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            About The Uncertain Scientist

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I had everything I ever wanted.

        I was brilliant, successful, esteemed.

        Alone.

        But I didn’t mind. I liked being alone.

        Until they stole me.

      

        

      
        And I wake up, captive, pregnant with an alien baby—and still a virgin.

      

        

      
        For a race of freaks nearing extinction, there seems to be far, far too many of them.

      

        

      
        Everywhere I turn, one of the morts or their human mates wants to comfort me, make me feel welcome and safe. But I don’t want to feel welcome or safe. I want the life they stole from me.

      

        

      
        None of them pay any heed to my angry tirades, least of all the father of the child I carry. There’s no doubt he wants the baby, but that isn’t all he wants.

      

        

      
        In fact, I’m beginning to think if some of the morts had their way I’d never be alone again.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 the females home to study—and to breed.

      It was their only chance at survival.

      Four females have been claimed. One remains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Sayer

        

      

    

    
      Everyone is talking all at once and giving me a rekking nog-ache. I would ask Avrell for some ghan-dust tablets, but he’s in a heated discussion with Calix. Both are growling and baring their fangs, seconds from ripping into each other. Calix has his reasons for not wanting to wake the remaining females, which I completely understand, but we also have Willow, Molly’s long lost daughter, to think about.

      They may be the key to unlocking everything.

      “Enough,” Breccan growls, effectively silencing all morts and the two alien females in the room. Even little Sokko, Breccan and Aria’s newborn mortling, grows quiet. The only sound he makes is suckling on his mother’s nipple. “I’ve heard your argument, Calix, and your worry is valid. Emery nearly lost her life when she was pulled from the cryotube.”  Aria, Breccan’s mate and the leader of the females, frowns at the reminder.

      Calix wraps a protective arm around his mate. She’s come a long way since then when Aria foolishly yanked her out of cryosleep before she was ready. However, Emery came with health issues. It wasn’t all Aria’s fault. I think he fails to remember that part.

      “But it must be done. We cannot keep those two alien humans the way they are forever. We morts are just, good, and kind. We are not Kevins, which is why we won’t keep them caged and asleep any longer.” He frowns and gives Avrell a nod. “Check their vitals and then wake them. Emery and Calix will assist. Their discovery with the toxica agents could be useful if these aliens also have health issues.” The three of them leave without further argument.

      Then, he points to me. “Sayer, I want you to continue attempting to reach Willow. I’m sure Molly will want to assist, as will Draven. It’s imperative you make contact with her.”

      Of course I will. As our faction’s linguistics specialist, communication and language is my job. If there’s a way to speak to her, I’ll find it. “On it,” I affirm. “Right, Uvie?” I tug my hair out of its knot and it cascades down my front. With a quick twist, I affix it to the top of my head again—like Aria taught me—which is purposeful for keeping it out of my way while I work.

      “Correct,” Uvie chirps from the overhead speakers. “I’m scanning the transmission for locator pings.”

      “The Mayvina is purring like a baby sabrevipe, Brec,” Theron says, bouncing with his usual energy. “You’ve been wanting Hadrian to learn to pilot and we should patrol from the skies. This knocks two items off our list.”

      Breccan grumbles but gives a nod that has Hadrian flinging up his rogstud horns and hooting with excitement.

      Jareth catches my stare from across the table and smirks. He’s been fiddling with his piece of metal for weeks now. A piece that has Draven practically running at the mere sight of it. I lift my brow at him as though to ask, What are you going to do with that thing?

      He rolls it across the table to me and I catch it in the palm of my hand just as it rolls off the table. I shake my head at him. Rekk no. I know what this ring is for and that’s his thing, not mine. My cock is too nice to willingly run a thick metal hoop through the tip of it.

      “Jareth and Oz,” Breccan says, causing Jareth to straighten to attention. “Help Aria make sure the sub-faction is ready for our new aliens. See to it that my mate has what she needs to welcome them properly.”

      He shouts out more orders to the other morts, and soon, we’re off and on our missions. Jareth bumps his shoulder to mine as we walk down the corridor, grabbing my attention.

      “You think the last two females will know more than Molly and the other awoken aliens?” he asks, his brows furrowing together. His choppy black hair is wrecked today and I have the urge to help smooth it out some.

      I shrug and let out a sigh. “Not sure. Each alien has known more than the last. If there’s any information they can offer, we could rekking use it. We have to find Willow.”

      Jareth scowls. “So Breccan can force one of us to mate with her too?”

      Screeching to a halt, I poke him in the chest, but the giant mort doesn’t move. “He won’t make anyone do anything they don’t want to do. There are plenty of other morts around here desperate for a chance to mate with one of the alien females.”

      He seems to calm with my reassurance.

      “You never gave me my ring back,” he says, his lips lifting up on one side.

      I pat my pockets and feign confusion. “Must have lost it.”

      “I could pierce you,” he offers, his black eyes gleaming wickedly.

      “You could rekking try,” I growl, giving him a shove.

      He laughs and walks backward, making sure to make horrifying gestures pretending to do said piercing that have me shuddering. “I want my ring back later. Find it, Say.”

      Ignoring him, I storm over to my comms room where Molly sits in Draven’s lap. They’re sitting there tense as can be while they listen to the same transmission over and over again.

      “Anything new?” I ask.

      “No,” Draven grumbles.

      “How many times have you listened to the same transmission?” My eyes dart between them. Molly’s shoulders slump and Draven won’t make eye contact with me. Clearly the entire time I’ve been in my meeting.

      “Fifty-seven times,” Uvie chirps.

      My brows lift and Draven grumbles.

      “Tattletale,” Molly huffs.

      I let out a heavy sigh. “You look exhausted, Molly. Why don’t you let Draven take you back to your quarters and get some rest? I promise I will notify you the moment I know anything.”

      She frowns and opens her mouth like she might argue, but Draven must agree with me because he’s already standing with her in his arms. “Thank you,” she utters a moment before Draven stalks away with her.

      Once the door closes behind them, I relax. It’s difficult to work with them staring at me. I busy myself for the next couple of hours, reading through Uvie’s data on the screen concerning the pings on the transmission as I attempt to triangulate a location. The pings are scattered. At first, it appears to be as though the vessel Willow is on is moving. But then, I realize it’s a mask covering a location. The pings, I quickly uncover, are in a pattern. I tap away on my computer, trying some different calculations to see if anything begins to make sense. Since there are easily thousands of pings, I run a command for Uvie to work through them using my calculations. If there’s a pattern, we’re going to discover it. And then we’ll be able to pinpoint exactly where she is.

      From there, I’m not sure what will happen.

      The door slides open and Jareth rushes in, his chest heaving.

      “What?” I demand, panic rising up inside of me.

      “I don’t know,” he pants. “Avrell said to come get you. It’s an emergency.”

      I’m out of my chair and bounding after him in the next moment. We rush down the corridor, our boots pounding on the floor resounding around us. He whips out his keycard and the door to Avrell’s lab slides open.

      Screaming. All that can be heard is mad, female ranting like she’s got a case of The Rades.

      “—hell no! Hell no, freaks. This is not happening!”

      Jareth comes to a screeching halt just inside the doorway and I bump into him. Peering over his shoulder with my palm pressed to his lower back, I take in the scene. On one table, an alien human remains sleeping despite having been pulled from her cryotube. The other one, though…

      She’s feral.

      Despite wearing one of the medical gowns, she’s anything but weak or sick. This alien is fierce and furious. For being two nogs shorter than Avrell, she points up at him with her filed down claw like it has the power to flay him like a magknife. Avrell’s jaw clenches as he bites back his words.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” Emery tries. “But if—”

      “No,” the feral female growls. “I heard this three times already. You want to take me to something called the sub-faction. Everyone is nice. Who cares if they’re big fucking freaks because you all want to have their babies. Yeah, got all that.” She seethes with rage, her long, dark brown hair swishing back and forth with her movement. “The part I’m not getting is how this one”—she pokes Avrell in the chest—“says I’m fucking pregnant!”

      Jareth stiffens. I meet Calix’s stare and his jaw clenches.

      Pregnant?

      “Listen, honey,” Emery starts again.

      “Grace. My name isn’t honey or alien,” she snarls, her words directed at Avrell. “It’s Grace Miller. AND I AM A FUCKING VIRGIN! My name isn’t Mary and this guy here isn’t God! This is not happening!”

      “She’s pregnant,” Jareth mutters, his voice a mixture of fear and awe.

      As though she’s a geostorm chasing the sun from our world, she slowly turns around, darkness burning from her eyes the same color as Jareth’s cock ring. Dark silver. Strong. Piercing.

      Rekk.

      “She is pregnant,” Calix agrees, finding his voice. “And the mortling belongs to you.”

      Jareth freezes and shakes his head in disbelief. But Calix isn’t looking at him. His intense stare is on me. I peel my eyes from his to scan down her body. Her stomach isn’t as big as Emery’s, but it’s swollen. Obviously so.

      Rekk no.

      Rekk no.

      Rekk no.

      “Yeah, you’ve said that,” Grace hisses. “Three times.”

      I wince, realizing I said it out loud.

      She walks our way and her steely eyes burn with fury, melting me with just one look. “You did this to me?”

      I blink at her, understanding her meaning. As though I pushed myself on her while she slept. “I, uh—”

      She smacks me right across the face, the burn from her hard hit shocking me. Jareth growls at her, his sub-bones snapping out of control. Rekking great. Calix makes a grab for Grace’s arm just as I step in front of Jareth, blocking him from attacking her. His chest bumps my back.

      “We ought to toss you in a reform cell,” Jareth bites out at her.

      “Toss him in while you’re at it!” she cries out. “Where I come from, we don’t allow rapists to walk free!”

      “No,” I argue. “We are not Kevins. I would never.”

      “No one physically violated you,” Avrell assures her. “I was the one to inseminate the females.”

      She turns her fury back to him. But as he rattles off all the specifics of what he did, she seems to deflate. Where Jareth and I are unknowing about medicines and biological code, this female seems to understand him clearly.

      “Come on, Grace,” Emery says. “Just us. Let’s go. I’ll take you somewhere so you can eat something and catch your breath. I’m so sorry.”

      This time, Grace seems to see reason. She allows Emery to tug her away. But before she gets past us, Grace stops to narrow her eyes at me.

      “I may have your alien bastard baby inside me, but I’m not a monster. I can feel it kicking.” Her hard eyes seem to flicker with a softness before it’s chased away again by anger. “The poor thing is innocent. But don’t think for one second I’ll let you be some deadbeat dad. If I’m forced into this, you will be too. Got it, freak?”

      All I can do is nod.

      Because what the rekk else am I supposed to do?

      She’s pregnant with my mortling.

      Mine.

      Pride and mortification war back and forth inside me. I’ll allow myself time later to understand what this will mean and how it will impact my life.

      Now is not the time.

      Jareth storms out of the lab and I shoot Avrell an apologetic look before trotting after him. It’s not until he’s within his quarters that he lets on what’s going on inside that nog of his.

      The door closes behind me and I slowly approach him.

      “Jareth…”

      He glowers at me, but I don’t miss the hurt glimmering in his black eyes. “These aliens have ruined everything.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “No, they haven’t. They’ve given our people hope.”

      He winces. I soften the blow of my words by tenderly touching his cheek.

      “I can father this mortling, but I won’t ever mate with her,” I vow. “I already have a mate.” Reaching into my pocket, I pull out his cock ring. “And if my mate is done pouting, I’d like for him to show me his cock that’s clearly missing its ring.”

      His gaze drops to my mouth. “I’ll feed myself to a sabrevipe if you willingly bed her,” he says dramatically. “Go to The Eternals without you.”

      I chuckle and grip his cock through his suit. It’s hard and strains against the material. “You’re not going anywhere without me. You’ve been my mate—albeit in secret—for six revolutions, Jare. You think I’m going to give you up now?”

      He lets out a hiss of air when I rub at him more forcefully, his hand that’s always cut from working with metal grasping my wrist. “If they find out—”

      But they won’t. They never do. We’re careful.

      What we’re doing with each other is unheard of among our people. Something so taboo, it cannot be voiced. But when you’re hopeless and lonely, sometimes your heart gives you something you desperately need. With Jareth, we fill a void in each other that I certainly don’t intend on interfering with. I need him and he needs me.

      “Our secret.” I run my lips along his, our breath mingling together. “We’re stronger than the rock this facility is built upon. This female can’t change that.”

      His hand slides to the back of my neck and his nog rests against mine. “I really wish I could believe that.”

      “Jareth…” I growl.

      The argument is no longer up for discussion because he silences me with his mouth. And then later, from my knees, I make him bellow with mine.

      Nothing will tear us apart.

      Especially not some alien female.

      Even if she is carrying our future in her womb…
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      An hour earlier…

      Hiccups.

      Why would I have hiccups?

      I come awake slowly, my head aching, and wonder if I did it again. Every night I try to go to sleep at a reasonable hour so I’m more rested the following day, to no avail. I can’t ever sleep and the only thing that keeps me sane is my work. Losing myself in it keeps me from thinking about how hopeless my circumstances are. So I spend each night at my desk, going over test results and reams of data until I simply pass out on top of it all and sleep until the cycle repeats itself.

      Except, I’m not sleeping on the top of my desk, I’m standing. Standing? That doesn’t make any sense whatsoever.

      There it is again. The repetitive sensation of a hiccup…except it feels…odd. As though it’s not my own, but somehow inside me at the same time. Which doesn’t make any rational sense, either. How could I feel a hiccup if it wasn’t mine?

      I want to open my eyes, but it feels like they weigh a ton. Even when I manage to lift them a crack, my vision is so blurry, I can’t make out anything but shadows. If my eyelids weigh a ton, then my arms weigh two. I can barely move my fingers. My pinky finger trembles a little, but the others are still, as though they belong to someone else entirely.

      Something alerts me to the presence of someone else in the room. A rustling of fabric, the rise and fall of breathing or the ghost of a movement. I still, though the hiccups inside me do not. For all my extensive education, I can’t make sense of what’s happening.

      Which frustrates the hell out of me.

      If there’s one thing I hate, it’s not having the answers.

      “Don’t worry, you’re completely safe,” comes a voice from immediately in front of me. A woman’s voice. My heart quickens. No one should be in my office. It’s a secure location.

      I can’t move, but if I could, I would have jolted backward. If there’s a second thing I hate, it’s people being all up in my personal space and that voice sounded too close for comfort. I try to speak, to tell them to get away from me, but all that comes out is, “Unnnnnghh.”

      “It’s all right.” This voice is a man’s and accented, which sends my heart rate through the roof. “She’s in shock. Her pulse is spiking. Maybe we should give her a sedative?”

      My eyes flutter open, from panic or sheer will, I’m not sure, and I’m greeted by a woman and two hulking monstrosities behind her. Giant, pale white skin, black hair. Creepy as hell. Certain my vision is playing tricks on me, I squeeze my eyes shut. Could this be a caffeine-induced hallucination? I’m not sure.

      They don’t go away when I open my eyes again.

      The hiccupping sensation flutters again in my stomach.

      My stomach?

      I glance down and find not only am I nearly naked as the thin gown I’m wearing has fallen off some, but my stomach is bloated and grotesquely round. My first response is fear. Am I sick? Some diseases cause distention in the abdomen, parasites, even, if the case is severe enough. God only knows what I can catch from the studies I’ve been conducting recently.

      Then I see my stomach move, feel the hiccup again, and realization dawns.

      But I don’t believe it at first, because there’s simply no way. No medical, scientific way.

      I can’t be pregnant.

      I’m a virgin.

      * * *

      Despite my screaming, my threats, and my vicious insults, it doesn’t stop the seven-foot-tall albino with obsidian hair from removing me from the cryotube, and transporting me to another location inside the prison where they’re keeping me.

      “Let me go!” I shout at them, angrily yanking on my gown to protect my nakedness from them.

      But they don’t seem to hear me. It occurs to me that maybe they’re deaf. I’ve never seen creatures like them before, but as a scientist, I’ve seen too many awe-inspiring things to discount them as figments of my imagination.

      “Hey!” I shout to the woman with blond hair, who seems to be human. “I want answers. Why won’t you let me go? You can’t keep me here.”

      The woman comes to my bedside. She has a kind, gentle face, but I don’t trust it. She’s trying too hard to placate me. I don’t want to be calmed into a false sense of security. I want honesty. “Hello. I’m Emery. My mate, Calix”—she gestures to a male who’s wearing glasses—“is the contagious disease specialist here. We mean you no harm.”

      Contagious disease?

      I’m putting a pin in that one to come back to later.

      “That’s nice and all,” I retort bitingly, “but you haven’t answered my question. Why won’t you let me go? What am I doing here? Answer me.”

      “We can’t let you go until Avrell runs tests to make sure you’re okay. You’ve been in cryosleep for some time now and we want to ensure there haven’t been any”—she pauses and frowns, then continues—“complications.”

      My limbs are still heavy, but sensation is beginning to return. “So as soon as this Avrell runs his tests, you’ll let me go?”

      She nods. “We don’t want to hurt you. And I know this is a lot to take in, but I’ve been there. You don’t have anything to be afraid of.”

      There’s a great shifting sensation inside and then something jabs my stomach. I have visions of giant tapeworms. Their eyes are drawn to the movement.

      I scoff and point to my distended stomach. “You’ve been here?” I say, my voice heavy with derision. “Tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”

      She and her monster mate share another look. I want to smack it off their faces. I want, more than anything, to be on my feet and at least twenty yards away. I chose my assignment in part because of its uniqueness, but mostly for its isolation. I don’t want to be near people. Now, I’m stranded with what seems like the most patronizing woman on the planet, and her over-sized protector whom she claims is her mate. And, unless I’m wrong, I’m carrying another life. I’ll never be alone again.

      If I had the energy, I’d be sick.

      Before they can answer, a door to my right slides open and a second white-skinned—there isn’t any other word for it—freak marches in. He’s dressed in some sort of lab coat with a pen stuck behind his ear. His black hair is buzzed where the other one has messy hair.

      He comes immediately to my side and ignores my responding flinch. “My name is Avrell. I’m a doctor.”

      “Well, thank God for that. You can tell me what the hell you things did with me and then you can let me go.”

      “They’re not things,” the blonde corrects. “They’re morts. Aliens. They look intimidating, but they’re really nice.”

      I don’t have time for her simpering. I don’t care what she thinks. I want answers and then I want to leave.

      “Well?” I demand when Avrell doesn’t respond.

      “There’s no easy way to explain, but I’ll try to be as succinct as possible. Our race was facing extinction. Until we discovered a ship with five alien women on board. The decision was made to attempt to save our people by breeding with the females. At first, the implantation process was unsuccessful. Our first trials indicated we must mate with the humans in order to create viable young.”

      The woman nods. She has her hands clasped over her belly. My own belly quivers and I try not to jump out of my own skin.

      “Our aliens—Aria, Emery, and Molly—decreed the remaining two females be roused to decide their own fates. You are the first to wake. The other still sleeps. We would like you to join our females in the faction here. It is safe here. We have food and protection.”

      He points to a sleeping woman on a table to my side. She’s dressed identically in a barely-there medical gown, but I note she isn’t swollen around the middle like I am.

      My brain—which has so often been a point of pride—can’t seem to grasp what he’s saying. I lift a hand, which finally seems to move at my command. I place it on my belly. As though whatever is inside me can sense it, I feel movement under my palm.

      My eyes shoot up to Avrell, who is now preparing some sort of device. He waves it over my body and considers an image on a screen. Avrell looks both trepidatious and triumphant.

      “I wasn’t certain before, as we’ve been busy delivering mortlings recently, but the evidence is undeniable. Though we were unable to implant Emery, Aria, and Molly with mortyoung, it appears your implantation has been successful.” When I don’t seem to understand, he adds, “You’re pregnant. About six months along, adjusted for the different growth rates for mort-alien breeding.”

      Moments pass, how long I can’t be certain. Fury floods me as I come to understand. “No—hell no! Hell no, freaks. This is not happening!”

      They try to repeat Avrell’s comments. I’ll be safe in the sub-faction. They mean me no harm, but I stop listening. All I can seem to focus on is the movement low in my stomach. I’d never wanted to be a mother. My lab had been my home and my experiments my children. My work had always taken precedence over everything else.

      Now my life, my future, and my very identity have been stolen from me and they act as though I should be grateful, or thankful.

      A third male shows up, his face so white he appears to be trying to disappear into thin air, then a fourth behind him. Their eyes are so wide, I fear they may swallow up their faces. I ignore them and jab a finger in Avrell’s direction.

      “I know it’s a lot to take in,” the blond woman attempts. “But if—”

      “No,” I cut her off. “I heard this three times already. You want to take me to something called the sub-faction. Everyone is nice. Who cares if they’re big fucking freaks because you all want to have their babies. Yeah, got all that. The part I’m not getting is how this one”—I poke Avrell in the chest—“says I’m fucking pregnant!”

      “Listen, honey,” she starts again.

      Just hearing her voice is enough to send the rage inside me bubbling over. “Grace. My name isn’t honey or alien. It’s Grace Miller. AND I AM A FUCKING VIRGIN! My name isn’t Mary and this guy here isn’t God! This is not happening!”

      “She’s pregnant,” one of the freaks who’d stormed in last whispers.

      The one behind him meets my eyes and he’s so awestruck, reverent almost, I look away.

      “She is pregnant,” the one who’s apparently mated to Emery agrees. “And the mortling belongs to you.”

      Oh, God. I am pregnant. And the father is an alien. My body roils with revulsion. What else have they done to me while I was asleep?

      The alien in question seems to echo my sentiments. His large hands have dropped to his sides and he’s choking out the same thing over and over. “Rekk no. Rekk no. Rekk no.”

      It doesn’t take an expert in linguistics to realize what he’s saying. “Yeah, you’ve said that,” I hiss. “Three times.”

      He winces.

      I leverage myself to my feet and ignore the helping hands of the others. Stalking to him, I bite out, “You did this to me?”

      He blinks at me. “I, uh—”

      I want to smack him and before the thought finishes, my hand collides with his cheek. The alien next to him growls and there’s an odd sound, like the cracking of fingers, but louder. Emery’s mate tries to grab my arm, but I evade him, grateful my reflexes are at least quick enough to do that. The father of the baby steps in front of the angry one to stop him from attacking me.

      “We ought to toss you in a reform cell,” the angry one shouts.

      I want to dig my nails into his face. I wonder if they bleed red. “Toss him in while you’re at it! Where I come from, we don’t allow rapists to walk free!”

      The rapist sputters, “No. We are not Kevins. I would never.”

      “No one physically violated you,” Avrell steps forward. “I was the one to inseminate the females.”

      “What?”

      Avrell’s tone is measured and calm. “The females were inseminated. I placed genetic samples from our males into the females in cryosleep. We do not mate with females without their consent. Ever.”

      “So you just impregnate them without it?” I demand.

