of an armworm. Did you know armworms prefer it high up?” I glower at her. “Like in the mountains.”

      She swallows, a glimmer of fear dancing in her eyes.

      I grip the top of the door, leaning closer to Lyric. Rather than moving away, she tilts her nog up at me, her pretty lips parting. My chest barely brushes against hers.

      “There are predators out there much larger than you, female,” I warn, inhaling her sweet scent.

      Her eyes dart somewhere behind me, but I’m not afraid of Willow and the worthless zap stick.

      “Oh, whatever will I do out there in the wilderness?” Lyric taunts in a high-pitched voice. “Being a lowly female and all…” She snarls at me. “That’s right. I’ll survive. I’m really fucking good at that.”

      With those words, she knees me.

      Right in the rekking sac!

      I roar in pain, falling to my rump hard, tenderly clutching my sore sac. It’s happened a few times in training—getting hit there—and it’ll knock a grown mort to his knees. I’ve even seen Breccan go down after a hit to the sac.

      Willow presses the end of the zap stick to the side of my neck. It pulses with energy, slightly irritating the flesh there. “This can go to a hundred,” Willow warns. “We’re at two. Don’t test me. I really don’t want to hurt you.” She sounds just like Molly, which makes my chest pang.

      Lyric sneers down at me. “We leave at daybreak. I’ll pack for us. I want no argument from you.”

      “Lyric,” I try, hissing through the pain that pulsates between my thighs. “Rethink this. Let’s try reaching them from the ship.”

      “You can fly it?” she challenges.

      “No,” I grumble. “Not yet. I’m learning.”

      “Neither can I,” she says. “And I’m not going off with two aliens. I’m not stupid.”

      “You’re not smart either,” I growl. “You’re willingly setting off into treacherous areas to prove a point. That you’re the leader. That you’re the strong one.” It’s unwise to argue with a woman who looks like she wants to smash my sac some more, but I must. “I have been trained to become a leader. Learned from the very best.” Pride surges through me. Breccan is the very best. It’s why Aria chose him. Ignoring the pain, I continue. “You don’t know what’s out there.”

      “Don’t underestimate my power of intuition. I’m a leader, kid, and I know how to keep myself safe. You’re still learning how to be one.”

      I bristle at her words, scowling. “When I save you from a rekking beast, I’m going to say I told you so.”

      She grips my hand and helps me to my feet. The warmth of her skin seems to make my skin buzz with energy. “And when I have to save you, I’m going to make you eat your words.”

      Arrogance will get you sent to The Eternals. Breccan drilled that into my nog more times than I can count. Unfortunately, it’s something you have to learn on your own. I of all beings know this.

      Giving her an easy grin, I flash my rogstud horns symbol and nod at her. “After you, leader.”

      Her eyes narrow, but she lifts her chin in a way that reminds me of her sister. Defiant. Calculating. Strong. I just hope I can keep her safe out there.
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      I have a bad feeling. A sense of foreboding. Negative pulsing making its way through my bones. And it’s not because Lyric and I are leaving this solar to try to communicate with the Facility.

      Something else.

      I try to remember my mother, but it’s always a useless endeavor. She went to The Eternals long ago. I can’t remember her voice or her scent. I’d like to think she was something like Molly. Sweet, funny, caring. Breccan raised me as his own, and though he boils my blood sometimes because he has what I want, I love him with every part of my being.

      If my mother were here—if Breccan were here—they’d feel it too. I wanted to speak with Theron to ask if he felt the same, but Lyric was in a rush at dawn to leave. Our packs are loaded down with supplies, by the east decontamination bay door, and my sub-bones vibrate with the need to pop, readying my battle stance.

      But why?

      The sound of wind whistling makes me stiffen. Lyric lets out a huff, storming over to the bay. As soon as she starts to fling the door open, I know why.

      The outer door is standing wide-open.

      “Lyric!” I roar, racing over to her. “No!”

      My shouts alarm her and she freezes as she practically melds her body against the door. I slam my palm on the surface, making sure it remains shut, my breaths heaving.

      “Why don’t you have your zuta-gear on?” I rasp, my heart racing with fear. What was she thinking going out there unprotected?

      “My what?” she whispers, her eyes glassy with unshed tears.

      I frightened her. Tough, strong, mouthy Lyric. I made her afraid. It makes me feel sick inside. I shouldn’t care because she kneed me in the rekking sac the solar before, but I can’t help it. Gently, I raise my hand and stroke a claw through her hair, tucking it behind her ear so I can see her face.

      Wide blue eyes. A pert, freckled nose. Pale pink skin that darkens with her moods. Soft brown hair.

      “Hadrian,” she murmurs, her voice soft.

      Not alien or monster or whatever else she likes to call me.

      Hadrian.

      It has my spine straightening, the need to protect her intense. “You can’t go out there unprotected. It’s not safe. There’s more than just beasts.”

      Her brows furl. “More? Not safe? Explain.”

      “Mortuus has high R-levels. They’re responsible for mutations and disease,” I tell her firmly. “You absolutely cannot go out there unprotected. These decontamination bays exist for a reason. All food must be checked before entering as to not poison the people.”

      I can’t believe she nearly went out there unprotected. If Calix knew this, he’d have a fit. These aliens are alone here in this prison without proper knowledge of our planet. They’re in danger.

      What would Breccan do?

      He’d put his foot down and take control.

      Yeah, rekking right. Like Lyric will allow that.

      Think.

      “Lyric,” I say softly, so she doesn’t react again and knee me in the sac. “I need you to pass on to the others how important it is to stay indoors. Allow Theron to explain to Zoe and Willow and the others the decontamination processes. He can give them insight on the harmful things your people are up against.” I give her a pleading look that has her relaxing.

      “Okay.”

      Okay?

      I cock my nog in confusion. Did she just agree with me? Without argument?

      “Now move, you big, ugly monster before I make you,” she hisses, pressing a magknife to my sternum.

      There she is.

      Bold. Fiery. Brave.

      Fierce female.

      Flashing her a wide grin that shows my double fangs, I let my gaze peruse her face for a lingering moment, pausing at her lips. She licks them, causing a rumbling growl to vibrate through me.

      “Hadrian,” she rasps. “Step away. We have a mission.”

      “Thanks for trusting me,” I murmur, leaning in to her ear. “I won’t let you down.”

      Instead of tossing a snarky comment back at me, she nods. “Thank you.”
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      As the females discuss the newest development—the rekking door being left open—I pull Theron aside. Our mission has been delayed slightly. Both Theron and I’d been shot down when we again suggested we take the Mayvina up so we can reach Sayer and the rest.

      Stubborn females.

      “Work on Willow. She’s a lot like Molly. If anyone can see some sense, it’d be her,” I instruct, my voice low. “Get into the Mayvina and make contact with the Facility. We need Calix’s insight and advice.”

      Theron smirks at me.

      “What?” I demand.

      “Nothing.”

      I whap him upside his nog with my hand. “Sure doesn’t rekking look like nothing.”

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you piece of rogshite. You’re the only you I’m looking at.”

      “Are you going to elaborate or are you going to make me beg?”

      “Begging is nice.”

      I glower at him until he laughs.

      “That. Right there. You, my little mortling, are growing up. You have the Breccan scowl down pat. I can’t wait to tell him.”

      I chuckle and shove him. “You’re annoying.”

      “You like it.” He waggles his brows at me.

      “Okay, Tweedledee and Tweedledum, quit playing. It’s time to roll out,” Lyric barks out.

      I pull Theron to me and hug him. I’m not sure what we’ll run into out there, but I need to draw strength from him. He hugs me back.

      “You’ve got this, Hadrian.”

      We pull apart and I walk with Lyric to another side of the prison where the zu-gear is located. I help her find a suit that fits properly and check it obsessively. She grows impatient, but this is a battle she won’t win. Once I’m convinced it’s free of tears or holes, I raise my arms so she can check mine as well. I expect her to rush through it, but she takes her time.

      “Tell me about The Rades. You’ve mentioned it. I want to know more.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “Its mortality rate is high if contracted. We have one survivor in our Facility. Draven. He nearly passed on to The Eternals, but by some miraculous feat, he pulled through.” I bow my nog. “But not without leaving scars. Both inside and out. He’s not right. Angry. Afraid. Edgy. Molly was his cure.”

      Her nog snaps up and her eyes lock with mine. “They used her blood or something?”

      I give her a crooked smile. “Molly has a way about her. She radiates love and warmth and happiness like the rekking sun.” I hand her a helmet and mask. “For every shadow that lurked in Draven’s mind, Molly shone light. She healed the scars inside his mind by giving him her heart.”

      Lyric’s eyes dart back and forth as though she’s peeling back layers to look inside me. I’d given her honesty with the truth-teller, but it’s like she needs to form her own opinions of me and my intentions. Breccan would call that using instinct over the obvious. Lyric is a good leader. I’ve trained enough under him to know one when I see one.

      I help her put on her helmet and mask, making sure it’s safe and in working order. Once mine is on and we can hear each other’s breathing through the comms, I hand her a pack. It’s heavy and cumbersome, but she manages to put it on her back.

      “You have a zonnoblaster for me?” I ask.

      “Nice try,” she huffs, handing me a magknife. “Don’t make me regret this.”

      I prefer the magknife over the zonnoblaster anyway. The zonnoblaster is Theron’s expertise.

      “I won’t hurt you,” I tell her, my voice a raspy growl. “I promise.”

      Rather than answering me, she starts for the decontamination bay, but I tug her away. “Not that one. It’s been compromised. We’ll use a different one.”

      “But this one opens up, according to the maps, to an outside staircase leading down the side of the mountain,” she argues, her words crackling through the speaker in my helmet. It’s as though her husky words are inside my nog. I like them there. I like being connected to her through the comms.

      I grip her wrist and guide her down a series of hallways. When she allowed us to roam, Theron and I made quick work of learning the area and finding information about the prison. We eventually come to a small decontamination bay like the one we have leading to The Tower back at the Facility.

      “There’s nothing out there,” she says, pointing to the framed picture of what lies beyond the door. “We can’t get down from there.”

      I tap my clawed fingertip to the very top, pointing at the antenna. “We’re not going down, female. We’re going up.”
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      Going up.

      Out of the prison.

      I can’t remember the last time any of us went beyond the walls. Our last actual freedom was back on Earth II, which feels like eons ago. Hadrian is worried about the dangers, but all I can think about is the wide-open spaces. Being somewhere that isn’t the prison is a luxury I’m going to savor, no matter the risks.

      “Here,” Hadrian says, lugging heavy gear toward me. “Put this on.”

      “Where in the world did you find that?”

      He drops the heavy gear by my feet. “There’s a storage room full of the stuff. The guards must have used it to trek over the mountains. We’ll need it to get to the top and repair the antenna safely. The cliffs are steep and the beasts that roam these lands won’t hesitate to try and drag you off for dinner.” Hadrian retrieves a length of rope and begins attaching it to his suit, then to mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Draven and Molly used this system when they had to travel through Gunteer Channel. It will ensure I don’t lose you if something happens.”

      I roll my eyes at him. Who knew monsters could be so dramatic? “Nothing is going to happen.”

      “I’d rather be safe,” he answers.

      A warm fuzzy feeling fills my stomach and my breath catches in my throat. Protect me. That’s what he wants to do. He wants to protect me. I’ve been alone, protecting others for so long, I’ve forgotten what it feels like.

      Hadrian finishes attaching the cords to his suit, then mine, and looks up at me. His eyes should freak me out, the way they’re black in all the wrong places and fathomless, like I could look into them forever and never reach the bottom. But instead, all I want to do is keep staring. It’s hypnotizing, looking into those dark eyes.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, breaking me out of my stupor. He straightens and takes a step closer to me. The bulk of his suit magnifies just how big he is as he hovers over me. “Do you feel sick?”

      Oh, I feel sick all right.

      Stupid sick.

      “I’m fine,” I answer. “Let’s get going. I want to be to the ridge before dark.”

      He eyes me over again, as though confirming the validity of my words, and says, “Keep behind me. Let me know over the comms if you’re having any difficulty.”

      “I can keep up,” I bristle.

      Famous last words.

      We trek for an hour without speaking, but I learn a lot about Hadrian in those quiet moments. For one thing, he’s absolutely friggin’ tireless. The mountain rises around the prison like a natural barrier at an almost perfect gradual incline. I’m glad for the lack of conversation, because as my lungs ache and my breath wheezes, I don’t think I’d be able to talk even if I tried. All I can focus on is putting one foot in front of the other and hoping I don’t make a fool out of myself.

      Some leader.

      I can only grit my teeth and follow the big impressions in the red-black dirt. Hadrian doesn’t pause and he doesn’t falter, making me wonder what he and his kind must have faced for them to survive the perilous conditions on this planet. It had once been beautiful—a thriving, delicately balanced ecosystem more beautiful than any planet in our reachable universe. I’d seen enough pictures and video feeds in the brief times I was in history class to recall the beauty. It looked nothing like that oasis now. Only ruin and death as far as the eye could see. And yet, the morts are alive and well. At least they are now if Hadrian and Theron are to be believed.

      “You all right back there?” Hadrian asks over his shoulder. The brilliant sun is reflecting off his mask, but I don’t need to see his face to know he’s smirking. The asshole.

      “I’m…fine,” I puff out.

      “Do you need to rest?”

      “Didn’t I just say I was fine? Stop chattering or we’ll never make it to the ridge by nightfall.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      I resist the urge to throw him off a cliff.

      It’s not until a short while later that I realize he’s purposefully slowed his pace for me to catch up. Damn him. I’m grateful for the reprieve, but I don’t want him to be so nice to me. It’s much too easy to like him that way.

      “Why is this so hard for me?” I exclaim, when I can no longer go and need a break. Hadrian stops and turns to me. “I bet you could run out here and not be so winded.”

      “I told you it wouldn’t be easy. Your lungs have to work harder to breathe the filtered air. If you’re not used to it, it can be very taxing on your body.”

      “If it’s so dangerous out here, how are you used to it?” This is said between deep, unsteady breaths.

      “We often have to hunt for food if we want to eat. There are also repairs that need to be made to the Facility on occasion and Breccan believes it is important for me to understand the terrain and our surroundings.”

      “You look up to him a lot, huh?”

      “He’s like a father to me. He raised me after my parents were killed by The Rades. I would have died without him.”

      “And yet you love his mate.”

      The soft expression on his face turns to a scowl behind his mask. “What is it with your obsession about how I feel about Aria? She is my family. That is all.”

      I have a feeling if I had him hooked up to the truth-teller it’d be as red as the sun. “What do you do at the Facility?” I ask to change the subject.

      “I am being trained as Breccan’s second-in-command.”

      “Really?” I don’t bother to hide my shock. “But you’re so young!”

      “You are a female, yet you’ve managed to wrest control of an entire complex from its overseers and free its prisoners.”

      “Fair point.”

      “Why did you?” he asks as I motion for him to walk again now that my breathing has returned to normal.

