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Author’s Note

This book is a science fiction romance story with explicit language, sexual situations, dark themes, and possible triggers. It is intended for audiences 18 years and older.
If any of that bothers you―beware or turn back.
If not―enjoy and onward to the fun and sexy times!
Beware!
This book DOES NOT end in a cliffhanger, however, not all plot points will be tied up!
This is a series, not a trilogy, it will continue on for quite some time. There will be no other cliffhangers in THIS series, each book after this one will feature a different relationship but will have cameos and pop-ins of other characters.
Enjoy.
There is a Glossary, as requested by my lovely readers, at the end of the book. It’s full of all my fun words and species’ and may help those that need a refresher. Feel free to reference it or ignore it. It is there for you! Special thanks to my FB Council Members! Who helped me tremendously with putting it together!




Dear Reader,

This page is for you.
Thank you for reading.
Books inspire us. They bring us joy and allow us to escape for a little while.
I hope you find that with mine.
Thank you for taking the time out of your lives to read my hard work.
It means the world,
Erin.




To my people. You know who you are.


“I wish only to be your ear when you need to release your fears and doubts.
Your hand when you need strengthening.
Your guard when you cannot hold on your own.
And your heart when you are too far gone to pull yourself free.
I will always be here, lovely. When you feel all is lost and you are alone, I will be right here.”
-Tahk


To my dad: Thank you for championing me and stepping in when I needed you. Love you.
To my sister: You are awesome. Seriously.
To my husband: None of this would have happened without you. Your sacrifice for our family has allowed me to fulfill a dream I had no idea was possible. Thank you isn’t enough.
To my son: Keep being you, kiddo. I love you oodles of noodles.
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A Little Recap…



Three weeks ago, an alien species called the Vitat, invaded the earth. They broke through the earth’s atmosphere and decimated the human population in moments. Their goal? Nothing but destruction and to feed their endless appetites. Their hive queen orbits earth in their warship, waiting until her hive have taken over the planet and she can consume earth’s sun to grow her massive hive.
But the humans are not alone in their fight to regain control of their planet. Another alien species, the Dahk, have come to their aid by order of their king. But what Fihk, the Dahk acting commander, is unaware of, is that his king had his own agenda regarding the human’s survival. As does the Galactic Council. The humans are not only in danger of the carnivorous Vitat, but also a council of several alien species dedicated in their endeavor to enslave them. Fihk’s own council and the Juldo Master at the helm.
As the humans try to fight back and survive one invasion, another is already underway.




Chapter 1




Bailey


“Nathan!” I whisper-hissed. “Get your butt back here right now!”
The little asshole rolled his eyes and turned away from me before ducking back down behind the dumpster.
“So help me―I am going to kick your ass,” I hissed again, rushing to him. Crouching, I grabbed his shirt collar and twisted my fist into it, yanking him back against my side.
“Cut it out.” He glared at me through his brown eyes. He wiggled his seventy-pound body, nearly knocking me over. He was only ten, but at five-feet tall, he was only three inches shorter than me.
“Quiet.” I smacked my hand against his mouth and pulled him back against the wall. Sharp teeth bit my middle finger. I screamed silently and pushed him away, slapping the back of his head.
“I want to see,” he mouthed, his tan face scrunched with frustration. He poked his head out from behind the dumpster, and I tackled him to the ground, yanking him back behind it. “Stop it, Bails, I want to see.”
He fought my hold, and he was getting too big. I could barely hang on to him. “Too bad. I like all your body parts attached to you.”
“They’re not eating anybody like the others are.” He huffed and wiggled some more, kneeing me in the stomach. My breath left me with a whoosh, and I lost my hold on him. He grinned and waggled his brows, crab-walking away from me.
“How do you know?” I gasped and rolled to my knees, clutching my stomach.
“I just do.” He shook his head. “Besides, look at them. They’ve got swords. And wings.”
“That’s supposed to make them vegetarians?” I breathed through the sting and scowled at him. I crawled up next to him and poked my head out beside his.
Nathan had been obsessed with the new aliens for the last day and a half, ever since he spotted them when we were searching for supplies. They showed up out of the blue in front of the grocery store we were raiding, and I freaked the hell out. They were stealthy, and we hadn’t seen them until they were nearly walking right inside the store. We ducked behind the bakery counter and watched them for almost an hour as they picked up nearly every damn item in the store, inspecting and sniffing.
Nathan called them demons, and I had to agree. They were seven feet tall and dark-purple-and-gray-skinned. They had giant wings with claws along the edges, and horns shot out of their foreheads. With their fangs, they looked as though they had jumped out of a horror movie. Nathan was terrified. As was I. Plus they had swords.
After they’d left the store, I dragged Nathan back to the basement we were hiding in. Now here they were again, and Nathan was getting over his original terror. They looked as if they were looking for something, but I had no idea what it could be. They were circling a house, sniffing and growling in their weird language.
Being out in the open was too dangerous, but the other aliens―the white ones, the first to invade―had been snooping around the office building down the street. We couldn’t afford to stay in the basement there anymore. Ever since the white aliens invaded our planet three weeks ago, nowhere was safe. Now there were these purple aliens to watch out for too.
What were the odds we would run back into these new aliens miles away from the grocery store? What were they doing here? The whites ones thought we were tasty, were these demons looking for a meal as well?
We were in a little neighborhood because I was hoping to bypass the main road. The white aliens had barricades everywhere.
If it were just me, I would have skipped town the moment the ships landed and the white aliens started chomping on everyone, but I’d had to find Nathan. I had been working at an outdoors store when the aliens came. It was like a damn buffet. At first, I tried to help as many as I could. But the store was overrun in minutes. I barely made it out alive.
I had been torn. So many people needed help. My fear had nearly kept me frozen, but survival instinct kicked in. I managed to get a mother and her two little girls out before I hightailed it myself. She got in her car and sped away. I wondered how far she made it. I hoped they were hiding like we were. So many hadn’t made it.
Then I went for Nathan, cursing myself for not immediately going for him. He had been hiding behind the bleachers in the gym at his school. I shut out the horrifying flashes of memory from the school. I was so very lucky I’d found him. We were so lucky to be alive.
It had now been three weeks since the invasion, and we hadn’t seen another survivor for days.
But we heard the screams.
That wouldn’t be Nathan or me. I wouldn’t let it.
Of course, he was making that difficult for me. He was going to get us killed—by flying demons of all things.
The big one lifted its flat nose and sniffed. I shuddered. I had no idea what they could smell, but I seriously hoped it couldn’t smell us. They hadn’t in the grocery store, but it had been full of rotting foods and corpses. I wasn’t willing to find out if they could now. The white aliens didn’t even have noses, and they sniffed out humans in seconds.
I figured out early on the white aliens didn’t like bear repellent. I’d had a stash at home from our camping trips, and we grabbed it before booking it out of the apartment building. The first one of those creepy suckers that sneaked up on us got sprayed in the face, and it screeched before literally running from me. They didn’t have noses or eyes, just huge mouths full of razor-sharp teeth, but I had a theory that they, like snakes, used taste to find us. With creepy, stringy tongues flicking through the air. Bear repellent may not sting them like it did humans, but they did not like it at all. My pack had six bottles of it now.
I slipped one out and popped off the safety clip. I was hoping these purple aliens disliked it just as much. I had my pistol, but I had seen many soldiers using guns in the early days. The guns hadn’t done much. The white aliens kept coming no matter how many bullets you hit them with.
These guys had swords. Old school, sure, but they also had spaceships. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be deterred by guns, just like the white ones weren’t.
“We need to go,” I whispered above Nathan’s bent head.
The big guy with the curly horns was sniffing the air and moving closer to our pathetic hiding spot. Nathan shook my hand off again and bent further out. They were going to see him.
“Now, Nate.” My voice deepened with warning, which he ignored. Shithead.
“What do you think they want?” he whispered.
“I don’t know, and I don’t care. Let’s go.”
“I don’t think they’re bad like the other ones.” He squinted and grinned. “They look cool as shit.”
“Watch your mouth,” I said out of habit, and he rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t possibly know that. They’re aliens, not comic book heroes.” His head was always stuck in those things. I grabbed his ear sharply, ignoring his curse. “We’re going. Right. Now.”
The other two were looking at the sniffing one, growling some kind of alien words that were no doubt bad news for us.
“Fine,” he huffed and pulled his cap low, shielding his eyes.
I let him go and pushed him toward the opposite end of the building. Weren’t kids supposed to be petrified of real-life nightmares? Not this kid. Just as I thought he was going to go, he spun and took off toward the winged freaks.
I hissed his name, pissed and terrified. I grabbed my pack, tossing it on as I ran after him. He crouched behind a parked car, far too close to the house.
“I’m going to wring your neck.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him down, ducking behind the trunk.
He pushed and kicked at me. I dug the toe of my steel-toed boot into his calf, slapping my hand over his mouth as he shouted in pain. “Shut it, you’re going to get us killed.”
A low growl lifted the hairs on my arms. Nathan’s eyes widened as he looked behind me.
“Fuck,” I breathed. Terror filled my veins and rage flushed through my face. I shot dagger eyes at my brother. He winced. I spun on my knees, backing into him, covering him with my body as much as I could. The big one was standing above us only a few feet away, its hands clamped around two sharp daggers. Its silver eyes glared at us, low, deadly growls coming from its fanged mouth.
“Bailey?” Nathan whispered. There was the fear he should have felt before running out in the open. If we got out of this, he was going to be grounded forever.
“Back away slowly,” I told my brother, not daring to take my eyes off the threat.
The purple alien growled again, twirling a dagger. I thumbed the trigger on the bear spray. Nathan clutched my jacket. He wouldn’t leave me.
Staying on my toes, I backed into him, pushing him away from the car. “I’m going to spray him. When I do, you run.”
“Not without you.” His voice quaked.
“I’ll be right behind you,” I promised.
The alien tilted its head, its lips pulling in a deadly grin. I stood on shaky feet, eyeing the alien. I barely came up to its chest. I was short for a girl, but holy cow, this alien was tall. Purple scales glinted with the evening sun. It had some serious muscle. I gulped. If my spray didn’t work, I had no hope of taking it physically. I was scrappy but not stupid. This was not a fight I could win.
“Bailey.” Nathan shook my jacket sharply.
The alien's grin grew.
“Bailey.”
“What?” My voice shook as hard as my legs did.
“Bailey!”
I turned to look back at him. It was stupid, but I couldn’t ignore the stark terror in his voice.
Another alien had a clawed hand clamped around his neck.
I reacted.
The spray shot directly into the alien’s face. Nathan looked down and away just in time to avoid the repellent cloud. The alien holding him roared and threw him to the ground, its hands clawing at its face.
It took all of two seconds, but I barely had my hand around Nathan’s jacket before a warm, purple arm wrapped around my neck from behind, lifting me from the ground. A blade dug into my hip. I felt the tip pierce my skin through my jeans. I winced and choked. Nathan shouted for me, jumping from the ground. The third alien circled him with two arms and held him in the air, imprisoning his arms against his small torso.
The alien choking me growled a low, quick burst and stiffened to stone. Its arm slackened enough I could draw in a gust of air. The blade left my hip and dropped to the ground with a clatter, and another arm took its place, removing what was left of the pressure around my neck. I didn’t know what made the alien loosen its hold, but I threw my hands behind me and clawed at its face. My fingers hit sharp fangs and split open. I ignored the sting and reached up farther for its eyes, my legs swinging to throw it off balance. The alien barely shifted. I kicked its bulky legs repeatedly. It was immovable.
The alien I’d sprayed was roaring and clawing at its face over and over. The other alien was holding Nathan as he wiggled and shouted for me. That one growled at my captor as it easily trapped Nathan, its face scrunched in what looked like confusion.
My captor was silent as it spun me away from Nathan and held my arm as it stomped toward the house.
“Let me go!” I yelled and squirmed. I twisted my head to bite at its bicep, but I couldn’t reach it.
The alien let go of my neck and gripped my chin, twisting it to the side and bending to growl into my face. Its teeth were bared, and its silver eyes flashed with fury. I shouted a string of sharp, livid curses. It bared its teeth again and threw me over its shoulder.
My faded blue hair was short enough that I could see the alien carrying Nathan behind us. The other alien was still roaring and swiping at its eyes, but also following us. I kicked and squirmed, beating my fists against the alien’s back, clawing at its wings. It growled furiously and smacked my thighs.
It stomped to the house and barreled through the door, then it tossed me onto the couch. I shouted and jumped up, running right at the alien holding Nathan. I still had the bear spray hanging from my wrist, and I should have had a few more seconds left in the canister. The alien’s eyes widened, and it backed away from me. I took aim, ready to press the trigger, but the big one grabbed me from behind and tossed me back onto the couch before tearing the bear spray off my wrist. I bared my teeth at it, my hands already rummaging for another canister.
It growled a low, exasperated sound and tore the pack from my shoulders, throwing my body around carelessly on the couch. I growled back and stood on the couch, tensing before pouncing on its chest. It took my weight, only going back a step. I wrapped my legs around its barrel chest and decked it in the face.
My knuckles split from its rock-hard skull, and it snarled and twisted my flailing arms behind my back with one hand. The other hand grabbed my hair and pulled, straining my neck. It shoved its ridged face into mine and bellowed furious growls.
“You let my brother go, asshat,” I threatened.
It growled again. I thrusted my knee between its legs as hard as I could. It howled and dropped me, clutching itself between the legs. Guess it was a he. Good to know.
The alien holding Nathan shook with low growls. Grinning. It was laughing. I bared my teeth at it. It was built like the guy grabbing his junk, so I’d bet it was also a dude. I glanced at his crotch and told him with my eyes I was so ready to find out. He dropped Nathan and backed away from me.
Nathan ran and grabbed my arm, bravely throwing himself in front of me. I pushed him behind me, ignoring his protests. The alien I’d sprayed was still wiping his eyes and glaring daggers at me. I glared back.
“Grab my bag,” I told Nathan.
He wasted no time pulling it away from the groaning alien clutching himself between his legs. Nathan pulled out a bear repellent without my having to ask him and handed it to me before pulling out one for himself.
“My gun.”
He paused but handed it to me. I aimed it at the alien recovering on the floor to my left and aimed the repellent at the aliens to my right.
“We’re leaving,” I told Nathan and the aliens.
The alien on the floor growled something and stood. The alien I’d sprayed growled something back and pulled out a silver metal thing. It looked like a gun. I aimed my gun at him. He gnashed his teeth angrily and tossed the gun to the alien with the throbbing balls. I aimed my gun back at him.
“Don’t shoot them,” Nathan whispered.
“Shut up,” I spat.
“Seriously, they haven’t hurt us.” His hand trembled on my arm. “The white aliens would have eaten our brains by now. These ones haven’t.”
“Maybe they want to save us for a snack,” I told him furiously. The alien who had carried him screwed up its face. “Be quiet, Nathan.”
He sighed and aimed his repellent at the two to my right.
“Back away toward the door.” I elbowed him toward the door when he didn’t move fast enough.
He stumbled but crept to the door. The big alien on my left tensed and growled. The one I’d sprayed growled back and forth with him. The big one spat a short, furious growl. It shocked the sprayed one, and his face slackened with disbelief. His reddened eyes shot to me and widened. The one who had restrained Nathan growled and laughed uproariously. His smooth head glinted with the dimming sunlight shining through the door as he threw back his head. He didn’t have skull ridges like the other two.
The one on my left crept closer. I glared and moved my gun up to aim at his head. I doubted the gun would help much, but I was a good shot. A bullet to the head had to do damage. The alien stopped and eyed my gun. Yeah, I told him with my eyes, I will blow your brains out, Gigantor.
“Bailey!” Nathan shouted.
I turned to see the one I’d sprayed lunging for me. Nathan and I sprayed him again at the same time. He roared and backpedaled, but the smooth-headed one had the opening and tackled us. My repellent and gun were ripped from my hands, and he grabbed Nathan from behind me, holding him to the floor.
The big one pounced on my legs, trapping them beneath his thighs, and held my hands above my head in one of his. My back bowed, but I couldn’t get free. I shouted in his face. My ears were hot, and my hands chafed under sharp claws.
I shouted my brother’s name over and over, barely able to hear his shouts over the aliens’ growls filling the room. The alien on top of me pressed the metal gun thing against the back of my ear, roaring nonsense at the one I’d sprayed.
“Don’t you dare,” I gritted into his face.
He grimaced and pulled the trigger, cutting off my ability to hear Nathan’s terrified screams. Pain shot through my skull. So sharp, I nearly blacked out. I would have thought I was dead if it weren’t for the never-ending sting reverberating through my skull.
But I was alive. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a gun. It still fucking hurt. The big one tossed the gun to the alien holding Nathan.
“You are so
dead,” I breathed to the alien.
“We shall see, little warrior,” he said low with a scowl and bit my neck.
So, not vegetarians. Shit.




