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            ABOUT THE RUNAWAY ALIEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Everyone found their mate.

        Except me.

        I’m destined to die alone.

         

        Being jealous of my brothers and their happiness is something I’m not proud of. But this simmering anger won’t cool. I want to move past my own feelings and focus on winning the war against the Kevins.

         

        But then she calls for help.

        Stella.

         

        She’s fierce and protective over her son, but she’s no match against a pack of sabrevipes—or the Kevins here to destroy us.

         

        Time is of the essence, and she needs me.

        It means running from the fight my people are in the midst of and setting off on a reckless mission with terrible odds.

         

        I’m determined, though.

        I’ll protect my runaway alien at all costs.

         

        Stella may hate every creature on Mortuus, including us morts, but it won’t stop me from keeping her and her son safe.

         

        If she hates me for that, so be it.

        I’d rather have her annoyed company than spend another second alone.

         

        Fate has brought me to them, as though delivering me right to my mate.

         

        All I have to do is convince her she’s forever mine.

         

        This is the ninth and final story in the Lost Planet Series.

      

        

      
        Need to catch up?

        Start the Series

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LOST PLANET SERIES NOTE

          

        

      

    

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

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

      Then, disaster struck.

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

      Until only ten males remained.

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

      Now, everything is different.

      More females have been discovered, having taken over a prison far away from the Facility. They conquered their alien leaders and managed to steal their freedom. Then, disaster struck.

      The Rades returned. The aliens who used to inhabit Mortuus vow to come back and annihilate the morts, take everything they’ve worked so hard for.

      The only hope is a cure.

      Their only wish is to survive.

      As an attack looms, they have to be ready to fight…or risk losing everything.
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GALEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Day of the Kevins’ Attack

        A few solars before Avrell arrives…

      

      

      I’m furious.

      Fuming.

      Explosive.

      If I don’t put distance between Breccan and me, I’m going to knock his nog right off his shoulders.

      How dare he keep all that food and seedlings and supplies hostage when we nearly rekking died from starvation? I despaired one revolution in the command center over how we would feed the morts and he let me think the worst. Allowed me to feel as though we had no hope.

      We had everything down there.

      Everything.

      My respect for my commander is at a dangerous low.

      I need to leave.

      As soon as the idea pops into my nog, I can’t unthink it. I want to pack up and walk away. Take some time away from these people—these morts and their happy mates and adorable mortlings. It’s too much. The familiar rage that always simmers below my surface hisses and burns, threatening to spill over.

      The morts are busy herding the females and mortlings into The Reserves, but I couldn’t participate. I’ve been pacing the command center, wondering just what I should do to expel this anger.

      If Avrell and the others at Exilium weren’t planning to head this way, I’d go in that direction just for a change of scenery. But, if I go there, I’ll be all alone.

      Maybe that’s what I need.

      Space.

      “Come in…Can…hear me?” a female calls out.

      I storm over to the comms. “Zoe? Is everything okay?”

      “Not…Zoe…” Static crackles along the lines. “Speak to human.”

      Annoyance rises inside me. “They’re hiding from the impending Kevin attack, so all you have is me. Whether you like it or not, I’m going to be the one helping you. Now, where are you? Who is this?”

      No response.

      “Hello?” I grind out. “If you’re in trouble, I can help. Let me help you.”

      “Fine…we’re in a cave…can see your building…”

      “You’re close. What can you see around you so I can find you?”

      “…lake…”

      Lake Acido is the closest one and there’s a mountain on the other side that I can see from the Facility.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No…they’re coming for us. We’ve locked…room.”

      “Who? How many of you are there?”

      “Two. Me…son…Henry.”

      Stella. They thought she and her son were dead.

      A loud, familiar roar rasps through the line, making both Stella and Henry scream.

      Sabrevipes.

      They’re trapped in a cave and those hungry rekking beasts are going to get them.

      “Hurry!” she hisses.

      “Stay hidden. I’m on my way.”

      Without wasting a second, I rush through the Facility, throw on my zu-gear, grab some weapons and my pack, and rush out the door. The loud sound of ships arriving above bringing an army of Kevins is the least of my worries.

      Stella and Henry need me.

      Breccan will think I abandoned them, and maybe in a way, I’m eager to do this mission because I’m angry with him. It doesn’t matter, though. All that matters are the two very frightened aliens who will become a sabrevipe meal soon if I don’t save them.

      Sabrevipes are relentless creatures. They’ll pursue them until they succeed.

      I just can’t let that happen.
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            STELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      “My tummy hurts,” Henry whimpers. His dirt-smudged hands clutch at his pitifully small belly. The welts on his arms make my brows furrow. He’d been stung by something—a bee, maybe?—and had been covered in welts ever since. Could the fever be related?

      I push a lock of hair away from his forehead and frown. He’s warm and I don’t think it’s from how muggy these caves are. It’s been days since we’ve found food. We’re both dirty, tired, and starving. Our reserves of water are running dangerously low. I’d seen the Facility in the distance and turned to the caves instead, wanting to keep space between us and the aliens.

      “I know, sweetheart. I’ll find something for us to eat soon.” I pull out a water bottle. I thought I’d packed enough to last us for weeks, but it goes faster than I calculated. Somehow, nothing in my life has gone as calculated, despite my best efforts. The only thing I seem to be capable of doing well is screwing up. “Here, drink some of this.”

      He takes a few sips before making a face and pushing it away. His eyes shutter closed, and he shivers against me. He’s so small, so fragile and perfect. Will I have gone through hell to save him, only to lose him because of my mistakes?

      “I want to go home.”

      My heart breaks and I force myself not to react to his words. Sweet boy, you deserve so much better than the hand you’ve been dealt. “We can’t go back. You know that. We’ll find a new home, I promise. Sleep, sweetheart. You’ll feel better when you wake up.”

      Sweet agony claws at my chest. That he could consider that prison home is a testament to his resilience—and my failure. No child should have had to grow up the way Henry did. Without wide-open spaces to run free, other children to play with or a family to keep them safe. Instead, he had me and an eight-by-eight cell for the majority of his short, dismal life. When we first slipped away from the prison, he’d been awestruck by everything. It didn’t even scare him that we were deep underground on an alien planet. Nothing seemed to scare him, meanwhile everything scares me.

      He fusses for a little while, but he’s so exhausted he falls into a deep sleep in no time. I leave him on a pile of blankets on the ground with a kiss on his forehead. I try not to worry about the fever, but I know it can’t be good.

      One thing at a time.

      First, we need to find a better shelter than these caves. They’re good for protecting us against the weather and most of the vicious creatures that hunt on this planet, but it’s no place for a growing boy to live. Arguably even worse than being born on a ship and growing up in a prison.

      Though I don’t think anything could have been worse.

      It’s why I was willing to escape with him when I did.

      It’s why I promised him we’d never be anyone’s property ever again.

      I consider bundling him up with another blanket and settle on draping a thin sheet over him. There hadn’t been enough time to pack medicine, or I’d give him a fever reducer. I know nothing about the plants here, so I can’t find anything useful and don’t dare experiment on either of us. So, I just have to let it run its course and hope like hell I haven’t killed us both.

      While he sleeps, I retrieve the battered flashlight I stole from the prison. One day, I’ll figure out a way to pay them back for the things I took. One day. The light flickers as I explore the tunnels in front of us. I make sure to keep an eye on Henry’s sleeping form, never letting him leave my sight.

      There has to be something down here. Something like the catacombs underneath the prison I discovered but never told the others about. I knew we’d need an escape and though I felt guilty about keeping it to myself, Henry is my priority. I’ll do whatever it takes to make certain he’s safe.

      I don’t know why there are tunnels beneath the mountain ranges and deserts of this planet. Maybe this had been used to mine before it was abandoned? Whatever the reason, I’m grateful. It’s dark, dank, and hot as hell, but it keeps us safe from the monsters—in their various forms. At least for now.

      I know they must lead to something. They have to or I don’t know what we’ll do.

      With a quick glance back, I hover the flashlight over Henry’s sleeping body and inch forward down the tunnel. There must be water somewhere because I hear the constant drip, drip, drip of it in the distance. I should have taken one of those alien suits, but I’d been in such a hurry, we dashed out without one. Either we’re immune to the radiation or it’s slowly invading our bodies.

      As soon as we find somewhere safe, I’ll figure out how to survive on this planet so we never have to rely on anyone else again. We can do this. We have to. Then I’ll find a way to get back home using whatever means necessary. It has to be safer at the hands of man than at the claws of monsters.

      The flashlight illuminates more jagged rock on the walls and ceiling of the tunnel in front of me. The floor is surprisingly smooth, the same red-orange as the dust and mountains and desert outside. I’m able to go about thirty feet ahead of our little camp before the tunnel curves to the right, which would put me out of sight with Henry.

      “Crap,” I whisper and hear my voice echo in the shadows amidst the dripping water.

      Pressing my back against the tunnel wall, I inch along as far as I possibly can without letting Henry out of my line of vision. The tunnel curves nearly at a ninety-degree angle, making that almost impossible. I gnaw on my lip, and with one final glance in Henry’s direction, take a step around the corner.

      I wave my flashlight over the new section of tunnel and my brows knit together. It’s a dead end. No, it can’t be. The maps I found in the catacombs show tunnels throughout this section. They’re supposed to lead to another man-made structure. Like a satellite branch of the prison. On the maps, there were several of them throughout this area. There were no dead ends.

      As I investigate the slab of rock, I frown. The texture of the rock is different here. It’s darker, dull-looking somehow—if that’s even possible. I shuffle back and see Henry still sleeping peacefully.

      We’ve been fine in the tunnels this entire time. I should be able to leave him for a moment to investigate. Steeling my spine, I move to the strange rock with careful steps, keeping my ears peeled for any sounds from our little camp’s direction.

      When I reach the dead end, I press a hand against the rock. It is different. Smoother, almost like the floor, and somehow harder. There’s no way we’d bust our way through there. If we can’t find a way through, we’ll have to backtrack and the last fork in the tunnels was miles back. My heart sinks. I don’t know if Henry can make it that far without food and our rations are gone. He needs to eat soon or I don’t want to think about what’ll happen.

      My frustration mounts, and I bang my fists and kick my feet against the wall until they’re bruised and bloody. Then I press my forehead against it and let the angry tears course down my cheeks. When I’m all cried out, I straighten. We’ll do what we have to do. I’ll carry him back through the tunnels if I have to.

      I’ll do whatever it takes to survive.

      I’m about to turn around when the arc of light from the flashlight catches on something shiny. At first, I think it must be a puddle of water—the source of the dripping sound, but when I investigate closer, I realize it’s not water at all. It’s metal.

      Metal.

      A door!

      I rub my battered fist over its surface and more metal appears. Giddy laughter bursts from my chest. This has to be it. We found it!

      Using the flashlight, I find a notch that must be the handle. My heart thuds heavily in my chest. Please let something go right for once. Just give us this one good thing. Just this one.

      With a knife I stole from the prison, I dig around what I think is the handle and hope to god the damn thing doesn’t require a key or a passcode. If we’re lucky, the years of wear and disuse haven’t rusted it shut.

      Minutes pass as I toil and sweat pours down my face. I scrub it away with the back of my hand and take a step back. It’s definitely a handle. The door itself is coated in a thick layer of grime but should still be useable. I hope.

      I consider going back for Henry and decide to check on him before I investigate more instead. Finding him still sleeping, I hurry back to the door and begin the slow, arduous process of getting it open wide enough for me to fit through. The hinges emit a god-awful creeeeeeeeak that must be heard from miles away, but it finally opens.

      We did it. We’re going to make it.

      I hurry back to where Henry is sleeping and gather up our things. After I shoulder the backpack full of our meager supplies, I kneel by his side and shake his shoulder gently.

      “Henry, wake up, baby.”

      A loud crack like the sound of two boulders smashing together comes from the opposite direction. Maybe a rock tumbling down from somewhere? These tunnels are old and haven’t been maintained. I’m sure the terrain changes all the time. Or at least that’s what I tell myself as I give up trying to wake Henry and scoop his weight into my arms.

      Whatever that sound was, I don’t want to wait around to find out.

      The squeeze through the door is tight with both of us and our belongings, but we make it through. Finally. I lay Henry, who’s still snoring, on the floor in a corner and go back to the door to pull it closed. Then I shed the backpack and explore.

      The room is fairly untouched by the elements. In fact, the dirtiest occupants are Henry and me. The walls are identical to the prison’s. There’s a control panel to the right, similar to the one in the command center, a door that leads to a room with a couple of small cots and a closet-sized bathroom. Another door leads to more tunnels, but I close and lock it for now.

      After fiddling with the controls on the long counter, I manage to hit the right combination to turn on the lights. They’re so bright compared to the tunnels and my dinky flashlight. I have to squint until my eyes adjust. It’s more than I could have imagined. It’s perfect.

      The only thing we need is food.

      I move Henry from the floor in the main room to one of the musty cots in the bedroom. I leave the door cracked as I open all the cabinets in the main room. I find weapons with ammo, more flashlights with batteries, walkie-talkies, and what I imagine are bullet-proof vests. Practically a gold mine.

      In the last cabinet, I strike pay dirt. It’s not much, but it’s food. Packets of crackers and dried meat. Dried fruit and fruit leather. Dehydrated milk. Dry cereals. Enough to last us a week, if we stretch it, but maybe there’s more in the additional tunnels on the other door. For now, this is good. Henry is going to be thrilled. He hasn’t had anything more than water in days.

      He should be waking up any moment, so I plate up a tray of a little of each and mix together some milk. He’s so small, even for three. A growing boy needs milk like this.

      I set the tray on the table in the bedroom for when he wakes up. No use in disturbing his rest quite yet. We’re both exhausted. I’m starving, too, but I want to wait for him, make it special. We’ve had so few causes for celebration, this is important. If I’ve learned anything over all these years of hardship, it’s that you have to enjoy the little things. Even in the darkness, there’s always a crack to let in the light.

      The bathroom is another marvel. A toilet—small, but better than the hand dug dirt holes we’ve been using—and a small shower. A shower. If there’s one thing I miss from the prison, it’s the working showers. I even test the water and find the spray almost unbearably hot.

      Heaven.

      Pure heaven.

      Once we’ve eaten, we’ll both take long showers and use the small tubes of shampoo and conditioner and the ruddy bar of severely dried out soap to get clean. Then we’ll wrap up in fresh blankets I find in a little linen closet and get the first true sleep we’ve had in what feels like forever. In the medicine cabinet over the sink, I find yet another treasure trove.

      Medicine.

      Fever medication, pain medication, medication to reduce swelling and aches. Sleep medication. Even vitamins. Vitamins.

      I tap out a fever pill, and after quick calculations based on the directions, break one into quarters and hope it’ll be safe for Henry to take. I’ll grind it up and add it to his milk and hope he won’t be able to taste it.

      “Mama?” I hear from the other room. “Mama!”

      I scurry back to him, the crushed-up pill safe in the palm of my hand. “I’m right here, baby. Look! We made it!”

      His eyes are wide and bloodshot. Even though he’s not feeling well, his face brightens with a smile. Then he notices the food and scrambles up from the cot and falls on it like a rabid wolf.

      “Not so fast. I know you’re hungry but take small bites or you might make yourself sick.” I carefully scrape the pill dust from my hand into his milk and hand it to him. “Look, baby, milk!”

      I needn’t have worried. He downs the milk in a few big gulps, and I laugh. “You’re going to make yourself sick,” I say. “Slow down.”

      We both eat until we’re stuffed and then take a long shower. The hot water doesn’t seem to run out, either. Like I said, heaven.

      When we’re snuggled into bed, I test his forehead with the back of my hand.

      His fever’s gone.

      The relief covers me like a wave and in no time, we’re both out like a light.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, after a smaller breakfast of crackers, fruit, and milk, I ration out what we have left. It won’t be much, but it’s better than nothing. I’m certain this small room has to connect to a larger network of the satellite buildings. There has to be a bunker of sorts with a ton of backup supplies. First, I want to explore this little section to make sure I haven’t missed anything.

      Henry sits on the floor in the main room with a pile of blank paper and some multicolored pens I found in a drawer, doodling and scribbling to his heart’s content. He makes happy sounds and giggles from time to time, which fills my own heart with joy. While he’s distracted, I pack some supplies into a go bag just in case, then start to get familiar with the control board.

      I find some dials that turn on what sounds like a radio. While fiddling with the frequencies, I happen across one filled with voices. It doesn’t take long for me to realize it’s the one they called Breccan. The Commander of those big monsters. A chill races down my spine at the sound of his voice. I let the line play out as I finish packing our go bag and feed Henry lunch of meat and canned vegetables. He complains, but he also drinks milk with a crushed half of a vitamin pill. At his urging, I take one too. We could both use the nutrients, I’d imagine.

      The radio squawks all day with communications. There’s an army of men from Earth II coming. The thought makes my heart go cold. I’m so thankful we’re here in these tunnels where no one can find us. Surely they won’t come here. Maybe. If they do, I keep a weapon nearby, but out of Henry’s reach.

      Around midday the next day, while I’m practicing with one of the guns, there comes a BOOM that shakes the world around us. I finish loading my weapon and Henry throws himself into my arms.

      “Mama, I scared,” he whimpers.

      “I know, sweetheart. I’ve got you. Nothing is going to happen to you. I promise.”

      There’s another explosion, as though to punctuate my words. Henry’s scream rips through the air and I hold him so tight my muscles quake. Please keep us safe.

      A third explosion reaches so deep, the door to the entrance tunnel bursts open with a loud clang. Henry is wailing so loud my ears ring—or maybe it’s from the explosions. I’m not sure. Even though he claws at me, I set him down on a chair and go to the door. I have to get it closed.

      Over Henry’s sobs and the rumbling from the explosions, there comes a sound from the dark tunnels that I feel in my bones. It inspires an elemental fear that makes the hairs on my arms and neck stand on end.

      It’s the sound of claws on rock. The snarls of a primordial beast.

      Something is in the tunnels.

      Hunting us.

      I stumble for the door and pull it shut, but as soon as it hits the frame, it bounces back open. Crying out in frustration, I pull it closed again. The second time it happens, I realize the frame has been knocked off-center. That’s what made the door pop open. If I’m going to get it to close, I’ll have to force it shut.

      The sounds of the beasts in the tunnels grow closer. They can hear Henry’s screams, my frantic pleas. They’re coming for us.

      I yank at the door, pulling with all my might. Strength I didn’t even know I possessed. The handle grows slick with my sweat, but I hold on for dear life. I see their shadows slithering in the inky blackness through the crack in the open door and I don’t want to find out what they are.

      Using my foot on one side of the frame, I use my weight to pull against the door. It closes ever so slightly. I grunt as I jump to put my other foot on the other side and pull with everything I have. It inches closed another little fraction and I take a deep breath, then pull so hard, I swear I strain muscles.

      The door slams shut, and I crash into the floor. As I’m pushing myself up, a great bulk crashes into the door from the other side. Then comes a snarl that reminds me of teeth and tearing and blood. Of death and dismemberment.

      Henry is crying so hard he almost can’t breathe.

      “W-What’s that, M-Mama? I d-don’t l-like it here. I want to go back.”

      “I know, baby. But we’re okay. We’re safe.”

      As though to contradict my words, there’s another explosion. Thinking of the door, I run to it and slam a metal rod from the control panel into the handle to keep it from popping open again. The wild snarl repeats and then there’s the sound of claws against metal.

      Whatever it is, it’s trying to get inside.

      Trying to get to us.

      I scramble for the radio and call out to whoever may be on the other end.

      Someone. Anyone.

      Please help us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            GALEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The mountain behind Lake Acido is one I’ve begged Breccan to study in the past. Because of its location, it should be teeming with plant life. Additionally, because it’s near a massive water source, I presume the water funnels beneath the mountain, which means more plant life to discover. Plants mean food and when the beasts are scarce, it’s our only source of nutrition. To me, it was foolish not to study.

      But, like usual, I was denied.

      It’s not safe.

      To Breccan, nothing is safe. For such a large, fearsome mort, he certainly fears more than the entire faction combined. If he knew I went here on a blind mission with no assistance, I’m not sure what he’d do.

      It doesn’t matter what he does when he finds out because it was necessary. There wasn’t time for discussion. No moments to waste considering alternatives.

      Stella and Henry are in trouble.

      The Kevins have arrived and the explosions behind me have been plentiful. Thankfully, any time I glance back to see if my home still stands, I see more Kevin ships falling from the sky. Oz’s thermablaster is effective. They don’t need me.

      No, the two threatened by sabrevipes need me. And being needed is something I didn’t realize I’d been craving. Watching how the female aliens need their mates is almost too much to bear. I want to provide and care for someone.

      I run faster, ignoring the pain in my gut, as I approach the base of the mountain. Several plants growing nearby capture my gaze, but I don’t have time to inspect them. I prowl around the base of the mountain, seeking entry. When I hear a sabrevipe roaring from within, I follow the sound to an unnatural cut into the stone. I have my zonnoblaster ready as I creep inside the dark crevasse.

               Once inside, I turn on the light on my mask so I can see ahead. Several pawprints as large as my face are pressed into the red dust at my feet. As much as that unnerves me, I press on. Draven and Breccan may be fierce hunters, but we’re all born with claws and fangs. I can hold my own when I have to. Just because I prefer growing over killing doesn’t mean I didn’t receive the same training as the rest of the morts.

               I weave my way through tunnels, blindly following the sounds of the beasts. If it weren’t for their roaring, one could easily get lost inside the maze of tunnels. It makes me somewhat thankful for the sabrevipes making so much rekking noise. I feel like without it, I’d never find my way to Stella and Henry. Booms continue to shake the earth. Every so often, dust crumbles from the ceiling or a boulder crashes. It’s not safe, but I don’t have a choice.

               I have to save them.

               An hour flies by as I travel through the complicated tunnel system—a system I’ve wanted to explore but haven’t yet been able to because of Breccan’s rules. If I had the time to leave a trail, I would, but my current mission is to find them. Getting back out will be a different one that I’ll deal with at that point.

               Claws screeching across metal have me slowing to a stop. I cock my nog to listen for sounds of Stella and Henry. My heart clenches inside my chest when I hear nothing. If I walk in on the beasts feeding on their battered bodies, I’m not sure I can come back from such a sight. I’d probably let the rekking things eat me at that point because I’d never be able to sleep after seeing something like that.

               “Mama!”

               The voice—tiny and terrified—is followed by more roars and screeching of metal. Those beasts are trying to get to them. I race toward the sound, following a sharp bend in the cave. When I round the corner, my blood runs cold.

               Three.

               There are three massive sabrevipes. Two are pacing hungrily while a third is on its hind legs, digging its giant claws into the metal. Given enough time, it’ll tear right through the metal and devour those two.

               “Hey,” I call out, raising my zonnoblaster. “Over here.”

               The two pacing beasts snap their ugly nogs up and snarl at me, but the clawer is relentless, undeterred from his attempt to get inside. I fire off my zonnoblaster, aiming at the face of the one running straight at me.

               The beast howls as the blast blows off half its face and it crashes into the cave wall. The other one charges, a bone-chilling scream ripping from its lungs. Another shot of my zonnoblaster misses when it dodges at the last second. I slam my body against the wall and the sabrevipe pounces on the ground I was just standing. Whipping around, I fire into its side, but it doesn’t stop it. The beast charges at me again. This time, I manage to get the creature right in the face. Its skull explodes, splattering radioactive guts all over me. I’m thankful for my protective gear.

               Swiping the blood off my face mask, I go after the third creature.

               It’s gone.

               I scan the dark tunnel beyond the room, but I can’t see or hear anything. Once I’m certain I’ve scared it off, I rush over to the door.

               “Stella,” I bark out, peering through the face-sized hole in the metal the sabrevipe managed to tear through. “Stella! Are you hurt?”

               I can’t see her or Henry.

               I’m too late.

               “Rekk!” I curse.

               “Monster!” a tiny voice squeaks.

               “Shh, baby, shh.”

               “The monster is gone,” I call out. “Let me in so I can make sure you’re both okay.” I pull on the door that’s clearly locked. “Now, Stella.”

               “He’s gonna get me!” The mortling starts to sob. “I scared, Mama!”

               “You’re safe, baby. Mama’ll protect you.”

               “They’re dead,” I assure them. “Let me in.”

               “No.”

               I search the space, looking for wherever they’re hiding so I can see her face. What does she mean, no?

               “You called for help,” I grind out.

               “And you helped,” she snips. “You can leave now.”

               Unbelievable.

               “Look, alien, I’m not going to hurt you—”

               “You’re the alien!” she snaps back. “Leave me and my son alone. In case you forgot, you have fangs and claws too!”

               She thinks I would hurt them?

               “I’m not a Kevin,” I say in my calmest tone despite the anger swelling up inside me. “I won’t hurt you. I can help you. I can find food and give you shelter.”

               “Sounds like a trap.”

               “Show yourself, female,” I growl, no longer amused by her games.

               A tiny mortling peeks around the corner, blond hair swooshing as she aims a miniature weapon at me. “Leave or I’ll shoot you!” Not a mortling. A human female. I’ve never seen one so small before.

               And beautiful. Wide blue eyes on such a small face. Puffy, pink lips that seem swollen. Unlike the other females, her body doesn’t carry any soft curves. She’s too thin, something I recognize from malnutrition. Because of Breccan holding out on us when we were short on food, I watched many of the morts, including myself, lose muscle mass. She’s worse than Hadrian looked all those revolutions ago.

               Weak.

               Small.

               Seemingly weightless.

               A sharp gust of wind would send her tumbling across the earth like a yannaweed.

               But, aside from the frail body, there’s fire in her eyes. Strength from within. Something that burns hot and can’t be extinguished. Her eyes remind me of the zelfyre we found growing on the outside of the Facility once. A plant that spread quickly, covering large surfaces in just one solar. It grew blue flowers that spat out a substance that could disintegrate zutametal and burn through zu-gear. It took actual fire to destroy the plant, and even then, it still shows up from time to time with a vengeance, threatening to burn holes in the Facility that protects us.