      “Come on, Grace,” Emery says. “Just us. Let’s go. I’ll take you somewhere so you can eat something and catch your breath. I’m so sorry.”

      The fight inside of me is still there, but I need time to think. I want time away from these…people…to come to terms with what has happened. Later, I’ll insist on seeing all the data, doing my own tests, but for now, I need the basics. Food, distance, time. I allow myself to be pulled away by the blond woman, but I see the man whose baby I’m carrying and stop.

      “I may have your alien bastard baby inside me, but I’m not a monster. I can feel it kicking. The poor thing is innocent. But don’t think for one second I’ll let you be some deadbeat dad. If I’m forced into this, you will be too. Got it, freak?”

      He nods, but I don’t plan on letting him get off so easily.
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      It’s been two solars since Grace woke up and I was informed she was carrying my mortyoung. Two solars where I’ve tried to come to terms with this news. And two solars trying to calm Jareth before he explodes.

      Like now.

      He paces my room, ripping at his hair as he curses under his breath while I evaluate the algorithms Uvie created. I’ve been working on trying to locate Willow, still to no avail.

      Willow.

      The fact she’s not a little girl like Molly left her has everyone confused.  Molly said she watched a sci-fi movie once and “gets” it.  Aria’s been in lots of movies and doesn’t “get” it. I’m not sure we’ll truly understand until we speak to Willow.

      We will find her and get to the bottom of this.

      “Avrell,” Jareth growls, narrowing his eyes to slits. “I’ve done the calculations and Avrell rekking went against the commander’s instruction.”

      I frown. “Calculations?” He’s usually tinkering with metal, not calculating figures. That’s more my realm for sure.

      “Did you see how big Grace was?”

      Nearly as big as Emery, who seems ready to give birth any day now.

      “I did,” I say lowly, cocking my head at him. “What are you saying?”

      He bares his double fangs at me. “I’m saying that if all the females were inseminated at the beginning, before Breccan’s instruction to cease trying to impregnate them, Avrell did it anyway. Later. After Breccan’s command.” He seethes with anger. “I’m going to inform the commander and Avrell will pay for this with time in a reform cell.”

      When he starts for the door, I rise from my chair and rush after him. I grip his bicep, halting him. “Leave it for now. Breccan’s not an empty-nogged mortarekker. He’ll figure out what Avrell’s done. Stay out of it. We have enough chaos in the facility as it is. Besides, Avrell has been beside himself worrying over the alien who hasn’t woken despite being pulled from the cryotube. His focus needs to remain on her.”

      Jareth shows no signs of calming, so I bring my palm to his face and nuzzle my nose against his.

      “Please. Let it all fall where it may,” I urge.

      He lets out a heavy, frustrated sigh. “Grace will give birth one solar and…”

      “And what?” I ask, pulling away to look at him.

      His features fall, heartbreak flashing in his eyes. “And you’ll rush to father the mortyoung.”

      “There’s no changing the fact I am the father,” I remind him.

      “Breccan will encourage you to officially mate with her.” His nostrils flare, fury once again flashing in his black eyes.

      “Breccan has his hands full with Sokko at the moment. And no one can force me to mate with Grace. Not to mention, you saw how she was.” I flinch when at the memory of what she’d called me.

      A rapist.

      A Kevin.

      “She’s volatile,” he agrees. “I certainly don’t see her jumping at the chance to mate with you.” His tense body relaxes marginally so.

      “Just because I don’t want to mate with her doesn’t mean we shouldn’t befriend her. You saw her, Jare. She was terrified. Beneath the fury was terror. And she’s carrying my mortyoung. I may not want her, but I do want what a part of me created. The part she carries within her.”

      “Sokko is pretty rekking cute,” he admits with a chuckle. “Yours would be cuter.”

      I flash him a wide grin. “That’s a given.”

      “What if it’s a female?” Jareth asks, his eyes widening. “I don’t even hardly remember what our females looked like.”

      “Still half human, though. Maybe my mortling would look more like Grace,” I ponder aloud.

      “Grace is feral. If your mortling is like her, it’ll be like having a baby sabrevipe. We could send it after Hadrian when he annoys us,” Jareth jokes.

      I pull him to me and embrace him. “We will figure this out,” I vow. “Together. Let me make peace with Grace. Promise me you’ll try to behave.”

      His palm slides to my rump over my minnasuit and he bites his claws into me just hard enough to threaten to puncture the material. “I would never promise such things. Behaving isn’t a word that rattles around in my nog.”

      Grinding my hips against him, I revel in his harsh intake of breath. “Learn the word and use it. Then I’ll reward you for it later.” I brush my lips against his and then I leave him with his cock straining against his suit.

      My heart is racing, the urge to go back to him and strip him bare overwhelming. Barely, I refrain. Tilting my head up, I call out for Uvie.

      “Where is Grace, Uvie?”

      “Good solar to you, Sayer. Grace is in the sub-faction with Emery.”

      “Are they decent? Can I go see them?”

      “They just finished a meal and are whispering.”

      “About me?”

      “Your name comes up often, sir.”

      Anxiety floods through me, but I swallow it down. It’s in my nature to make peace. Jareth is filled with warring emotions and I’ve always been the one to calm that war. Dealing with Grace shouldn’t be much different than dealing with my mate.

      I walk into the sub-faction to find Emery and Grace sitting beside each other on a sofa. When they see me, Emery smiles and Grace hisses.

      Most definitely like Jareth when he’s in one of his moods.

      “Emery. Grace.” I give my nog a slight bow as I greet them both. Imploring with just my eyes, I beg for Emery to leave me with Grace. Thankfully she understands and rises.

      “Grace, if you’ll be okay here with Sayer, I need to excuse myself for a bit. I’m feeling tired and would like a little nap.” She pats her stomach. “This little one is draining me. I’m due to go into labor any day now.”

      “Maybe I should nap too,” Grace bites out, glaring my way.

      Emery shoots me an apologetic look and I simply nod at her to let her know it’s okay. As soon as she’s gone, I sit down in Emery’s vacated seat, angling my body toward Grace.

      “We haven’t had a chance to speak properly,” I start out softly.

      She tenses, shooting me a venomous look. “Now’s your chance.”

      “I understand how terrified you must be—”

      “Terrified? No. Infuriated? You bet your ass, freak.”

      I wince at her words, and her eyes flash guiltily for one moment before she hardens them again.

      “You’re angry. Rekk, I would be too. How we got here—with you humans—it’s less than ideal,” I agree, frowning. “But we’re here. And instead of letting the anger consume us, we must adapt. That’s what our kind has been doing for ages. Adapting. To the climate changes. To the mutations. And now, to social changes. While we’re advanced in technology and medicine, we’re lacking in many other areas due to our circumstances. Ten males. That’s all we had for a long time, Grace. Give us a chance to learn and get better. All of us want to be better. I can speak for every mort here.”

      “It’s hard to be angry with you when you talk rationally,” she huffs.

      “I’m the linguistics specialist. It’s sort of my expertise,” I tease lightly with a small smile.

      “You are the master,” Uvie chirps.

      Grace snorts. “Ummm, what?”

      “That’s Uvie,” I explain. “She’s my creation.”

      “What does she do besides spy on conversations?”

      “She’s great with algorithms. Right now, she’s running a series of complicated calculations trying to triangulate Molly’s daughter’s location.”

      “I saw Molly briefly but haven’t officially met her,” Grace says. “She talks a lot.” She says this as though she’s annoyed, but a smile touches her lips.

      “Molly is wonderful, as are Aria and Emery. We are incredibly thankful to have you all here. Hope thrives in a place that was once losing a battle to loneliness and despair.”

      “You seem happy,” she retorts. “Everyone else seems anxious or nervous around me, but you seem content. Is it because you got what you wanted?” Her palms press to her stomach, indicating her pregnancy.

      “I was one of the few who were happy before we ever procured any females,” I admit, my eyes darting to the doorway.

      Grace narrows her eyes at me. “How did you find the key to happiness while everyone else was stuck outside of that door? Or with whom should I say?”

      “Sayer and—” Uvie starts, but I cut her off.

      “Offline, Uvie.”

      Grace lifts a brow in question. “Hit a nerve, did I?”

      My eyes flit to the doorway once more and I lean in toward her. “It’s not something I talk about.”

      She opens her mouth like she might ask more questions, but then she gasps. “Oh, God, it feels so damn weird. Like aliens have taken over my body.” She rolls her eyes. “That’s right. They have.”

      I tilt my head to the side in confusion. “Are you not well? Do I need to take you to see Avrell?”

      Her nostrils flare as though she wants to keep in her words, but with a heavy sigh, she reaches over to grasp my wrist. “Here. Feel this.” She draws my hand to her stomach, letting my palm settle over the swell.

      Something nudges my hand and I jerk my stare to hers, my heart racing in my chest. “It’s moving.”

      “Your son or daughter. It’s not an it.”

      “You just called it an it, too.”

      “To tell you it wasn’t an it!”

      I grin at her. “What do you think? Male or female?”

      “This one is fussy. Kind of reminds me of someone. I’m going with a girl.”

      The mortling nudges my hand again. I let out a small laugh. “This is amazing.”

      Her smile falls and she pushes my hand away. “Good. So happy you feel that way. Once I push her out, she’s all yours. I never wanted children. I was married to my career.”

      “Grace,” I growl, shocked at her words. “You don’t mean that.”

      I’ve seen how Aria is with Sokko. She loves him. And Emery seems thrilled about her mortling’s coming.

      She glowers at me. “I mean exactly that. I’ll deliver this child, but then I don’t want anything to do with her. This pregnancy was a decision forced on me. Giving her to you is my decision. You can deal with the repercussions alone.”

      It wounds me that she’d so easily hand over our mortling as though it means nothing to her. I’ve barely felt its life pressing against my hand, and I’m smitten.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m the worst human you’ve ever met,” she snarls, tears filling her silvery eyes.

      She is the worst human I’ve ever met.

      “A mortling needs a mother,” I whisper. “Grace…”

      “A baby needs someone to love it,” she chokes out. “I can’t do that. I’m not a mother. I’ll never be mother material.”

      My hand shakes as I tentatively reach for her stomach. “May I?”

      She gives me a clipped nod.

      I hold her stomach and make a silent promise to my mortling.

      I’ll love you enough for both of us.

      And where I’ll lack, Jareth will fill in those holes.

      I won’t give up on you, little one.

      “You’re not my mate,” I say stiffly. “But I will provide for you, Grace. If you need anything, you tell me. Call out for Uvie and make your demands. My seed has put you into this position, and I’m responsible for both of you. If you’ll allow me, I’d love to bond with the little one since…”

      Since you don’t want to.

      Tears well in her eyes and she bites on her bottom lip, trying and failing to look fierce.

      “Since I can’t love it. Call a spade a spade, Sayer.” Her bitter words send the tears falling silently down her cheeks.

      Gently, I reach up to her cheek and swipe away the tearstain on one side. She flinches at my touch but doesn’t pull away. “I want to be your friend,” I tell her. “If you’ll have me. For this to work, give me that. I know you hate me and our people, but do this one thing and I’ll be forever in your debt.”

      “I’m already pregnant with your baby, freak,” she says, her voice softer and not as bitter as before despite the name she calls me. “I think that makes us friends.”

      I can’t help but grin at her as I stroke her stomach again. “You hear that, little one? I’m going to get to see you a lot more.” When I lean forward, nuzzling her stomach with my face, she pops me in the back of the nog.

      “Too soon, freak.”

      But she didn’t say never…
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      “You all right, sugar?”

      I turn away from the window to the sound of the twangy accent and find the curvaceous woman I had yet to meet standing in my doorway. Molly. The talkative one. Aria had issued a special room for me in the area of the facility with the biggest window, her concession for my raging about being locked up—and knocked up—against my will. I don’t like being pitied and loathe gifts with strings. Clearly this was meant to rugsweep my complaints and assuage their guilt, but I wanted the view, so I let them baby me.

      For now.

      “I’m fine,” I answer.

      What is it with everyone in this place trying to make friends with me? This isn’t some big old happy family.

      They took me.

      Took everything from me.

      And I’m going to take it back.

      I turn away from her and back to my window, hoping she’ll take it for the dismissal that it is. Her friendly smile only makes me want to grind my teeth. I detest friendliness. It’s usually a disguise for condescension.

      From my vantage point, I can see a rise of mountains in the distance. I make a mental note of their location in reference to the facility and the trajectory of the bright sun. I don’t know how I’ll use them to get out of here, but as I’ve always known, information is the key to escape.

      Information is what got me away from my lonely past and it’s what will get me out of captivity.

      “You don’t seem fine. I know I sure wasn’t when they pulled me out of that thing.”

      I roll my eyes. “So, what? Are we supposed to magically forget what they did to us? All of you make me sick. Their twisted experiments are psychotic and you’re delusional if you think any differently.”

      She says nothing, only sits at the foot of my bed and studies me like I study a printout of data or a sample under a microscope. My skin crawls in response. How ironic that I’d be so unnerved being the subject instead of the observer.

      “You can leave,” I say bluntly.

      But she doesn’t, at least not for a while.

      The same routine happens daily for two weeks. Molly drops by, not always in the morning, the schedule varies, but the only constant is the script. She’ll ask me how I’m doing, I’ll reply, “I’m fine,” then she’ll sit with me for a time, sometimes an hour or more, until I’ll get frustrated with her constant scrutiny and bark at her to leave. The duration varies and even when I’m downright hostile it doesn’t deter her from coming back the following day.

      Until one afternoon when I realize she hasn’t come to visit.

      I tell myself it doesn’t matter. Her giving up is the best outcome for everyone. Nurturing ties to these people will result in nothing good. As soon as I get their spawn out of me, I don’t plan on staying long anyway.

      But that logic doesn’t deter my mind from wandering and wondering.

      Has she finally given up on me?

      Everyone does, sooner or later.

      The thought shouldn’t bother me, but it does. I’d grown used to having her chattering about nonsense as I stared resolutely out the window. Sometimes she’d talk about her mate, Draven, or the goings-on around the facility that I was so determined to ignore. Without her bright voice to fill the nothingness, my own loneliness seemed to press in on me. The window doesn’t even seem to help.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say to myself. “You don’t need her.”

      But what if something is wrong?

      The thought is pervasive.

      I shouldn’t care, not after what they did to me. They don’t deserve my concern since they certainly didn’t show me any when they pulled an immaculate conception. But…what if the aliens hurt her? Of course, they say the big, hulking freaks dote on the women and wouldn’t harm a hair on their heads, but I know better. Words are just that, words. Actions matter, and so far, their actions have only proven consent is far from the top of their priorities. It will take a lot more than their pretty words to convince me otherwise.

      I tell myself this for over an hour past the usual time Molly visits. I say over and over, but that doesn’t stop the nagging worry that something is very, very wrong. What if she’s being held against her will? She’d made it a point to explain how much the women love their mates, but it could be a lie. They could be fed those ideologies like some sort of freakish sex-cult.

      My curiosity is going to be the death of me. With a heavy sigh, I push myself to my feet and step outside my compartment door for the first time since it was assigned to me. The hallway on the other side is empty.

      I remember Sayer’s comments from a couple of weeks ago about the computer operating system. He’s briefly come in to visit me—or the baby I should say—here and there, but when I’m in a mood, which is more often than not, all I get is a nod of his head and he bails. I smack my forehead. Why hadn’t I thought of it sooner? The shock must have sapped every iota of intelligence straight from my brain.

      “Uvie?” I say aloud, feeling somewhat foolish talking to thin air.

      “Yes, Grace,” her automated voice responds.

      Forgetting myself momentarily, I say, “You know who I am?”

      “Of course. Sayer programmed me to answer your voice patterns and to answer any questions you may have. Would you like me to page him for you?”

      “No,” I blurt, then say more calmly, “No, thank you. I’m wondering if you can tell me where Molly is?”

      I didn’t want to think about Sayer being considerate. He must have known I’d come out of my self-imposed isolation at some point and it irked me that he thought he knew me at all. I didn’t want to be indebted to him in any way possible, but the show of consideration made me feel it all the same.

      “Molly is in the command center. She fell asleep waiting to hear from her daughter.”

      Her daughter.

      I brush the thought away, although it takes root like a bitter-tasting seed in the pit of my stomach. It wasn’t selfish of me to be concerned with my own needs, my own fate after having everything ripped from me so cruelly, so completely. I didn’t ask for this. Even so, my cheeks run hot as I navigate the halls looking for Molly through the small windows in the doors.

      Two of the freaks pass me, but I keep my eyes forward, my nose upturned. One of them was the freak with the crazy hair—Jareth. Today his knuckles are bloody. The sight of them from the corner of my eye nearly causes me to do a double take, but I don’t dare look back at him. Of all the aliens, he’d been the only one who actively seemed to hate me. The feeling was mutual, but I didn’t quite understand why he disliked me so much.

      Musing over it allows me to forget my shame until I come to the right door. Using the armband I’ve been given, I wave it over the sensor as I’ve seen the others do, and the door glides open. Molly is slumped over a control panel, snoring slightly. The glow of lights from the monitors flicker over her face. Even in sleep, I can see the dark smudges underneath her eyes, the deep shadows in the hollows below her cheeks. Her bubbly personality, the light that seems to shine when she’s awake, has dimmed and I can see behind the cheerful façade. I’m not the only one who’s had something taken from me.

      I take a hesitant step closer. “Molly?” My voice is rusty from disuse. I clear my throat and say again, “Molly?”

      She bolts upright, her eyes bloodshot and wild. “What? Draven?”

      “No, it’s me. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Her gaze focuses on me and she presses a hand to her heaving chest. “Sweet stars, you gave me a heart attack. What time is it?”

      I lift a shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, you gave me a start. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” Molly turns to the monitor and taps at the keys. “Any change, Uvie?” she asks and from the tone in her voice I can tell it’s one of those questions she’s asked a thousand times before. Despite this, there’s a tinge of optimism there. A wave of longing sweeps over me. I wish I could be so hopelessly positive in the face of certain adversity.

      “No additional data has been received,” Uvie responds, tearing me from my thoughts.

      Molly droops but forces a smile. “I shouldn’t have fallen asleep. I guess I missed our chat today. Sorry about that.”

      “You’re looking for your daughter?” That damn curiosity again. Perhaps stoked by the little one I feel growing inside me each day. I’ve never planned to be a mother. Reconciling that with the life stirring as we speak takes more mental power than I possess.

      Molly’s eyes fill with tears and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong thing. “Willow. Her name is Willow. I had to leave her…when they took me away. She’s grown up now.” Her voice wobbles, thick with tears. “With the time difference and the cryosleep, I reckon it’s like that movie Interstellar.  You know, the time space continuum?”  She waves her hand in the air like I’m supposed to just know what that means though I’ve never seen it.  “My baby girl is all grown up. She sent a transmission and Sayer has been helping along with Uvie to try and locate her. Here, listen. Uvie, repeat transmission.”

      There’s an audible crackle, then a soft voice with a light twang, a twin of Molly’s plays over the speakers. “My name is Willow Franklin, from Earth II. My mother, Molly, was sentenced to life at the Exilium Penitentiary after killing my father in self-defense. I’ve been searching for her for twenty years. There are several reformatory planets in our galaxy, but I’m looking for planet Mortuus, formerly known as planet Earth. If you can hear me, please respond.”

      Exilium Penitentiary.

      Planet Mortuus.

      Twenty years.

      Oh. My. God.

      My mind buzzes with many questions, none of which I have answers to.

      “There have been no other communications?” I could tell them where I’m from, what I was meant to do, but I keep my mouth shut. I owe them nothing, not even if I feel the stirrings of friendship for this woman. Not even if I’m carrying one of their own.

      She shakes her head morosely. “Nothing. Sayer’s been working day and night, but there hasn’t been another transmission that he’s detected. I practically live in this room now.” Molly gives herself a little shake and turns deliberately away from the screens. Her smile brightens. “I’m glad you came to find me. I didn’t mean to miss our meeting today.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say gruffly.

      Molly pushes to her feet and crosses the room to me. She ignores it when I stiffen and takes my hand instead. “Now that you’re out and about, why don’t I give you a tour of the place? It’ll do both you and the baby well to get some air, walk around. Truth be told, it would be good for me, too. Draven’s been begging me to take some time away from monitoring the comm lines.”

      She continues to chatter as she pulls me from the room and down the hall. I let her because I can still sense the sadness behind her eyes, and it wouldn’t hurt to learn more about the facility…and the people inside it.

      Molly wraps her arm around mine and tells me about each of the rooms, and their uses. She points out the quarters for each of the aliens and their mates and I file away the information for future reference. You never know when something could be useful. She’s babbling on about how Aria and Breccan met when I catch a movement out of the corner of my eye.

      A compartment door slides open. Two tall figures are illuminated by the light behind them. My brain takes a moment to place names to faces to figure out who is who due to shock.

      Sayer…and Jareth.

      And they’re much too close to simply be friends.
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      I stroke my claw along Sayer’s jaw, reveling in the sharp angle of the bone. It’s my favorite part of him. I often lick him there because it gets him achingly hard for me in the blink of an eye. I’m about to do just that—lick him—when I feel someone’s stare on me.

      Lifting my gaze, I lock eyes with Grace’s dark gray ones.

      Instantly, fury rises up inside of me. The need to protect my mate from shame and ridicule, overwhelming. My sub-bones begin popping one by one, alerting Sayer to what’s grabbed my attention.

      “Rekk,” he utters under his breath.

      “If she tells…” I don’t have to finish that statement. Sayer knows. If she tells, Breccan will lose his mind. We’ll both be locked in a reform cell because of choices the other morts won’t understand.

      Sayer is a part of me.

      The part inside me that beats with life and love and happiness.

      They’ll say we’re diseased. Clearly mad with The Rades. No mort will understand that, despite being unable to reproduce, we have chosen to be mates.

      “Grace,” I bark out, stalking over to the doorway, ignoring Sayer’s hissed warning.

      She straightens her spine, wiping the look of shock off her face. Her normal disgust for me and my kind transforms what would normally be attractive features.

      “Jareth.” She meets my glare with one of her own.

      Molly frowns my way in confusion.

      “Draven was looking for you and he seemed flustered,” I lie, sending her on her way without a glance back.

      “Grace,” Sayer says calmly from beside me. “Come sit with us.”

      When I growl in protest, it seems to please Grace because she nods. With her hands on her protruding stomach, she waddles our way, her eyes challenging me.

      “I was just coming to see you,” she tells Sayer, smirking at me as she passes.

      Sayer pins me with a hard stare before smiling at her. “You’re always welcome here.”

      The door closes behind her, locking the three of us inside. As soon as we’re alone, she opens her mouth.

      “I thought you hated me because you’re an evil alien,” she says, shaking her nog. “But I was wrong.” She points at Sayer. “And you? I thought you were some gentleman caught in the crossfire of what your people did to me. Again, I was wrong.” She crosses her arms over her breasts, making them nearly spill from her top. “Turns out, Jareth, you hate me because you’re in love with Sayer. And you, Sayer, don’t want me because you’re in love with Jareth.”