      “Take over the prison?” The topic makes my stomach roll, but talking is better than focusing on my already aching muscles. At his nod, I say, “I knew the only way I could ever see Aria again would be to get myself sentenced to Exilium, which to people on Earth II is a fate worse than death. The prison began as an experiment, as you’re aware, to see if this planet was inhabitable. What you don’t know is we were the experiment. Scientists were sent to perform tests on the prisoners to see how compatible we were with the atmosphere here.”

      Hadrian stops short. “Scientists?” he asks.

      “That’s right. Real sadistic sonsofbitches. That or robotic, like we weren’t even human anymore. When we woke up here, it was awful. You can’t even imagine it. Exilium is a women’s prison—men are more valued on Earth II and here we were treated like dogs. Or worse. Zoe, Willow, and I formed a tight bond from the get-go and began organizing our revolt almost immediately. Honestly, I never intended to be their leader. Willow is the smart one and Zoe has the fire. I just did what I had to do to survive. To get back to Aria. Really all it was, was pure selfishness.”

      Hadrian is silent for a long, long time. “What happened to these people, the guards and the scientists? Did you kill them?”

      “Bloodthirsty, are we?” But he doesn’t laugh at my joke. “We locked them up in the cells where they used to keep us. They’re fed and clothed, but they’ll never be free again.”

      “You’re more forgiving than I would have been. I would have ripped them apart.”

      “Believe me, I wanted to. Zoe, too. Shocker there. But we’d had enough violence. We wanted peace. Most of the women are incredibly fragile. Like Stella. That’s why we can’t have you and Theron disrupting their lives and threatening to kidnap them and take them away. Most of the women are scared of their own shadows let alone monsters like you two. They deserve to hold onto whatever semblance of peace they have now, not be kidnapped and sent to a strange place where frightening aliens are eager to breed with them.”

      When he’s again silent for a time, I prompt, “Are you having a hard time breathing now?” I tease. “Need to take a break?”

      I don’t know how far we’ve traveled, but we’re nearing the top of the mountain. The prison is but a miniature version of itself to our right and the vast expanse of the sea stretches off into the distance. “Wow,” I say, pausing to look at the view. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

      “I never knew Mortuus looked like this,” Hadrian says from behind me. “And I’ve traveled for solars beyond the Facility.”

      “You’ve never been to the prison before?”

      He shakes his head. “Travel can be dangerous, like I said. Beasts and the weather. We’ve never risked it until now.”

      “What’s changed?” I ask.

      “You’re here,” is all he says before motioning me to continue up the rest of the ridge. I’d estimate we have a couple more hours of daylight left, and it’ll take about that long to get to the tall antenna I see at the top of the mountain.

      I turn to say something, but the words lodge in my throat. Thick, tentacle-like protrusions shoot from the ground and wrap around Hadrian’s legs. They’re as thick as his bicep and an opening on one end flashes with shiny, pointed teeth. Armworms. I freeze for a moment, then dart forward, falling to my knees on the ground at his side.

      “STAY BACK,” he shouts, trying to shove me away with his free arm.

      “Like hell,” I snarl.

      I yank the knife I’d stowed on my belt and thrust it deep into the nearest armworm, wincing a little at the sound of the blade squelching through the thick flesh. It shudders in pain and rips away, freeing one of Hadrian’s legs. Hadrian elbows an armworm attempting to ensnare his free hand and manages to get his own knife. He slashes at the armworm, leaving a brilliant red gash in the wake of the blade.

      We go to work on the remaining worms, slicing and stabbing until they retreat into the ground. The only thing left of them are the holes in the ground and splatters of blood on the dirt and smears on our suits.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, after I’ve made sure the beasts aren’t lying in wait. I scramble forward on my knees and inspect his suit for punctures from those vicious teeth. “Did they get you?”

      “No, I don’t think they had the chance.”

      I hold out an arm and help him to his feet. Smirking, I say, “I told you we’d be fine.”

      Then, the ground shifts under my feet and I have a split second to realize the ledge is giving way underneath me before the world shifts and I begin to fall. A scream rips from my throat. Fear and adrenaline surge to replace the short-lived relief and then there’s a snap at my waist as the rope connecting me to Hadrian stops me short.

      Beneath me the valley slopes down, a shower of rock and boulder, until the prison rises up. If I were to fall it would be onto those boulders…and I wouldn’t be getting back up.

      My gaze goes to Hadrian, who is pulling on the rope, trying to steady me. He’s the only thing standing between me and those rocks below.

      “You were saying?” he says between grunts.

      The armworms must have destabilized the soil near the precarious ledge and my weight must have done the rest. I could kick myself for being so stupid.

      “Don’t start with me,” I warn, my voice shakier than I’d like. “Just help me up.”

      “Hold still,” he says.

      I close my eyes and try to imagine hearing Aria’s voice for the first time.

      I’m doing well, until I hear the thrashing sound of the armworms winnowing through the earth, coming in our direction. But it’s the loud, guttural sound coming from the skies that has us freezing.

      My gaze meets Hadrian’s and for the first time, there’s fear in his eyes.
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      The armworms, I can take. Sure, they’re rekking awful and vicious, but it’s that thing flying above us that changes everything.

      Think, Hadrian.

      What would Breccan do?

      He sure wouldn’t leave her there hanging while that thing could get her. It swoops low, confirming my fears.

      Predator.

      It makes a loud cawing sound and nearly knocks me over with its powerful yellow, scaly wings that glimmer in the setting sunlight. Its mouth is filled with shiny, sharp teeth that it bares at me as it passes. It flaps its wings and starts swooping back around.

      “What the hell was that?” Lyric screeches, dangling from the rope.

      I dig my feet in and stab at a nearing armworm, all the while keeping my eyes on that thing.

      “Oh no,” Lyric calls out. “Big Bird is coming back!”

      When it starts to dive toward her, its mouth open, I make a quick decision. I don’t have time to think about what Breccan would do. All I can do is make a hasty calculation and assessment.

      “I’m sorry,” I bark out. “Find somewhere to hide.”

      “Wait! Hadrian, no!”

      With gritted teeth, I saw through our rope that connects us with my magknife and she freefalls just as Big Bird snaps its jaws in the air she was just hanging. It has to fly hard to the right to avoid colliding with the rocks. While it circles, I smash and kick a few more armworms before peeking down to look for Lyric.

      She’s sprawled out on the flatest rock below, unmoving.

      Rekk!

      It didn’t seem that far of a drop and the rock I wanted her to land on seemed the safest, but perhaps I misjudged it. Big Bird swoops again and I have a choice to stand my ground or roll around with hungry armworms. I’ll take my chances with the thing.

      As it nears, I raise my magknife, shoving it into its underbelly. It screeches and its clawed foot grabs onto my pack on my back. I’m too heavy for Big Bird to carry, but that doesn’t stop it from dragging me to the edge.

      “No!”

      The giant thing flaps its wings hard the moment my feet hit air. It can’t handle my weight, especially being injured. We fall fast down toward Lyric, the hard flapping of the wings the only thing keeping us from crashing into her. It’s not a long fall, but if we land on her, we could seriously hurt her. Swinging my arm up, I stab the side of the creature, burying my magknife to the hilt, and then jerk on it. We flip, just as we hit the rocks a mere arm’s length away from her. A sickening crunch can be heard as the creature’s bones snap from the impact combined with my weight.

      “Lyric,” I grunt, rolling away from Big Bird and shuffling over to her.

      Her eyes are closed.

      “Lyric, please talk to me,” I beg, cradling her helmet in my hands to look at her closely. It’s then I see the crack in the glass.

      Panic seizes me. She absolutely cannot be exposed to the air. I haven’t tested the R-levels and if anything happens to her…

      That train of thought is a dark one. One I cannot go down. Not when her life is in peril. Quickly, I pull out a roll of sealtape and rip off a giant strip. I smack it down over the crack, sealing it off. I crane my neck and look around for some sort of shelter.

      It’ll take some work, but if I can climb up a little there seems to be an unnatural ledge. A shadow darkens the area above that. I won’t know for sure until I get up there. Lyric is still quiet and unmoving. She’s light, so I easily pull her onto my back, holding on to her arms around my neck. With my pack on my back, the bulk of her weight rests on that.

      Now.

      To climb.

      I survey the side of the rock wall and note any places I could use to be a foothold. Once I figure out my path, I move quickly. I’m focused and my veins are buzzing with the desire to protect what’s mine.

      Mine?

      She’s family.

      Anyone Aria cares about makes them important to me.

      “We’re almost there,” I rumble. “Stay with me. I’m going to take care of you.”

      I’m not sure if she’s able to hear me, but I say it anyway. To comfort us both. I need for her to be okay. As soon as I crawl onto the ledge and see a door, I let out a whistle.

      “As Molly would say”—I grunt, rising to my feet—“blingo.”

      “Bingo, monster man.”

      My heart races in my chest at hearing her voice. “Close enough.”

      Her chuckle is soft. “What is this place? You think it’s connected to the prison? I haven’t seen it on the maps.”

      “It’s our home for now.”

      I jam my magknife into the side near the door handle and use my strength to break through the lock. It pops open without any more trouble. I swing open the door and then step inside. We’re in a decontamination bay.

      “Are you okay to stand?” I ask as I start mashing buttons, bringing the panels to life.

      “I think so. I’m dizzy, though.”

      Carefully, I set her to her feet and turn her so I can look at her. With my arms around her, I hold on to her as the machine begins cleansing us. For several long moments, I can’t look away from her. The black sealtape makes it so I can only see one of her eyes. Droopy. Unfocused. Watery.

      “Hey,” I rumble, resting my mask against hers. “I have you. Big Bird is dead.”

      Her lips twitch with a smile. “What was that thing?”

      “I have never seen one.”

      “Back home, Big Bird is a big yellow bird that talks.”

      I frown. “Do you have anything back home that’s yellow, scaly, and has a mouth full of teeth? What do you call those?”

      “Nightmares,” she says with a breathy laugh.

      “Big Bird Nightmare. Works for me.” I grin at her. “Come on, let’s see what this place is.”

      I scoop her into my arms and push through the door into another chamber. It blows air on us, eliminating any remaining moisture. Once we’re cleared and the light turns green, I take her into a huge room. On one side is a large window overlooking the ocean. There’s a desk, a chair, and a small bed.

      Gently, I set Lyric back to her feet and begin removing her zu-gear. I manage to take off all her zu-gear and then help her to the bed. She sits and watches me as I strip out of mine. Once I’m unencumbered by the suit, I kneel in front of her.

      “Where does it hurt?” I ask softly, running my clawed fingertip along her brow.

      She winces. “My head. I hit it hard when you threw me.”

      “Threw you?”

      “Oh, yeah. Dropped me like a bad habit.”

      “On Mortuus, we call that rescuing the female from becoming food.”

      “On Earth II, we call it cutting your losses and going home.”

      I pin her with a serious glare. “I told you I wasn’t going home without you.”

      The air seems to crackle with energy. She’s the first to break the stare down.

      My palm cradles her cheek and then I slide it down along her neck, checking for her pulse as Avrell does. Steady and hard. Good. But unlike Avrell, I don’t pull away. My thumb slides across her smooth throat.

      “It’s just a headache,” she murmurs. “I’ll be okay.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut before giving her a defeated look. “Your face mask cracked.”

      “You taped it back up.”

      “I…Lyric…” Pain cuts through me sharply. “You’ve been exposed to the elements.”

      “I feel fine,” she argues.

      Now.

      But what about later?

      “If you start to feel fevered or ill, please tell me.” I rise to my feet and walk over to my pack. “Relax and I’ll feed you. Later, I will check the R-levels out there.”

      Please let her be okay.
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      “It’s cold,” Lyric says once I reenter the room.

      I panic for a moment, wondering if she’s gotten a fever, but then I realize the temperature has dropped since nightfall. She’s shivering, curled up under the thin blanket.

      “The R-levels are non-existent. I checked everywhere, including where you landed.”

      She smiles. “Good.”

      “Small problem.” I frown. “Big Bird is gone.”

      “It lived?” she hisses, her eyes going wide.

      “Apparently so,” I grumble. “We’ll need to be watchful that it doesn’t come back when we’re out there.”

      She shivers. “I hate that bird.”

      “Me too.” I strip out of my zu-gear and kick off my boots. “Should I warm you?”

      I don’t expect her to agree, but when her nog moves up and down, my heart flips inside my chest.

      But why?

      Why does the idea of pulling her tiny body against mine feel like the most wonderful gift I could ever receive?

      What about Aria?

      “Hadrian…”

      Her voice cuts through my mind, silencing all thoughts. “Yes, feral one?”

      She smiles. “Come warm me up.”

      “I thought you were afraid of me,” I challenge as I all too eagerly bound over to her.

      “If you try anything funny, I’ll kick you in the balls again. That was effective.”

      “Wicked female,” I growl, smiling.

      She lifts the blanket and lies on her side, giving me room. It’ll be a tight squeeze, but I’m willing to give it a go. I settle on my side beneath the blanket, facing her, and wrap my arm around her small waist. She gasps when I haul her to my chest. Her tiny fist grips the front of my minnasuit and she tilts her nog up to look at me.

      “I knew you’d be warm,” she murmurs.

      My gaze falls to her pouty lips. Pink. Pretty. Soft.

      “I don’t need to have the truth-teller to know you want to kiss me,” she says, her blue eyes sharp and assessing.

      Rather than answer and reveal a truth I am not ready to give, I slide my palm to her rump and squeeze it.

      “Hadrian!”

      I lift a brow. “I’m warming you up.”

      “My ass is fine.”

      “It’s an agreeable ass,” I confirm.

      “Agreeable? That makes it sound like it’s mediocre.”

      Confusing female.

      “Your rump is far from mediocre,” I assure her. “It’s plump. I like squeezing it…to warm it.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Plump, hmm?”

      “Plump is not a nice word?”

      “You think my ass is nice?”

      “I think your rump is a lot of things, nice included.”

      A smile tugs at her lips. In this moment, she is playful and sweet. A far cry from the hard woman I first met. And what about me? Cuddling up to her and teasing about her rump is the old Hadrian—the Hadrian who didn’t get his heart broken by something he can’t have and grow hard in the process.

      What if I was never meant to have it because I was meant to have something even better?

      Right now, with Lyric watching me with unguarded interest, it’s hard to imagine anything better. She smells sweet and I crave to bury my nose in her hair to inhale her scent.

      “Still cold?” My voice is husky. The playfulness has evaporated.

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “Where?”

      “My back.”

      Slowly, I slide my palm up her rump, but when I reach the bottom of her shirt, I slip it beneath the material. The moment my claws rake along her bare skin, she shivers.

      “Is my hand cold?” I rasp.

      “N-No. It’s warm.”

      “You like it?”

      “Yes.”

      I run my fingers up along the slightly protruding bones in the middle of her back. Between the blades of her shoulders, I gently rub her there. Her shirt has ridden up, exposing her stomach to me.

      “Is your stomach cold now?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

      She nods.