               “I said leave,” she hisses, baring her blunt, fangless teeth at me, her weapon never moving from being pointed at my face.

               Small yet deadly indeed.

               “I didn’t run all the way here while my home was being attacked to rescue an ungrateful alien!”

               “You did, though,” she throws back. “And you’re the alien, remember? Now run back because we don’t want your kind here.”

               I don’t want to scare her, but she’s infuriating.

               “Listen here, zelfyre, you’re going to open this door and—”

               ROARRRR!

               Spinning around, I face off with the beast that most certainly did not run away. Henry starts sobbing again. The sabrevipe snarls, pacing back and forth as it sizes me up. Its attention keeps darting to the hole it made in the metal where Henry cries.

               “Stella, keep him quiet. Hide. Get behind something!”

               The creature charges and I aim, ready to blast it.

               Click.

               No!

               My weapon doesn’t fire. I don’t have time to run or pull out a different zonnoblaster from my belt because the massive beast pounces on me. Its weight crushes me, knocking the breath from me. I see each of its sharp teeth as it opens its mouth, clamping down around my face. Because I’m wearing my mask, it grabs that instead, crushing it as it rips it away. I’m exposed to the elements, but it doesn’t matter now. I’m going to The Eternals and soon.

               Henry screams for his mother and it steals the creature’s attention.

               “No!” I bellow. “Forget them! You have me!”

               The sabrevipe howls again, swiping its giant paw across my chest. Claws dig into the zu-gear, shredding through the rubbery material. I suck in a sharp breath when its claws puncture my flesh across my chest, tearing through it too. The pain is intense, but right now, I need to distract it.

               I manage to grab my magknife and shove it into its side. The creature snarls, but it’s not enough to do real damage, only to keep its attention focused on me.

               They need to hide. She needs to keep him quiet.

               Metal screeches and I hope it means they’re getting someplace safe. The sabrevipe charges for the door. Blinking past the pain, I grab my useless zonnoblaster and throw it at the beast.

               “Leave them alone! You can eat me, you empty nog mortarekker!”

               With another growl, the creature turns and rushes me again. Its giant body crushes me beneath its weight. It opens its mouth, ready to bite my nog off, but I manage to push my claws into its breast, using all my strength to keep its sharp teeth from sinking into me.

               So close.

               I can smell its dank breath and its saliva drips all over my face. Even in this terror-filled moment, I wonder what sort of diseases it’s passing to me.

               Claws dig into my shoulder as the sabrevipe attempts to draw me closer to its mouth. The pain is so intense, I feel myself blacking out.

               I’m not ready to die yet. There’s still so much I want to do. Find a mate, for one. We received all those females to choose from and since Quinn didn’t want me as a mate, I had hope another one would.

               I close my eyes, trying to imagine that life, even for a brief glimpse. I try to recall what the females looked like, but none stand out. The only one I see in my mind is the little one named Stella with the big blue eyes. Her puffy lips on mine. My giant hands on her small hips as she rides my cock. Her stomach filled out and swollen with my mortling growing inside.

               The creature snaps its teeth closer than before, dragging me from my fantasy.

               Of all the ways I thought I’d leave for The Eternals, this is the worst version I ever considered.

               I hope it’ll be quick.

               But most of all, I hope my imagined mate and her mortling made their escape.
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      “Mama! I scared!” Henry screams above the growls coming from the other side of the mangled door.

      I pull him close to my chest and cover his ears with my hands. “It’s going to be okay,” I say, more to myself than to him. “It’s going to be okay.”

      It isn’t.

      I can’t lie to myself about that, much as I want to.

      The monster who saved us is going to die for it.

      Can I live with that?

      I thought I could.

      I’ve learned I can do a lot of terrible, horrible things when faced with no way out. Can I let this man—er, alien—die for me? Will I?

      The cacophony of sound assaults my ears. The monster’s screams. The beast’s roars and hisses. Henry’s wailing. The shuddering impacts of explosions from above. It drowns out my thoughts and with it, my fears.

      I’m so afraid all the time. So afraid if I stop running, stop worrying about our next move that whatever is out there chasing us will catch me off guard and I’ll lose the most important thing in the world to me. Does that mean I have the right to let innocent people, however freakish they may be, die for us? Is that a line I’m willing to cross?

      Henry cries out when my arms vise around him, only making his tears fall harder. He’s the most important thing in the world to me. What if I do try to save the monster and fail? I could kill us all in the process for no reason. What if I let him die and one day Henry realizes what a terrible thing it was in a long, long list of terrible things I’ve done?

      Could he live with knowing his mother was capable of such things? Would he turn out to be the same?

      I growl, frustrated with myself. In one quick movement, I lift Henry into my arms and move to the bedroom. I sit him on the bed and lock the door behind me. His cries follow me back to the broken door, but I can't hesitate, or I'll change my mind. He'll be safe there for now. I hope.

      The metal door is wedged tightly from the damage. I don't even know if I'll be able to get it open. It would be my luck that my one act of kindness would be my last. The damage from the monsters has also left deep furrows with deep edges in the frame. Sharp metal slashes my fingers as I attempt to pull the door open. I hear a masculine cry from the other side, and I don't know if it's because he’s warning me or because the animal is killing him. Fear slices into me as deeply as the metal.

      My hands are no match for the door, but I don't have time to waste. I look around the office and grab the metal rod I’d used to bar the door, wedging it between the frame and the door, hoping the lever will allow me to pry it open. My muscles cry out in protest as I lean all my weight against the bar. The metal groans and at first I'm not able to make much progress. It feels hopeless. But I can’t give up. Little by little, I'm able to wedge the lever in more, widening the gap. Through the opening, I can see the beast attacking one of those aliens.

      I think his name was Galen.

      Naming him makes it feel so much worse.

      It makes him feel real instead of monstrous. Instead of a nightmare.

      It makes him almost human.

      My determination renewed, I throw myself against the bar once more and finally the door comes open with a protesting scrape of metal on metal. The scent of blood meets my nose, causing me to gag. Bile rises to the back of my throat. I don't have time to be sick. Galen has no time. The beast is gnawing on Galen's arm. I can see bone through the blood and torn flesh.

      Seeing them both makes me want to throw up what little food I've managed to keep down. It's like something out of a horror movie. There weren’t a lot of movies on Earth II. Only the few the government had saved from before they’d abandoned this planet. I never liked horror movies. They never ended well and so much about life is already horrific. I hope what I’m about to do won't make me as dumb as some people in those movies. But I have a feeling it will.

      Running is always better than fighting.

      There's a god-awful screech as the door scrapes against the frame when I push it open. I pause for a second, hoping the beast didn’t hear me. My heart thumps audibly in my ears. The seconds stretch into what feels like years. The beast continues gnawing on Galen's arm. It doesn't seem to have noticed me. Or maybe the scent of blood is so strong it's consumed by the hunt.

      I don't know if that's better because it may decide it wants to hunt me.

      While it's distracted, I slip through the pitiful door that’s taken a lot of abuse today. Hopefully, it'll close when it's time for us to return. Especially if there are more of those things out there listening. Stalking. Starving.

      I creep out into the corridor, petrified to my core. The musky scent of feral animal fills my nose. Galen's gasps of pain make me cringe as I move forward. I never wanted to hurt him. I only wanted him to save us. Selfish, yes. But so much of survival is selfish. I’d be willing to do anything, sacrifice anyone, if it meant Henry would be safe. I’ve failed him in many ways. I won’t fail him now.

      With the metal rod heavy in my hand, I try to be as silent as possible. Inside the bunker, I can hear Henry's cries from the other side of the door. It makes me want to run back to him, but I know I only have one shot. Either I kill this thing, or we’re all dead.

      When I'm close enough, I raise the rod above my head. One good hit. That's all I need. If I can disable the creature while it is distracted, I can get us back inside the bunker. Or at least I hope I can. I don't know how injured Galen is because there's so much blood. It's hard to see anything underneath all the crimson.

      At the last second, Galen's bloodshot eyes crack open. They widen momentarily before fluttering. Comprehension dawns and he shakes his head weakly. His mouth opens and closes like he's trying to tell me something, but I have no time to figure out what it is.

      The great beast’s nose sniffles in recognition. He can scent me. His massive head lifts and those wild eyes meet mine. Fear nearly consumes me. My arms lock. My breath catches. I want to run. I think about it. I could run back to the bunker and close myself inside, and Henry and I would be safe.

      Galen seems to read my thoughts. He doesn't say anything and he's not moving, but there's a gleam in his eyes that is something like approval. Why would he want me to leave him?

      It's this that has me bringing down the rod, crashing it into the beast's head. It gargles in the back of its throat like a scream it's unable to let out. While it is disconcerted, I hit it again and then again. And again. Blood seeps from its head. Its great, big chest still rises and falls with breath, but its eyes are closed. For now, we're safe. At least until it wakes up.

      “Come on,” I urge as I pull at his uninjured arm. “We have to get out of here before it wakes up or another one comes back.”

      I don't know if he hears me, but he doesn't protest as I help him get to his feet. He stumbles a little, which makes me think one of his legs may be injured after all, but I don't have time to look at it and I wouldn't know how to fix it anyway. I hope I didn't save him for him to die of an infection.

      It's only when I reach the door that I realize I still have the metal rod in my hand. It’s as though the past few minutes have lasted a century. I manage to get Galen inside and lay him on the ground, where he slips into unconsciousness. Heaving a deep breath of relief, I turn back to the door.

      Before I can do anything, another explosion shakes the bunker. It brings me to my knees, scraping them and bruising my hands. When I look up, I see it has also woken the beast. The great bulking weight of it shifts in the inky shadows in front of me. It's all my nightmares come to life. With the rod in one hand, I use the other to pull the door shut. It closes but only nearly. There's still a good six-inch gap where it's been bent and forced open.

      Growls fill the cavernous depths beyond the door. If I was scared before, it's nothing compared to the new fear that overtakes me. Not only is the beast hungry, but now it's pissed off and injured. It'll do anything to get to us on the other side where we are, of that I have no doubt.

      With a strength I didn't know I possessed, I manage to get the gap down to three inches. But it's still not good enough. That thing could put its claws or its teeth around the edge and rip the door right off its hinges. It's too powerful. I have to do something else.

      Remembering the weapons stored in the bunker, I go to them before it's too late. Not knowing what I'm doing really or what will happen, I load what I think is a round into the weapon and cock it. I slip it through the gap where the beast is gnawing at the metal door, trying to get it open. I close my eyes and pull the trigger.

      The blast knocks me off my feet again, but this time I fall on my ass. The blast is punctuated by a sharp growl, then a gurgle, and then nothing. The weight of the beast collapses to the ground. I stumble to my feet and hurry to the door. I can't see much on the other side but from what I can see it's not moving. It's not breathing, period.

      I killed it.

      We’re safe.

      At least we're safe from the beasts.

      I don't know if we're safe from this monstrous alien.

      I don't know what it will want from us. I can only hope I didn't save us from one bad situation only to put us into a worse one.

      When I can think again, the sound of Henry's crying and sobbing and screaming breaks through my fear. My breath catches, and I run to the door of the bedroom. I fling it open and Henry barrels into me. My arms go around him automatically as I press my face into his hair, murmuring nonsensical soothing words.

      “What happened?” Henry asks, still crying.

      “It's okay, we are safe. You're okay.” I don't know if I'm saying this to him or to myself. Either way, it makes him stop crying and it makes me stop shivering.

      “Is the monster gone?” Henry asks.

      I brush his hair away from his face and look deeply into his warm brown eyes. “Yes, baby, the monster is gone. Everything is going to be okay. Are you okay? Were you hurt?” I run my hands and gaze over his body, looking for injuries, but find none.

      “No, Mama. I'm not hurt.”

      There's a groan from the main room in the bunker. Our heads turn to it in unison.

      “What’s that?” Henry asks.

      I push him behind me and take a steadying breath. “That's the... man who rescued us. He's hurt really bad. I'm going to try to help him and I need you to stay in here. Do you understand?”

      “Is he a bad man?”

      I pause before answering truthfully, “I don't know, but I’m going to find out.” I leave with one last reiteration that he should stay in the bedroom. I shut the door behind me and face Galen, who looks moments away from death.

      I don't know if I should be relieved or dismayed.

      What I do know is I'm not as afraid of him as I thought I would be.
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      A fresh wave of pain has me groaning. I’m disoriented and confused, overwhelmed by the fiery burns on my chest and arm. When I hear a whimper, I focus on the sound and desperately try to block out the maddening pain.

      “Why is he bleeding, Mama?”

      His voice is so small sounding. It reminds me of Hadrian when he was little.

      “The scary beast bit him,” Stella answers in a soft tone I haven’t heard from her yet.

      I crack my eyes open, searching for them. Looking and listening for them is better than the alterative: focusing on the pain. I’d seen a glimpse of her a couple of times, but never this close. Nearby, Stella sits on her knees on the floor while the mortling clings to her, his cheeks red and streaked with tears.

      “Are…” I wince when another crash of pain hits me, forcing my eyes closed. “Are we secure?”

      “Yes.” Stella pauses. “I’m not a doctor. I don’t know that I can help you.”

      “You already did.” I try to lift my nog to look at my chest, but it’s too difficult. Instead, I turn my nog to inspect the damage to my arm. Rekk. It looks bad and is bleeding profusely. “We need to staunch the bleeding.”

      My vision blurs and everything turns black.

      I rouse to someone putting water to my lips. I’m too weak to open my eyes, so I accept the water as I try to assess my injuries. There’s pressure on my arm now, which gives me relief.

      “I wasn’t sure if you could swallow a pill, but I crushed some pain relievers in your water. Drink all of it.”

      I manage to gulp it down before exhaustion drags me down into its abyss once more.
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        * * *

      

               “Bite us?”

               I blink away the darkness and lock eyes on Henry’s brown eyes. “Hmm?”

               “Shawp teeth.” He points at my mouth. “You a monster too?”

               “No,” I rasp out. “I’m just a mort. Not much different than you. Where’s your mother?”

               “She went night night.”

               I glance past him to find her propped against the wall, her nog still turned in my direction as though she were watching me, but her mouth is parted and her eyes are closed.

               “You’re Henry, right?”

               His nog nods in an overexaggerated way.

               “I’m Galen.” I smile at him but then grimace in pain.

               “Gawen.”

               I tear my stare from him to notice the bandage on my arm. It’s been crudely wrapped and blood seeps through. While I’m thankful she stopped the bleeding, I will need to clean it and heal it. Thank rekk I thought to bring my pack, though I don’t know where it is at the moment.

               “Do you help your mother a lot?” I ask, wincing as I attempt to sit up.

               “I too little.”

               He’s a tiny version of his mother—same sun-yellow hair, fair skin, and pouty lips—but he has brown eyes instead of blue.

               “Even little ones can help out.” I sweep my gaze over the space, looking for my pack. “Are you good at finding things?”

               He smiles at me, excitement flickering in his gaze. “I always find Mama when we play.”

               “Sounds like you are good at finding things then. Do you think you can help me find something?”

               “Yes!” He bounces to his feet, eager to assist.

               “When I came here, before the sabrevipes tried to eat me, I had a pack with me. If you can find it, I have a treat for you.”

               “A tweat?”

               “Absolutely. Don’t go out that door, though. If you look out and see it, I’ll need to get it myself.”

               I close my eyes as he starts rummaging through the small room in cabinets. Eventually, I hear him grunting, so I take a peek.

               The mortling is adorable as he tries to lug my pack that’s twice as heavy as him. His face turns red and he makes exaggerated expressions as he drags it my way.

               “Thank you, little one,” I say as I reach for the pack, dragging it closer to me.

               He squawks, landing on his rump, and points at my hand. “Scary.”

               It’s a natural response for me to let my claws come out when grabbing for something. I retract them and give him a gentle smile.

               “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you,” I assure him.

               He maintains his distance but watches me with unguarded interest as I root around in my pack. I find a microbot injector and depress it into my shoulder of my good arm. As the microbots begin their work, I fish out some electrolyte tablets and manage a few sips from my water. The mortling inches closer and closer, his brown eyes wide with awe. He scratches at his arm and then his neck.

               “Boo-boo all better?” He cocks his nog at me, as if trying to understand.

               “They’re pretty nasty wounds, so it might take a couple of solars to fully heal, but I’ll get there.”

               His small hand reaches forward and touches my chest, where the microbots are already healing the flesh. I frown at the temperature of his hand on me. Too warm.

               “Do you feel all right, little one?”

               “My tummy hurts. I don’t want to frow up again.”

               I skim my eyes over to Stella. She’s still asleep. It makes me wonder if she’s ill too. If they have The Rades, they’ll certainly perish without proper treatment. I’ll need to keep watch to see if they worsen.

               Unless I get it too…

               Rather than worrying about what I can’t control, I focus on the mortling. I dig around in my pack until I find him a pouch of goldenroot candies. They’re sweet, so the humans usually enjoy them, but they’re also good for nausea, hence another reason why the pregnant females favor them.

               “Want to try a goldenroot candy?” I offer him the pouch.

               He takes it from me and plucks one out. His brown eyes squint as he inspects it. Then he sniffs it before licking it. When he deems it safe, he puts the whole thing in his mouth.

               “Mmm,” he says, grinning, scratching his stomach. “Mama can have one too?”

               “Of course.”

               I close my eyes for a moment, overcome from fatigue that my battle with the sabrevipes caused. I’m not out very long when the mortling pokes my arm.

               “Gawen?”

               “Hmm?” I crack my eyes open.

               “I scared.”

               My spine straightens and I turn my nog to the battered door, listening for sounds. In the distance, I can hear booms from the Kevin attack. With each one, the earth rumbles.

               “Come sit by me,” I tell him since his mother clearly crashed from exhaustion. “I won’t hurt you.”

               With the goldenroot candies in hand, he scoots until he’s close. The little one wriggles a lot, searching for a comfortable position against me. My still healing chest smarts in pain, making me grimace. I bite back a sound and wrap an arm around him to pull him close.

               “If you get sleepy, you have to spit out the goldenroot candy, okay?”

               He nods. “I not sleepy like Mama.”

               Each time a boom hits, he trembles and I pat him gently, trying to soothe him. He crunches on the candy happily and scratches his stomach over his shirt. Of all my creations, I’m most thankful for the goldenroot candy. I never imagined it’d comfort a little one. One solar, I’ll give my own little ones candies I create. The thought warms me.

               “I itchy, Gawen.”

               I’d noticed him scratching. Though sores are common with The Rades, it’s more of a mindless clawing when those pop up, not general itchiness. Regardless, I’m worried about the little one. Even if it isn’t The Rades, it’s something.

               Breccan would have already locked himself in a decontamination chamber. Always so worried about the world beyond the Facility’s doors.

               I’m not Breccan, though.

               If I’m exposed, so be it. It doesn’t change the fact Henry is ill in some way and it’s my duty as the male here to care for him.

               “Let’s see, little one,” I urge. “Let me take a look.”

               He lifts his shirt to reveal red circles all over his stomach. It reminds me of a time when Hadrian was small and got bit by a tiny flying creature. He was feverish and had a rash and nausea. I try to think about what else happened.

               After a few solars, he grew worse and worse and began having trouble breathing. The microbots weren’t programmed to treat what was wrong with him since it was a new creature we’d never seen before. I wasn’t quite as old as Breccan and Avrell at the time, but I remember Avrell treating him with a paste.

               What was the paste made of?

               Histaberramine.

               I grow the purple berries in my lab, among hundreds of other species of plants used for medicinal purposes. I’m not exactly in any shape to get to my lab, though, with the Kevins upon us. However, histaberramine grows in caves near a water source, both of which are in this location.

               As soon as my body heals some and regains strength, I’ll go hunt for the plant. Hopefully, not too much time has passed for him.

               “Henry? Were you bitten or stung by anything? Like something small?”

               He pushes up the sleeve of his shirt to reveal a welt on his arm. “Mama says a bee got me.”

               I’m not sure what a bee is, but this gives me relief that it’s not The Rades but also a niggling worry because of how Hadrian’s progressed over several solars.

               “When did this happen?”

               He shrugs. “I dunno. Before we got in the caves, I think.”

               “It’s okay, little one,” I assure him. “As soon as I’m feeling up to it, I’ll find something to help with the itching.”

               As he crunches on more candy, I let my gaze drift to Stella. When she’s sleeping, she seems so delicate, like the mortling beside me, not at all the fierce mother protecting her boy like earlier. Her blue eyes were flaming with determination. Pride trickles through me as I remember her that way. Sure, it had been frustrating when she didn’t let me into the room, leaving me to square off with the sabrevipes, but I understand why she did it. If there was even a chance one of those beasts could have gotten inside, I wouldn’t have wanted to take that chance either. Somehow, she managed to get little Henry all the way from the prison to the Facility and kept them alive the entire time. Though she’s small, she is indeed brave, resilient, and persistent.

               Henry is lucky to have her as a mother.

               It makes me wonder about his father. Did he perish? Was he a rotten Kevin? Another prisoner? As much as I want to ask him, something holds me back. I’ll ask Stella when she wakes, perhaps when Henry is sleeping.

               “Why did you and your mother leave the prison?” I ask Henry.

               “Mama is scared of the monsters.” He twists in my arms so his nog is tilted my way, his big brown eyes pinning me. “I scared of the monsters too.”

               His blond hair hangs in his face. I can’t help but rake my fingers through it to smooth it down. He’s adorable. Reminds me of the mortlings back at the Facility. There was a time I’d never thought I’d ever see a mortling again, but then the humans arrived. As they found their mates, they brought more and more of them into our desolate world. They’re all half mort and half human, so seeing a full human mortling is really something to behold.

               A dark thought passes over me.

               Will he grow to be a horrible Kevin one day?

               Absolutely not. I won’t allow it. Stella and I will make sure of it.

               I nearly scoff at that thought. Stella barely let me into the room when the beasts were trying to eat me alive. She sure as rekk isn’t going to let me into her heart.

               And I won’t be the fool again.

               I made that mistake once already with Quinn. Professed my adoration for her, hoping she would choose me for a mate instead of Oz. Unfortunately, I was never even an option. She’d chosen him long before.

               Stella won’t choose me either.

               No one will.

               As soon as I come to terms with that fact, it’ll make my life go much easier. I’m not here to mate and have a family. I’m here to grow food and provide for my people.

               Then why were you so quick to run away at the first chance you got?

               I’m trying to answer that question inside my mind when heat burns through my body as if someone has the power to light me on fire with just one look. Dragging my eyes to the source of the fiery intensity, I lock onto Stella’s blue-eyed stare.

               Protective. Furious. Brave. Beautiful.

               Words tumble past her plump pink lips, soft in tone but sharp in delivery. “Let go of my son, you monster.”
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      Fear more potent than I’ve ever experienced has me frozen where I lie, watching the alien with his hands on my son. This is what I was worried about when they came to the prison. It's all my fears realized. I knew there would be a day when I couldn’t be there, and Henry would be vulnerable. I thought leaving would protect my son, but maybe I had delivered him into the hands of something worse than the atrocities of man.

      The alien looks every bit a beast. Blood sheens his skin, making him look even more grisly. It’s so grotesque when added to his pale white skin, pointed ears, black eyes, and fanged teeth, I want to shrink away. But still…Even with the gore, I can see why the other women were attracted to the aliens. There’s a wild, animal magnetism about them. Tamed beasts. A fact only emphasized by the deep gouge-like scratches from the—whatever those were that he fought off. The hand he has on Henry is massive, spanning over the entire length of one of Henry’s arms. He's so big compared to my little boy. So strong.

      Strong enough to protect—or harm.

      “Take your hands off him,” I say through gritted teeth, trying not to let him see my body tremble. He saved us, but I don’t dare hope he’ll do the same thing twice. There has to be an ulterior motive. There always is.

      I want to close my eyes against the memories, but I don't dare look away. I'm afraid any moment he'll turn. That's what they do. They’re nice to you until they get what they want and then they stab you in the back. I don't think that's aliens alone.

      Humans have the capacity for evil too.

      Like Henry's father. Like my parents.

      Even the thought of them summons an acrid taste to the back of my throat. Unbidden, the memory of the day my life was forever changed wells inside my mind, blotting out the present.

       

      Everything on Earth II is a transaction. You pay in blood. You pay in food. You pay in slavery. You pay in sex.

      If it can be used, it can be sold.

      My parents got hip to the system real quick when they realized they were going to starve to death. Being that they didn’t want to work themselves to the bone, were dirt poor, and were weak-willed to boot, they offered up the only thing they had to the first group of soldiers that darkened our door.

      Me.

      I should have been surprised it took them all of a year to think of it once I came of age and left school and the stipends from the government dried up, but some stupid, naive part of me still held out hope that they’d love me. That hope died when they shoved me out the door and my pleading fell on deaf ears. Too shocked to cry, I could only stumble as I fell into the clammy hold of my new jailers. My ears rang and I tried to focus, but malnourishment and exhaustion dulled my senses. An alarm clanged inside me, but I was too weak to fight and the arms around me, though on the scrawny side, were vital with the energy of a regular diet.

      “The food?” the man I’d called Father prompted.

      “Hey!” said the guy with a vise-like grip on my arm. His breath washed over me in foul waves. Hygiene wasn’t high up on the list of priorities for men like him these days. “Give the guy his rations.” He glanced back down at me, then smirked. “Make it double. This pretty girl is going to fetch a mint.”

      I thought I’d known enough of terror to understand all of its nuances. But the vision of my parents standing in the doorway as two soldiers gripped my arms and dragged me away was enough to teach me different. I’d grown up under the careful tutelage of monsters. I’d been beaten, starved, demeaned, and forgotten. It only served me right to be reminded that for every facet of evil I know, there are many more I’ve yet to see. After all, if I can’t trust my own parents, who can I trust?