      A growl rumbles through me. “You speak dangerous words, female.”

      “So, it is a secret,” she says, an evil grin turning her lips up.

      “They won’t understand,” Sayer explains, his brows pulling together sadly.

      Her cold exterior softens a bit and she sniffs the air. “What’s that smell?”

      I lift my arm and sniff my pit. Nothing smells out of the ordinary.

      Sayer’s jaw clenches. “I smell it, too.” He dips his nog in a guilty way—a way I remember from when we were mortlings and he’d get caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I attempt to smell whatever it is they both seem to notice. Again, nothing.

      “It’s you,” Grace utters, pointing at Sayer. “Come here.”

      As though she has a rope around his neck and holds the other end, she draws him to her with one simple command. Irritation blooms inside my gut like a hagbud. Poisonous and thorny and black.

      She touches his shoulder and leans in, her nose brushing against the very jawline I was just caressing. Possessiveness rushes through my veins hot and furious. He closes his eyes and his nostrils flare as he inhales her.

      What. The. Rekk?

      Jealousy spikes its way through me, and I have to refrain from tearing the female from my mate. He doesn’t seem to be harmed by her. In fact, he seems pleased to have her near.

      “Pheromones,” she mutters, tilting her head up. “You’re secreting pheromones.”

      “What is pheromones?” I demand. “Sayer is not sick. We morts are regularly checked for illness.”

      She doesn’t step away from him but turns her nog to look at me. “I’m a scientist—er, was—and a pheromone is something the body secretes that can trigger a response in the same species. And apparently, different species.”

      I cock my nog in confusion. Sayer’s eyes are still closed. He looks like he does when he’s found pleasure. Relaxed, satiated, happy. My heart squeezes in my chest, tight with worry.

      I can’t lose Sayer to…to this alien.

      As though my thoughts have entered his nog, he opens his eyes. In his stare, I find confusion and fear flickering there.

      “I’ll need to speak with Avrell…” She trails off and frowns. “Never mind.”

      Sayer looks down at her, his hand gently gripping her waist. She doesn’t pull away, which has my mind running rampant with wild thoughts.

      “What is it?” he asks. “Are you afraid of Avrell? I could go with you.”

      “We could go with you,” I growl.

      He winces at my words and shakes his nog as if to clear it. “We could go with you.”

      She looks down at her stomach and palms the large swell. “I don’t really want to talk to him because of what he did, but this is interesting. I’m a scientist above all, and this is going to drive me bananas until I get to the bottom of it.”

      “Bottom of what?” I demand.

      She bites on her plump bottom lip and darts her gray eyes my way. They aren’t filled with hate and animosity. No, she looks…uncertain.

      “My mood,” she murmurs. “I feel better.”

      “You were unwell?” Sayer asks, his voice dripping with concern.

      “N-No,” she stammers. “I was unhappy.” She waves the air around her. “But your pheromones, probably because I’m carrying your baby, are doing something to my body. It’s a physiological response, clearly.”

      “Does that explain why I feel the same way too?” Sayer frowns at me. His eyes flicker with guilt.

      “How do we make it stop?” I demand, my gaze darting between them both.

      Grace is leaning against his chest and his hand has crept around to cradle her stomach. They’re coming together and don’t even seem to be realizing it. If we don’t stop it, he’ll have his cock inside her by the next solar. Over my dead rekking body!

      “You’re growling,” Sayer says, jerking his hand back from her stomach.

      I bare my double fangs. “I can’t watch this. I can’t watch this alien steal my mate.”

      Grace’s eyes widen. “Your mate. Holy shit.”

      Another growl rumbles through me.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” Sayer pleads. “We could get locked away for this.”

      Her brows scrunch together. “They’d lock you away for loving each other? What kind of fucked up planet are we on?”

      “On Mortuus, a traditional mating is a male and female. Two males cannot reproduce,” Sayer explains.

      “To our kind, it would be pointless,” I hiss out.

      “Let me think for a second,” Grace mutters, pinching the bridge of her nose with her fingers.

      Sayer dips his nog and nuzzles his nose in her hair. “Take your time.”

      My sub-bones start popping again, but neither of them seem to notice. When she grips his arm and caresses her thumb over his minnasuit, I lose it.

      “Get your hands off my mate, alien,” I snap.

      Sayer growls at me. “Enough, Jare.”

      “Enough?” I roar, throwing my arms in the air. “Look what’s happening! You can’t even stop it! You’re both blind to it!”

      The door swooshes open behind us. Draven stalks in with Molly on his heels.

      “Everything okay, darlin’?” Molly asks, rushing over to Grace.

      Grace nods slowly, almost dazed. “Doesn’t he smell good?”

      “Shoot the monkey!” Molly exclaims. “You’re dazzled by the baby daddy smell. Something tells me you’re going to be nine kinds of pissed about this when you get some fresh air. Come on, sweetie, let’s get you some goldenroot candies.”

      She tugs Grace away from Sayer and out the door. Draven darts his gaze between Sayer and me, then narrows his eyes. Thankfully, he’s not much of a talker and exits quietly behind his mate. As soon as they’re gone, Sayer blinks away his daze.

      “Where’d Grace go?” he asks, his voice hoarse.

      I stalk over to him and throw my arms around him in an embrace. “Rekk, Say. I thought I lost you.”

      “Lost me? Why would you lose me?”

      I palm his face in my hands and look into his eyes. “Her carrying your mortyoung connects the two of you,” I admit, pain tugging at my heart. “I don’t know how to make it stop.”

      He finally seems to find his way back to me because his body relaxes. Leaning forward, he presses his lips to mine. “You should take off your minnasuit.”

      My cock thickens at his words. “So you can rut on me wishing I were her?”

      As though I’ve struck him, Sayer pulls back. His features are contorted into an angry scowl—a look I’m not used to seeing on his handsome face. “I have work to do,” he bites out, turning his back on me.

      “Sayer,” I choke out, running my fingers down his back. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too. I don’t know what overcame me or how to make it stop.” He turns and his dark eyes flicker with fury. “But if you assume I could so easily toss you aside for someone new, perhaps you don’t know me as well as you thought.”

      “You hurt me,” I mutter, pain lancing through my chest. “Seeing you with her…”

      “You hurt me too,” he replies. “I’m just as much in the dark about all this as you are. Cut me some slack, Jareth.”

      Not Jare or mate or any of the other names he likes to call me.

      Jareth.

      “I’ll let you get back to work,” I tell him gruffly.

      The only response I get from him is a nod of his nog.

      I leave before I break down crying like a mortling.
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      “This is so excitin’,” Molly prattles on as she tugs me by the arm and down the hall. Our destination is unknown aside from—what had she called them?—goldenroot candies? I let her tug me along because otherwise I’d be turning on my head and letting my raging pheromones lead me right back to Sayer’s arms.

      The last place I want to be. The last place I should be—at least if I’m going to keep my wits about me.

      “They keep candies for me in the kitchen. I crave them something fierce these days.” Molly gives her stomach an affectionate caress. It’s so easy for her, so natural, being pregnant. She glows with happiness and contentment when she isn’t thinking about her daughter and whether or not she’ll get another comm transmission from her.

      I palm my own belly as Molly guides me down this turn and that. The baby inside me does a little flip—or at least that’s how it feels—and I jolt. Molly stops when I gasp.

      “Something wrong, sugar? Should I get Avrell?” she asks.

      “No!” I say a little more forcefully than I intend. “No,” I repeat, more calmly. “Thank you. The baby moved, is all. I’m afraid I’m not quite used to the thought of being pregnant. I never planned to have children.”

      “You sure you’re okay?” she says with an assessing gleam in her eye.

      “I’m fine, I promise.”

      “If you say so.” We resume walking. “You never wanted a family?”

      I lift a shoulder. “I never gave it much thought. There wasn’t time.”

      “No time? What do you mean?”

      “Well, I spent most of my young adult life going to school, apprenticing in labs and then doing advanced studies. I’ve never even had a relationship.”

      “You never had a boyfriend or anything?” Her big eyes widen. “Really? But you’re so pretty!” she exclaims. We reach the cafeteria and she guides me to a table. A cluster of aliens perks up at our entrance, but she waves them away. “Wait right here, I’ll fetch us some candy from my secret stash and we’ll have some girl talk.” She bounces on her feet and squeals. “I’m so excited. Aria and Emery are sweethearts, but they’re kind of BFFs and I’ve been something of a third wheel. I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but I have a good feeling about you. You’re going to be my new BFF.”

      With that, she flounces away, leaving me gaping after her. The group of aliens is seated at a table on the opposite side of the room. Even though Molly had cautioned them away, they still study me with blatant interest.

      One of them is leaned back in a chair with long hair tied up with a strip of cloth. There’s a devil-may-care glint to his gaze, even from all the way across the room. He reminds me of a cowboy I saw in a film once. He wiggles his eyebrows at me when he notices me staring.

      “I could keep you company if you’re lonely,” he says, grinning and baring his double fangs.

      The one beside him elbows him. “Leave her alone, Theron. You’re scaring her.”

      “Maybe your ugly nog is scaring her, Hadrian,” Theron charges back, elbowing him.

      Not wanting to let them think I can be so easily intimidated, I keep my expression carefully schooled as though seeing them doesn’t faze me in the slightest.

      Next to the bickering boys, another alien has a tray of mangled metal he’s studying intently. He’s the only one of the group who hasn’t noticed me. His long hair is slightly unkempt and he’s got streaks of what I can only imagine to be grease along his high arching cheekbones. Despite the rising chatter from his companions, his attention is solely on the gadget in his hands. I’m drawn the most to him as I can relate to his laser-focus on his work. I’m the same way when I’m in the thick of an experiment. Sometimes the only thing that matters is getting the desired results.

      “Oz. Oz. Ozzzz,” Hadrian barks out. “You gonna eat that?”

      Oz absently pushes his plate toward Theron and Hadrian, all the while never looking up.

      As I wonder what he’s working on, my train of thought shifts from the tinkerer to Avrell—the scientist who I hold most at fault for what’s happened to me. Had he been the same way? Had his desperation for his experiment to be a success combined with his need to help save his people caused him to forget I was a person instead of just a subject? There’s a certain amount of objectivity you have to have when your test subjects aren’t inanimate objects. I, more than anyone, should know that.

      “Haven’t you figured out how to grow anything that don’t taste like rogshite?” Hadrian taunts the guy at the end.

      He’s tense and thrumming with anger that he barely keeps a lid on. The two loudmouths—Hadrian and Theron—laugh good-naturedly while the angry one vibrates with fury.

      “When’s the last time you killed us fresh meat?” Oz says absently, never looking up but directing his comment to Hadrian. “Oh, that’s right, you’re too busy pining over the females you can’t have.”

      Theron snorts, slapping the table. The one on the end cracks a smile.

      “What Galen grows in his lab has kept us fed on many hard solars,” Oz says, clearly the only levelheaded adult in the group. “Go mess with Breccan. I’m sure he’d love to take you to the mats and thump your nog in a few good times.”

      At the mention of Breccan giving Hadrian an old-fashioned beat down, Hadrian scowls. This only amuses Theron more because he laughs so hard he nearly falls off his chair. Galen no longer seems irritated and leans in to ask Oz about what he’s working on.

      Molly arrives with a big smile and a bowl spilling over with brightly-colored candy, saving me from going down the path of forgiveness and understanding. I’m still much too damn pissed off, confused, and in the throes of upheaval to consider either.

      I study the bowl dubiously. “Are you sure about this?” I ask. “They aren’t poisonous, are they?”

      Molly’s giggle is infectious, and I can’t help but smile. Which then makes me frown. Dammit, how does she do that?

      “No, they taste kind of like caramel candies or butterscotch. Trust me, they’re so good. You’ll love them.”

      Shrugging, I pop one into my mouth and moan around it as the sweetness explodes over my tongue. Meals here are somewhat sparse as the aliens can only cook whatever they can grow—which isn’t much. But it’s not only the rare treat of sugar I’m savoring, it’s also because the salty sweet caramel flavor tastes just like Sayer had smelled when I had my face buried in his throat.

      I lick at the candy as Molly is called over to the group of aliens across the cafeteria.

      “I’ll be right back,” she says, but I can barely hear her.

      The suit they provided is too hot, and too tight. I want to rip it off and replace it with the hard weight of Sayer’s body instead. No, that’s not right. I don’t want him. I press my fingers into my eyes and try to concentrate, but all that does is intensify the fantasy.

      “You okay, honey?” Molly asks.

      “What is happening to me?” I moan, thankful the candy has finally melted away.

      She takes a seat beside me and wraps an arm around my shoulder. “I can’t imagine how confusing and frightening this is for you. I was plum scared out of my wits when they woke me up from cryosleep and I wasn’t even pregnant at the time. You’ve got all kinds of hormones and pheromones raging through your system and that doesn’t even scratch the surface.”

      “You’re telling me,” I say. “But I don’t understand. Why am I so attracted to him? I don’t want to be.”

      Molly caresses my cheek and lays her hand on her stomach. “Well, as far as I understand it, once a woman is pregnant with a mortling, she begins to secrete a pheromone to attract her mate and vice versa.”

      “That I understand.” My voice is a touch impatient. “But why?”

      “I can see the scientist in you now,” she says with a sparkle in her eye. “To be frank, the males provide a boost of necessary vitamins and minerals that are vital to the baby. A pregnant female and her mate will grow more and more attracted the longer they go without having sex. Think of it as the mort version of prenatal vitamins,” Molly adds brightly.

      “You have to be joking.”

      “’Fraid not, sugar. I imagine you and Avrell could come up with a way to work around it somehow, but that’s all above my head.” She offers me another candy and I shake my head.

      She begins to chatter on about her trip to find something called a rogcow as I mull over what I’ve learned.

      I understand biological functions. That doesn’t mean I have to accept them.

      And it sure as hell doesn’t mean I’m having sex with Sayer.

      I’m pretty sure Jareth would lose his mind if he hasn’t already.

      ***

      I don’t want to talk to him, but I have to. Resigned, I use the armband and hope Avrell isn’t in his office. I scowl when the door whirrs open and Avrell is sitting behind a desk, his short, neat hair a perfect contrast to Sayer’s long locks.

      He gets to his feet. “Grace, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Is it the mortyoung?” The worry is etched plainly into his face. It only makes me want to claw it off.

      “The baby’s fine. I have some questions if you have the spare time.” Please don’t.

      Avrell gestures to the set of chairs in front of his desk. “Of course. Have a seat. Since you’re here, do you mind if I do a quick examination? Check your vitals and the mortling?”

      “That’s fine,” I say. I’d been in such a state of shock after I was woken from cryosleep that I didn’t pay complete attention when he’d done the first examination. If I’m going to do this, I may as well know what I’m getting myself into.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks as he pulls out a wand about the length of his arm from his elbow to his wrist and gestures for me to hop on an examination table across the room from his desk. The table is surrounded by contraptions and there’s a bank of monitors along the back wall. As he clicks a button on the scanner, one of the monitors blinks to life.

      “As well as I can be under the circumstances. That’s actually why I’m here.”

      Avrell’s eyes meet mine. They’re different from Sayer’s almost sleepy, doe-eyes. Avrell’s are kind, but sharp and assessing. I can tell from studying them that he’s the type of person to hold back and consider all angles before acting. Despite my outburst and the constant thrum of anger beneath my skin, he and I are a lot alike.

      “Oh?” he prompts.

      “I’m having some symptoms that Molly explained are a part of pregnancy and I was wondering if you could explain further.”

      “Of course. What sort of symptoms?”

      “I saw Sayer a little while ago and it was almost like I was in a dream. I couldn’t see or hear anything but him. Jareth was also there, but it was as though we were the only two people in the room. Tell me, Doctor, was Molly correct in saying this was a symptom of pregnancy? My body wants me to have sex with my baby’s father.” The last is said dully as though I’m reciting a piece of boring text.

      “That’s correct. I assume Molly explained how the mortling will require—”

      “Yes, she made that very clear. And there’s no other way?”

      “None that we’ve tested, no.”

      I meet his eyes then, but he hurriedly looks back at the scanner he’s holding level with my stomach. He waves it around and an image appears on the monitor. The shape fades in and out of focus until Avrell seems to find what he’s looking for. At first it doesn’t click what I’m looking at, and then I realize I’m looking at my baby.

      I’m still reveling at the life on the screen when the doors open. Calix strides in with Emery in his arms. Her face is red and scrunched in pain. I quickly slide off the table so he may set her down.

      “What is it?” Avrell demands, jumping into doctor mode.

      “Our mortyoung is coming.”

      And that’s my cue to leave.

      ***

      I don’t know where I am or what I’m doing, but it doesn’t matter because it feels so good. There are hands on me, pressing and rubbing, soothing and stroking. Nails bite into my skin, not rough, but just enough that I feel the threat of pain on the other side of pleasure.

      The taste of goldenroot candies is heavy on my tongue. I lick along flesh and find skin that tastes just as sweet.

      I want more.

      My hands reach and find a warm, heavy weight above me. Long hair floats around us like a curtain. My fingers comb through the strands as a mouth finds mine and drinks deeply. A moan fills my throat as I taste sweetness a thousand times more satisfying than the candy.

      The hand caressing my body strokes down the length of my rib cage. Down my stomach and reaches the notch between my thighs. Lightning zings through my body and I peer up at the body above me and find Sayer’s dark eyes shining back at me.

      I heave myself upright, sweat coating my skin, my body still responding to the ghost of his touch.

      I thought after leaving Avrell’s office I could take a cold shower and get some sleep to help wash away the remnants of lust.

      Apparently, I’d thought wrong.

      My body trembles, wanting. I try to tell myself this feeling, this need, will go away, but as the seconds tic into minutes, the wanting only grows worse. There’s an ache, an emptiness inside of me, begging to be filled.

      I don’t want Sayer, I don’t.

      But my body does.
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      “I can resist,” I assure Jareth.

      He scowls, his nostrils flaring. “At what cost?”

      I pace in front of the window in my room, ripping at the hair on my nog. Truth is, I don’t think I can resist. The urge to see Grace and…do I don’t know what…is overwhelming. I rekking dream about her now! I hate that this pregnancy is literally ripping me from my mate.

      But the mortling…

      With each solar that passes, my heart thrums with pride. I want to raise this mortling to be strong and wise and revered. And something inside me itches to convince Grace we could do it together. She says she doesn’t want the life growing inside her, but if she’d give me a chance, I feel like I could show her how important it is—to make her see how wonderful it could be.

      And Jareth?

      It’s easy to get caught up in this firestorm that is Grace and the pregnancy, but all it takes is one look from Jareth to pull me back into our world. Our world is safe and comfortable and loving. It’s familiar. I’m confused at the warring emotions inside of me. Avrell says it’s to be expected. My pull toward Grace is a physiological consequence to her carrying my mortling.

      Grace.

      Grace.

      Grace.

      I can almost scent her. My mouth waters. Claws pierce my flesh as I fist my hands, overcome with the need to sink my cock into her. She carries my young. Fierce male pride washes over me and a guttural growl escapes me.

      Grace.

      Grace.

      Grace.

      I’m thirsty. Rekking ravenous for her. I want to shred her clothes and claim her over and over again.

      Now.

      I’ll do it now.

      Swiveling, I ram right into a wall. No, not a wall. I blink, blink, blink away the feral daze and find myself staring into sad black eyes.

      “Sayer,” the voice says, reaching up to touch my cheek.

      My sub-bones start cracking. I’ll destroy the one who steps between me and my mate. He flinches at the sounds coming from me.

      Mate.

      Grace.

      My mate.

      “Sayer,” the voice growls, fiercer this time. “Focus.”

      He leans forward, running his forked tongue along the column of my throat. The haze fades as reality finds me. My mate stands before me. Aching and lonely and sad.

      I’m a monster.

      Rekk!

      A choked sound escapes me. Before I can let the guilt consume me, he pounces. His mouth attacks mine, hungry and needy. Nipping and licking and sucking. My cock has been hard for what feels like days and now it seeps with need.

      “Want me to relax you?” he asks, his voice low and seductive. It cuts through the maddening desire to bed Grace.

      “P-Please,” I beg. My throat is hoarse.

      He wastes no time ripping through my clothes in the same way I envisioned ripping through Grace’s. When we’re both naked and panting, like two starved animals salivating over one piece of meat, clarity seems to finally find me.

      He’s mine.

      All mine.

      I can’t let this chemical response to the pregnancy destroy the love that’s grown between Jareth and me for many revolutions.

      “I need this,” I croak out.

      “I know,” he assures me. “Get into the bed, Say.”

      I’ve barely crawled into it before he’s curled up behind me. His teeth nip at my bare shoulder and his cock ruts against my rump. He wraps his hand around my own cock and strokes me with urgency. The need to release is overwhelming. Our breaths come out heavily as he takes me to a place where I don’t have to think—a place where I can simply feel. Because of the state I’m in, it doesn’t take but a few pumps before I’m groaning. My cum jets up my stomach and all over his hand. Once I’m completely spent, he uses my semen to coat between my rump cheeks. His finger probes within my tight hole, causing me to hiss.

      “I’ll always take care of you,” he vows, his voice still sad sounding. He slips out his finger and I can hear the juicy sounds of him coating his cock with my seed. Then, the large head of his cock presses against my hole. From experience, I know the piece of metal pierced through the tip will feel like nothing I’ve ever felt before. Unbelievably good. “Always, Say.”

      His claws dig into my hip as he pushes into my tight depths. The pleasure is intense, especially in my feral state. He ruts against me in a gentle-for-Jareth way. Normally, he ravages me and leaves teeth marks when he’s caught up in the moment. Now, he is tender and careful. As though he fears for my health.

      “Jareth,” I groan. “Harder. Faster.”

      He grunts and his hips flex. His skin slaps against my rump, ratcheting up my heart rate. I love being with him this way. It’s the only time I ever feel truly whole. He slams into me hard several times and then lets out a hiss. Heat floods into me.

      As the toxica enters my bloodstream, I relax to the point of nearly falling asleep. Each bone feels useless. All my muscles are done for. All I can do is allow the paralyzing agent to numb me into oblivion and trust my mate to look after me.

      He murmurs sweet words into my ear, but I’m too exhausted to hear them.

      ***

      “Grace!” I cry out, waking in a cold sweat.

      Jareth is already bolting from the bed toward the door where pounding can be heard. He opens it and Grace launches herself inside. When he goes to grab for her, a roar of fury bellows from me. Even in the dim room, I can see that I have hurt him. But my mind and my body are at odds. My mind says to assure him I meant no harm while my body craves to pull Grace into my arms.

      “I-I can’t s-stop thinking about y-you,” she chatters, her entire body trembling as she stands in front of the bed. “How d-do I m-make it stop?”