Chapter 2




Bailey








We could understand them.
They told us the gun had shot a little translator chip into our brains. I was so pissed, and I let the big alien know it when he finally let me up. I hoped his balls would feel the damage from my steel-toed boot for days.
Nathan was ecstatic. “I told you, Bails! I told you! We can understand them! This is so cool!”
I shoved his dancing body down onto the couch. He bounced but sat still, grinning at the aliens.
“Don’t move.” I pointed at him, warning him with my most serious I-will-shred-your-comics face.
He flushed but kept grinning.
I prodded my bleeding neck. Sighing, I grimaced and turned back to the three aliens watching us, crossing my arms. He bit me, the bastard. “What the hell was that for?”
The big one scowled at his colossal demony-feet. The one with the sore eyes―thanks to my awesome spray―bared his fangs but held my stare. He was as muscly as the big one, but an inch or two shorter. The middle, bald one grinned at the ceiling.
“Well?” I huffed when the silence continued for too long.
“Are you a spy for the human army?” the sprayed one asked. His eyes were bloodshot. His face shined from exertion. He rubbed the bumpy ridges between his horns roughly. It was weird that I could now understand their creepy growls.
“What? No.” What kind of question was that?
“You were spying,” he accused.
I glared back at my brother. We were, but we weren’t. “It’s hardly spying when you invade our world.”
The big one kept silent, but the bald one grinned again.
“We did not invade,” Blood-shot Eyes rumbled and stepped forward.
Nathan jumped from the couch and stepped up beside me. I pushed him back down.
“We are here to save your species,” he announced grandly, arrogantly.
I tilted my chin and raised my brows just as arrogantly. That explanation wasn’t going to cut it. Three winged freaks were not going to save our planet. And they were aliens themselves. I didn’t believe him for a second.
“Quiet,” I ordered Nathan without looking back. I just knew he was going to open his mouth to spit out some sarcastic comment.
He huffed.
Sprayed growled something unintelligible and crossed his arms, mirroring my stance. “I am Fihk. I am acting commander of the Dahk in my commander’s absence,” he announced and watched me expectantly.
“Is that supposed to mean something to me, Fihk?”
He growled again. “Deal with your female,” he rumbled to the big one.
Your? Fat-chance of that.
The big one kept his eyes averted, throwing some serious hate vibes to his creepy claw-toes.
“Why did you bite me?” My neck stung worse than the injection site. I felt a steady trickle of blood soaking the neckline of my shirt.
He scowled at me.
Fihk sighed heavily. “That is Olynth.” Then he pointed at the bald one. “This is Tohn.”
Tohn’s grin grew.
“I’m Nathan.” My brother stood again and waved while I glared at him. “This is Bailey.”
Fihk scrubbed his face. “You do not trust us. This is not a surprise.”
“You’re right. I don’t. And we’re leaving.” I grabbed Nathan’s arm. “Let’s go.”
The big one jumped in front of me.
“Back. Off.” My fingers twitched. I needed my gun and my spray. They’d taken it all from me.
He flashed his fangs. “You stay.”
I shook my head. “I’m going to give you three seconds, then I’m going to rip your balls off,” I grated.
“She is tiny but fierce.” Tohn laughed. “Tahk would approve.”
“We could use your help,” Fihk said to me but palmed Olynth’s shoulder, watching him warily.
The big guy stiffened and shuffled to the side so Fihk couldn’t step closer to me.
Nathan bounced on his toes. “Cool. How can we help?”
“No, we’re not helping them. We’re leaving.”
“Where are you going?” Fihk asked.
“Somewhere far from here,” I muttered, inching back from the tall aliens. I squinted at them. They were blocking the door.
“You seek to keep your charge safe, yes?”
I snorted. “Nowhere is safe anymore.”
“We could keep you safe.” Fihk patted Olynth and looked at him expectantly. The big guy was so tense. Veins popped out all over his mammoth forearms from how rigid he was. “Tohn, comm Wyvr to prepare the prison cell on the ship.”
“Cell? No, you aren’t locking us up.” I yanked Nathan back and away from the aliens and looked behind me. There had to be a back door.
“Not you,” Fihk murmured dismissively, observing Olynth closely.
“It’s not necessary,” Olynth growled, his voice rough with restraint.
“Him?” Nathan looked him up and down. “What’s wrong with him?”
Olynth glared at Fihk warningly. “I am under control.”
“Are you?” Fihk asked with worried brows.
Olynth sent him a scathing glance and shook off his arm. The big guy stomped to the far side of the room. His eyes were fixed on my face with unnerving intensity.
Fihk sighed. “Very well. We are searching for a human female.”
I ignored him and backed farther into the room, closer to the kitchenette in the back.
“You will not get far,” Olynth warned, his voice a deep, choppy bark.
I shot him a heated glance but stood still.
“Why are you searching for her?” Nathan asked, his face alight with curiosity.
“She is the mam to my commander’s mate,” Fihk told him, still watching Olynth.
“A human mated one of you guys?” Nathan was trembling with anticipation. Great. He was completely infatuated. It was going to be a pain to get him away from these guys.
“Yes. Pehytohn. She is a human female. My commander saved her and her companions from the Vitat, and they bonded.”
“Vitat? Are those the white aliens?” Fihk nodded, and Nathan asked, “Why are you looking for her mom?”
I pinched his arm.
“Stop, Bails.” He rubbed his arm. “Maybe we can help them.”
I sighed and pinched my nose. We had been here too long. It wasn’t good to stay idle with the white aliens―the Vitat―out there.
“I owe Pehytohn a debt,” Fihk said gravely.
“Is her mom even alive?” I asked, unable to ignore the seriousness of Fihk’s statement.
Fihk thumped his chest. “I made a vow. I will find her.”
That wasn’t an answer. But it made me question my suspicions toward him a little. Maybe Nathan was right. Why would they look for a woman to save if they were harming other humans?
Nathan widened his eyes at me. I shook my head. It didn’t matter why or if they weren’t going to eat us. It was going to be dark soon, and we needed to find a place to hide for the night. Ever since the lights went out, it was too dark to be caught outside at night. Too dangerous.
“We can keep you safe,” Tohn added from behind Fihk.
“We can’t help you.” I scowled when Nathan made a rude noise. “They’re aliens, Nate. Come on. You can’t be serious.”
“They’re good aliens,” he said aggressively.
My jaw slackened. Unbelievable. Comic books had destroyed all self-preservation for this kid.
“This is her mam’s domicile. I scent her here. But we are unfamiliar with human patterns and instincts. Perhaps you can guide us in the proper direction?” Tohn asked hopefully.
Nathan shook my arm. “They’re looking for her mom. We have to help.”
I sighed. He wasn’t going to let this go, and I couldn’t take the chance of him running off on me again. “If we help you, you let us go.” Fihk and Tohn blinked at me, ignoring Olynth’s low growl. “We leave, and you don’t follow us,” I warned.
Silence. I knew we were going to have to run, but maybe if we helped them, they would let their guard down long enough for us to hightail it out of there. Olynth was too watchful right now. I would have to distract them somehow.
“How did you find this house?” I couldn’t believe we were going to help. I was so pissed at Nathan. But my brother was unpredictable. I should have anticipated his move by the dumpster. That was on me, and now it was on me to get us out of this mess.
Fihk grinned, relieved. He looked a little manic with his bloodshot eyes. “Pehytohn gave us the coordinates before my commander took her to Home World. Our world.”
“Your world?” Nathan screeched.
I smacked his arm. He was going to alert every Vitat in the area. I couldn’t believe they hadn’t found us already.
“Do you, like, travel in space? On spaceships?” he continued, much quieter but just as amazed.
Tohn stepped forward and filled us in quickly on the commander and his kidnapper ways. Apparently a girl had gotten herself tangled with a purple, horned alien and he’d flown her and her friends away to another planet. Tohn seemed insanely happy for the kidnapper, but it made me more wary of our present company. No way would I let that happen to us.
Watching the fading sun nervously, I searched the lower floor for any clues the girl’s mom may have left behind―under the big guy’s watchful eye. He followed me everywhere, nearly stepping on my heels at every turn. No matter how many times I scowled at him, he wouldn’t leave me alone. Fihk stayed close, watching the big guy just as carefully. Something told me that might have had a little something to do with him becoming my new shadow. The fact that Olynth might need a cell was enough of a reason for me to keep Nathan far away from him, but seeing as I couldn’t get away from him, that was impossible. Nathan wasn’t leaving my side around these guys.
I doubted we would find a giant I-went-this-way sign. Nathan and I had only returned to my apartment because I’d worked at an outdoors store and had known plenty doomsday fanatics to learn enough that I knew not to run off without being prepared. My apartment had a ton of useful supplies because I was a rock climber in my free time. So we’d run back there and loaded up. I wasn’t going to risk not having my pistol after seeing those aliens make a meal out of the customers. The bear repellent was a happy accident.
But still, I didn’t stop to leave a note behind. Not that I’d had anyone to warn. I was a foster kid, same as Nathan. I’d met him in my last home before I turned eighteen. He was still living with those lazy assholes, but I didn’t bother alerting them that I was skipping town with him. They barely gave a shit when he didn’t come home at night, which was why he stayed with me most of the time.
If this woman had a daughter she cared about, she wouldn’t have left a note. She would have bailed immediately to get to her. If I were a mom, like a real I-love-my-daughter mom, I would be on my way to her. Like I did for Nathan.
“Did you check Peyton’s house?” I asked Fihk.
“Yes, we have been watching it for some time. There has been no sign of the female.” He sighed and sniffed along the kitchen countertop.
I grimaced. There was a bowl of very old soup sitting by his face. It couldn’t smell good if it had been there for the last three weeks.
“Why do you keep sniffing everything?” Nathan asked, also grimacing at the gross bowl. “Didn’t you say you already smelled her? Can you, like, smell which way she went?”
I scrunched my brow. Comic books. “I doubt even they have that kind of sniffer, squirt.”
“Yes, Nahythahn, the Dahk can smell essence and a variety of emotions, as well as intention.”
“Cool,” he breathed.
“Seriously?” I couldn’t help but question. They hadn’t smelled us in the store.
Fihk grinned at me. His reddened eyes were still watering. It made them twinkle. “Yes, the Dahk evolved with our planet’s dark skies. Ancient Dahk hunted in the dark. Their other senses had to be heightened to compensate for their loss of sight. We sniffed out our prey.”
I shuddered, but Nathan’s eyes lit up. “Wicked. That’s what you guys are? Dahk?”
Fihk nodded again and moved to the stairs leading to the top floor.
I blew out a breath and shuffled through a pile of mail. Bills, bills, more bills. This woman loved her credit cards.
A shiver tickled the back of my neck. Tensing, I turned my head to the left and saw Olynth out of the corner of my eye. I jumped and bumped my hip into the counter. He was way too close, huddled around me, his nose an inch from my neck. I gulped and ducked underneath his arm, nearly getting whacked by a wing.
“Not cool, dude.” I frowned hostilely. He could keep that thing well away from me. I was nobody’s prey.
He grimaced and shuffled back from me. He looked nearly as uncomfortable about his inappropriate sniffing as I did.
“Bails!” Nathan shouted from somewhere in the house that was damn well not downstairs!
I growled and darted up the stairs. Running down the hall, I nearly mowed him down as he came out of a door at the end. His smooth, milk-chocolate complexion was flushed.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “What the hellcats, Nate? You stay with me,” I growled.
He gaped and spat out a string of unintelligible words. Coughing, he pointed wordlessly into the room behind him.
“Don’t. Move.” I pointed at the floor and stepped around him, Olynth at my heels. I got tangled in his wing as he tried to step into the room before me.
Nathan bounced into the wall and fell to the floor as we bumped into him. I elbowed the big guy in his stomach, grinning triumphantly as he fell behind me.
I tumbled into the room, and it was my turn to gape. “What the fudge-sticks do you guys think you’re doing?”
Fihk and Tohn froze and turned to face me in the doorway, piles of panties in their hands and under their flat noses.
“No. Just no.” I stomped to them and snatched the underwear from Tohn. I held my hand out to Fihk and wiggled my fingers impatiently. He dropped them into my hand with a scowl. “Gross, inappropriate, and downright rude,” I scolded them.
“Her smell is most potent here,” Fihk announced.
Nathan giggled uncomfortably.
“Out.” I pointed at the door.
Nathan darted out, and I raised my brows at the three aliens. They scrunched their own brows. Olynth glared at me from the doorway as I put away the underwear. When I was done, I shooed him out of the way so I could slide by. The five of us crammed together in the hallway.
I subtly stepped in front of Nathan, crossing my arms. My nose was inches away from a purple chest, but I didn’t let it stop me. “All right, perverts, that’s enough sniffing.”
Nathan giggled again, his man-boy voice echoing in the small hallway.
“What is pyhrvyrt?” Tohn looked at Fihk.
Nathan laughed harder.
“Her smell is most potent here because it’s her bedroom. And it looks like she packed a bag,” I told them dryly.
Which I had to admit was a little strange. I hadn’t bothered going for my panty drawer when I grabbed my provisions bag from the apartment. Nate and I had had to raid a department store two weeks ago just so I could change out of my stinky uniform. But the woman liked shopping, if her fancy décor said that much about her. I guessed lace and silk may have been a priority for her. If I had known I would have had to risk our lives for a pack of undies, I may have stopped at my underwear drawer that day too. So, weird, yeah, but also smart. She was prepared for cleanliness. I’d give her that. Let’s just hope she was smart enough to grab a few more useful things than panties.
“You’re not going to find her here,” I told them. “You need to retrace her steps. Anticipate where she would have gone and move back from there. Where does her daughter live?”
“In the treeees,” Tohn said funnily and shuffled back as Fihk tried to squeeze by.
“I have the coordinates,” Fihk announced as he went down the stairs.
Tohn followed him, but Olynth played footsie with me as I tried to drag Nathan past him when he wouldn’t move first. The guy couldn’t make up his mind. He wanted to go before me but also wanted to nip at my heels. I growled at him and stomped on his heel. He snarled but let me pass.
After looking over a freaky-looking electronic map Fihk showed me, I realized her daughter was from Idaho.
“She would have stuck to these roads if she drove, but she would have needed to ditch the car early on. On foot, she couldn’t have made it too far.” I ran my finger down the line where I would have continued on foot. But I was guessing. What I would have done was far from what a random rich lady would have done. I didn’t want to say it, but it was highly unlikely the woman was still alive. Especially if she was alone.
“You will take us there―?” Fihk coughed at the end of his statement to make it sound more like a question. He obviously wanted to order me to do it.
I shook my head. “No, I looked through the house for you guys. We’re done.”
I grabbed Nathan’s arm and pulled him toward the door. Fihk traded a glance with Olynth. The big guy was fighting mad.
“You will take us,” he stated, just as I knew Fihk wanted to, and blocked my way with his enormous bulk. At least Fihk had the decency to pretend it was a question.
“Bahyly, we wish you no harm,” Fihk said placatingly.
I sighed. “I want to believe you. We’ve been here for an hour and you haven’t eaten us. But where you guys are going is not where we’re headed. And no offense, but you guys attract a lot of attention. Plus, you did bite me.” I glared at Olynth.
“Where are you going?” Olynth growled through a tight jaw.
“Yeah, Bails, where are we going?” Nathan asked snottily. I pinched the skin above my nose. I had no clue where to go, but I was not hanging with a bunch of oversized purple muscleheads. They hadn’t killed or eaten us―yet―but I did have a painful bite on my neck and no idea why he’d done it. Besides, I wasn’t sticking around to find out why they were on Earth. They may be looking for some woman, but that wasn’t why they’d come to our planet. Saving us? I wanted to snort. Nobody did anything for free, human or not. They wanted something, and I wasn’t naïve enough to believe it was to shake hands and sing friendship songs.
At the very least, they would attract the Vitat. And that made hanging with them a hard pass for me. I needed to get below ground and find a carnivorous-alien repellent that would last longer than a few cans.
If they were really going to save us, why waste time looking for one woman? Fihk was supposedly acting commander of all of them. How many were there? Were they scattered around our planet, all looking for their own humans? No, they could go find her on their own, and I would be just as happy sticking my head in the sand and trying to survive―
Shit, and then what? Could I really keep Nathan alive? For how long? A week? A month? If the last three weeks taught me anything, it was that life as we knew it was over. Hell, life, period, was over. Blood and gore coated the ground everywhere we went.
The fear and panic I tried so hard to keep control of nearly crippled me.
“I—I―” I looked at my brother. My family. Not by blood but of love. The only kind that mattered.
He read the panic on my face and squeezed my hand, his brown eyes blinking back his own fear.
Fihk’s face softened with something that looked like pity. It pissed me off enough that I was able to quell the tightness in my chest.
He exchanged a silent conversation with Olynth then sighed. “We need your help, but I do not wish to force you.”
He looked apologetic, but all I heard was force.
“You’re on your own.” My hands twitched for the repellent in my pack. They still had it. I balled my fists. It would be hard, and I had no fucking clue how, but I would keep us alive. I would. But we had to go now if I was going to have any hope of accomplishing that. I ripped my necklace from around my neck, and the snick of the hidden blade echoed through the room. “We’re leaving, and you’re not going to stop us.”
With one hand holding the pathetically tiny blade in front of me, I stepped up to the big alien blocking my way. I would go through him if I had to. I was no slouch with a blade. Having a childhood like mine, you had to pick up a few skills on the streets. I may not be able to take these guys, but I was quick, and some instinct told me they really didn’t want to hurt me. That hesitation would give me the upper hand I needed.
Olynth backed away, his hands down by his sides. I eyed the blades strapped along his body. There were a lot.
Nathan stepped with me, not a single protest on his lips. He may have thought these guys were cool, but he’d grown up on the streets, same as me. He read me, and I thought he knew it wasn’t smart to stick with them any longer. Even if he didn’t, we were a team. We always had been.
“Let us go,” I told them.
“I am sorry, little warrior, I can’t allow that,” Olynth said gravely and lunged.
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The female, Bahyly―my Pythe―was quick, but no match for me.
Her arm shot out and stabbed at my left flank. I blocked her weak jab, surprised at the precision and speed of her attack. She may be weak, but her skill was raw, and her determination drove her with an intensity that took me off guard.
I allowed her to move away and attack my right side. I found myself reluctant to cow her so quickly. Blocking her once more, I backed away rather than advance and subdue her. Tohn looked at me in surprise, but Fihk watched with an understanding that angered me. I allowed the little warrior to spin and land a blow to my left thigh with her knee. It did not hurt, barely a sting, but she bounced back, grinning triumphantly. My gaze snagged on her expressive mouth.
My groin thickened.
She ducked and swiped at my arm with her tiny blade. I snagged it and tossed it aside. She blinked in shock, her small smile flattening.
I immediately regretted being the cause of its loss.
She balled her tiny fists at her sides and bent her knees. I eyed her feet warily. Her foot coverings were thick and far more fortified than those of even the Juldo. She looked down, and her enchanting grin was back.
I allowed her to grab my arm, enjoying the warmth of her skin, but shifted to avoid being stomped by her painful step as I had been before. I twirled her around, pulling the curve of her backside against my front. She was so small in my arms. I caged her arms across her chest by her delicate wrists. She huffed and bared her blunt teeth at me.
I shifted my hips back and away from her rump, so she would not feel how she affected me. I bent and sniffed at the column of her pale neck. She stiffened and dug her claws into my hands.
My groin throbbed, nearly unbearably.
The mating rage was far more difficult to control than I could have ever prepared for. I had seen my commander battle its symptoms and fail. I would not allow my control to slip as his had done. My commander was strong—a warrior—but no match for the Pythen mating rage. I would not succumb. My past was too ingrained.
I was always in control.
But I could not deny her pull tested me beyond anything I had ever felt. She struggled in my arms, so I tightened my hold. Fihk watched me with alarm. I flashed my fangs at him. His doubts were unfounded.
I would not yield. I would not fall to the rage’s demands as so many had done before me in the days of the Old King.
The human female may be my Pythe, but I had not asked the ancestors for her and I would not bow to their will. She was safe from me. But I could not let her go. I detested these new instincts. They demanded I possess her. Take her for my own.
I wanted to purge them from my being.
Her body writhed against me in her need to escape. I grunted and pushed away from her, releasing her. Her scent was too much. I felt the rage thrashing at the surface, grating from inside, but I could only bear a few steps’ distance. I did not know how I would be able to leave her. Even now, she was too far from me. I gnashed my teeth. Control. I needed to remain in control.
Her companion, Nahythahn, shouted her name in alarm. He was much darker skinned than my Pythe, but she guarded the youngling with familiarity. He was a member of her House. A sibling perhaps. Their features held no resemblance to indicate a shared lineage, but my Pythe protected the male as only a House member would. Even now, she stepped before the youngling, blocking our ability to get close to him. She shielded him as a mam would her dahkling.
I vowed to protect him as I now had no choice but to do for her.
I may not want a mate, but the ancestors had chosen for me and I would not shirk my duties. If I had a House on Home World, they would both become members, but I did not and I never would, so I would protect them as best I could here on their world.
I softened my stance from attack to supplication, an effort to soothe the female’s anxiety. It did not work. She saw the ploy for the deceit it was. She eyed a large bowl of some sort off to her side, then snatched it and held it in front of her protectively.
I held my hands aloft and stepped closer. She hissed and backed away, pushing the young male behind her. I sighed. This female would give me a great deal of grief and aggravation in the foreseeable future. Her stubbornness would not make my transfer to a new world easy.
I would not miss Home World, there was nothing for me there, but the humans' world would not welcome me with open arms, even after we eradicated the threat of the Vitat. It was no matter. Earth was my Pythe’s home. Therefore it was now mine. The humans would have to adapt.
I did not wish to harm the female or her charge, and my hesitation cost me. She tossed the bowl, and it shattered against my chest, small sharp particles raining down against me and the others. She darted for the domicile’s door. Their quick feet took her and the young male outside before I could stop them.
“Do not touch her,” I snarled to the others as we shook off the sharp particles and rushed after them.
Tohn snorted but nodded. Fihk eyed me but said nothing. He worried I had no control. I understood. It was unheard of for a male to deny the Pythen rage, but I would not force myself on her. I would not become one of the vile fiends of my past that haunted my thoughts in my darkest moments.
They ran down the cracked black earth, their hurried steps echoing off the humans’ dwellings around them.
The Vitats’ tell-tale screeches answered them.
I quickened my steps, my legs pumping. The female no longer carried her deadly cans of mist. We’d stolen them from her. I cursed myself. She was without any protection.
A flash of her startling fire-blue fur trailed her behind a sharp turn. I pumped my wings and shot into the sky. From there, I could see her running with the young male down a narrow path. I shot ahead of them and looked around another corner. A dozen Vitat were charging toward them. I turned sharply and plummeted to land in front of the humans, my knees quaking from the harsh blow. Fihk and Tohn landed behind me.
“Foolish female,” Fihk growled. “The Vitat have sensed you.”
Bahyly skidded to a stop a few feet from me, panting. She bent over, clutching her knees. “I hear them.”
“A dozen Vitat will be here in a moment.” Tohn turned his back on the humans and drew his sword.
“A dozen?” the young male screeched.
“I need my spray.” Bahyly stepped forward, slapping at her sides frantically.
“You do not.” I drew my sword and dagger and turned from her. “Stay behind me.”
“No, I need it. We left my pack at the house.”
“I will protect you.” I braced for the enemy as they skidded around the corner. Their long strides ate up the ground between us.