      The couple I was saddled with my entire life were no longer focused on me. Instead, they watched with greedy eyes as a third soldier hefted two boxes that clattered noisily as they threw them on our rickety porch. My mother fell to her knees and began sifting through the contents with barely restrained glee. My stomach growled loud enough for my captors to snigger as she pulled out jars of genetically modified food so realistic, you could forget it was grown in a lab. Containers of peas, green beans, and tomatoes. Packages of dried prunes and beef jerky. It would have been enough for me to stretch into weeks, but I doubted their bounty would last them through the night. It would serve them right if they got rid of me only to realize they’d gambled away their only salvation.

      “Don’t worry, sweetness,” said the soldier with the bad breath. “There’ll be plenty enough to eat where you’re goin’.”

      “If they don’t eat you first,” the other added.

      They both shared a look and then sniggered to themselves. Hardy-fucking-har. Comedians, both of them. I knew where they were planning to take me.

      To the prison.

      Exilium.

      It may as well be a death sentence.

      We reached the end of the alleyway, but I’d stopped fighting them a couple minutes prior. I hadn’t eaten in what felt like eons and I needed to conserve my strength if I was going to survive. And I would, I resolved. If only to come back and spit on my parents’ corpses, I would survive.

      I had to.

      The two holding my arms hefted me up into the back seat of an old spacecar. I wedged myself between boxes and boxes of scavenged canned goods and non-perishables, too hungry to worry about what my fate may be. They chattered amongst themselves as they chained me to a metal loop and I learned the one with bad breath was named John and the other two Matt and Evan. I thought they may be related, but I wasn’t sure. They wore the same matching uniform, so it made telling them apart almost impossible.

      Evan tossed me a box of cracker snacks and a bottle of water and said, “Eat that. Don’t need you passing out before we get you to the ship. Gonna be a long trip for you.” Evan was the only one who’d actually look at me, but that didn’t mean anything. I’d heard stories of Earth II soldiers and what they’d do to their prisoners.

      I didn’t need to ask what he meant by “the ship”. I’d worry about that later. Right now, my aching stomach was at the top of my priorities. Maybe if I put something in it, I’d be able to ignore how sick I was with fear and figure out my next move.

       

      “Come on, Stella,” the soft, seductive voice urges me. I try to ignore it like I’ve been ignoring it since they locked me on this ship, but it’s hard. I’m so scared. So alone. None of the other prisoners are awake yet. Just me. There are still three years until I get to the prison and it’s only me and one of the guards awake. He said it was because he was lonely—like me. But how am I supposed to believe him after he was willing to buy me like chattel?

      I shove him away, and then immediately regret it. What if he isn’t as nice as he pretends to be? I’m alone with him. He could hurt me. Or throw me out of the airlock to die instantly in the vacuum of space. “Leave me alone. I told you to put me back into cryosleep like the rest of the women. You’re not supposed to wake me until we get to the prison.”

      Prison. Even the thought of it sends fear streaking through me. I’ll never see my parents again—not that it’s such a hardship. They didn’t care about me. No one did. But I’m still leaving the only home I’ve ever known, journeying to a world that’s more dangerous than the one I’ve left.

      All I want is somewhere I’ll be safe. Someone I can trust so I don’t have to be alone all the time.

      Maybe, maybe I can trust him. Maybe he means it when he says he’ll protect me, rescue me when we get to the prison. I want to believe him so badly. Besides, I don’t have any other options. This man who says such sweet things is my only chance at survival.

      His firm hands caress me gently. The other guards on the ship were brutal and demanding when they herded us into the pods where we were to be put into comas for the duration of the trip. But he’s never been like that with me. He’s kind and patient. Gentle. The other prisoners on the ship will understand when they wake up. I didn’t have a choice.

      His following words soothe away my worries. Or maybe, I convince myself they do. Fear is a powerful motivator and ignorance is bliss. “We're going to rescue them, too. I promise. But we can't do anything until we get to the prison. Besides, we deserve some alone time together before it happens. We probably won't have any after. That’s why I woke you early. I couldn’t wait to have you until we got there. Trust me, Stella. I’ll do anything to protect you. You have to know that.”

      Evan’s touch turns needy, his hands roving over my body in the darkness. I'm afraid to enjoy it, but I do, despite the fear. I enjoy it even though I know there are others in the cells around me. I enjoy it even though I've seen what the guards can do to the other prisoners. I've been a prisoner, too, for a long time. Long enough that the life I lived before my sentence feels like it belonged to someone else.

      “You promise you will save them, too?” My head drops back as his mouth finds my neck and my voice sounds breathy and wanton even to my own ears.

      “I promise.” The words are said against the skin of my neck.

      Because I want desperately to believe them, I do.

      And just as desperately, I don’t want to be alone anymore.

       

      With those words lingering in my ear, my gaze hardens on the alien. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the metal bar I’d use to open the door. If all else fails, I’ll kill him if I have to. My fingers twitch against my side. I won’t ever be taken advantage of again.

      Not by a man and not by a monster.

      “I’m not going to hurt him, Stella—or you. I promise.” His voice is calm and soothing, like he is talking to a wild animal.

      Like I’m the monster.

      Maybe part of me is.

      I promise. But I remember another man who so easily twisted his words, so I don’t back down. “Then do what I say.”

      He releases his hold on Henry, who doesn't seem to notice the tension around him. Henry still possesses the innocence of a child. For as long as possible, I hope that stays true.

      The alien holds his hands up in submission. I nearly snort. Yeah, right. “I was merely looking at the rash,” he says calmly. “Is he allergic to anything?”

      “Allergic? What happened?” Henry crosses the distance between us, happily babbling and playing with empty bottles he’s crashing into each other like cars. I lift his shirt to see the splotch marks underneath. I’d been so concerned about getting us here and fed, I’d nearly forgotten about the sting he sustained before we got to the tunnels. My heart trips in my chest. There’s no telling what the insects on this planet could have injected him with. He must be so uncomfortable. I should have thought to look for medicine for these, though I was more concerned about the fever at the time. Thinking back, my heart dips. I don’t think there were any allergy tablets with the other medications.

      “I know where we can find some histaberramine plants that will help. If he got stung again, the reaction might not be so mild. It would be smart to keep some on hand. I can help you prepare them.”

      I consider for a moment, then say, “Fine, alien. Tell me where we can find it and then you can go.” It comes out rougher than I intend, but dammit I’m tired of being cornered with men as my only hope.

      He scoffs. “I won't be leaving you here to be eaten by sabrevipes or worse. I can take you to them. And you can call me Galen.”

      Before he's even finished speaking, I'm shaking my head. “We're not going anywhere with you, alien. I told you after you helped us, you would have to leave. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but we’re fine now. We don’t need you anymore.”

      This seems to take him aback. He swallows hard, looking away for a moment before his gaze returns to me. “And after I help you, I will leave, if that’s what you want.” His tone is implacable. “Your females will never forgive me if I abandon you with your child still ill. Let me do this for you, for Henry.”

      I won’t hear a word of it. If I have to go with him, it’ll be on my terms. “No, your assistance won't be needed any further.”

      A growl reverberates in his chest. Am I hearing things are his bones popping of their own accord? He swells up to his full height, towering over me and Henry. When he speaks, I get glimpses of his glistening fangs and remember, this man isn’t a man at all. “Female, are you trying to get yourself killed? Those weren't the only beasts in these tunnels who’d take a bite out of you. Those weren't the only threat. There's a war going on or didn't you notice?” As though to punctuate his words, a loud boom comes again from around us.

      I think of the other women and hesitate. They’ve done so much for me, protecting Henry from the cruel guards, even if he was the son of an evil soldier. I don't know what they’ve gotten themselves into, but from the sound of it, things aren't going well. A battle between self-preservation and compassion rages inside me. The same battle I thought of when deciding to leave the prison. The same battle that had me running like a coward.

      “They'll understand,” I say with resolve I don’t really feel. It wouldn’t be the first time I let them down and I have to put Henry first.

      “They are worried about you.” He winces in pain as he settles back against the wall, closing his eyes. “Trust me.”

      Trust me. I'd heard those words before. Whispered in the dark, in a honeyed voice. I had trusted them and look where it got me. Because of my weakness, Henry was born into this world. It's my fault he's here on this planet. It's my fault he faces danger every day. I'll spend my life trying to atone for his.

      “Then what are you doing here with me? Why aren't you out there with them? If they're in such danger, shouldn't you be helping them?” I spit out the words like I want to spit out the guilt he’s making me feel. Why can’t he just leave us alone? I don’t need a hero when I’m determined to be my own.

      If it were possible, his pale skin turns even more ashen. His full lips pull into a frown. “I was helping them until you hailed me on the comms. We don't leave anyone behind.”

      Henry tugs on my shirt and presses his face into my side. “Mama be nice. Gawen was nice. He saved us.”

      I pull Henry close to me and let out a breath. “You can stay until the morning, but after that, I think you should go. We can take care of ourselves. Your people need you more.”

      He doesn't seem to accept my words, but he is so exhausted he acquiesces for now. “Fine. We’ll discuss it more in the morning.”

      No, we won’t, but I gather Henry up in my arms and without turning my back to Galen, I retreat to the bedroom, grabbing some snacks for Henry along the way. Maybe we can get rid of him while he's asleep. I don't know how, but I'll figure something out. I have to.

      After locking the door behind us and settling on the bed, I'm asleep with Henry curled next to me in seconds.
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      "We can't keep doing this."

      “It’ll be okay. Trust me, Stella. I’ve got everything under control.”

      I want to trust him, so I let him convince me to spend the morning in his barracks room. There isn’t much privacy because the other guards’ pods are located next to Evan’s room. There isn’t even a door, so through the entry, I can see all the other soldiers, asleep, but somehow still threatening.

      “I know you do and I do, but why can’t we just take the ship and go somewhere else? Somewhere safe.”

      Evan pauses, his body going still next to mine. “You don’t trust me, do you? I’m risking everything for you.”

      Shame washes over me. “No, I know that. Really. You’ve been so kind to me. But we’re passing the new colonies. We could go there instead. I’ve heard there are a lot of Earth II defectors who—”

      “The colonies aren’t safe for anyone, let alone women. You think they’ll be kind to a nice piece like you?”

      A twisting feeling writhes in my gut. “It was just a thought.”

      “You leave the thinking to me. Besides, we’ve got lots of time. Let’s just enjoy it while we can.” Then he’s kissing me and I let him because he’s right. We’ve got lots of time.

      He’ll tell me his plan when the time is right.

      I just have to trust him.

       

      I come awake slowly. At first, I enjoy the sensation of drifting. Of peace. It’s so rare that I relax fully, for the first time…maybe ever. But gradually I begin to notice details. Strong arms around me. The scent of verbena and earth. The deep, steady voice of a male. I should be afraid. I don't trust men. But for some reason, I'm not.

      That's what brings me fully awake. The lack of fear.

      I crack my eyes open, and it's an effort. I didn't realize how tired I was. Fear and adrenaline had sapped all my energy. Now, I feel hungover. Or what I would imagine being hungover to feel like. My muscles ache. I can feel my bones throbbing deep beneath my skin. The exhaustion is so overwhelming, it almost swamps out the fear.

      Almost.

      “What are the caverns like?” I hear Henry ask cheerfully.

      Caverns?

      It’s the thought of Henry that pulls me the rest of the way out of my stupor. My head pivots wildly around, looking for the source of his voice. I find him through the dim light in the tunnel next to me.

      My gaze goes to Galen, who is holding me, carrying me even though he's wounded, and I don't weigh next to nothing. I struggle to get out of his arms, but his grip around me tightens. Goodness, he’s strong. So strong, I bet he could snap me in half if he really wanted to. I don’t like that. I don’t. Then why do I feel a shiver of pleasure coursing through my blood like molten lava? He could hurt me, but those big arms could also protect me. Like he had with the sabrevipes. With arms that big, he could protect us from almost anything.

      “Unless you want me to drop you on that fine rump, you better stop struggling.” There’s a quick flash of a grin and in another second it’s gone. So fast, I’m not certain I even saw it. A grin on that face should cool any lava to rock, but instead, I want to make him do it again.

      What the fuck did he do to me?

      Anger. Anger is easier to deal with than all these…feelings. I growl. “Unless you want me to tear you a new one, you better put me down.”

      “Tear me a new what?” he asks, his expression curious. It shouldn’t make me want to laugh, but it does.

      Scowling, I order, “Galen, please put me down,” to stifle the urge.

      To my surprise, he does, and says, “All you needed to do was ask nicely.”

      Instead of rising to the bait, I turn to Henry, who is smiling brightly. “Are you okay, honey?”

      Seemingly oblivious to the tension between Galen and me, Henry says, “We're going to get the flowers.”

      I send a questioning look at Galen, who lifts a shoulder. “We’re nearly to the caverns. We may as well get the histaberramine plants to cure his rash. We’ll be there within the hour.”

      I'm so relaxed from a good night's sleep and a full meal, I can't find it in me to argue. Yet. And we're already almost there. I'll just get rid of him after. Except that's what I said before and he’s still here. Much like Henry’s rash.

      “What's in these caverns?” I ask as we begin walking again.

      Galen winces and presses a hand to his wound, but keeps a steady pace with me. I want to ask him how he’s feeling, but I shouldn’t. I can’t afford to get close to him. Vulnerability makes me stupid and weak. “One of the other morts has been here and, according to him, there’s a water source, swimmers, and plants. From his description, one of those plants is the one we'll need.”

      Despite my pep talk, I can’t help myself and the words fall from my lips no matter how much I try to stop them. “How do you know this?”

      He grins and my throat goes dry. I thought a pretty man could be tempting…Evan was nothing compared to fangs and claws. “I study plants. If anyone would know, it's me.”

      What was he saying? I clear my throat. “Plants, huh? That's not what I would have guessed.”

      He gives me a curious glance. “What would you have guessed? A soldier, right? A big mort like me can’t possibly be good for anything but violence.”

      I lift a shoulder, feeling ashamed even though I don't think I should. “I don't know. I guess so. It certainly seemed like it when the other aliens showed up at the prison.”

      Lyric and Willow may have been okay with the hulking giants who infiltrated the prison, but I wasn’t about to stick around and see what they had planned for us. Soldiers. I know exactly what kind of horrors they’re capable of.

      “There aren't many of us left and if I had to describe us, it would be family. We were just doing what it took to survive.” He sends me a pointed look that I can decipher even in the dark. “I'm sure you'll understand.”

      I'm quiet for a moment because I do understand. It makes me uncomfortable to have something in common with him. I don't want to know him. I don't want to like him. Staying wary and angry is much easier.

      And safer.

      “You don’t understand anything about me,” I retort.

      “So you’re saying you didn’t risk everything for you and your mortling to survive?” His gaze bores into me like he can read my thoughts. It makes me want to run away from it and never come back.

      “What does it matter? Why do you care so much?” I don’t want him to know me, admire me. I want him to leave us alone.

      Henry skips ahead, happily exploring despite his fatigue and itchy skin. Galen’s eyes follow him, keeping him in his sights at all times, never letting him get into anything dangerous or allowing him to stray too far. He reminds me…of me.

      “Why do you automatically assume I wouldn’t care? Are you humans so thoughtless when it comes to their females?”

      I snort. He can’t know how accurate that is. “Everything in my experience has taught me you’ll hurt me for your own advantage the first chance you get. I’d rather be far, far away before you decide we’re not worth your time anymore.”

      Galen is silent for a long time. A miracle. He seems to think merely showing up will make him a hero in my eyes, but it’s not showing up that makes you a hero. It’s sticking around, surviving the hard parts, making the hard decisions. That’s a hero.

      He moves closer and lifts a hand to reach out to me, but changes his mind. It drops to his side and my eyes linger on it for longer than I’d like to admit. “What happened to you?”

      “The women from the prison haven’t told you?” My brows furrow. I would have thought they’d be angry and willing to disparage me at the first opportunity. The deserter. The runaway. They’d never given me any reason to doubt their friendship, but…c’mon. I slept with one of the guards. One of the men who gleefully captured, tortured, and abandoned them. Why wouldn’t they be angry with me?

      The caves are dark and the shadows inky black, but I’m almost certain he’s inched closer to me. I can feel the heat from him even though I can’t see him very well. “There hasn’t been much time for idle gossip with the Earth II attack imminent. Tell me. I want to know why you look at me with such hate in your eyes. Is it because I’m different than you? Because I look different?”

      This time, I’m silent. I stop Henry to feed him a snack and he soon grows sleepy and restless. We’ve been walking for I don’t even know how long, so I strap him onto my back using a long, thin piece of fabric I’d gotten from the bunker.

      “It’s not because of how you look,” I say finally. “Henry’s father, Evan, was a handsome man. Too handsome, maybe. He had a pretty face and prettier words. He told me he’d free us when we got to the prison. That he loved me and would keep me safe.” Galen’s attention is rapt on my face. “I believed every word.” I start walking again so I can talk without having to see his reaction. “It turns out promises mean nothing. Looks mean nothing. The only thing that matters is actions.”

      “What did he do to you?” Galen asks, his voice solemn.

      “When I told him I was pregnant, he didn’t care. He’d had his fun with me and he put me back in cryo. Everything he’d ever said to me was a lie. I woke up in a cell at the prison six months pregnant. I gave birth there all alone. Evan went back to Earth II without ever seeing me or Henry again. We spent the next three years in that awful prison as more shipments of women prisoners showed up over time. Evan never returned to save us or any of the women as he promised. I didn’t matter to him. We didn’t matter to him. I didn’t matter to my parents who sold me to pay their debts and for extra rations of food. Everyone wants something, Galen. It’s only a matter of time until I figure out what you want from me, too.”

      “I am sorry to hear this, zelfyre,” Galen says.

      Rehashing the memories has made me edgy. I shouldn’t have said anything. “Save it.”

      “I mean it. I’m sorry you have been treated so terribly. I understand now why you would run. Good things scare you.” He seems so confident in his words, so certain.

      When the meaning behind them sinks in, it surprises me so much, I stop and stare at him. “What?”

      He doesn’t seem to notice my astonishment. “The women at the prison. When they revolted and took it over, you didn’t trust you and Henry would be safe there. When the other morts came to rescue Lyric and the others with a plan to cure The Rades, you didn’t trust they would or could. And now, when I tell you I will save you and your son, you don’t trust me. But I will change this.” He nods his head as though to punctuate the statement.

      He must be crazy. Maybe he got hit on the head during that attack. “I think you may have misunderstood me.”

      Galen starts walking again, his stride sure and confident now. “I don’t misunderstand. I understand greatly. You need me to prove I will make a good mate for you. That I will be strong and trustworthy. I will prove myself worthy to be your mate, Stella. I won’t make you any promises. I will show you with every breath in my body that I mean to protect you and Henry.”

      “That’s not what I want.” I manage to run double time even with Henry’s weight bouncing on my back to catch up with Galen. “I don’t want a mate. I don’t need one.”

      He doesn’t hear a word I say. “That is where you’re wrong, my brilliant zelfyre. You need me more than you realize. But don’t worry. I will prove myself to you. I will always protect you and our mort.”

      Maybe the sabrevipes have venomous fangs and Galen is going nuts. All the more reason to get Henry the herbs or plants he needs and get away from him. Because this is crazy talk. The last thing I need is an alien mate.

      “Whatever you say,” I tell Galen, deciding not to argue.

      “Not whatever I say,” he replies and meets my eyes. The certainty behind them strikes a chord inside me, but I stifle it. Then he continues and I wish I could stop listening, “There won’t be any promises from me. Only actions. I will give you all the action you need.”

      I rub the throb beginning behind my eyes. “I don’t need any alien action, Galen.”

      “Sure you don’t,” is all he says.

      I throw my hands up. “I’m not going to argue with you. Let’s just get to the caverns.”

      He sighs like I’ve finally gotten with the program. “Yes, my mate. Arguing will solve nothing. The caverns are close. We will heal Henry and then I will take you back to the safety of the Faction. I can’t wait to introduce them to my new mate. Breccan will be pleased, I think. You’re even more fierce and resilient than Madam Commander.”

      I start smiling and then immediately frown. God, how gullible do I have to be to want to believe his silly dreams and promises to be my mate? Pretty freaking gullible because after everything I’ve been through, my heart still aches for it to be true.
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      “Shh,” I whisper, pausing mid-stride to have a listen. “Do you hear that?”

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      Henry angles his nog my way, his brown eyes wide. “Water!”

      Stella manages to grab his arm before he takes off in a sprint down the dark, narrow passageway. I sidestep her and start in the direction of the sound.

      “Stay back,” I warn her. “Let me make sure it’s safe first.”

      The woman doesn’t argue and wisely stays back. I creep down the dark crevasse, nearly getting stuck when the rock walls seem to compress at the end. My chest screams in pain when I turn sideways and shimmy through the crack. I take a deep, thankful breath when I make it through to the other side.

      I’m stunned by the beautiful, open cavern. An unfamiliar yellow plant grows up the rock walls, shimmering from the reflection of the giant, sparkling blue pool. Plants bearing fruit grow near the edges of the water where creatures swim below the surface. It’s cool in the cavern, but steam rises from the water, indicating its warmth. As soon as I see a histaberramine plant along one wall, near the mouth of another wider pathway, I let out a sigh of relief.

      This must be the cave Draven discovered once, long ago, while on a hunting mission. Turning around, I peek back into the crack to find two pairs of curious eyes staring back at me. I’d be annoyed by their not staying put like I told them to if it weren’t for the awe on their faces.

      “It’s safe,” I say, grinning at Stella. “Come, Henry.”

      He reaches his tiny arms through the space, not at all afraid of me. Stella, on the other hand, scrambles through the crack, eager to take him back. But, as soon as I set him on his feet, he starts to giggle, running in circles like this is the most exciting thing he’s ever seen. Stella’s blue eyes fill with tears as she watches her mortling.

      “The water should be safe,” I assure her. “I can see redfins. They don’t live in bodies of water where there are larger predators. They might be curious and swim close, but they don’t bite. Can you wash Henry so I can apply the histaberramine paste to his rash?”

      She nods, relief in her gaze. “Um, thank you for bringing us here.”

      “Keeping you and Henry safe is my promise, zelfyre.”

      Her soft, sweet stare quickly morphs into a hard one as her spine stiffens. Stella battles with trust and now I know why. I hope one solar she’ll learn I am a trustworthy mate.

      My mate.

      I’d said it—needed it to be true—and fully expected more of a fight at my proclamation. Instead, she merely seemed tired. Skeptical. It only stoked a fire inside of me to prove to her I can be a mate unlike her Kevin Evan was.

      Stella needs actions.

      I will act and act and act until I’ve shown her and Henry I’m not only capable of being a good, loving protector, but that they both can trust me completely.

      This feeling between the three of us is soothing to my soul. It’s as though I’m finally connected to a family of my own. Though Stella doesn’t believe it yet, it’s true. We’re meant to be together. Despite all odds, we were brought to the same place, at the same time.

      As I make my way over to a histaberramine bush, I imagine a life where Henry calls me Father and Stella warms my lips with hers. Images of her belly swollen with my child warm me from my nog to my toes. As much as I try to banish the thought from my mind, because I’ll need to not get ahead of myself, it seems to relentlessly take root, teasing and taunting me.

      One solar, it will be true.

      I know it in my bones.

      I would be the finest mate Stella could ever ask for. I’d protect her and Henry with my own life. I would teach Henry all there is to know about plants. My family would never hunger or worry or be sad. I would provide for them in all ways possible.

      Crouching in front of the plant, I begin plucking the berries off. I use one of the large leaves to wrap around the berries. Then, I mash them, keeping the crushed pulp and juices trapped inside. By the time I finish, Stella has Henry washed up and sitting on the edge of the pool.

      “You have it?” Her eyes flit to mine.

      I give her a nod as I squat next to them. “You need to rub it on the areas with rash present. Once it’s in his system, it should heal him and hopefully keep the fever away for good.”

      Relief floods through her, relaxing her body and earning me a sweet smile. “Thank you. I won’t forget this, even after we part ways.”

      Her comment has my stomach twisting in a violent way. I leave her to rub the paste on Henry while I investigate the yellow vegetation growing on the cave wall. It smells sweet like—

      “Lemons,” Stella says, her voice echoing in the cavern. “I knew the smell when we arrived, but I couldn’t place it.”

      “Lemons?”

      “Right. I almost forgot we’re on an alien planet.” She sighs and cautiously approaches, holding Henry’s hand. “Back on Earth II, we had fruit there called lemons. They were small and yellow. Tart. If you squeezed them, you could add a little sweetener and have lemonade.”

      I run my palm over the spongey yellow leaves. Nothing puffs out or smears over my skin. My nose doesn’t tickle and my hand doesn’t itch. I have a gut feeling it’s edible. I’m eager to get it back to my lab and take a closer look at it.

      “Back at my lab, I grow something called goldenroot. I use it to make a candy the human females enjoy.” I pluck out a patch of the spongey leaves, careful to grab the roots too. “They tell me it smells like butterscotch. Are you familiar?”

      When I turn my nog to look at her, she’s watching me with curiosity. It’s much better than the fierce expression. At least now, it feels as though she isn’t torn between wanting to run from me or stab me in the gut with a magknife.

      “Yes,” she murmurs. “On Earth II, I ate them if they were available, though candy was hard to come by where I lived.”

      “I would offer you some, but your son already claimed the ones I’d brought.”

      She frowns and studies me for a beat, but then Henry wiggles, stealing her attention.

      “Mama,” Henry mumbles. “I sweepy.”

      Alarm flashes in her blue eyes, but I calm her with a reassuring smile.

      “The candy doesn’t make you sleepy,” I assure her. “The histaberramine, though, is medicinal and has relaxing effects. He’ll probably sleep for a bit. Would you like for me to hold him?”

      She shakes her nog hard. “N-No. I can do it.”

      “Gawen,” Henry whines.

      I want to remind her I won’t hurt him, but every time I tell her, she doesn’t believe me anyway. I’m surprised when she lets out a resigned huff and gives me a clipped nod.