      Jareth is extremely quiet. Normally he’s so possessive and protective. I tear my stare from her to find him watching me with the saddest, most resigned expression.

      No.

      I can fight these urges.

      But the mortling?

      Pain rips at me from the inside. I hit my nog with the heel of my hand, needing to knock some sense into me. Jareth storms over to my side and sits, gripping my wrist.

      “Sayer, stop.” His words are commanding and yield no room for argument.

      Grace sways in front of me, her fingers dragging along my cheek, as though she can’t help but touch me. Rekk, she smells so good.

      “I need help,” I croak, turning to look at Jareth. “It rekking aches.”

      Grace lets out a pained sob. “I feel sick and tired and…” She starts to cry. “Help me.”

      Jareth grips her forearm gently. “I can help.”

      We both stare at him in disbelief.

      He lets out a heavy sigh. “You need this to remain healthy. It must be done. For the mortling. For both of you. My feelings on the matter are insignificant.”

      I shake my head. “No. Your feelings mean everything to me. You’re. My. Mate.”

      Grace nods as tears streak down her cheek. “I’m not a homewrecker.”

      Jareth cocks his head at her in confusion. “Homewrecker?”

      “Oh God,” she whines, as she leans closer, inhaling my hair. “I’m not…but you smell…”

      “I’ll watch,” Jareth growls. “To make sure neither of you gets hurt in this feral state. I know your feelings toward me, Sayer. I know you’d never do anything to hurt me. And because I love you, I need to help you. To help you and Grace and the mortling.”

      Grace frowns at him. “I’ve never…I’m a virgin…”

      “Sayer is gentle,” Jareth encourages. “I won’t let him hurt you.”

      She peels away her sleep shirt to reveal her large breasts. The nipples are pink and my mouth waters to taste them.

      “That’s it,” Jareth says, scooting back on the bed, pulling away the blanket covering my naked thighs. “Straddle his lap, Grace. Control the pace.”

      She wastes no time sliding into my lap. Her naked body is breathtaking—alien but beautiful. My cock seeps at the tip, eager to push into her warm body. Her belly is large between us and my fatherly instincts roar to life. I’ll look after my mate and Grace and the mortling. My family. Gripping my cock, I hold it still while she situates herself.

      “Easy now,” Jareth instructs. “Sayer, let her do the work.”

      Grace nods rapidly as though she approves of this. My mind whirls at what she must be thinking. This female hates our kind, yet she’s willingly mating with me to calm the urges blazing inside her. I worry she’ll hate me even worse after. For now, though, all I care about is sating this need that’s maddening me.

      “I’m scared,” she whispers. “I want it so damn bad but am equally afraid.”

      “I won’t hurt you,” I vow.

      “He won’t,” Jareth growls. “I won’t let either of you hurt the other.”

      She hisses as she slides down. Her cunt is hot and tight, not unlike how Jareth feels when I’m inside of him. Difference is, my mortling is nestled between us as she sinks down and her heavy breasts jiggle in an enticing way.

      “I…I don’t think it fits.” Her voice is breathy. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Jareth leans forward and strokes his claw through a tendril of her hair and he flicks out his forked tongue, licking my ear. “Thrust your hips, Say.”

      Thrust.

      Once and hard enough to send her breasts bouncing, I do as I’m told. Delicious pleasure zings through my every nerve ending as her body fully sheathes my cock. She digs her useless claws into my shoulder as her lips seek out mine. I let out a groan when I taste her mouth. So rekking sweet! The madness consumes me as I rut into her from beneath her. But all it takes is a calming hand from Jareth to have me slowing. Grace rocks her hips as she teases her tongue with mine.

      “The book said to touch her clit,” Jareth murmurs, his voice husky.

      “The book?” she cries out in confusion.

      “What book?” I moan, lost to the way she feels.

      “Focus,” Jareth says with amusement. “Here, let me help.”

      I continue to rut into her, but the moment he reaches between us and touches her, a low, needy moan rumbles from her. Her cunt clenches in a way that makes me hiss. Yes. Yesssss. Whatever he does, she loves, which in turn makes me love it too. The sounds she makes are the sweetest ones I’ve ever heard. They grow higher and higher. More erratic and frantic by the second. Then, she’s screaming.

      My name.

      She screams my name.

      Jareth groans in what sounds like pleasure, which is confusing to me, but I’m lost to the moment as I come hard. My seed surges up inside her, chasing away the maddening need quicker than I could have imagined. She falls against my chest heavily and if it weren’t for Jareth’s quick thinking in my dazed state, she would’ve fallen.

      He promised to take care of us.

      I rekking love him.

      Gently, he guides us down onto the bed, pulling her down between us. My lids are heavy. Exhaustion seeps in my bones. I absently pat and meet the soft flesh of her rump. Jareth’s familiar hand threads with mine as I blissfully fall asleep.
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      Most of the time, I have all the answers.

      But being frozen after having sex with my alien baby daddy isn’t one of those times.

      I try to move, try to scream, but for some reason I can’t do either. It’s the not knowing that terrifies me as much as being paralyzed. It doesn’t help that Sayer, who’d been so gentle, so much better than I’d ever imagined, has fallen asleep beside me.

      If he ever wakes up, I’m going to rip him limb from limb.

      Footsteps and then another person comes into view. Jareth. I’d almost forgotten about him. How could I have almost forgotten about him? If I had the ability to shiver, I would have.

      He crouches down in front of the bed where I’m stretched out beside Sayer and for the first time since I woke up from cryosleep, his eyes aren’t hard and flashing with anger. They seem…gentle. They don’t burn, they simmer. In them is a heat I understand. I thought he’d be mad about seeing me with Sayer, but he’s not mad at all.

      He’s turned on.

      I push that to the back of my mind. I’ll deal with everything that’s happened later. Way later. Maybe even never.

      Right now, I want answers.

      Jareth reaches out a hand and I can smell myself on his fingers. They brush over my hair and his voice is a smooth rumble in his chest. “I see you’re scared, but you have nothing to fear. When we mate, a paralytic agent we call toxica is released once we reach completion. Sayer would have warned you, but he’s been distracted as of late.” A wry smile twists his lips as he pulls his hand away.

      I’ll say.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he says, his thickly muscled arm stretching out again, to caress my cheek this time. His touch is tender, so unlike him it stuns me almost as much as the toxica threading through my bloodstream. He pulls a chair from a nearby desk covered in bits of metal and scraps of paper and situates it on the bedside.

      I’ve never been the type of woman who enjoys being vulnerable and I can’t imagine a more vulnerable—or conflicted—position. The last person I’d imagine would be at my side is Jareth.

      “The effects of the toxica should wear off after a time. I’m afraid Sayer is out for the night. He doesn’t last long after a good—fuck, I think is what you aliens call it.”

      It must already be starting because I can feel the thin flesh around my eyes wiggle as I narrow them at him in anger.

      He chuckles a little. “Don’t worry, I’m not upset with you…much. Or at least I’m not anymore. Since you’re not going anywhere anytime soon, we may as well get things straight where he’s concerned.” Jareth nods at Sayer, who is snoring, sprawled out across most of the bed without a care in the world. A flush of affection spreads throughout my body. If I had the ability to frown, I would.

      As though he can read the emotion in my eyes he says, “Yeah, I get the feeling. It would be a lot easier if he weren’t so easy to like.”

      At least that we can agree on.

      Much as I’d like to clarify this…relationship, for lack of a better word, I want to do it on my own terms. Preferably while I’m fully in control of my body. Scratch that, preferably never.

      “You know, I was a lot like you when Sayer and I first became mates.”

      The effects of the toxica must be wearing off, because I find myself able to sigh heavily and roll my eyes. No way in hell he’s been through what I have. He didn’t wake up in a strange place pregnant with someone else’s baby and unable to do anything about it.

      Jareth relaxes into his chair and props an ankle on the opposite thigh. “I didn’t say we were exactly alike and I’m not oblivious to your plight, but I never wanted to like Sayer, let alone love him.”

      I wiggle my newly unfrozen eyebrows in a signal for him to go on. If I’m going to have to listen to him, I may as well get answers. The more information I have about Jareth and Sayer, the more prepared I’ll be when I have to deal with them.

      “We were friends before The Rades took most of our people. We grew up together as mortlings.”

      The thought of the two of them as kids makes me want to smile. No doubt they inspired terror wherever they went, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake. I wonder if the little one growing inside me will be like Sayer, strong and gentle. Quiet and fierce.

      Jareth continues, “After—” His eyes grow misty and his voice roughens. “After, Jareth and I grew closer than ever before. Near the end, when we knew Breccan had no other options at his disposal, we morts knew we were facing the extinction of our kind. I can’t describe to you how hopeless we all felt. How alone.” He smiles, causing the tips of his double fangs to glint in the half light. “I remember we’d been arguing. I was trying to convince him to live without me. He’s always been the stronger of the two of us and I’ve always been exceedingly fatalistic.”

      My hands twitch by my sides, but Jareth doesn’t seem to notice, lost as he is in the memories.

      “He was trying to convince me to keep fighting, but I was so tired of it. Not to survive, I’ve never minded that, but I was exhausted trying to hide how I felt about him.” Jareth’s eyes refocus on me. “None of our kind have ever mated with their own sex before. After The Rades, the notion was unthinkable. Knowing none of us would ever find pleasure or love destroyed me. And it made me angry. So angry. Of course, I took it out on Sayer.”

      He notices my hand fluttering and he leans forward, crouched over me in such a way that blots out the light around him. Jareth takes my hand between his two massive ones. “Just like I’m taking out my anger now on you.”

      The way his eyes soften makes me want to run. It was one thing to have sex with an alien—it’s another thing altogether to feel something for them. Let alone two of them.

      Things couldn’t possibly get more complicated.

      “I’ll do anything to make this work—to keep Sayer in my life. Even if it means sharing him with you.”

      This isn’t what I want. This was only supposed to be a one-time thing to sate the burning hunger inside me, but even now I can feel the heady thrum buzzing beneath my skin at Sayer’s mere presence by my side. Will this need for him continue until I bear his child? What about after?

      I hadn’t thought about the consequences when I bolted to Sayer’s room. I’d only been concerned with making the ache go away. But it’s not just Sayer’s life I’m affecting by having his child, not even just my own. It’s Jareth’s as well.

      And he’s handling it a hell of a lot better than I would if a stranger invaded. An alien stranger at that.

      The muscles in my neck have regained enough feeling that I’m able to nod at him to continue. We may as well figure out what we’re going to do about this now, while I can still think somewhat clearly and Sayer’s not conscious to distract me.

      “You didn’t choose this life, which makes it much harder to hate you for coming in between us. You didn’t choose to have his mortling or to mate with him. I know that, but it’s been hard coming to terms with it. I hope you’ll forgive me for taking it out on you. For a long time, it’s just been the two of us. He’s everything to me.”

      I move my hand from underneath his and reach up to touch his anguished face. Wetting my lips with the tip of my tongue, I search for the right words. When I speak, my voice is rusty from disuse. “Now it’ll be the three of you,” I say, though the words are hard to get over my chapped lips, and not only because of the after effects of the toxica on my system.

      Before he can react, I take his hand and press it against the swollen slope of my belly. As it has been for the past few nights, the baby—mortling—is awake and kicking up a storm. Jareth’s eyes widen in delight and a smile breaks out over his handsome face. How had I not realized how beautiful he was? His features are blunter than Sayer’s, but he’s no less attractive.

      The baby kicks the space covered by Jareth’s wide palm and Jareth exclaims in delight. “He’s so strong!”

      “He?” I tease. “What if it’s a she?”

      “He, she, I wouldn’t care. They’re a treasure.” He places his other palm on my stomach, studying my bare skin and making me realize I’m still completely naked.

      Having his hands on me as we feel the life moving underneath them is almost more intimate than any sex act. His eyes lock on mine as though he realizes it, too, and we share a long, deep look. Feeling has come back to most of my body, so it can’t be the toxica that’s keeping me from moving away, breaking his gaze.

      The baby begins to quiet down, no doubt as lulled by Jareth’s touch as their father is and soon the kicks stop, leaving Jareth and me still staring at each other, the weight of his hands inspiring a soothing warmth that radiates over my body.

      He’s the first one to break away, although he seems reluctant. “You should get some rest,” he says. I start to get up, but he pushes me back down to the bed and draws and blanket over my body. “No, don’t get up. You may be sore tonight and you should be here when Sayer wakes up. You two will have a lot to talk about.”

      “You don’t want to stay?” I can’t explain it, but I feel closer to him now. I don’t want him to go.

      He shakes his head and gets to his feet. “I should be in my quarters.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, but I’m already yawning.

      Jareth’s expression is clouded, unsure, then he’s crossing back to me. My heart does a quick thump-thump in my chest as he leans down to press a kiss to my hair.

      “I’m sure. Sleep well, little sabrevipe.”

      “Sabrevipe? What’s that?” I ask.

      “An animal that hunts The Graveyard outside the Facility. They’re fierce beasts with three heads and long claws. Their growls can shake your bones.”

      “That’s not a very nice thing to be called,” I say.

      “They’re fierce, but they are also quite loyal to their kind. And very protective of their mates and their young. Your eyes flash like theirs do when you’re angry. Or when you come. Your screams sound like them, too. I imagine it won’t be long before I hear you screaming like that again.”

      He’s gone before I can respond, leaving my skin feeling electrified, like the pheromones from Sayer, except there are no pheromones this time.

      Nope.

      There’s no excuse.

      The only thing turning me on now is Jareth.
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      I pace outside of Breccan’s chambers, panicked and weary. Everyone is asleep. Everyone but me. My emotions are bouncing around inside my nog, reminding me of a time when Sayer and I were sorting out the way we felt about each other. Both of us knowing it was wrong for two males to be together, yet we couldn’t stop it from happening.

      “Again,” I taunt, faking to the right before charging left.

      I catch Sayer off guard and knock him to the floor. I’m gloating about how easy it is to overpower him when he surprises me, rolling us over until he has me pinned. We’re both breathing heavily. He makes no moves to climb off me, but instead, wedges his thigh between mine.

      “Sayer,” I growl in warning.

      Someone will see. We’ll earn a trip to the reform cells.

      But it’s late…

      All the morts are sleeping…

      He leans forward, wildness gleaming in his eyes. I hold my breath when he drags his nose along the column of my throat. Heat floods through my body straight to my cock.

      This is wrong.

      He’s not a female.

      But there are no females anymore. We can’t reproduce even if we wanted to.

      His forked tongue slides out, tasting my flesh near my ear. He doesn’t say a word and I’m afraid to move. I don’t want this moment to end. When I do move, it’s to gently run my fingers through his long hair. My claws rake against his scalp in a claiming way.

      I want him.

      I want him so rekking bad.

      His hand slides down over my minnasuit. A sharp breath exhales from me when he cups my erection. Hot breath tickles my ear.

      “I want to make you feel good,” he breathes.

      I groan at his words. “I…I…”

      “Tell me what you want, Jare.”

      My mouth seeks his. It feels natural. Like if I taste him, it’ll make all this more real. His lips are warm and soft against mine. We rub our lips together, both of us liking the contact.

      “I want you,” I murmur.

      His forked tongue licks along my bottom lip and I growl. I like the way he tastes. Like forbidden secrets and an unbreakable bond. He rubs on my cock, making me hiss in pleasure.

      “W-We can’t…” I trail off.

      “Can’t what?” he groans, nipping at my bottom lip. “What can’t we do, Jare?”

      “Mate,” I utter, bitter tears burning in my eyes.

      “Are you sure?” he challenges. “You could put this”—he squeezes my cock—“anywhere you can make it fit in my body.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to argue his words. His mouth devours mine. I thrust my hips up, needing more from him. He pulls away to look down at me, fire brimming in his dark eyes. As he slides down my body, I gape at him in wonder. With hasty movements, he works at my minnasuit and manages to slide it down my thighs, freeing my cock that seeps with a tease of my seed.

      “It’ll fit here,” he murmurs, running his forked tongue along the underside of my shaft. Pleasure crawls up my spine and feels as though it’s melting my sub-bones.

      “I want it there,” I agree, rocking my hips up.

      His full lips wrap around my crown and my eyes roll back. So many times I’ve brought myself to climax with my hand. Never had I imagined someone else could bring me such pleasure. A loud hiss escapes me when he slides down my length, the tip of my cock begging for entry in his throat.

      “Sayer,” I whisper. “This feels so rekking good.”

      He smiles around my cock, intensifying his efforts. When I feel my seed about to spill, I groan and grip his hair tight, keeping him right where I need him. A slurping sound echoes in the room and then he’s swallowing down my spill. Because of the toxica in my seed, he slumps off to the side, momentarily paralyzed.  I run my fingers through his hair, silently praising him for his efforts.

      I should feel ashamed or worried about what we’ve done, but I feel the opposite. I crave more.

      “I want to taste you, too,” I say when he stirs, regaining his movement.

      Emotion shines in his eyes as we reverse roles and embark on a forbidden journey together.

      “Jareth.”

      The deep timbre doesn’t fit Sayer and I snap my attention to find Breccan staring at me with a worried expression.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, yawning, his hair messy from sleep.

      I rub at the back of my neck and frown. But it’s not okay. The mort I’ve loved for many revolutions has been crazed by this pregnancy. I was jealous that Grace was taking something from me. Crushed even. Until…

      Rekk, I’m losing him.

      I’m losing us.

      I can’t explain what I feel right now.

      “Let’s take a walk. Somewhere private.” Breccan ushers me down the corridor to the stairwell. We take the passage down past the reform cells to the underground cells.

      It’s been ages since I’ve come down here. It’s cold and echoes. Hadrian tends to love it down here, hence why I don’t come down here much. He’s a mortling trapped in a mort’s body. Winds me up every time. Thankfully, he’s not here.

      Breccan squats by the shimmering blue-green water and runs his fingertips through it, creating a ripple. I stand beside him and look at the giant pool that continues to provide us with pure water deep from within the planet’s core. Something swims by and I take interest that we’re finally growing yaxout. It only took five revolutions for those eggs to finally hatch.

      “How are Emery and the mortyoung?” I ask, not quite brave enough to discuss what I really want to.

      Breccan smiles. “Calix is a proud father to his new son. The mother is doing well. They named him Hophalix. He’s not as big as my Sokko was at birth and he’s quieter too, but he watches with an intelligence that reminds me of Calix.” He rubs at his neck. “His hair is strange, though. Yellow like his mother.”

      “Does he look more human or mort?”

      “His skin is the same pale color as you or me and his eyes are like ours too.”

      We both nod because it pleases us. Our kind is strong and fierce compared to the humans. If they grow to be fine males one day, they’ll need our strength.

      “I know you didn’t come here to discuss Calix and Emery’s new mortyoung. Something is bothering you,” Breccan says, not meeting my gaze. “Want to talk about it?”

      I let out a sigh and find a rock to sit on. It’s cold and freezes my rump, but I like the biting chill. Anything to stave off the heat burning through my lower region. My mind drifts to the way she was spread over his cock. Her juices were smeared along his cock and I thirsted so rekking badly to taste them. To the point of madness. I should have left them alone and allowed them to mate to deal with their problem, but I had to involve myself. I wanted to be a part of it. The craving to bring her pleasure as she rode my mate was sick and mad, but a craving nonetheless. It was selfish, but I did it anyway.

      “It’s about Grace,” Breccan says.

      I jerk my nog up and find him watching me with a knowing stare.

      But he doesn’t know. It’s too complicated and wrong for him to even guess.

      “Breccan,” I start, and then scrub my face in frustration. “I don’t know where to begin.”

      He stands and walks my way. “Start from the beginning.”

      With a heavy sigh, I admit what’s weighing so heavily on me. “It’s about Sayer.”

      His brows furl and he crosses his massive arms over his chest. Ever since he found Aria, he’s been calmer and at peace. I’d been at peace with Sayer…until Grace. Now my mind is at war.

      “Sayer’s my mate,” I blurt out. I lift my chin in defiance against my commander, ready to take on whatever punishment he feels like delivering, but also hoping desperately he’ll come at me with advice instead.

      “I figured as much.”

      “Wait…” I trail off. “How did you know?”

      He smirks. “You’ve been joined at the hip for as long as I can remember. Wherever he goes, your eyes follow. Where you go, Sayer’s not far behind. You’re secretive, sure, but I’ve seen lingering glances and touches that are too intimate for friendship.”

      Heat burns through me. “Are you angry?”

      “Angry, no. I suppose I’m confused. We’ve been given the books of those before us. I don’t quite understand the mechanics of having a male as a mate, but if I use my imagination, I can figure it out.” He cocks his nog to the side. “Do you love him like I love my mate?”

      I nod rapidly. “I do. Rekk, how I do.”

      This pleases him because he smiles.

      “But…”

      “But?”

      “Then we discovered his mortling is growing in the new alien, Grace.” A brief flash of her large, round breasts bouncing teases my memory. “The pheromones…”

      “Ahhh,” he says with a frown. “Did they…you know?”

      “They didn’t want to,” I explain, “but I encouraged them. For the mortling. For their health. It was making them crazed with need. A need that required sating.”

      “And how did you feel about that?”

      “I was angry at first, Breccan. Jealous. I didn’t want her touching him. But when they were both hurting, I couldn’t do it to either of them. Grace didn’t deserve being put in the condition she’s in and Sayer was helpless too.”

      “So they mated,” he says softly.

      “And I watched.”

      His eyes bug out. “You watched?”

      “For their safety,” I utter. The lie on my lips tastes bitter. I watched because I was aroused by the idea of seeing them together. I watched because I wanted to. My curiosity at seeing the female naked and stretched out over his cock drove me wild.

      “How did that go?”

      “It was her first time. She wasn’t, er, ready to take him.” My ears burn in shame. “So I helped them.”

      A stormy expression crosses over Breccan’s features. “You helped?”

      “The book,” I rasp out. “Explained how to pleasure the female. Sayer was so lost to the need he couldn’t focus. I didn’t want her to be in pain and I promised I’d look after them both.” I swallow down my shame. “I touched her and made her come. And when she was under the effects of the toxica afterward and Sayer fell asleep, I comforted her.”

      “And now everything is a confusing mess?” he offers, a wry grin on his lips.

      A rush of air escapes me. “Yes. I want…” I close my eyes and shake my nog. “I wanted to be with her in that way too. But it feels like a betrayal to Sayer to even think that way.”

      “How does Grace feel about all this?” He nudges me with his elbow, drawing my eyes to him. “We’re not Kevins, Jareth.”

      Anger surges up inside me. “We are not Kevins. Nobody forced her.”

      “Good,” he says with a breath of relief.

      “Grace is prickly,” I admit. “But I think we’re wearing her down. I think she will grow to like it here—to like us.” I kick at a stone near my feet. “She wants to give us the mortling after it’s born. But doesn’t a mortling need a mother?”