      “Should I warm it?”

      She nods again.

      I slide my hand around to her front and splay my palm out over her skin. Her breath hitches. I briefly wonder how it would look swollen, filled with my mortling. Need and possessiveness lodge in my throat, eventually escaping as a husky growl. When my hand inches higher, she jolts. My cock reacts to her body, straining in my minnasuit.

      “Am I hurting you?” I ask over the pounding of my heart.

      “No.”

      My hand clutches her ribs and my thumb brushes along the underside of her breast. Her body quivers.

      “I’m warm now,” she breathes. “Hot even. Thank you.”

      Begrudgingly, I slide my hand away from her breast and settle it on her hip. I’m feeling conflicted. Did I imagine the mutual need? Was it one-sided? I’m lost in thought when I smell it.

      Heady. Addictive. Obvious.

      Arousal.

      I’ve scented it on the other females back at the Facility before. It’s a scent I recognize and often crave. My eyes dart to hers. She squeezes her eyes closed as though she can shut me out. I brush my nose against hers.

      “My nose is cold,” I lie.

      She laughs. “Where’s the truth-teller?”

      “Back at the prison where it belongs. I can say what I want and you’ll never know the truth,” I tease, inhaling her.

      “You’re simply keeping me warm,” she says, her tone firm. “That’s all this is. Nothing. Don’t confuse things.”

      I open my eyes and pull away to look at her. Her face tells me everything she won’t. All her truths written so plainly on her telling features.

      This is so much more than nothing.

      It feels like the beginning of something with a promise of everything.
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      So fixing the antenna is a total frigging failure, just like Hadrian had said it would be. I’m hurt, though I won’t admit it out loud, and there’s no way Hadrian can repair the damn thing while trying to keep my injured ass safe.

      Thinking about my ass only makes me remember how it had felt in Hadrian’s hands, so I try to push the thought away.

      Focus, Lyric.

      “We have to go back,” I finally say into the silence.

      “What about the comms unit? We were nearly to the top.”

      “We’ll have to climb straight back up the mountain and you were right. It’s too dangerous.”

      His eyes study me as though he knows I’m hurting, but won’t admit it. He could convince me to keep going, to push through it, but instead, he says, “We’ll return to the prison. When you’re healed, we can go back up to fix the antenna.”

      I give him a wan smile. “That’s sweet of you, but we’re going to have enough trouble getting back down the mountain, let alone planning another trip up. It’s too risky and I don’t want you to get hurt, too.”

      Hadrian lifts a hand to my jaw, thumbing the bruise blooming along my cheek. “If I asked you to trust me, do you think you’d be comfortable letting Theron and me fly the Mayvina to the top of the mountains? We can make contact with the Facility, repair the antenna, and schedule a time for you to talk with your sister.”

      Trust him?

      How can I trust a man…a monster…I barely know?

      My eyes flutter closed as the gentleness of his touch takes me off guard. When was the last time I let someone touch me? That I felt comfort from another person? Too long ago for me to remember off the top of my head. And certainly not since I’ve been at the prison. Finding Aria, and then caring for the prisoners has been all I’ve focused on for so long, his caress shocks me to silence.

      I force myself to mellow, to think. I don’t know if it’s the bump on the head or the exhaustion I feel deep in my bones from the trek up the mountain, but I can’t seem to put two words together.

      “Lyric,” he says in a dark rumble.

      “How am I supposed to trust you?”

      “You’ll never know until you try. That’s sort of how it works, sweet one.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I say absentmindedly as his hand slips down my cheek and rests on my shoulder. I like his hands on me too much, I realize, and get to my feet. It’s like I’ve gotten a taste of something I shouldn’t have, and I like it—too much. So much that I want him to put them on me again. And again. And again.

      And that’s the last thing I should want.

      “How are you feeling this solar?”

      He doesn’t seem to notice anything is wrong and I join him at the door of the decontamination room to look out the window. Focusing on the trip back to the prison is much safer than what I was considering before.

      “I’m fine enough to go back. You don’t have to baby me.”

      “I’m not babying you, I’m protecting you. It’s what Breccan would do.”

      The for Aria isn’t voiced, but it doesn’t need to be. He may not be her…mate, or whatever, but he may as well be. He came here to find me…for her. He’s trekking all over this mountain…for her. He saved me…for her.

      “Let’s just get back as fast as we can.”

      He doesn’t argue.

      No doubt he wants to radio Aria as soon as possible.

      We both suit up in silence and I use the quiet to get my disordered thoughts in line. It’s not Hadrian’s fault that I’m so conflicted. He’s been nothing but helpful and cooperative for the most part.

      “The Big Bird should have moved on by now, and as long as we travel quickly, we’ll get out of the range of the armworms.”

      I double-check my helmet. “What makes you think he’s left? What if he’s out there waiting for us?”

      “Do you really want to be around to find out?”

      Good point. I gesture for him to lead the way.

      Suddenly, the strange beasts on this planet don’t seem as much of an obstacle as the towering alien in front of me.
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      I know something is wrong when the flashing red lights atop the guard towers catch my eye. I’d been so lost in thought, having successfully navigated our way down the mountain, that it takes a long second of staring for me to place the visual with meaning. By that time, Hadrian is already fifty feet in front of me, moving so fast he looks like a shadow racing to the closest entrance of the prison.

      My heart drops to the bottom of my stomach.

      Oh, God, please let everyone be okay.

      Did the guards somehow escape and regain control? Has Theron double-crossed us somehow? Is Hadrian part of the trick? Could it all be a trap?

      Scenarios—each worse than the last—whip through my mind until everything is a blur, my head pounding with the effort and the lingering effects from the fall. My thighs burn with each step. By the time I reach the decontamination bay, my whole body is shaking.

      There is no sound coming from the other side of the decontamination bay door. It’s utterly still. I key in the code Willow programmed to allow me access and the door slides open. We go through the decontamination process as quickly as possible. The door to the prison opens into a dim hallway. A flashing red light bathes us in its ominous glow.

      “Stay behind me,” Hadrian orders, the knife in his hand glinting in the red light. He pauses long enough to take off most of the suit and I do the same.

      Clad only in my prison uniform, I take out my own knife and grip it with my palm slick with sweat. As Hadrian advances into the hall, my ears strain to collect sound, but there’s nothing but my harsh breathing and the scuffling noise of our footsteps echoing off the walls. There’s no sign of any of the others, which worries me more than anything. They would have seen us enter the prison walls from the sensors that monitor the perimeter. Someone should have been here to greet us.

      When Hadrian starts to take the wrong passage to the command room, I tug on his suit and he follows my direction wordlessly. I can feel the tension not unlike my own emanating from him in waves. Each step takes the effort of a thousand for fear of what we might find once we reach our destination.

      There is nothing but a subtle hum from the computers in the command room and a slight glow from their screens. Hadrian surges ahead and signals for me to wait for him. It takes all my control to keep from pushing him aside and barging in. He pushes through the door and my body locks up as I wait…and wait…and wait. Then he comes to me and motions for me to come inside.

      I hold my breath until I see Willow sitting at the computers. I study her face and although she doesn’t look injured, something still isn’t right. Like someone scrambled her features and put them back together wrong. “What happened?” I ask briskly. “Are you okay?”

      Even though I can tell she’s not.

      She nods, but says, “It’s one of the girls from C-Block. She’s sick. Very sick.”

      A tightness in my chest eases, but Hadrian grows more tense beside me. We’ve dealt with illness in the prison before. The kind that sweeps through the prison like a plague at regular intervals. Colds, stomach flus. It’s not ideal, but nothing Zoe can’t handle. She’s a trooper in the center of chaos, the calm at the eye of a storm.

      “Is everyone else all right?”

      “So far, it’s just the one infected, but Lyric…we’ve never seen anything like this before. It came on so quickly.”

      Illness doesn’t seem like a threat compared to the monsters we just faced, the guards we once overtook. That’s the only explanation I have for the relief I feel…until I glance over at Hadrian and find, if at all possible, that his face has bleached of what little color it has. His skin is ghost-white, and if I couldn’t see his chest rising and falling with each inhalation, I would have thought he was dead.

      “Hadrian?” I breathe, terror clutching at my throat.

      “Take me to the sick one,” he says in a voice wholly unlike his own. It’s as ghastly as his expression. “Lyric, I need Theron, please. Lock us up, put us in chains, whatever you have to do, but I need him…and so do you.”

      The ghost of a shiver courses down my spine, its bone-dead fingers clicking against each of my vertebrae. I cannot voice the fears that have lodged in my brain, so I nod to Willow, who leaves without protest. It’s the begging that has undone me, the naked terror in his eyes. It tells me what I don’t want to hear, screams the name of a foe I’d rather not meet.

      We wait in silence until Willow returns with an apprehensive Theron, who grows even more grave at the expression on Hadrian’s face. “Is it true?” Theron asks, his eyes on Hadrian. “Is it true what this one has told me?”

      “I don’t know for certain.” Hadrian turns to Willow and me. “Where do you keep your sick?”

      Willow’s lips are dry, and she licks them before stuttering, “In the infirmary on the basement level. That’s where she is.”

      “Take us there,” Hadrian requests with infinite calm and surprising gentleness. “Please.”

      Willow meets my eyes and nods at the request in them. She’ll stand watch in the command center. I turn on my heel and the two behind me follow in step without another word. Theron’s uncharacteristic silence unnerves me. In the time he’s been here, he’s been talking, teasing, or laughing.

      He isn’t laughing now.

      The doors to the elevator spring open once we reach the level for the infirmary. We haven’t had much use for it after we locked the guards away. There were very few wounds to tend once there was no one to brutalize us. Now, Zoe uses it mostly to patch scrapes or treat colds. Nothing like the misery that had been here before.

      Nothing like the scent of disease that clings to it now.

      I observe Theron and Hadrian sharing a wordless glance that I ignore as I travel deeper into the open space full of hospital beds to the isolation unit on the farthest wall. There’s a single light on inside and Zoe sits on a chair holding watch just in front of it. She gets to her feet when she hears us approach and I know, without a doubt, something is wrong by the lack of fight in her voice. Just like I’d known with one look at Willow.

      “You’re back,” she says dully. She doesn’t even glance at Theron and Hadrian.

      “Yes. What’s wrong here? What happened?”

      Zoe gestures toward the isolation unit, where a woman is asleep on the bed in a cocoon of blankets.

      “It’s Lena. She came down with a fever after you left. I dosed her with fever medication, but nothing seems to touch it. If anything, it’s gotten worse.”

      I wish I had the knowledge to tell her what to do next, but I’m no doctor. Zoe is the only one of us who has any sort of medical training and if she’s stumped…I push that thought aside.

      “Keep giving her the medication. A pain reliever, too. Maybe it will go down in twenty-four hours.”

      Zoe tries to smile, but it falls short.

      “It won’t go down,” Theron says from behind us.

      “What are you talking about?” Zoe asks.

      “A fever that burns so hot it almost singes the hand. Comes on quick and brutal, remorseless. There will be others. You must isolate them as soon as possible to contain the threat. After the fevers, there will be sores, all over their bodies. Then madness.”

      “What is he talking about?” I ask Hadrian.

      He meets my eyes and there’s desolation in his. Death.

      “It’s The Rades.”
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      “Hadrian,” Lyric whispers, her fingers biting into my bicep. “What do we do?”

      The terror in her eyes matches my own. Everyone is looking at me for answers. Even Theron. I don’t have answers. I have instinct.

      “You and I can start assessing everyone,” I tell Lyric. “We’ll be looking for any signs of illness. Fever, dizziness, confusion. They’re stage one.” Then, I point to Zoe. “Anyone who has fever and is developing sores will need to be treated by Zoe. They’re stage two and can remain in the infirmary until stage three.”

      “Stage three?” Lyric asks.

      “Madness.” I nod at Theron. “Third stage. Theron can head that stage up as they may need to be restrained.”

      I start to walk off, but Lyric stops me. “But how do we prevent from getting sick ourselves?”

      Theron bows his nog. “You can’t.”

      “What?” Lyric hisses, stepping closer to regard me with a stern look. “What does he mean?”

      “Means it’s airborne,” Zoe offers, her voice soft. “Willow and I reviewed the tapes. Stella and Henry never saw any of the other people. No one went into their empty quarters. Henry either brought it into the prison or it came in when the door was left open. Either way, it’s in the ventilation and everyone’s been exposed.”

      “No,” Lyric murmurs before screaming. “I didn’t come this far to not see her over the stupid fucking flu!”

      I grip her shoulders firmly. “It’s airborne. We’re all exposed.”

      “What do we do?” Lyric has never looked so lost before.

      “We make contact with Avrell back at the Facility,” I tell her. “It’s imperative we get some information to better handle this disease.”

      “Let’s go,” she huffs, waving for Theron to join.

      “Wait!” Zoe calls out. “You’re going to willingly go onto their ship alone with the two of them?”

      Lyric’s gaze slides to mine and locks there. “We have to trust them. It’s our only hope.”

      My heart races inside my chest at her words. I won’t let her down.

      Leading the way, I stride down the halls back to where Willow is and peek my nog in. “Keep communication open with the Mayvina. When we can, we’ll try and lock in contact with the Facility too.”

      Willow gapes. “With Momma?”

      “We’re gonna rekking try,” Theron assures her.
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        * * *

      

      “J-Just go up in the air and we’ll reach out,” Lyric says absently.

      Theron and I exchange a look. The Rades are here and if Theron or I fall sick, communication with the Facility will cease. It’s our lifeline to the ones we love and we can’t lose it. That’s why it’s imperative we fix the transmitters.

      As Theron fires up the engines, I grab Lyric’s hand and walk her into the supplies room. Her brows pinch in confusion.

      “What are you doing?” she demands, her spine straightening.

      The need to touch her soft face is overwhelming. So, I do. I don’t know if either of us will come down with The Rades, so I’m not going to waste any more time overthinking things. Her eyes widen when I cradle her delicate cheeks with my large palms.

      “I’m going to give you my truth right now, Lyric. Everything will get a lot worse before it has any hope of getting better.” I rest my forehead to hers. “I will do everything in my power to help. Your people are my people.”

      “Hadrian,” she murmurs. “I’m worried.”

      Me too.

      So rekking worried.

      I give her a crooked grin. “Everything will be fine.”

      Her palm presses to my chest. “I thought you were giving me truth. Don’t start lying now. I know which smiles are real and which ones aren’t.”

      “I’m going to fix the antenna,” I tell her. “We may not get another chance. If Theron or I get sick, we may not have another shot at flying the Mayvina.”

      She pulls slightly away. “I’ll go with you.”

      “No,” I say gently. “You’ll stay here and assist Theron. I’m going alone.”

      “Big Bird could come back,” she says, her voice shrill. “I can’t…”

      “Can’t what?”

      She looks away.

      “Truth, sweet one.”

      Her bottom lip slightly trembles. “What if I don’t want to admit my truth?”

      “What if you don’t get another chance?”