      Scooping up the small mortling, I rest his little nog on the top of my shoulder and keep him secure in my arm. Within seconds, he finds sleep. So as not to frighten Stella, I continue with our conversation as I collect more of the plant, stuffing them into a pouch at my waist.

      “Was candy rare on Earth II?” I ask, glancing at her.

      “For the poor, yes. Which I was.”

      Her brows furl as though she’s deep in thought. I wait patiently for her to let her noisy thoughts escape the confines of her nog.

      “Honestly, food in general was hard to come by.” She gnaws on her bottom lip. “I never want to deny Henry a thing. I want him to have everything I didn’t.”

      “The Facility is teeming with stores of food,” I tell her softly. “And if you allow me to, I’ll make sure you never go hungry.”

      Her expression softens, which makes my chest swell with pride.

      “If this specimen is safe, I can attempt to replicate your lemonade.” I smile at her. “Plants are great sources of nutrition. They can be healing too. Our doctor, Avrell, relies on me to aid in the creation of medicine and supplements.” We slowly walk along the wall to where a bush of pink flowers is blooming. When she reaches forward to touch it, I gently take her wrist and guide her away. “Careful. That’s kimberlily. It’s toxic and shoots out a paralytic if you touch its petals.”

      “Oh,” she gasps. “I won’t touch anything.”

      I chuckle. “Just ask me first. Most of what we’ve encountered is safe and something I’ve already seen aside from the lemonade leaves.”

      “Lemonade leaves?” An adorable tinkling laugh escapes her.

      “Can you think of something else we should call them?”

      “What if they taste like shit instead of lemons?” Her blond brow arches up.

      Because some of the females have unusual ways of describing things like mating and excreting fecal matter, I know what shit is.

      “If it tastes like shit, then we’ll put it in Hadrian’s dinner and see if he notices.” I wink at her. “Though Lyric seems the type to rip my nog off for upsetting her mate.”

      She stops, frowning. “Hadrian is one of the monst—er, one of you?”

      “A mort, yes. He’s the youngest male mort of our faction. Our commander sent him and Theron on a mission to Exilium to retrieve Willow. Her mother, Molly, has been searching for her.”

      Henry whimpers in his sleep. It feels natural to pat his back to soothe him. Stella’s sharp gaze tracks my movements, but she must deem the action acceptable because she doesn’t tell me to hand him back to her.

      “When they arrived, I was terrified,” she admits, her nog bowing as she looks down at her dirty shoes. “I thought they would hurt us. Hurt Henry.”

      The very idea of Hadrian hurting anyone is comical. He and Theron are the silliest morts I know, but harmless.

      Reaching forward with one finger, I nudge the bottom of her chin so her eyes will meet mine. “You were protecting your mortling. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, it’s quite admirable.”

      Her cheeks burn pink and a smile tugs at her lips. “I told him we were on an adventure like the stories I always told to him at bedtime.”

      “On Mortuus, the adventure never ends.” I walk over to a bush with long, green pods. “These are nutritious but sweet. You split them down the middle and eat the nodules inside. If you could get Henry to eat a handful of these each solar, his ability to resist illnesses would increase.”

      She plucks a few pods and shoves them into her pockets. “You know a lot about the plant life here. What about out there?”

      “What I don’t know, I study and learn. Like the lemonade leaves. I’ll find a use for them. All plant life has use, even if it’s only to provide the air we breathe.”

      “You know about the beasts too.” She shivers as though remembering the sabrevipes. “Those things were terrifying.”

      “While I enjoy learning of plants most, Breccan made sure that we all could do whatever it took to survive. I can fight, cook, build weapons, heal the sick, hunt, and much more.” I straighten, hoping she understands I could be a protective mate who could provide for our family. “And, one day, I hope to be a good father and mate.”

      Her eyes narrow. “I think it’s time we part ways—”

      “Shh,” I snarl, covering her mouth with my palm and crowding her against the cave wall.

      Wild, terrified eyes meet mine.

      “Something’s coming,” I whisper. “Take Henry. I need to investigate.”

      A mixture of worry and relief flashes over her features as I pass Henry to her. She hugs him to her and keeps her back pressed to the cave wall. I retrieve a magknife from my belt and prowl toward the larger opening in the cavern.

      Voices.

      I can hear them.

      At first, I think it’s Breccan or Draven, but as it grows nearer, dread consumes me.

      Turning on my heel, I rush back over to Stella. “Kevins. They’re close. We have to move. Now.”

      “W-What? What’s a Kevin?”

      “Human males,” I hiss, roughly dragging her over to the small crack. “Stella, take Henry and go.”

      Grabbing Henry from her arms, I motion for the crack. “I’ll pass him to you. Quickly.”

      She whimpers as she scrambles to shimmy through the crevasse. I’m just passing Henry to her when the voices echo loudly behind me.

      “Don’t move, alien,” a Kevin barks out, “or I’ll blast your fucking head off.”

      Turning my nog, I scowl to discover two Kevins aiming weapons our way. One poorly aimed shot could hit Henry or Stella.

      Rekk!

      “Ma’am,” the Kevin who appears to be the leader croons. “Come out. You’re safe now. We won’t let the alien hurt you.”

      Stella lets out a choked, terrified sound. She’s afraid of these Kevins. I can scent the fear that’s overpowering the lemonade leaves’ aroma. My instinct to protect flares through me, hot and wild. Each one of my sub-bones pops loudly and echoes in the cavern. I bare my double fangs at them.

      “Stay back,” I growl.

      “Holy shit,” a Kevin with red hair hollers. “He talks. Can I kill him, Nate?”

      Kevin Nate shakes his nog as an evil grin splits his face. “We’re not killing him, AJ. We’re going to use him to lure out the other monsters who have the other prisoners.” He slowly approaches. “Woman, climb your ass out of that crevasse if you value the child’s life.”

      Stella, to my horror, crawls back out and stands beside me. “Please,” she begs. “Don’t hurt my son.”

      “No one’s gonna hurt either of you,” Kevin Nate vows, though the deception in his dark eyes says otherwise. “You’re both coming with us. Come without resistance and no one gets hurt.”

      Stella’s nog turns toward me. “Do as they say, Galen. Please.”

      Everything in me begs to rip Kevin Nate’s face off, but his men could destroy the three of us in an instant if I tried.

      Against my better judgment, I hand Henry back to Stella. Kevin AJ pounces on her, dragging her and Henry away from me. My furious roar is deafening as I turn my aggression on Kevin Nate.

      “Hit him with the juice,” Kevin Nate orders, keeping his weapon pointed at my chest.

      A split second later, something pierces my arm. My knees buckle and the cave spins around me. I fall to a heap on the rock-hard floor, fading into unconsciousness as Stella’s sobs grow farther and farther away.
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      “Hurry the fuck up,” AJ says, his expression monstrous and cold. “This beast weighs a ton, and we have to get back to the ship.”

      “I told you we’d find one of them down there,” Nate replies, not rising to the bait. “They’re like worms, these aliens. Hiding in their tunnels underground. They need to be exterminated like the insects they are. When we’re done with the woman, we should go back. Maybe we can find more.”

      My heart stumbles along with my gait as Nate shoves me along the uneven dirt floor of the caves, Henry still in a drugged stupor in my arms. I try to hold it together, but my thoughts are wild and unfocused. Nothing since leaving the prison has gone to plan. My hopes of returning to the room I’d found have all but dwindled to nothing.

      There is no hope on this planet. No reprieve. When I saw the humans, I thought, even if only for a moment, that they were there to rescue us from this place. That maybe we could be saved.

      It was a stupid thought.

      I’ve been waiting for a long time for someone to rescue me and so far, the only one willing had been the one person I thought would hurt me.

      Galen. He’s hurt now and we’re all in danger.

      It’s all up to me. It’s time for me to save him.

      Nate pushes me along through the darkness, uncaring that Henry is heavy in my arms, that I’m exhausted and nearly dead on my feet. AJ looks back from time to time with a glint in his eyes that makes me want to curl up into myself and find a dark place to hide. Through the shadows, I try to see if Galen is waking up, but he’s out cold on the tarp they’re using to pull his weight. He bumps along the ground, completely unconscious. He’ll be no help to me now. As a reward for his kindness, he’ll no doubt be killed as soon as we reach the ship.

      Or worse.

      “Do you think the Cap will let us have a go at her when we’re done with the rest of them?” Nate asks with a slimy leer at me. Like he can read my mind.

      The rest of them.

      A cold weight settles in the bottom of my stomach. Not only for me, but for the women I’ve come to know. Who cared for me, as much as I let them—which wasn’t much if I’m being honest. It’s hard to let anyone care for you when you don’t let anyone get close enough.

      Then the rest of his words sink in. Have a go at her.

      They haven’t mentioned Henry. Which scares me more than the possibility of what they can do with me.

      What have I gotten us into?

      The questions, fears, and solutions rotate through my mind on an endless loop as they march us on a steady incline through the tunnels. Neither Galen nor Henry so much as stir the entire way up. The cold dread that maybe Galen won’t wake up terrifies me more than I want to admit.

      I’m about to wonder if they’re lost when a shaft of bright orange light cuts through the darkness. Squinting against it, I try to make out what we’re walking into. If it’s more of the Earth II soldiers, there’s no hope for any of us, but if not, then maybe we’ll have a chance.

      All we need is a chance.

      The cave tunnel widens and we step out into the light. My eyes burn at first, having a hard time adjusting after the dimness of the tunnels. Wincing, I allow Nate to push me along blindly for a few feet until I can see again and my heart drops at what greets my eyes.

      A giant ship hidden in the side of a towering mountain.

      Red dust swirls and grit bites into my eyes, but I can’t look away. In the sky above, there are dozens more zipping from horizon to horizon. So many…how in the world could the aliens survive? Hadn’t the blast that rocked the world around us wiped them out?

      Who could have survived something like that?

      “Where are you taking us?” I demand in a croaking voice.

      I find my feet unable or unwilling to move a step farther. Some deep, primal part of me knows that if we go in there, the chances of us coming out are slim to none. Henry and I have already been rescued once. There won’t be any other aliens to fight off these monsters. Galen was our only hope.

      It doesn’t escape my notice that the humans have now become the monsters. The thought haunts me as Nate and AJ herd us into the ship. When the doors close behind us, it’s with a finality I feel down in my very bones.

      With none too gentle shoves, they direct us down countless twists and turns until we finally reach a dank, cramped room that sends a chill down my spine. Prison cells, like the ones we’d been locked in on the ships that brought us to this planet. Like the prison itself before we stole it from the guards.

      “What about this one?” AJ grumbles. “Should we kill him now before he wakes up? He’s a big bastard.”

      There’s a quiet pause where I can’t read Nate’s expression in the gloom and my heart stumbles in the absence of an answer. Then, finally, he says, “No, not yet. He could know information about this planet we may find useful. But you can do the honors of interrogating him.”

      I harbor no illusions about their definition of “interrogate.”

      No matter which way I look at the situation, none of us are going to get out of it alive.
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      “I’m pregnant.”

      Evan doesn’t even look up from the control panel where he sits with his booted feet propped up.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I say a little louder, “Did you hear me? I’m pregnant.”

      “I thought they sterilized you before you were loaded on the ship?” His voice sounds different. Maybe he’s as scared as I feel. I inch around his chair so I can look at him. I’ll feel better about this whole mess when I can see his face. The face I’ve come to know and trust.

      I bite my lip, then say, “They said there was no time for our group. We had to leave quickly.”

      Even worse than Evan being upset is seeing no expression on his face whatsoever. It makes my breathing hitch in an unpleasant way. I want to beg him to hold me like he’s been doing these past few weeks. I feel so incredibly safe in his arms, despite the uncertainty of the future.

      Evan sighs heavily, then, finally, looks at me. “Well, that’s bad luck, pet. I’d hoped we’d get to play a lot longer than this. I won’t make the same mistake with the next one.”

      Fear lances into me and nausea twists my stomach. “Evan?”

      “We’ll have the little brat taken care of when we get to the prison. There are procedures that can handle it.” He’s almost talking to himself instead of me, which makes my bowels feel loose and watery. Gone is the man who made me such sweet, sincere promises. When he takes my arm, his hand is iron, bruising the delicate flesh beneath.

      “Now, come on. Don’t fight me. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You are hurting me. You’re scaring me, too. What’s going on?” I hate that my voice is so high-pitched. It hurts my ears to listen to myself beg.

      He shakes me until my teeth knock together. My eyes go wide. He’s never hurt me before. He’s always been kind and gentle. “Like I said. We’ll take care of it. I’ll put you back in cryosleep and when we get to the prison planet, they’ll take care of the little bastard.”

      I slap at his chest and my heart begins to thunder in my ears. “What are you talking about, Evan? I thought you said you loved me?” This isn’t the man I fell in love with. The one who promised to keep me safe and free the others when we got to Exilium. This person may as well be a stranger.

      We reach the room with all the pods where the rest of the women are in cryosleep, their faces smooth and calm, without worry. I almost envy them. Without answering, Evan inputs his code into the door and it glides open. Dragging me along behind him, he moves to my empty pod and begins pushing buttons.

      My chest constricts, making it hard to breathe. “You can’t. What about the baby? Won’t this hurt it?” I don’t know the answer to that question. I’ve never even heard of a pregnant woman being put into cryo. Would I give birth in the pod? Would the baby die? How could I have judged Evan so completely wrong? How could he be such a monster?

      Maybe I’m having a nightmare.

      The delicate bones in my wrist grind together underneath his grasp as I begin to struggle. Definitely not asleep.

      Evan shoves me kicking and screaming for all I’m worth into the pod. When I don’t go down easily, he cocks back his free arm and punches me square in the face. I go limp, my vision bursting into white. When my head clears of the ringing, it’s too late. It was enough time for him to close the pod with me inside it and activate the medication mist that will put me into a deep, deep artificially frozen sleep until we arrive at Exilium.

      My last thought is of the baby growing inside me and of how if we make it through this, I’ll do anything to protect them.

       

      “Come on, Stella, wake up. Listen to me. Can you hear me, zelfyre? Wake up.”

      Galen’s voice stirs me awake. I don’t know how long we’d been locked away in the holding cells, but it was long enough exhaustion and fear blanketed me in waves until I succumbed to a fretful, illusive sleep plagued by memories I’d much rather forget.

      “C’mon. I need you to open those big, beautiful eyes for me. We don’t have a lot of time. They could be back at any moment.”

      At his words, the memory of the two human men bursts into the forefront of my consciousness. I bolt upright, nearly knocking heads with Galen, who I find has been cradling me in his lap.

      My head swivels until I lay eyes on Henry, who is still fast asleep on the only cot in the cramped, dimly lit room. “Henry?” I ask.

      Without clarification from me, Galen says, “He’s fine. The medication will wear off soon, though. Listen to me, I have a plan.”

      Shaking the dregs of the nightmarish memory out of my head, I focus my attention on Galen. A dreadful sensation grips my insides, making me think I might be sick all over the floor. “What?” For a moment, I’m caught between the past and the present. Certain the past is about to repeat itself. Galen is going to leave me and Henry. He’s going to sacrifice me to the soldiers. Just like my parents. Just like Evan.

      Galen cups my face in his big hands and I tremble. I’ve been starting to trust him, to believe maybe he’s the hero I’ve been looking for all along. I’m not sure I can take it if he’s not.

      Then he speaks, “When the two of them come back to get us, I want you to take Henry and make a run for it.”

      I dislodge my parched tongue from the roof of my mouth. The relief I feel once his words sink in leaves me staggered. Awestruck. Then I fully comprehend his words. I gasp and cling to him. “What? No. I can’t do that. I won’t.”

      The weight of my head lists to the side and he cradles it in his hand. His touch…There is no lie in his touch. It tells me, You are safe. I will protect you. Always. I don’t know how I’m certain of that, but I am. He could have run, could have ripped his way through these soldiers in an instant. I know he could have. But he’s staying. He’s fighting.

      For us.

      He kisses me gently, sweetly. I surprise us both when I kiss him back. It’s brief, so fucking brief. I want to sink into him and his protective arms, but he pulls away too soon. I am bereft.

      “You have to. For your mortling, you have to.” He’s so close, his breath fans over my lips. I’m this close to begging him to think of another plan, to run away with us, when Henry stirs and my attention goes to him. I can’t leave Henry. I can’t risk Henry. “There is no other choice. If he dies, I die. I won’t let anything happen to him. You must do this for me. Please.”

      This alien. This monster. He cares more for my son than his own father did. That alone could make all the careful walls I’d built around my heart crumble into dust.

      I brush the tears from my face—I hadn’t even realized I was crying. I have to be strong. For both of them. For all of us. We have to make it through this to whatever forever is on the other side. “I don’t know how to get out of here. I don’t remember the way. Even if I managed to find my way out, I wouldn’t know where to go.”

      “You will find your way. You’re smarter than you think. You made it all the way from the prison nearly to the Facility. You’re the bravest alien I know, zelfyre. You can do this.”

      My heart lurches in my chest at hearing his endearment and how confident he is in my abilities to protect Henry. His faith in me emboldens me. He makes it seem like everything I do is through some valiant act of bravery and not out of necessity. So many of my decisions recently have been, because to choose another option would mean my death…or Henry’s. Not much of a choice and certainly no bravery involved. In fact, fear has been the driving motivator for as long as I can remember. “What are you going to do?”

      For once, I’m not thinking of just me and Henry. There’s something about Galen I can’t ignore. Something deep inside him that calls to me. His eyes aren’t deceptive like Evan’s, who used me and then threw me away when he was finished.

      Galen actually cares about our well-being.

      Hell, he ran—literally ran—his ass across a battlefield to come rescue us. No one, and I mean no one, has ever done anything so selfless for us before. It’s always been me protecting Henry. To think I found someone who wants to keep him safe just as much as I do almost feels too good to be true.

      Galen lifts a hand to my short-cropped hair and I’m shocked to find that I lean into his touch when he tangles his blunt claws into the lank strands. “I’m going to give you as much time as possible to escape.”

      Again, my heart squeezes in my chest. I’d been so prepared to hate this alien with everything in me, but he makes it impossible. He’s kind and brave. Sacrificing himself—again—for me and my son. Tears prickle at my eyes. I’ve been so mean to him. And now it’s too late. He’s going to die for us.

      “How?” I murmur, suddenly overcome with emotion.

      His claws gently scrape along my scalp. A thrill shoots down my spine and settles in my core. I can understand how easily the other women fell for these aliens. They’re efficient at breaking down barriers and wiggling their way inside.

      Is that what Galen is doing?

      Slipping through the cracks of my shattered heart and letting me feel something other than pain, terror, worry. Filling me with warmth and a tease of happiness—of a future.

      “You don’t worry about that,” he croons. “I’ve been listening, watching. The two Kevins are the only males on this ship. The others are in battle. But I don’t know for how long. Once you find the exit, you put this mountain range to your back and run. Run until you find the Facility. The morts there will help you. Promise me once you leave this ship, you’ll run and not look back.”

      That future of Henry having a good man to look up to and teach him about life fades away, leaving me cold and hollow. I don’t like the emptiness that takes up space in my chest at the thought of running from Galen and never seeing him again.

      Henry would be crushed. He already adores him.

      “I can’t leave you here.”

      He’ll die.

      He’s telling me he’ll sacrifice himself for us.

      After everything he’s already done, after how I’ve treated him, he’d be willing to do that for us. I can’t.

      I don’t want him to.

      I want him to stay with us. To see where this could go. Henry deserves normalcy and love. Could Galen offer that to us? I think he could, and a selfish part of me aches for it.

      “I’m not asking you to,” he rumbles. “You’ll do this for me, or we’ll all die.”

      My hands find one of his and I take it in both of mine. The skin is softer than I’d thought, warmer and almost human. His eyes flicker down to where I hold it tight, a sense of longing pulsating from him, one that I feel as well in every cell of my body. “There has to be another way.”

      His dark gaze meets mine again. “I’ve been turning it over and over in my nog and there is no other way. You will do this for me. For Henry.”

      At the sound of his name, my sweet boy begins to stir, and my protests die in my throat. For Henry. If I don’t do as Galen asks, we’ll die here for sure, but maybe, if we can find a way out, we can have a chance to survive.

      “I—”

      Again, the words die in my throat and through a vision blurred with tears, I lurch forward and cover his lips once again with my own. We have only a moment where our breaths intermingle, where his hands clamp down on my biceps, and then we part, breathing heavily.

      Before he can say anything, there are footsteps in the hall. My heart leaps into my throat. Henry sits up on the cot and blinks owlishly.

      For a moment, Galen’s eyes fill with misery as boundless as the skies and then it’s gone. His fingers tug at my hair one last time. Then the two men are in the hallway, their vicious sneers nearly identically horrific.

      “Henry, come here,” I say, shocked to find my voice calm, steady.

      Without protest, he comes to my side more swiftly than I imagine possible, given his previously drugged state. He presses close to me, trembling a little, but still ever so brave. I take his hand firmly in mine.

      Galen rises in front of us, protecting us. Always protecting us. How is it possible to find someone who could be the right person for you only to have them ripped away moments after that realization?

      “You stay back from the door, you hear me? Stay back!” Nate shouts.

      Galen doesn’t move an inch.

      AJ prods that stick through the bars threateningly. Before he can discharge the weapon and just as Nate opens the door, Galen grabs AJ’s stick and gives it a firm yank. I scream in fear, certain he’ll be shocked again, but he’s too fast this time. A roar of fury erupts from his chest and the one holding the stick comes crashing into the bars with a sickening crunch.

      In a flash, Galen is charging through the now open door, slamming it into AJ’s face, and shoves him backward. AJ stumbles back and falls to his ass. Galen is on him in a second, pummeling his massive fist into AJ’s face.

      Henry is screaming. I think I’m crying, but all it takes is one backward glance from Galen to spur me into motion. Partially from fear, partially from panic, I scramble over the unconscious man and past Galen into a narrow hallway.

      Behind me, Galen’s cries of rage erupt again as Nate comes to and jumps on Galen’s back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            GALEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain thunders in my nog, making me crash face first to the floor. The hallway echoes from my fall. Before I can rise to my feet again, another slam to the nog makes everything spin and blackness eat at my vision.

      It’s okay.

      This was the plan.

      Distract the Kevins so Stella and Henry could make a run for it. If getting beat to The Eternals by a monster Kevin is their chance for escape, I’ll gladly take the beating.

      “Run,” I roar, my voice reverberating off the walls.

      I try and shield my nog from the whacks this mortarekker is delivering, but he’s relentless. I swipe at the Kevin, claws bared, with my good hand. I rip through the material of his suit, tearing across his flesh too.

      The Kevin stumbles back, skittering away from me. I bare my double fangs at him, hissing in warning. At first, I think he’s running, but as soon as he picks up a zonnoblaster on the ground beside his deceased shipmate, I realize I was foolish in letting him get away.

      I close my eyes, waiting for the inevitable.

      Flashes of a future I want so badly I can nearly taste flip by in my mind. Stella and Henry. More mortlings. Me showing Henry different plants and how to grow his own greenhouse. Stella, no longer malnourished, but meat on her bones from good nutrition. A permanent smile affixed on both their faces.

      No more pain or fear.

      Just happiness.

      The blast is deafening. It echoes so loudly, it makes my teeth rattle. I wait for the pain—wait for it to rip through my chest or knock my nog off my shoulders. I cling desperately to thoughts of Stella and Henry, selfishly wanting to take them, even if only by memory, with me into The Eternals forever.

      The pain doesn’t come.

      A small hand touches my hair while a slightly larger one takes my uninjured hand.

      “He’s hurt,” Henry says, his voice sad and teary.

      “I know, baby, but we’re going to get him fixed up. Right, Galen? You’re going to be okay. Wake up.” She shakes me hard enough, pain rips through my nog and makes me aware of plenty of new bruises.

      Breathing heavily through my nostrils and gritting my teeth, I open my eyes to find the two people I want so badly to build a life with crouched beside me.

      “The Kevins…”

      “You killed one and I, uh, I got the other.”

      “Mama protected you,” Henry explains, his cute face scrunched in concern. “All safe, Gawen.” He pats me gently on the nog.

      I’m overwhelmed by their kindness and tears prickle my eyes. Is this what it feels like to have a loving, caring mate? Knowing they’ll be by your side no matter what?

      “You were supposed to leave,” I chide, though I’m pleased they didn’t.

      “Then who would have saved you?” Stella asks, her brow arching. “You’re welcome, alien.”

      A chuckle rumbles through me. “It really is cute you think I’m the alien here.”

      She shakes her head, but her lips are curled in amusement. “Get up. We need to get out of here.”

      “I’m enjoying the view,” I say with a grin.

      “Well, I’m not.” She makes an annoyed face at me. “Get up, big guy. I’m not carrying you.”

      I’m still dizzy from the smacks to the nog, but I eventually manage to get to my feet. Stella frowns hard, assessing me through narrowed eyes before picking up the zonnoblaster she’d found and points it down the hallway.

      “Let me lead,” I grunt, attempting to shoulder past her.

      Her glare is scathing. “No. You’re in no position to lead. Stay with Henry behind me. I’ll shoot anything that moves.”

      Pride surges through me. My mate—rekk, she’s not my mate, but I’ve claimed her anyhow—is fierce and formidable. She might be small, but nothing will stop her.  Not a trek across a deserted, harsh, barely inhabitable planet filled with disease and ravenous beasts, nor a ship full of Kevins. Nothing will get in her way when protecting those she loves.

      My chest aches with longing.

      One day, could I fall into that category?

      We reach the doors that lead to the exit. Outside, red dust is swirling, making it hard to see. When it does clear, though briefly, I catch a glimpse of several ships, Kevins by the hundreds spilling out.

      “We can’t go out there,” I state, releasing Henry’s little hand to rest my palm on her shoulder. “Too many.”

      “What do we do then?” she asks in a soft voice. “I can’t kill that many with this little gun.”