      Breccan grumbles. “My gut tells me they do need a mother, but I also know our people are caring and nurturing. There’s still so much we don’t know about the aliens. If she doesn’t feel the instinct like the other alien females do, we cannot fault her, Jareth. She’s frightened. If it is her decision to give the mortling to you two, then I know without a doubt you’ll take care of it.”

      “It’s a part of Sayer. I already love it.” I smile thinking about holding the sweet thing that looks like part of Sayer and a part of Grace.

      “You want my advice on where to go from here?”

      I nod rapidly. “Please.”

      “Since they’re going to have physical needs ongoing until she gives birth, I suggest the three of you sit down and talk. Explain your feelings. I can bet that Sayer has similar confusion warring inside him too. Maybe the three of you can work out something when you’re alone. A test. If she’s in agreement, then continue more intimacy between the three of you. Grace has no one. She’s all alone on an alien planet. You two can be there for her. Together. I feel like these things have a way of working themselves out.”

      “This could fail miserably,” I grumble. “The worst possible outcome is that Sayer would realize he cares only for Grace and then I’m left all alone.”

      Breccan gives me a soft smile. “Or, it could succeed and then you’re no longer two mates, but an entire family.”

      My heart does a jump in my chest, loving that concept more than I’ll admit out loud. Now that he’s mentioned it, I can’t help but let hope fill me up to the brim. Hope is a filthy word on Mortuus, but I want to roll around in that word and cover myself from nog to claw in it.
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      The morning after wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.

      I’m the first to wake up. Or well, the baby—mortling, I remind myself—is. Though feeling it move in my stomach has become an ordinary occurrence, there’s always a moment before full consciousness where I forget where I am and that I’m pregnant. Then the little one inside me moves, almost like a ripple at first. A wave from the inside out. A reminder that I’m not alone. Not like I used to be, anyway.

      I press a hand to my stomach and feel it bump around inside. Good morning. It’s hard to maneuver to my feet, considering the bulk of my weight now resides in my stomach, but I manage it with a few groans and protestations from the mortling. My stomach growls and I’m so distracted by the thought of breakfast that I momentarily forget there are two naked aliens in bed behind me.

      Sayer snores in his sleep and I spin around to find them wrapped around each other, their arms and legs intertwined until they are one being. I stare at them with one hand resting on my swollen belly and even though I’m carrying their child inside me, I can’t help but feel as though I don’t belong.

      Their pale limbs are wrapped so tightly together I can’t differentiate between whose belongs to who. Sayer’s face rests in Jareth’s throat. When one of them shifts, the other makes room, like an ocean tide, ebbing and flowing. Natural. There’s no denying that they are meant to be mates. Made for each other.

      So where does that leave me?

      Before they can wake and answer the question, I turn and leave them alone. I don’t want to discuss what happened any more than we already have. I think Jareth wants to keep me around based on our conversation while Sayer slept, but I’m not entirely convinced it isn’t just to make sure I don’t run off with the baby. Besides, they seem so happy together, so complete. They don’t need me to screw things up.

      I eat alone, unable to say more than a few words in greeting to the other couples sharing their breakfast. Emery is pale, but her face is alight with happiness as she nurses her newborn blond-haired son. I decline Molly’s invitation to join the three pairs and instead retreat to my room with my plate. It’s yet another place where I don’t fit in. They all have a pair and even though I’ve never wanted to be the other half to complete someone’s whole, it’s hard not feeling left out when I so obviously am.

      Scowling down at my empty plate, I decide to visit Avrell. I haven’t entirely forgiven him for what he’s done, but I’m willing to put up with his presence as long as it offers a distraction from my thoughts. After discarding my plate in the cafeteria, I waddle my way to his office.

      “Come in,” I hear from inside after I press the little buzzer button to announce myself.

      I find Avrell squinting at a computer screen and muttering under his breath. The dark slashes of his brow lift when he realizes it’s me. “Grace. I wasn’t expecting you. Is everything okay? The mortling—”

      “Is fine. That wasn’t what I wanted to talk about.” I take a seat at his desk because even the small amount of exertion has tired me out.

      He places the tablet on his desk and sits on the corner. “Okay. What can I help you with?”

      I notice photos of the other human on the screen, the one they haven’t been able to wake from a coma. Finding it easier to speak about things that aren’t so personal, I point to the tablet. “Still no luck?”

      Avrell scratches his temple with a pen, which he tucks behind his ear. He crosses his leg at the ankle and gestures to the tablet. “Feel free to look. I haven’t had much luck with any of my tests so far—which if you knew me, would illustrate how thoroughly frustrated I am.”

      “Unable to inseminate her also?” I say with a sardonic twist of my lips. Okay, so I was still a little bitter, even though I was starting to come to terms with everything. Just because I’d accepted what had happened didn’t mean I’d given up holding him responsible.

      He doesn’t respond to that, because what is there to say?

      The woman in the photos is mid-twenties, like the rest of us. Her hair is dark brown and falls around her shoulders in perfect ringlets. I resist the urge to finger my own lank mud brown locks. Her caramel-colored skin is flawless. I have no doubts if—or when—she wakes up the morts are going to be fighting over her.

      When I realize the creeping, tense feeling inside me is jealousy, I scoff mentally. I’m not jealous. I don’t want to be mated to anyone. The baby I carry will go to loving parents and I’ll go back to my life—my real life. The one I worked so hard for that seemed to matter so much before I woke up here.

      “I’ve tried every method available to me to wake her, but none of them have been successful.”

      “How are her stats?”

      Already I can feel my brain turning on, coming to life. It’s as though my neurons are electrified. Problems I can solve, solutions I can find. This is my happy place. My muscles relax and the baby even seems quiet as though it’s anticipating finding the answers alongside me. I have a brief image of me teaching a little wild-haired mortling who has my eyes and Sayer’s hair how to conduct experiments before I force it to the back of my mind. There’s no use imagining what will never happen.

      “Stable, though her brain activity was weak until recently.”

      I make a humming noise in the back of my throat. “Did you scan her brain for any damage?”

      Avrell nods. “There was some swelling, though it’s gone down since we removed her from the cryotube. Otherwise, her vitals have been consistent.”

      While tabbing through the scans and data, I mutter, “Perhaps she had a bad reaction to the stasis itself. Some people don’t handle it well. Or maybe she was injured in transit and it’s just not showing up on the scans. If her brain activity is increasing, maybe the injury is healing itself?”

      “That’s possible and likely the cause. Do you mean to say you’ve heard of others being injured in cryosleep?” Avrell asks.

      “It happens on occasion, though they don’t like to talk about it. They’re prisoners after all and people don’t normally care what happens to them so long as they’re punished.” I squint at the brain scans, wishing I had a physical copy or if Avrell will be open to letting me repeat his tests.

      It feels good to be back in a lab, even if it isn’t my own. It feels right, which only reaffirms my decision to leave as soon as I have the baby. I don’t belong here. I don’t fit in. Despite what happened between Sayer, Jareth, and me, they’re already a unit and they don’t need me butting in.

      “The prisoners,” Avrell prompts and I have to resist the urge to bat him away like I would a fly. “Who doesn’t like to talk about it?”

      “Everyone, I guess.” Though I wish he’d focus on the issue at hand. “Would it be possible for me to examine the patient?” I wonder aloud. Then I notice the look on his face. “What?” It’s not out of the ordinary for me to completely lose the thread of a conversation when the gears in my brain are working. “Did I say something?”

      “You weren’t a prisoner?” he asks.

      Slowly, as though I’m moving through gel, I lower the tablet from where I’ve been studying it. “What makes you say that?” I hedge.

      “You speak as though you weren’t one of them. Aria, Emery, and Molly were all prisoners on the transport. You weren’t.” He says it as though it’s a fact, not a question. My expression must confirm his thoughts, because a coolness comes over his. “What were you doing on the carrier?” he asks.

      I consider lying. I don’t owe them anything and my position here is precarious as it is. I still don’t fully trust them after what they did to me, but I can already tell he wouldn’t believe me even if I was as convincing an actress as Aria had been. “I was, I am, a scientist. I was sent to Earth—er, Mortuus, to Exilium Penitentiary, to study the effects of the environment on a select group of test subjects. Or I would have, if I’d actually gotten to my destination.” Though, I don’t know how long ago exactly I was sent, how much time has passed, and why I got stuck in one of those cryotubes.  I was supposed to go to the prison to do a job, not end up in the same predicament as them.

      “You did this to us?”

      The devastation and horror in the question has me spinning. Molly’s face is pure white and slack with shock. One of her hands grips the doorframe as though it’s the only thing keeping her upright.

      “Molly—” I begin, but she holds up her other hand, which trembles.

      “You were on the ship. You knew what was happening to us. You weren’t a prisoner and you were sent to experiment on us and you act like what happened to you”—she waves at my pregnant belly and shakes her head, scoffing—“wasn’t the same. What a hypocrite. My daughter was going to the prison to find me. Would you have experimented on her, too?”

      Before I can make an argument—not that I can come up with one—Molly spins on her heel and races away.

      I turn to Avrell and press a hand to my heated face. How had everything devolved so suddenly? “Did you know she was there?”

      He doesn’t deny it. I’d underestimated him and I didn’t have a very high opinion of him in the first place. “She needs to know. What you don’t seem to understand—and I hope you do someday, truly—is that we’re a family here. We aren’t perfect. We make bad decisions, like anyone else, but we’d die for each other. We’d hurt for each other. We’d kill for each other. You’re a mother to one of our own and that deserves a certain amount of respect, but so did Molly. The information you have could help find her daughter.”

      I simply shut down. After the night with Sayer and Jareth and now this with Molly, it’s too much. I let Avrell take my arm and lead me away like one of the prisoners I was supposed to study. Maybe a part of me even feels like I deserve it. Had I become so blind to the consequences of my work that I was willing to do whatever it took to be the best in my field? At the time it had felt like such an honor to be chosen. To be revered and touted as a savior of humankind, but at what cost?

      If saving billions meant the life of one, was it still worth it?

      Was that how these aliens had felt when they stole us from the ship?

      They didn’t have any other choice.

      At the time, it seemed like I didn’t either.

      Did I?

      Do I?

      The dread grows as we near a door at the end of a hallway, but instead of lodging in my gut, it takes place in my heart.

      Jareth and Sayer are going to be so disappointed.

      They deserve so much better than me.
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      “Uvie, check it again.”

      She rattles off some numbers that has my spine straightening.

      “Again, Uvie.”

      The same.

      Twenty-seven times and it’s all the same.

      “Uvie, I need the commander and Theron. Now.”

      She goes silent as I stare at my computer screen. The transmission pings to Mortuus. That means Willow is here. On Mortuus. It’s what we’d hoped for and now it’s confirmed. It’s not a close journey—one we wouldn’t be able to take by a terrainster—but close enough via the Mayvina and a few solars’ travel.

      Sitting back in my chair, I stretch and sniff the air. I swear I can still scent her, clinging to the air wherever I go. It’s tempting and seriously wrecks my concentration. I close my eyes for a moment and reflect back to the crazed way we’d mated. In the back of my mind, my heart was ripping from my chest. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Jare.

      But then…

      He’d offered to help. Made sure neither of us lost control. And then he brought pleasure to Grace as she rode my cock. Fantasies of me watching her with him are too rekking tempting.

      In my minnasuit, my cock aches as it hardens. If I weren’t in the middle of something important, I’d pull it free and bring myself some relief or call Jareth to come do it for me.

      “Uvie’s not real,” Theron says, jerking me from my thoughts. “You can’t mate a voice.” He flashes me a devilish smirk. “Tell me the truth. How many times have you spilled seed calling out Uvie’s name?”

      I pick up the closest tool and heave it at him. He ducks and Breccan catches it as he strides in. Theron snorts when Breccan gives us both a stern look that doesn’t match the amusement in his eyes.

      “You two mortlings done squabbling?” Breccan asks, tossing the tool back on the table with a clatter and crossing his arms over his massive chest.

      “Will we ever be?” Theron teases. “What are we here for anyway? You have your beloved Uvie and I have the loveliest female on Mortuus. Sweet Mayvina. And I’d like to get back to greasing her insides.” He waggles his brows suggestively at me.

      “You’re rekking twisted,” I say with a groan.

      “Can’t argue that, Say.”

      “Sayer,” Breccan grunts, ignoring our banter. “Uvie said you needed us?”

      I swivel in my chair and clack my claw on the computer screen. “There. See it?”

      Both morts walk up behind me and are quiet for a moment as they study the readings.

      “What’s this mean?” Breccan asks, though I know he understands the data.

      “Means we’re gonna take my girl for a ride!” Theron lets out a loud whistle. “About time. The Mayvina was feeling like a caged beast. As Molly always says,” he says, raising his pitch to mimic hers, “‘bless her heart.’”

      “How far?” Breccan demands, ignoring Theron’s playfulness.

      “Four solars’ travel. Maybe less. The transmission comes from this planet as you saw.” I crack my neck to relieve some tension. “Willow is close.”

      “Finders keepers?” Theron asks, chuckling. “I mean…if she looks like Molly…”

      Breccan thumps him in the nog. “Don’t be a piece of rogshite.”

      “I’m just saying, I’d be glad to go claim that prize.”

      “What prize?” Molly says from the doorway.

      Breccan whacks Theron again, making him cry out like a newborn mortling.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, my eyes flicking to Grace, who stands behind Molly, her head bowed. My nostrils flare when I scent her and I rise from my seat, eager to touch her.

      Molly storms into the room, her face red with fury and Grace trails. I stalk over to her and pull her into my arms so I can sniff her hair. Rather than be rigid like I expect, she relaxes in my arms as though she craves my comfort and protection. I don’t have the raging need to mate with her—although I’m certainly fantasizing about it—so her response is genuine and not pheromone based.

      “Tell them,” Molly bellows, turning her accusing glare to Grace. “How you know exactly where the prison is and your role.”

      Grace straightens and lifts her chin bravely. “I wasn’t a prisoner.”

      Breccan scowls, his shoulders squaring. His stance makes me want to crack my sub-bones and roar, which is not something I should be doing against my commander. Still, I hug Grace tighter to me, the need to keep her and my mortling safe overwhelming. My palm slides to her stomach and she covers my hand with hers, squeezing me gently.

      “Elaborate,” Breccan growls.

      “I was a scientist meant to study the subjects.”

      “People,” Molly snaps. “We’re people.”

      “The, uh, people who were headed to Exilium Penitentiary from Earth II were to be studied for various things as part of their punishment for the crimes they’d committed. Mainly susceptibility to radiation and diseases stemming from radiation exposure.”

      “Like The Rades?” I ask, stroking my thumb along her stomach.

      Molly deflates a little. “You wanted to help them?”

      I know her mind must be on her mate, Draven, who suffered and nearly went to The Eternals when he contracted a terrible case of the disease.

      Grace sighs. “I don’t know what The Rades is—aside from what I’ve been told here and there around here that the morts in the past have suffered from. But I suppose, yes, diseases such as that one and many others. We were looking to create vaccines against such things.”

      “So we were just test subjects?” Molly demands.

      “Yes,” Grace grumbles. “Like I was too.” She pats her stomach in exaggeration.

      “Skip to the part where you know where the prison is,” Breccan barks out. “And please inform the room of why you kept such important details for yourself.”

      I’m confused as to why Grace hid her knowledge, but I can imagine she was frightened. She’s been fearful behind her anger since she woke up. Now, they’re practically cornering her with their double fangs out.

      My sub-bones start cracking and Breccan’s glare becomes harder. Theron laughs. He’s lucky he’s moved out of Breccan’s way or I’m sure he’d get another thump to the nog.

      “Grace had her reasons. Her transition here hasn’t exactly been an easy one,” I defend. “Everyone needs to cool down.”

      “Cool down?” Molly’s voice is shrill. “She could have information regarding my daughter!”

      The door flings open—as though we need another mort crammed in my space—and Draven stalks in, his nostrils flaring. He pulls his mate against him and glowers silently at each of us, daring us.

      “I don’t know your daughter,” Grace mutters. “If I did, I’d tell you…”

      “But…” I encourage.

      She tilts her head up at me, her brows pinched together. I lean my forehead to hers and then peck her lips in a familiar way. A way I do often with Jareth. This seems to give her the push she needs because she turns to face them again.

      “Exilium Penitentiary is on Earth, or Mortuus as you all call it. It’s on the northwestern hemisphere near the Pacific Ocean,” Grace explains.

      Theron cocks his head and Breccan glances at me in confusion.

      “What’s Pacific Ocean?” I urge. “A facility?”

      Molly frowns. “In history on Earth II, we learned about old Earth—the one destroyed by bombs and radiation. Up until recently, I didn’t realize Earth was Mortuus as we were never told that. But the Pacific Ocean was a body of water on Earth. Or…here.”

      “Like Lake Acido?” Theron ponders aloud.

      “Bigger. Much, much bigger. Do you not know what an ocean is?” Molly asks them, her anger gone as she looks at us sadly.

      All four morts in the room shake their nogs.

      “Right, so if I had a map, I could point it out,” Grace says in exasperation, clearly keen on divulging what she knows now. Pride makes me wrap both arms around her so I can hug her tight.

      “Coordinates. Would that help?” I ask, nuzzling her hair.

      “Perhaps. We could figure it out together.”

      If only she would let us figure out the three of us—her, Jareth, and myself—and our mortling growing bigger by the solar in her stomach.

      “We will figure it out together.”

      ***

      “How many humans?” Breccan demands, pacing the command center.

      Grace sits close beside me and Jareth takes up the chair on her other side. As soon as the commander called the meeting for the entire faction, I pulled Jareth aside and filled him in. We both feel as though she needs us on her side, especially considering everyone is angry with her for keeping the information to herself. It makes us want to protect her all the more.

      “Hundreds.”

      Voices mutter heatedly in the room before Breccan raises a hand to silence everyone.

      “And morts?”

      “I’m unsure,” Grace mutters. “I wasn’t told I’d be studying aliens. Only my own kind.”

      Calix’s chair squeaks as he leans back. His son Hophalix is sprawled on his massive chest looking ever so tiny. A pang shoots through me as I try to imagine Jareth holding the mortling growing in Grace’s womb. Would he stroke its soft nog the way Calix does with the gentlest touch? Would he press a soft kiss to its nog and whisper sweet words like Calix does? Every fatherly bone in my body craves to have what Calix and Breccan have. Soon, my dream will come true. If everything wasn’t such a mess, I’d almost be inclined to ask if I could hold the mortling. His blond hair glistens like spun gold in the light and his skin is so pale. Such a precious little thing. It’s hard to imagine it’ll grow to be big and strong like his father one day.

      Grace’s stomach grumbles and she shoots me a pleading look. We’ve been here for far too long. I’m sure she’s hungry.

      Jareth leans over and grips her thigh, squeezing gently. “I’ll get you something to eat.” He flashes her a crooked grin—one that always has me naked in minutes. “Sit tight.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of leaving,” she says dryly.

      He stands and ruffles her hair before walking off. Everyone scowls icily at us. I wrap my arm around her and pin each person down with my glare—even the delicate human females, which earns me growls from each of their mates.

      The more they want to put the blame on her for the situation we’re in, the more I want to protect her from it. For being so strong all the time, Grace seems to gratefully accept my comfort. When her palm goes to her stomach, I know our mortling is moving, so I caress her belly so I can feel the life flipping and flopping inside her.

      Grace lets out a heavy, resigned sigh. “I didn’t know Willow was there…”

      “But,” Breccan urges.

      “Please don’t hate me,” she whispers, turning her head to look over at Aria, who’s nursing her mortling.

      Aria stiffens and pales. “I make no promises.”

      Grace sniffles, making rare anger surge to my surface. Jareth usually loses his temper, but I cool him off. With Grace, I’m the one getting angry…on her behalf.

      No wonder she doesn’t feel as though she fits in.

      They won’t let her.

      “Limerick is there,” Grace whispers.

      The room goes silent aside from the popping of Breccan’s sub-bones.

      “What?” Aria’s voice is so low we barely hear it.

      “I only know because you were famous and it was gossip among my peers—”

      “What?” Aria screeches. “No! My sister is on Earth II with our parents! You’re a liar, Grace!”

      Grace chokes on a sob. “I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner.”

      Breccan starts barking out commands. “Theron and Hadrian. I want the Mayvina ready for travel soon. Willow and Limerick both need our help.”

      Emery reaches for Sokko, taking him from Aria while she loses it to hysterical crying. Hophalix stirs on his father’s chest at the sound of the other mortling in his mother’s arms. Breccan pulls her from the chair and into his arms, still continuing to bark out instructions for our impromptu rescue mission.

      “Aria,” Grace starts.

      “No,” Aria cries out, her face splotchy from crying an arm outstretched as she points at Grace in a threatening way. “You don’t get to talk anymore. Not to me. You’re a conniving bitch.”

      “Aria,” Emery chides softly. “You’re upset, but there’s no need to call her names.”

      “Seriously?” Aria hisses. “She comes into our home and throws a goddamn fit over being pregnant all the while failing to tell us she was on the side of the people who held us up there.” She points above her head. “And then to keep the location of the prison a secret knowing my fucking sister was there!”

      Molly flinches at her rage, both she and Emery exchanging worried looks.

      “You should go with them since you’re so damn unhappy here,” Aria sobs. “Just go to the prison with Theron and Hadrian. Study all the fucking samples you want!”

      “That’s enough,” I snap, no longer able to allow Madam Commander to berate my mate. My mate. Rekk.

      Breccan pins me with a harsh glare but gives me a small nod.

      “Come,” I instruct Grace. “You need to eat and rest. We’ll talk later.”

      Aria turns into Breccan’s embrace, sobbing against him. I wrap my arms around Grace and guide her out of the room, ignoring the accusing stares of everyone. Once in the corridor, we meet Jareth, who holds a plate of food.

      “She needed to get away from there,” I grumble, irritation in my tone. “Madam Commander was being cruel.”

      Jareth glowers. “To Grace?”

      “I deserved that,” Grace says softly.

      “No, you didn’t,” I growl, stroking her hair.

      Jareth leans in and presses his lips to her cheek. “No, you didn’t.”

      “You missed the part where I betrayed the whole community with knowledge of the fact your commander’s wife’s sister is at Exilium Penitentiary,” Grace barks out bitterly.

      Jareth presses a claw under her chin, tilting her head up. “Sayer says you didn’t deserve it and I trust his words.” This time, Jareth’s lips brush against hers, and she doesn’t push him away. If anything, she seems relieved at the touch.

      “As much as I want to watch my mates kiss, I’d rather do it in private where I can enjoy the display more freely,” I say with a smile.

      Neither Grace nor Jareth corrects me.

      Mates sounds quite nice on my forked tongue.
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      The two of them lead me back to the solitude of Sayer’s rooms. Jareth herds me to a small chair and table that I have a hard time imagining supporting Sayer’s bulk. Sayer pushes a plate of food in my direction.

      “Eat,” he demands.