      We have a silent standoff as the ship moves. Theron accelerates quickly and Lyric loses her footing. My arm wraps around her and I pull her to me as I grip onto a shelf, keeping us steady. Her cheek rests against my chest as Theron takes us up the mountain. When we stop moving and it feels as though we’re hovering, I start to pull away.

      “Hadrian, wait,” she says, urgency in her tone. “My truth is…I’m afraid to lose you.” Then, she blurts out, “As a friend of course.”

      Disappointment surges through me.

      That word.

      Friend.

      Aria says I’m her best friend.

      Not mate. Not lover. Not husband.

      “Right,” I say, releasing her and stepping away. “Friend.”

      I make the mistake of looking at her. Beautiful. She’s so rekking beautiful. Everything in me screams to pull her to me and make her mine.

      But she’s Lyric. Aria’s sister.

      It’s not right.

      It doesn’t feel wrong, though.

      My truth is I want to kiss her.

      “Please be careful,” she whispers, her words clawing at my heart.

      I could kiss her. I could. When I leave this ship, Big Bird could eat me. I could fall down the side of the mountain. I could start feeling feverish and succumb to The Rades. Do I want to go into The Eternals without having this one gift?

      The answer is no.

      Stalking back over to her, I grip her delicate jaw in my massive hand, tilting her nog back so I can look at her pretty face. Her eyes are dilated and her lips are parted. Inviting. Nervous but welcoming.

      I’ve never kissed anyone, but I’ve sadly watched the other morts and humans more times than I care to admit. Always jealous. Always wishing and wanting. Now, I have my opportunity.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” I warn, waiting for her to indicate she doesn’t want it. I’m not a rekking Kevin no matter how much I want her in this moment.

      “Are you going to keep thinking about it or what?” A challenge gleams in her blue eyes.

      I smile as I drop my mouth to hers. At first, I gently peck her lips in the affectionate way I see the others often do. Then, when she gasps, I greedily lash my forked tongue out to taste her rounded one.

      “Mmm.”

      We both make mutual sounds of surprise. The kiss tastes sweet and addictive. Dizzying. My fingers thread into her soft hair as I take over this kiss. I want to taste her everywhere.

      “Hadrian,” Theron calls out. “Let’s do this.”

      Reluctantly, I pull away from our kiss, but not before playfully nipping her bottom lip.

      “If Big Bird eats me, at least I can go into The Eternals knowing I got to kiss the bravest, most beautiful female on the planet,” I murmur, my eyes drawn to her now swollen pink lips.

      “Please come back because I don’t want to tell everyone I kissed the only monster on the planet who got eaten by a bird.” She grins at me, lighting up her whole face. “Super embarrassing.”

      I pull away and flash her my rogstud horns. “Oh, I’m coming back, sweet one. You can guarantee we’re going to do that again.”
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      As I shimmy down the rope to the highest point on the mountain, I can’t help but look off in the distance. It’s really high up here. Really rekking high. But it’s beautiful too. I squint, trying to see as far as I can. The Facility can’t be seen, though.

      If I saw it, would I feel longing?

      For her?

      I wait for the familiar stirring in my gut, but it doesn’t come. The loss is sad, but not gutting. Something else is replacing the emptiness. Warm, strong, vibrant. That kiss was rekking everything.

      A loud cawing startles me from my thoughts. In the distance, a flash of yellow. Big Bird. He’s back. I pat my thigh, making sure my magknife is handy. The beast took quite a beating but apparently survived the assault. Next time, I’ll cut its nog off to make sure.

      Above me, the Mayvina hovers quietly. Everyone is counting on me. For communication and strength and leadership. Is this how Breccan always feels? Like the weight lies on his shoulders alone?

      I drop down to the rocks and walk over to the antenna that is leaning, my mind on the one I’ve always thought of as a father. There was a time I was a lonely orphan, a mortling left when The Rades ravaged its way not only through my parents, but through our entire population. I remember crying and feeling so lost. And then, an older mortling, probably no older than I am now, scooped me into his arms and held me tight. He promised me the world. He promised me hope and love and safety. I was no longer an orphan. I was his.

      Until Aria.

      That’s where everything got so confusing.

      I loved Breccan with all my being…and then Aria messed everything up. Rather than being angry with her, I wanted her for my own. So conflicting. But now that I’ve spent some time away from them, things feel different. I miss my father. Breccan. I miss him so bad my chest aches. And Aria, I miss her too. But not because I’m longing to have her as mine. I just miss her. As a friend.

      When I get back to them one solar—if that ever happens—I will hug Breccan tight and not take another second for granted with him. Guilt threatens to consume me. I was so selfish. Breccan deserves love and a family. We all do.

      Knowing Lyric is above me on the ship, I can’t help but feel invigorated. She does something to me—has since the first time I spoke to her. There’s a tether between us and I want to pull and pull and pull to see what happens when there’s finally no space in between. The urge to protect her is strong. The urge to hold her in my arms and kiss every part of her is even stronger.

      I quickly set to opening the outer zutametal casing to look at the wires beneath the antenna. I’ve sat through enough of Sayer’s and Jareth’s lessons to know how to repair faulty wiring. I whistle a tune Molly taught me as I set to fixing the bad antenna. All the wires are exposed and when I touch a white one to a black one, something cackles in my comms unit.

      “Broadcast this is Sayer from—”

      It cuts off and my heart nearly stops. I wiggle it again.

      “—trying to reach the Mayvina—”

      Rekk!

      I start twisting the two wires together, melding them as one.

      “—this is Sayer from the Facility and we’re trying to reach—”

      “Sayer!” I bark out.

      “Hadrian?”

      “It’s me!”

      “Where are you?” he demands.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Complicated how?”

      “I’m on top of a mountain…” Cawing. Louder and louder.

      “Did we lose connection?”

      “No, it’s just that Big Bird is on its way and it’s not happy I tried to gut it.”

      “You’re not making any sense, Hadrian. Listen, give me your coordinates and we can—”

      “Hold that thought,” I grumble as I stand, grabbing my magknife.

      Big Bird is angry and barreling straight for me. I spread my feet apart, readying my stance, and hold my magknife out.

      Cawwww!

      If I go to The Eternals, at least I do it with Lyric’s sweet taste still on my tongue. Oh, what a lovely way to go.

      Big Bird’s teeth glint in the sun. Sharp. Huge.

      Pow-pow-pow-pow-pow!

      The giant yellow beast jolts and jerks before falling out of the air and slamming to the rocks below. It rolls and rolls and rolls until it falls off the ledge. I jerk my nog up to see a small masked figure with a smoking zonnoblaster in her grip as she hangs out the side of the Mayvina.

      Lyric.

      Brave, beautiful Lyric.

      I flash her my rogstud horns and she nods before disappearing back inside the ship.

      “I’m back,” I tell Sayer. “What’d I miss?”

      “Rogshite,” he grunts.

      “What?” I demand.

      “You rekking did it!”

      Before I can ask, I hear Willow’s voice.

      “You have my mother?” Willow asks through the comms.

      “I do,” Sayer rasps. “You look just like her. Incredible.”

      “Willow?” I ask. “Can you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, alien dude,” she chokes out. “We have visual on…them. You did it.”

      “I’ll grab Aria and Molly,” Sayer says excitedly.

      “Say,” I rumble. “Get everyone. Avrell too. We have to talk. There’s been an incident…”

      A beat of silence. “You sound serious,” Sayer mutters.

      “Say, it’s…” I pause and let out a huff. “It’s The Rades. We’ve all been exposed here.”

      Our victory is short-lived because the truth is staring us in the face. We may never see each other alive again.

      “I’ll gather everyone.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      To him. To Aria and Breccan. To everyone.

      But especially to her.

      Lyric.

      I’ve given her Aria, only to tease and taunt. If The Rades attacks like it did my parents, she’ll never get to hug or touch her sister. It’s cruel and devastating.

      I just hope Lyric will let me hold her through it all until the end.

      I refuse to allow her to go to The Eternals alone.

      No one should have to feel lonely at the end.

      I’ll make sure we have each other.
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      It’s okay.

      It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay.

      That’s what I keep telling myself as I isolate myself in the infirmary to let Theron and Hadrian chat through the comms line with the others at his facility. I can’t bring myself to watch the screens in the command center alongside Willow to await the resolution, so I bury myself in work with Zoe. I want to talk to Aria, but I don’t want our first conversation to be when I feel like I’m going to fall apart. I need to get ahold of myself, to find the strong woman who’s been leading the prison.

      In the time while I’m there, three more people get sick. Two women and one of the old, horrible guards named Bruce. We put them in the isolation unit with the others and give them as much medicine as they can stand, but nothing seems to touch the fever that burns from the inside out.

      “Ma’am?” Julie, one of the women who volunteered to help, asks. She’s a pretty little thing with big blue eyes and her sandy blond hair is in a cute pixie cut, accentuating her delicate nose and sharp chin. It’s longer on one side and shaved on the other. A combination of sweet and badass.

      I lift my weary eyes to hers. All I want to do is sleep, but there will be no sleep until Hadrian gets back. Until we have answers. “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me ma’am? It’s Lyric.”

      She smiles a little, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Sorry. You asked for us to do a headcount of all the prisoners and guards.”

      Pressing my fingers into my eyes, I nod. “Right. Any news? Has anyone else reported symptoms?”

      “No one.” She doesn’t have to say yet for me to hear it. “But…”

      My heart stumbles. “What is it?”

      “It’s Stella and Henry. They’re missing. No one has seen them since they left the door open. We’ve checked everywhere. Willow ordered the nonessential personnel to return to their rooms for the headcount. They aren’t in theirs. Or anywhere else.”

      I think of Big Bird, the armworms, The Rades, and the countless other unknown dangers they could face outside the safety of these walls. Why did they run? Are they okay? I wish I knew.

      “Thank you for letting me know. As soon as we have things settled here, I’ll send out a search party. Go take a break, you look dead on your feet. I can’t stand to lose anyone else. We need you.”

      Julie nods and heads to the elevator.

      “You should get some sleep, too,” I say to Zoe, who sways a little at the monitor by the isolation unit.

      She shakes her head. “I can’t sleep. I’m the only one with any training whatsoever to take care of these people. If I’m not here, there’s no one else.”

      “There won’t be a you unless you get some sleep. Go on, sleep on one of the med-beds. I’ll wake you up when we have news or if anyone else gets sick. I promise.”

      I don’t react as her shoulders slump. I can’t. I have to be strong for her, for everyone.

      “Or if these three get worse. I mean it, if their temperatures climb more than two degrees, if they show any signs of rash or madness, you wake me up the second you notice.”

      I forget sometimes the reason why Zoe is so brash and…well, kind of a bitch. It’s because her heart is so big, she cares so much, that it nearly consumes her. Seeing people you care about being hurt and unable to do anything about it, well, it must drive her a little mad.

      “I promise.” I nudge her shoulder with mine. “Now go. Get some sleep. One of us should.”

      Zoe does as I order and that’s when I truly know how tired she must be to comply without more of an argument. She climbs into bed with her shoes still on and pulls the thin sheet over her body. There’s a few minutes peppered with the sounds of her rustling around to get comfortable, and then she’s out like a light.

      Pain in the ass she may be, but she’s good people. I guess I’d consider her my family after all we’ve been through together, overtaking the prison, restoring order. Without her and Willow, I’m not sure I would have survived it. I can’t imagine losing them now after finally regaining our freedom. I can’t imagine getting this close to seeing Aria again and not being able to hug her—one last time.

      I wipe a hand over my brow as though it’ll erase the thought. I’ll be fine. We’ll all get through this. We have to.
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      Hours pass, unimaginably slow.

      Every creak in the building, every whisper over my shoulder, makes me jump to attention thinking Hadrian has returned with news. But there’s only me and the sick, who slumber in their beds like the dead, their breathing growing more and more shallow until I’m certain they are dead, and I have to check the monitors over and over to make sure they’re not. Their fevers still hover dangerously high. Just on the line between concern and outright panic. Any higher and we risk neurological damage. Fatalities. I volley back and forth between waking Zoe and letting her sleep several times, but in the end, the fevers hold. Still terribly high, but not rising.

      At least not yet.

      “Lyric.”

      I jump at the sound of my name from the quiet voice behind me. I press a hand to my heart and whirl around to find Hadrian standing a few feet away, a somber expression on his face.

      Tall. Muscular. Handsome for a monster man.

      My truth in this moment?

      I want him to kiss me again. Want him to kiss away all my fears and my doubts. I want him to kiss away the loneliness.

      Because I want it so much, I cross my arms over my middle and steel myself. “Is it time?” I ask.

      Time to see Aria again.

      Time to learn more about The Rades that may destroy us all.

      Time for change, perhaps not all of it good.

      He nods, eyes watchful, but he doesn’t say anything else.

      I cross the room to where Zoe is sleeping and lay a hand to her shoulder. She bolts upright at my touch. “What is it?” she asks breathlessly.

      “Hadrian’s here. I have to go to the command room.”

      She rubs at her eyes, then stifles a yawn. “Any changes?” Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, her gaze goes straight to the isolation units.

      “None so far, and no one else has contracted the fever. At least not yet.” I pause. When she looks back at me, I say, “Stella and Henry are missing. They must have slipped out in the commotion.”

      Zoe merely shakes her head.

      “I’ll be sending a group out to look for them.” My throat closes and I give myself a little shake. “Once everything settles down. I’ll let you know if we have more news.”

      She nods and downs a cold cup of instant coffee as I follow Hadrian back to the elevator. He pulls me into his arms as soon as the doors close behind us.

      Truth: I’ve never wanted something as much as I want his kiss.

      As though he can read my mind, his lips come to mine. The world may be crashing down around us, but at least we’ll burn together. That’s what kissing Hadrian is like, being slowly lit up from the inside out. A glowing ember inside my chest that ignites and spreads like molten lava throughout my blood. His lips slide along mine, his teeth nipping, then tongue soothing. I go lightheaded and feverish, weak at the knees, but his body presses me against the wall to keep me upright.

      Truth: I’m afraid that I’ve found my happiness, only to be destined to lose it.

      All too soon the elevator dings at our level and we break apart in increments. His gaze ensnares mine as we take a step away from each other. A voice clears in the doorway and we whirl to find Theron waiting for us, a wry smile tugging at his lips.

      “They’re waiting for you,” is all he says.

      Without looking at either of them, I push by and walk on leaden feet to the command center. I find Willow sitting in front of the computer screen, her eyes still sheened with tears, the tracks of fresh ones on her cheeks. She turns to me and smiles, but there’s pain lingering in her eyes.

      I force myself to lock away everything I’m feeling. To think only of seeing Aria. The Rades, my growing need for Hadrian, all of that can wait. This is the moment I’ve been fighting for, seeing her again.

      I take a step forward, feeling like I’m going to collapse at any second, but I have to hold it together. The screen where I’d first seen Hadrian when he’d ordered us to submit to kidnapping shows the interior of a dated room not unlike this one. Its yellowed electronics beep and whir and standing in front of a bank of computers is a monster who looks so much like Hadrian—not so much in appearance but in the confident way they carry themselves—I do a double take.