      “Barricade the door,” I instruct. “Then I’ll try to make contact on their comms. See if we can’t somehow break through to the Facility.”

      “Take Henry up there with you. I’ve got this.”

      She starts to turn away, but I capture her delicate jaw in my grip. I tilt her nog back so I can look down at her pretty face.

      “Galen,” she murmurs. “We don’t have time for this.”

      If not now, when?

      “For what?” I ask in my most innocent voice.

      She rolls her eyes. “Kissing.”

      Dipping down, I nip at her pouty bottom lip before slanting my mouth over hers. A small groan escapes her when my forked tongue slides over her rounded one. Her sweetness is addictive, but I keep it chaste. After pulling back, I grin at her.

      “Always time for kissing, zelfyre.”

      Her cheeks are pink and her lips remain parted. So beautiful. I give her a wink before scooping Henry up, blinking away another wave of dizziness. He squeals delightfully, hugging me. I’m filled with such happiness, I almost wonder if this is a dream or if I did die and this is my version of The Eternals.

      Whatever it is, I don’t want it to end.

      I make my way to the ship’s helm and set Henry down in the co-captain’s chair. Once I’ve sat in the captain’s seat, I begin messing with the comms, trying to find a channel that doesn’t have Kevins blabbing on. I can tell Henry is dying to push some buttons, so I teach him how to switch through different stations. I’m about to flip through one when I hear something familiar. Or someone.

      “Avrell?”

      “Galen?”

      A bark of a laugh escapes me, loud enough Henry jolts in surprise. I run my fingers through the silky blond strands on his nog to reassure him everything’s fine.

      “Are you in a Kevin ship?” I ask in confusion.

      “Earth II men. Not Kevins,” Avrell states. “And yes.”

      “We’ve kill—ended the two on this ship and barricaded the others out,” I explain, “but not sure for how long. We may need a rescue. Are you hunkered down as well? Have you been able to make contact with the Facility?”

      “We’re not hunkered down. I’m flying it,” Avrell says in a smug tone.

      “No rekking way.” I let out a whistle. “You can fly a Kevin ship? Wait until Theron gets wind of this.”

      “Not a Kevin ship,” Avrell growls. “Earth II men.”

      “Okayyyy.”

      “Listen, we found a boy,” he murmurs. “One of their captives.”

      I glance over at Henry, pain lancing through my heart at the thought of anyone holding him captive. “Is the mortling okay?”

      “He’s fine. His name is…Kevin.”

      I gape at the comms, wondering if I heard that correctly. A boy named Kevin? How strange. How terrible for the little mortling. Avrell mistakes my silence for disproval because he lets out an angry growl.

      “He’s not evil, Galen. He’s rekking not. And I won’t have anyone using his name as though he is.”

      The ferocity with which he makes this statement is thunderous. Heard loud and clear, Doc.

      “Understood. Habits are hard to break, but I’ll make an effort to do better,” I vow. “So you’re flying, eh?”

      “Rekk, yeah. Been trying to get to the Facility, but the place is crawling with human men. I have to get inside, though. Galen, I…”

      “You what?”

      “I’ve discovered a cure.”

      “For The Rades?” I ask in astonishment.

      “It’s the key to unlocking everything we know. Without us being prisoners in the Facility, the whole planet is at our fingertips.”

      A cure.

      He found a cure.

      It’s a good rekking thing, too, because I’ve been exposed to the outside elements. So have Stella and Henry.

      But he has a cure.

      Does this mean we can finally explore all the lands around us without fear of existence-ending sickness? My mind whirls with the possibilities of discovering new plants we can use for all sorts of things. Me and Henry can go on big adventures, locating all of them. And Stella, since she’s so good at naming them, can come with us. Our family will be useful and important to our faction. My purpose will be realized and I’ll have companions.

      “We need to get rid of those Kev—er—human men,” I say, excitement in my voice. I’m eager to get rid of these monsters and move on to happier times with Stella and Henry. “How do you suggest we go about doing that?”

      Avrell sighs as though he doesn’t like the answer about to come from his mouth. “If you can create a diversion from the west, I’ll come in hot east. All we need is a pathway into the Facility. We’ll have to move fast, but once we’re inside, we can get everyone down into the bunker. No matter how much they try and blast, they won’t get inside. We just have to beat them there.”

      Nerves creep down my spine, tickling my sub-bones along the way. It seems risky to send the delicate females on his ship and the little Kevin out in the middle of a fiery battle, but we’ve got no choice.

      Another boom makes the entire ship shake. Rock crumbles thunk on the window of the ship. Since it’s parked right in front of the mountain, I don’t know what’s going on beyond it, only what Avrell tells me. But from the sound of the explosions, it’s chaotic and dangerous.

      “A diversion. Got it, Doc. And then how will we get there?”

      “You’ll have to be creative and quick. Figure it out on the fly.”

      Nothing about this sounds easy, but I’ll be gods-rekking-damned if I let anything happen to Stella and Henry. We’ll figure it out. We have thus far. Me and my little team of three.

      “Buckle up, little alien,” I say to Henry. “We’re about to go for a ride.”

      Henry giggles and claps his hands together. Stella appears, walking over to Henry’s chair. She picks him up and settles in the chair, pulling him tight against her. As soon as she buckles both of them in, she gives me a worried look.

      I reach over and take her small hand in mine, squeezing it gently. “I’m going to keep you safe, mate.”

      Rather than wincing at the word, she nods. She believes me and trusts me to take care of them.

      “All right, Av,” I say as I yank on my safety belt and click the latch into place. “Tell me how to fly this thing.”         

      Admittedly, piloting is more Theron’s thing than mine. I’d rather push my claws into soft soil, digging for roots, than zip across the horizon in a ship. But being a part of our Faction means being able to perform in all areas when called to.

      There’s no bigger call than this.

      “It’s just like the Mayvina,” Avrell says, “except for a few buttons.”

      “Are you going to tell me what those buttons are?” I ask, skimming my gaze over the many blinking lights on the dashboard.

      “He doesn’t know what those buttons do,” Zoe grumbles. “We don’t touch those buttons.”

      I shoot Stella a sidelong glance. This distraction unnerves me, but it’s necessary. We’re wholly outnumbered by the Kevins. Our people need to be in one location so we’ll have better chances of surviving.

      As Avrell barks out some instructions, I begin pushing the buttons I think I know what they’ll do. The engines roar to life and the entire ship vibrates. Henry giggles with excitement. My heart rumbles at the sound and it feels much like this ship—ready to burst into the air and fly home.

      Stella and Henry are my home.

      I’ve never been so sure about anything in all my life.

      Pulling back on a sleek lever, the ship sways slightly from side to side as we begin to hover off the ground. My stomach twists and turns. The anxiety at keeping these two safe is overwhelming.

      “If you can fly north and shoot at whatever you can, it should distract them long enough for me to get our ship to the dock at the Facility. All we need are a few minutes.” Avrell’s tone is somber. “It’s dangerous, but you’re in a position to keep eyes off our ship until we can safely disembark all these people.”

      I pull on the lever again, making us rise up, up, up until we’re just below the cap of the mountaintop, still hidden. “Which button makes this thing go fast?”

      “The green one,” Avrell states. “Thank you for this, Galen. I owe you.”

      “We’re a family,” I grunt out. “We do what we can for each other.” I shoot Stella and Henry a smile. “Family sticks together, even during the hard times.”

      Stella’s eyes sheen with tears and she reaches over to touch my arm. Her delicate fingers brushing over my minnasuit send warmth curling through my body.

      “Be careful,” Zoe bites out. “We can’t lose anyone else. See you on the other side, guys.”

      I give them a clipped nod. “On your mark, Av.”

      “Three. Two. One. Go!!!”

      I yank down on the lever, shooting us high into the air. The sky is littered with ships, including a massive mother ship, and I can’t tell which one is Avrell. When lights flash from one of the ships, I realize it’s a signal from him. I find a joystick with a red trigger and squeeze.

      Rat-a-tat-tat-tat!

      Blue lasers shoot from our ship, piercing a nearby ship. A fiery-red explosion bursts in front of us and I’m forced to veer sharply to the right. Stella and Henry are quiet, or perhaps the firepower is much louder, because I don’t hear anything but the lasers and explosions.

      Zipping hard left and then right, I do my best to outmaneuver the other ships and keep the focus on me. I’m unable to see if Avrell made it or not, but I can’t stop to look. I have to believe this is working.

      It doesn’t take long for the soldiers to realize their “side” is shooting at them and the attack is brought back to us. My heart is in my throat as I push the lever down and to the right, cutting through black clouds of explosion smoke and darting past other ships.

      Please let us live.

      We can’t have gone this far for nothing.

      I see the Facility through the glass windshield and a crazed laugh bursts out of me to see one of the ships down at the dock. Tiny figures are darting from the ship to the Facility.

      They’re almost safely inside.

      Almost.

      Just a few more minutes.

      Henry screams when I yank on the lever again, shooting us high into the air. My stomach flops and clenches. After we make it out of this, I’m never climbing on a ship again.

      My plan is to wait until the last of them are in the Facility and then I’ll dock beside their ship. With just the three of us, we can make it there if we run.

      This has to work.

      It will work.

      “Get ready,” I grit out. “When we land, we need to be out and running. There’s no time, zelfyre. Only precious seconds. Do you trust me?”

      Her hand finds my free one. “Y-Yes. I trust you, Galen.”

      Those words fill me with all the fiery hope I need to complete this mission. I fire at several more ships, dipping and darting with such finesse Theron will never believe me when I recount this moment. We’re heading closer to the Facility, our target in sight.

      I know what I need to do.

      We’ll survive this. We have to. Before I can overthink, I do what must be done.

      Stella’s piercing cry, as we barrel toward the largest ship, is a punch to the heart. She trusts me, though.  

               I won’t let her down.

      “Brace for impact!” I roar, my voice hoarse with fear and apprehension.

      This could work…or we’ll all be killed in an instant.

      Boom!

      Everything turns black.
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      My head hurts.

      I can’t see.

      That’s all I know.

      Surely the sensation of pain means I’m not dead. I test out the theory and attempt to move, but I’m pinned. Paralyzed? Too disoriented to feel panic, I set that aside.

      Where are we?

      Thinking hurts, so I drift back into unconsciousness for a while, letting the ebb and flow of darkness and weariness cradle me. Gradually, or maybe only seconds have passed, I’m not sure, I become aware of a sense of urgency pounding through my blood.

      Did I forget something? I can’t be certain. My thoughts feel like raindrops on searing asphalt. Gone too quick to make any lasting impact.

      The last thing I remember, Galen was flying the ship out to…what? It’s blank after Henry and I buckled in. I attempt to call out to either of them, but my throat is too dry, and my tongue feels like a lead weight in my mouth. Great. Can’t see, move, or talk, but at least I’m alive.

      I think.

      Moments pass and I begin to discern a sound in all the blackness. One that sends alarm shooting through me, causing me to jerk and writhe against whatever is pinning me down. The sound grows louder over the buzzing in my ears.

      It’s crying.

      Henry.

      The panic inside me grows, fed by the sound of my son’s distress. It galvanizes me enough that I can crack open one eyelid. Which is useless because I’m surrounded by more darkness. For a moment, I’m not even certain I opened my eyes at all, and then I notice dim blinking lights on the control panel.

      The ship.

      The attack.

      Galen.

      I force myself to focus, fueled purely by fear for Henry. I’m pinned beneath the control panel, which has crumpled inward to an alarming degree, trapping my legs between it and my seat. Where is Henry? He’s still crying—which is a good sign. It means he’s alive. That’s all that matters.

      Working saliva into my parched throat, I gather my energy and try to concentrate through the painful throbbing in my head. It’s getting easier to move. My eyelids work enough for me to adjust to the all-consuming darkness. The flashing lights from the control panel help cut through the shadows.

      The garish light illuminates Galen to my side. He’s not moving, which sends a spear of anguish through me.

      No.

      We didn’t come this far to lose this blooming flower of hope and love and a future, crushed in an instant. I refuse to believe that. For once in my life, I’m not trying to run. I’m fighting to stay.

      He won’t die.

      I won’t let him.

      Which is why I can’t let myself panic. They need me. My boys. I have to be strong for them. I need to focus. I need to get us out of here.

      My hands are free and I have enough energy to unbuckle myself from the chair. It takes monumental effort, but I scrape and yank my legs free of the control panel, divesting myself of a layer of skin in the process. I barely even feel the pain through the adrenaline.

      I ache to go to Galen to see if he’s breathing, but Henry’s cries have reached a fever pitch. I don’t know where the Earth II soldiers are, but I don’t want to draw any more attention than is necessary. Carefully, I pick my way through the wreckage of the cabin to Henry. I don’t know how we got separated, but he’s nearly across the cabin on the other half of the seat. There’s barely a scratch on him save for a goose egg on his temple. His face is glowing with tears in the flashing lights.

      “I’m here. It’s okay. You’re okay. Mama needs you to stop crying. Breathe with me.” His sobs hitch as he reaches for me. I scoop him up and pull him close. “Breathe with me. That’s it. In. Out. Good boy.” Too many times I’ve had to comfort him through one nightmare after another. In our cramped cell at the prison, this had been the only way to calm him in moments of panic. “That’s good. We’re going to be okay.”

      “Gawen,” he whines through sniffles.

      “I don’t know. Can you wait here so I can check on him?” I run a shaking hand over his capful of hair. “I want to make sure it’s safe.”

      He nods, my brave boy.

      “Okay. Don’t move from here. Promise me.”

      “I pwomise.”

      I drag my aching body back to Galen’s side. He’s slumped drunkenly with dark black blood awash over his beautiful face.

      His skin is hot to the touch. Even now, in the middle of what could be life or death for all of us, I want to linger, to explore. My own urges shock me enough that I shake my head to clear my thoughts. Never should have kissed him. It’s got me all discombobulated. I should be focused on getting us to safety, not musing about kissing him in places that aren’t his lips.

      He doesn’t stir when I shake his arm. My throat works, choking back a panicked sob. Blood runs down his neck and drips onto my hand. I try not to think about it.

      Wiping it on my thigh, I crouch down, trying to see if he’s breathing. I place a bloody hand on his brawny chest. It’s shaking too much for me to feel anything at all. Pulling in deep lungfuls of air, I lean close and rest my head against his chest. Through the cacophony of sound around me, I hear the healthy staccato of his heart.

      “Oh,” comes the surprised cry from my chest.

      “What issit?” Henry hiccups.

      “He’s alive. Galen’s alive.”

      At my voice, Galen’s eyes crack open, meeting mine.

      Relief spears through me. I go weak with it, my head spinning. “You’re okay,” I croak. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I want to believe that.

      I need for it to be real.

      He relaxes once he deems we’re both safe.

      “Let’s get you out of here before they find us.” I don’t know where we’re going to go or how we’re going to get there, but we have to do something. I’ve never understood the phrase “like sitting ducks” fully until this moment.

      “Does this mean you’re my mate?” Galen asks.

      It’s so primal, yet it lights a fire in my chest again—a fire that burns quick and bright. At one time, I imagined a future with a husband, but never considered them in such an animalistic way.

      Mate.

      So strange, yet I like how that thought feels. To belong to someone. Their other half.

      Someone trustworthy, kind, and…real.

      I want to blurt out that yes, this means we’re mates if I can keep him from doing stupid stuff that gets him hurt. And if he’ll never leave us…

      “It means if you don’t move your big, hulking butt, we’re all toast,” I say instead. “Now, can you stand?”

      He reaches for me, his powerful hand clamping down on my wrist. “Zelfyre, does this mean you’re my mate?”

      My mind is racing and my heart is flopping wildly in my chest. “I don’t know. I don’t know what it means. We don’t have time for this right now, Galen. We have to get out of here.”

      Still, the stubborn beast doesn’t move.

      “None of it matters if we aren’t an us. I want you to be my mate. I want to call the little mortling my own. Will you have me?”

      The genuine, loving tone of his voice is pure and transparent. He’s not a liar or trying to manipulate me. Having been down that road many times before, I’m able to see the other side of the coin.

      I want to throw caution to the wind and answer him with a resounding yes. I want to cling to him and put Henry’s and my fate in his hands, trusting him to do right by us.

      “Galen, you know I’m not like the other women here. I’m a big wimp. I’m not brave or anything. When push came to shove, I ran. That’s what I’m good at. Running.”

      “You are the bravest woman I know,” he says with utmost sincerity.

      Tears blur my vision. He believes it, whether or not it’s the truth. Galen thinks I’m the bravest woman he knows and he is begging me to be his mate.

      I hate that I want to believe him. “No, I’m not.”

      He chuffs in disagreement. “Don’t argue with me.” He straightens, looking energized, his eyes clearing somewhat. “This discussion isn’t over, but for now, we need to get you both to safety.”

      Now that I agree with him, we can deal with the mate business later. “Yes, let’s go. Can you stand?”

      He’s wobbly at first, but he gets to his feet. All traces of tears are gone when we get to Henry, who is as relieved as I am that Galen is okay.

      Henry throws himself into Galen’s arms. “Gawen!”

      “Hey, little one. C’mon. We need to find the others.” Neither of us comments on the unspoken if. If they’re still alive.

      They have to be.

      I wedge myself under Galen’s arm just in case he’s not as steady as he seems and the three of us make our way through the wreckage to the outer door. It takes a mighty shove from Galen, but it opens. The area around us is filled with dust and smoke from the wreckage. It makes for poor visibility, but at least it provides some coverage for our escape.

      “This way,” Galen says and we follow him.

      Dust fills my mouth and nose. My eyes water from the fumes swirling around me. When Henry begins to cough so hard he can barely breathe, Galen lifts his little body into his arms without a pause. The sight of him carrying Henry strikes me to my core.

      Maybe he really is my mate.

      Maybe he’s the home I’ve been looking for all along.

      Before I can contemplate the thought, Galen stills and I hear his bones popping and see his double fangs elongate. Henry shrieks in delight before Galen shushes him. Then I hear the footsteps. I move closer to Galen. We’re pretty much helpless. No weapons, no place to hide. But Galen seems ready to defend us with fang and claw if necessary.
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      I can’t make any sense of where we’re at because of the smoke and dust, only that we’re exposed, unprotected, and injured.

      Flying the human ship into the big one was a terrible idea, but Avrell needed to get to the Facility and a distraction was necessary. I knew we’d survive the fall, considering we weren’t that high up, and their ships are sturdy. I’d just hoped for more damage to the massive ship.

      While we distracted other ships and were able to give Avrell the opening he required, it wasn’t as I’d hoped. We simply crashed into the mothership hard enough to destroy something important that had us immediately careening to the ground.

      “Galen,” Stella murmurs, the slight terror in her tone chasing away the foggy remnants of the crash in my nog and sharpening me to the present.

      “Stay behind me,” I growl, holding Henry tighter against my chest.

      Several Kevins—er—human men step from the haze, all wearing protective gear and carrying weapons. I could take them all, I am certain, but that would mean leaving Stella and Henry alone and vulnerable.

      No.

      I refuse to leave their side.

      “Hand over the boy and woman,” a deep voice growls. “And no one gets hurt.”

      Glancing to my left, I notice the imposing presence of the Facility. All they need to do is run. If I can create some sort of diversion, then Henry and Stella have a chance at making it inside. If they can get to the Facility, Breccan and the rest will look after them.

      Even if…

      “Don’t do anything reckless,” Stella whispers. “I can practically hear your cogs turning inside your head.”

      “I have to do what’s necessary, my mate. To keep you two safe.”

      “Galen…”

      “On my cue, take Henry and run.”

      “Galen—”

      “Promise me, zelfyre.”

      One of the human men barks out at us, “We don’t have all goddamn day, freakshow.”

      I give him a vicious nod before passing Henry into Stella’s trembling arms. Briefly, I bend and drop a kiss on each of their nogs. This might be the last time I’ll ever see them. The mere thought of losing them has an inferno of rage burning up inside me.

      “Run hard to the left and then along the outer perimeter. You’ll find a door. Someone will let you in.” I let out a ragged breath. “Three, two—”

      A smack to Stella’s rump has her bolting. I don’t waste a second, tearing off toward the human males. Quickly, I assess that there are at least seven that I can see. Without weapons, I’m pretty much useless, but I do have fangs and claws, which are better than nothing.

      One of the humans aims his weapon at me, but I’m quick and agile thanks to years of training with morts like Breccan and Draven. I dart left and then right, dodging his efforts to take me down. With a deafening roar, I pounce on him, rolling us through the dirt and knocking over a couple of human men. Grunting and cries of surprise can be heard all around. I ignore all of it to destroy their unit. A quick crash of my fist against the human’s throat renders him unable to breathe, immobilizing him. Rolling away, I lash my claws out, ripping through the material of another man’s suit. He howls in pain as my claws tear away hunks of his skin too.

      I don’t have time to track how far Stella’s managed to have gotten, but I have a feeling in my gut that they’re still okay. She said she wasn’t brave and that all she knew how to do was run, yet here she is now, running bravely to save her precious mortling.

      My mate has skills no other female could dream of.

      She’s not only a survivor, she’s a warrior who fiercely protects her young. I cannot wait to fill her with more mortlings and grow our little tribe.

      I’ve taken out a couple more human men, blindly thrashing through them with the violence and animalistic movements of a beast like a sabrevipe. Nips of pain pierce into my flesh, but with my mind overwhelmed by the need to destroy them, they feel like pinches and I’m able to ignore them for the most part.

      One of the humans pulls a magknife from his belt, panting hard as he approaches. He’s quick, but I’m quicker. I bend and ram him with my nog right in the center of his gut. We tumble to the ground, both of us snarling in fury. Pain slashes along my side, making my vision grow dark. With a thunderous growl, I snag the human’s wrist and twist it away from me. He screams in agony in time with the sounds of bones snapping in his arm. I shove him away and attempt to stand, but stumble as the pain overwhelms me.

      An arm hooks around my neck from behind. One of the men managed to sneak around behind me. Though he’s not nearly as bulky as I am, his surprise attack coupled with my weakening body has him gaining the upper hand. Grunting, I attempt to throw him off but to no avail.

      “Get. Off. Of. Me.”

      I yank at the blade still lodged in my side. With a quick whip of my hand, I aim the tip at the man’s nog. A sickening sound can be heard as the blade slices through the rubber of his mask and through his skull. He collapses to the ground behind me.

      Pain shoots through me again and I fall helplessly to my knees. I clutch onto my side, noting how blood gushes from the flayed site, soaking my clawed hand.

      I need to get to safety—into the Facility.

      But…

      Darkness swarms around me and buzzes in my ears. I’m going to bleed out and enter The Eternals without my mate. Jerking my eyes back open, I try and blink away my weakening daze, looking around me at the carnage.

      I took them all out.

      All the men.

      Somehow, in my blinding rage, I managed to destroy the monsters who wanted to take my family from me.

      Stella and Henry will be safe now.

      My duty is done.

      I close my eyes for good.
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        * * *

      

               There’s a blur of confusion around me. Yelling. Chaos. Pain. So much pain. And then a familiar voice. Another mort. Which one?

               I can’t seem to make sense of any of it, so I focus on what I want to see. Memories of Stella’s golden hair and Henry’s sweet smile. Images of what a future would look like—our own space to settle down and grow our family. The thought of giving Henry little siblings is almost too beautiful to bear.

               “Galen!”

               The familiar voice calls to me, but I can’t seem to reach through the darkness to grab onto it. I’m once more thrust into dreams of my own making—dreams of Stella and Henry.

               A small but strong hand curls around mine. I recognize the softness and feel of it.

               “You’re going to be okay, Galen,” Stella murmurs, finding me in my own darkness. “You have to be. We need you—I need you.”

               Something enters my bloodstream and ultimate bliss takes over, stealing me from everything and everyone.
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        * * *

      

               A loud boom wakes me from a dark slumber. The entire building quakes and glass shatters as something falls. A hand squeezes around mine.

               “Gawen huwt,” Henry whimpers.

               “He’s going to get better, baby. I promise.”

               I want to ask why everything is shaking around us and what the boom was, but I’m unable to form words. I’m not sure how long I fade in and out, my eyes barely cracked open, when I hear another voice.

               “They’ve attempted a couple of attacks on our Facility, but thus far haven’t been able to penetrate it,” Breccan rumbles. “Draven and Theron have gone to The Tower to assess the threats and how we can defeat them once and for all. Oz’s weapon is too powerful. We will not fail.”

               Avrell grunts in pleasure. “I want them all destroyed.”

               “You and me both,” Breccan agrees, fury lacing his every biting word. “How’s Galen?”

               I attempt to open my mouth to speak, but it’s too dry.

               “Everything is healing quite nicely.” Avrell lets out a pleased sigh. “I missed my lab.”

               “Don’t get too comfortable. We’ll be going back underground the moment he’s stable. It’s safer there until we eliminate the threat. How much longer until he rouses?”

               “Won’t be long.” A chair scrapes across the floor. “These two haven’t left his side the entire time.”

               Pleasure at Avrell’s words floods through me. Stella and Henry are here and haven’t gone anywhere. They’re safe.

               “Do you think…”

               “That Stella is his now?”

               “Yes.”

               “I do. I believe he’s finally found what each of us has been so lucky to find.”

               “A mate?” Breccan clarifies.

               “A family.” Avrell chuckles. “Perhaps you should carry the mortling and I’ll handle the female—”

               “T-Touch her and I’ll b-break your r-rekking neck,” I rasp out, my voice barely audible.

               “Like I said. Wouldn’t be long until he roused. He just needed a little push.” Avrell shines a light in my face. “Wounds are closed and you’re out of danger, Galen. Let’s get you moved to the bunker so you can recuperate with your family.”

               “There are questions I have—” Breccan starts, but Avrell cuts him off with a growl.

               “Rest first. Questions—for everyone—will have to wait. Are we clear, Commander?”