      “I’m not very hungry,” I respond and push the plate away. How could I be? I expected Molly’s disappointment and perhaps even Breccan’s wrath, but Aria’s anger? I wasn’t prepared for the naked hatred in her eyes. The sense of control I felt while working with Avrell, albeit only momentarily, was negated by the scene afterward.

      Jareth pulls a stool next to me and crouches over it. He lifts a piece of strange, juicy fruit with his hands and brings it to my lips. “You must eat. Your skin is nearly as pale as mine. You need food.”

      I smack at his hand. “I don’t want it.” I start to stand, but Sayer is there behind me. His sturdy weight successfully blocks my retreat.

      “I know you’re upset,” Sayer’s voice rumbles, echoing in my chest so that I feel him speak with my whole body.

      Closing my eyes, I wish I could go back to the cryotube where I had no idea what was going on. Maybe they’d made a mistake waking me up. All I’ve done here so far is interfere and cause pain.

      “You don’t know anything,” I insist. “They hate me. You heard what Aria said. Molly would barely even talk to me.”

      Jareth tips my face up to his with his free hand, forcing me to look into his eyes. Despite being upset, I remember how he’d looked when he made me come. He’d been so sure then, so steady, like he could read my mind. If he could have read it then, he never would have touched me. How could they even stand to be around me when I caused so much pain?

      “They’re hurt and you’re an easy target,” Jareth murmurs gently. Someone so strong and immoveable shouldn’t be able to have such a gentle side. No wonder Sayer can’t get enough of him.

      “But they’re right to be angry. I wanted to hurt them. You. Anyone. I wanted to make you all pay for what was done to me.” It’s true, I did. I had been so angry about my life being taken from me I didn’t care who I hurt. Even the one person who’d tried to be my friend. I don’t think Molly will ever forgive me. How could she?

      Jareth prods at my lips with the morsel of fruit. I take it into my mouth and the sweetness explodes over my tongue. It’s the size of a grape and comes in bunches much like I would expect grapes to, except it’s a deep blue, almost black, and tastes more like an apple with the same consistency. I let him feed me several because once I swallow, I realize how ravenous I am.

      Sayer lifts me from the chair, sits, and then places me on his lap. I have no idea how he manages it, considering how large I’ve gotten. “They’re not wrong to be upset, but neither were you. We were thoughtless when we brought the females here, driven by desperation. We didn’t even stop to consider how you may have felt. For that I’m sorry.”

      “We both are,” Jareth adds as he feeds me another piece of fruit. “They will get over their hurt and we will move on.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, but Jareth places a finger over my lips.

      “Hush now. If they don’t, Say and I will make them. You’re ours now and everyone will either accept it, or they’ll have us to deal with.”

      I take his hand between both of my own. “I want to be optimistic, really, I do. But I’m a scientist. I trust facts and data. I have to be realistic. You two can’t even have a relationship out in the open here. How will they ever accept me after what I did?”

      Sayer strokes my hair. When did I start liking their hands on me all the time? “That’s not true,” Jareth says. “I spoke with the commander after we were together. He knows about us.”

      This makes Sayer straighten behind me. Jareth’s hands tense in mine. My heart skips a beat. Breccan knows?

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Sayer growls. “What did he say? Rekk, Jare.”

      “He already knew,” Jareth says, reaching to Sayer and cupping his jaw.

      I can tell their eyes meet because the air between them goes electric. They don’t need the pregnancy pheromones. They have enough between them without the hormonal boost. You only have to be near them. It’s no wonder Breccan knew they were together. I don’t know how no one else has figured them out with the chemistry between the way it is.

      “You should have told me,” Sayer mutters.

      “We’ve been busy. I haven’t had the chance. You were working on Willow’s transmission the way I have been working on my own tasks. You don’t need to worry. He understood that you’re my mate.”

      Sayer slumps backward. “Rekk. I mean rekk, Jare.”

      “I should give you two time to talk. I shouldn’t be here.” I start to rise, but Sayer’s arm clamps over my middle. The baby kicks at him in protest and his hands splay over the movement.

      “I think you’re right where you should be.”

      Jareth places his hands over Sayer’s. The baby inside my womb seems to sense them both and kicks forcefully. “See, little one? Even the mortling agrees. You aren’t going anywhere.”

      When I open my mouth to answer, Jareth stuffs it with another piece of grape-fruit. “No arguing. You’ve had enough upset this morning. Let us take care of you.”

      I’m still hungry, so I don’t argue. I don’t know if it’s the drama or the sex or the pregnancy, but I’m so tired. I’ve been consumed by anger since I woke up and it’s as though it’s all come to a pinnacle.

      “I’ve never let anyone take care of me before,” I admit.

      Sayer’s hands move to my shoulders where he begins to rub out the tension that has taken place there. “You were alone on your planet?” he asks.

      I take a bite of meat Jareth offers. It reminds me a bit of beef jerky, but with a stronger, more pungent flavor. “I was an orphan. My parents died when I was very young, and I was raised in the foster care system.”

      My eyes close as Sayer’s strong fingers dig into tense muscles. “You were well taken care of? Hadrian was orphaned as a young mort when his parents succumbed to The Rades,” he says.

      “As well as I could have been, considering.”

      “What does that mean?” Jareth doesn’t sound pleased, but the tasty bits of fruit and meat he’s feeding me and the pleasure from Sayer’s hands has me on a level of bliss I wasn’t sure was possible—and this was after they’d given me an orgasm to rival all orgasms.

      Maybe I could get used to this.

      “It means I survived.” My tongue is loose, and I should make them stop before I say more than I should, but the words won’t seem to come.

      “Survived what?” Sayer prompts.

      I roll my shoulders under Sayer’s capable hands. “Resources on Earth II are limited, even more so for undesirable or unproductive people like the poor or children. As a foster kid, I was both. I had nothing and no one. There were times when I thought I wouldn’t make it through.”

      “Humans don’t take care of their young?” Jareth asks incredulously.

      “As a whole, humans are more concerned with their own survival,” I answer.

      “No wonder they ruined this planet before they left.”

      He isn’t wrong. We ruined Earth and now we’ve ruined Earth II. You’d think we’d learn our lesson, but apparently not. “I’m not saying every human is like that. Emery is great with Hophalix. You’ve seen Aria with Sokko and how Molly feels about Willow.” My throat is tight even saying their names, but I press on. “They are great mothers.”

      “What happened after you were in foster care?” Sayer asks.

      “I always knew I was going to be a scientist. It wasn’t easy. I had to work like hell to afford school—which took me nearly twice as long as everyone else because I didn’t have a family to support me. I worked evenings and nights and went to school during the day.”

      “You’re a fighter,” Jareth murmurs and nudges my lips with another piece of meat. I accept because I certainly don’t feel like fighting now. I’m pretty sure they could ask me to do anything and I’d agree.

      I don’t know what I’m going to do when they aren’t around anymore.

      “It was either fight or be swallowed up.” I wave the thought away. “Anyway, it took a few years, but I advanced rapidly in my field.”

      Sayer’s fingers travel down my spine. His voice is a low purr in my ear that makes me shiver. “What about relationships? You didn’t want a mate?”

      “There was no time,” I answer. “Just because I finally finished school and got a job didn’t mean I had to stop fighting. Science is still a male-dominated career and because I never had parents, I never really considered having a family of my own. The thought of raising a kid scared the crap out of me. Besides, there were so many children who needed good homes, the thought of having another when resources were already stretched thin seemed selfish.”

      “Being a mother looks good on you,” Sayer says, his chin now resting on my shoulder and his hands rubbing the distended weight of my belly.

      Jareth’s eyes are soft, endless pools of black. “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.”

      I’m not a delicate woman. I’ve never been the type of person to let my guard down, but after a half hour of being hand-fed and rubbed, I feel beautiful. Tears prick the back of my eyes.

      I want this forever.

      I want them forever.

      And it scares me to death.

      “I think your minds will change once the baby is here. Have you talked about what you’re going to name it?” There, that feels like a safe topic.

      Except, now I can feel the familiar heat of having Sayer so close and the answering call from within my own body.

      I want to fight it. I need to be by myself to figure out my next move, but they’ve plied me so well with food and my muscles are so lax that I can’t find the energy to make my escape.

      “We haven’t—” Jareth begins.

      “I was thinking Jeriah if it’s a boy and Gracyn if it’s a girl,” Sayer interrupts. “I want to include all of their parents.”

      I can’t help it. I burst into tears.

      Big, ugly cry kind of tears.

      I hate it. I never cry.

      But it’s too much, all of it.

      Sayer adjusts me in his arms until he’s cradling me like I’m the baby and we move from the chair to the bed. “What is it, little one?” he asks. “Is it the mortling?”

      “Why are you being so nice to me?” I sputter between sobs.

      Jareth sits beside us and wraps Sayer and me into his big arms. I’ve never felt safer and more cared for in my life, which only makes me cry harder.

      Sayer kisses the tears off my cheeks. Then I feel the quick flit of his forked tongue on my skin, which sucks the breath straight from my lungs. A wave of pheromones surges through me and I wonder if this is what people mean when they talk about mood swings during pregnancy. If so, I much prefer the amped up sex drive to the crying mess.

      Jareth’s hand tightens around me, but I don’t mind. It makes me feel wanted. Watched over.

      I open my eyes and find him staring at Sayer, who is breathing heavily. They exchange a look, one that scorches my flesh, and I wasn’t even involved.

      I’ve never seen anything as sexy as the way they look at each other.

      Almost as though they’ve shared the thought, they turn and direct that heated look at me.
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      I’ve never been inside a female before. Sayer divulged to me that it was sweet and perfect. Different than what we have, but still really rekking good. There’s never been an urge for me to mate with a female. I had Say. But then Grace came along. Now, I want to know what she feels like, impaled on my cock. No other female. Just her.

      She’s ours.

      I saw that look in Sayer’s determined eyes.

      Grace wasn’t part of our plans, but then she stormed into our world, carrying my mate’s child. Now that we’re getting past hurt feelings. I think we’re all opening up to the idea of trying to make her fit into our dynamic. At first, she was resistant, but heat flares in her eyes and her cheeks burn crimson. She licks her lips with her flat tongue and it drives me nearly feral with need.

      “Grace,” I say as I rise, taking her hand and pulling her to her feet in front of me. “We’re going to take care of you.”

      Her lips curve up in the briefest of smiles. “But why?” The smile falls and my heart drops with it.

      Leaning forward, I run my lips over hers. “Because you’re ours now.”

      Rather than arguing, she simply stares at me. Her features are soft and hopeful. If anyone can give her happiness, it’s me and Sayer. We already make each other incredibly happy and I know we’d love to make her happy too.

      “What do you think?” Sayer asks, standing behind her and wrapping his arms around her body as he nuzzles her hair.

      She flutters her eyelids. “L-Like have sex with you b-both?”

      “Both,” Sayer and I say in unison.

      “Okay then,” she whispers, her voice thick with arousal.

      Sayer gently peels off her shirt and it drops to the ground. My cock is stiff inside my minnasuit as I stare at her bare breasts. Since her stomach is so big, the suits don’t fit quite right on her, so she opts for looser garments. I kneel before her and begin pulling off her pants. She aides in the effort by stepping out of them and her boots. The dark thatch of hair between her thighs beckons to me. I bury my nose in it, inhaling her unique scent.

      “Oh God,” she whispers, her fingers tangling in my hair.

      My forked tongue flicks out and I run it up her thigh before looking at her. “May I taste you there, lovely mate?”

      She nods her nog rapidly. Seeing Sayer’s pale white hands as they cover her pinkish breasts causes my cock to jolt. He whispers something to her that has her relaxing. His black-clawed thumbs pluck at her pink nipples, making them harden.

      I urge her leg over my shoulder to open her to me. Her scent of arousal is heady in the air. I’m thirsty to lap at her essence. She moans when I run my tongue between her nether lips and jolts when I tease it over her nub. I’d massaged this area with my fingers and it drove her wild. I imagine I could do much more with my tongue.

      “Y-Yessss,” she moans.

      “Here,” Sayer says, his voice filled with amusement. “Allow me to assist.”

      He grips her rump and lifts her, while she leans back against his chest. His hands slide to the backs of her thighs as he parts her open for me. Now that I have better access to her cunt, I start licking her with renewed frenzy. She jolts and moans in his arms while I use my thumbs to part her open for me. Because Sayer likes it when I’m slightly dangerous and adventurous, I leave my claws out as I tug at her flesh, keeping her open to me, hoping she’ll like how it feels too. Pushing my forked tongue inside her, I taste her from within.

      Sweet.

      So rekking sweet.

      I want to sink my cock into her depths until she wrings me dry of every drop of my seed.

      “You taste good,” I growl, as I explore her more. The tiny puckered hole between her rump cheeks begs for attention too. “Sayer likes it when I tongue him here.”

      She squeals the moment my tongue laves at her there.

      “You fucking freak,” she cries out. “Oh my God. You’re a total fucking freak.”

      I laugh as I tease the flesh. She’s called us freaks before when she was angry. An insult. Nothing feels insulting now, though. It feels as though it’s a compliment. Her cunt begins leaking again with need, so I go back to it, slurping her juices right from the source. When I rub my nose on her throbbing bundle of nerves, she detonates.

      “Holy shit!”

      I lick her until she’s weak in Sayer’s arms and then rise to my feet. His grin is wicked.

      “Let me taste our mate,” he rumbles, his dark eyes locked on my mouth that’s wet and dripping with her arousal.

      I step forward between her spread thighs, pressing my stomach to her belly, and crash my lips to Sayer’s. He groans in appreciation. Grace’s hands grab my shoulders and her feet dig into my rump. She wriggles her hips until her soaked center rubs at my cock through my suit. I allow her to have her way with me, flexing my own hips to meet her with each movement, while I desperately kiss Sayer.

      Her fingers frantically rip at my minnasuit until she has it peeled down to my waist and uses her feet to pull it down even lower. Her scream has me pulling back.

      “What is it?” I demand, worried I’ve hurt her.

      She gapes at me, pointing. “Y-You…what the hell…oh my God…”

      I look down at my cock that points out at her, heavy and bobbing with eagerness. The metal piercing is thick on the end and glints in the light. “Oh, this?” I ask, a grin tugging at my lips as I grip my cock and give it a jerk.

      She nods, biting on her lip. “You’re pierced.”

      “Don’t worry,” Sayer purrs against her ear. “It feels really rekking good inside. Trust me.”

      Her body seems to liquefy as she nods, waving me closer. I smirk at her before sauntering up to them both. Running the tip of my cock through her nether lips, I revel in the mewls that escape her. She squirms in Sayer’s arms, lifting and circling her hips to move them in tandem with my teasing.

      “When I finish,” I murmur, barely pushing into her warmth, “you’ll be paralyzed.”

      “Will it hurt?” she breathes.

      “Sayer mating with you while the toxica has taken effect?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “Do you trust us to take care of you?” I ask, pulling my cock back out and teasing her clit with my metal ring.

      “You did last time,” she breathes.

      “We will every time,” I assure her.

      She smiles before grabbing my shoulders, encouraging me closer. I thrust my hips slowly as I drive all the way into her hot depths. Her squeal is one that awakens the animal inside me. My mouth finds hers and I devour her much like I often do Sayer. Sayer’s claws rake through my hair as he tenderly caresses my nog. In this moment, it’s bliss. Both of their breathing ragged and needy. It makes me wonder if one day she’ll let us both be inside her at once.

      It could happen.

      Sayer inside her cunt. Me inside the tight, puckered hole between her rump cheeks.

      “Rekk-rekk-rekk-rekk,” I hiss, bucking hard.

      “What’s wrong?” Sayer demands.

      “I was just wondering how it would feel for us to both take her at once,” I growl, nipping at her bottom lip, my eyes locking with Say’s. “You inside her cunt and me taking her like I take you.”

      “Rekk,” he breathes at the same time Grace utters, “Fuck.”

      I piston my hips until my sac tightens with my warning of release. I kiss her hard and then groan as my seed gushes from me, filling her to the brim. Her body falls limp and her eyes aren’t wild like last time. They’re curious and eager. Pulling out of her, I watch with fascination as my seed drips from her cunt onto the floor.

      “Maybe next time it’ll be my mortling inside you,” I say with a wide grin. “A little Sayer and a little Jareth running around. Now that would be incredible.”

      Her eyes flash and my heart aches with hope that she likes that idea. Based on the intense look Sayer is giving me, he loves it.

      “Your hands are full, Say. Let me help you.” I pull Grace into my arms, keeping her legs around me. Then, I sit down on the large bed and lie back, hugging her to me. Her stomach is between us and I can feel the mortling. It must be lulled into relaxation too because it is calm. Sayer strips out of his minnasuit and then climbs onto the bed on his knees. He grips Grace’s hips and pulls her back some. His palms rove over her backside and he squeezes her rump.

      I slide my palm to between her breasts and lift her up so I can see her face. Using my other hand, I gently grip her jaw, positioning her so I can look into her eyes, watching for the first sign of discomfort.

      “Hello, beautiful mate,” I coo, pausing to kiss her mouth. “Our handsome mate is going to push his equally handsome cock into your wet, needy body. What do you think of that?” I grin wickedly at her. “Oh, that’s right. You can’t speak yet. I bet if you were to talk, you’d be calling me a…what was it, Say?”

      “Fucking freak,” he utters, grinning at me. “Her words, not mine.”

      “I like it, Grace. You might think of it as an insult, but it gets my cock hard because your pretty eyes gleam so fiercely when you say it.”

      Her lips twitch like she would smile if she had the ability.

      “You’re ours,” I rumble.

      “Ours,” Sayer agrees. “It feels right having you in our bed, carrying our mortling. Really rekking right.”

      Her breath hitches the moment he pushes into her body. He pauses, his eyes searing mine as he waits for the signal. She flutters her eyelids, but they stay locked on mine. Steady and intense. Ready for another round with her mates.

      “Fill her up, Say,” I command. “She wants it. Our mate wants both of our cocks filling her. She wants to sit here and allow us to have our filthy way with her.”

      He bucks into her hard and the sound of his flesh slapping hers arouses me. My dick flares to life. She’ll be too sore after taking us both, most likely, but maybe I’ll take Say next. He’s never too tired to spread the cheeks of his rump and allow me into his tight, inviting body. If my hands weren’t preoccupied, I’d tug my cock in tandem with the way he drives into her. I settle for kissing her sweet mouth. Her tongue wakes up and tangles with mine, soft moans tumbling from her mouth into mine.

      “You’re ours, Grace,” Sayer hisses, losing himself to the feral need to claim her.

      “She knows it,” I mutter against her lips.

      Her body shudders and I see that Sayer has decided to pleasure her clit while he rams into her. Despite being unable to move, she’s clearly affected by his ministrations. Her moans grow louder and louder.

      “Retract your claw,” I order Sayer. “Wet your thumb.”

      He obeys me, ever the dutiful one in bed, and then his eyes meet mine in question.

      “Tell me if she feels the same as I do,” I rumble.

      His eyes darken and then he pushes his thumb between her cheeks. A low, guttural groan echoes from her.

      “Yes,” he groans. “Rekking yes.”

      It’s enough to send him over the edge. He lets out a roar as he spills his seed. As soon as he pulls out, I settle her on the bed on her side and then motion for Sayer to lie down facing her. My cock is dripping with pre-cum and I need to be inside him. He pulls her to him, her belly now pressed against his, and his mouth ravishes hers. She’s boneless, but the moans coming from her are ones of bliss. I wrap my hand around Say’s flaccid cock to collect their combined juices before spreading it all over my shaft as lubricant. He groans when I pull his cheek to the side and then push against his hole. Then, as though it’s been designed this way, his body sucks me in. My mouth finds the side of his neck and I suckle the flesh there. When I bite him, he pushes his rump toward me, needing more.

      Sayer loves it when I bite him.

      It makes me wonder if Grace one solar would like it too.

      The metallic taste of his blood has me nearly feral with pleasure. I rut into him hard and frantic. My palm finds Grace’s rump and I squeeze it. Their kissing is sloppy and noisy, but it turns me the rekk on. When I feel a hand on my own rump, I’m surprised to find it’s hers. The three of us rut, moan, kiss, and touch. It’s decadent and arousing. Maddeningly wonderful. When my sac tightens with the need to release, I bite Say again, harder as I spill my seed into him. His body relaxes as the toxica takes effect and I happily take care of both my mates. With my cock remaining lodged inside him, despite its softening, I sit up on one elbow and regard them both.

      Grace’s hand finds my face and she runs her fingers over my lips. With my eyes searing into hers, I suck on her fingers. Her eyes roll back and she moans.

      “You’re both mine,” I rumble, kissing Sayer’s shoulder as I stare intensely at Grace. “And our mortling too.”

      ***

      “She won’t stop giggling, hmm?” Avrell frowns at us as his gaze rakes over Sayer’s neck. His skin is destroyed where I ravaged him with my teeth.

      Grace giggles and writhes in the bed.

      “What exactly happened?” Avrell demands.

      Sayer and I exchange a worried look, neither of us eager to spill our secret. Grace does it for us.

      “They both fucked me soooo good,” she says breathily, boldly rubbing at her breast over the blanket we covered her with. “Soooo good. And then Jareth let me watch him fuck Sayer. It was sooooo hot.”

      Avrell tenses and glowers at us. “The commander—”

      “Already knows,” I bite back, my sub-bones popping in response.

      Avrell’s lips press into a firm line. “Did they take advantage of you?”

      “We’re not Kevins, Avrell,” Sayer snarls, angry at the insinuation. “We discussed this before it happened. We took care of her. She’s our mate.”

      Avrell’s face softens in confusion as he tries to figure it all out. Eventually, he lets out a heavy sigh. “It’ll wear off. My suggestion is you let the toxica fade before you double dose her with it.”

      “Our mortling?” I ask, suddenly worried we put the little one at risk.

      “The mortling is fine,” he clips out. “Take good care of your mate. She deserves it.”

      He storms away, leaving us with our giggling mate, who teases us by pulling her blanket off and reveals her breasts.

      Rekk, we’re never going to leave this bed.

      ***

      Food. Our mate loves food, especially when we take turns feeding it to her. And, turns out, it helps the double toxica dose to wear off, too. We’re all three lying in bed, once again naked—now that Avrell’s gone—because it’s better that way. Her warm skin pressed between us is nice.

      “Can we stay in this room forever?” she asks absently. “Out there, I’m a villain. In here, I’m a queen.”

      I lick the sweet juices from the fruit from her lips. “What is a queen?”

      “She’s royalty. There are people who serve and adore her.” She smiles at us both.

      “Then, yes, you are our queen,” Sayer says fiercely.

      “Oh,” she gasps. “The baby is moving.” She rubs her stomach. “Depending on the sex, it could be a prince or a princess.”

      “An offspring to a queen?” I muse aloud.

      She nods. “And to kings.”

      Satisfied by her words, I relax. That is, until she speaks again.

      “What’s happening with us?” she mutters.

      I shrug. “We’re together now. The three of us.”