      And by his side…by his side is my sister.

      My hand flies to my mouth and the image of Aria in front of me does the same. We both burst into laughter and it’s like the years and distance between us disappear in seconds. I throw myself into the chair and scoot as close as possible, wanting to drink in the sight of her, memorize her face until I’m certain I’ll never forget it again.

      “Limerick,” she breathes. “Is it really you?”

      I nod and feel Hadrian’s presence behind me, his hands on my shoulders. “It’s me. Though everyone calls me Lyric now. Oh my God, I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Tears fall down her cheeks and her mate pulls her close against his side. “You’ve grown up,” she says in a watery voice. “You’re not a teenager anymore.”

      “Space travel is a bitch.”

      “I don’t get it…Molly said something about the time space continuum…”

      I snort. “Nah, way less complicated than that. According to our friend Stella, who was awoken early on the ship a few years before landing, the ship was collecting prisoners as they built the prison. Because of the harsh conditions on Earth, it took them longer than they thought. Decades.”

      Aria gasps. “Decades?”

      “Decades,” I confirm. “We all entered in at different times and were just held in cryosleep.”

      “You mean you and Aria could have been on the ship at the same time?” Hadrian asks, astonished. “Willow and Molly too?” He lets out a pained sound. “But then we took Aria and Molly, separating you…”

      “You kidnapped them?” I bite out. “I thought they were your willing companions.”

      “We are willing companions.” Aria waves it off as though kidnapping is no big deal. “We got the better end of the deal too. I’m thankful for our sweet morts.”

      “Hmph,” I grumble.

      Hadrian squeezes my shoulder and it feels like an apology. My heart does a little flutter. I guess apology accepted.

      “We have so much to catch up on,” Aria babbles. “I want to know everything.”

      Her mate, Breccan, squeezes her arm. “In due time. I know you’re both very excited, but first we must contain The Rades so we can transport you to the Facility as soon as possible.” Breccan nods to another of the morts in the background. “This is Avrell, our facility’s doctor. He helped treat us all during the last outbreak. Avrell?”

      His expression is grim as he adjusts his camera and steps into view. “Based on the documentation from your nurse”—thank God Zoe is in the infirmary or she’d go off on him at being called a nurse—“I must agree with Theron and Hadrian. Your people are in danger. I won’t lie to you. The Rades…” He trails off as he seems to lose track of thought. “We’re going to do everything in our power to ensure the safety of your people.”

      “How do you plan to do that?” I ask. I grip the chair to keep myself upright. The confirmation is staggering. All I want to do is run away—go somewhere dark and quiet where I can be alone with my feelings. It’s too much.

      In a moment, I’ve gotten everything I’ve ever wanted. My sister. Hadrian.

      And I may lose it just as quickly.

      I press a hand to the pounding in my head. It hurts to look at the screen. My hand comes away covered in sweat.

      “Avrell will be joining you,” Breccan says. “He will meet Theron at a safe distance away from the Facility to ensure our safety so Theron can transport him back to the prison where he may help treat those infected by The Rades.”

      The mort on the screen doesn’t look pleased by the news, but he doesn’t protest. Hadrian tenses behind me, though he stays silent. I sense he doesn’t like this idea but doesn’t speak against his leader.

      Aria wipes at the tears on her face. “Don’t worry. He’s the best. He’ll take good care of everyone and it’ll be over before you know it. Then we’ll have to plan a big party to celebrate.”

      The hopeful look in her eyes only makes the growing dread in my stomach multiply. Because if they’re serious about how deadly this virus can be, then there’s a chance I may never actually see Aria in person again.

      “I’d like that.” My voice is hoarse. “Can we call you again tomorrow? I want to check on Zoe in the infirmary.”

      Breccan nods gently. “Of course. Why don’t we schedule a standing call for half-past the solar every day for a status update?”

      Hadrian must nod, because Aria says, “We’ll get through this.”

      I can only nod because it feels like there’s a weight pressing down on my chest. I stand, but my legs are weak. Terribly weak. Probably from lack of sleep.

      “I miss you, sister,” I say, before my legs give out and I crumple to the floor.

      Hadrian is by my side a half-second later, his hands on my forehead. I can sense everyone gathering around me, but my arms and legs feel wooden, immobile.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I hear Aria shouting over the comms.

      Hadrian pulls away and I want to comfort him when he says, “She’s burning up.”

      Then darkness swallows me.
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      No. No. No. No.

      NO!

      My heart races inside my chest as fury and worry wage war inside me. She can’t be sick. Not brave, strong Lyric. I won’t accept it. The fury beats down my fears brutally.

      I didn’t just find her for her to be taken away.

      This is something I will not accept.

      She’s mine and I won’t let her go. The Rades will have to take us both kicking and screaming into The Eternals, but at least we’ll go together.

      When I burst through the infirmary doors with an unconscious Lyric in my arms, Zoe’s eyes widen briefly in fear. Then, her fury syncs with mine as she bursts into action. I lay her down on the table and stand by to assist Zoe, who starts barking orders at me. Without argument, I bring her supplies, help hook Lyric to some of the machines, and then settle beside Lyric to hold her hand. Zoe gives me a withering look, but doesn’t say a word. That’s a good thing, because I really don’t feel like yelling at the woman who’s treating mine.

      “Fever is high,” Zoe hisses. “Fuck.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut and try to remember anything of use from the past. I’d been so small, though, I can’t remember what my parents went through. I do, however, recall reading something about it in the books Sayer keeps. Breccan recanted his own tale of those long solars as he looked after Draven. At first it was Avrell, treating him for fever, and then the sores. When he began to scratch, he had to be restrained. Then, he went mad in a reform cell. Breccan never left his side. I’d been so young and Breccan was my only parental figure at the time, and it was noted that I cried continuously wanting him, but I was denied because Draven needed him more.

      I kept him cool. Offered him continuous assurances. Protected him from himself.

      Reluctantly, I release Lyric’s hand to rush over to the sink. I wet a cloth and then wring it out before folding it neatly. Zoe watches me with narrowed eyes, but I ignore her as I sit beside Lyric again.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” I promise Lyric as I lay the cloth over her burning brow. “I just found you. You think I’m going to let you leave me now?”

      Zoe scowls. “Shh. I need to focus.”

      “And she needs me,” I challenge.

      Her lip curls up. “I don’t know what happened up on that mountain that you think—”

      “Enough,” I bite out. “Enough happened.” Pain tears along my chest, threatening to tear me in two. “Everything happened.”

      Zoe’s features harden impossibly so. “If she so much as looks at you wrong, you’re out of here. Feel me, bro?”

      “Likewise, sister.”

      She frowns. “No…I wasn’t like referring to you as…” She sighs heavily. “Whatever. Just stay out of my way.”

      And I do.

      For hours and hours.

      I don’t eat. I don’t sleep. I don’t assist the others.

      Willow and some girl named Julie, with Theron’s help, have taken over for Lyric and have been assessing the others in the prison. Every so often, the infirmary takes on another. Of the three who were before Lyric, two of them are now turning red. I saw the male scratch at his forearm, even in his slumber.

      “We’ll need to restrain them,” I state huskily, peeling my gaze from Lyric’s pretty face that glistens with sweat.

      Zoe yawns and jerks her nog to my line of sight. “Why? They’re conked out.”

      “That one. He’s getting the sores,” I inform her.

      “Bruce? Yeah, that fucker deserves the sores. If it weren’t for Lyric holding me back, I would’ve given that asshole some sores of my own a long time ago,” Zoe practically snarls.

      “This Bruce hurt you?”

      “Better question is, who didn’t he hurt?”

      My sub-bones start popping one by one as I rise to my full height, baring my double fangs at the threat. I can feel my claws practically extending with the need to rip his rekking face off.

      “Did he hurt Lyric?” I growl, my chest rumbling with fury.

      Zoe smacks me in the stomach and I jolt back in surprise. “Of course he hurt her. Whipped up on her a lot because, in case you haven’t noticed, she’s mouthy.”

      Oh, I noticed.

      It brings a smile to my face because I can imagine the fire in her eyes. She isn’t the type to take abuse without a fight. My brave, fiery female.

      “When he tried to force himself on her once, I lost it.” Her eyes grow stormy and my sub-bones begin popping again. “I hit him over the head with a chair. Broke one of the legs off. I was going to…” Her lips turn up into a feral grin that gives me the chills, making me wonder if the fever is hitting me as well.

      “Going to what?”

      She makes a circle with her finger and thumb while pretending to jam her fist through the tiny hole. “An eye for an eye, motherfucker.”

      I’ve heard Molly use this phrase before, minus the last bit. I think she used “D-bag” or “butt licker,” though. Regardless, it means the same. Not only doling out a punishment that fits their crime, but one that matches what was inflicted to the victim.

      “Did you?” I ask eagerly.

      She smirks. “No. Ol’ girl there told me to back off and then the guards were there before we knew it, breaking things up. I told him, though. That I was coming for him when he least expected it. I’d do to him what he did to other women.” She laughs cruelly. “But much, much worse.”

      “I could find you a blunt object and assist,” I offer seriously.

      Zoe cackles. “Oh my God. I like you, man. I shouldn’t, but I do.”

      Seems as though there are worse things than Zoe liking me.

      “I like you too, Kevin hunter.”

      Our banter is cut short when said Kevin jolts upright in his bed, his eyes milky white and his blunt teeth bared. He doesn’t attack us, but instead begins slashing at his arms with his nails. The humans may not have claws, and aren’t usually able to inflict harm with their nails, but this one does. Blood blooms in lines as he shreds his own flesh.

      “Quick,” I bark out to her as I stalk over to him. “Find me rope or something to restrain him.” I pounce on him, pinning his arms so he doesn’t rip his skin right off. He howls in agony. I bask a little in his pain, but it’s short-lived knowing this is Lyric’s future.

      Zoe is gone for what feels like an exceptionally long time. She returns with the clanging of what sounds like zuta-metal. The devices remind me of the ones Oz made for Jareth once, though I don’t know why Jareth needed them. They were unbreakable and meant for restraint. She tosses two sets at me.

      “Handcuff each wrist to the bed,” she instructs. “I’ll get his ankles.”

      After a grueling couple of minutes, we manage to get him restrained. He curses and struggles to no avail. Then, through his clouded vision, he begs.

      “Please,” he sobs. “It itches. I just need to scratch it. Scratch it for me.”

      “I’ll watch him,” I tell her. “Go see if Avrell knows of something to help with the itching.”

      Her lip curls up. “I don’t want to help him.”

      Looking past her, I point at one of the women on the bed who absently scratches at her stomach in her sleep. “Bring more of the zuta-metal binders too.”

      She lets out a heavy sigh of resignation. “Fuck The goddamn Rades.”

      I understand this venom in her tone loud and clear.

      “Yeah, fuck them,” I agree, knowing in this case she doesn’t mean to literally mate with a disease.

      Zoe smiles briefly. “Lyric is gonna be pissed I taught her adorable alien boyfriend how to cuss. We’re in this for life now, man. You gotta back me up.”

      “I have your back, female.”

      “Call me female again and I’ll break your neck.”

      “Affirmative, sister.”

      “Not much better, but I’ll allow it.” Then, she stops in the doorway. “Sis. Goes with the whole bro thing better. Sister makes you sound Amish.”

      Whatever that means.
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        * * *

      

      A break.

      I do not need a break.

      Practically snapped Zoe’s nog off when she suggested it. Thankfully, she nearly snapped mine off right back. Told me to “go deal with upper management so you can get back to our girl.” I don’t know what “upper management” is, but I got the gist. She means Breccan and the rest.

      Storming into the command center, I let out a huff as I fall into the chair. I’m alone, and I’m thankful. Rather than seeing Breccan on screen, Aria is waiting for me, her brows furrowed.

      “You look like hell, Hadrian,” she says softly, her voice cracking. “How you holding up, kid?”

      I used to bristle any time she’d call me kid—their human reference for a mortling—but now I can’t find it in me to get upset.

      “Exhausted,” I admit. “Angry.”

      Her brows lift. “Is…is my sister…”

      “Unconscious,” I tell her bluntly. “Though when they pass the fever stage, they wake again.” I close my eyes. “They’re clearheaded enough to speak too, but they’re distracted. Singularly focused.”

      She swallows as tears well in her eyes. “On what?”

      “Ripping their skin off.”

      “Jesus, Hadrian,” she bites at me. “Way to soften the blow.”

      Sarcasm. Zoe is fluent. At least that’s what she tells me.

      I shrug. “We don’t have time or the energy for pleasantries.” Now that’s a direct quote from Zoe. Aria picks up on it too. Her lips press into a firm line.

      “You’ve changed,” she mutters.

      I scowl. Of course I changed. I was given the most beautiful woman in the entire solar system only to lavish her with a few short kisses before The Rades took her. I’m not just changed, I’m spitting like one of the angry red mountains near Lake Acido. Molten, hot, uncontrollable.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      Lifting my eyes, I meet hers on the screen. “For what?”

      “For never choosing you. It was always him for me.”

      My blood grows cold. Not because she’s breaking me with her words, but because they don’t feel right anymore. At one time, yes. When I flew out here with Theron, I’d been obsessed with the idea of her and me together, but torn by what that would do to Breccan. I was in constant turmoil. Now, I have direction and purpose. I know exactly what I want and I’ll do nothing to stop it.

      “You were always his,” I agree. “I never truly wanted to take you from him.”

      Her smile is sweet. It evokes friendly memories of us laughing and sharing stories. Friends. Best friends. “Not that he would have let you,” she says with a chuckle.

      “Your claws may be useless things,” I taunt, “but you’d fight if anyone ever tried to take you from your mate. Even your best friend.” That fiery flame runs in the family because her eyes flicker with intensity for her mate.

      “I would,” she agrees. Then she lets out a heavy sigh. “This ‘talk’ was a long time coming, huh?”

      “Seems unimportant now, all things considered.”

      “You’re important, Hadrian,” she says in a firm tone. “The sky could be falling and your feelings would still matter to me.”

      Warmth blooms inside me. Not heat. This warmth is the same one that blooms when Breccan playfully swats at me or gives me one of his fatherly talks. As Molly always says, “They say you can’t choose your family, but they’ve never been to Mortuus.” Aria is my family. I see that now. And her family is my…

      “I kissed Lyric,” I blurt out.

      Her eyes widen and she gapes at me. For a moment, I wonder if she’ll come through the screen and try to claw my eyeballs out. Not that I wouldn’t mind one of her hugs that I’d no doubt steal if she were here.

      “Lyric. My Lyric?”

      She’s mine now. I bite my forked tongue. Too soon.

      Aria misses nothing, though, because she laughs. Wait? Laughs? “My little baby boy is growing up.”

      “Sokko has grown?”

      “No, dork, you.”

      “I’m not little,” I argue.

      “Figure of speech.”

      I lift a brow, waiting for her to continue.