               Breccan snorts. “We’re clear, Doc.”
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        * * *

      

               I wake to a warm, wet cloth running down my bare chest. Awareness chases away the dregs of my sleep and I’m attuned to every detail around me.

               A quiet humming.

               Silky golden hair framing a fair, delicate face.

               Pursed pink lips.

               I’m intent on staring at her the entire solar as she washes me, but the stillness around us becomes alarming, making my sub-bones pop and snap.

               “All threats have been eliminated,” Stella says in a dry tone, her eyes boring into me. “No need for all that. Today is a boring day. You promised.”

               I rip my gaze from her stunning one, sweeping it around the empty room we’re apparently staying in underground and then back to the bed.

               Nothing.

               A chill cools my blood as my claws slide out into sharp, eager points.

               “Where is he? Who took him?” I demand, my voice shaky with anger.

               To my shock, Stella grins at me. Full-on grins. I’m briefly stunned by the beauty of it and almost forget about my worry.

               “He’s fine,” she assures me. “He loves it here. Molly showed him Eileen and he’s been glued to her side ever since.”

               I attempt to sit up, but she presses down on my naked chest.

               “Not so fast. I’m not done cleaning you.”

               “How long have I been out?” I grunt, casting my gaze toward the closed door.

               “Two days.”

               “What?”

               She shrugs. “You were in and out of it.” Her face turns crimson. “A couple of times you got handsy in your sleep.”

               My cock stiffens at her words. “Handsy? Did I…”

               “You stopped when I asked you to.”

               I’m both appalled at my roaming hands and disappointed she wanted me to stop.

               “Don’t pout, Galen. You’ll teach Henry and he already has me wrapped around his little finger.” She sets the cloth on the bedside table and stretches out beside me. “You needed your rest. Believe me, it was hard to turn you down, but I wanted to see your eyes and hear your voice. I didn’t want it to be like that our first time—fumbling and half asleep.”

               My cock grows incredibly harder. “There’s going to be a first time?”

               “Of many,” she purrs. “Unless you don’t want—”

               I capture her fragile face in my powerful grip and gently draw her mouth to mine. I’m thrumming with the need to flip her onto her back, strip away her clothes, and spend a lifetime ravishing every part of her body.

               “How much time do we have?” I ask, my voice husky with need.

               “Not enough to—”

               With an eager growl, I roll us until she’s beneath me, eyes wide with surprise. Her legs part to allow my body to settle comfortably over hers.

               “I only need a moment.” I flash her a cocky grin. “I imagine I’ll take you right where you need to go in an instant.”

               She gnaws on her pink bottom lip, her dull, rounded teeth uselessly pressing into the flesh. “A quick fuck?”

               “A quick lick, zelfyre.” I dip down and lash my forked tongue out, running it along the side of her neck that tastes so rekking sweet. “Because when I do lay with you, I’m going to need the entire night.”

               Henry’s familiar giggling echoes through the walls in the distance. The reminder that this’ll have to be quick sparks me into action. I clutch onto her pants, dragging them along her silky thighs, baring her golden cunt to me. Her arousal is intoxicating, cloying the air around us, making me ravenous for a taste.

               “I locked the door, but we have sixty seconds tops,” she breathes, her voice shaking with anticipation.

               Gripping onto her knees, I wrench her thighs apart wider so I can admire her glistening sex. Like petals of the most exotic flower in bloom, she reveals herself to me. I want to spend hours studying each fold and hidden treasure.

               “Fifty seconds…”

               I grin before diving in. “I only need thirty.”

               Her scream of delight as my tongue meets her delicate sweetness assures me I’ll be meeting my goal, perhaps even a second or two before.
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            STELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything about Galen should have me screaming—but not in pleasure. From his sharp teeth to his unnaturally pale skin, he’s built to terrify and intimidate. And he does. I’ve been scared of the monsters since the moment I laid eyes on them.

      But now?

      Now, his sharp teeth make me ache to be bitten.

      Now, I can’t wait to lick and touch every inch of his skin.

      He does the first, nipping at the tender flesh of my thighs, wringing gasps from my throat I’m too weak to stifle. But he doesn’t allow the second, keeping my hands pressed to the bed, unable to touch where I can reach. His hands press my thighs wide, pinning my lower half within easy reach of his devilish tongue.

      “Forty seconds,” I whisper mindlessly when his tongue flits over my clit. My eyes roll back into my head.

      Why was I counting again?

      My thighs begin to quake. Sweat breaks out all over my skin. Heat pools heavy and low. My body clenches as his tongue moves down, down, until I feel him licking at my pussy like a man starved.

      He even groans, a sound of delight that has me quivering. I like that he likes what he’s doing. That he finds pleasure in me.

      His hands clench around my thighs, immoveable, even as I lift them to get closer to his questing mouth. The restraint drives me crazy. I strain to increase the friction of his tongue, to take him deeper, but he forces me still, to accept him at his pace. I want to cry out in frustration, but my voice is strangled by the need to breathe.

      “Thirty-five,” I manage to choke out.

      One claw teases out thin lines of blood on my thighs. The pain is light, but sharp, the perfect juxtaposition to the pleasure. It should scare the crap out of me, knowing how much he could devastate me, but all I’m scared of is the thought that he might stop.

      “Yessss,” I hear myself hiss. “Do that again.”

      What’s gotten into me? I decide I don’t care when his claw draws out another line of blood. Galen won’t hurt me—at least not in a way I won’t like.

      “Keep rekking still for me, or I’ll stop. And you won’t want me to stop,” he says.

      I nod and nearly suffocate him with my thighs when he starts to move. With a wicked grin full of sharp fangs, he taps my legs, signaling me to open them again.

      “Thirty seconds,” I say.

      It’s as though I’ve goaded a bull with a red cape. One of his hands wraps around my thighs to hold my belly still and the other teases my clit with firm strokes. He buries his face in my pussy, his tongue thrusting in, deep. So deep it would make me blush if it didn’t feel so fucking good.

      I’m bared to him, in every way. There isn’t a part of me left to hide.

      The wild noises coming from my chest are frightening, but I can’t seem to stop. The claw on my stomach draws red lines of pleasure/pain until I can’t tell the difference between the two. I glance down and it only takes a second where our eyes meet to have me tipping over the edge, the connection too much.

      And he’s right.

      I don’t want him to stop.
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        * * *

      

      It’s with regret that I let Galen tug my pants back up my legs, his lips still glistening with the evidence of our stolen moment. I tug him down to me when he’s finished and the taste of me coats his mouth and tongue. He lets me kiss him for a long moment and I feel the evidence of his unslaked lust pressed against my quivering inner thighs.

      If only…

      One stolen moment was more than we could risk. A necessary risk, because the very truth of our circumstances may mean there won’t be any moments left…at all. And I couldn’t bear the thought of not being with him at least once.

      “That wasn’t enough,” he admits against my mouth, stoking the flames of desire he’d lit with his tongue.

      “No,” I groan. “No, it wasn’t. If we make it through this—”

      “When, when we make it through this.”

      “Fine. When we make it through this, we should, I don’t know, go on a date or something.”

      His brows knit. “A date?”

      “Yeah, like what do you guys do for fun around here? When you’re not saving women and children.”

      “I could take you to my greenhouse.”

      That’s…not what I was expecting him to say, but he sounds so enthused I have to smile. “Your greenhouse?”

      “Well, if it’s still there after the human soldiers leave. I’ll show you all the beautiful plants I’ve collected.”

      I sigh. “That sounds nice.” Nice and normal. I’ll take boring for a while any day.

      “Then, I’ll take you to the back rooms and cover your pretty skin in only the petals.”

      Heat flashes through me. My mouth goes dry. “Sounds like some date.”

      “Knock-knock,” comes a trilling voice from the door. “Everyone decent in there?” It’s one of the women from the Facility. Molly, I think.

      I straighten my clothes, face burning, as Galen unlocks the door and answers, “You may enter.”

      “Ready to get going, sugar? It’s showtime. The beasts we let loose have handled many of the soldiers, but not all of ’em. Your little to-do with the ship took out a lot more, but there are still coming. It’s now or never, honeycakes. Oz is about to power up that big weapon of his.”

      Swallowing hard, I say, “Is he sure this is going to work? It’s not going to wipe us out along with it?”

      “Oz is a brilliant mort. He won’t let anything happen to his mate or to mine.” Galen pushes to his feet.

      My chest heats at the sound of him calling me mate. Before I can dwell on it too long, Molly is urging us away from our momentary sanctuary.

      She leads us through the labyrinth, deep into the tunnel system where we find the rest of the morts, their mates and children gathered along with the Exilium prison refugees. They’re a harrowing sight and I almost feel guilty for wasting time with Galen—almost, but not quite.

      I’ve spent so much time at Galen’s side the past two days, I’ve barely been able to get to know these people. Are they our family now? Galen calls the morts brothers. Surviving what they have, The Rades and worse, they’re as close as family can get. Wistfulness burns at the back of my throat. Henry has always been the only family I’ve ever had. I never knew my parents, and since I left Earth II, everyone has had it out for me. When I was at the prison, I never let anyone get close enough to be a friend, let alone like family.

      Molly seems to notice my unease. As though she can read my thoughts, she wraps an arm around my waist and for once I don’t pull away from the affection. We’re going to make it. And when we do, I want these people for Henry’s and my family. “Don’t worry, honey. They may look intimidating, but they’re sweet as pie, I promise. My mate is arguably the orneriest of the bunch, but he’d risk everything for any of us. Trust me.”

      Burning to know her, to know all of them, I blurt, “Which one is your mate? I’m sorry. I can’t keep everyone straight.”

      Molly smiles and points to a fierce-looking mort with deep gray scars crisscrossing his pearl-white skin. His hair is buzzed near his scalp. “That’s my Draven. Why don’t I go around and introduce you to everyone before things really get crazy? We could use the distraction until Oz’s contraption is ready.”

      Galen finds Henry and the two settle onto a makeshift couch made of sacks of some kind of flour. Henry is perched on Galen’s knee with his head resting on the wide expanse of his chest. The sight fills me up with so much hope I could drown in it, happily. It bolsters me up enough to turn and follow Molly around the dim room without shrinking away. Occasionally, I glance back at Galen to find him watching me. It’s a comfort to know he’s never far away.

      Strange how quickly things change.

      “This is Sayer and Jareth. They’re in a throuple with Grace.” She drags me to a pair of morts, one with hair that drapes over his shoulder in a long braid and another with hair in spikes like he can’t help but run his hands through it, leaving it messy and unkempt. “Jareth is one of the engineers and Sayer is a linguistics specialist.”

      I try to pay attention, but I was distracted at throuple.

      “And you already know Avrell, Hadrian, Theron, and Galen, of course. We’ll introduce you to Oz when he’s done.”

      She was right. I did need the distraction. After introductions, I feel a little calmer. Still completely freaked out, but at least I don’t feel like as much of an outsider.

      Molly deposits me with Galen and Henry and returns to Draven’s side. The hours are dotted with explosions as the remaining soldiers attempt to draw us out by attacking the Facility. I shudder to think what will be left of it when they’re done. What will we do if there isn’t anything left?

      Silence descends at the squawk from a radio. “I’m coming down,” says a disembodied voice. It must be Oz. My stomach clenches. Sweat beads at my temples. The small room filled with people is stifling. The air conditioning had gone out a while ago.

      Galen presses against my side and I calm somewhat just knowing he’s there. I bite a nail. “When will we know if it worked?”

      Before he can answer, the door swings open and a mort walks in, streaked with black smears on every inch of visible skin. A bookish brunette hurries to his side with a small screech. I blink at the creature perched on her shoulder. “Is that a spider?”

      Before Galen can answer, Oz swipes a hand over his face, smearing the black even more. “The countdown begins. Two minutes until detonation.”

      My stomach drops to my feet and I pull Henry into my lap on the sacks of flour as my knees give out. Two minutes until we’re certain of our fate. Once, I thought the soldiers from Earth II would be my saviors, but I should have known better. There is nothing good to come from the Earth II government. They’d spoiled this planet and their greed and corruption only worsened since they abandoned it. There are good people on Earth II, but unless these soldiers are stopped, they’ll destroy this planet again if given the chance. Wipe out the morts like they were nothing. I guess, to the powers that be on Earth II, the morts are nothing. Or rather, they’re something to be conquered. Exterminated.

      Henry curls into me and I hold fast to him, murmuring nonsensical words of comfort. Galen wraps his arms around us both as though he could protect us by sheer will.

      “If I go to The Eternals this solar, I’m glad to do it with the taste of you on my tongue.”

      “I wish we had more time together. I wish I hadn’t wasted so much of it running away. If I could go back and change it, I would. You’re a good person. I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me and Henry.”

      He presses a finger to my babbling lips. “Hush, zelfyre. I don’t want to spend another moment with you speaking like you’ve done anything wrong. You fought to protect your mortling. This demands respect. I’m proud to have found such a fierce mate. I’d meet The Eternals a blessed man having known you.”

      Tears choke the words off in my throat. “Galen, I—”

      There is so much I want to say. So much I want to experience with him, but as I try to put it into words, emotion fills me, stealing my voice. Then, with a great shudder and a sonic boom, the world goes dark at exactly the two-minute mark.

      Just like Oz said.
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      The power has been out ever since the detonation of Oz’s weapon, and we’ve been fumbling around in the dark for at least half a solar. And though everyone is safe in the tunnels, I worry about what exists of our Facility above us. As time ticks on, dread fills me about Breccan’s, Draven’s, and Hadrian’s well-being. They left hours ago, armed to the teeth with weapons, to scout out the damages and to see if there were any remaining human men to take out.

      But it’s been quiet.

      Too quiet.

      One of the lights in the room we’re in moves and bounces toward me. Henry is fast asleep, curled up against Stella beside me.

      Calix.

      “I am sending out another team,” he says with a resigned sigh. “I would like to be a part of this team, but I know Breccan would want me to stay at the center of command.”

      “You need me to go out there?”

      “Theron and Jareth are gathering their gear. I need Avrell because he’s our doctor, and Oz is working to restore the power. Sayer, Oz, and I can be the final team, if need be.”

      Final team?

      No rekking way.

      “They’re still alive,” I growl, unable to keep my anger in check. “You’re speaking of our Commander as though he’s already left for The Eternals. And Draven? Have you met him? Nothing can kill that mort.”

      Calix’s face, barely lit up, smirks. “I suppose you are right. Draven does have the thickest skull of anyone.” He lets out a heavy sigh. “They are alive. They have to be. It may just be they are in a bit of a pickle.”

      “A bit of a what?”

      He chuffs out a laugh. “I heard Molly use that phrase before, though I probably destroyed it. Do not tell Emery. They will both enjoy poking fun at me.”

      A smile tugs at my lips as I try to imagine Stella joining in on their teasing. She’s not comfortable yet, but she will be one day. Stella has so much to offer and anyone who befriends her will be lucky to have her in their lives.

      “I’ll go with Jareth and Theron. We’ll get them out of the pickle bit,” I assure him. “Perhaps I’ll be back before these two wake. If not, you’re going to have to answer to Stella. I hope you don’t like your sac.”

      His brows furl. “Your mate would threaten my sac?”

      My mate.

      It sounds beyond amazing hearing it from someone else’s lips.

      “My mate would do anything for the ones she loves,” I tell him as I slowly stand. “Anything.”

      Calix grimaces and gives me a short nod of his nog. “Find our brothers and hurry back.”

      I want to bend over to kiss Stella and Henry, but if I do, I may never leave. No, it must be done quickly and without much thought. I don’t ponder my decision. I just leave.

      If I don’t make it back, Stella will hunt me down in The Eternals to kick me in the sac too.

      I will make it back.
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        * * *

      

      Wind whistles through the main door of the Facility. I sure hope the inoculation Avrell shot into me while I was out of it the past two solars while I healed is enough to protect me from The Rades.

      Because it’s in our home.

      The air. The contaminants. The beasts. The humans.

      I know this because I can smell them. I can feel them. Their presence is a cloying fog around me, suffocating my every cell.

      The three of us are wearing headlamps and each have a zonnoblaster at the ready in case a human male comes flying out of the shadows. So far, we haven’t encountered any, but I know they’re lurking.

      Aside from the entry point door, the Facility is otherwise intact. We’ll need to make sure we repair it to also keep the beasts out. The thought of a sabrevipe prowling through our home, sniffing around for the vulnerable human females hiding down below is enough to make me sick to my stomach.

      “Calix, send Oz,” Jareth whispers on his comms. “Door is destroyed. We’re going to clear the Facility first before we assess what’s going on outside.”

      “He’s on his way,” Calix radios back. “Be safe, my brothers.”

      Jareth and Theron hook their zonnoblasters in their belts before picking up a heavy weapon stand. They move it in front of the door, keeping it blocked from more predators until Oz can repair it while I cover them, scanning for any sound or movement.

      “We’ll spread out,” Jareth says when they finish. “Check all the rooms, storage areas, and hallways. Shout if you encounter anything and need assistance.”

      We split off, the three of us heading in different directions. I’m craving to check out my greenhouse and my own rooms, but it feels selfish all things considered. Instead, I make my way to the medical bay first. It’s dark in the room that smells of antiseptics aside from the glow of my headlamp.

      Clink.

      The sound is soft, so soft I almost don’t hear it, but it feels like a threat. My sub-bones start popping one by one as I stalk the source of the sound. If it were a beast, it’d be making a lot more noise.

      Which means—

      My thoughts are interrupted by a human roar. A shadow charges for me, the gleam from his magknife glinting in my headlamp light, giving me a hint at what’s coming for me. Ducking, I rush him too, aiming for his stomach. He grunts when my nog makes impact and we crash into something that sends zutametal instruments scattering with a deafening clatter.

      The human male keeps trying to stab me, but he’s easy to overpower. He snarls out a bunch of nonsense—most of it claiming we can’t kill them all—but I end it with a snap of his neck.

      Hopping to my feet, I crane my nog, listening for the sounds of more intruders. My chest heaves and rage consumes me as I think of these mortarekkers somehow getting down into the tunnels.

      They won’t.

      Calix has both morts and human females protecting the entry point. Anyone who tries to get in will be vaporized.

      Focus.

      Focus on eliminating the threats up here.

      I want to call out to Jareth and Theron, but there might be more humans. I’m not about to give out my location. Once I’ve cleared the medical bay and all attached rooms, I slip out the door and prowl to the next set of rooms.

      This time, I’m ambushed. By three—or maybe four—human males, lying in wait. They all come at me at once, magknives slashing through my minnasuit and cutting recently healed flesh. I growl in fury as I attempt to shake them off me.

      Too many.

      I manage to crush my claws into the face of a human. His howl of pain is otherworldly. With my fingers deep in his eye sockets, I use him as a shield, firing my zonnoblaster at the humans while deflecting any stabs by blocking them with his body.

      Finally, I manage to eliminate all of them.

      Five bodies, not three or four.

      I drop the now-deceased body in my grip to the floor.

      Six.

      A grunt of pain has me whirling around, my headlamp skimming over shelves. I’m ready to blast this new threat, but when I see a familiar face, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Breccan.

      “Commander,” I bark out, rushing over to him. “You’re hurt.”

      It’s true. He’s bloody and his face is swollen from being beaten by this group of men. They’ve gagged him with a filthy piece of material. I tug it free of his mouth.

      “I’m fine,” he grinds out. “Unbind me.”

      I turn him around and use my magknife to cut through the rope holding him captive. Once he’s free, he unsteadily rises to his feet.

      “What did they do to you?” I demand. “Where are the others?”

      “They injected me with something. Knocked me on my rump for a bit, but I’m coming out of it. We were ambushed when we came up here. Draven rushed out the doors after a human and I don’t know where Hadrian is.” He swallows hard. “It all happened so fast.”

      “Come on. We’re still clearing this place of those human beasts,” I growl. “Theron and Jareth split up from me.”

      Breccan sways on his feet, so I’m forced to slide my free arm around him to steady him. I keep my zonnoblaster aimed forward in case any more humans pop out of the dark.

      “I need to get you back to Avrell,” I tell him, starting for the doors that lead to the tunnels.

      “No,” he growls, his sub-bones popping. “We’ll lead them right to them. Take me to the Command Center. I’ll get UVIE backup online and assess the damage outside.”

      We hobble straight to the Command Center, not encountering any humans along the way. I can hear some scuffling and shouting in other rooms, but I have faith in my brothers. Like me, they’re more than capable of handling a few humans as long as they don’t let them get close enough to stick them with whatever they incapacitated Breccan with.

      Once inside the Command Center, I lead Breccan over to a chair near the windows that are closed. Wind whistles through the zutametal cracks, which means the glass is damaged.

      I hate them for destroying our home and trying to destroy us too.

      “Open those,” Breccan instructs as he starts mashing in a code sequence to bring UVIE backup online. “Until I have eyes on what’s happening, I need an actual visual. I need to see the aftermath of Oz’s weapon.”

      Scraaaaape.

      The zutametal screeches along its hinges as I open the door covering the window. Dusty wind rushes in through a fist-sized hole in one of the windows. Cracks splinter across the glass in a million different directions.

      “Make that hole bigger,” Breccan barks out. “I need to see.” Then, he says, “UVIE backup sequence install initiated.”

      Static and beeps pierce the air as UVIE backup tries to come online. While Breccan works on UVIE, I punch at the hole in the glass window until it’s much larger in diameter and gives us a visual of our planet.

      Fire. Everywhere.

      That’s the first thing I notice. And tons of black smoke skating across the horizon. A strong gust of wind sends black smoke swirling away from a massive, charred, and still burning hunk of machinery. The main freighter ship that was sending the smaller ships out is no longer in the air but burning to a crisp between two mountains.

      Oz’s weapon took out the biggest threat. There will be a few ships that were missed, but with enough time, we’ll take those out too.

      “Welcome to UVIE backup,” UVIE says in a less pleasant voice than we’re used to. “How may I service you, Commander?”

      “Power back on,” he barks.

      “Unable to complete command,” UVIE replies. “Damage to main power source detected.”

      Breccan growls and then motions at me. “I’ll keep working on this. I’m going to try and reach Sayer. Check on the others. Secure the perimeter.”

      I give him a clipped nod and then leave the Command Center. Once I exit, I nearly slam into Jareth.

      “Found Breccan,” I tell him. “Eliminated several human males.”

      “I took out a couple myself but haven’t located Draven or Hadrian.”

      “Galen! Jareth!” Theron hollers from somewhere. “I need rekking help!”

      We take off in a sprint toward the sound of his voice. We find him in my rooms, kneeling beside Hadrian.

      “He’s hurt,” I bark out. “Where?”

      “One of the humans stabbed him,” Theron snarls. “There’s a lot of blood. We need to get him to Avrell.”

      “Let me look.” I shove Theron’s hands away to assess the damage. “It’s a flesh wound, but he’ll survive. I know how to slow the bleeding. We can’t risk taking him there until this place is secure.”

      Bolting from Hadrian, I make my way into my greenhouse. Aside from a few turned over planters, it’s otherwise intact, much to my relief. I’ll need the power to come on soon, or risk the plants dying out, but I can’t worry about that right now.

      I need gryfflepaste.

      It takes some hunting, but I finally locate the orange plant. The long pods that grow from the plant are bright orange and smell offensive when snapped. It’s the thick pasty substance I’m after that the pods hold. When spread over a wound, whenever microbots aren’t an option, they’ll coagulate the blood. I tear off a couple pods and make my way back to Theron and Hadrian.

      “Where’s Jareth?”

      “Went back on a hunt for the others.” Theron moves out of the way. “You got this?”

      “Go,” I assure him. “Let me get this on him and then I’ll get him to Breccan. We still need to find Draven.”

      He rushes out of my rooms and I set to breaking the pod in two. I gag at the horrible smell. Trying not to get any on my fingers—because it rekking lingers for several solars—I gently drop the liquid onto his wound.

      “What kind of rogshite are you putting on me?” Hadrian groans, attempting to swat my hands away. “That’s rekking disgusting.”

      “Shut your mouth, mortling,” I grumble. “I’m saving you.”

      “By destroying my nostrils?”

      Ignoring him, I pour the last of the rancid-smelling paste on his wound. Then, I leave him to grab some cloth to press against it. He growls in pain when I push on it, but I need for it to adhere to his wound. Once I’m sure he’s not going to bleed out, I help him to his feet.

      “They’re weak but relentless,” Hadrian complains on the way to the Command Center. “I want to rid our planet of every last one of them.”

      “We will,” I assure him as I help him into a chair once inside the Command Center. “They’re no match for us.”

      Breccan grunts and then releases a relieved sigh to see Hadrian. Though Hadrian isn’t his blood, he raised him like a son. “Glad to see you’re okay.” He covers his mouth and nose with his hand. “Rekk, Hadrian, did you roll around in rogshite?”

      We all laugh, despite the situation we’re in. Sure, Breccan did some things I’m not exactly happy about, but he did it with our best interests at heart. I have to believe that.

      He’s more than our commander. He’s family. And family, born by blood or found, always looks out for each other.

      At least, on Mortuus, that’s how it’s done.
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      A violent shake knocks my teeth together and the sensation reverberates throughout my skull. I come awake with a groan of protest and then bolt upright. “What? What is it? Is it more aliens?”

      I don’t know when the humans became the aliens in my mind, but it’s the soldiers from Earth II I’m referring to, not the morts. The ones who’d poured from the heavens like ants from a disturbed anthill.

      Molly’s face, normally jovial and bright with unshed laughter, is bone white and stricken with fear.

      A mirror of the emotion slices like ice through my guts. My hand lifts there automatically and I know—a mother’s intuition—what she’s going to say before she says it. My lips part to stop her before she can get the words out, but I seem to be moving in slow motion and she’s too quick for me.

      “Henry’s gone.”

      “Gone?” I croak out, feeling my stomach hollow out. If there were any contents inside of it, I would have emptied it out at her feet. “What do you mean gone?”