      Her brows furrow as though she doesn’t know what to make of it. “But the two of you were mates. With years and years of love and history. I’m an outsider, prying her way in. I don’t belong.”

      Sayer shakes his nog. “Then why does it feel so right?”

      Her nostrils flare, but she has nothing to say.

      “We both want you and you want us,” I remind her.

      “But what about out there? What happens when everyone finds out that you’re not only together, but I’ve joined the mix? What will they think?”

      Sayer clenches his jaw and frowns. Truth is, I’ve thought about this a lot. Hadrian and Theron will find it entertaining. Draven won’t care. Breccan already knows, and so does Avrell. Oz and Galen might be bothered, but I can’t find it in me to worry over their opinions. Calix is too busy doting over his newborn son to worry over such things.

      But the aliens? Aria, Emery, and Molly? I’m not sure what they will think.

      “Your faces tell me you’re worried,” Grace says with tears in her eyes.

      A growl rumbles from Sayer. “We’re not worried. We were just considering their reactions.”

      “But,” I finish for him. “It doesn’t matter what they think. All that matters is how the three of us feel. And, I for one, feel really rekking good.”

      “A feisty alien and a ‘fucking freak,’” Sayer says with a laugh. “It’s all this mort could ever ask for.”

      She gives us a sweet smile.

      “You may be uncertain about a lot, sweet female,” I say with a kiss to her lips. “But you never have to be uncertain about us.”
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      I’m snuggled between the two morts and even though I miss the life I used to have I can’t imagine being anywhere else. Sayer is pressed against my front, reclined on his back and snoring softly. In sleep, his poetic beauty is even more entrancing, especially with his long hair draped over the bed underneath him.

      I want them so much it hurts.

      I want to keep them.

      I want to be theirs, like they said.

      They seem so sincere when they said those things the night before.

      Could it be possible?

      It’s the what-ifs that make me second-guess myself.

      What if they change their minds? What if something goes wrong with the baby and we lose our prince or princess? Would they still want me then? What if the rest of the morts and their mates don’t accept a relationship between the three of us?

      There are so many things that could go wrong, and it terrifies me.

      Jareth stirs behind me and throws a hand over us both. It’s like he can sense when I’m upset, even in his sleep. Sayer and I share the intense attraction from the pheromones, but with Jareth, there’s something about the way he seems to know me. It’s the same way I’ve seen him look at a malfunctioning gadget and figure out the problem. If I’m being honest, he and I have a lot in common in that respect.

      The two of them are the perfect complement. To each other…and to me.

      I stay locked in between them, unable to sleep, but perfectly content. Throughout the morning, they shift, lock hands, Sayer rubs my stomach, Jareth kneads my back, all in a half-doze, like they’ve done it every day. Like we were meant to be together.

      How is that possible?

      How can we be from two different worlds, forced to be together, and be so right for each other?

      As someone who always wants answers, maybe this is one situation where I’ll have to accept there aren’t any.

      ***

      I must fall asleep at some point, because the next thing I know the bedroom door slides open and the two males clinging to me jolt upright, their pointed fangs bared.

      Hadrian and Theron stop as though they’ve hit a brick wall when they see Sayer and Jareth in bed with me. Hadrian and Theron share a look and I jump to my feet to head off whatever conclusions they’ve drawn.

      Except I don’t get there. Both Sayer and Jareth pin me down.

      Hadrian smacks Theron on the shoulder. “I rekking told you. You owe me.”

      Theron scowls at the three of us. “You cost me a week of laundry detail. I hope you’re happy.”

      “I told him solars ago the three of you would be mated up before the mortling was born,” Hadrian crows.

      “I thought the two of you were going to fight over the little alien,” Theron admits grudgingly. Then his eyes go kind of hazy as he studies us. “How does it work, exactly? Do the two of you bed her at once? Or do you bed each other? Look, I get if you like to watch, too. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      POP! POP! POP!

      SNARL!

      The two morts in bed make to get up, but I hold them back. “I like to watch,” I say defiantly. “And the pheromones get out of control sometimes. I’m sure when you are lucky enough to get a mate at some point in the far, far future you’ll understand.” My tone drips with condescension. “Sayer would do anything to please me, and Jareth is a loyal friend who wants you morts to continue to breed and have more children to ensure your race doesn’t die out. If you were half the men they are, you’d understand, but clearly you don’t have enough brain cells to share between the both of you.”

      There’s a ringing silence save for the sound of Sayer’s and Jareth’s sub-bones popping back in place. My ears ring with a rush of adrenaline and part of me is embarrassed at my tirade, but the other is proud of me for standing up for my guys. I won’t have any of the other morts having a go at them because of me.

      Theron pouts as though I’m not right here. “You two always have all the fun. She’s as spicy as a perapa plant.”  He waggles his brows at me.  “I like that. I should have been the one who got to mate her.”

      Again, right here, buddy.

      Hadrian scowls.  “If only we could mate with the ones we truly want…” Something tells me he’s not talking about me.

      “Too bad,” Jareth says and wraps an arm around me. “She’s our queen, not yours. Now what do you want?”

      With a sigh, Theron says, “Breccan says you’ve got more information about the prison whereabouts, Say. We’re meeting at the command center to plot out a route for a rescue mission and we need you there. They want us gone as soon as possible, so if you can manage to tear yourselves out of a bed for a few hours, we’d appreciate it.”

      He leaves, but Hadrian hovers behind, his eyes on me. With a bitter look, he soon follows Theron out of the room.

      What was his problem?

      “He’s had eyes for Aria since she came out of cryo. We’ve been telling him to get the rekk over it, but he’s young, yet. Maybe it’ll be good for him to go on this mission to Exilium Penitentiary. He needs some space to sort himself out.” Sayer rubs my shoulder and regretfully pulls himself from the bed to dress.

      “You aren’t worried who they’ll tell?” This is all my fault. I should have left last night before we went to bed together.

      Jareth kisses my brow. “Let them tell. We have nothing to hide anymore. I’m proud to have you both as my mates, no matter what anyone says.”

      He seems so sure, but I’m still so damn uncertain.

      I can’t be the mate they need, the one they truly deserve, until I’ve made things right with the other women. I won’t be the cause for hard feelings between my guys and everyone else. The morts so far have been accepting of their unconventional relationship and I’m going to make sure it stays that way.

      ***

      “How are you feeling?” Avrell asks delicately.

      I’m not generally a shy woman and I’m not easily embarrassed, but there’s definitely a blush on my cheeks at my next appointment with Avrell. So, I’m putting off confronting Molly and Aria. Can you blame me? I’d rather face Avrell, who’d seen me at my absolute most vulnerable than face their disappointment and accusations.

      “I’m feeling fine. Large, but fine. Is it normal for mort pregnancies to progress so quickly?” When I’d woken up from cryosleep, I’d been in such shock, I didn’t pay too much attention to the actual pregnancy. There were so many things I had to wrap my head around, I guess I assumed I had plenty of time to deal with the eventuality of birth. So why do I feel like I might pop at any moment?

      As though to punctuate the point, the little one inside me moves and my stomach tightens around them. I suck in a breath.

      “What is it?” Avrell asks.

      “I don’t know, maybe the baby wanted me to eat my words. It felt like a muscle cramp, but all over my stomach. Everything is okay, isn’t it?”

      “We know mort-alien pregnancies progress at a more rapid pace. Because the process is fairly new, we don’t know everything. I estimate you’re around seven months now, based on your date of insemination for a human pregnancy, for a mort pregnancy, you’re nearing full-term.”

      Was I mistaken, or was he blushing? Good. Maybe that means he feels a little remorse for what he did. I don’t feel as angry about it anymore. If I’m being honest with myself, what Avrell did brought me to Sayer and Jareth, so it’s hard to hold a grudge.

      “At a more rapid pace, meaning I could go into labor at any point? Lovely.” For such an uncertain person, I hate dealing with uncertainties.

      “I wish I had more answers for you, but what I can tell you is I’m going to do my best to ensure both you and the mortling make it through the birthing process safely. I’d bet my life on it.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have epidurals, would you?” I ask.

      Avrell’s eyes furrow as he scans me again with what he’s told me is called a wegloscan. “Are those a food?”

      “I guess that was a little too much to hope for. Epidurals are pain medication humans use on Earth II for childbirth,” I explain.

      “Unfortunately, our medications are limited to emergencies. We do have something we can use for pain, if the situation calls for it.”

      “I figured as much. I’m sure it will be fine,” I say with a bit more bravery than I feel. Avrell is quiet as he packs up his tools and I sit up on the examination table. “Is everything okay?”

      He sighs, then takes a seat in front of me. His shoulders are slumped, and he can’t quite look me in the eye. “I never should have put my own desires ahead of yours. It wasn’t my right to inseminate you after our commander decreed against it. I took away your choices and that makes me a Kevin.”

      Before Molly stopped talking to me, she’d explained more in depth the morts’ distaste for Kevin’s namesake. I put a hand on his shoulder. “You aren’t a Kevin, Avrell, because a Kevin wouldn’t feel remorse for his mistakes. As long as you know not to ever repeat them, then I hope you’ll accept my forgiveness.”

      His eyes shine when he meets mine. “I don’t deserve it, but if you’re kind enough to offer it, I will accept.”

      Another cramp wraps around my stomach, but I push the sensation to the back of my mind. Forgiving Avrell has released a ton of the tension I’d been carrying around. I still don’t know what I’m going to do, but it feels much better not to have that anger on my back. I may not have chosen this life, but this is what I’ve been given, and I’d rather make the most of it than hang on to resentment for the rest of it.

      After a quiet moment, Avrell pulls away. After straightening his shirt, he gets to his feet. “The cramps may be your body preparing for the baby’s arrival. If your fluids rush or if the cramps become stronger or closer together, please come see me immediately.”

      I don’t take offense to his brusque tone. I’m starting to realize he and I have more in common than I originally thought. We both like to push our emotions away when they get too intense.

      Feeling much more confident about dealing with those emotions, I pat his shoulder. “Do you happen to know where Molly is?” I ask.

      Still looking away from me, Avrell says, “She’s either with the rogcow, Eileen, or she’s with Draven.”

      “Thank you, Av.”

      I never thought I’d say this, but I hope she’s with the cow-thing. The last thing I want to do is have this conversation with Molly’s intimidating mate Draven in tow. She’s told me not to be intimidated by him, but that’s nearly impossible when you’ve got this towering, scarred male staring at you. The only time I’ve ever seen him even remotely soften is when he’s around Molly.

      Of course, when I find Molly in the pen they’re keeping the rogcow in, Draven is hovering nearby. Swallowing my fears and apprehension, I cross to her. She’s nearly as pregnant as I am, but it seems to come so much more naturally to her. Which only makes me feel worse about keeping information that would help her find her other child away from her.

      If I were her, I wouldn’t forgive me.

      I don’t know what the hell I’m going to say to get her to forgive me.

      Until I realize, it isn’t up to me to make her forgive me at all.

      Like I had to do with Avrell, it will be up to her to make that choice. All I can do is make sure she knows how sorry I am and hope she doesn’t want me gone.

      I’m hopeful, until Draven notices my presence and his sub-bones crack. I’ve seen some pretty fantastic things since I’ve been with the morts, but I’ve never seen one of them transform so quickly and so violently. There’s no way I’m getting any closer, so I stop on the opposite side of the pen from them.

      “I don’t mean to bother you. I just wanted to see if we could talk!” I shout. Another wave of pain flashes over my stomach, but I chalk it up to anxiety.

      Molly flips her hair over her shoulder and holds a hand up to Draven, who has come to stand behind her. The rogcow makes a snorting, honking sound and she lays a hand on the beast’s head. And beast is a good name for it—creepy pink, hairless skin and one ugly eye. Yuck. Seems Molly’s ability to tame animals isn’t species-specific.

      “I’m not sure that now is the best time, Grace,” Molly answers. I didn’t realize I would miss her after such a short time, but I do. Her bawdy laughter, her bubbly nature. I’d never had a true friend until Molly, and I can only hope I didn’t screw it up before I can tell her exactly that.

      “It’ll only take a second and then I promise I’ll leave if that’s what you want.”

      “My mate doesn’t want to talk to you,” Draven interjects.

      I swallow thickly and meet his vengeful eyes. “I understand. I only want to reassure both of you that I will do everything in my power to help the mission to find your daughter. I’ll even go with Theron and Hadrian on their mission. I have intimate knowledge of the facility. I’ll go with them and break into Exilium Penitentiary and bring Willow back personally.”

      “You’re pregnant,” Molly protests. “Besides, that’s not your responsibility.”

      I take another step forward, then another when Draven doesn’t bare his sharp fangs in my direction. “My responsibility is to be a decent person to the woman who befriended me when I didn’t deserve one. I messed up. I hurt you. Let me make up for it,” I beg.

      A vicious cramp has me closing my eyes and breathing deeply through my nose and then out through my mouth.

      “Are you okay?” Molly asks.

      Eileen makes a loud ROOOOONK and then I hear footsteps behind me before I can respond. The pain is so intense, I can’t speak until I feel it beginning to fade.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I manage to open my eyes and find a steaming Aria standing behind me. She passes off the snoozing bundle in her arms to Breccan, who tries to protest, but Aria shushes him.

      With a hand on my belly, I try to focus through the pain. “I’m offering to help on the mission to go to the prison with Hadrian and Theron. To make up for holding back information that would have rescued your loved ones.”

      This seems to take the wind from Aria’s sails, and she sputters. While she’s momentarily distracted, I turn back to Molly. “Please let me do this for you. You were there for me. Let me be there for you, too. As a friend. Please.”

      “How am I supposed to trust you?” Molly asks.

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you never did again.” I hold up a hand as my stomach heaves and contorts under my other palm. “I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m asking you for the chance to make this right.” The words burst out between breaths. These cramps are really serious, but I have to finish what I came to say and then I’ll go lie down.

      Maybe Say and Jareth will feed me some fruit and ice-cold water to make them go away.

      “Are you okay?” Aria asks. Her concerned face wavers in front of my blurry vision.

      “What are you doing with our mate?” Sayer shouts, and then he and Jareth appear in the doorway and make a run to my side. “Did you hurt her?”

      Both of them begin to snarl and the air is filled with the sound of cracking bones.

      I take Sayer’s hand and squeeze tight, a scream filling my lungs and bursting free. That’s not the only thing that bursts. My water breaks and floods my thighs. I look up at the astonished faces of my mates.

      “They didn’t hurt me. I’m just in labor.”
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      Labor?

      As in the mortling is coming?

      The world spins around me until Jareth grips my bicep, his clawed fingers digging into me, keeping me focused and alert.

      “We need to get you to Avrell,” I choke out. “How are you feeling, Grace?”

      She whines, so unlike her normal fierce nature. “It hurts. I’m scared.”

      Jareth soothes her with a kiss to the top of her head. “We have you. Don’t worry.”

      Everyone watches us with wide eyes, but I don’t have it in me to care about what they think. She’s ours and they can get over it.

      “Uvie,” I rumble, finding my voice again. “Have Avrell ready the lab for our mortling’s arrival.”

      “Oh shoot,” Molly cries out. “There’s so much to do for the baby’s arrival. Aria, help me gather some stuff.”

      I scoop Grace gently into my arms to carry her to Avrell’s. Jareth strides down the hallway and flashes me a wide grin.

      “Our mortling is coming,” he says, his eyes lit up with delight.

      His happiness and excitement help put a lid on the fear I have. My mind is cluttered by what-ifs. Normally I’m so calm and reserved, but currently, I’m worried something will happen to Grace or the mortling. I’d be unable to cope if either didn’t make it through this. There’s still so much we don’t know about the humans.

      I need her to be okay. Jareth and I both do. Where we’d been together all these revolutions, we weren’t fully complete. Reproducing was always something us remaining morts were never allowed the luxury to even think about. But still…I did anyway. Jare and I both did. Then Grace came along, pregnant with my mortling. Rather than tearing Jareth and me apart, it threaded us together even tighter. With Grace and the mortling right in the middle. She was our missing link. Our mortling will only bring more joy to our trio.

      As soon as she delivers the mortling and we’re settled, I’ll announce to everyone officially in a meeting that Grace and Jareth are mine. That we’ll need the same ceremony Breccan and Aria had because I want them bound to me in both mort and human ways. I need it decreed and signed into being.

      They’re mine and I won’t ever let them go.

      We burst into Avrell’s lab and his eyes widen. Grace is hissing and whimpering. Her body goes rigid every so often as though she’s tensed in pain. I lay her down on the table and grip her hand. Jareth takes her other one, kissing the back of it.

      Emery and Calix rush in before closing the door behind them. Where Jareth and I are useless in the lab, they know things and often help Avrell with his work. Calix begins grabbing tools while Emery comes over to talk to Grace. It makes me wonder who is caring for their newborn son.

      “You can do this,” Emery says in a soothing voice. “Trust me, it’s scary, but the moment you hold your baby in your arms, your heart feels like it’ll burst with happiness. It’ll be worth the pain. We’re all here to help you through it. If the pain becomes too much, let us know.”

      “It hurts really fucking bad right now,” Grace growls, squeezing my hand with surprising strength.

      Jareth jerks his head toward Avrell. “She’s in pain.”

      Avrell purses his lips. “Grace, on a scale of one to—”

      “Ten!”

      “Remember, the meds for pain are for when we have to cut into the body, so if you can refrain from needing it—” Avrell starts but gets cut off by both my and Jareth’s sub-bones popping.

      Calix walks over to Grace and looks down at her. “You could be depriving other mothers of much needed medication should we have to cut into them to take their mortling. Again, on a scale of one to ten, how bad?” His intense stare gives no room for argument.

      Grace lets out a huff as tears cascade down her cheeks. “It hurts but…” Her eyes dart to Emery. “Molly might need it more when she goes into labor. I can do this.”

      Jareth and I share a look of pride. Our mate is the strongest of all the females. I knew it the moment I laid eyes on her and she was going feral in this very lab. Jareth strokes her sweaty hair from her face and kisses above her brow. I kiss her cheek.

      As Calix runs the wegloscan over her stomach, Emery gently pulls off Grace’s pants. Rage burns up inside me knowing they will see her cunt, but I’m realistic enough to know they need to in order to safely deliver the mortling. Avrell cleans his hands and then drags a table on wheels filled with tools.

      The door opens revealing Molly and Aria wearing serious expressions, but they come bearing blankets and small items for our mortling. I give them a nod of thanks as they pass on the materials to Emery and then they leave.

      If Molly, Aria, and Emery are all here, that means there are several ill-equipped morts looking after the little ones. No wonder Molly and Aria seemed in a rush to get back. I would too if those empty-nogged morts were left alone with my mortyoung. Especially Hadrian. He’s practically a mortling himself. Sure as rekk acts like one.

      “The mortling is crowning,” Calix says, his voice calm.

      I’m not calm, though. I’m rekking losing my mind with worry.

      “Listen, Grace,” Avrell says in a soft voice. “You’ll feel the pains and when they’re the strongest, that’s when you need to push. When the pains ease up, then you can rest. It’ll take several hard pushes to get the mortling out.”

      “Based on the size on the wegloscan,” Calix explains, “you may have to push really hard.” He flicks his gaze my way. “The mortling has its father’s nog.”

      Grace looks up at me and glowers. “Figures.”

      Jareth smiles at me in an encouraging way the moment my face falls in horror.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper to Grace. I hate that her delivery will be more difficult because of me.

      Her eyes suddenly water and she shakes her head. “No, I’m sorry. That was mean. I’m just hurting and took it out on you.”

      I let out a rush of relieved breath. “You can do this, brave Grace. We’re right here with you.”

      She nods before turning her attention to Avrell. “Owwwwww.”

      “Now,” Calix urges. “Push now.”

      Grace bears down, a guttural scream clawing its way up her throat. She lets it loose—feral and crazed as her face turns bright red. Emery places a cool cloth on her forehead and whispers that she’s doing a great job. When the pain passes, Grace relaxes and sobs.

      “I can’t do this,” she moans. “It hurts too bad—oh fuck!”

      She curls around her stomach again, her face turning purple this time, as she pushes.

      “Black hair,” Avrell barks out. “I can see dark hair. You’re doing great, Grace.”

      Another wave of pain hits her and she screams again. It’s possible she’s breaking the bones in my hand, but I don’t mind. I’d gladly break all my bones if it helped her deliver our mortling.

      “Emery,” Avrell bellows. “Hand me the suctionette.”

      Emery hands him a tool and then he does something that makes a sucking sound.

      “Oh my God,” Emery cries out, her hand flying to her mouth.

      “What?” Jareth, Grace, and me all belt out at once.

      “I’ve never seen anything so miraculous and beautiful. When I delivered Hophalix, I didn’t get to experience this side. The head is out, Grace. Your baby is almost here.” Emery lets out a choked sob.

      Grace, more determined than before, bears down and pushes again. It takes several more bouts of pain and pushing and then Avrell grunts as he collects the mortling in his arms.

      Jareth and I both gape at it in awe.

      “This is…” Avrell chokes on his emotion. “This is the first female born of our faction in a very long time.”

      Female?

      “A little girl?” Grace whispers.

      “You did this,” I tell her with pride. “You did it. I’m so proud of you.”

      Her bottom lip wobbles as Emery wraps the mortling in a blanket and then hands her to her mother. Jareth and I lean in close to inspect the perfect little being.

      “She has your pout,” Jareth says to me, amusement in his tone. “Rekk, she’s perfect.”

      “Sareth Gracyn,” Grace says. “Do you like that name?”

      Jareth and I both nod. “Beautiful like her mother.”

      ***

      It’s been hours since Sareth was born and Grace has fallen into a deep sleep. Now that Sareth has fed from her mother’s breast, Jareth and I have settled in side-by-side chairs across the room to marvel over the newest mortling in the faction.

      Our mortling.

      It’s miraculous as Emery had said.

      I’m still amazed that this living, breathing precious thing belongs to us. We’re responsible for raising her to be strong like her parents.

      “I love her,” I tell Jareth. “I only thought I loved her before. Then, she looked up at me and she sucked the breath right out of me. It’s surreal.”

      Jareth chuckles. “I love her too. It’s so rekking cool she has your lips.”

      “For Grace’s sake, let’s hope she doesn’t have your teeth.”

      He bares his double fangs at me. “What’s wrong with my teeth?”

      “You’re vicious.”

      “You like it when I’m vicious.”

      “That’s beside the point.”

      We both laugh and Sareth jumps, scrunching her face. When she frowns, she looks just like Grace, which is adorable. I stroke my fingers through her black hair that matches mine and she calms again.

      “One day,” I mutter aloud, “Sokko and Hophalix will be her friends. Who knows…one day they could be her mates.”

      Jareth growls. “She’ll never have a mate.”

      “And why’s that?” I ask in astonishment.

      “What if her mate is mean to her? What if he doesn’t treat her like the princess she is?”

      Irritation burns through me. “I see your point. No mate. Ever.”