      “Oh my God, you look just like Breccan when you do that. Quit or I’m going to whap you next time I see you.”

      Not if I see you, but the next time I do.

      “Admit I’m big,” I challenge.

      “I’m not admitting that,” she says, shaking her nog. “Listen…”

      I perk up because whenever Aria tells me to listen, she always has something profound to say. “I’m listening.”

      “If only Breccan behaved that well,” she says with a chuckle and I hear a resounding growl nearby.

      Wait.

      He’s been listening in on all this?

      I should feel embarrassed, but I feel relieved. He knows I had feelings for his mate and isn’t trying to send me to The Eternals.

      “Lyric is a wonderful girl. She’s made of the tough stuff. Nothing—not even The Rades—will bring my sister down. Her whole life, she’s been fighting to get here. To me. There’s more fight in her than everyone on this planet combined. If anyone can battle through this, she can.” Aria smiles broadly at me. “When she’s better, you take care of her. She deserves someone kind and brave and selfless and handsome and—”

      “That’s enough, alien,” Breccan barks, making her laugh.

      He comes onto the screen, Sokko pressed to his chest. His hips swivel as he soothes his mortling. My chest pangs with want. But for the first time ever, rather than wanting to be him, I want something similar to him. Something of my own.

      “I won’t let you down,” I promise them both. “I’m made of the tough stuff too.”
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      My skin burns like I’m being drowned in lava, but something keeps my arms restrained and the inability to scratch the itch is almost as awful as the itch itself.

      It started as a vague sensation that pulled me from the depths of unconsciousness. Something I could somewhat ignore and slip back into the fever dreams. I don’t remember what I dreamed of, but I don’t think they were pleasant. At least they were a relief from the heat and the ache and the constant crawling beneath my skin.

      “Calm, fiery one,” I hear above the screaming in my head. The voice is familiar, but I’m so consumed by the fever, I can’t place it with a name. All I know is that it comforts me, calms the fever. If only long enough for me to slip back into a dream.

      “Aria, come on, it’s time for your audition!”

      We both glance over at the doorway. Our mother is on the other side, not visible, but she doesn’t need to be for her presence to be felt. I don’t quite understand why, but she’s always sad. I try to cheer her up with dances and plays, but they never seem to work. I don’t think I’m as good at performing as Aria.

      “Why can’t I go with you?” I whisper to Aria. If Mother hears me asking, she won’t be pleased. She may even yell and slap.

      Aria reaches for me and wraps me in a hug. I snuggle into her embrace, thankful I have a big sister like her. Not many kids have siblings on Earth II.

      “You know why. Besides, you’ll have more fun here watching the telly and eating snacks without Mother breathing down your neck.” She rolls her eyes. “I have to go to auditions with Kevin.”

      We both make a face. Neither of us is a fan of the agent Mother hired for Aria’s auditions. He reminds me of slimy monsters I see sometimes on the telly.

      “Promise you’ll be back soon?”

      I don’t want to cry, but I don’t like being alone. Our dad works all the time and Mother is always taking Aria to auditions. She doesn’t like me to come because she says I distract Aria when she’s working, but I just want to play with my sister.

      “Of course I will, Lyric.”

      My name isn’t really Lyric, but Aria has called me that ever since I can remember. Mother doesn’t like it and maybe that’s why Aria does it.

      “Her name is Limerick,” Mother says on cue, rushing into the room and stuffing things in the big bag she carries around when Aria has an audition.

      Aria and I both roll our eyes. Mother makes an impatient gesture.

      “We’ll be back soon,” Aria promises.

      Not soon enough.

      They leave and I’m alone in our small apartment. I spend more time alone than anything else.

      I hope Aria will come back soon.

      “Don’t cry, sweet one. I’m here for you.”

      The voice pulls me back from the memory, but it’s as though my body is too heavy to move, too weak. All I can manage to do is moan, which hurts my sore throat.

      A hand wipes at my face, cold against my feverish skin. “I wish I knew what troubles you. I’d take it away, make you forget. I’d kiss it all away until I was the only thing you could think of. Give me a chance to show you. I’ll make sure you don’t regret it.”

      Hadrian. The name, the face, the voice—they come to me in a blink of a thought.

      I didn’t know what is happening to me. I don’t know where or when I am.

      The only thing I know is that Hadrian is near.

      He will keep me safe.

      I try to say his name, to tell him thank you for staying by my side, but all I can manage is a moan. My throat burns, which reminds me of how thirsty I am. And then I remember the fierce, unrelenting itching and the cycle starts all over again. I don’t know how long it lasts, but it feels like a lifetime passes with me weaving in and out of consciousness.

      There is only one constant in the sea of pain and despair: Hadrian.

      Hadrian never leaves my side. I have enough presence of mind to know that. His voice is always there. He tells me about the Facility, stories of what he can remember of his parents, the morts. When I feel as though I’m going to burn up from fever, he’s by my side with a cool cloth and a soft word.

      He is the voice in the darkness. My anchor to the world.

      I come to in a place I don’t recognize. Perhaps I’m dreaming.

      I’m not sure if it’s real or The Rades playing tricks on me.

      As time passes, the rising sun coming in from a small window I notice in the wall illuminates my surroundings. I’m in a cell. My heart begins a slow thud in my chest because I recognize the cell. I want to throw myself against the bars I now see on the far wall, but I can’t bring myself to move.

      How did I get here? Did Hadrian put me here? Have The Rades gotten so bad I had to be removed from the infirmary?

      Footsteps have me scrambling from the small cot I’d been sleeping on. I throw myself against the bars, the metal cool under my hands. My eyes are wild, my breathing erratic.

      The shape of a person appears at the far end of the hall. Maybe they know something. I open my mouth to ask about Hadrian, but the words I want to say don’t come out. Instead, I hear my voice say, “Hey! Please help me. I’m looking for my sister, Aria. She was supposed to be sent here. Please.”

      The person grows closer and I recognize his face. It’s Bruce. A guard. Confusion wars inside of me. This can’t be right. We locked the guards up a long time ago.

      “Keep your mouth shut or I’ll lock you up in solitary. You better learn now, girly. You’re better seen and not heard. You understand me?” He jabs what looks like a metal pipe through the bars, driving it into my stomach and stealing my breath. I crumple to the floor and I hear him unlocking the door and arguing with someone under his breath. There’s the sound of rustling movement and then he walks away, listening.

      Then I realize what’s happening. This is a dream—a nightmare. A memory.

      The first day I’d woken up at the prison, before we’d taken it from the guards.

      Someone shifts, moving closer toward me and I shrink away, still trying to catch my breath and afraid of being on the receiving end of another blow.

      “It’s okay,” comes a soft, tentative female voice. “I won’t hurt you. My name is Willow. I’m a prisoner, too.”

      I manage to blink away the tears of pain and the face of a beautiful young woman with red hair fills my vision.

      “I heard you were looking for your sister.”

      “Yes, I am. Are we in Exilium?”

      “That’s right. I’m your roommate, apparently. But we can be friends. I’m looking for someone, too.” She glances up at a sound down the hallway. “Look, the guards can be super shitty, but if we have each other’s backs, I think we’ll be all right. Whaddaya say?”

      I wake, the fear from the fever-dream coming with me. When I try to sit up, there’s a strap across my chest, which only increases my panic. I flail, trying to break myself free, but there’s no use. I’m so weak I tire out after a few minutes.

      The dream had been so real, for a moment I feel like I’m back in the cell, locked away, trapped, in a strange place with sadistic guards at every corner. Alone.

      Except when I look up, I realize I’m not alone.

      I’m in an isolation unit and Hadrian is asleep by the side of my bed.

      Hadrian.

      The memory of his voice, his touch, comes back to me. Had he been with me the whole time?

      His spikey, black hair sticks out messily all over the place and dark circles are evident under his closed eyes. He’s still wearing the same clothes he had been the last time I remember being awake. How long has it been?

      Carefully so as not to disturb him, I look around for a screen and find one on the right side of my bed. It beeps and dings, monitoring God-only-knows what, and find it’s been nearly a week since I got sick. A week. Horror fills my chest. What happened in a week? Who else is sick? Has anyone died?

      The beeping on the monitor grows more rapid and Hadrian begins to stir. When he opens his eyes and finds me awake, he shoots straight up.

      “Lyric?”

      I should be worried about everyone else. It’s my self-appointed duty to protect them. Instead, all I can think about is Hadrian.

      “Water,” I croak out.

      He hesitates, then retrieves a glass. Silently, he watches me drink. I’m too thirsty to be self-conscious. When I drain the first, he brings me a second. By the third, my throat feels semi-normal, or at least as normal as it can be under the circumstances.

      “How is everyone?” I ask, though I’m afraid to know the answer. “What’s happening?”

      Hadrian sits beside me, his eyes exhausted but intense. “Several of your guards have succumbed to the disease. One of the women as well.”

      I close my eyes, wondering who it could have been, then force myself to look at him, gesturing with a nod of my head for him to continue.

      “Many, many of the women are sick. Some severely. They’re isolated in mobile units until they are no longer contagious. This strain, according to Zoe’s conversations with Avrell, seems to rage for about seven solars. A week,” he corrects at my confused look. “You’ve been through the worst of it now and should recover quickly. It doesn’t last long once the fever is gone, though you may be weak for a few days.”

      My eyes go to my restraints. “Can I be released from these things?” I ask. “You aren’t sick, are you?”

      He nods, then goes to work untying the belts at my calves, thighs, waist, and chest. “We had to restrain you, or you would have clawed at the sores. They’re healing now and they shouldn’t scar thanks to herbs Zoe and Theron collected. Avrell says if we haven’t shown symptoms by now, we won’t get it, even though we always worried it was something that could happen. All these revolutions, I thought we suited up to keep The Rades out when going outdoors, but it turns out, he wasn’t worried about The Rades. He was concerned about the R-Levels that still pose deadly risks and mutations. But as far as The Rades go, we morts should be okay. He and Calix think since we were exposed to the disease before, we’ve developed some sort of antibody against it. Though he’s not certain exactly how until we do further testing. He thinks this information will be useful in developing an inoculation to prevent it in the future.”

      I stand and immediately crumple. Hadrian catches me in his arms and a jolt that has nothing to do with illness courses through my body.

      “I thought I was going to lose you,” he says softly. The arms around me are gentle, as though he fears holding me too tight may cause me to break.

      “You won’t get rid of me so easily.” But he doesn’t smile. If anything, the sorrow in his eyes deepens. “Hey, don’t be sad. I feel much better now. You said it yourself. I’m going to be okay.”

      I’ve never seen anyone look at me the way he does.

      Like I’m the answer he’s been looking for all his life.

      “I never want to go through that again,” he says. I can’t help but lift a hand to touch his hair, remembering how he’d talked me through the madness. My Hadrian. Strong. Sweet. Fierce.

      “You won’t. I promise. It’s going to be okay.”

      He folds into me, his arms coming around my waist, his head resting against my shoulder. I press my face into his hair, wordlessly offering comfort.

      This universe is so vast and it’s so easy to feel alone.

      Hadrian’s grip tightens around me as though reminding me that with him around, I’ll never be alone again.
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      They’re fighting.

      Again.

      I’ve known Avrell since I was a mortling and I’ve never seen him so…unhinged. Zoe brings that element out of the strongest person. This, I know firsthand.

      I clutch her shoulder, giving it a supportive squeeze as I join the meeting uninvited. Avrell is ranting over how irresponsible she is.

      “Enough,” I say when he says she’ll probably die, and she can thank herself for that.

      Zoe may put on a tough persona, but her shoulders tense at his words, her only tell that she’s been affected.

      Avrell growls and his sub-bones start popping—a sound I’ve never heard from him. He can be angry all he wants, but what’s done is done.

      “Now that you have that out of your system, let’s focus,” I tell him in an authoritative tone Breccan would be proud of.

      From the corner of the room, Lyric flashes me a smile. It’s been two days since she woke, and I’ve been nursing her back to health. Her strength returns with each passing moment.

      “I’m immune,” Zoe says. “After isolating the affected genes that had attacked Bruce, I injected them into myself. This was on day three. There have been no changes in my health or blood samples. Well, aside from the fact The Rades, though forced into my system, has been eliminated. Now, rather than bitching me out for what’s already done, tell me how we can use this, Doc. I know there’s a brain in that hothead of yours.”

      He snorts unkindly.

      “If this is beyond your scope,” I state, “perhaps one of the others can step in and take over. Sayer? He’s great at figuring stuff out and—”

      “Absolutely rekking not,” Avrell growls. “He doesn’t know the first thing about medicine. Calix and I have been studying the data you’ve sent, but we can’t make sense of it just yet.”

      “So, keep working on it,” I bark out. “Zoe, run the tests on the people here. You know what you’re doing.” I give her another squeeze on her shoulder, and she sits up straighter.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Avrell roars. “What if someone hasn’t yet been infected and you willingly subject them to the disease? You’re forcing them into The Eternals on some hope it’ll work! Morts may be safe, but the humans and children are not!”

      “Beats letting them die without trying,” Zoe snaps back. “If you don’t want to help, fine, but we don’t sit around at this place waiting for the right conditions to exist before we take action. Maybe if you monsters would have tried something a long time ago—”

      “Enough,” I rumble, this time my words for her. I won’t have her blaming Avrell for the past. He’s always had the morts’ best interest at heart.

      She lets out a heavy sigh. “Sorry, bro.”

      “Go take a breather, sis,” I say in a playful tone. “Lyric and I can continue the meeting.”

      Zoe rises and gives me a playful punch to the gut. She’s not a hugger like Willow, but it’s her own way of connecting. I take it for what it is.

      Once she’s gone, I sit down in the chair and notice Avrell has relaxed.

      “It needs to be controlled,” Avrell says, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Talk sense into her. One person at a time. Don’t let her inject her blood into everyone.” He shudders. “I’ll have Calix set up a program we can run variables on. Just…please talk sense into her until…”

      I perk up and lift my brows. “Until what?”

      “Until I get there.”

      I’m assaulted with a mixture of excitement to see my friend and fear that he might fall ill. “Avrell, I thought about it, and I think you need to stay away because it’s not safe. There are beasts out here that we know nothing about and we can’t risk our doctor—”

      He holds his hand up. “I’ve already told Breccan I’m going despite the risks.”

      Told? Since when does anyone tell Breccan anything?

      “It’s not safe,” I warn.

      “It’s imperative.”

      Lyric rises from her seat and then sits on the arm of the chair beside me. I can’t help but loop an arm around her waist. Since she’s woken from her bout of The Rades, she’s allowed me to touch and hold her more. I think her contracting the illness scared the both of us.

      Avrell’s eyes fall to my action. He seems pleased, not jealous. As though this satisfies his mind in some way.

      “I’ll come alone,” he says. “Have Theron ready his ship to come fetch me at his earliest convenience.”

      The thought of leaving Lyric makes my stomach tighten with nerves. “I, uh, I should stay here,” I tell him. “For protection. They need me.” She needs me.