      One of the women—Aria, I think, but my heart is pounding so hard it’s making it hard to think straight—comes to Molly’s side from the shadows. “I was doing my rounds, counting heads, and realized someone was missing. We did a check on everyone here. It’s Henry. He must have slipped out when Galen and the others went out to look for Breccan’s group.”

      He left me?

      Without saying anything?

      “Where did they go?” My knees threaten to buckle under me as I get to my feet and I wobble for a second. Lack of food, the heat, and exhaustion don’t help. The two women move to steady me and I let them, but only until my vision clears. I take a step back to catch my breath.

      “Breccan and Draven—” Aria begins.

      “Where. Did. They. Go,” I grit out when I’m certain I won’t fall on my face.

      “Breccan, Draven, and Hadrian went topside to search through the wreckages for supplies and survivors. Galen, Theron, and Jareth went after them when they didn’t return.”

      Her own voice quavers at the mention of her mate. But I can’t focus on her fear because it may feed my own. The new me isn’t crippled with fear but empowered by it.

      “And Henry waltzed out after them without anyone knowing?” Anger spurts through me, making my words sharp and drawing the attention of the morts and their mates around me. I hold up a hand when they go to answer. “Never mind. It’s a waste of time. Give me a weapon and someone tell me how to get up there.”

      When no one answers, I shout. “A weapon. Now. I’ll find my own way if I have to.”

      “Screw that,” Aria says. She rallies her emotions and her expression hardens. As she straightens to her full height and lifts her voice, I get a glimpse of what made Breccan choose her for his mate and why they call her Madame Commander. “We aren’t going to let you go alone. Those are our men up there too. If you go, we go.”

      “You won’t be alone,” Lyric agrees. “I’ll be right there with you. We’re going to find him.”

      “I’m going too,” Molly chimes in. “Draven’s still out there and…”

      “I’ll stay behind,” Emery volunteers softly. “Calix, Av, and Oz are close by, too. We’ll keep an eye on the children. Willow?”

      Willow nods. “I’ll stay with the twins, Mom.”

      Molly sighs in relief, offering her daughter a small smile of thanks.

      “I can’t leave,” Grace says as she bounces the swaddled bundle in her arms, “but I’ll do what I can to help hold down the fort.”

      “This is a suicide mission, Lyric,” Zoe spits out. “We should all stay here until we know more.”

      “We’re going,” Lyric says. “End of discussion.”

      Quinn wraps an arm around Zoe’s shoulders. “They’ll be okay.”

      I don’t wait a second longer. Hell, I barely wait to make sure the others are following. Aria scurries in front of me to make sure I don’t barge my way in the wrong direction and I make a mental note to thank her when I’m not scared out of my mind. She and Lyric lead the group of women through the passages—I feel like I’ve been in tunnels for an eternity. When this is over, I’m going to spend weeks outside in the fresh air with Galen hunting up whatever flowers and roots he wants to. We’ll spend all day in the bushes making love and hopefully more little Galens. A thousand more. Henry deserves other little people to play with.

      After I ground Henry for a thousand years for leaving my side, I’m going to hug him and never let go.

      “This is the armory—sort of,” Aria says when we reach a small off-shoot of the tunnels. “We’ll each take a magknife and a zonnoblaster just in case.”

      “Just point and shoot,” Lyric offers with a smirk. “You can’t do it wrong.”

      We strap on our suits and air tanks in case the air above is foul with smoke and other fumes from Oz’s explosion. It’s a good thing, too, because the moment we open the door from the tunnels to the bowels of the Facility, a putrid black fog permeates the air. It’s so noxious, I can smell it even with the air tanks and suit. Whatever the visors are made of allows my vision to penetrate a few feet in front of me, but barely.

      “Let’s start with the Command Center. If Breccan is anywhere, that’s where he’ll be,” Aria says confidently through the communicator in my ear.

      It kills me a little inside to put Henry’s fate in someone else’s hands, but I don’t have any other choice. Wandering around in near-dark with no clue where I’m going would waste precious time. I have to trust her. Galen would tell me to trust her. So I motion for her to show me and follow close behind with the others at my back.

      The dark fog is eerie, making the hair on my skin stand up underneath the suit. Every so often a piece of the Facility will creak or collapse in the distance, making me jump and whirl, stirring up the shadowy fog even more. We’re not too far into the Facility when I hear a gasp from Aria.

      My heart convulses, my throat constricts, and I race to her side where she’s kneeling on the ground beside a bulky shadow. Please don’t let it be him. “What is it?”

      For one heartrending moment, she doesn’t answer. Then she expels an explosive breath, but my racing pulse doesn’t ease until she says, “It’s okay. It’s a human. One of the soldiers. He’s dead. We must be getting close.”

      The mangled body of an Earth II soldier comes into view as the smoke clears. Their face is mottled with blood, almost unrecognizable. The soldiers must be lurking around trying to regroup, attacking the morts when they wander through. I push myself to my feet, needing to step away from the boiling rage that fills me. This is what Galen felt when he would fight to protect us. Against the sabrevibes, those humans who kidnapped us. A rage so profound, he was willing to risk everything he was for those he loved.

      I can only hope it would continue to protect him—and Henry.

      “Let’s keep going. They have to be near here.” I lift my zonnoblaster to a ready position. “Henry will be wherever they are.”

      He has to be.

      “Stay behind me,” Aria orders. She’s breathing heavily, fogging up her mask—the only sign betraying her nerves. The hands holding her zonnoblaster are steady. “There could be more of those assholes.”

      “Hopefully more dead assholes,” Lyric grumbles.

      “Do you think the morts could be hurt?” Molly asks. There are murmured agreements from the others behind me. “Draven isn’t known for being careful.”

      It’s not only my family that’s out here. All of their mates are, too.

      Aria hesitates for a moment like she wants to give Molly comfort. There simply isn’t time. We have to find them—now. Worrying about it won’t do anything. “If they are, we will take them back to Avrell and Zoe. He can work miracles. Now let’s keep moving. It’s dangerous to stay in one place.”

      We take care to keep close together. “How far are we away from the Command Center?” I ask, refusing to think of Galen or Henry being injured.

      “It’s just up ahead. Keep your zonnoblasters ready. Just in case we run into another one of the humans.”

      After that, Aria leads us down a long hall with hand gestures to keep as quiet as possible. Huge sections are scorched, some still engulfed in flames. Whatever Oz’s weapon had done had caused parts of the Facility to cave in on themselves. There are sections with doors busted in, likely from raids from the soldiers trying to locate the morts and the others. We come to a blocked hallway with the remains of one of the Earth II ships inside still smoking. With each new discovery, the women grow more concerned. Finally, we reach a door labeled Command Center and by then they look as worried as I feel.

      “This is it.” Aria lifts her gun and takes a bolstering breath. “Stay behind me. If there’s one of them in there, don’t hesitate to shoot. Our lives could depend on it.”

      I swear I hear Henry’s muffled crying somewhere, but I think it’s my mind playing tricks on me. The others are breathing heavily into the comms, making it hard to make out any noise beyond where we’re standing. I’m praying it’s all in my imagination.

      Aria hits a button and the door squeals open. Molly’s audible inhalation shrieks in my earpiece and Lyric curses. Unlike the rest of the facility, the Command Center is lit up a bright orange. The giant windows have been smashed open. Sitting in front of them are two figures. Breccan and Hadrian. Galen stands near them. All of their heads turn toward us, varying expressions of shock on their faces at seeing us.

      Aria sobs and hurries to Breccan. He leaps up and takes her in his arms. The bones in his back crack with his triumphant roar, both echoing through the room. My own feet carry me to Galen’s side and I throw myself into his arms.

      Lyric takes Breccan’s abandoned chair beside Hadrian and assesses his injuries. “Why do you smell like—”

      “Rogshite?” Hadrian grunts. “Ask Galen.”

      Speaking of Galen…

      “What are you doing here, zelfyre?” Galen’s grip is tight around me and being in his arms is as reassuring as it can be under the circumstances. “It’s not safe.”

      “Henry’s missing,” I blurt out, fighting tears. “He must have followed you. Did you see him?”

      His features fall and his brows knit together. “I don’t understand. He was with you.”

      I shake my head and a few rogue tears sneak out. “He must have followed you, Galen. He’s gone.”

      Gone.

      I hate that word.

      Blood rushes from my head, dizzying me.

      I was just sure I’d find Henry when I’d found Galen.

      But he’s not here. He’s still…gone.

      That’s when I hear him. The sound of his screams followed by deep voices. They echo through the building, sounding too far away. Henry is calling for Galen. Galen flinches visibly at his name.

      “I’m going to find him,” Galen says, his voice urgent.

      Breccan shakes his head. “You can’t go alone. What if there are more of them?”

      “You’re not going to stop me.”

      “I’m going with you,” I bark. Before Galen can interject, I add, “He’s my son. I have to go.”

      His eyes burn into me, no curtain of lies. Nothing but the truth.

      “He’s mine, too,” Galen says, his words settling in my heart.

      I’ve never heard anything sweeter come from a man’s lips, and this time, I know it’s real. I can feel it in my bones. In my soul.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Aria cuts in. “We have to find out where they’re at—where they’re going. Is UVIE working?”

      Breccan shakes his head. “None of the systems are going to be online until Oz gets the power rebooted. And even then, it’ll take a while for her to restart. They could be anywhere.”

      “Me and Lyric will stay and comm with Oz to get UVIE back up. You get the mortling,” says a pained Hadrian. “Hurry.”

      I don’t wait for anyone else to object. I spin on my heel and dart through the passageways, following Galen’s bulk through the shadows.

      “They had to have taken him somewhere they feel safe.” Aria is saying over the comms in our masks.

      “Did anyone get a good look at where they were stationed?”

      “We did,” I blurt. “There were ships in the mountain tunnels. Could they be there?”

      “It would offer good cover,” Breccan muses. “The range would give them the perfect vantage point over the Facility.”

      While they’re discussing the various entrances to the mountain range, we reach the exit. There we’re met by another mort. I don’t even recognize them through my panic.

      “The little mortling. They’ve taken him to the Tower.”

      He’s covered from head to toe in dark red blood as though he’s taken a bath in it.

      “Goodness gracious, baby. What happened to you?” Molly asks.

      Draven. Molly’s mate. Up close, he’s terrifying. But it’s good to have terrifying on your side when you’re on a mission to rescue your son.

      “Swarms of the humans,” Draven grunts out. “They attacked Hadrian. We got separated. I had to fight my way through them to get back to the Facility. Are you injured?”

      “No, but I think I should be asking you that.”

      “I’m wrong as rain.”

      I block out their sweet murmurs as I take the stairs of the Tower two at a time, following after where Breccan, Aria, and Galen went. Whoever has Henry is going to die and I’m going to take a page out of Draven’s book and bathe in their blood.

      Draven and Molly can be heard clomping behind me as we rush to our destination. We reach the top of the stairwell and so much adrenaline is coursing through me, I feel like I could bring the mountain around us down with my hands alone. Pushing through the small crowd gathered on the other side of the door, wanting—needing—to be the first to see Henry is safe with my own eyes, I rush out past them.

      A moment of déjà vu reminds me of opening the Command Center not long ago, but there are no friendly faces on the other side of the door. There are maybe two dozen human soldiers, armed with a whole cache of weapons each. All of them pointing our way.

      “Where is my son?” I demand without preamble, aiming my zonnoblaster at each of them in turn. “Give him back. No one else has to get hurt.”

      One of the soldiers in the front with a name patch labeled Smith sneers behind his blood-speckled mask. I’m prepared to offer them mercy, to let them return to Earth II without a fight, as long as they give Henry back unharmed.

      That is, until he speaks.

      “We don’t answer to you, alien slut. Get on your knees or we’ll kill you all. You’re outnumbered two to one. Get the rest of them to surrender or we’ll kill your little boy.”

      Behind me, Galen growls, sub-bones cracking menacingly, causing Smith to smirk. “Ah, this must be the freak you’ve been spreading your legs for. Bring him to me.” Galen quivers with rage and the look in his eyes when they force him to his knees makes Smith swallow hard, but he continues. “Tell the rest of your people to come out and surrender or we’ll start killing these freaks one by one. Starting with him.” Smith jabs Galen’s temple with the tip of his gun for emphasis.

      “I’ll comm the others,” Breccan says slowly. I half expect someone to object. Surely they wouldn’t risk everyone just for my little boy, but no one says a word. Tears are streaming down Molly’s face and she clings to Draven’s side as they are all forced to their knees next to Galen.

      “Get on with it,” Smith says.

      Breccan’s eyes may be black, but they’re glowing with an inhuman light. “I will, but first we want to see the little mortling. Make certain you haven’t harmed him. No one here will do a thing until we know he’s safe.”

      Smith weighs his options, then lifts a shoulder and juts his chin to another one of the soldiers. After a long, harrowing moment, a soldier comes forward pushing a howling Henry, who is fighting for all he’s worth.

      “Let go ob me. Gawen is going to kick you in the weenie when he gets baa-yack.”

      I want to laugh and cry at the same time, but all I can do is barely breathe. The soldier brings a kicking, spitting, screaming Henry to Smith’s side, who immediately backhands Henry across the mouth.

      Galen snarls, throwing off two of his guards, and I leap forward, firing my zonnoblaster in Smith’s direction. It misses, but the laser burst singes Smith’s left arm. This close to his heart.

      “You’re going to regret that. Boy, are you going to regret that. Command was right. The prisoners here have been left on this planet far too long. They’ve gone rabid like the rest of these freaks. Good thing they sent us to exterminate the lot of you. But I think we’ll keep the ones who are left. I’m sure the higher-ups will find a good use for you.” Smith nods to Breccan. “Call your people. Get them out here, all nice like, or we’ll do the boy.”

      Sweat fills my vision, stinging my eyes, but I can’t tear them away from Henry. My brave, sweet boy. He’s trembling next to the soldiers and he looks so small, but his expression is all Galen-like defiance.

      “Our communication is down,” Breccan states. “You people made sure of that.”

      Smith sneers. “I’m aware. This’ll do the job.” He pulls a device from his vest and tosses it at Breccan, who catches it in his massive, clawed hand. “Push and speak. They’ll hear you from a mile away.”

      My heart is thundering in my chest. Is he really going to call for all the people to come out? Uneasiness settles in my gut.

      Breccan mashes the button and clears his throat. “Hadrian?”

      His voice projects, echoing off every surface and making my ears hurt. I know Hadrian and Lyric can hear from where they’re at, especially with the giant-sized hole I’d seen in the window.

      “Outside the stairwell,” Smith encourages.

      “I need you and the others to meet me in front of the stairwell to The Tower.”

      “Tell them to bring all the females,” Smith barks out. “They belong to us.”

      My skin crawls at the promise in his words. If they don’t kill us, they have nefarious plans. I refuse to be anyone’s prisoner ever again.

      But what choice do we have?

      None.

      Not when they’ve got my baby boy.

      “Make sure everyone is there,” Breccan grits out, though I can tell it pains him to do so.

      “That’s good,” Smith says with sugary sweet condescension. “Real good. You can go to your mommy like I promised, kid. I do keep my promises.”

      He releases Henry, who topples over onto his hands and knees, and then he pushes up and slams into me, his little body filling my arms with reassuring weight and my heart with a short-lived relief.

      Smith puts a radio to his mouth. “We’re corralling them to a central location. When the big aliens are in view, shoot them.”

      He gestures to the soldiers guarding Galen, who muscle him over to us. “Let’s go.” To the other soldiers, Smith says, “We’ll get the women all secured and then get the fuck out of here. We’re home free, boys.”

      There’s no way in hell I’ll leave with these assholes.

      Tension fills the air. I wonder at which point we’ll make a move to escape. Will Hadrian really bring up all the children, women, and morts to be sacrificed by these monsters? My mind reels with many horrible scenarios where the good guys get shot and killed while the bad guys win.

      The soldiers march us back down the stairs and I stumble quite a bit—bravado fading now that I have Henry and Galen by my side. With guns pointed at our heads, they herd us all to where two morts stand side by side with a smaller person beside them. They’re shrouded in shadows, but I’m guessing it’s Hadrian and the others. The snap and crackle of the Facility burning set my nerves on edge. Another cloud of thick black smoke billows by, making the three of them seem to vanish in thin air.

      “What do you mortarekkers want from us?” the other mort growls from the shadows, someplace different than where I just saw them.

      “Theron, hush,” Lyric hisses.

      “They found Theron,” Molly whispers, relief in her voice. “Thank baby Jesus.”

      “Everything,” Smith barks out, answering Theron’s question. “We want everything. Now be a good freak and send the women this way. Do it or I’ll start cutting throats. I’ll do the kid first.”

      Blood turns to ice in my veins and Galen’s sub-bones pop furiously.

      “Over my dead rekking body,” Galen snarls.

      “Hmph.” Smith cackles. “Guess we’ll cut your thick neck instead.”

      I don’t find any relief whatsoever in them trading Henry’s life for Galen’s. All it does is add to the rage and horror swirling inside me. This has to end. We have to figure a way out of this where none of our people get hurt.

      “Stick together,” Breccan orders in an undertone. “The moment we see an opening, we take it. We’re stronger, faster, and smarter. This isn’t the end of us.”

      I’m hoping they have a plan because I’m all out of ideas.

      Smith bellows with laughter, cold and condescending. “Smarter my ass. We’ve got you beat. You’re completely outnumbered. What part of that don’t you understand?”

      Several snarling sounds come from a darkened area, drawing our attention. At first, I worry that more of those sabrevipe things that tried to eat Galen back in the caves are back. As much as I’d love to see Smith have his face chewed off, I’m not exactly eager to encounter them again.

      “This part!” comes a female voice from the smoke.

      We all turn to face the source of the outcry and there’s a collective gasp.

      I expect Zoe or Quinn or one of the other women, but it’s not.

      It’s Julie from Exilium.

      And with her are aliens almost as monstrous as the morts, only they’re opposites in every conceivable way. Where the morts are pale and dark, the new aliens are golden and wild. Tanned skin, gold and black tattoos. Wild manes of hair and red eyes.

      My mind goes blank, refusing to compute what my eyes are seeing for long moments.

      Then all hell breaks loose.
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      There are creatures…like us? With their own human female? I want to spend more time observing them, possibly even be wary of them, except they’ve descended upon us like a violent geostorm.

      Spears pierce the air and cut through their targets like magnastrikes.

      The ground beneath our feet rumbles with the echoes of their massive forms.

      Battle cries erupt around us and blood splatters like rain.

      Somehow, within the shock of it all, me and my brothers move as one, choosing in a second which side we’re on.

      Fellow Mortuus dwellers or vile aliens from the heavens.

      The choice was easy.

      Breccan’s roar reverberates through me, waking my own inner beast. These human men have no idea who they’re dealing with. No idea. Amongst the slashing of magknives, bright bursts of zonnoblasters, and unforgiving throws of handmade spears, the people of this planet fight with beastly brutality these humans have never known.

      This. Is. Our. Home.

      One of the human men aims his weapon at Julie. On impulse, I grab her arm and yank her out of harm’s way. It was probably unnecessary because a golden streak—one of those she arrived with—launches himself on the attacker. I get a flash of his pointy fangs as he bares his teeth. As though he’s a sabrevipe himself, he sinks the sharp points into the human’s throat and rips at the flesh as though it’s nothing.

      “Thank you,” Julie mutters to me and then calls out to one of the other Mortuus dwellers. “Xorion!”

      She plucks her arm free and races toward the creature—Xorion—who just killed to protect her. Their bond makes my own hum to life. This entire battle I’ve felt my mate and our mortling behind me—a force strong and an invigorating shower to my need to protect. But, because I need to see them, I toss a quick glance back.

      Stella holds Henry to her, a hand crushing his head against her side so he doesn’t have to see the violence unfolding. In her other arm is a zonnoblaster, her finger ready on the trigger. She raises the weapon and for a split second I’m reminded of a time when she’d rather kill me than accept my presence. So much has changed with my sweet zelfyre.

      A flashed beam coupled with a crackling zap shoots just to my right. Crashing to the floor beside me is one of the human men, a gaping hole where half of his nog once was. I recognize his orange hair—or what’s left of it—as one of the men in the Tower who held our mortling captive.

      That’ll teach him to mess with a mother and her young.

      Draven snarls somewhere close. As much as I’d love to admire my lovely, brave mate, I must attend to my brothers and aid them in this fight.

      The sounds of blasting weapons go silent. All that can be heard are the heavy breathing of those left and the crackling fires that still burn parts of the Facility.

      And a sniveling human male.

      “Are there any more?” Draven demands, shoving the male against a wall. “Answer me, mortarekker.”

      “I-I d-don’t know,” the man stammers. “If there are, I don’t know where.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Draven growls in response. “But, rest assured, wherever they are, we will find them. We’ll feed every last one of you pieces of filth to the sabrevipes.”

      There are worse ways to go than being fed to sabrevipes.

      Theron catches my eye and winces. He’s no doubt imagining just exactly what that would feel like. Since I nearly got eaten by a pack of them myself back in the caves when I first met Stella, I cringe too. It’s horrific, to say the least. As much as I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, these human males who’ve attacked our planet and our people deserve that and more.

      “Take him to one of the cells,” Breccan barks out. “We’ll get all we can out of him.”

      Xorion, who appears to be their leader based on his size and air of authority, chuffs. His skin is decorated with the most tattoos. “He is ours, yes? Gift for our aid in your battle?”

      The human male pales, shaking his head. As if he actually gets a say in this exchange.

      “You can’t claim everything you find,” Julie grumbles. “Seriously, Xor, what are we going to do with a soldier?”

      “Eat him?” one of Xorion’s men offers, a wild grin on his face.

      The human pisses his pants at that statement.

      “Mama,” Henry whispers loudly. “He peed his pants.”

      “No one is eating anyone, Xanto. You’re such a psycho freak.” Julie motions at the one called Xorion. “Your brother isn’t right in the head.”

      “I’m sure we can negotiate,” Breccan says to Xorion. “I’m Breccan, commander of this Faction.”

      Xorion stares at Breccan for a long beat until Julie elbows him. He shoots her a narrow-eyed glare before turning his attention back to our commander. “Xorion. Chieftain of the Xixians.”

      Breccan nods. “We have much to discuss. Can I trust your men to assist mine with removing the bodies while we meet?”

      Several of Chieftain Xorian’s men dart curious looks at our females. My sub-bones pop in response and someone—Hadrian maybe—growls in warning.

      Chieftain Xorion makes a whistling sound with several short bursts that get higher each time. The men each give clipped nods and then begin picking up bloody bodies, easily tossing them over their shoulders.

      Breccan and Chieftain Xorion begin walking in the direction of the command center. Draven and one of their men follow after.

      Stella rushes to my side where Julie is greeting the other prison females. “I’m so glad you’re okay. How in the world did you find more aliens?”

      “It’s a long story,” Julie says with a weary grin. “I couldn’t come back here to die, so I decided to take my freedom like you!”

      “Like me?” Stella asks with wide eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “You were so brave leaving when you did. You weren’t scared of anything. I’ve always wanted to travel and I never got the chance on Earth II, so I decided what the hell. If you could do it, so could I. I didn’t get very far when I found these guys. If you can believe it, they’re even crazier than the morts.”

      Stella glances at me. “I’m not sure if that’s possible.”

      I bare my teeth at her playfully.

      “I mean, you’ve seen them. But that doesn’t even begin to describe it,” Julie says. “They live in old ruins of cities a few hours from the prison. The city is like a jungle with vines growing through the buildings and trees right in the middle of the streets.”

      “We’ll have to go see this someday,” I say thoughtfully, imagining all the different species of plants that must exist across the planet.

      “Maybe Breccan and Xorion can work something out,” Julie says with excitement. “I’m just glad to have found you all.”

      “We found each other,” Stella says, putting an arm around her.

      ***

               Living underground isn’t ideal, but now that Oz has restored power, at least my plants will survive. It was a group effort, but eventually, we moved everything of value from the destroyed Facility down to the lower levels. The cells that once housed anyone crazed with The Rades have now been temporarily outfitted with insulated walls for privacy.

               Our room is now filled with all my plants, transforming the bland insulation into colorful shades of orange, red, green, purple, blue, and more.

               “Dis one?” Henry asks, pointing his finger up.

               “This one is edible,” I agree. “Want to try it?”

               He nods eagerly and plucks a rubrumbacca from a vine. “Strawberwy?”

               My mortling is clever. “Close. The other humans say this one resembles strawberries on Earth II. Your mother loved strawberries and told you a lot about them, huh?”

               “Can I eat it?”

               I grab a spray bottle and squeeze the handle, grinning when he squeals in delight as water splatters all over him and the rubrumbacca. “Now you can, little one. It’s called a rubrumbacca. Can you say that?”

               He chews on the pink, meaty sweetness, juices running down one corner of his lips. “Rubrakka.”

               “Henry,” Stella chides, entering our room. “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

               I wink at him and use a cloth to clean off his face. “My fault, mate.”

               Stella rolls her eyes, but her smile is broad. “You can’t take the blame for everything he does. You’ll spoil him.”

               She says spoil like it’s a bad thing. If taking the blame means keeping him out of trouble and Stella’s stern words directed at me, I can handle it. In fact, I welcome it.

               “Henry, baby, Miss Molly is about to give Eileen a bath. She wants to know if you can help her.” Stella laughs when Henry shrieks with happiness. “You know where to find her.”

               Since Henry spends most of his time with that rogcow, he knows exactly how to get there. After he takes off in a sprint, Stella shuts the door behind him. She turns the lever, something new Jareth installed in the rooms to ensure privacy, locking us in.

               Stella’s stare becomes predatory as she watches me. We haven’t had much time alone since the human soldier war, so the air crackles with an energy that’s been building for many solars.

               Her dainty fingers tug at the zipper of her minnasuit and she slowly draws it down, exposing creamy flesh with each drop lower and lower. My cock stiffens, immediately eager to do more than a quick lick of her cunt or her lips around my cock.

               This feels different.

               This feels like more.