“Sorry if I don’t really believe you,” she whispered ominously.
I turned as she grabbed the male and darted back toward the Mother Lyndah’s dwelling. I cursed and leaped for her. But she stumbled back as another half-dozen Vitat ran through the opening in front of her.  
“They have caged us in,” Fihk snarled. “Take the humans and fly them to safety.”
“Fly?” Nahythahn whispered.
“It is too narrow to expand my wings.” I cursed and lifted my Pythe, tossing her into the center of us.
The male followed and huddled against her. The three of us circled the humans protectively.
“You can’t fight them all.” Bahyly winced and covered her ears as the Vitat’s screeches grew closer.
Tohn grinned. “You have so little faith in our abilities?”
Fihk grimaced. “She is right. The humans are too fragile. So many Vitat would hinder our ability to guard them effectively.”
“This way.” Bahyly pointed at a door off to the side.
The Vitat were closer, clawing at each other to squeeze between the dwellings.
A tiny hand tugged on my arm. I snarled at the female. She scowled and pointed at the door again.
“Go,” Fihk ordered and backed away from the door as a Vitat lunged for him.
I wasted not a moment second-guessing the lieutenant’s order. I’d fought beside him through many battles. He could hold back this many with Tohn for long enough for me to stash the humans somewhere safe, away from the battle. Shoving the humans in front of me, I crowded them as Bahyly yanked on the steel door.
“It’s locked,” she said, fear and urgency evident in her voice.
“Move,” I snarled as a Vitat claw raked down my spine.
I cocooned the humans in my wings, protecting their vulnerable hides as I reached around them. I balled my fist and pounded the door’s handle. It gave way too easily. Guhuvin steel was far superior.
The young male gasped. “Dude, you just bent that door.”
The door bounced open, and Bahyly shoved Nahythahn through. Only after Bahyly was safely inside did I turn and engage the Vitat clawing through Tohn and Fihk. They held back the majority of the enemy, but one vile creature had clawed at my back between them. I sliced it in two, its lifeblood spraying my chest.
I followed the humans inside. The door hung at an unnatural angle from its hinges. Seeing a tall structure of shelves, I flipped it on its side and threw it against the door. It would not hold for long.
Bahyly was on the opposite side of the room, fighting another locked door.
Nahythahn gaped at my chest with wide eyes. “Narly.” He grinned. “Can you teach me how to use a sword like that?”
“No,” Bahyly grunted without turning around.
“Aw, c'mon, Bails! That was badass!”
“Mouth.” She grunted again. “Darnit, I can’t get it open. You wanna help out, big guy?”
“In a moment,” I snarled and rushed over to a small glass portal.
A Vitat was beating against the glass, its sharp teeth bared and dripping with hunger. I balled my fist and smashed it against the barricade, yanking the creature through. It did not fit past its waist, its bony hips too wide. Drawing my sword, I pushed its snapping head down and away from my arm, then I severed its neck with one blow.
The young male paled, his eyes consuming his small face. Bahyly gagged. Leaving the Vitat carcass in the small portal, I stomped to my Pythe and gently moved her away from the door. When I beat my fist against it like the other, the door folded in on itself.
Bahyly huffed and pushed it open. “Nathan, let’s go.”
She watched me warily as I pushed her back. I walked through the door before her, searching the room for any threat that may be lurking.
“Your back,” she whispered. Delicate, warm fingers trailed down my spine.
I grimaced and stiffened. I could not handle her touch. I growled and bared my fangs at her.
She flushed and snatched them back. “You’re bleeding.”
“It is shallow.” The Vitat’s claws were sharp, but had they clawed anywhere else on my body, they would not have penetrated. The hide between my wings was one of the only vulnerable areas on a Dahk. Still, they did not dig deep. The cut was barely a scratch.
“Your blood is purple,” Nahythahn whispered, his voice catching with wonder.
“And yours is red,” I murmured and motioned them ahead of me.
Bahyly stopped before me, scowling. “How do you know that?”
“My commander’s mate and her companions’ lifeblood is red.” I scowled back. I knew she believed I’d harmed a human to gain the information. But humans were not to be harmed. My king may be dead―assassinated in his own dwelling―but I would not betray his orders. The humans were to be protected. “They were injured by the Vitat.” I thought of the humans who had betrayed us, shooting down our ship from the sky, and clenched my jaw. My commander’s mate and several humans had been in the ship and suffered from their own people’s cowardice. “And my bite revealed it.” I eyed her neck, satisfaction shooting through me.
She flushed beautifully and eyed me suspiciously but stepped through the room, her tiny hand fisted in her charge’s clothing. The Vitat could be heard outside, their war-cries and pain-filled wailing grating against my hima. I followed the humans as they climbed up a vestibule of stairs. I did not like my Pythe leading the way, but I knew a threat lurked from behind. I could not leave her vulnerable. I stayed close so that I could interfere should an unknown enemy come from above.
We climbed and climbed. The humans breathing grew labored and uneven.
“Slow down, Bails,” Nahythahn panted.
“No. You play basketball for cripe’s sake, Nate, you can climb a few steps.”
“This is not a few! It’s, like, a million!”
Bahyly huffed but slowed her feet. I would carry them, but I needed my hands free to palm my blades. When we reached the top, Bahyly stopped at another door, twisting the knob. It didn’t move. She sighed heavily and looked back at me, her bright eyes shining in the dark.
I stepped behind her and reached around, holding my breath to avoid taking in her enchanting scent. The weak door folded under my strength.
“You are super strong. Do you guys have, like, laser beam eyes or anything else?”
I looked down at the small male as he eyed my form with curiosity. Bahyly snickered. My eyes shot to her enthralling smile. “No.”
“Can you teleport?” he asked eagerly.
“No.”
I allowed Bahyly to shove open the door but pulled her back by the cloth covering her torso. Looking through the door, I eyed the top of the building. It was dark, crushed stone covering the ground. The wind whistled, carrying the sounds of the battle below. Hovering over the humans, I ushered them through the door and searched the top of the structure.
“Don’t go near the edge,” Bahyly warned her charge.
“Can you read minds?” he asked, following me.
“No.”
“Shapeshift?”
I eyed the male. “No.”
“X-ray vision?”
“No.”
The male huffed. “Mind control?”
“No. That is a Kilbus ability.”
“Another alien species?” he asked excitedly.
“Yes.”
“Wicked!”
“Nate!” Bahyly pulled the male back by her side. “Stay by my side,” she gritted through her blunt teeth.
“Invisibility?” he asked as he allowed her to pull him back beside her.
“No.” After clearing the rooftop, I stopped in front of them. “Our ships have cloaking abilities,” I told the male, ignoring the flare of his eyes and his shaking excitement. “I will aid the others. Stay here.”
I glared at my Pythe. She raised her small chin stubbornly and did not answer. I stepped closer to her and palmed her small neck. She tensed.
Bending, I inhaled her enticing scent, my lips stopping at her delicate ear. “I know your scent,” I whispered threateningly. “There is nowhere you can flee that I will not find you.”
Her warm breath snagged. Her chest heaved unsteadily.
“Should you run, I will come for you. I will come, and I will redden your rump.” Her eyes flashed with fury as I stepped back. “Stay.” I pointed at the ground as I had seen Tahk’s mate and the other humans do with their mule, Booboo. Then I ran for the edge of the building and leaped from it. A small male shout carried on the wind, but I did not turn back. I plummeted to the ground, flaring my wings at the last moment and landing with a blow that cracked the black ground beneath my feet. I looked up at the two humans already defying my orders and pointed at them with a claw as they looked down over the edge.
There was nothing more to do. I ran for the small passageway where the battle continued. I’d told her all I could to deter her inclination to flee. I could not leave my comrades to fight the horde alone, no matter my instincts to guard the humans. They would be safe above for a short while.
And if she did flee―she would not be able to sit for sunrings.
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“We’re staying right?” Nathan asked me from the middle of the rooftop as I searched the ground below us on all sides.
I spotted Olynth and the others fighting off the Vitat in the small alley, but I couldn’t stomach the fight for more than a second. They moved so quickly it was almost beautiful, but the carnage made my skin clammy and my stomach heave. We could go back through the building, but I only knew about the one door. It would spit us out in the middle of the fighting, and I didn’t have time to look for another.
Eyeing the fire escape on the side of the building, I sighed. We’d have to climb down them, and we were up about ten stories. “Come on.”
Nathan folded his arms across his chest. “No.”
I stomped back to him. “We don’t have time for this.”
“I heard what he said to you.” He scowled at me. “He’s just going to come get us.”
“He won’t find us,” I said, but a part of me didn’t believe myself. Still, I had to try.
“He’s going to be mad if we leave.” Nathan scowled at the ground.
“So what? They’re aliens, Nate. Aliens! We can’t trust them!”
“We can!” He grabbed my arm. “I’m scared all the time, Bails! But you heard them. They can protect us!”
“I’m scared too.” I blinked away mutinous tears. Hearing the fear in his voice broke my heart. “We need to get somewhere safe. It’s dark now, and way too dangerous to be outside.”
“But if we stay with them, we don’t have to be afraid anymore.” His voice broke and his face reddened with the urge to control his emotions.
“Nate,” I sighed and hugged him. He stiffened but let me pull him to me. “I know you want to trust them, kiddo, but we can’t. We have no idea if they’re lying or not. I’m not willing to take a chance that they are, or that they’re going to snatch us and take us to another planet like that girl and her friends.”
“It would be cool.” His voice was muffled by my jacket.
“Maybe for a second, dork, but I’ve seen your comics and movies. You really think they’re going to take us and not lock us in a cage somewhere?”
He sighed and clutched me tighter. “I don’t know.”
“C’mon. We need to go before they come back.”
I wanted to take the time to explain all the possibilities of abduction, but I didn’t want to scare him, and I really didn’t think it would take long for those three massive guys to slice off alien heads. They didn’t seem worried about their abilities or their own safety at all. Only ours.
I stiffened. I would never tell Nathan this, but all their worry about us had me thinking they would protect us, but it was most likely so they could sell a couple of humans at some alien slave auction. I wasn’t willing to take the chance.
Reluctantly, Nathan followed me to the fire escape. The first ledge was a couple of feet down, but if we were careful, we could drop onto it.
“I’ll go first and help you down.” I wished I had my pack. I had rope in there that would help us, but there was nothing I could do about that now.
I sat on the edge and rolled onto my stomach. Gripping the edge tightly, I wiggled down until I was dangling over the platform. Nathan clutched my wrists, helping hold up my weight. I looked down. I was only a couple feet above the platform.
“I’m going to drop down.”
He eyed me warily but eased his hold on my wrists. Taking a deep breath, I looked at him and nodded. The drop wasn’t far, but I still stumbled and fell flat on my back. I groaned and rolled to my knees.
“Okay, your turn.” I motioned for him to do as I had done.
His eyes flashed with fear, but he rolled onto his stomach until he was dangling from the edge. I could barely reach his feet. I clutched them tightly, bracing my feet apart.
“Slide down slowly.” As he came down, my hands moved up his legs, guiding his feet to the platform. “Easy-peasy.”
I grinned and clutched his hand, pulling him to the steps. The metal clanked and groaned under our feet on the way down. It had only been about ten minutes since the big guy left us on the rooftop, but that was ten minutes too long.
“Hurry,” I whispered.
The ladder made way too much noise as it slid down at the bottom, but I wasn’t risking jumping this time. We rushed down the ladder and took off running down the opposite alley from the fighting. I couldn’t hear the Vitats’ screams anymore, and that made me nervous. If the fight was over, the purple aliens would soon know we weren’t where we were supposed to be.
We ran and ran, our breathing erratic. My thighs burned, but we didn’t stop, and this time Nathan didn’t ask me to. My arms pebbled with fear-fueled goosebumps from every noise and every moving shadow. All kinds of buildings surrounded us, but they were all too big, and we didn’t have any light to scout them out. I couldn’t risk something lurking inside one of them when I had no way to fight them off.
I knew there was a moving company in a smaller building not much farther away, and it had an underground garage. We could hide inside one of the box trucks.
We reached the side of the building, gasping for air, and looked at the garage doors in dismay. They were rolled down, no doubt locked from inside. I looked for the front door, praying it was unlocked. I’d bash in a window if we had to, but the noise would give us away. I didn’t know how the Vitat could hear without ears, or if they even could, but sound always drew them. Plus, the other guys had excellent hearing and apparently super sniffers. My stomach dropped. Was this pointless? Could they really pick up our scent and follow us here? I shook off the warning pricking my neck and sighed in relief when the door opened easily.
It took a lot of courage and determination, but we searched the inside without any light and made our way down to the garage.
“Water,” Nathan whispered and pointed at a vending machine.
I nodded and followed him there. I looked around and scrounged up some tools to pry the machine open as quietly as possible. We each drank a full warm bottle, and I grabbed a cloth bag and filled it with as many bottles as would fit.
“You see a snack machine?” I asked him.
He shook his head sadly. I was starving, and he was a growing kid, so I knew he was feeling it worse than me.
“Flashlight,” I gasped as I rummaged through a desk. I prayed before clicking it on, biting my lip in excitement as it lit up. I hadn’t been looking forward to going down into a pitch-black garage, and now we had a little light.
We made it down and carefully searched the garage.
“We’ll camp out in this one.” I pointed at the only box truck that had its back open. I wasn’t going to try to look for keys to the others in the dark.
He nodded and climbed up. I helped him lay out the dusty furniture blankets on the hard metal.
“Should we leave it open?” Nathan asked, eyeing the open truck door.
I shook my head. “Too much noise to close it. And if something does find us down here, I don’t want to be trapped inside.” He made a ragged noise, and I scooted closer to him. “It’s going to be okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, booger.”
He nodded unsteadily and lay down. “Love you, Bails.”
I shut off the light. “Love you most, kiddo.”
I sat against the back of the truck wall, keeping my eyes on Nathan and the truck opening. I wouldn’t sleep. I would stay up and keep my ears open as best I could for intruders. Most noises would echo in the garage, so I hoped we would have ample warning if something found us.
If someone found us.
I listened to Nathan’s even breathing and clutched a tire iron. It was all I could find in the garage in the dark. I would look for something better in the morning.
My eyes were sore and heavy-lidded when Nathan woke up.
When we emerged from the garage, he looked at me with accusation, no doubt seeing dark circles under my eyes. “You didn’t sleep.”
I smiled and ruffled his hair. “I’m fine.”
No aliens had come for us, and the sun was out. Unfortunately, something else was lurking in the shop. I gasped when a hand clamped down on my shoulder and spun me around.
“You are certainly fine,” a ragged voice drawled.
Three men looked me up and down with leers.
“We thought we saw someone scurrying in here last night,” a man with a dirt-smudged face and tattered clothes said as he circled me.
Nathan trembled beside me.
“Had no clue it was a pretty piece like you. We might have risked the night.” Another licked his lips, eyeing my chest. “What’s your name, honey?”
I ignored the dirty man and clutched the tire iron. Nate wrapped the handle of the bag of bottles around his fist, ready to swing it.
“Don’t touch me,” I spat and swatted at the hand reaching toward my ass.
A hand smacked my cheek. I stumbled, and Nathan clutched me to keep me on my feet. I lifted the tire iron and swung it wide as Nathan swung the bag. The three men backed away with lifted hands, chuckling quietly.
One pulled a gun from the back of his pants. My chest tightened. I had nothing to protect myself against a gun. Nothing to protect Nathan.
“Let us go,” I said evenly, stepping in front of Nate.
“Watcha doin’ with that boy?” the man with the gun and a knotted dirty beard asked, eyeing Nathan with disgust.
Great, a bunch of rapists and racists. Our luck had been shitty yesterday, but this was getting ridiculous.
“He’s my brother,” I spat, eyeing the repulsive men.
All three guffawed. “No, he ain’t.”
Nathan may not have come from the same woman as me, the same man, but he was my brother in every way that mattered. And I would kill all three of these guys to protect him.
“Bails,” Nathan whispered fearfully. He knew what these types of men were capable of, unfortunately. His own father was ashamed of him when Nathan was born to a woman his father had spent one drunken night with. The man took one look at Nathan’s smooth chocolate skin and disappeared, leaving him with a mother who preferred drugs over the well-being of her child.
“To the door, Nate,” I told him.
The men stopped laughing and glared. “You ain’t goin’ nowhere. We got plans for you, girly. The boy can go. Let the beasts have him.”
“Nate, go,” I said again when he pressed into my back. We were in a small office. I couldn’t protect him in such a tight space.
“No, I’m staying with you.”
“I’ll be fine.” I eyed the men as they stepped closer, their impatience growing.
“No,” he growled.
“Nate. Go,” I said through my teeth. My eyes flashed to the window behind the men as a shadow flew by. Nathan must have seen them too, because his hand dug into my side.
“I’ll be back,” he whispered, hope and anticipation clear in his voice.
I tensed. He saw heroes out there when all I saw was one more threat. One more enemy to protect him from. I wanted to call him back when he ran from the room, but the men had a gun aimed at me. The enemy you know and all that.
One man grinned. “Smart boy.”
“Drop it,” another said threateningly, pointing at the tire iron in my clutches.
Shivers racking my body, I did as I was told, loosening my hands and relaxing my tense muscles.
“Mmmm.” One man stepped up and palmed my chest roughly.
I kept my eyes on the man with the gun.
The other man stepped behind me, his hands bruising the cheeks of my ass and his smelly face scraping along my neck. He licked the sore wound from Olynth, and I winced.
“You got a little cut here, girly. We’ll take real good care of you from here on out,” he whispered ominously.
I let them push and pull me to the desk. I didn’t fight them as they roughly shoved me down on my back.
“I’m first,” the man with the gun grunted and shoved the gun into the back of his pants.
I stayed frozen as he fought with the button of my pants with one hand and moved my shirt up to my neck with the other. The other two men were entranced as the first shoved a hand down my pants. He pushed his dirty face into my chest, biting me hard enough to sting. I breathed evenly and allowed him to tear open my jeans. Only when he gripped my hips with both hands and the other men stepped back to lean against the wall, fiddling with their pants, did I tense and knee the guy between his legs. I shot up to sitting as he shouted, and I yanked the gun from the back of his waistband.
The gun was aimed at his head as my steel-toed boot hit him again between the legs and he stumbled away from me. I jumped from the desk as the other two men shot forward. My back was to the door as I stumbled away from them, aiming the gun between them.
“I will tear you apart when we get you back down,” the one clutching his balls shouted.
“I will blow your head off before you can get near me,” I threatened him and thumbed the safety.
He laughed a low, rough sound. “Ain’t got no more bullets, girly.”
The other two men shot forward, and I pulled the trigger. It clicked. Empty.
One man plowed into me, throwing me against the wall. My head hit hard, but I ignored the throb and brought the gun down onto the top of his head. Pushing off from the wall, I fell to the side and stumbled to the door. The other man’s cracked nails snagged at my bare waist, and I brought my elbow back and up into his neck. He choked, and I ran from the shop.
My pants still down, I only made it a few feet into the street before a massive weight slammed into me from behind. The gun flew from my hand while my chin bounced off the asphalt. My stomach scraped along the ground as I slid beneath him. A hand snagged my hair and wrenched my head back, and I bit my lip to keep from crying out.
More hands roughly rolled me onto my back and slapped my face. I clawed at the face above me and kicked at the legs holding me down.
“Drag her back inside,” the bearded one shouted, and the one on top dragged me across the street by my hair.
I held on to his hands to get the pressure off my scalp and dug the heels of my boots into the cracked street to slow him down. My pants hung around my thighs, hindering my ability to move my legs. I wanted to scream from the pain, but the idiots were already making so much noise. I had no idea how they’d managed to remain alive this long.
“Watch out!” one man shouted, his voice strangled with fear and disbelief.
A large shadow blocked the sun, casting darkness over us. I cried out as the hand holding my hair twisted. Olynth slammed into the ground in front of me, asphalt cracking beneath his clawed feet. Pure, unadulterated rage flared in his eyes as he took me in with one long sweep of those pissed-off orbs. He bared his fangs and roared so loud my ears rang. The hand ripped from my hair violently, tearing another cry from my throat.
I rolled onto my stomach, wincing. Everything ached, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the scene in front of me. One man dropped into two pieces feet from my face, his waist split clear through the middle. I gagged and watched as Olynth stomped toward the other men, his sword dripping with red blood.
“Olynth, no!” Fihk shouted as he landed a few feet away. “The humans are not to be harmed!”
Olynth chuckled a dark, wicked sound and lifted one man from his feet, a clawed hand wrapped around his throat. “These are not humans.” Olynth’s voice was dark and filled with fury. “They are vile, disgusting creatures. I will do with them as I wish.”
The bearded man ran from the shop. Fihk sighed and lunged into the air, lifting the man from the ground. Then he spun and dropped him in front of Olynth. Fihk’s eyes snagged on my bruised body and torn clothes and they flared with a fury that nearly matched Olynth’s. “I’m going to regret this, but I have to agree with you, my friend.”
Olynth dropped the male and severed his head from his body. I gagged again and looked away. My eyes snagged on Fihk’s feet, and I looked between them to the remaining bearded man. Fihk stopped next to Olynth.
The bearded man caught my eyes. “Help me!”
Olynth growled something low I couldn’t hear and lifted him. I breathed deeply, trying to control my thundering heart. I looked up and caught Fihk’s wrathful gaze.
“Look away, sweets,” he murmured.
I did as I was told. I clenched my eyes tightly and covered my ears, muffling the man’s high, short scream. I trembled and shook, a spastic noise escaping my throat when a warm, clawed hand touched my arm.
“All right, little warrior,” Olynth murmured in my ear and lifted me carefully.
I stood on my feet, shaking, as he kneeled in front of me and pulled up my pants. I caught Fihk’s livid gaze again as Olynth pulled down my shirt, his hand lightly caressing the scrapes there. Olynth stood, blocking my view of Fihk, and tilted up my chin. His thumb ran down my throbbing cheekbone, and he gnashed his teeth.
“Where’s Nathan?” I asked, hating how pathetic and weak my voice came out. I would not give those men another moment of my fear. They didn’t deserve it.
“Tohn is with the youngling. He is safe,” Fihk said while Olynth struggled with his rage.
“You okay?” I asked the big guy. It was clear he was fighting with himself.
He stiffened and backed away.
“Come. We will take you to him.” Fihk motioned down the street.
I kept my eyes firmly on Fihk’s back, refusing to look at the bodies on the street. I gasped and limped through the pain. “Did Nathan find you?”
I couldn’t even think about my little brother running out in the open, looking for help. It had been stupid to send him outside, but I didn’t know what else to do.
Olynth clenched his jaw and looked ahead. “Yes.”
“I thought you said you could find me?” I didn’t know why I asked, but it had been nearly six hours since we left the rooftop.
“I did.”
This guy. He was always so short with his words.
“So why didn’t you?”
“I watched you climb down the building and followed you here. We left you to rest, only leaving to patrol the area for any threats.”
“You knew where we were the whole time?” Holy cow, they could have taken us at any time in the night.
“Yes.” His eyes flashed with new fury as he looked at me. “I told you to stay.”
Stay. Like a dog. Yeah, right.
“I thought you said you were going to redden my ass when you found me?” I didn’t know why I said it, but part of me liked egging him on. Seeing how far I could push him.
His hand ran down my spine slowly, stopping on my ass. I tensed. “Do you wish for your punishment now, or when you have healed?”
I gulped and looked forward. “Later is good.”
Fihk chuckled.