      Lyric surprises me by piping up. “Willow will go.”

      I look up at her. “She can’t stay there. You know this, right?”

      “I know,” she says sadly. “But maybe they could see each other, even if through a barrier. She needs this, Hadrian.”

      Lyric needs this with Aria, too.

      One day, I vow, I will give that to her.

      “I will stay and Willow will go,” I agree. “They can bring back Avrell, and together, the Facility and Exilium will eradicate The Rades once and for all. I’m confident we can do this. We’ve made it too far to die out now. I won’t rekking let it happen.”
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      She doesn’t sway or falter, but I can tell she’s tired. Lyric is stubborn. I’d suggested she rest and let me handle things around here, but she was having none of it. She thought her people needed to see her, not some handsome freak show—her words, not mine—in her place. So, together, we visited the healthy, the sick, and the dying. It’s been an exhausting solar.

      I walk her to her room and when we hug our usual goodbye, I don’t let go. Simply hold her tight. She pulls away slightly and tilts her nog up. My gaze falls to her plump lips that finally have regained their color and are no longer cracked and peeling. The urge to touch them is intense. Reaching up, I run the pad of my thumb over her bottom lip, marveling over the softness. When her lips wrap around my thumb and her tongue rubs against the clawed tip of my nail, I widen my eyes in shock. She licks the rough pad of my thumb, her eyes locked with mine, before slowly pulling away. Her teeth bite down on the claw, making her eyes flash in a wicked way.

      “Lyric,” I growl, my cock alive and eager inside my suit. “What are you doing?”

      “Tasting you,” she murmurs once she releases me from her mouth. “Almost dying changes your perspective on life. Makes you want to do the things you secretly crave to do.”

      Gripping her hips, I back her against the wall, my cock pressed against her body. “And what else do you secretly want to do?”

      Her fingers go to the front of my suit and she unzips it all the way down to just above my cock. “You.”

      I sear her with a hot stare. “Elaborate. That’s a pretty broad statement.”

      “You’re a pretty broad guy,” she taunts. “I can feel that truth as we speak.”

      My hips grind against her to punctuate her statement. “If I take you to bed with me, fiery one, you’re mine.” I lean my forehead to hers. “You sure you want to take it that far?”

      Her smile is sweet and vulnerable. “I’ve never been anyone’s. Maybe the idea of being yours is one I really like.”

      I reach between us to slowly unfasten the buttons on her shirt. “I don’t know how we got here, Lyric. I never expected it. Never dreamed beyond what seems like silly desires in my past. This, though,” I mutter, pressing my palm to her bare skin beneath her shirt. “This is real and I want it more than anything in my entire life.”

      More than Aria.

      It’s the unspoken. I don’t need to say it because she understands. Lyric and I can almost communicate wordlessly. The more time we spend together, the more that’s apparent. Maybe it’s all because we started out with the silly truth-teller machine. We were forced to inspect each other closely and confront what we tried to hide from the other. As a result, we can read each other.

      “I want it too,” she mutters, her expression intense as she works the zipper lower. “I want you, Hadrian.” Her hand wraps around my naked cock and I hiss in the pleasure of it.

      “Lyric,” I growl. “The moment we go into your room, you’re mine forever. You understand? I’m never half into anything. I’m going to want every piece of you. I’m a selfish mort.”

      She strokes my cock and grins. “I’m yours. Now show me what it’s like to fuck a monster.”

      I lean forward and nip at her bottom lip. “Well, first off, we monsters bite.” I take her shirt in my hands and rip through the fabric, making her gasp. “And we have sharp claws.” I palm her breasts roughly, not unlike how she desperately handles my cock. “The most terrifying thing about us morts is we have paralyzing seed.”

      She gulps in a sharp breath. “That should not get me hot, but it totally does.”

      Pulling away, I level her with an intense glare. “I’m being serious. The moment I shoot my seed into you, you won’t be able to move. Not a long time, but enough to possibly frighten you.”

      “I survived rabid armworms, creepy Big Bird, psycho prison guards, interstellar travel, and The Rades. You think I can’t handle a little forced relaxation?” she asks, clearly miffed. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

      I kiss her hard, my forked tongue dancing with her rounded, blunt one. Then, I pull away. “Oh, I know you, fiery one. You’re the bravest being I have ever met. I’m giving you a chance to run.” I smile wickedly at her. “But it’s only a head start. One solar, even if it’s not this one, I’ll have you beneath me, frozen and unable to move, as I pump you full of mortlings. Fight me on this, I dare you.”

      “Let’s not prolong the inevitable then, predator.”

      I grin at her as she grabs my hand and pulls me into her room. Her shirt is in tatters and I rip it the rest of the way off as she desperately peels at my suit. We’ve barely managed to strip out of our clothing before she pulls me onto the bed with her. Her mouth is sweet and addictive—I never get enough of her taste. Once I’m settled between her thighs, my broad body spreading her, I slow down to admire the female.

      “You’re so rekking beautiful,” I praise, my voice a whisper. “The most beautiful creature that ever existed.”

      She whimpers when I kiss her again, long and deep. My cock rubs along her cunt, but I don’t enter her. I’m reminded of the book I’ve read countless times.

      The clit.

      I may be eager to have her, but not before bringing her this glorious pleasure it’s the source of. Breaking away from our kiss, I press small kisses along her neck to her chest. Her full breasts jiggle and I stop to taste them, marveling over the hardened nubs of her nipples. When I bite one, she groans and swats at my shoulder.

      “My mistake,” I tease, running my forked tongue along the tender flesh. “Perhaps I should suck on it to make it all better.”

      A low whine escapes her when I suck her nipple between my lips. When her back arches, I bite it again, loving the sharp escape of air that she lets out. Then, my kissing goes back on its journey south. Her thatch of hair between her thighs smells like a concentrated version of her. I bury my nose in the hair there, unable to get enough of her scent. With my clawed thumb, I gently pull apart on the outer lip of her cunt on one side and seek out the mysterious clit. It’s small but dark pink, seemingly pulsating with the need to be showered with attention.

      “Mmm, there you are,” I mutter, flicking my tongue out to taste it. Sweet perfection.

      “Are you talking to my clit?” she rasps. “Weirdo.”

      “It listens to me,” I tease. “Let me love you with my tongue, clit.”

      She laughs, the sound filling me with male pride. “You’re such a strange one.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” I jest. Then, I suck on her clit, making her cry out in pleasure. It’s miraculous how easily she becomes wild and needy with my mouth on her here. Even the strongest have a weakness, it would seem. As I suck and lick and playfully nip at her clit, my hand gets curious. I retract my claw so I can scope out the area I plan on putting my cock. Easily, my finger slides into her wet opening. She’s tight around my finger and I nearly spill my seed, wondering how she’ll feel wrapped around me.

      “Oh God,” she whines. “You’re killing me.”

      I’ve heard the humans use this phrase enough to know I’m not actually killing her. I’m destroying her in the best possible way.

      “You’re so wet,” I marvel before kissing her clit again. “So wet and mine.”

      “Unnnh,” she groans, arching her back again. “Hadrian, oh my God, I’m close.”

      Urging another finger into her, I am pleased to see that her body stretches to accommodate the intrusion. Curling my fingers up, I seek out the hidden button the book speaks of. I feel the raised, rough area and rub relentlessly at it.

      “Tell me you’re mine,” I growl, suddenly overcome with the need to claim her.

      “Y-Yours,” she breathes. “Don’t stop. Please.”

      I rub her harder and faster as I suck on her clit. The moment she loses herself to pleasure is made known when her insides gush. Her arousal is thick and heady, and her juices squirt out of her body, soaking up my arm. I certainly don’t remember this detail in the book. No one bragged about a shower of arousal. Perhaps I’ll keep this tidbit to myself.

      When she relaxes, I slide my fingers out and then rub the wetness all over my cock. I may be about to claim her body, but she claimed my heart the moment she looked at me with her fierce eyes and gave me fiery words. I just didn’t know it yet.

      “You won’t be able to move, Lyric, but I swear to you, I’ll protect you with every part of my being. Always.” I rub the tip of my cock along her wet slit. Then, with my eyes locked on her hooded ones, I slide into her inviting body.

      Rekk.

      So tight and wet and mine.

      I groan when I drive all the way into her tiny body. The urge to kiss her is overwhelming. My mouth latches to hers as my hips flex of their own accord. She moans into my mouth, her useless claws scratching at my shoulders.

      “Mine. Mine. Mine.” Each time I say the word, I pump into her. Over and over. Needing to punctuate that statement with the action itself.

      “Yourrsssss,” she moans.

      We kiss frantically as I buck wildly into her. When her body tightens around my cock, much like it did earlier around my fingers, I know she’s found pleasure again. It wrings my own from my body. Every nerve ending comes alive as my sac seizes up before releasing my seed into her. A deep satisfaction ripples over me as I fill her up to the brim with my scent, my mark, me. Her fingers fall away from me and I know the toxica has taken effect.

      “Mmm,” I croon. “You look even more beautiful as mine. I didn’t think it was possible.” I stroke my fingers through her hair as I admire her perfect features.

      No fear exists in her eyes.

      Strength.

      Determination.

      Mutual desire.

      I’m hers too.

      With my cock still nestled inside her, I smile at her. “I’m going to give you a family one solar,” I tell her. “Your stomach will swell with my mortling. We’ll never be lonely again because we’ll have each other. And together, we’ll create something new and wonderful. The things that tried to destroy us won’t reach our little creations because we won’t let them.”

      Her eyes are soft and they shimmer with tears. I kiss her nose and then her lips.

      “We’re so much alike, fiery one. Together we’re going to make this planet a home—a real one. We’ll give our people a future. Happiness is in our grasp and we won’t let it go.” I kiss her again. “Blink if you’re with me.”

      She blinks her eyes and the corners of her lips twitch.

      “That’s what I thought,” I mutter, slowly pulling out of her. “Now rest, Lyric. Let me hold you and look after you. You own my heart now, so I have to protect it.”

      Her eyes close and a single tear escapes. I kiss her wet temple and hold her close.

      “Mine,” I whisper. “Forever.”

      As I drift off, I think I hear her croak out, “Yours, forever.”
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      “You look like you’re feeling better,” Zoe says sardonically as I step off the elevator on the infirmary floor.

      “What makes you say that?” I ask.

      “Skin is glowing, eyes are bright, cheeks are flushed.” Her eyes narrow. “You slept with that alien monster, didn’t you? You hussy.”

      “Keep your voice down. I don’t want to disturb the patients.”

      I’ve never been as close with Zoe as I am with Willow, not through any lack of trying on my part. To my way of thinking, we needed to stick together to weather the tyranny from the guards. Zoe was always more than willing to work with us, but she always kept herself apart as though she was afraid to get too close. With her attitude and barbed tongue, she made sure to keep her distance.

      One day, she’ll let someone in. I can’t wait to see who it’ll be, the poor sucker.

      “They’re too out of it to hear us,” she insists.

      “Have there been any more deaths? Any others showing signs of the illness?” There weren’t many of our numbers spared from varying degrees of the virus like Zoe. Most got it in some form or another and most were spared the severity like mine. And like Avrell had assured us, Theron and Hadrian never came down with it.

      “Every day we find one or two more who have contracted the virus. We’re isolating them as much as we can. The damn thing is relentless. I’ve never seen anything like it. The morts weren’t lying when they described how awful it could be. It’s no wonder their numbers suffered. If we hadn’t had their insight, we may have suffered the same fate.”

      I smile at her. “Does this mean you’re coming to like them?”

      She scowls, the softness disappearing from her features. “I wouldn’t say that. So far we’ve only met two of them. One, a mouthy, reckless boy who conned you into bed and the other a cocky adrenaline junky.”

      “You’ve met the others over comms,” I say judiciously, ignoring her comment about Hadrian. He may be younger than me, but I’ve never met anyone more kind or perfect for me in every way. That youthful enthusiasm has its uses. I grin, remembering the night before.

      Zoe snorts, either not noticing or not paying any attention to my expression. “And what a joy that was. Your sister’s mate is a dictator—sorry about that—and the doctor he’s ordering me to work with doesn’t seem like he’ll be any better.”

      “Hadrian says Avrell is brilliant. If we want to find a way to help the sick, then we need him. And you have to promise me you’ll get along with him. For their sake.” When Zoe doesn’t respond, I prompt, “Zoe.”

      “Of course I will. I’m not a total bitch. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      I lay a hand on her shoulder, the closest she’s ever let me get to her, and say, “You’ve done a good job here. I hope you know how much we appreciate how hard you’ve been working. A lot of people would have died without you. I could have died.”

      “Like hell I’d let that happen,” she says and my heart warms. It’s about the closest she’s ever gotten to admitting she cares.

      We visit each patient, checking to see how they’re progressing, and I manage to keep thoughts of Hadrian at bay—mostly. I’m grateful for Zoe, but I can see how much the constant work is tiring her out. There are circles beneath her eyes that weren’t there before and she has a constant thirst for the instant coffee we have in storage. Thank God our supplies are extensive, otherwise I’m not sure she’d be tolerable. Even though she says otherwise, I know she’ll be grateful for the help once Avrell arrives. Much as she complains, we both know she’s in over her head. I can only hope Theron and Willow travel safely when they leave.

      And return quickly.

      We’ve been lucky so far, but I know how quick that luck can turn.

      The sooner Avrell gets here, the better.

      When we finish our rounds, Zoe’s already knee deep in studying data from the multitude of tests she and Avrell have devised. I leave her with the promise to take it easy for the next few weeks and head to see Willow for our scheduled comms with the Facility to check in before they depart in a few days.

      Theron and Hadrian are busy preparing their ship for the journey back across Mortuus to collect Avrell. When not working on the ship, Theron has been training Willow to use their weapons and how to safely use their suits. She won’t be able to go into the Facility to see her mother, but she’ll be able to see her from afar.

      I should be jealous, after all, I’ve been waiting to see Aria for most of my life, but surprisingly, I’m not. I’m content. Having caught The Rades, I’m still highly contagious and don’t want to bring the virus back to my sister and her new son. As soon as Avrell has cleared everyone, we’ll move the prisoners to the Facility and let the guards to fend for themselves. They won’t have any comms units to communicate with Earth II or any ships to leave the prison. They’ll be stuck there, like we were, which is a fate better than what they deserve for how they treated us.

      I find Willow in the command room, speaking animatedly with her mother, who only looks to be a few years older due to all of us being on ice while we traveled to the prison.

      “Sweet baby Jesus,” Molly was saying, “I can’t wait to see you, my sweet girl. We’ve got so much catching up to do.”

      “I won’t be able to see you for long, Mom. It won’t be safe.”

      Molly waves a hand. “A few minutes will feel like a lifetime. Once Avrell gets there and gives that virus a kick in the pants, it won’t be long until every one of y’all is back here for good. I can’t wait for you to meet your sibling and Draven and the rogcow.”