               “Looking to get licked between your thighs again?” I tease, smirking at my beautiful mate.

               She slowly shakes her nog. “Nope.”

               I lift a brow in question. She ignores me, slowly peeling the material down her body. It would be more efficient just to hurry and rip it all off. Something tells me she’s not shooting to be efficient. For once, we’re able to take our time and enjoy this moment without fear of interruption.

               Since two can play at this game, I mimic her actions. I grow fixated on the way she bites down on her juicy bottom lip. Everything about Stella is perfect. Every smooth curve of her body. Every brown spot—er, freckles as she calls them. Every golden hair on her head, under her arms, and the sweet thatch between her thighs.

               I could study her for eternity, endlessly learning new things about her.

               As she pulls off the minnasuit completely, I do the same. My cock bobs heavily in front of me, already leaking seed.

               “Did the other females tell you about toxica?” I ask, stepping away from my pile of clothes. “How you’ll become my helpless victim?”

               She lifts her nog, her eyes boring into me. “I trust you to take care of me. Even if I can’t move or speak. You’re my mate.”

               My heart thunders in my chest. Pride surges through me. Her trust in me is something I never knew I needed until now. Now it’s nourishment I need to survive.

               “I will always protect you,” I murmur, stepping closer, “and care for you. For Henry. For the mortlings you’ll soon bear.”

               She shivers and a sweet smile curls her lips up. “Soon?”

               I curl my massive hand around her hip, my claws out and poking into her flesh. “Every chance to fill you with my seed, I will. I’ll impregnate you a hundred times if I’m able.”

               “You morts and your need to get us pregnant.”

               I capture her face with my free hand. “Just you. All I care about is you.”

               Our lips find each other and our tongues become a quick tangle, dancing around our needy moans and growls. I find her tiny nub she loves to have rubbed and give her the pleasure she needs for her body to grow lubricated. My cock is thick and her body is so small. She’ll probably need to come a few times to be ready for me.

               “Galen,” she whimpers, her fingers in my hair, tugging. “Oh, that feels so good.”

               I nip at her bottom lip and give her nub a tug. She shudders in my arms, whimpering in ecstasy. I don’t let her come down from her high, instead increasing my efforts, drawing another full-bodied orgasm from her. When I go for a third time, she shakes her nog.

               “Enough. God, I can’t. I just need you. Inside me. Please don’t make me wait any longer.”

               Unable to deny my mate a single wish, I pull back and scoop her into my arms. She cries out in shock and then laughs as I stride over to our bed. Once I’ve laid her out on the soft blankets, I spread open her thighs so I can be assured her cunt isn’t just slick but dripping with her desire.

               “This,” I say, dragging a finger through her juices, “is the best rekking taste on the planet. And I’m the only one who knows about it.”

               “You’re such a caveman.”

               “You fell in love with me in a cave.”

               She rolls her eyes, but I know it’s true. What I feel for Stella is mirrored back at me. I’ve observed the other morts and their mates enough to know what love is. I’ve read the book—the one all the mated morts have contributed to so the rest of us will know what to do when we find ourselves in love with a human—eavesdropped on conversations and overheard whispered affections. Ours outmatches them all.

               I prowl over her, seeking out her mouth once more. My cock throbs with anticipation. Gripping it, I slowly tease her entrance, letting her body get used to what’s to come.

               “More,” she begs against my lips. “All of you. I need every inch, Galen.”

               With agonizing patience, I ease my cock into her tight channel. Since she’s so slick, I could shove all the way in with one thrust, but I’d be horrified if I hurt her. It isn’t until I’ve pushed all the way in and her breathing is as heavy as mine do I consider moving any faster.

               “Ready, zelfyre?”

               “I’m always ready with you.”

               I pull out and then drive my hips forward, filling her to the brim with my cock. The delicious squeeze of her body feels so maddeningly exquisite, it’s nearly impossible not to come right away.

               But then it’ll be over.

               I’ve waited so long to take my time with her, so that’s exactly what I’ll do. I slow my hips and press kisses along her jaw, to her neck. She whimpers as my fangs scrape along her skin. I have the urge to bite her—to mark her for all to see—but I want to discuss it with her first. Another time perhaps.

               “You’re teasing me,” she whines. “So rude.”

               “Teasing is part of the fun.”

               She doesn’t argue with that.

               With my finger and thumb, I tug at one of her nipples, the claws pressing into her flesh but not puncturing it. She must like the sensation because her cunt squeezes around my cock. I groan in response, my entire body shuddering.

               “Faster, Galen. I need you deep inside me.”

               I growl against her neck, lit on fire by her words. My hips take on a manic cadence, thrusting wildly. Accidentally, my teeth pierce her flesh. The saltiness of her blood teases over my forked tongue.

               She has another glorious orgasm, as though the pain sent her over the edge of pleasure. I tuck that away in my mind for future lovemaking sessions. With newfound fervor, I drive into her over and over, intoxicated by her cries of pleasure until I find my own release. My sac tightens and then I release deep within her body, spurting my seed all over her fertile womb.

               As soon as the toxica hits her system, her entire body goes limp. I keep my cock nestled inside her, to work as a plug of sorts to keep my seed inside her for maximum mortling-making effort, but lift up enough to see her pretty face.

               “Mine,” I rumble. “My beautiful, fierce mate. My zelfyre. My Stella.”

               Tears well in her eyes. She doesn’t need to speak for me to understand. We’re mates and what we have is special. The forces of nature brought us together and gave us happiness.

               “I love you,” I tell her. “I always will. From now and then after, in The Eternals. It’s my solemn vow to be the best mate, the best friend, the best lover.”

               We stare at each other for an indeterminable amount of time. Eventually, she gets her movement back. A slow smile curls her lips up and her fingers run up my side, gently tickling my ribs.

               “I love you too,” she whispers. “My handsome, caring mate. My partner. My Galen.”
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        Ten Revolutions Later…

      

      

      Mortuus.

      The Lost Planet.

      Dwindling population.

      Until a miracle happened. My miracle.

      Aria, my lovely mate, was the catalyst for change on our planet. A rebirth. Quite literally. And now…now, we have everything.

      Mates.

      Growing families.

      Happiness.

      It’s hard to remember the times when we were held captive by fear. Fear was as regular to us as training or hunting. A part of each solar, gnawing at us much like hunger would. Never forgotten.

      Fear is a part of our past now.

      A fading memory that stings when you linger on it too long, but is easily pushed aside by the solar to solar activities. Our Faction teems with life now, threatening to burst at the seams with growth.

      How many revolutions was it since I sat in the command center, guiltily harming myself with the sun’s rays against my sensitive skin simply to feel something on the outside rather than the heartache within?

      My heart never hurts these solars.

      “Poppy?”

      The soft voice in the darkness pulls me from my early solar musings and to my mortling, Catori. Even in the dark, she is my sun. Except, rather than burn my flesh, she warms every part of me.

      Aria calls Catori Daddy’s little girl.

      “Yes, sunshine?”

      “I’m hungry.”

      Aria, still asleep, stirs when I chuckle. Our little mortling, only five revolutions old, is always hungry. Her appetite rivals a starved sabrevipe.

      “We better get you something to eat then. Meet me in the Great Hall?”

      “Hurry. I can smell canellabloom rolls!”

      I fight a smile as I kiss my mate and slip out of bed. Quickly, I dress in a minnasuit and exit our room without waking Aria. The cavernous tunnels indeed smell of baking canellabloom spice. This, according to the human females, is almost an exact replica of their beloved cinnamon and a favorite used in much of the cooking around here. Catori loves canellabloom rolls.

      For the past ten revolutions, the extensive tunnel system beneath our old Faction has become our home. When the Earth II War destroyed most of our building, it had seemed impossible to rebuild a home. Rather than trying to erect the Faction that was beyond repair, we took to outfitting the tunnel system to house our growing community.

      One solar, when Sokko and Catori are older, we might take them on an exploration mission to look for a more habitable location for our group. Until then, we’re happy right where we are.

      I follow the smell into the Great Hall. It’s a large, cavernous room fashioned with tables and chairs. Sayer and Stella make a great duo when it comes to providing meals for everyone. I find Catori seated next to Henry, watching as Stella, belly swollen with child, drizzles something sweet on the canellabloom rolls. Even though he’s a male and has eight revolutions on Catori, they’re almost the same height since he’s fully human, whereas she’s part mort. She’s my daughter through and through—bulky and ferocious—even as stocky as her older brother. At only five revolutions, she can already whip most of the other mortlings on the training mat. Something Aria says I’m not allowed to be proud of, though secretly, I am.

      “Good morning,” I greet as I stride over to them. “Smells decadent.”

      Stella smiles. “Thank Sayer. This cream he made is so sweet and perfectly complements the rolls.”

      Sayer, who’s squatting by the firepit, poking at some meat that’s sizzling, nods his nog at me. “Morning, Commander.”

      “Carfey?” Stella asks, pointing at a steaming cup waiting for me.

      “Ewww,” Catori complains. “Carfey is gross.”

      “Tastes like rogshite,” Henry agrees.

      “Henry!” Stella chides. “Don’t say rogshite.”

      “Dad says it all the time,” he argues. “He doesn’t get in trouble.”

      “He has a point,” I offer, earning a scowl from Stella.

      Henry shoots me a mischievous grin. He reminds me a lot of Hadrian when he was that age, which makes me like the mortling a lot. Though he’s human, he is Galen made over, clever with growing plants, but his mouth is like his uncle Hadrian’s and gets him in trouble quite often these solars.

      I pick up the carfey and inhale the dark root aroma. When the females learned carfey root is close to something of a coffee bean, they went insane. So many shrieks and squeals, I thought my ears would bleed. We’d only used carfey root for medicinal purposes, but once Molly invented a way for it to taste like the coffee many of them knew of, us morts quickly discovered the appeal of consuming it that way.

      “This is the second-best part of my solar,” I say, sipping the dark liquid.

      “What’s the best part?” Catori asks, flashing me her double fangs.

      I wink at her. “When my little sunshine wakes me up of course.”

      She preens, wiggling in her chair. Unlike the other mortlings, Catori likes to play with fabrics and materials. Between Aria and Oz, they’ve accumulated quite the collection for her to experiment with. Sometimes, her attire makes my eyes hurt because it’s so…different, but she’s pleased and that’s all that matters. This solar, she’s wearing a sabrevipe hide smock that she stained with many different colors and attached little pouches all over to hold her things.

      Aria says every dress should have pockets, so Catori sees to it that hers have at least fifteen. It’s better to pretend the pockets are empty than imagine what all she collects in them.

      “Everyone still asleep?” I ask Sayer, sipping at my carfey.

      Sayer plates up some strips of meat and sets them in front of the mortlings, who dig in right away. “Grace is already in the labs this morning. Calix woke us up to show her something interesting.”

      “Interesting is code for way over our heads,” Stella pipes up. “Seriously. When those two get together and nerd out, I feel like my IQ falls a few points.”

      “IQ?” Sayer and I both ask at once.

      Stella grumbles out something, ignoring us. Even after all these revolutions, we still get hung up on some of their quirky human sayings.

      “They’re the only ones up?” I ask, choosing to skip over the IQ thing. “Galen?” I down the rest of my carfey and set the empty glass down on the table.

      Stella gets a silly smile that makes me chuckle. “He’s in his greenhouse. Emery said they’re going to start crossbreeding some plant species this week. I can’t wait to see what they come up with.”

      I steal a niblet of meat from Catori’s plate, earning me a snarl. You don’t mess with that mortling when she’s eating. You might lose a finger or two. Sokko required stitching up once because of her little fangs.

      “I’m going to make my rounds and get to work in the Command Center.”

      “You don’t want breakfast?” Stella asks, scrunching her nose.

      “I’ll have breakfast with my mate.” I kiss Catori’s dark-haired nog. “Be good for Miss Stella and don’t be late for school.”

      “I’m never late,” Catori huffs. “Sokko gets marks almost every solar for being late.”

      Her brother enjoys his beauty sleep much like his mother.

      “My apologies, sunshine.”

      I leave the mortlings to their meal and make my way into a tunnel that leads to the working section of our underground Faction. All of the housing is on one side with the Great Hall separating everything. The first room I pass is the greenhouse. And, just as they said, Galen and Emery are each in their corners, already hard at work, quietly murmuring. I don’t interrupt them and peek in on the next room.

      Quinn and Willow are stacking books on a shelf of the classroom. Currently, all the children take their lessons here each solar, though Quinn says we’ll need to separate the older mortlings soon. Both Quinn and Willow share the task of educating the mortlings on both human and mort ways. They often take “field trips” to learn certain duties. I cringe just thinking about having dozens of mortlings all crowded in the Command Center touching everything. Quinn promises the solar is coming soon.

      “Morning,” I greet, waving at the two females.

      They both turn to smile at me. Their stomachs are protruding. Pregnant again. Every time I see one of the females, their bellies showing growth inside of them, my heart sings with joy. Pride fills me to the brim. They may not be my mortlings, but they’re still family.

      “Oh,” Quinn chirps. “Don’t forget. Tomorrow we’re taking a field trip to see what our great Commander does all day.”

      Rekk.

      “Ehh, right.” I stifle a groan. “Looking forward to it.”

      Willow smirks. “We totally believe you.”

      Shoes patter behind me and several mortlings rush into the classroom. Willow and Theron’s girls, Aponi and Elu, bounce by, chirping excitedly. With them is Quinn and Oz’s girl, Tayen. This trio is usually inseparable.

      Not far behind them are Kosumi and Kele, Avrell and Zoe’s boys, Nodin, Calix and Emery’s youngest son, followed by his older brother, Hophalix, and Hadrian and Lyric’s son Nayati.

      “Wanna wrestle?” Nayati asks as he attempts to tackle me.

      Since he’s only ten revolutions old, his sneak attack doesn’t work. He looks so much like Hadrian and acts just like that mortarekker, sometimes I’m thrust back to the past. I ruffle his unruly hair on his nog.

      “Come see me after supper tonight. We’ll have a match in the training room. I’ll teach you how to be a fighter like your dad.”

      Nayati shakes his head. “No! I want to be like Draven!” He roars so loud my ears throb. That’s my cue to leave.

      “Have fun with these delightful creatures,” I deadpan, earning a laugh from Willow and Quinn. “Want me to see if Oz can make some sort of device to…” I make a motion of covering my mouth with my hand.

      “Get out of here, grumpy,” Willow says, shooing me away.

      Smirking, I exit the classroom, nearly trampling over Lyric and little Nuka, who looks more like Hadrian than her. He’s still nursing, having been born just half a revolution ago.

      “Least this one’s still quiet,” I say to her.

      She shakes her nog. “Not last night. He kept me up. I think he’s growing.” She sighs heavily. “I’m going to have to supplement with rogcow milk.”

      I nod in understanding. “Catori was that way. As soon as she had all her teeth, she switched to meat.”

      Lyric hugs Nuka to her chest. “He’s growing too fast.”

      She has that look of longing in her eyes that these females get when they’re ready for another one. I’m not sure Mortuus is ready for Hadrian to have a third mortling. My eardrums certainly aren’t ready.

      “You leaving him here or taking him to the command center today?”

      “I’m going to let Willow take him for part of the day. I have too much work to do. Me, Jareth, and Oz are knee-deep in the radio tower project. Besides, if he’s going to transition to rogcow supplement milk, what better day than today.”

      She ducks into the classroom and I make my way over to the sounds of arguing in the medical bay. Inside, I discover Avrell and Zoe in a heated discussion. Just when I think she might punch him, he strokes her pregnant belly and then kisses her so hard her knees wobble. I escape without being seen.

      “Yo, Commander,” Theron calls out from behind me. “I’m leaving in the morning on the Mayvina to scout out some supplies. If you want to ride with me, I could use the help. Thought I’d give Kev another lesson.”

      Kev, short for Kevin, is our other human male. Avrell claimed the boy during the Earth II War and forbade anyone from using “Kevin” in a derogatory way. Every now and again Hadrian will slip up, which always earns him a smack to the nog from Lyric or Zoe or both at once.

      “Kev ran into a mountain last time,” I remind him. “He’s a terrible pilot.”

      Though Kev is no longer a mortling, he sure as rekk pilots like one.

      “The Mayvina is made to take a beating,” Theron boasts. “Besides, it was a good experience for him. Jareth and Oz taught him how to bind zutametal and seal holes. It’s all good.”

      As much as I’d love an excuse to get out of the mortling takeover in my Command Center tomorrow, I’m not about to trade it for pilot lessons with Kev in the captain’s chair.

      “Perhaps next time,” I say with a grunt. “Report back tomorrow. If you live.”

      Theron barks out a laugh. I wasn’t joking.

      I pass by another lab, this one much quieter than the medical bay. Papers are strewn all over the desks that Grace and Calix have mashed together. They’re both deep in thought as they pore over their notes. How they concentrate with all the chaos in our Faction is beyond me. Sareth Gracyn, Grace’s oldest daughter with her mates, Jareth and Sayer, sits perched beside her mother, intently looking over her shoulder. Like my Catori, Sareth Gracyn, favors her fathers and is larger than her mother.

      Sareth Gracyn glances up at me, her dark eyes boring into me. She’s so quiet and closed off. Sokko stares at her far more than he realizes. It makes me wonder if, one solar, they’ll become mates. Sareth Gracyn looks past me and her shoulders slouch slightly. Maybe the feelings are mutual, because I’m feeling a sense of disappointment from her. Most mornings, when I’m not awoken by my little sunshine and can sleep in a bit, Sokko does the rounds with me. It’s evident Sareth Gracyn was hoping to see him.

      I give her a small wave, not to disturb Calix and Grace, then head down to the barn where I know I’ll find Molly, her daughter, Quinlan, and their other set of twins, Tiva and Tarlo. The twin boys are eight revolutions old and are always by their mother’s side, usually in the barn. At one time, we only had Eileen, but now our barn has grown to include several more rogcows—that we’re not allowed to eat unless we want to get castrated according to Molly—and several other creatures meant for consumption but now act as pets.

      “Smells rekking awful in here,” I grumble, pinching my nose as I peek in. “Did something die?”

      Molly’s boisterous laugh echoes through the cavernous room. Tiva and Tarlo both nod, each of them holding their noses.

      “Quinlan’s cabroat.” Molly points to the guilty looking beast with yellow fur and glassy green eyes. “We found Billy nursin’ from one of the rogcows this mornin’. Turns out, darlin’, that if a cabroat drinks rogcow milk, it runs right through ’em!” She snorts out a laugh and then waves the air in front of her because she no doubt got a lungful of the horrendous scent.

      Billy brays at me as if to explain. I don’t know cabroat speak, nor do I care to stick around any longer than I have to.

      Quinlan, squatted down beside Billy, shakes her nog. “It was an accident, Mama. Billy’s just always so hungry.” She starts cooing to the beast like the females do their newborn mortlings. “It’s okay, Billy. I’m going to nurse you back to health.” She strokes his middle horn. “There, there, little one.”

      Billy brays pitifully.

      “Bad Billy,” Tarlo says. “Now you smell like Tiva.”

      “Mama,” Tiva whines. “Tarlo’s bein’ mean.”

      “Tarlo,” Molly chides. “Be nice or I’m gonna have your daddy give you a stern talkin’ to.”

      For as terrifying as Draven can be, his children all have him tamed and docile. It’s quite humorous.

      “Keep me posted on Billy’s improvement,” I manage to choke out, making a rude, hasty escape.

      It’s not until I’m deeper into the tunnel system that I finally suck in untainted air. Voices can be heard in the Command Center. Well, one voice in particular.

      Hadrian sits at the head of the table, his boots propped up on the surface, yammering away to Draven, who stands sentry near the doorway. Jareth and Oz are at the far end of the room, both wearing comms units as they work on their project. They’ve been developing a radio system that will reach beyond the prison, perhaps farther into the unknown crevices on this planet, where there may be more undiscovered life.

      “…and then this sabrevipe comes out of nowhere, Draven. Just saunters over to me. I swear, that beast could hear my thoughts. You should have seen his face,” Hadrian exclaims. “And then it just turned and walked away. Like we didn’t just have a moment.”

      “How big was it again?” Draven asks, scarred eyebrow lifted in question.

      “Massive. The biggest damn one I’ve ever seen.”

      Draven smirks. “Sure, Hadrian. It just walked right off and didn’t try to bite off your nog.”

      “Get out of my chair,” I grunt out to Hadrian. “And doesn’t Lyric ever call you out on your tall tales?”

      “It’s not a tale if it’s true,” Hadrian argues, pulling his feet off the table and standing. “Quinn says it’s ‘history’ and ought to be recorded.”

      “Like that one time a big bird nearly ate you?” Lyric asks, entering the room. “Sorry, Commander, but that one was true.”

      Hadrian puffs out his chest. “Told you.”

      Lyric walks over to him and he pulls her into his arms, kissing the top of her nog.

      “What’s on today’s agenda?” I ask, dropping into my seat, still warm from Hadrian’s rump.

      Draven steps forward. “A new proposal.”

      Me and Hadrian exchange a surprised look. Draven mostly stays back and lets us do all the talking. He follows orders without question. If he’s bringing up something, it must be important to him, which means I’ll take it seriously and won’t question it. My curiosity has me nodding.

      “Dude,” Vendar Thomas booms, his deep voice thundering as he enters with Sokko, “get your shit together, man. My dad says we get to skip class to join the meeting. Don’t screw this up, rekker.”

      Lyric shakes her nog. “I swear. Between Hadrian and Zoe…”

      Vendar Thomas has quite the “potty mouth” as Molly says, preferring to use a hybrid of curse words he’s learned from both Hadrian and Zoe.

      Sokko rubs at his eyes, still half asleep. “Dude, it’s early.”

      I don’t understand this whole dude thing, but apparently they learned this word from Kev.

      “Dudes,” I say, motioning at the table. “Have a seat.”

      Sokko cringes. “Pops, it sounds so lame when you say dude.”

      Hadrian snorts. “So lame. I totally agree with you there, kid.”

      Draven grunts, which has both Sokko and Vendar Thomas straightening.

      “Draven, take the lead here,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I want to take Sokko and Vendar Thomas on the next hunt we go on. They’re old enough and prove worthy in training.” Draven sets down two magknives in front of each of them. “With your blessing, of course.”

      Vendar Thomas grins goofily, reminding me of Molly. Sokko, however, frowns down at the magknife.

      “Topside?” Sokko asks, his voice scratchy with unease. He glances over at me. “Pops?”

      My skin crawls just thinking about letting my mortling go topside, but I trust Draven not to let anything happen to them.

      “If you’re ready,” I say slowly.

      Vendar Thomas smacks Sokko on the back. “We’re ready, dude.”

      “I’m ready too,” a soft voice says from the doorway. “Mom says I can do anything I want to.”

      Draven cuts his gaze over to Sareth Gracyn, studying her intently as she enters the Command Center. She lifts her chin, staring right at him, not allowing herself to be intimidated. Vendar Thomas elbows Sokko and they share a look that passes too quickly for me to interpret.

      “I’m ready,” Sokko barks out. “And I’ll protect her.”

      Sareth Gracyn huffs, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t need you to protect me, Sokko. I can protect myself.”

      As the mortlings break into an argument that could rival Avrell and Zoe’s, I excuse myself, leaving Draven to handle the details of their first hunt with Hadrian.

      After passing through the Great Hall once more, I grab a plate of food and find my very pregnant mate brushing her teeth at the basin in our room.

      The scan showed not one but two in her womb.

      “Madame Commander,” I rumble, setting her plate of food down on a table. “You’re looking beautiful this solar.”

      She spits into the basin and wipes her mouth on a cloth. “You know, after being your mate for over a decade, I can tell when you’re lying.”

      I scoff. “I never lie about your beauty.”

      “Have you really looked at me lately?” She huffs, motioning at her giant stomach. “I’m a whale.”

      “Is a whale like a kitten?” I cock my nog to the side.

      She rolls her eyes. “The human animal glossary exists in the library. Don’t play dumb.”

      I smirk at her and approach, stalking her much like I would a beast I plan to capture. “You could look like Eileen and I would still think you’re the most beautiful thing in existence.”

      Her features soften and she smiles. “Are you reading Quinn’s poetry books again?”

      “Quinn’s poetry books are what created this.” I grin at her as I palm her stomach. “Don’t act like you don’t approve of my late-night reading.”

      “Speaking of late nights…” She tilts her nog up, offering me her sweet lips. I don’t hesitate and kiss them.

      “Yes, my lovely alien?”

      “I plan to go back to work after the birth of these two. That means Poppy is going to have to help out at night.”

      I lift a hand and cradle her delicate jaw. “Whatever you need, it’s yours.”

      She closes her eyes for a moment before reopening them with a sigh. “Four kids, Breccan. We’re about to have four kids.”

      “And then we’ll make four more…”

      She smacks my chest. “Don’t even joke like that.”

      “Or, maybe in a few years, Sokko will give us four grandchildren instead.”

      Her eyes bug. “Grandchildren? Seriously? I swear to God, you morts only think about procreation. You totally get off on populating the planet, don’t you? Sick fuckers.”

      Chuckling, I shrug. “Sokko has eyes for Sareth Gracyn. In another few years, it could happen.”

      “Ugh,” she groans. And then she moans. “Ohhhh.”

      “Sareth Gracyn is a great female,” I continue. “She’s intelligent and fierce. In fact, she wants to go on the first hunt with them and—”

      Water splashes at our feet.

      “Breccan, stop talking,” Aria says, voice shrill. “My water just broke. The babies are coming.”

      Not needing for her to say it twice, I scoop up my mate into my arms and rush toward the medical bay at a breakneck speed.

      “Breccan, I’m scared.” Her teary eyes find mine. “Two at once. What if I can’t do it…”

      I press a kiss to her nose. “You, my brave female, can do anything.”

      And not too much longer, she does.

      Mortuus, once dying and hopeless, is now a planet teeming with life, unknown possibilities, and most importantly, love.
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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.
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