Chapter 5


Bailey




“Bailey!” Nathan shouted and ran to me as we met him outside an abandoned shop. He barreled into me, nearly knocking us both down, but Olynth stepped behind us and took our weight.
“I’m okay,” I gasped through the stings he aggravated all over my body. I ignored them and clutched him closer though.
“You’re hurt,” he growled, looking at my cheek and the scrapes on my hands.
“No biggie,” I said and patted his back.
“We need to clean the cuts.” He scowled at Olynth. “Our medicine is in our pack.”
Guess his hero worship was on pause for now.
“We will retrieve it,” Fihk said and bowed his head, heading off.
Tohn followed, and Olynth gave us a light push.
“Are they dead?” Nathan asked without a hint of remorse as we followed the others through the streets.
“Yes,” Olynth growled.
“Good,” Nathan growled back and clutched my arm, guiding me like he was ready to face any threat that came at me. I hugged his arm tightly.
“I love you, booger,” I whispered in his ear.
“Love you most,” he whispered back.
It took a while, but we made it back to the house without being attacked by Vitat hungry for our brains or disgusting men hungry for something worse.
I grinned when Tohn handed over my pack without a hint of apprehension. I still didn’t think it was a good idea to stick with these guys, but I wouldn’t attack them with my spray either, unless they gave me reason to.
“We have wasted too much time here,” Fihk said, eyeing me warily. “We must find Pehytohn’s mam.”
“We’ll help,” I told him.
“We will?” Nathan said, his voice breaking with disbelief.
I looked at him strangely. I’d thought he would be thrilled. I didn’t necessarily want to, but I doubted we had a choice at this point. I wouldn’t be able to get away from the big guy twice. Playing along was our only option for now. And if I was honest with myself, I wasn’t feeling super capable of protecting Nathan at the moment. I was hurt, and that would slow us down, and for all my past experience fighting off perverts who got a little too handsy, I couldn’t hold my own back there.
These guys had saved me.
Maybe we could use them to find somewhere safer, to at least get out of the city. Find somewhere hidden, in a less populated area.
“It’s not that I don’t want to help, they just saved you,” Nathan said cautiously, “but you were right last night. I don’t trust them not to lock us up.”
“Lock you up?” Fihk asked in surprise.
“Bailey thinks you guys are going to steal us away and make us your slaves or something worse.” Nathan scowled at them and stepped in front of me protectively.
I looked at him in surprise. I’d told him I didn’t think they wouldn’t lock us up, but I had no idea he was thinking about slave auctions like I was.
Fihk scowled back. “We would not.”
Olynth growled. “You will become no one’s slave.”
“You are safe with us, humans,” Tohn added but grinned understandably. “We wish you no harm.”
“How can we trust you?” I asked all three of them. Words meant nothing to us. We had been lied to our whole lives.
Fihk sank to one knee and bowed his head, thumping his chest. “You have my word, on my honor as a Dahk Lieutenant.”
Tohn followed him down. “As you do mine.”
Nathan looked at Olynth expectantly, as though he would really take their word for it. Just words.
Olynth knelt in front of Nathan and thumped his chest roughly. “You have my word. I will protect you and your Bahyly with my life. You will not come to harm, and you will not be taken from your home.”
“You mean it?” Nathan asked with skepticism and not a small amount of hope.
“I do, brave Nahythahn,” Olynth said solemnly.
“Okay,” Nate said gravely and nodded like an unspoken vow had just taken place and he was going to hold them to it. Then he looked at me just as expectantly as he did Olynth.
I sighed. I didn’t want to—I didn’t trust them, but they did come and save me, even if it was to protect their potential sale—but I nodded back. If this morning had taught me anything, it was that we didn’t have just the Vitat to worry about now. Assholes would be after us too.
There were only two of us, and that made for easy prey.
Nathan and I convinced them to let us gather any food remaining in the house. The non-perishables. The cabinets were surprisingly bare. Peyton’s mother must eat out a lot. But we found a box of nutrition bars and a couple bags of low-calorie snacks. We needed the calories though. There were a couple cans of soup and a few of fruit.
My pack was heavier when we left the house, but not as heavy as I would have hoped. The food would last us two days at most, then we would need to find more. The Dahk aliens didn’t seem worried about our lack of food, which made me mad—until they offered to share their provisions on their ship. Nathan’s stomach growled, but the last thing I wanted to do was eat alien food. No thanks.
They ushered us through the streets for a few minutes before Fihk lifted a little black device and clipped it to his ear. “Wyvr, ready the ship. We will meet you in a few spins.”
“Where’s your ship?” Nathan asked and searched the sky.
Fihk pointed at the water a few blocks away. I looked but didn’t see anything more than a few abandoned, bobbing boats. I would never get used to the quiet streets, the lack of chatter and laughter. The lack of horns blaring and tires screeching. Now, everywhere you walked in the city, you had to watch your step or risk seeing something you would never recover from. Bodies, blood, and gore coated the ground. It always seemed to hollow my chest.
I refused to look at the littlest bodies. They would haunt me forever.
“It is cloaked to avoid revealing our presence to the enemy.” Tohn grinned at Nathan.
“Invisible? That is so rad.” Nathan grinned back and rushed to follow behind the tall alien.
I sped up to keep close to him.
“Yes, rahd.” Tohn nodded and marched to the pier.
I heard the two of them murmuring, but I was distracted by Olynth and Fihk. They crowded me on either side. Olynth was still tense and clearly battling his rage, and Fihk watched him closely, as though he thought Olynth would blow at any moment.
I fought the urge to grab a can of spray. Part of me wanted to trust them, but the little girl who had been physically and emotionally abused then tossed aside, had learned a valuable lesson at a very young age.
Trust was not guaranteed.
It was earned, and even then, people let you down.
I’d trusted my parents for no other reason than they were the people who gave me life. But as I got old enough to realize it wasn’t normal for your tummy to hurt every day from hunger pains, and it wasn’t normal to expect nasty words thrown your way when you had an accident, and it wasn’t normal to get smacked around when you annoyed them, I learned you couldn’t always trust those who were meant to protect you.
And when I was taken away and given to my only other living relative, my grandfather, I learned the people who had taken me from my parents couldn’t be trusted to send me somewhere safe. That man had been far worse than my parents.
When I was ten years old, they took me away again, and they placed me in home after home with people who didn’t want me there for more than a little extra cash.
I grew up fending for myself. Protecting myself. Trusting only myself.
Until I met Nathan.
In my last home, with people who clearly had more kids than they wanted but took them in anyway, I saw him. He was so tiny, wearing clothes two sizes too big. He was the only little one out of all the kids. The rest of us were teenagers. He didn’t belong in a house full of jaded kids. But he grinned a mouth full of crooked teeth up at me.
I looked into his little four-year-old heart and melted. For the next two years, he was mine and I was his. He had so much love to give and learned, same as me, you could never give your trust freely. I spent those two years in that foster home earning his trust and giving him mine. Taking care of him, loving him, and always putting him first.
When I was of age and it was time for me to move on, I never broke that hard-earned trust. I stayed close, always taking care of him, always loving him.
Maybe that was why he now gave these aliens his trust. Maybe it was my fault he wasn’t so guarded, so mistrustful. If so, I couldn’t find it in me to guilt myself for it. If I had been able to give him back a little of that childhood trust that was given away so easily, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. I didn’t want him to live a life like mine. Always waiting for the betrayal. For the other shoe to drop. I wanted him to live a happy life, have a carefree childhood. A life our parents refused to give us.
I would be the guarded one for him. The pessimistic one. I would hold my distrust close for the both of us.
I watched him smile and laugh with Tohn, and a pang of angry sickness festered. He hadn’t smiled like that in so long. Not since well before the aliens came down and destroyed everything we knew. I wanted to see it more. I wanted him always to feel safe enough to feel that boyish joy. He was the best part of my life, and I would do everything I could to protect him.
What kind of damage was this new world doing to my brother’s young mind? When we walked down a street, terrified of what was lurking around a corner, what kind of psychiatric damage was all this death and destruction doing to him? At so young an age, he was inhaling sights and sounds like a sponge. His mind growing and absorbing and learning from the environment around him.
But it wasn’t something I could shield him from, and that killed me.
We reached the pier, once again not running into any dangers. It made me shift anxiously, my skin pulling tight. We were out in the open, and the Vitat were so many. I didn’t understand how we could have walked down the street without running into them. But hadn’t Olynth said they were patrolling the area this morning?
Were the three of them capable of running off so many of the Vitat?
Were they capable of taking so many out?
If so, why were they wasting time on one woman and not helping to save us? They could save so many more—if there really were a bunch of Dahk waiting to start an alien war. Those thoughts did nothing but fuel my distrust. I held it close. It would only keep me on my toes.
I wanted so badly to ask them, but looking at the lost lives around me, I wasn’t sure I was ready for the answer.
“There.” Tohn pointed out into the water at nothing.
I couldn’t see a single thing that resembled any kind of ship. Nathan squinted and stepped forward, shaking his head. He flipped his ballcap backward and squinted again. Tohn grinned.
“It really is invisible?” I asked.
Fihk lifted his hand to the black device and murmured something. Then he stepped closer to me and pointed again. Olynth stiffened, but Fihk didn’t move. I watched in awe as far out into the water, the air moved. It shimmered and wiggled, flashes of dark grey and black fading in and out.
“Wow,” Nate and I breathed together.
It was huge and must have been at least a quarter mile out from the pier. Then it disappeared as though it had never been there at all.
“We travel in the skies from here,” Fihk murmured close to my ear.
Nathan made a gasping-garbled sound. His eyes shot to Fihk and lit up with that renewed joy I had just been thinking about. I hated to do it, but there was no dang way that was happening.
“No, we’ll take a boat,” I said firmly.
“Oh, Baaaails!” Nate wailed in dismay.
“A boot?” Tohn asked in confusion.
I sighed. “Dude, these translators can’t be that bad.”
“We are unfamiliar with water travel.” Fihk crossed his arms stubbornly.
“There’s a first time for everything,” I told him snottily. I was not flying through the sky clinging to one of these guys, and neither was Nate. Hell no.
Fihk’s eyes flared at my tone, and he looked at Olynth. I stiffened when the big guy stepped up to my back.
I glared at Fihk. “No.”
“Yes,” he said firmly and turned away as Olynth tossed me over his shoulder.
My pack slid down and whacked me in the head, and I grunted. “Let me go, you giant jackhole.”
Olynth rested his palm over my ass gently, and I stiffened. I twisted and lifted to look over my shoulder. His head was turned, and he was glaring at me in warning. His claw tapped lightly once then twice on my ass.
I sighed and sagged against him. “If any of you drop my brother, I swear I will shove my boot so far up your ass, you’ll be choking on it.”
“Mouth,” Nathan taunted happily from behind me.
“Don’t test me, squirt.” I tried to keep my cursing to a minimum around him, but lately, it was becoming more and more difficult.
“I will take the youngling,” Fihk said on a sigh.
I twisted uncomfortably, trying to see around Olynth’s enormous wing. It was impossible. I patted his ridiculously muscled back impatiently. He grunted and swung around so fast my head spun.
Nathan was cradled in Fihk’s arms. That boy only weeks ago refused to even hug me anymore, but now he was grinning and shaking in excitement while cradled like a baby. I smirked at him. He stuck out his tongue.
Olynth flipped me over without warning so I was clinging to his shoulders and neck, my legs wrapped around his waist. I watched in horror as his wings shot out so wide, they must have each been longer than my entire body. His knees bent, and my fingernails dug into his neck. His claws curled around my thighs reflexively before softening. Then he shot in the air, and I couldn’t hold back a short, startled yelp.
Curses, I was always telling myself I would never utter around my brother came flying out of my mouth.
“Not so high!” I screeched over the whistling wind.
Nathan’s giggles answered me. “Higher!”
“No!” I shouted, twisting to see Fihk tilt back and forth, grinning at my brother.
Olynth bent close and sniffed my neck. I startled and twisted, losing my grip on him. My back bowed back, and I yelped as the sky spun and dizziness assaulted me. Olynth gripped me tighter and pressed my head against his shoulder, his other arm under my ass curling tighter.
“Still,” he grunted into my neck.
I shivered as his blunt nose ran down the length of my neck. “Stop sniffing me.”
Olynth moved so my back was parallel with the rippling water and dipped down until we were inches away. I squeezed my eyes tightly and felt the sun burn along my face. He let go of me with one hand, and I yelped again and squeezed my thighs tighter against his sides. His palm came up with a scoop of water and trickled it down my neck. I gasped at the cold and scowled at him. He kept his face impassive and did it again on the other side.
“What the hellcats was that for?”
“You smell like those human males,” he said furiously.
I startled, and my eyes shot to his. They were burning. I nodded and let him do his thing. Why it mattered that my neck smelled, I had no clue, but he was focused, and I was currently relying on him to fly me safely over a body of water.
He did it a few more times before sniffing along my neck again. He grunted, then flew us up to fly evenly with the others.
Nathan had a perma-grin, and I couldn’t help myself—I grinned back. I loved his smile. I had been there to see every one of those teeth come in as he lost his baby ones. I still had them in my apartment. I frowned. They were one of so many things I may never see again.
Olynth frowned at my frown but didn’t ask, then we were slowing down. Olynth pulled back and hovered as Fihk muttered something in the device on his ear. Then there was a loud noise, and we were moving again. Suddenly the sun was gone and replaced with darkness. I squinted as my eyes adjusted. Olynth thumped down onto something hard just as I could make out a low golden glow and black metal.
He didn’t let me go as he walked, and I was a-okay with that as several Dahk aliens circled us. There were four of them.
“Lieutenants,” a deep voice murmured, and one of the aliens bowed.
“This is Nahythahn and Bahyly,” Fihk said. “They will be helping us find Mother Lyhndah.”
The four of them nodded and bowed again.
One stepped forward. “There has been a comm from Dahk One.”
Fihk nodded.
The alien stepped up to Nathan standing beside Fihk and bowed, “I am Wyvr.” Then he turned to me, his eyes snagged on Olynth’s firm hold, and curiosity flitted over his face before it turned impassive.
“Hi,” Nate and I said together.
He nodded to me then left.
“I am Vylbor.” Another alien bowed to us.
I squirmed in Olynth’s arms. These guys were introducing themselves to us, and I was clinging to Olynth like a terrified monkey. That was not the impression I wanted to make.
Olynth snarled but let me drop down.
“Bailey.” I held out my hand.
Olynth snarled again and stepped in front of me. Vylbor squinted curiously and nodded, stepping back.
The other two stepped forward and introduced themselves, careful not to touch me and completely ignoring my outreached hand. I noted they shook Nathan’s hand. So it must not have been an offending gesture. Unless it was offensive for women to do it. That got my back up.
Their names were Gunnor and Albun. Vylbor and Albun were as muscly as Fihk and Tohn, but Gunnor was a whole different kind of massive. He was even bigger than Olynth and missing an eye. He didn’t even cover it up. He flaunted the grotesque scar proudly. Well, if you could call impassive coldness proud. All their head ridges were different, and they had more than Fihk and Olynth. Gunnor’s came down in long, dread-like coils to his brawny shoulders.
Nathan’s eyes were roaming around the room wildly. We were in a big bay with a smaller ship. There were all kinds of boxes and tools I had never seen before.
Fihk impatiently waved us forward and escorted us through a doorway, leaving Tohn behind with the three new aliens. Olynth followed on my heels. We walked a short way through dark hallways into another large room. It had alien seats and technology and massive windows looking out over the water.
“You may clean your cuts here while I speak with Wyvr,” Fihk said and waved us to a few open seats and a table.
Then he turned and met Wyvr in front of a panel of buttons and gadgets. They growled lowly to each other. When I stepped toward them, curious what they could be whispering about, Olynth gave my back a push. I huffed and followed Nathan to the table and took off my pack. Olynth stood with his arms crossed as Nate and I dumped the pack.
I kept Nathan from seeing the scrapes on my thighs and belly, only cleaning them when he was distracted by the contents of the room. Olynth, however, didn’t take his eyes off me, and Fihk seemed nervous as he watched Olynth grow more and more angry with every cut I revealed. After taping the last bandage on my belly, I shoved everything into my pack. Then Nathan and I explored quietly while Fihk talked to someone on the communication device in his ear.
“You okay, kiddo?” I asked.
He nodded quickly and looked around the room. “This is so cool, Bails. We’re on an alien ship.”
“Nerd.” I laughed and flipped up his cap.
He grinned, straightening it.
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Fihk talked to someone on his comm for a while before directing Wyvr to fly the ship to Peyton’s house. Apparently some of them had already been there. We were in Seattle going to Idaho, so it was a short journey, full of Nathan’s amazed exclamations as he watched Wyvr fly the ship and Fihk and Olynth glaring at each other on and off.
Now that we were out of the city and crammed into the main room on the ship, it was clear that Fihk had some serious reservations about Olynth. Their silent conversation was unnerving, especially because I had a sneaking suspicion it was about Olynth and his new attachment to the human woman.
Me.
I didn’t know why or what was driving Olynth to stay so close to me. I didn’t think he liked me the way a boy likes a girl. I was an alien to him. And although he was pretty freaking hot for an alien, I highly doubted he saw me as any kind of catch. No, it had to be something else. Ever since they caught us, Olynth hadn’t let his eyes off me, and he hadn’t let anyone touch me other than Nathan. It was weird. But I really didn’t think he had a hard-on for blue-haired humans. But he did sniff me―and try to spank me. Huh. No, no way.
It had to be something else.
I looked at him, and yup, he was staring right at me. Glaring really.
The big guy glared at me all the time. No smiles and come-hither looks from him. He was a giant pillar of don’t-fuck-with-me. All those blades and bulging muscles—I shivered, and not from fear. I looked at him, our eyes meeting. His nostrils flared, and he tensed. I licked my lips and ran my eyes over his strange features.
He didn’t look bad. Just different. His ears were flat and pointy and his nose was flat and wide, but he had chiseled cheekbones and gnarly scars. And his fangs were wicked cool, sticking out from thick, plump lips. I bit my bottom lip and looked at his wide chest and veiny forearms. My breath snagged, and my belly warmed.
Olynth rumbled a low curse and took a slow step toward me.
“Bails!” Nathan shouted, and I jumped.
Flushing, I looked away from Olynth. Jeez, it had been too long since I’d gotten laid. I was objectifying an alien.
“Look!” Nathan pointed out the window when I stepped up beside him.
Fihk was to my other side, and his nostrils flared like Olynth’s had as he looked at me. I couldn’t help but compare him to the big guy. Where Olynth was all burly masculinity, Fihk was carved and lean perfection. He was still so much bigger than a human man, but I’d bet he was a lot faster than the big guy. He had a more squared face and lighter skin than Olynth’s darker purple. More lavender-ish.
He also had a softer disposition and an authority that demanded attention. Where Olynth was blunt words and orders, Fihk was a thinker, calculating. He spoke and moved with confidence. Sure, he ordered us around like Olynth liked to do, but when Fihk dealt out orders, they were with purpose and self-assurance. His dignified stance and pretty face didn’t hurt either.
If Olynth was gruff and rugged, Fihk was regal and poised. Both total turn-ons in human men. Their wings and fangs didn’t do anything to sway where my new thoughts had gone.
Fihk’s nose flared and his eyes shot to mine, then he looked behind me then back at me, surprised. A spark of heat spread in his eyes, and his nostrils flared again. A low rumble vibrated my back as a chest pressed against it. Fihk blinked and cursed, clenching his jaw before he aimed a strained grin behind me and shook his head, stepping back.
A hand shook my arm. I looked at Nate, a little dazed and out of breath. He had a curious look on his face. I blinked and flushed again and glared at him.
“Doofus.” He shook his head and glared at the two aliens watching me.
I squished his cheeks and kissed all over his face. He shouted and wiggled away from me, wiping furiously at his face. “Cooties!”
“What are you, five?” I laughed.
“Look,” he said, annoyed.
I ignored the warmth in my belly and looked out the window. We were high above earth, and we had left the city a while ago. I was ashamed I hadn’t seen the destruction as soon as I came over to the window. I had been too distracted by alien muscles, and now was not the time or place for that. I needed to stay focused, but it didn’t help that they were flaunting those bodies all over the place in tight leather.
Below were trees as far as the eye could see, and they were burning. Smoke and fire billowed in the air, but what had Nate’s attention was a camp far outside the city. It was massive and surrounded by a wall. There were so many soldiers and guns at that wall, it was hard to make out numbers this far up.
More shocking were the piles of Vitat bodies surrounding the outside of the wall, and surprisingly, they were all dead Vitat bodies.
“They killed them,” I muttered.
“They must have found a way to fight back,” Nate said excitedly.
My eyes followed the camp as we passed it. How many were in there? How many had survived?
“We believe it was some sort of gas,” Fihk murmured.
Nate clamped his hand on my arm. “Like our spray.”
“Perhaps,” Fihk said thoughtfully. “We have not gone down to investigate. There are many more similar groupings of humans fighting back all over Earth. We are watching their progress carefully.”
Hope was a dangerous thing. But I felt it anyway.
That was where we needed to be. If we could get to one of those camps, I might be able to keep Nathan safe.
“Why won’t you help them?” I asked. It had been bugging me for a while now. Looking at all their technology, my distrust grew. If they were able to hide a ship in broad daylight, what else were they capable of? Why wouldn’t they help us?
Fihk sighed and rubbed between his brows. “Come sit.”
It was hard to tear my eyes away from the burning trees, but I did. The rest of the flight was spent in a range of chaotic emotions as Fihk spoke. Disbelief, anger, loathing, fear, and so much hope it crippled me.
The Dahk had come here specifically to save us, following an order from their king before he died. But stupid, stupid arrogant government officials wouldn’t let them. And stupid, stupid galactic laws prevented them from interfering without approval from humans.
Fihk and the others were trying to figure out a way around getting approval, but it was taking too much time. Their commander was millions of light-years across the galaxy, meeting with a Galactic Council of hundreds of alien species to get their approval to act against the law. Fihk seemed pretty sure he would get it, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath.
In the meantime, Fihk and his enormous mothership—Dahk One—was busy preventing more Vitat from entering Earth’s atmosphere by using some kind of loophole in the rules. Apparently they couldn’t start a war on an alien planet without approval, but space? That was fair game. Or sort of. There would be repercussions for the Dahk, but Fihk said Commander Tahk and King Uthyf—the dead king’s brother—were prepared to deal with them.
That was kind of cool, them putting themselves in that position for a planet full of humans they certainly didn’t owe it to. It said a lot about who the Dahk were, and if it was true, it definitely did a lot to dampen my distrust of them. But that was if it were true.
I had no idea if they were lying or not. But I also had no idea why they would lie.
Why go through all the trouble to begin with? It had to cost a lot for the Dahk to come here just to do a good deed. No one did anything for free. Not even humans. There was always something to be paid back.
But then I remembered a lady I’d met in a homeless shelter when Nate’s and my foster parents kicked me out the day I turned eighteen, without even a happy birthday. I had two hundred dollars to my name and nowhere to go. It had been too hard to save anything when those assholes demanded I pay them room and board the moment I was old enough to get a job.
I’d walked into that shelter after I was down to pennies. Adelaine was working there, and she took one look at me and rented a hotel room for me for four weeks. I was able to work my ass off and get a crappy apartment. I was so grateful for her. She’d never wanted anything from me. I tried to pay her back every cent, but she refused.
That was the first and last bit of true selfless kindness I’d ever received from a complete stranger.
The memory kept me from biting off Fihk’s head when he insisted they were there to help us. Of all the people I’d met over my hard life, I hoped that woman was safe. That she had survived.
Now Fihk and the others were waiting to hear from their commander before they could whoop some Vitat ass. In the meantime, Fihk was making good on a vow he’d made to Peyton.
We finally made it to her house when I was near to coming out of my skin. I needed to move. I was suffocating in this ship. Olynth never gave me any space, and Fihk was bombarding me with promises I wasn’t ready to accept.
“We have arrived,” Fihk murmured, still watching Olynth as though he expected him to go berserk or something.
The house was little and in the middle of a clearing, woods surrounding it on all sides except for a small dirt road.
More important though were the bodies. Fihk and the others had been there all right.
There were dozens of Vitat bodies, and parts of bodies, littered all over the ground. It was a massacre. And they stunk so badly. I gagged along with Nathan. Covering my nose, I walked up to the house, spotting the writing on the front door. It was a note from Peyton to her mother, telling her to wait here, that they would come back for her. I snorted. Liar.