      “Especially not two,” Jareth says grumpily.

      “I wonder if we could fix up a reform cell and keep her in there. Then Sokko and Hophalix would keep their grubby little hands to themselves.”

      “I like the way you think, mate,” Jareth says, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me to him for a kiss.

      Sareth makes a happy sigh and I smile against Jareth’s mouth. When we pull apart, I notice Grace staring at us. Her eyes are hard and her lips are pressed together, making a firm line. Shuffling Sareth into Jareth’s arms, I rise and walk over to Grace.

      “How are you feeling? Need something to eat?”

      She shakes her nog. “I’m fine.”

      “You seem unhappy,” I argue. “Do you want to hold your mortling?”

      Her nostrils flare. “You mean your mortling.”

      Jareth walks up behind me. “Our mortling.”

      Grace looks away as tears flood her eyes. She sniffles and swats at the tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “I’m so happy I could give you a family,” she says, her voice cracking. “It makes it easier knowing the baby will be with parents who love her.”

      Jareth and I exchange a confused look.

      “You’re her family too,” I say slowly.

      She swallows and hardens her expression. “When I’m gone, please love her with every ounce of your being.”

      “Gone?” Jareth growls. “What do you mean gone?”

      “I’m…I’m…” She sucks in a sharp breath. “I won’t be here any longer.”

      “You’re going to The Eternals?” I ask, horrified by her words. I don’t know much about the machines that are attached to her, monitoring her health, but I thought she was healing like she was supposed to.

      “The Eternals?” Her face scrunches. “What? Dying? Er, no. I’m leaving the Facility.”

      “What do you mean you’re leaving?” I hiss out, panic swelling inside me. She can’t leave. She completes us. We’re a rekking family!

      “I can help find Molly’s daughter. It’s my duty. I need to do this…and if I don’t come back, I hope you’ll let Sareth know I tried to be a good person.”

      “No,” Jareth snaps. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’ve made up my mind,” Grace argues back. “It’s the only way.”

      “You’ll leave our daughter? Your mates?” I ask, emotion shredding my insides. I don’t like the feeling of loss that’s clawing at me.

      Fat tears roll down her red cheeks. “Theron and Hadrian will need a guide at Exilium. I have knowledge that can help. I need to make things right with Molly and Aria. It’s the only way.”

      “Leaving us is the wrong way,” I snap. “It’s rekking wrong, Grace, and you know it.”

      Her lip wobbles. “I don’t belong here.”

      “You belong with us,” Jareth bites out.

      She glances at Sareth and then darts her gaze between Jareth and me. “You two had it handled just fine over there. You’ve always had each other and I was an outsider. I’m flawed and messy. I don’t deserve you two freaks. But you deserve this baby and it’s my gift to you.”

      I’m shaking my nog when Grace holds up a hand. “Please leave.”

      I glower at her. “No.”

      “Leave and take her with you,” she whispers, not meeting our glares. “I can’t look at you anymore. It’s too hard.”

      “You can’t do this to us,” Jareth pleads. “Grace. Don’t do this.”

      “Go before I scream and make them take you away,” she threatens as she sobs. She curls into herself and rolls away from our penetrating stares.

      “Grace,” I choke out.

      “GO!” she screams so loud Sareth starts to cry.

      Jareth holds the mortling to his chest and pats her back. His jaw clenches and then he storms out of the lab.

      I lean forward and kiss Grace’s nog.

      “You belong with us,” I whisper before walking away.

      Her sobs break every sliver of happiness inside of me, but I sense she needs her space and some time. I’ll give it to her because I love her. But eventually that time will run out and we’ll be back for her.

      She’s ours whether she realizes that or not.
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      “Are you sure you don’t need anything else?” Avrell hovers by my door in the sub-faction.

      Had it really been weeks since I was first assigned this room after I woke up from cryosleep? It feels like years. So much has changed since then. I feel like a completely different person.

      “I’m fine,” I insist.

      “You should be with your mortling. She needs you.”

      Apparently ever since I forgave him, Avrell now considers himself to be my personal therapist.

      I sigh and shake my head as I organize my meager belongings in a small pack without looking up at him. “She has two parents who love her. She’s got everything she needs.”

      “You’re telling yourself that to make it easier to make the choices you’re making. I understand. I’ve been there.”

      “You can’t compare the two.” I shove a tunic and a pair of leather shoes into the pack with more force than necessary.

      “My motivations were the same as yours. I thought I was doing the right thing. Saving my people. You think you’re doing the right thing by saving those girls.”

      There’s nothing left to pack, so I look up. “And there’s something wrong with that?”

      “Your heart is in the right place, but that doesn’t mean it’s the correct choice. Hadrian and Theron are more than capable of going to the prison and retrieving Willow and Limerick.”

      “What if they get stopped by the guards? What if they get lost? I’ve studied the terrain and Exilium for months while I was preparing to transfer to the research center there. I withheld information before, with disastrous results. I don’t want to do it again. I want Sareth to be proud of me, to have a place here where she belongs.”

      “She belongs with her family, with you.”

      “I’ve made up my mind,” I say firmly, even though it feels like the slightest provocation will shatter what little strong will I’ve scraped together.

      It’s been a few days since I brought Sareth into this world and I thought time would help ease the ache of her loss, but instead, the gaping wound seems to grow the longer I’m away from her—from them. Physically, I’m healing fine, better than fine, really. Probably because the pain in my heart hurts so much worse than childbirth ever could. My breasts are still full of milk, and up until now, I’ve been pumping to feed Sareth using Avrell’s suctionette tool. Once I leave, Emery has vowed to nurse both babies in my absence. My heart throbs constantly, but I’ve made my choice.

      “I think you’re making a mistake. Listen to the advice of someone who made mistakes he sorely regrets. You shouldn’t go.”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry, Avrell. But I have to. If Jareth and Sayer can understand my decision, then so can everyone else.”

      In fact, they hadn’t come to me once to try and talk me out of leaving. I’ll admit I’m surprised. I kind of hoped they would try to talk me out of it. Not that it would change my mind. It would have just made me feel better—not so alone—about leaving.

      Except they never came.

      “I hope you’ll give it some more thought,” he says, but I can tell by the tone of his voice that he already knows I’ve made up my mind.

      “Thank you for checking on me, Avrell.”

      “I’ll be at the ship to see you off, even if I don’t agree with what you’re doing.”

      I wipe at my nose as it begins to run. Damn postpartum hormones. I’m not sure if I’m going to make it through leaving without breaking down, but I’m going to try. I sent Jareth and Sayer a message via Uvie warning them, pleading, really, to keep Sareth away so I don’t completely lose it. I can only hope they’ll take pity on me and heed my wishes.

      A knock comes and I heave a breath. “Avrell, I said I already made up my mind.” My voice breaks. “Please don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      “Is this a bad time?”

      “Aria!” I try to back away from the door, but I’m right by the bed, so there’s nowhere to go. The mattress presses into the backs of my knees and they buckle. I plop down on the bed with an unladylike thump, wincing because I’m still sore from giving birth. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on you.”

      Well, that was the last thing I expected her to say. “Why?” I ask slowly, drawing the word out.

      “To make sure you were doing okay.”

      “I’m fine.” I shove to my feet. All I wanted was her and Molly’s approval, but now, I need to leave before I beg her to forgive me so I can stay.

      “I wouldn’t be fine.” I hear her steps come closer and my muscles clench in preparation to…I don’t know what, but having her here is making the guilt come back triple-fold. I wish they’d just let me leave so I can make it all right. “I was holding my baby boy after seeing your sweet girl and I realized what I’m asking of you, expecting of you, isn’t fair. I remember what it was like waking up in this place, wanting to leave, hating them for keeping me here. I wasn’t fair to you.”

      When I look up, I find her bouncing her son as he slumbers on her chest. A wounded howl rises in my chest, but I hold it back. “You were right to say what you said. If I had any family, I would have done the same.”

      She comes closer, takes my elbow, and we both sit on the bed. I don’t know if it’s the hormones or the emotions from leaving, but I swear I can smell the baby scent when she pulls me into a one-armed hug. It nearly kills what little resolve I have after Avrell. As soon as I can, I pull free and give her a quick humorless smile.

      “You do have a family,” Aria says gently. “You’re part of our family. I was too angry and scared when I heard about Limerick to remember that and for that I’m sorry. As Breccan’s mate it’s my duty to be selfless to a degree, to put the humans’ needs first. And I failed you in that regard.”

      “You didn’t. You were upset. I understand.”

      She nods. “I was, I’ll admit, but that doesn’t give me the right to forget where you came from and the circumstances about how you got here.”

      “Forget about it. I’m going to make sure we get Limerick back as soon as possible. And Willow.”

      “I won’t forget about it, but I think you should. You’ve done enough, giving Breccan and Theron the notes about the prison’s layout and location. That’s more than Molly or I could ask for.”

      I remember the way Molly had looked at me when she realized I betrayed her. There was no forgiving that kind of pain.

      “Thank you for coming and telling me, but I really should get to the ship.” It wasn’t just about Molly, though hurting her was a huge part of it. It was also about Sayer and Jareth.

      Not that I could explain that to Aria. They had a family already and now they had Sareth. They don’t need me, no matter how much they tried to convince me otherwise. No one has ever needed me. They have each other. I hadn’t belonged in my own world, so I lost myself in my work. I don’t belong here, so I am going to run.

      “I wish you stayed,” Aria says again. She murmurs to the baby as he grunts in his sleep.

      “Maybe, after everything is done, I’ll come back.” We aren’t sure what the climate at Exilium will be like or how much resistance we’ll face, so I don’t exactly know when I’ll be coming back.

      Sareth could be a few months old, or even a few years. She grew so fast when she was inside me, I’m not sure if the same will be said now that she’s not there anymore. I know Jareth and Sayer will take great care of her. I’ve never considered myself to be the maternal type, but in the days since she was born, all I can imagine are the moments I’ll miss out with her.

      Her first smile, her first word, her first steps. Things I’ve never considered to be important before I felt her move inside me for the first time. The same moments Aria and Molly are missing with their family members. Moments I can give back to them. It’s the least I can do.

      “Whatever you decide, we’ll support you. I promise,” Aria says, her expression open and serious. Maybe I’ve misjudged her. Perhaps with time, she’ll even become a friend.

      “I appreciate that,” I say.

      Little Sokko begins to cry and Aria hushes him, humming under her breath. “We’ll walk you. I think Breccan said Hadrian and Theron are ready whenever you are.”

      There can be no more stalling. I’ve made up my mind. It’ll be better to get it over with instead of packing and repacking over and over. “Thank you,” I answer.

      The walk down the corridor goes by faster than I like. Every second feels precious and now that the time for me to leave has come, they’re speeding by.

      Aria is silent by my side, perhaps intuiting my need to gather myself before I see the others. My ears beat with the heavy cadence of my pulse. Everything inside me is screaming to turn around, to run back and find Jareth and Sayer and tell them I made a mistake. My leaden feet carry me resolutely toward Theron’s ship, the Mayvina, as my body goes numb.

      Most of the morts and their mates are waiting at the chamber that leads outdoors to the ship. Breccan motions for Aria, who joins his side with their mortling. Emery, with Hophalix in her arms, and Calix beside her, and the single morts hover behind their commander. The only ones missing are the ones I want to see the most. Molly and my two freaks.

      Perhaps it’s for the best.

      “Ready to get this show on the road?” I say in a falsely upbeat tone.

      “What show?” Hadrian asks curiously.

      “I think she means television,” Ozias says helpfully. “Like the kind Aria used to perform on.”

      “There will be no television here,” Breccan says sternly. “It attracts Kevins.”

      Aria smiles indulgently. “She means it’s time to go.”

      Theron nods, though he looks doubtful about the whole television business. “She’s not wrong. We need to leave soon so we’ll miss the incoming geostorms. I’d rather not be hindered by a magnastrike.”

      Hadrian is uncharacteristically silent. Normally bouncy and energetic, he glowers in a corner, not looking at anyone.

      “No, you wouldn’t,” says Emery, sharing a smile with Calix.

      I can’t stand to watch them anymore—these people who I’ve come to love as a chaotic mish-mashed family. “Take care,” I choke out as I push into a small, sealed-off room between the corridor and the outside. I’m grateful I’m already dressed in the air-tight suit for travel. I couldn’t wait a second longer surrounded by them and being reminded of exactly what I’m giving up. Using the code Theron told me, I push the button that leads to a ramp where the Mayvina is docked and rush right into the open door.

      I don’t even take notice of my surroundings as my vision is so blurred by tears. I stumble blindly through the cabin and throw myself into the first open seat. Going to the prison is the right decision…it just feels so wrong.

      Squeezing my eyes closed, I listen for Theron and Hadrian. My body relaxes when I hear their footsteps on the ramp coming toward the ship. I’ll feel better once we get going.

      The door opens and closes and already I can feel my muscles loosening. Soon, they’ll be starting the ship, performing their checks, setting the course, and I won’t have to feel so terrible about leaving my little family behind. Soon, there won’t be any second-guessing my choices because we’ll be too far away for me to take it back. So what if it feels like my heart has been ripped from my chest? So what if I ache for my two freaks and our sweet little baby?

      “You want to know something?” a voice says, like it’s ripped straight from my dreams.

      My eyes pop open and Sayer is standing there, leaning against the open doorway of the ship. All I can do is gape at him.

      “A king can’t be a king without his queen.”

      “I—what—how did you—”

      Jareth follows close behind and seeing them after time apart is like drinking a tall, cool glass of water after being stranded in a desert. “We’ve decided we’re not going to let our queen leave us after all.”

      Before I can argue, two giant morts—my morts—are dragging me out of the Mayvina and back into the facility. It’s hard to resist because they’re so strong. Or maybe because I’m not fighting it. They take me through the decontamination bay where they quickly remove our gear. I sputter and scoff, but I can’t find the words to make them stop. I don’t want them to stop. Once we’re no longer in our suits, they haul me out into the corridor.

      “You guys, I have—”

      “No more talking,” Sayer interrupts as Jareth disappears around the corner.

      The moment Jareth returns, he brings my whole heart with him.

      Now strapped to his chest is our beautiful sleeping daughter and she looks so sweet and so content, I want to explode with a myriad of emotions. My breasts leak and soak my clothing as I yearn to feed her myself.

      Sayer pulls me into his strong arms and buries his face in my hair. “No more logic. No more reasoning. You belong with us. We’ve said it a thousand times.”

      Jareth joins him and wraps his arms around us both, squishing Sareth against my side. She hums in her sleep as though she recognizes that I’m near. “We’ll say it a thousand more until you believe us.”

      I can’t resist trying once more. “But I have to help.”

      “You’ve done enough.” Molly appears in the doorway. “Theron and Hadrian are strong, capable morts. They’ll find my daughter and Aria’s sister. You’re staying here.”

      “But I have to make this right.”

      “Oh, little alien,” Sayer says, soothing a hand over my hair. “This was never about making things right. Molly would have forgiven you in a few days. She’s too soft-hearted to hold a grudge and she knows you’re sorry. This was because you were afraid.”

      I simply can’t speak, so Sayer continues.

      “You’ve been alone your whole life. You’ve only had yourself to rely on. It’s only natural you’d be scared of relying on anyone else…and here we’re asking you to trust two people instead of one.”

      “We thought you’d come to your senses solars ago, but clearly our alien is stubborn.”

      “Like her daughter,” Sayer says affectionately.

      “But I promised I would go,” I say, though my voice lacks conviction.

      “We want you to stay and we’re not taking no for an answer. You’re ours and we’re not letting you leave.”

      Molly beams at us, though her eyes are noticeably misty with tears. “There’s no use arguing. Morts are pretty stubborn themselves. You’ve done enough. Willow will be coming home and that’s all that matters to me.”

      A glint of hope sparks inside of me. Could I keep this happiness I’d found with my two morts? “Are you sure?” I whisper, afraid speaking too loudly will make her take it back.

      “I never held you responsible. I was just angry and frustrated. I know you, the real you, and your willingness to right your wrongs is enough for me. I don’t want to steal your family away the way mine was stolen. I won’t take your daughter away and I won’t let you punish yourself—and her—by leaving. You belong here, with us, with them, and with her. Stay.”

      “Not that you have a choice,” Sayer says firmly. “You’re my mate as much as Jareth.”

      “And mine as well.”

      “These solars without you have been the happiest and saddest of our lives. You gave us Sareth, but we lost you. Please don’t make us lose you again.”

      I let them pull me into another embrace. Sayer kisses me once, hard and fast. Then Jareth spins me to him and his forked tongue conveys promises about what they both have planned for me when we’re alone.

      Sareth interrupts as though she wants to make her presence known and we break apart with a laugh. And then I’m laughing through happy tears because they’re everything I’ve ever wanted but didn’t know I needed.

      “Does that mean you’ll stay?” Sayer asks hopefully.

      I nod. “It does.”

      “Does that mean you love your morts, your mates?” Jareth adds.

      The obvious love in their expressions has my heart doing flips inside my chest. “No,” I say and lift a hand to each of their cheeks. “It means I love my freaks.”
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      A few solars later…

      I stare at Sareth’s scrunched up features as she starts to cry. So precious. I’d never admit to Sayer or Grace, but I almost find her even more adorable when our mortling is upset. Not that I want her upset, it’s just she looks like her mother when she is.

      Her mother is beautiful.

      And ours.

      “Shh,” I coo, running a claw gently through her black hair that’s the same shade as Sayer’s. “Daddy’s here.”

      It’s not a term us morts are familiar with, but the aliens like to refer to the fathers as daddies. Molly always giggles when she says the word like it has another meaning, and then all the other females laugh too. But it’s not the cruel kind of laugh. It’s the happy sort of laugh.

      Our aliens are happy here on Mortuus with us. It’s something that fills every mort here with pride. Even the unpaired males.

      Sareth’s features smooth out as she falls back asleep. I thought maybe she’d be hungry for the breast. With each day that passes, her appetite becomes more voracious. Sayer says she gets her appetite from me. It pleases me that they include me as a father, though I have no biological connection to the mortling.

      Here, we get to make up our own families.

      And these three beings are mine. I’ll never let them go.

      “Mmm,” Grace utters in a groggy way. “You coming to bed, Jare?”

      Now that everyone knows we’re a family, we’ve moved into the human sub-faction. It’s bigger and we use the area like a mini faction that belongs just to us. Aria says once the other girl wakes—if ever—she can take my old room. When Aria had started the sub-faction, she’d intended it as a place for the women to feel safe. But so far, the females feel safest in their mate’s rooms.

      I kiss Sareth’s nog and rise to my feet. Her tiny bed is situated beside ours. Once I have her nestled in, I cover her with blankets and admire her for just one more moment.

      “Jare?” Grace says gently. “You need sleep.”

      Stifling a yawn, I peel my stare from our daughter and make my way back to our bed. Grace has the covers lifted, waiting for me to join her. Sayer sleeps soundly and wrapped around her like she might disappear. I smirk as I slip beneath the blankets beside her. Icy cold feet rub against my legs and I hiss.

      “Female,” I growl.

      “My feet are cold, male,” she growls back.

      Then her mouth is on mine. Grace used to hold back. She protected a part of herself she was afraid for others to know and see. But when we took her off the Mayvina and brought her back, she changed. Any barriers she had were blown to bits as she revealed the real Grace to us.

      Lonely. Broken. Sad.

      All things we could repair. Once she let us in, Sayer went right to work. Within a few solars, we’ve made her smile more times than I can count. She’s happy with us. And Sareth is the true gift to all of us.

      “Mmm,” Grace murmurs, tugging at my bottom lip with her teeth. “My alien tastes yummy.”

      “You’re the alien,” I remind her. “With your strange filed down teeth and useless claws and flat tongue.”

      “And where I come from, we call guys like you assholes.”

      I slide my hand to her hip and squeeze her, pulling her close enough that her swollen breasts are pressed between us. “You like assholes, it would seem.”

      She laughs—oh what a sweet sound. “It would seem.”

      “And freaks,” Sayer rasps sleepily as his fingers thread with mine on her hip. “Don’t forget she likes freaks.”

      “Tell us more about what the freaks do in your world,” I urge, grinning against her mouth.

      “Why?” she groans. “So I can get hot and bothered again? We can’t do anything for at least five more weeks. That’s just mean.”

      “I could lick your cunt if you wish,” I offer, flashing her a wicked smile.

      “See? Freaks. That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” she huffs. “I’m still bleeding, weirdo.”

      “He likes blood,” Sayer says, sitting up on his elbow.

      “We’ve established our mate is a kinky bastard.” She squirms, clearly turned on by our filthy talk.

      “Since you don’t want us to touch you,” Sayer taunts. “I suppose we’ll just have to touch each other.” His hand slides between her and me. When he pulls my aching cock from my pants into his grip, I hiss. “You can watch, lovely mate.” He nips at her earlobe.

      She turns her nog and accepts a kiss from him. “Or,” she purrs as her hand grips my cock too, “I could help.”

      With both their hands gripping me, I close my eyes and groan. My hips flex as I rut against them, chasing the feeling of pleasure. It doesn’t take long before they tug me right into bliss. A hiss escapes me when I reach climax, soaking both their hands with my seed. One day, I want to fill Grace up with my seed so that maybe the next mortling she bears might look like me.

      “Your turn,” Grace says breathily as she turns her body toward Sayer.

      I reach over her and grip the base of Sayer’s cock while she grips the upper half. Together, we bring our mate to his climax as well. I’d love nothing more than to strip Grace down and show her the same pleasure, but with my forked tongue.

      “You next?” I tease.

      “I may be down to get freaky with my guys, but a girl has to draw the line somewhere.”

      Sayer climbs over us and saunters into the other room. I hear the water running and then he returns with a towel. He cleanses us both before crawling back into bed. We cuddle close to our female mate and shower her with kisses, caresses, and the occasional tickle. We may not be able to mate with her like we want, but it doesn’t mean we can’t love her every second of every solar.

      “You two spoil me,” she says sleepily as she drifts off.

      I frown when I think of sabrevipe meat when it’s been spoiled. It reeks and is no longer good to eat. The very thought of her rotting away makes me feel queasy.

      “Spoil?” I ask, horror in my tone. “I’m so sorry. That sounds horrible.”

      At this she snorts. “No, freak, spoil where I come from means to treat like a queen.”

      These aliens and their strange terms for things.

      “Good,” I say with a sigh of relief. “Then we’re going to keep on spoiling you.”

      “Every solar,” Sayer agrees.

      Sayer is the first to fall asleep, his soft snoring a rhythmic cadence that soothes me to my toes. Then, Grace drifts off, a smile on her pretty face. I stare at them both—my mates—overcome with love and happiness.

      In our world, so many things are uncertain.

      Our next meal. The environment. Predators. Aliens.

      But not this.

      Love is the only thing around here that makes any sense.
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      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.

      
        
        Keep reading with the next installment...

        THE LONELY ORPHAN!
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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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