      Draven stands like a hovering thundercloud behind Molly. If any of the morts look like a monster it’s him. I don’t know how a sweet woman like Molly could mate someone so intimidating, but she flutters around him, full of enthusiasm, and he watches her with eyes full of love. Who am I to judge? I never thought I’d end up mated to man like Hadrian either.

      “Rogcow?” Willow asks.

      “Oh, you’re just going to love Eileen, I promise. Oh, hi, Limerick, I mean Lyric. I bet you’ll want to talk to Aria. You’ll have to forgive me. Sometimes I just get to talking and I can’t stop.”

      Her bubbly personality makes me smile. “No rush. We’ve got all the time in the world now.”

      “You sure you don’t mind me going with Theron?” Willow asks as Molly runs off to retrieve Aria.

      “Of course not. We’ll be fine here. Hadrian will stay with us.”

      “As if he’d leave at this point. I don’t think I’ve seen him leave your side unless he’s working on the ship.”

      “I’m not complaining.”

      Willow rolls her eyes. “I am. Because when he’s with you Theron has no one left to annoy but me. If it weren’t for Mom, I’d tell him he could go to the Facility by himself.”

      “What’s he been doing?”

      Willow, who has always been cool under pressure, begins to pace. “He’s so full of himself. He thinks he’s God’s gift to Mortuus. Strutting about, eyeing everything with a pair of breasts. No wonder they’ve been cooped up for so long. The world would simply explode if it had to deal with morts on a daily basis.”

      “Has he…done anything?” I ask with grave seriousness. I didn’t think Theron was the type, but after everything we’ve been through, there’s no way I’d let any of my women be harassed.

      Willow immediately looks contrite. “No, no, of course not, it’s not that. He’s just so infuriating. He gets under my skin.”

      “If you don’t want to go with him, I’m sure we can figure something out. I just know how much you wanted to see you mother, even if it’s only for a short time.”

      “Hell no!” she protests, and I see a flash of her mother on her face. “I’m not going to let him stop me from going. I can ignore him. I shouldn’t even be complaining about it.”

      I wrap an arm around her shoulder. “No, don’t say that. I’m happy to listen when you need it. Just let me know if he’s too much. I know how the morts can be.”

      “Particularly Theron,” comes a gruff voice from the speaker.

      We turn and find Breccan and Aria waiting for us. In Aria’s arms is a baby. The sight of him steals my breath away. Somehow he’s the perfect blend of Breccan’s alien strength and Aria’s beauty.

      “This is Sokko, named for Breccan’s father. My son.”

      Sokko.

      My nephew.

      My family.

      I hear the door open behind me, but I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen where Aria is holding a cooing Sokko. Hadrian’s arms come around my waist and he rests his head on my shoulder. He fits against me like a missing piece.

      “I can’t wait to meet him,” I say, tears coloring my voice.

      “You will soon,” Aria says. “And for the record, I won’t ever let you out of my sight again.”

      “Same goes, sister.”

      My hands go to Hadrian’s over my waist and I grip them as emotion swells in my chest. I couldn’t have done this without him. I’m strong. I proved that when Zoe, Willow, and I saved this place. Strong, but I’d been alone.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Theron sidle up beside Willow, who scowls in his direction. I make a mental note to keep an eye on the two of them until they leave. Maybe Hadrian can talk to him about laying off her for a while.

      “We’ll see you soon,” I say to Aria.

      “Not in a hurry back?” Breccan asks Hadrian with a knowing look in his eye.

      Hadrian tightens his arms around me. “I’ve got everything I need here.”
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      “Where are we going?” Hadrian asks after he, Theron, and Avrell finish nailing out the details for the trip back.

      I give him a coy look over my shoulder as I lead him down the hallway. “To find somewhere to be alone. You gotta problem with that?”

      He clears his throat. “No, no, I don’t. It doesn’t involve the zap stick, does it?”

      “Only if you’re a bad boy.”

      A hand wraps around my waist and pulls me to a stop. “You’re trying to tease me, mate.”

      “That’s the point.”

      He growls in response and nips at my ear, but releases me to lead him to our destination. The level above the infirmary is the bathing floor. We find it nearly empty because most are still recovering from the virus or isolated in the infirmary. The worry for the rest of our people still lingers, but for now, I just want to focus on Hadrian.

      He lifts a brow when I flip on the switch for the bathing floor, but doesn’t say anything when I tug him to an empty shower stall. I twist the shower knobs to an acceptable temperature, then turn to face him. Mine.

      I have time to draw a shaking breath, suddenly full of nerves. This man is mine. To do with as I please. To enjoy. To satisfy. The nerves fade and I take a step forward.

      Lifting a hand to his shirt, I slide my fingers underneath. “Off,” I command.

      He crosses his arms over his front and lifts his shirt off in one swift movement, the muscles under his taut skin flexing and making my mouth go dry. Normally, he wears his minnasuit as he calls it, but it started to get ripe and needed a good washing, forcing him to wear a prison uniform like me. Hadrian makes for a hot convict. His shirt drops to the floor forgotten and his hands fall to his side, those watchful eyes on me as I step forward.

      “Boots and socks,” I instruct. He kicks off his shoes and peels off his socks.

      “What next, fiery one?” he asks.

      “We’ve got to get you clean,” I say simply and reach between us for the snap at his waist.

      He lets me work his pants down his hips until he stands naked before me. I reach for him, but he shakes his head. “Your turn,” he says in a low voice.

      There is something decadent, sinful, about having Hadrian’s eyes on me as I strip down to skin that feels extra sensitized. I chew on my lip as his eyes rove over me, still a little nervous for him to see me so bare.

      Steam begins to fill the shower stall and Hadrian reaches a hand by me to test the temperature of the water. He must find it acceptable because he herds me back under the spray. I can’t even tell what it feels like because my skin is burning up from the inside out.

      Everything about the prison was designed to be as efficient as possible, so the shower really only has room for one person. Made of a stainless-steel material that’s supposed to be easy to clean, it’s about the size of a small closet. Barely enough room for the both of us to fit inside, but Hadrian makes it work by pressing me against the wall underneath the spray, positioning us so the water beats down his back. His wide shoulders protect me from getting any in my face.

      Here, away from everything that’s happening, there’s only the two of us. I’ve never given any thought to what my life could look like once I found my way back to my sister. For a long time, I wasn’t sure I’d even find her. I was certain I would be alone for the rest of my days, lost.

      “There are a lot of thoughts behind those eyes,” Hadrian says as his hands work a bar of soap into a lather. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      I find it hard to speak when he brings his soapy hands to my skin and begins to clean every crevice he can find. Behind my ears, the hollow of my throat, the backs of my knees, the dip of my belly button. I’ve never paid attention to how sensitive those areas can be until Hadrian’s deft fingers make it a mission to explore each and every one of them.

      “My truth is I love you, Hadrian.”

      His hands stop massaging the creases on the inside of my elbows and his eyes come to mine. “You what?”

      “I love you. I should have told you as soon as I woke up, but I don’t know. I was afraid.”

      “You, afraid?” he teases, pulling me closer.

      “Don’t tease.”

      He kisses my lips and I feel him press against my stomach, making me lose my train of thought. When he notices, he says, “Continue. You love me.”

      “All I remember about being in the fever is the sound of your voice. You never left my side and I don’t ever want you to.”

      “That’s something you’ll never have to worry about, Lyric. You’ll never be alone again.”

      “That’d sound creepy from anyone else.”

      “I’m your creep, your monster, and your mate. And I’ll love you from this solar until our last,” he says against my lips.

      And then he stops talking.

      Because it’s almost impossible to talk when you’re doing what he’s doing.
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      Da-dum-dum-dum!

      Da-dum-dum-dum!

      Da-dum-dum-dum!

      I pound on the control panel with a metal rod I found hanging from the ceiling in the supply closet of the Mayvina, loving the way it echoes. Molly says that the beat I like to make is called music. I’ve never heard of music, but I’ve heard of singing. Both Molly and Aria do it all the time. Sometimes, I think up beats to go with their pleasant words. Sometimes I feel like I belong to Earth II instead of this decaying planet.

      My ship purrs beautifully as we coast above the clouds with the great unknown above us. I admire the sparkly stars against the black backdrop and wonder if there are other planets besides this one and Earth II. Other women…

      Because, the one that makes my cock weep like a fussy mortling whenever she’s near, hates me. Loathes my very existence.

      It’s rather confusing.

      Everyone loves me.

      I’m Theron.

      The Rogue Rekking Captain.

      Master of the skies. Mate of the Mayvina. Handsome mort with the best hair and the best laugh and the best—

      “Oh, God. Not again.”

      I drop the metal rod and Willow all-too-happily kicks it into a corner before dropping into the co-captain’s seat.

      “What?” I ask, lifting a brow as I rake my gaze down her front, lingering on the way her ample breasts strain against the fabric.

      I tried.

      Rekk how I tried to be attracted to one of the other humans.

      Zoe offered to gouge my eyes out if I even thought of looking her way. Lyric found something pleasing within Hadrian—though I can’t imagine what. And the other humans there were simply terrified of my existence.

      It didn’t matter.

      My eyes were for only one.

      Flaming red hair. Pale, speckled skin. Light blue eyes that harden whenever I’m near.

      “I like that shirt,” I say, trying to be amicable.

      “Of course you do,” she mutters. “Because you can almost see my tits. I’m surprised you stopped staring at your own reflection in the glass long enough to consider someone else besides yourself.”

      “You can almost see them,” I state. “I’d probably stop looking at me if you showed me more of you.”

      “Gross,” she grumbles. “Does this pickup line work often? Seriously, ew.”

      “I’ve only really tried it on you,” I offer.

      “Doesn’t make it any better. You’re like those guys back on Earth II who think they’re the bees’ knees.”

      I’ve heard Molly say this before.

      Grinning, I nod. “I am, in fact, the bees’ knees.”

      “Ugh,” she groans. “You’re a hyperactive frat boy goofball with a license to drive a spaceship, who thinks his balls are the biggest on the planet. Over it.”

      Energy thrums through me now that she’s actually speaking to me. We’ve been in the air for one solar of our projected four solars’ travel, and all I get are hisses and grumbles. This feels like progress.

      “If you’re referring to my sac, I imagine it is the largest and most appeasing to the eye.” I waggle my brows at her before spinning in my chair and stopping again to face her. “I could show it to you so you could properly make that determination yourself.”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      I laugh and shrug. “Been called worse.”

      “Like idiot? Dumbass? Player?”

      I check off the first two with my fingers and then frown at the last one. “What’s a player?”

      “You, Theron! I saw you flirting with every woman with a pair of tits. It’s gross. Here I almost bought into the whole ‘the morts were lonely and dying and looking for mates’ BS my mom and everyone else who’s been drinking the Kool-Aid spouts. Hell, even Lyric of all people has fallen into that line of thinking. But I see you, douchebag. You’re a player who given the time, you’ll sleep your way through the entire prison just because you can.” Her breasts jiggle after her long-winded rant. “Seriously, can you not look at my tits for like three seconds?”

      I look away.

      One…two…nope.

      Rekk, her breasts are lovely.

      “You know, screw it. You want them so badly. Have them,” she says, emphasizing her words by grabbing them and making my cock lurch in response. “Back home people have casual sex all the time to scratch an itch. Then, they can move on to their real matches. It’s called kissing a few frogs to find your prince. Who knows, maybe my prince is waiting for me at the Facility. I’m into the nerdy quiet type. Got anyone like that?” Her face is red from fury and she’s never looked more beautiful.

      “You want to mate with me?” I ask, astonished.

      It must be my dazzling smile that finally wore her down.

      “Stop cheesing at me like that, goober.”

      “Like this?” I grin, baring all my teeth.

      A laugh escapes her, making my heart skip a beat. “I feel like this is my own personal hell. What did I do to deserve this?”

      “Am I supposed to answer that or is it a ridiculous question?”

      She snorts. “Not ridiculous—although yours was—it’s called a rhetorical question. And you’re not supposed to answer.”

      I test her breast theory again, looking out the window for one, two, nope. Can’t do it. Rekk, that’s difficult.

      “Take your pants off, Captain. Let’s get this show on the road. You need to fuck me out of your system and I need…I have my own needs.” She stands and puts her hands on her hips. “Where’re we doing this?”

      I rise to my feet, eager to mate with her. Finally. All my dreams since I laid eyes on her have been about this moment.

      “And you better use the pull-out method so help me or I’ll murder you,” she warns. “Y’all may not have rubbers because you’re into procreation and whatnot, but I’m not about to let a one-night stand knock me up.”

      I don’t understand any of what she said, but she’s taking off her shirt.

      Mortarekker!

      Her breasts are—

      “Come on,” she orders. “I don’t have all night. Get naked already!”

      I strip out of my suit as I stalk her. She peels off clothes, backing away from me until her rump hits the metal wall, making her shriek. Her eyes are wide when I free my cock and take it in my hand. It’s most certainly the most impressive one on this planet, I am sure.

      “Okay, so,” she starts as I pounce. She lets out a squeal when I grab her rump and lift her. Her blunt claws dig into my shoulders. “We do this and we’re done. Understood?”

      Negative, lovely red-haired alien.

      I don’t think I’ll ever be done with you.

      She whimpers when my cock rubs against her pussy—that’s what I’ve overheard the girls back at the Facility giggle and call it before. I think it feels good for her because she rocks her hips, seemingly eager for the friction. We go at it like this for several moments until she shudders wildly. I nearly spill my seed all over her stomach but barely refrain.

      “Oh, God,” she cries out.

      I don’t know exactly what’s happening, but she’s blissed out and happy. I did this. The only mort who can make her do this. I am certain. With my cock in my grip, I slide into the wet channel between her thighs. One hard thrust and I’m deep inside her warmth. Her slick muscles contract around me, making me nearly black out from pleasure.

      Rekk-rekk-rekk-rekk!

      “Now, remember,” she barks out, “oh my God, you didn’t just c—”

      Her words die out as the toxica hits her bloodstream, rendering her useless. I pull her against my chest, holding her rump with one hand and stroking my claws through her silky red hair with the other one.

      “It takes longer when it’s my hand,” I explain away my quick release as I walk her to my room on the ship. “Next time maybe it won’t happen so fast.” My heart rate stammers in my chest. “Rest now, red-haired alien. You’re my mate and I’ll take care of you now.”

      A hiss of air escapes her as I slide her off my cock that drips with my seed and lay her down on the bed. Curling around her, I inhale her scent, admire her lovely breasts, and then meet her stare.

      Fire.

      Fury.

      Flames.

      I found a mate who blazes like the sun.

      I’m a lucky mortarekker.

      
        
        Keep reading with the next installment...

        THE ROGUE CAPTAIN!
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        Join The Faction group on Facebook to participate in discussions, read sneak peeks from upcoming books and hang out with K and Nicole.

      

        

      
        Disclaimer: By joining The Faction you acknowledge you will be assigned a Mort mate to save the planet Mortuus. You will also be required to take an occupation.

      

        

      
        Beware, Mortuus is a dangerous, violent planet where only the brave survive.
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