She didn’t come back. She flew off to another planet.
“This amuses you? Why?” Fihk asked me curiously.
I looked at him and shook my head, pointing to the note. “We’re all liars deep down.”
Fihk tilted his head and followed me as I pushed into the house.
“Pehytohn did not lie to her mam.” Fihk sounded offended on the woman’s behalf.
“Sure, she didn’t. Why is it that you’re here and not her?” I asked him snottily.
“My commander had no choice but to take her back to Home World. He could not part from her, and she would have been in great and unnecessary danger had he been able to leave her behind.” Fihk crossed his arms as I dug through the cabinets.
Most of the food was gone, but I bit into a pack of Pop-Tarts and groaned. Fihk shifted on his feet. I tossed a pack to Nate as he came into the room.
“Maybe.” I swallowed and drank from a bottle of water. “But I would have kicked that guy's ass if he tried to take me from Nathan.” I winked at my brother when he looked between us.
“You will not be parted from your brother,” Olynth stated in that no-nonsense tone. He was hunched over in the doorway and looking between Fihk and me.
Fihk glared at me. “Tahk is the commander of all Dahk and its armies. His responsibilities did not allow for emotion and reckless actions.”
I snorted again. “Not Peyton though. She could have made him come back and get her mom. What was stopping you guys from flying over to her mom's place and looking for her there?”
“You do not understand,” Fihk growled. “Veeveen’s mate was waiting for them here. Peyton could not search for her mother until they were reunited.” Vivian and Peyton had been coming back here those first days of the invasion to meet with Vivian’s fiancé, Hector.
“Oh, so her girl’s man was more important than her mom?” I raised my brows and bit into my Pop-Tart.
Fihk scowled and watched me chew. “No, Hyctoor was a vital contact to gain entry onto Earth and begin the battle with the enemy.”
“And how well did that work out?” I looked at him and smiled a small, victorious grin. It’s not that I was happy it hadn’t worked out—obviously I was not—but it was awesome to see Fihk flush in anger. You had to take pleasure in the little things these days. “Oh, that’s right”—I snapped my fingers— “they shot you down literally.”
Stupid meatheads blew their ship right out of the sky. That was not surprising at all. Had to say, if I’d been in charge when these guys showed up spouting about wars and alien weapons, I might have done the same thing. Humans were just not prepared to deal with real-life aliens, proof we weren’t the only species in the trillions and trillions of stars in the universe.
We were self-centered like that.
Fihk snarled something beneath his breath then marched back outside. I grinned. Olynth watched me and scowled at my mouth. I licked the sweet crumbs from my lips, relishing the heat in his eyes.
“Want some?” I held out the Pop-Tart.
“No.” He scowled.
I shrugged and followed Nathan into the living room.
“Why are you pissing them off?” Nathan glared at me but couldn’t hide his own smile.
“It’s fun.” I winked and jumped up the stairs.
I was counting on Peyton having some spare clothes. I needed to get out of these torn ones. Especially since Olynth said I smelled like those men. I heard Nathan following close behind me, and I was glad. I wasn’t ready to leave him with his new purple babysitters.
Peyton’s room had been raided, but I found some jeans and shirts in her drawers. After I was sure Nate would stay in the bedroom, I went into the bathroom, ignoring my big stalker in the hallway, and stripped. My bra was ripped and too dirty to put back on, but Peyton was much more endowed than me, so I would have to go without. Her jeans were a little tight on my wide hips and too long, but I stuffed the ends into my boots. Her shirts were a little long too, and the bust was a little big, but they were clean. I rinsed off with a water bottle and combed through my hair.
I needed a shower badly, but I felt a million times better.
After leaving the bathroom, I grabbed a jean jacket from her closet and tossed mine. Olynth was gazing out the window, and Nathan was looking through Peyton’s book collection. I found a T-shirt that might fit Nate and tossed it to him. He made a disgusted face but changed. I rolled on some deodorant from my bag then went back to the bathroom to brush my teeth with Nate.
Before we left the bedroom, I dug through what was left of her clothes and found a few more things to take with us and a backpack to put them in. Nathan carried it, and I didn’t miss the few books he put in too. I didn’t call him on it. He had his comics, but I knew he loved to read and who knew when he’d get another chance to snap some up.
I just hoped he had the chance to read them.
When we got back downstairs, the group was walking around and sniffing the air like a pack of hound dogs.
“Do you smell her?” Nathan asked.
Tohn nodded and pointed at the woods. “She was here not long ago.”
“Why were we not alerted?” Fihk spat furiously.
Tohn and Albun shook their heads.
“Comm Dahk One,” Fihk snapped into his comm, “I want a direct report from Klando.”
“What’s going on?” I asked, watching Fihk pace.
“We have eyes on this location from orbit,” Tohn said carefully. “Had she reached this location, we should have been made aware immediately.”
I stepped in front of Fihk, halting him. “So your guys aren’t doing their job?”
He glowered at me. “The commander’s council will answer for the error.”
“Error?” I scoffed. “You vowed to Peyton you would find her mom. That’s hardly an error. It’s a major fuck-up.”
“Bailey,” Nathan hissed.
How was I supposed to trust them to protect Nathan if Fihk couldn’t even trust his own guys to do a little surveillance?
Fihk straightened and stepped up to me. Olynth growled, but Fihk and I ignored him.
“Do not test me, sweets,” Fihk warned.
“Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it, boss?” I crossed my arms and stepped up closer to him. It would be a lie if I said all those lean muscles rippling didn’t affect me.
“Do you wish to find out?” Fihk gnashed his teeth and ran his eyes down to my chest, where I just knew he could see how the chilly air was affecting me.
Olynth clamped a hand on my arm and moved me back behind him. The two of them faced off and bumped chests in a display of testosterone and ridiculous male show.
I huffed and spun away, pulling Nathan into the woods. The woman, Linda, wouldn’t have gone far. If she came all this way to find her daughter, she wasn’t going to leave the only place she knew to look for her. Especially after Peyton left her that note.
“Look for tracks,” I told Nate and searched myself.
I had taken him on enough of my camping trips that he knew what to look for. I liked to climb in a center, but I got most of my skill from the outdoors. I would go to the popular campsites, but when I could afford to take off work longer, we would travel. It was rare, but the more remote sights were more fun, and Nate loved the seclusion.
I looked over my shoulder to see Tohn and Albun following us curiously, their noses in the air.
Nate giggled and walked a little farther away. “Here.” He pointed.
“You have found her trail. Job well done, youngling.” Tohn thumped Nate’s shoulder roughly.
Nate grinned. “I thought you guys would sniff her out?”
“The treees are potent and dilute her scent.” Tohn grinned back.
We traipsed through the woods, following her trail. At some point, Fihk and Olynth came barreling through the woods behind us, but Fihk stayed a few feet away, scowling, and Olynth practically mowed me over for how close he got.
Eventually Nate had a hard time spotting the trail, so I took over. It was an hour before we heard it.
A loud screech.
A Vitat screech.
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We ran.
Olynth tried to pull me back, but when Nathan took off, I roughly shook him off and raced after my brother. Olynth didn’t try it again. Fihk and Tohn sprinted ahead of us, snapping branches back as they ran through the trees. I caught up with Nate and grabbed his hand, pulling him along.
Then we heard a woman scream. Only Olynth stayed with us as the others picked up speed. When we finally caught up, I was panting, and Nathan was holding his side. Fihk and the others were circling a Vitat and shouting.
A dead Vitat. The Vitat’s body was whole, not a scratch on it.
Fihk’s sword was clean as he sniffed the air. “She is here.”
“Where?” Nathan asked.
“She hides. Why?” Tohn asked with his nose up and turning in a circle.
“Gee, I don’t know, probably because a bunch of purple, winged aliens are growling in an alien language,” I said sarcastically while panting.
Fihk scowled at me.
“Come out, lady, we don’t have all day,” I shouted.
A rustle in the bushes to my right startled Nathan, and he jumped.
“Who are you? What do you want?” A woman emerged, looking way too prim and proper for an apocalypse. Her hair was the only thing out of place. It was knotted and frizzed into an impressive ball of fluff.
“Bailey”—I stuck out my hand— “and we’re here to save your ass.”
Her eyes bulged on the aliens, and she shuffled uncertainly on her heels. Sure, the heel was low, but still, who wore heels to an alien invasion?
She wiped her hand down her buttoned blouse and pressed slacks then unsteadily returned my handshake. “Linda. And them?” She nodded to the purple muscle party.
“Aliens.” I crossed my arms.
She nodded.
“You kill this one?” I nodded at the dead Vitat.
She stiffened. “Yes.”
“Good for you, lady.” I nodded, impressed.
“How?” Nathan asked in amazement, also noting her attire.
She shifted a purse hanging on her shoulder. “Taser.”
Why didn’t I think of that? I’d had a stun gun at my apartment but grabbing it hadn’t even crossed my mind. All I could think about that day was my gun. “It killed it?”
“Yes, they react poorly to them.” She sniffed, still eyeing the Dahk aliens.
“Are you here alone?” Fihk asked, and she jumped.
Her eyes grew huge, and she looked at me. She was tall and thin, with blonde hair and perfectly shaped eyebrows. Her face was lacking any makeup, but her clothes looked impressively ironed.
“He wants to know if you’re by yourself,” I told her.
“He?” she asked in surprise.
“Yeah, that’s Fihk. Your daughter sent him.”
She paled then jumped forward and clamped both hands on my arms. I winced at her grip and frowned at Olynth when he growled.
“Peyton?”
I nodded, watching as a range of emotions held her before relief filled her eyes.
“Is she okay?” she asked in a strained whisper.
I looked at Fihk. I didn’t know much beyond she was on another planet with an alien Commander. What constituted well?
Fihk nodded.
“Yup,” I told her, wincing again when her grip tightened until her acrylic nails pinched my skin.
“W-where is she?”
“Uh…” I looked back at Fihk. I wasn’t sure how smart it would be to tell this woman all about Peyton’s new man while I was so close to her and her claws.
“Tell her she is safe and waiting for her call,” Fihk said lowly, probably so he wouldn’t startle her with his growling.
I did and watched the woman’s white face flush with color.
A gun cocked off to the side. I stiffened, along with Nate and the aliens.
Looking to the side, I watched a man and a young girl emerge from the trees, guns aimed at us. The man was short and thick around the middle. He was bald with a graying beard and covered in hunting gear. The girl was a little taller than me, with pitch-black hair and pale skin. She was also sporting hunting gear and a bow and arrow.
Linda gasped and stepped toward them. “Nick, I told you to go.”
“We weren’t about to leave you here alone.” The man, Nick, said, “We’ve been keeping an eye on you. We heard you scream.” He looked at the aliens in accusation, his shotgun cocked and ready to fire.
“You should have left me.” She sighed and walked to stand beside them.
“What’re you doin’ with those monsters, girl?” Nick asked me.
Olynth and the others growled lowly. The girl raised her bow and aimed it at Olynth. The biggest threat. I stepped in front of him slowly, earning myself another low growl.
“They won’t hurt you,” I told the new human group. I hoped I wasn’t lying. I couldn’t guarantee Olynth wouldn’t tear them apart if they got a little trigger happy. “Unless you shoot me,” I added on a wince.
Thankfully, Nate was behind Tohn. The alien was shielding him with his body.
“Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it,” the man said.
“I don’t blame you.” I didn’t even one-hundred percent believe me. Though it was getting a little easier to. Tohn’s protective stance definitely helped.
“We don’t want any trouble. We’ll just be on our way.” Nick backed up, keeping his gun raised.
Linda looked at her feet and shook her head.
“Linda?” the man questioned.
“They know where my daughter is,” she said sadly.
The man sputtered.
“Bahyly,” Fihk warned low, “tell the humans to lower their weapons. Olynth will not be held back for much longer.”
I looked over my shoulder and watched the big guy vibrate in weakly controlled rage.
“What did it say?” the girl asked.
“He wants you to lower your weapons. The big guy isn’t too keen on you aiming it at me,” I said, my voice full of warning. I could feel Olynth about to pounce.
The girl looked at Nick but didn’t lower her bow.
“You might get a shot off,” I told them, “but that’s all you’ll get. You’ll be dead before you can get another.” I didn’t add that I wasn’t sure guns or arrows would hurt them. Olynth and Fihk had been cautious of mine back at Linda’s house, but not to the point a human would have been.
Nick searched my face before nodding at the girl. She gulped and released a ragged breath but lowered it. Nick did not. But his was pointed at Fihk. Olynth stepped up to my back and wrapped an arm around my waist. He tried to shuffle me back, but I dug my boots into the ground. He bent and scraped his fangs along my neck. I shivered.
“Do not place yourself in front of danger for me again,” he warned menacingly.
“They wouldn’t have shot me.” At least I was hoping they wouldn’t have.
He bit me harder. I stomped on his clawed foot as hard as I could. He cursed and retracted his teeth. I looked up to see Nick, the girl, and Linda looking at us with equal shock, confusion, and curiosity.
“They aren’t like the others,” I told them, looking at the dead Vitat.
“You know where Linda’s girl is?” the man asked, carefully lowering his gun but keeping his finger on the trigger.
I nodded. “She got herself hitched to these guys’ leader.”
“Our commander,” Fihk corrected me. “Uthyf is king.”
“Yeah, yeah, boss,” I muttered back. “Sorry, their commander.”
“She what?” Linda screeched.
We stood on opposing sides while I filled Linda in on her daughter’s recent escapades. The woman did not take it well. On the plus side, they seemed a little less hostile by the end of my explanation.
“I’m Star,” the girl said shyly. “This is my dad, Nick.”
I nodded. “I’m Bailey, and that’s my brother, Nathan.”
Nate waved from the back with a cautious grin.
“The big guy is Olynth, and that’s Tohn, Albun, and Gunnor.” I pointed them each out. “That’s Fihk, their leader.”
He scowled. “Lieutenant.”
“Aren’t Olynth and Tohn lieutenants too?”
Fihk sighed.
“So you’re their leader, boss.” I grinned at him. “He’s acting commander while Peyton’s man is off meandering through space.”
Fihk cursed and stepped up to my side. He bowed and thumped his chest, introducing himself in alien.
“He says hi,” I told them.
Fihk spun and waved us toward the house.
Olynth stayed his usual inches from trampling me on the walk back, and I crowded Nathan nearly as closely. New people meant new threats. These people didn’t trust us, but I didn’t trust them either.
We stopped in the clearing in front of the house and watched the newcomers in amusement as they gaped at the enormous ship hovering over the house. Wyvr hadn’t landed it—not that he could have—but he also hadn’t made it disappear. It was practically blocking out the sun.
“Now what?” the girl shyly asked us.
I looked at the boss. He looked at her then Linda and Nick. Sighing, he scrubbed his head between his horns.
“We must travel to Dahk One for you to comm your daughter,” he told Linda. “Our signal is too weak here.”
The girl gasped. “In space?”
Nathan nodded and sidled up to her. “In space.” His eyes roamed over her in a way no ten-year-old’s eyes should roam.
I glared at him. She was at least sixteen or older, way too old for him.
“No.” Linda shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly travel to space.”
“You want to talk to your daughter, don’t you?” I asked her. She had come this far for her daughter. What was a little space travel?
She stuck up her nose and looked me up and down. I tried not to fidget. I probably looked like last week’s trash next to her. I’d never cared what people thought about me, but I’d tried to teach Nathan respect for others and his elders, and how you projected yourself could either earn you that respect back or not.
Well, I guess all those parenting books must have rubbed off on me over the years.
This woman was unlike any woman I had ever dealt with before. For one, she was money. She looked and smelled like it. Impressive for this new world order. Second, she was snooty. You know the type—better than. I was most certainly nowhere near her caliber of a lady.
I was as opposite of a lady as a girl could get. I had blue hair that needed a dye weeks ago, was wearing someone else’s clothes, and had the demeanor of girl who’d grown up on the streets. Not fancy houses and five-star meals like this lady. And I had never used an iron in my life.
Her dismissive glance at me told me she knew it too. I fidgeted in my boots, but I would not let this lady make me feel bad about the woman I had become. I’d done the best I could with what scraps were tossed my way. None of that crap mattered nowadays anyway. Fancy clothes and manicured nails weren’t going to help you survive.
Nope, but the steel in my boots and the defense classes I’d taken sure would.
“Very well.” She turned and went into the house, Nick and Star hot on her heels.
“Good luck with that one,” I muttered to Fihk.
“You will be coming with us,” he smarted back.
“Uh, no, Nate and I have done more than enough for you guys,” I said and looked at my brother’s stricken face. I shook my head. We needed to go. “You can drop us at that camp.”
“Those human warriors are not to be trusted,” Fihk said scathingly.
Olynth pressed close to my back, growling low in his chest.
“Probably not with you guys around, but by ourselves, we’ll be fine.” I stepped forward to get away from the suffocating heat at my back. I didn’t mention that I would kill any one of those soldiers that had any nefarious intentions towards us. I didn’t know those men in that camp, but it looked like the best place to hold up. Safe from the Vitat at least.
Linda came back out with a bag across her chest and suitcase in her hand. Star was devouring a Pop-Tart, and I watched as Nathan pulled out a few cans of food and handed them to her with a shy smile.
Olynth was growling to Fihk. “I will stay here with them, but they will not be going to the human camp.”
“You cannot stay. I need you on Dahk One,” Fihk muttered.
I kept my eyes averted and on Nathan as he sat with Star and pulled out comics, nerding out for her. It brought a reluctant smile to my face. He was getting so big, flirting with girls. I had no idea it was time for that already.
“No,” Olynth snarled.
“No? Have you forgotten your responsibilities?”
“They have changed,” Olynth growled.
“Have they?” Fihk chuckled grimly. “You have not acknowledged the bond.”
“It is not your concern,” Olynth snarled.
“If you continue to deny it, the female will suffer, and you will lose control and harm her.”
“Wait, what?” Blinking away nostalgia and images of a tiny Nathan looking at me as though I was the only girl in the world, I looked at the two of them as they growled at each other.
Fihk ignored me. “The rage will overcome you. On your own, there will be no one to protect her.”
Olynth bared his fangs in fury. “And it would be you? You will protect what is mine?”
“Is she yours?” Fihk asked acidly.
“She is not yours,” Olynth roared and shoved Fihk.
“Hey, hey, what the hellcats you two?”
I wasn’t stupid enough to jump between them, and apparently neither was anyone else. Standing beside Albun, Tohn grinned as though it was all very amusing, and Gunnor grunted and marched away. Fihk didn’t shove Olynth back, but his furious look made it clear he wouldn’t take any more aggressive reactions from him either.
“Acknowledge the bond, my friend. You do her and yourself a disservice denying this gift.”
“Gift?” Olynth sneered and backed off, balling his hands into fists.
“Gift,” Fihk said again and looked at me with a longing that startled me.
Olynth roared again and charged. Fihk didn’t take his eyes from mine as the big guy barreled into him. They went down hard, exchanging several blows. Nate and Star jumped up from the porch and rushed to Nick and Linda, closer to the house. Tohn stopped grinning and looked a little worried. I was on the opposite side of the clearing from everyone else, the two fighting idiots between us and the woods at my back.
I supposed the Dahk should have smelled them before they came up, but apparently, their confusing argument muted all their super sniffers, along with their common sense.
Besides, who knew the Vitat went anywhere without screeching like banshees?
But they did, and I found out just how sucky that was when two white arms wrapped around my waist and dragged me back into the woods. A clawed hand muffled my shout, and I prayed someone saw me. But I was a few feet into the woods and way too close to sharp, hungry teeth before two enraged roars startled the birds from the trees.
The hairs on my arms stood on end as several screeches, inches from my ears, answered them. I was surrounded by Vitat.
I was thrown to the ground, landing on my shoulder. The wind was knocked from me, then again when one of the Vitat pounced on me. I thought their bulbous, white heads were terrifying from a few feet away—it was nothing like being face to face with one.
Layers of sharp teeth snapped at me.
My pack was beneath me, and I had no time to wrestle with it. I rolled quickly, avoiding losing my whole head in its mouth. Its gangly arms reached for me, its claws shredding the back of my jacket. I lurched forward and wrapped my hands around a thick, loose branch. Rolling back to my back, I lifted it in time to shove it between the alien’s snapping teeth. It crunched on the branch heavily with a snap.
After kicking the thing in the chest, I crab-walked backward, gasping in pure fear. I heard fighting and growling behind me, but I kept my eyes on the eyeless thing lunging for me. The branch snapped into pieces, and its teeth gleamed in a terrifying grin.
I jumped up and tore off my pack in one go, grasped the handle, and took off farther into the woods. Wrestling with the zipper, I got my hand around a can of spray as the thing barreled into me, knocking me onto the ground on my side.
Tucking my knees up to my chest, I kicked out, hitting it in the head and the neck. It went back then bounced forward again, but I had the spray’s safety off and aimed. I squeezed my eyes shut tight and sprayed the alien as it knocked me on my back again, its claws tearing the skin on my shoulder and wrenching my hair back.
It screeched so loudly, I felt blood trickle out of my nose and ears. As the spray was released into the air, I hacked and hacked, rolling onto my chest and crawling forward.
I felt the alien fall backward then meet a vicious growl. Olynth’s blades sang through the air as he whipped them around, severing the thing’s head.
Coughing and coughing, I felt through my pack for a bottle of water and gulped it down. My hand shook as I poured it over my eyes. Thankfully, they only burned a little, but my lungs were on fire, and the skin of my face and chest burned like nothing I had ever felt before.
Hands took over for me and dumped bottled water on my face and palms. Nathan was crying and calling my name as he helped me. I wanted so badly to tell him I was okay, but I couldn’t stop coughing or get enough air to clear my lungs.
Olynth was roaring and fighting with something from behind me, and Gunnor’s grunts were loud and frustrated. Fihk was calling my name, and I blinked rapidly to look at him as he crouched by my brother in front of me.
“Sweets, what can I do?” Fihk barked in frustration.
“Water,” I croaked.
Nathan looked frantically through my pack for another bottle and fumbled with the cap. Fihk snatched it from him and snapped off the cap, spraying water everywhere. I moaned in despair, but another bottle was handed over by Nick. Fihk snatched it and took hold of my elbow and brought it to my lips with his other hand.
I gulped greedily, coughing and hacking between swallows. Linda was behind Nathan and rubbing his back as he sobbed. It took a few more seconds, but when the bottle was gone, I sagged against Fihk. He wrapped an arm around my back and another under my thighs and lifted me from the ground.
My head rested against his leather-clad shoulder as he walked from the woods back to the house. The world was blurry, and my lungs and face still burned, but I knew it could have been worse, so much worse. I was lucky to be alive.
Fihk walked right over several new Vitat corpses as we left the trees. Linda, Nathan, Nick, and Star followed us, along with Albun and Tohn. Olynth and Gunnor stayed behind, roaring and fighting.
“What’s wrong with him?” I gasped through another cough.
“He needs a moment. Gunnor will help him regain control,” Fihk murmured. “I am sorry, sweets, that should not have happened.”
I didn’t reply. What was I supposed to say? It’s okay? No, it wasn’t. Their argument, whatever it was about, was stupid, but it wasn’t as if the Vitat had given any kind of warning. They’d surprised us all.
Fihk stopped on the porch steps and set me down, crouching in front of me. Nathan burrowed under my left arm while Fihk ran his eyes over my body, his eyes snagging on the blood on my shoulder.
“It’s not deep,” I told him.
He gnashed his teeth and reached out to it but stopped himself. Instead, his hand veered to my chin, and he nudged it up. His thumb ran along the scrapes there, his claw tracing the dip in my bottom lip.
He stiffened, and his eyes flashed to mine. They flared with disbelief and a fierce emotion I couldn’t decipher. He bared his fangs and cursed low and furiously. His hand tightened on my chin, and his other hand grasped my hand, pulling my wrist to his nose. He inhaled deeply and snarled. I trembled.
He jumped up and backed away from me.
“What?” I asked, looking around.
“Run,” he growled hoarsely.
Us humans were looking at him as though he had a screw loose, but Tohn and Albun were looking between him and me with growing horror. Fihk’s muscles bulged each step away he took, and he bent over, baring his fangs at me, snarling nonsense.
“Nathan, go to Nick,” I told him and stood.
Nathan shook his head, but I shoved him away, and Nick, thank god, snatched him up and backed away with Star and Linda.
“What’s wrong with him, Tohn?” I held my hands out to my sides.
The bald alien cradled the top of his head with wide eyes, looking back and forth from the woods to Fihk.
“What is it?” I hissed as Fihk’s eyes tracked my every movement with that eerie snarl.
He gaped at Fihk. “You are his Pythe.”
“His what?”
“His mate,” Albun added with the same wide-eyed shock.
“Mate?” Nathan shouted.
“It is impossible,” Tohn swore.
“What is?” I asked, my impatience growing. Fihk―bossy, sweet, infuriating Fihk—was looking at me as though he was going to take a bite out of me.
Strangely, for a second, it didn’t look as though I would hate it. It was an altogether different kind of bite than the Vitat.
“She cannot have two.” Tohn fumbled for his comm unit.
“He is showing the effects of the mating rage,” Albun said and circled behind Fihk.
Fihk snarled and tracked him for a second before looking back at me.
“Run, Bahyly,” Tohn said then growled into his comm unit.
“Run?” Nick and I asked together.
I shivered in fear.
Fihk gasped and coiled his body tightly, crouching and roaring to the sky. He bared his fangs. “Run!”
I ran.




Chapter 8


Fihk




I could still feel her warm skin on the tips of my fingers. The scent of her sweet musk coated my senses. I watched as she tensed in fear, her eyes widening as I crouched before her.
My Pythe smelled of terror and confusion.
I knew I needed to control the instinct, but I was too far gone. How Olynth had managed to hold back as long as he has, I would never understand.
I could scarcely remember why I should.
She looked between the other Dahk males. Their names were lost to me. I snarled and crouched, keeping my mate in my sights.
I smelled her growing distress and wrestled with logic and instinct.
I could. Not. Hold. Back.
She tensed, her bright eyes gleaming and moving like liquid.
The female spoke to another, and her chest heaved. Bahyly. Her name was Bahyly.
I would hurt her—the need to mate was too great, and she was so small.
I caught her feminine smell on the wind and bared my fangs. “Run.”
Run, little one.
The chase would make it all the sweeter when I caught my prey.
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Tree branches whacked me in the face as I ran through them.
Nathan’s anguished scream would haunt me. We thought we could trust these aliens.
What was I thinking?
I knew better. I knew better.
You could never trust anyone. I’d let my guard down, and now I would suffer for it. Nathan would suffer for it. Logically, I knew Peyton was mated to one of these guys. But they had never mentioned Tahk going into a mating rage and hunting her down. They had never mentioned her having to run for her life from him.
If that was the case, the girl was off her rocker.
If I had a second to calm down, I may have been able to look at this logically, but I couldn’t. And Tohn had even told me to run. How the hell was I supposed to outrun a guy with wings?
I couldn’t.
Furious tears burned my eyes. I felt betrayed. When had they earned my trust? I would never have given it to them freely, but the tightness in my chest told me I had. Somehow, they had taken it from me.
My boots slipped on wet leaves and clumps of mud. I couldn’t get enough traction and having to dodge trees was slowing me down.
I heard him behind me. He was taunting me, staying far enough away from me to make me think I had a chance, but close enough that I knew I never did.
I heard the others following him and shouting.
I gasped and slipped, rolling down a hill. I coughed and jumped up to my feet and took off again. Fihk’s low chuckle taunted me, echoing in the trees. My lungs hadn’t recovered from the repellent, and it was making it too hard to keep up a fast pace. My thighs burned, and my body was tense. I knew I would feel the ache for days.
Well, I would if I lived through this.
I slipped and stumbled into a clearing, backpedaling when Fihk jumped out in front of me. He looked feral, so far from the poised alien I had been getting to know. He crouched in front of me on the balls of his feet, his claws out and his fangs bared as he snarled nonsense.
“Don’t.” I gasped for air and stepped back, holding my hands out in front of me.
He snarled again and stepped to my left, slowly circling me.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked him tearfully. A tiny part of me still didn’t believe he would hurt me, but he was seriously destroying that part. He looked at me as though I was his next meal, and though a lot of that was directed toward my body, I didn’t think I would enjoy what he had in mind.
Fihk sniffed the air and cocked his head to the side. His eyes flashed, and he roared toward the woods behind me. Then I heard them. The others were in the woods, circling us. I didn’t have a moment to feel any relief—Fihk lunged with a snarl.
I went down into the dirt hard. My head cracked against a rock, and I blinked at the feral alien above me. His clawed hands circled my thighs and spread them wide so his hips could fall between them. My mouth gaped as I felt the steely, hard length of what was happening in his pants. That’s what this was? Holy shit, twice in one day?
I had the worst luck.
Fihk bared his fangs and burrowed his face into my neck, inhaling. I trembled against him like the terrified little girl I never thought I would ever be again.
I may have been scared out of my mind, but there was no way I was going to lay there and let him shove that giant thing inside me. I spread my arms and reached through the dirt and dead leaves for anything to use against him. My pack had been snatched up by someone after the last attack I’d just barely survived.
I grabbed a loose, heavy rock and brought it down on the back of Fihk’s head as hard as I could. He grunted and reared up, allowing me to scoot out from underneath him. I rolled to my belly and pulled myself to my knees before he shoved me back down.
I coughed in the dirt as he spread his body over mine from feet to head. His hands grasped mine and pulled them above my head, and he spread my legs again as I kicked at him. He ground his hips into my ass, and I actually winced from how hard and huge he was.
“Fihk, please,”
I gasped through another cough.
He froze for a second then snarled again, shoving his face into my neck and clamping his teeth onto the skin there. It was the side where Olynth had bitten me the day before. He inhaled and stiffened, then roared into my neck. I nearly peed my pants from fear.
I bucked uncontrollably against him, but he was so heavy, it was useless. I fought back with all the energy I had left. My elbows went back, but his hold was too tight on my wrists. My feet swung but only hit air. Turning my head, I sank my teeth into the skin of his arm. It was thick and rough, the scales too hard to break. He didn’t even flinch.
I choked back a desperate sob. “Please, don’t. Please, please, Fihk.”
He stilled above me, snarling and roaring nonsense.
“Fihk,” I gasped again. He seemed to respond to his name.
“He cannot understand you,” a voice called cautiously from in front of us.
Fihk roared, the veins along his arms bulging. My head shot up to stare at Tohn. He was crouched in front of us with Albun a few feet away.
“Get him off me!” I shouted, wincing when Fihk roared again.
“The mating rage has taken hold of him,” Tohn said warily. “We cannot interfere without risking your safety.”
“What the hell, am I supposed to just let him rape me?!”
“He does not understand what he does. The rage has flooded his mind, and he is operating on instinct alone,” Albun said gravely.
Fihk released my arms and dug his nails into the dirt in front of me. His hips lifted, and I felt him crouch threateningly over me. I tried to slowly pull my arms back toward me but stopped and winced at his enraged roar.
“Is this normal?” I tried to get my knees under me, but Fihk roughly shoved my hips back down.
“An unrestrained mating was common practice with our people long ago,” Tohn hedged.
“It’s not now?” I gasped in disbelief. My current situation suggested otherwise. I moved my head away from Fihk’s bared teeth.
“No, the commander’s mating was the first true mating in hundreds of sunspins,” Tohn said lowly. “Bahyly, remain still. Do. Not. Move. You will only provoke him.”
“Do something.” I winced when Fihk lost his shit all over again, roaring so loudly my already bleeding eardrums throbbed.
“We will not let him take you this way,” Tohn promised, “but you must remain calm.”
“Fine,” I gritted through chattering teeth, flinching when Fihk sniffed along the back of my neck.
“Gunnor will have Olynth calmed by now. I have instructed the humans to stay away and wait for him.” Tohn backed away on his feet. “After Gunnor arrives, we will engage Fihk and distract him long enough for Gunnor to pull you free.”
“Okay,” I gasped, relief filling me.
Fihk wasn’t trying to rip my pants off at the moment. He seemed more focused on the two aliens in front of us. I just had to hold on long enough for one-eyed Gigantor to get here.
But Fihk stole all that relief from me when he dropped his hips again and curled a hand tightly around my jaw. I winced and let him pull my head to the side so he could lick up the side of my neck. His tongue was warm and rough. Not unpleasant, but certainly not welcomed.
“Calm,” Tohn called again.
“You try to be calm with this guy on top of you,” I smarted back.
Fihk snarled something quietly then flipped me onto my back with one hand. I wanted to close my eyes so I didn’t have to look in his face as he violated me, but I forced myself to look him in the eye.
I could wait, but I could also try on my own. “Fihk?”
His eyes showed not a bit of recognition. He bared his fangs and looked down my body.
“Fihk, it’s me, Bailey,” I tried again.
Nothing.
“Boss, you don’t want to do this.” I winced when he snarled and shoved his face into my chest.
A hand ran a claw along the neck of my shirt, slowly shredding it down the middle. I wanted to cry. I had just put this one on! The parts of the shirt fell aside, exposing the middle of my chest and swells of my breasts. He didn’t go for those like any human man would. No, he licked me from sternum to belly button. I stifled a shiver. His teeth nipped below my belly button hard enough to pinch but not enough to break the skin.
I breathed deeply and tried, I tried so hard to remain calm, but that claw ripped the button from my jeans, and I couldn’t control the pathetic whimper escaping my mouth.
Fihk’s head shot up, and he bared his fangs again, growling so harshly I felt it in my chest.
A broken sob tore from my mouth. Tohn was calling my name and I heard a crashing sound coming from my left, but I could barely hear over the whooshing in my ears. My heart thudded so hard it was painful. I was too young to die from a heart attack, wasn’t I?
Fihk didn’t like the broken sobs coming from me, and he let me know it, bellowing roars and beastly snarls in my face.
I couldn’t help it. No woman in her right mind would lay there and not react. I shoved at his chest and bucked against him. His claws dug into my sides, drawing blood, and his teeth clamped down onto my neck, tearing through my skin, shredding it.
I screamed.
A bellowed roar of rage answered me from my left.
Olynth.
Fihk’s head shot up, and he roared back like an enraged lion, the veins along his neck bulging out, his lips spread to expose the full length of his bloody fangs.
A heavy weight slammed into him, tearing him from me and tossing him across the ground. Hands clamped down on my arms and dragged me across the ground and away from the brutal fight.
Olynth had Fihk on the ground, exchanging blow after blow with him.
Gunnor grunted and lifted me, turning and fleeing into the woods.
“Get him to the ship!” Tohn shouted from behind us.
Olynth’s enraged snarl answered him.
I gasped and sobbed my fear and pain away for a moment before I realized Gunnor wasn’t taking me back to the ship. We were going in the opposite direction.
“Stop,” I gasped. “Nate.”
“Ship,” he grunted.
“I need to go to him.” I wiggled until Gunnor growled and flashed his very pissed-off eye at me. I stopped.
“After.”
“After what?” I shouted in frustration. He was worse than Olynth.
He growled, just as frustrated. “After it is safe.”
I huffed and let him run. Eventually, he slowed and stopped at a house that was nearly completely burned down. He walked into the woods behind the house and put me down on a stump. An ax lay to the side haphazardly, by a pile of chopped wood. Then he turned without a word and crossed his arms and spread his legs. He just stood there, quiet and stiff.
I sighed and prodded at the new wounds on my neck and side. I was collecting them lately. My shirt was toast, but I managed to button up my jacket to cover myself. I wiped the stupid tears from my face and focused on catching my breath and sorting my thoughts.
A lot had happened in the last three weeks, but the last two days were like hours and hours of non-stop stress. My body was going to crash, and with how injured I was, it wasn’t going to be pretty.
The Vitat had invaded our planet, and if that wasn’t bad enough, they wanted to eat us. Then the Dahk came and brought all their drama and politics with them. Now, this.
I didn’t know Fihk all that well, but in stressful situations, people get a sort of crash course in social niceties. An hour ago, I wouldn’t have imagined him attacking me like that, but he had. And Tohn and Albun had seemed to think it was strange, but they were way more accepting about it than I was. Hell, they didn’t even seem pissed at him. What was that about?
I was so much more than pissed. I had passed pissed and left it straight for enraged. Their vows of protection meant shit if they didn’t apply it to themselves. If I had been leaning toward staying with them even a little, that was now blown to hell. No way. As soon as I got my hands on my brother, we were getting the fudge out of dodge.
I eyed the cyclops’s back and gnashed my teeth. Unfortunately, I had to rely on him to get me to Nate. So I waited and waited some more.
Gunnor stood there, not moving an inch, not even to scratch an itch. I was aching all over, and my butt was killing me from sitting on this stump. I stood but swayed, most likely from motherflipping blood loss.
I sagged in relief when the ship floated above our heads about a half hour later. Black and enormous, it blocked out the sun and cast eerie shadows on the ground.
There was no missing the shadow that darted out of the side of the ship. It flew straight down and slammed into the ground a foot from Gunnor. It was Olynth, and he looked livid.
His eyes were wild on me, roaming all over me in frantic motions. He bared his fangs at Gunnor. “Leave.”
Gunnor didn’t move. Just stood there with his arms crossed and his feet braced apart.
“LEAVE,” Olynth bellowed again.
Gunnor shook his head once, sharply. I was suddenly immensely grateful for the stoic, one-eyed alien. He was the only thing standing between Olynth and me.
Tohn and Albun flew down behind Olynth and stared at him warily.
“Let me get her, my friend,” Tohn said gravely.
Olynth bared his fangs at him. Slowly, he drew two daggers from the holsters along his sides. Gunnor didn’t move, but Tohn and Albun stiffened.
Olynth flipped a dagger in the air and caught it, pointing it at Gunnor threateningly. “Leave.”
Gunnor-the-indifferent didn’t move. Olynth stepped forward, and still he didn’t move.
Tohn and Albun drew their swords.
I jumped up. I was not going to sit here while they sliced and diced each other.
Swaying on my feet, I walked around Gunnor’s enormous bulk. Very, very slowly, I approached Olynth. He shuddered, and his muscles bulged all over his body. I gasped in pain and fear and stopped in front of him.
No one moved, and no one spoke.
Olynth stared in my eyes, searching them, then one by one, he sheathed his blades. He stepped forward and so, so gently lifted me in his arms.
He didn’t look at me again until we were back in the ship.
Only then did he look down and growl possessively, “You are mine.”
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Olynth stomped through the ship and around and around hallways. He stopped at a door and slammed his palm against a panel until it slid open.
Nathan’s gasp and choked sob met my ears.
I squirmed until my feet touched the floor, and I caught his small body as it slammed into mine. Olynth grasped my hips possessively while I held my brother.
“Nate, booger, I’m fine,” I said over and over, uselessly.
He was shaking and sobbing uncontrollably.
Linda walked up behind him and patted his back, searching my face. Her fear and worry were plain as day on hers. She kept her eyes firmly on mine, averted from Olynth.
Hugging him tightly, I let him expel his worry and terror in my chest. When he was gasping and sniffling, he let Linda pull him away and toward the back wall in the room we were standing in. She was murmuring in his ear while he nodded erratically. I hated leaving him to her but I could barely move without wincing in pain.
Olynth lifted me again and sat me on a tall table in the middle of the room. Vylbor was standing by the table, and he looked away from Olynth as he glowered at him.
“I am not a healer, but my mam is, I have learned a little of the art from her. I will do my best,” Vylbor told me solemnly.
I nodded. The Dahk had a lot of the same things as us as far as first-aid went, like bandages and disinfectant, but I still stiffened when he rubbed a goopy cream on my skin. I wanted so badly to refuse, but Olynth was holding me possessively on the table, his hands wrapped around my hips from behind, and I could feel how dangerously close he was to flipping out.
I just hoped I didn’t get some weird alien worm or rash from their medicine. Amazingly though, it took away nearly all the pain. I couldn’t help but sag in relief as it soothed and cooled all my sore cuts.
When Vylbor’s hand went to my neck, Olynth nearly bit off his whole arm. He snarled something viciously and snatched the goop away. I froze, but he was gentle when he spread it on my neck himself.
Olynth turned me to face him and nodded toward my buttoned jacket. I grimaced but opened it, thankful his body blocked Nathan’s view of me. Olynth gnashed his teeth when he saw my ripped shirt, and he shook as he spread the goop on the claw gouges along my side.
I was practically a walking bandage when it was all done. My shoulder had a bandage from where the Vitat had gotten me, and my neck and shoulder added to the cuts I already had on my hands, face, and arms from the men who’d attacked me that morning.
Olynth took the shirt Linda shakily handed over and pulled it over my head, snarling when I winced from the pain in my shoulder. Then he lifted me from the table and turned to my brother, nodding from him to the door. Nathan hurried out ahead of us. Vylbor led us all to a row of doors.
Nick and Star were already waiting in an open doorway, and Linda darted through to them. Olynth stopped at the door next to theirs, and it slid open. He nodded for Nathan to go in then followed.
It was a small room with a really long twin-ish-sized bed and a small table. A little door was open to a room with what looked like a square toilet. Other than that, it was dark and impersonal. Sterile.
Olynth gently placed me on the bed and allowed Nathan to climb in next to me. He wasted no time burrowing under my arm. I looked up at Olynth warily. He stood stiffly and looked at me coldly. I curled my hands into fists to keep them from trembling. Some strange emotion moved over his face before he turned and left the room, the door sliding behind him.
Nate and I were silent for a moment before he broke it with a terrified whisper. “They broke their promise.”
I blinked away the burning in my eyes. “I know, kiddo. I know.”
I bet if I tried to open that door, I would find it locked.
I didn’t even bother trying.
Something had changed when Fihk went feral. We were no longer helping hands for these guys. Suddenly, I felt like a prisoner and Olynth was my jailer.
✽✽✽
 
I passed out.
I didn’t know how long Nate and I slept for, but when I woke up, I was groggy and somehow even more tired than I had been before. We took turns using the weird toilet. Nate couldn’t keep in his gasps of excitement as he watched it flush with bright lights.
“I bet the lasers sanitize the bowl,” he said as he left the toilet room.
I nodded and smiled weakly.
He searched the room from top to bottom, huffing in frustration when he couldn’t find anything fun to explore. Boredom set in pretty quickly, then eventually hunger. But no one came. I couldn’t hear anything from the room next door, but I suspected Linda and the others were locked up like us. Nathan beat on the door for a while, shouting in frustration before he gave up.
With nothing else to do, we lay back down and played one of our favorite games since the invasion.
“Mr. Henderson,” Nate said firmly.
I gasped. “Really?”
“Yeah, he had all those secret trap doors.” Nate laughed. “I bet he trapped himself inside one with a million cupcakes.”
We groaned together. Cupcakes, oh how I miss thee.
“Old lady Tilda.” I grinned.
“No,” Nate gasped and giggled again.
“Yes,” I said firmly. “She wore those foil caps and swore she could hear fish in her walls. There’s no way that woman didn’t have a doomsday plan.”
“She could never remember to feed her cat!”
“Because it was hunting all her fish for her.” I giggled.
“No, she got eaten. You lose.”
“Okay, okay, victim?” I asked with a silly grin.
Nate nodded firmly. “Pete.”
“The guitar shop guy?”
“Yeah, he was always high. I bet he thought the aliens were a hallucination.” Nate wiggled his brows.
“Good riddance. He always stole from the dry cleaners next door. I’m pretty sure he was selling drugs to her kids too.”
Nate nodded. “He got eaten. Your turn.”
“Hmmm.” I thought of who would have been an ideal victim on invasion day. Sure, our game Survivor or Victim may be macabre or even callous, but it was better to think of the good people we knew who may have survived and the bad who deserved to become a meal than think of all the people who didn’t deserve it and what may have happened to them. Plus, the world was dark all around us. It was bound to lure dark thoughts. “Dean?”
“That old guy that you used to climb with?”
“Yup.”
“What did he do?”
“He cleaned out his boyfriend’s account and took off with their neighbor.” I rolled to face him.
“Ooooh, you hate cheaters, and he stole? Dead.” Nate picked up a chunk of my blue hair and twirled it around his finger.
“Survivor?” I asked softly.
His eyelids were sagging. “Ben.”
“Your foster brother?” I asked, surprised. He hadn’t spoken about him since the first day.
“Yeah,” he sighed sadly.
I bit my tongue. Ben hadn’t been at the house when I lived there. He came after, and he was a major douche-nozzle. He knocked around the other kids. He was seventeen and older than most of them. They were all little assholes, except for Nate, but Ben took asshole to another level.
I was surprised Nathan was thinking of him. He’d received more than one black eye from that cretin before I found out and scared the balls off him.
“He wasn’t so bad, Bails.” Nate scowled at me as though he could read every one of my thoughts.
I raised a brow and stayed silent.
“His dad was an as―”
I narrowed my eyes.
“Ter-oid.” Nathan grinned. Then he sighed and looked away. “He didn’t have a big sister to teach him any better.”
I hugged him tightly and smiled at his discomfort. “Aww, you looooove me,” I sang and smiled at his discomfort.
“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled and pushed away.
“I love you too, booger.” I rested my chin on his head.
He nodded and squeezed my hand.
A noise at the door snagged our attention. Nathan bolted up. I took a little more care, but we both looked at the door as if a velociraptor was about to charge in.
No dinosaurs, just Olynth.
So―worse.
“Come,” he said gruffly. He didn’t look any less pissed than he had when he left us.
“Stay,” I told Nate and pushed to my feet.
He grabbed my wrist firmly.
“One minute, kid,” I told him with a tight smile.
He shook his head.
“I’ll be right back,” I promised.
Nate sucked in a breath and nodded slowly. I meant my promises. I would move heaven and hell to keep them, and he knew it.
I walked up to the big guy outside the door, turned the corner, and stopped. I folded my arms and looked at him. “Let us go.”
He folded his arms and glowered at me. “No.”
“Why?” I cried in frustration.
Olynth’s hand curled around my chin, pulling it up, and pushed his face close to mine. Steel shot down my spine. I was getting awful sick of getting alien-manhandled.
“What happened with Fihk”—he spat the name as though it disgusted him and enraged him all at once— “will not happen again.”
“I’ve heard that before. You boys like to spout about protection and promise safety, but you’re so full of it,” I sneered and jerked my chin back. He didn’t let go. “I want off this ship,” I snapped. “I want you to let us go. We helped you, and now we are done. What happened to your vow, huh? You guys swore you wouldn’t take us from our home.” I spread my arms wide and looked around pointedly at the spaceship. “Well?”
“Words mean nothing to you,” he growled. “My actions will speak true.” I would have loved to have heard that back at Linda’s house, but not now. I wouldn’t make the mistake of trusting them again. Something moved deep in his eyes. “I would have let you go. I would have watched over you,” he added, confusing me, “but now I cannot. That course is no longer possible.”
“What?”
“Come, we must speak.” He nodded back to the door, and Nathan rushed out, the little eavesdropper.
Olynth marched down the hall. We followed. It didn’t matter if we ran. We were on a spaceship, for cripe’s sake. He’d find us.
But I was pissed the whole way.
Olynth turned into a room much larger than the tiny bedroom. It had five tables with benches and long counters on either side of the room with strange machines. Tohn was sitting at the closest table with plates and plates of food in front of him, Albun, Vylbor, and Wyvr. Olynth stopped beside an open bench beside them and directed us to sit. Nate and I sat together, and Olynth sat across from us beside Tohn and Wyvr. Tohn nudged two plates our way and sat back, watching guardedly.
“Where’re Linda, Nick, and Star?” I asked.
Nathan was looking around for them as well.
“They refuse to leave their quarters. Sustenance has been brought to them,” Wyvr muttered in a low voice. He was thin compared to the other Dahk, and slightly taller than Tohn but not as tall as Olynth. His eyes were silver like the others but had a strange blue tint to them. “Eat.” He nodded at the plates.
Nathan picked up a pink mushy thing and made a face. I looked at the plate and didn’t recognize a thing on it. My stomach growled and rolled at the same time. I pushed the plate away.
“Where is he?” I asked, staring at them equally.
They looked at each other a moment, ignoring Olynth’s low growl before Tohn took a breath. “He is chained in a cell on the ship.”
My eyes shot to Olynth’s without meaning to. Hadn’t Fihk been talking about a cell and Olynth when we met them? Something, the beginnings of a realization, was building in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t quite grasp it. Olynth stared back intensely. I looked away.
“Why?” Nathan asked for me. His voice shook with fear. Fihk had really messed with him. He had really been starting to like these guys, and they may have broken his heart when Fihk flipped. It pissed me off even more.
Tohn sighed and looked at Olynth. The big guy ignored him and continued his intense scrutiny of me, his arms crossed and his legs braced wide open.
Tohn cleared his throat. “As I told you, you are Fihk’s Pythe.”
“What―” I started to ask, but Tohn cut me off.
“His mate.” He let that sink in for a minute.
I gaped at him, as did my brother.
“No, I’m not,” I told them the truth.
“You are. He was made aware the moment he came into contact with you,” Wyvr said gravely.
“He’s known all this time?” I gasped. What the hell?
Olynth stiffened.
“No, physical contact. Hide, er, skin to skin,” Tohn added. “That was after the Vitat attack on you.”
I thought back and realized Fihk hadn’t touched me before the porch. How could he, with the big guy blocking everyone from me? In fact, the second he touched my chin and lip was when he flipped out. “Okaaay, so he touched me and what? Bam, I’m his mate? You guys have some touch-sense thing or pheromones that chooses a mate or something?”
“Similar but no.” Vylbor smiled. “It is believed the ancestors, not heredities, choose a Pythe for a Pythen. You were chosen for Fihk and”—Vylbor stumbled and looked at Olynth— “and he you.”
Nathan scowled at him. “But she’s not a Dahk.”
“Interspecies mating was once fairly common,” Wyvr said and bit into a nasty-looking brown thing.
“When you say mate…?” I asked hesitantly.
“You are his, and he is yours.” Tohn’s eyes shot to Olynth when he snarled again. “You are bonded. It cannot be undone.” He seemed to direct the last of it to Olynth in warning.
“I don’t want to be his mate.” I chuckled a little hysterically. What the hellcats was this? In our world, a woman chooses. Women’s rights had come damn far. I’d thought the Dahk were advanced.
“It is not a choice either of you can make. It is done.” Wyvr scowled at me.
“Well, screw that. I’m human, not Dahk. You can’t make me―” I shuddered. They couldn’t, could they?
Tohn sighed. “No, Bahyly, we will not make you, but you must know, Fihk suffers if you deny him.”
“Suffers?” Nathan asked anxiously. Not for Fihk, but for me. His hand was clamped down tightly on my knee.
“The mating rage will grow and drive him so deep from his mind, the male will not be recognizable,” Tohn said sadly.
“He will be beast, lost in his mind in never-ending rage,” Wyvr growled.
Tohn and the others looked at Olynth again.
The big guy bared his teeth at them. “Control can be taught, but he is too far gone.”
“We do not know that,” Wyvr said angrily.
“We do,” Olynth growled. “If he had been aware and prepared, he may have been able to gain control, but he let it take him.”
“He did not. There is no way to know how it will affect each Dahk. It is different for every male.” Wyvr’s eyes flared with annoyance.
“Even so, it is now done. Fihk will be lost to us if you deny him, until his mind takes him completely and he moves on from this life,” Albun added softly and not unkindly.
“I don’t owe him anything,” I said just as softly. I ignored the stab of pain in my chest. I may not know Fihk well, but he was kind before he touched me. He’d seemed genuinely distressed when it started. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, but I also wasn’t going to mate with the guy.
I knew what that meant, and it was not happening.
“Maybe not, but Fihk is an honorable male, and he did not choose you either,” Wyvr gritted through his teeth. “Is it fair he loses his life because you deny this gift?”
Gift. That was what Fihk had been arguing with Olynth about before the Vitat took me. Something wasn’t adding up.
“Gift? He―he tried to―” Nathan’s whole body shook against my side.
I wrapped my arm around his shoulder.
“A true Pythen mating is rare and yes, a gift,” Tohn said gently. “Our commander and Pehytohn were the first to enter into one in nearly a millennia.”
I looked down at the table in shock. A thousand years? Did that make Fihk and me the second?
“Why now, with humans?” Nathan asked.
“We do not know, and truthfully did not think it so strange until now,” Albun said thoughtfully. “One, a miracle. Two? Strange and worth investigating. Perhaps humans are more compatible with the Dahk then we could have foreseen.”
“Eat,” Olynth rumbled.
I jumped and looked up. He was studying me with his normal glower. I looked down at the plate. “Is it safe?”
Tohn nodded quickly. “Pehytohn and her companions found many of our foods enjoyable.”
That was all the encouragement Nate needed. He bit into the food and groaned, grinning. “Iths ghood.”
I sighed and picked up a round, pale-peach-colored food and hesitantly took a bite. It tasted a little like a carrot but more bitter. It wasn’t terrible. We munched in silence for a while, digesting our thoughts.
After swallowing a mouthful of tangy water, I looked at Tohn. “If I mated him”—ugh, that sounded weird— “is it like a one-and-done…?”
Tohn winced. “No, you are his Pythe for all time. It would be very difficult to be separated. The rage could overcome him at any moment. It is why Tahk could not part with Pehytohn and took her with him.”
“So I’m stuck with him forever?” I gasped. This was so much worse than I could have ever imagined.
“You are not stuck, Bahyly,” Tohn said sadly. “Fihk is a good and honorable male. He is the second in command to our commander. There is no warrior with better cunning, no warrior more loyal. His skills with a blade are only matched by Olynth and the commander himself. He is focused in combat like no other. He is a strong and worthy mate.” He patted my hand. “He will treasure you and protect you, and your brother.” He looked at Nathan pointedly.
“Don’t listen to them, Bails. They’re trying to manipulate you,” Nathan spat hotly.
I grinned at him. Tohn was laying it on a little thick, but he said it all with so much conviction, I believed that he believed those things about Fihk. But as Olynth had said, words meant nothing to me.
I shook my head, desperate for a subject change. We had been in that bedroom for a while, so I highly doubted we were still hovering in the same place. “Where are we?”
Tohn blinked but rolled with it. “We are in orbit around your planet.”
Nathan gasped, and his eyes shot wide open. “Really?”
Tohn nodded. “Fihk is our acting commander, but we cannot take him to Dahk One until the matter is settled.”
“Why not?” I asked.
Tohn exchanged another guarded look with the others. “When our commander mated with Pehytohn, it was not received well. Without Fihk able to intervene on your behalf, we do not think it wise to draw the council’s attention.”
“So you're hiding him.” They were going to keep me and the whole mating thing a secret.
Wyvr looked offended, but I hadn’t meant it maliciously. I would hide him too if I were them. It probably wouldn’t go down well if their army lost two leaders in a matter of weeks. Who would take over for Fihk?
“I want to see him.” I stood abruptly.
Olynth jumped up and growled in warning. I ignored him. He had been annoyingly silent the entire conversation.
“I do not think it wise,” Tohn said, ignoring Wyvr’s scathing glance.
The skinny one wanted me to see Fihk. I had a feeling he would toss me in the cell with him if he got the chance.
“I need to see him, talk to him, even if he can’t answer,” I told him.
Tohn looked at the doorway, his eyes drifting off in contemplation. “I do not know if your presence will do more harm than good, but he is out of control. Gunnor has not left his cell for fear he will escape.”
“Perhaps she will calm him?” Wyvr suggested slyly.
Albun snorted. “It will not. She will incite him, but he is in pain so far from her.”
“You may go.” Tohn shot a dirty look to Olynth as he cursed and snarled. “But not alone.”
“I go with her,” Olynth spat.
Tohn shook his head. “No, you are too volatile. We cannot keep you both contained. Fihk is difficult enough.”
Olynth slammed his palms on the table, shoving his face into Tohn’s. “Fihk is no longer in command. With both Tahk and Yilt gone, I assume control.”
Vylbor sucked in a breath.
“The council―” Wyvr said.
“Is not here,” Olynth hissed. “They cannot know Fihk is unable to perform his duties.”
“He is right.” Tohn held a hand out to Wyvr when he sputtered. “But we cannot count on your ability to lead. Tahk would not have approved.”
“It is done. I will take her.” Olynth prowled around the table. “Comm Dahk One on Fihk’s behalf and inquire about their lack of communication. Their silence is unacceptable.”
“Albun will see it done.” Tohn nodded wearily at Albun then jumped up to follow us out the door as Olynth dragged me along.
His grip was harsh, not painful, but his strides were so long and fast, I was practically tripping after him.
“A moment, no more,” Olynth rumbled at me over his shoulder.
I was surprised I was getting a moment at all. In fact, I must not have really expected them to let me anywhere near Fihk because now I was having some serious regrets. Nathan was following me, silent and shaking.
Olynth stopped outside a large metal door and looked back at me.
“You stay here, kid,” I told Nate.
He looked at Olynth for a moment then nodded hesitantly.
Then the door was open and Olynth was pulling me through. When it slid closed on an anxious Nate and Tohn, I looked around. The room was tiny, nothing inside but another metal door across from us. A roar echoed from the other side. Olynth stepped up to it and looked at his boots.
“You have two spins,” he snarled to his feet.
I took a wild guess and figured he meant minutes. “Fine.”
I didn’t know what the frig I had been thinking to suggest this. It was so stupid. But I needed to see Fihk one last time. Especially if my choice to mate with him or not was going to pretty much decide his fate. Make or break him.
Olynth slammed his fist against the panel by the door, and it slid open with a hiss.
I took a deep breath and followed him in.
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Olynth only let me take a few steps in before he wrapped his hand around my arm and held me still. I barely felt him. My attention was solely on the alien chained down in front of me. Fihk was out of his mind with rage. If he hadn’t been chained, I wasn’t sure Olynth could have taken him down again.
Fihk’s eyes were squinted and burning on me. His arms were cuffed above his head, and a long chain clipped them tightly to the table. Another two cuffs were around his feet, chaining them to rings in the floor underneath the table. A cuff wrapped around his neck on the table and several wide bands of leather-ish material kept him practically immobile from chest to thighs. His chest bowed up slightly from how his wings were folded and wrapped in leather underneath him. He was trapped, completely restrained, and he was not happy about it.
I couldn’t hear anything over his animal roars and shouts of fury.
I wanted to run right back out the door.
Instead, I forced myself to take him in. Peyton had mated one of these guys? When he looked like this?
I needed to meet this girl. She must have balls of steel.
It made me feel a little like a hunk of crap. If I walked away from him, never acknowledging this Pythen mating mess, he would stay like this. Maybe worse than this. I didn’t owe him anything—at least the part of me that raised myself, that fought for every little scrap thrown my way, thought so. But that wasn’t completely true.
They may have made us go find Linda, but they had saved us in the alley. Then again from those bastards. Then again in the woods. Fihk had busted a water bottle in his frantic movements to help me with the burn of the bear spray.
So yeah, I didn’t owe him anything, but I sort of did. But mate him? I didn’t owe him that. I was a human woman, and we were fricking awesome. We chose who to be with. Who touched us.
My body was my own.
I took a hesitant step closer to him, ignoring the pissed-off alien strangling my wrist. “Fihk?”
His snarls went up in volume. He was thrashing so hard the chains were clanging, and the leather was showing creases of wear.
I took another step forward, and Olynth growled and tugged me back. I bounced against his side and glared at him. “Can he get out of those?”
Olynth glowered at me. “I will kill him if he does.”
“Then let me go.” I snatched my wrist away.
I walked on lead feet to Fihk’s side, feeling Olynth at my back the whole way. I was panting by the time I stepped up to the table. My hand lifted with a mind of its own and rested lightly on Fihk’s bare, fevered chest. He bowed back and roared. I jumped. Olynth’s hands curled tightly around my hips. I winced when he put pressure on the wound there.
“What’s going to happen to him?” I asked no one in particular. Could I really leave him this way?
Olynth’s breath tickled my neck as he bent over me to whisper, “He will grow more unstable and eventually perish.”
I choked. “How long does he have?”
“Without consulting our elders, I am unsure, but I do know it was part of the ceremony for a male to be restrained long enough to wear his anger down until it became safer for the female to mount him.”
Mount? While chained down? Jeez, that was so—barbaric.
I felt really bad for Fihk. How horrible must this be for him? Find a mate you didn’t even expect only to lose yourself to a madness that took all control. To be so consumed by it you couldn’t even speak.
Olynth’s hands tightened. “You owe him nothing.”
I looked over my shoulder at him. Our noses almost touched. “I would have thought you would want me to fix him.”
He looked the opposite of wanting me to do it. He looked as though he hated the very idea of it. “I do not,” he snarled low. “Fihk is a friend, my comrade. But you do not belong to him.”
“He’s suffering.” I scrunched my brows. Why I was trying to talk Olynth into something I didn’t even want to do, I had no clue.
“It pains me to see it.” He sighed. “But the danger is too great for you.” He stood and stepped back from me. “Enough. Come.”
I looked back at Fihk. He was completely unrecognizable. Not a speck of what made him who he was remained. It physically hurt to leave him in that room. To leave him like that. But my feet carried me out anyway.
We joined Tohn and Nathan in the hallway and walked to the “command deck” silently. Nathan’s hand was sweaty in mine. But it was comforting, so I held it tight.
It wasn’t until we walked in that room that I was able to mentally leave Fihk.
We were in space all right. Looking out the large windows in front of the control panels was… eye-opening.
Nate immediately brightened.
“Olynth,” Albun called from the corner of the room, by a large screen.
Olynth stiffened and looked at me but spun and marched away. I watched distractedly as they whispered heatedly. Nathan was shouting in amazement at the window as he looked at our home from outer space. It was beautiful, but it freaked me out, so I refrained from staring too long. Eventually, Olynth and Albun drew the others into their argument. It was impossible not to eavesdrop.
“What do we do?” Albun asked anxiously.
“You know,” Wyvr spat and looked at me.
I gave up and marched over to them. “What?”
Tohn sighed and scrubbed his head. “Fihk received a message from the commander a sunring ago, but it was not given to him.”
“So?” I looked between them in confusion. A missed call made them look this upset? “Can’t you just”—I waved at the screen— “call him back?”
“The message was very sensitive and should have been passed to him immediately.” Tohn looked out the window in contemplation.
“What was it about?” I asked, frustrated. Why were they being so evasive?
They looked between each other, hesitation on all their faces but Olynth’s. He just looked more pissed than his usual pissed.
“The commander met with the Order’s Council,” Tohn said haltingly. “Permission was granted to intervene with the Vitat for the humans.”
“Okay… that’s good, right?” That was awesome. If they really were there to help us, they could now. That was more than awesome. I wanted to shout in excitement but still felt suspicious about their true intentions.
“It is good,” Tohn said firmly. “What is not good is that the message was kept from Fihk by the commander’s council.”
“The ones who are being silent?” I asked, a little dread starting to fester. I knew it was too good to be true. Fihk and the others may really be here to help us, but I knew another species wouldn’t travel the universe to help an unknown planet for nothing and clearly, someone didn’t think they should.
Tohn nodded. “Fihk must give the order to attack. The Commander’s army is at the ready but cannot be called to action without his or Fihk’s direct order. Without Dahk One aware of Fihk’s absence, Olynth cannot command them. If they were made aware, they may not even accept Olynth’s orders without Tahk passing him command.”
“Tahk can’t order them through a message?” I asked, why couldn’t this Tahk guy just tell them over their alien video?
“Our communications with Home World and Tahk have been disabled,” Albun snarled.
“By the council?”
“We do not know.” Albun sighed and scrubbed his face. “They could have sabotaged our communications from Dahk One, but it is more likely they snuck on board at some point in time.”
“Still, Tahk must be present, and he passed the duty to Fihk. But with Fihk indisposed…” Tohn gave me a pointed look.
Olynth growled, and I clenched my jaw.
Tohn sighed. “I do not say this to guilt you, Bahyly.”
“Good, cause that would make you a dick,” I spat.
“I know this word.” Tohn smiled softly. “Yes, I do not wish to be a dihk. But it is truth. Fihk is unable to command the warriors into battle as he is. You could solve this problem―”
Olynth snarled a curse and smashed his fist into the wall, denting it.
“No,” Nathan growled from behind me, making me jump. I’d had no idea he had come over and was listening.
“Young Nahythahn, we do not wish your Bahyly harm,” Tohn said gently.
“But Fihk does!”
“We’re done.” I clutched Nathan’s arm. He didn’t need to hear this. I pulled him to the door.
“You won’t do it,” Nathan hissed when we marched through the door, ignoring our angry shadow.
“It?” I grinned at him to mask my own anxiety. “How do you know what it is?”
“I’m ten, not dumb,” he grumbled. “He hurt you.” He looked pointedly at my many bandages, a look of terror on his face.
I stopped and held his bony shoulders. “Look at me.”
He did, reluctantly.
“I know you’re not dumb, but that”—I nodded back toward where the command deck was— “that’s for me to worry about, not you.”
“I won’t let them make you do it,” he said firmly and lifted his chin.
Olynth stepped up to us. “Nahythahn, I will not let them force her.”
“I don’t trust you,” Nate spat and looked away from him.
He had every right to say it, but it still bothered me. I should never have let us get caught in this mess. It was only hurting him. Nathan should have never felt betrayed by these assholes. I should have never let them get close enough.
Nate and I walked to our room, and I let him step inside ahead of me before I turned to Olynth. “What now?”
Olynth glowered at the wall over my shoulder. “I must find out why the council keeps their silence and why they would dismiss Tahk’s order.”
“And us?” I asked. All that was important, for the sake of humankind and all, but what about Nate and me and the others? I didn’t know how to fly a spaceship to get out of here, and I seriously doubted the rest did, so we were stuck and reliant on these assholes. It didn’t sit well.
“You wait,” he said firmly and nodded into the room.
I scowled at him. Wait? Was he serious? For how long?
“You will be fed and allowed free roam of the ship until the matter is settled.” He turned and started away but stopped and stiffened. His head turned so I could see his profile but not his eyes. “Stay away from the cell.”
“You mean Fihk?”
He turned and faced me so I could see the rage in his eyes and bared his fangs.
“Got it,” I mumbled.
In the room, I looked at my brother and sighed. This was going to suck. For weeks, we’d run on adrenaline alone. I didn’t know how to function anymore if we weren’t running for our lives.
“Let’s go check on the others,” I said to Nate.
Maybe they could help us figure out a way off this ship and back to Earth.
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Two long days passed. Two insanely boring days filled with nothing but sleeping and eating and putzing around. Two days with no word of Fihk or the council or saving Earth.
Linda asked about her daughter nearly every hour and got nothing back but “in time.” Nick and Star refused to leave their room. They holed up inside, cleaning their guns and most likely plotting a hostile take-over that was doomed to fail. Linda latched onto Nathan with a ferocity that surprised me. She was, after all, by her words, a “shit mother.” But she fed him and watered him like a potted plant and Nate handled it like any good kid would—he loved the attention but scowled and blushed like he hated it to save face.
Olynth was never far, but I got more space from him then I did on Earth. He had shit to do most of the day, and I was grateful. I felt as if something was going on with him, something more than usual, and I wasn’t ready to face what I was starting to believe it was.
He was showing signs of possessiveness toward me that were not welcome. It reminded me of Fihk, without the animal snarling and biting. But it was hard to miss. He wouldn’t let any of the other aliens within a foot of me, and he gave up trying to hide his creepy sniffing and straight up went for it whenever I was close. My neck was a major hot spot for him, but my pits, arms, and hair got equal attention.
The first time he threw me against the galley table and shoved his flat nose under my arm, to say I was startled would be an understatement. He held me down and chuffed and growled while inhaling my BO. Nathan laughed his ass off, and Linda even smothered a giggle. Tohn seemed alarmed but let him get his sniff on.
I was young and had made bad decisions throughout my life, but I was not stupid. I knew.
Oh, boy, did I know. Deep down, I knew why Olynth acted the way he did with me. But there was enough doubt inside my head that I kept my mouth shut, especially since no one else was offering an explanation.
The waiting game we were playing was getting old, and I worried these guys had no freaking clue what they were doing. If Fihk was never going to get better unless I did the deed with him, then what was the plan?
We all heard the snarls and shouts throughout the day and night. Fihk was getting worse. We never saw Gunnor because he was constantly guarding Fihk to make sure he didn’t escape. Which was just fine with me. I didn’t want to get attacked or mounted if he got out.
I had a feeling these aliens didn’t think I would survive it.
But that didn’t mean the pressure wasn’t on. Nope. If it wasn’t Tohn and Albun gently trying to bring me around to the idea, Wyvr was practically foaming at the mouth to toss me at Fihk. I didn’t like that guy at all. He either wanted Fihk back or he was hoping the encounter would kill me. It was hard to tell.
Olynth shut Wyvr down every time. Olynth was very much against Fihk and me and had no problem showing it. He and Tohn argued about it constantly. Which was all they seemed to do when I saw them. They had their secret meetings and all, but only Vylbor seemed to be doing anything. He had practically torn the command deck apart trying to figure out why they couldn’t comm anyone other than their council. They were trying to reach Tahk or their king but so far had been unsuccessful.
Nathan spent most of his time with Vylbor. He was a nerd and loved all the space gadgets, and since Vylbor was kind of like their mechanic, that was who Nate gravitated toward.
Me? I pretty much moped around, useless. I bugged Tohn and avoided Olynth. But it was Linda, when she wasn’t hovering over Nate, who became my source of entertainment. The woman was uppity. Her and her ironed clothes and fancy heels. How she kept everything so clean was a mystery to me.
The night before, I was able to wrestle Star away from her dad, and we tackled Linda’s poofy hair. It was the only time Nate left Vylbor. He watched Star with a mesmerized, glassy look in his eye that I couldn’t help but tease him over when we went to bed.
Ultimately, the little bit of girl time was cathartic.
Linda got combed hair, and I got to expel all my worries about Fihk to a woman who might understand. We waited until the kids left of course, but then it all flowed out.
She told me about her dead husband, and how shitty she’d handled the last few years with Peyton, and I told her about my insane plan. I reassured her that she could grow a pair and apologize, and she told me I wasn’t suffering from space sickness.
Which led to now.
After the kids fell asleep, Linda knocked on the door, and we met in the hallway with Nick. The burly man was scowling at me with disapproval, but he had his gun, which was all I needed.
“You’re sure about this?” Linda asked quietly.
I nodded a little erratically so I didn’t have to lie. I was not sure.
I was so far from sure, I was in crazy town.
But this couldn’t continue, and the guilt was eating me alive.
Earlier that day, Tohn said Olynth had received a comm meant for Fihk. He didn’t say what it was about, other than that it came from Dahk One and it was from one of Tahk’s most trusted warriors. It was not good. Tohn was visibly shaken up about it. The council wanted something that these guys clearly didn’t agree with. Dahk One was their main ship. The Dahk army resided there, along with the commander’s council.
Tohn had told me not to worry, but Wyvr’s evil grin really put me on edge. He hid it from the others, but I saw it. I did not trust that alien. And it was a different kind of feeling than with the others. He felt wrong.
I’d learned to trust my instincts out of necessity as a child, and they were screaming at me in regard to him.
After that comm, Wyvr completely changed his tune, agreeing with Olynth to keep me away from Fihk. Which told me one thing.
I needed to get in that room.
I didn’t know what Wyvr was up to, but everything inside me screamed that we were on borrowed time. So as much as I didn’t want to, as afraid as it made me, I tore a page out of Peyton’s book and decided to take one for the team. Fihk was about to get himself a mate, and he better damn well come through on a few of his promises afterward.
The only problem we had now was Olynth.
I knew we couldn’t tell Tohn or the others for fear of them alerting Olynth or even Wyvr. That left one alien I figured might help me.
“Let’s go,” I told them and walked as quietly as possible down the hallway.
Nick and Linda would be my lookouts while I convinced the cyclops to help me. And Nick would guard the door from the inside with his gun. It might not stop Fihk if he broke free, but I wasn’t going to put all my eggs in Gunnor’s basket.
The closer we got to the cell, the louder Fihk became. It was like he knew I was getting closer and it freaked me way the hell out.
“I don’t like this,” Nick grumbled when we stopped outside the door.
Linda shot him a reproachful look. He blushed. I held back a snort. The guy had it bad for Miss Uppity.
“I don’t either, but I feel like I have to,” I said quietly. I didn’t understand it myself, so I knew they wouldn’t. At least Nick wouldn’t.
Linda had seemed to get my reasoning earlier that night, but that could be because she wanted to get to her daughter, and without Fihk, that was looking like it might not happen.
“Just make sure Nate doesn’t come inside if he wakes up and finds me gone,” I told Linda.
She would wait outside to stall anyone who came by, which would hopefully be no one. I didn’t like leaving her out there by herself, but we’d all agreed to leave the kids out of it.
She nodded and stiffened. I smiled and hugged her loosely. She sighed and said, “Be careful.”
I didn’t say anything back, just gave her a squeeze and turned to the door, eyeing the panel to open it. This was the part that could cause a problem. We knew how to open our room doors now that they weren’t locked, but I was betting this one was. I hesitated, looking at Nick. He nodded. I blew out a weighty breath and went to knock, but the door slid open.
Gunnor glowered at me. I ducked under his arm and walked into the first room, his wing smacking me in the face. He spun and glared at me.
“Sorry, dude, but I need your help.” I winced when Fihk’s rage thundered through the door at my back.
Gunnor turned his glare on Nick and Linda. Linda blushed and looked away, and Nick stiffened, his throat bobbing.
When the silence continued a little too long, I sighed. “You know why I’m here?”
He nodded once, sharply.
“You’re not going to stop me,” I warned.
Nothing.
I sighed again. “Let me in then.” I nodded toward the locked door muffling Fihk’s angry roars.
“Stay,” Gunnor grunted at Nick.
“N-no. I go with her.” Nick lifted his chest and stared down the enormous alien.
Gunnor grunted. “You make it worse for her.” He nodded at me.
“Worse?” I asked, my voice embarrassingly high.
Gunnor nodded once. A talker, this one.
“Bailey?” Nick asked.
“Can you keep him chained down?” I asked the muscular alien. He looked bigger than Fihk, but all raged out, I wasn’t sure he could handle him alone.
Gunnor didn’t nod. “Long enough.”
Long enough for what? Long enough for me to escape? Long enough to do the deed?
Long enough to get my throat ripped out?
“Nice,” was what I said back.
“The human would be slaughtered,” Gunnor answered and looked at Nick.
“Right.” I gulped. “I’m human.” 
“Your risk.”
I widened my eyes at the floor. Okay, this was a risk, I knew that, but something was telling me to take it. The same thing that told me what I was to Olynth, the same thing that told me Wyvr was not like the others, the same thing that told me little four-year-old Nathan was mine. I had to trust that.
It had never steered me wrong.
“Okay, wait here,” I told Nick.
He grimaced and looked back at Linda uncertainly. “Here.” He shoved something in my hand and tightened my fist around it. Bending close, he whispered in my ear, “It’s a tranquilizer dart.”
I nodded. “Thanks.”
I didn’t know if it would work, but it was worth a shot. I owed him for thinking of it.
If Gunnor heard him, he didn’t show it, just stepped up to the panel and unlocked the door. I waved to Nick and Linda as they watched me with acute fear in their eyes, then I followed him through the door.
I didn’t know how Fihk still had a voice after all his howling over the last few days, but he did, and he was somehow even louder than before. I barely heard the door slide shut behind me.
More straps and chains were holding Fihk down now. His chest was completely covered, and his legs and arms were a mess of wrapped chains. But still, still, he was straining against them, wearing them down.
Gunnor stalked to the end of the room and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. So no help from him. Figures.
I didn’t like having an audience for this but having one set of eyes watching us was far better than the room full Peyton had.
As I walked up to the enraged alien, all I could think was how pissed Olynth would be after this. He was going to follow through with that punishment he’d promised me, I just knew it.
If I lived through it.
I nearly left the room right then. How stupid was this? Nathan needed me. If I died in this room, I would be abandoning him in an alien ship in fucking space. But what was our alternative? Wait around for the other shoe to drop?
Something was coming, something bad. I could feel it.
I couldn’t run with Nathan. We were stuck here, and these guys had no clue what they were doing without the alien currently losing his mind to get to me.
This was dumb, a truly idiotic act of brainlessness. But I was going to do it anyway.
And damnit, he was going to like it.




Chapter 13


Bailey




I chucked my boots and jeans in a fit of anger.
Damn aliens. They were ruining my life. Kidnapping, murdering, eating people, and now this.
In my torn black panties, I crossed my arms and observed Fihk.
I’d had sex. A lot. I was a woman and fully comfortable in my own skin. I had urges like any other. And I was damn good at it, if my partners could be trusted. Going by their satisfied smiles when I left their beds, I’d say I was more than capable of rocking this alien’s world.
“How do you guys do it?” I asked Gunnor. Did they have sex like us? I knew it was possible, since Linda’s daughter was currently getting her freak on with one of them. But there had to be differences.
Gunnor didn’t answer. Just observed me dispassionately.
Seeing me in my panties did nothing for the guy.
“You have a dick.” I looked at his crotch. It was there, big and barely contained in leather. “You must put it in something.”
Nothing.
“After I do this, he’ll be normal again?”
He nodded sharply.
I sighed. “You’re a fountain of information. You know that?”
Fihk was getting impatient. His body shuddered with every bellow and attempted to rip free of his restraints.
I lifted the dart, put it between my teeth, and wiggled out of my underwear. Gunnor and Fihk’s eyes both shot to my naked crotch. Their nostrils flared. Gunnor stiffened and clenched his jaw. I chuckled.
Not so detached then.
Well, now I was just stalling. I wasted no more time hoisting myself onto a bucking Fihk. I had to wedge my knees on either side of him and clutch the strap across his hard chest to stay on top of him. He was going to throw me off if he kept it up. I spat out the dart and placed it on the table above Fihk’s head.
“You’re going to owe me for this,” I told Fihk’s wild gaze. I didn’t know if he understood me, but I knew what he wanted from me. I could feel it throbbing underneath me.
Gunnor’s gaze was a little distracting.
“Turn around,” I told him hotly.
Gunnor still had that detached expression, but he was stiff and watching my crotch a little too closely. He glared at me but thankfully faced the wall. I was a little surprised he was going along with this so easily, but I wasn’t going to question it. I didn’t get creepy vibes from him like I did Wyvr. I had a feeling Gunnor wanted Fihk back just as badly as the others, and I was the only one who could do that.
I looked over Fihk in frustration. The straps nearly covered his lap. It would take a little work to free his dick.
A knife glinted over my shoulder and, faster than I could blink, severed Fihk’s fastenings on his pants.
“You could have warned me,” I grumbled as Gunnor walked back to the wall and faced away.
I looked down at the alien penis jutting up between my legs. It was dark purple and ridged like Fihk’s head. Firm little bumps ran down the underside of it and circled the head. It was darker at the top. Angry looking. A pale purple droplet beaded at the tip and trailed down the side.
I squirmed.
This was kind of hot.
There was something wrong with me, I decided. Fihk was strapped down and my world would most likely classify this as rape, but there was something sexy about seeing such a large man restrained beneath me. Unable to get away.
I knew it wasn’t the same as what those men had tried to do to me at the truck shop. Fihk wanted this. He would probably die if I didn’t do it, so I knew he would be on board. But I wasn’t sure if he even liked me, you know, like that.
Ugh, that was such a girl thing to worry about.
I’d seen how he looked at me before he lost his mind. At least a little piece of him was interested. I had to admit the freaky side of me had been checking out him and Olynth too.
Maybe this would have happened anyway, without a mating rage, but what-ifs weren’t going to help me now, so he was getting a piece of human woman anyway.
I wrapped my hand around his dick. It was warm and hard like a human man’s. It just had a few more fun attributes. It didn’t gross me out like it probably should have.
At my touch, Fihk nearly bucked me off of him. I smiled. Leaning down, so my face was over his, I watched his eyes closely and squeezed him tightly. He snarled and flashed his teeth. His arms bulged and shook the chains, and his feet slammed heavily against the table edge.
“You can’t get mad at me for this later,” I warned him.
Just because I was enjoying myself a little more than I thought I would didn’t mean I wasn’t pissed I’d been put in a position to have to do this. I was pissed. It was ridiculous, and broke so many of my core values, I couldn’t believe I was going through with it anyway.
Fihk didn’t answer in any way I could understand. He roared and snarled and bared his fangs. I blew out a breath and peeked at Gunnor. He was still facing the wall.
Curious anticipation had me a little ready for Fihk, but not enough to take away the sting his massive dick would cause. I doubted I would really enjoy this like my other sexual experiences, but I was willing to give it a serious shot.
I backed up and bent over his lap, then took him in my mouth as far as I could get him. He liked that. He bucked up, wedging himself into the back of my throat, bringing tears to my eyes. His roar vibrated his chest. I watched him closely as I lathered him with my tongue, wetting him enough that it might lessen the burn. He didn’t taste bad. In fact, he tasted pretty good. Warm and spicy, a little sweet.
I popped him out of my mouth. “You guys have condoms?” I asked, a little too late. But late was better than never.
Gunnor looked over his shoulder at me with a perplexed expression.
That would be a no. 
I licked down my hand, wetting it, as both aliens watched me with fevered eyes. I grabbed Fihk and placed the head of him at my entrance. Blowing out a long breath to force my body to relax, I swallowed heavily and so, so slowly lowered myself onto him.
I winced at the pressure but didn’t stop. Fihk snarled and roared as I worked myself up and down again and again until he was completely inside me. With his bucking, it was difficult and a whole lot painful, but I sighed when it was done.
I had never felt so full.
I could feel every one of those little ridges, and they felt—good. A little strange, but good.
I let myself sit there and adjust to the fullness of him as he seethed underneath me. My eyes roamed over his enraged face and the thick cords in his neck. The roped muscles of his arms. The straps covered his chest for the most part, but I let my hands slide up and down, feeling him. The strap around his horns kept his head down, so I bent over and smelled his neck, confident he couldn’t snap at me. He smelled like sweat and something alien. Spicy.
My hands ran up his shoulders and down his arms then back up again. I breathed him in from his neck to his chest. It wasn’t long before I was sitting up and moving my hips in little circles. My hands left him and moved to my belly, under my shirt, and up to my rib cage. I palmed my bare breasts under my shirt and sighed as the last of the pain dissipated.
I felt Gunnor’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t tear mine from the alien below me. He was so much bigger than me, and so perfectly built. I let my hips pick up his bucking rhythm and bit my lip as I gazed into his fevered eyes.
I heard the leather tearing and the chains shaking, but it didn’t scare me. I was too far gone, enjoying the sight of him tied down underneath me. My belly was heating, along with other parts of me, and my nipples were hard and tingling. His firm dick was throbbing and hitting me in places no man had ever reached. My motions were growing more erratic, and I couldn’t believe how well I was responding to him.
I was so hot, I tore my shirt over my head, baring myself to him and our guard dog.
I furrowed my brows when Fihk thrashed and bucked so forcefully, the base of him rubbed my clit just right. My bottom lip was bleeding, but I couldn’t find it in me to stop biting it. My hands molded to my breasts and squeezed before moving to my nipples and pinching them.
Fihk’s eyes tracked each of my moves with an intensity that notched up my arousal. My hips were slamming down on him, but I couldn’t get enough height. My feet moved and slapped against the cold table so I could squat above him and thrust up and down.
Fihk’s snarls were shaking us both, and his eyes were wild and crazed. I left my breasts alone so they could bounce freely and clutched his thighs behind me, swerving my hips back and forth, up and down. I felt myself cresting, but I couldn’t quite reach that point of oblivion. I lifted one hand and touched myself above where Fihk was disappearing inside me. He huffed through his nose, and his jaw clamped tight. I circled that little bundle of nerves as fast as I could, exhaling fast pants and little cries of delight.
My nails dug into his thigh, and he snarled and bucked, shaking me. My fingers pinched my clit, and I crested. My entire body sparked and tingled with euphoria. My head flew back, and my back bowed as I ground down against him. My cry of surprise was swallowed by Fihk’s roar. My head shot up just in time to see his head slam back against the table, his neck stretched. I shivered and trembled as I straightened, squirming as warmth filled me from the inside. Fihk’s dick throbbed and pulsed inside me as he shuddered.
My chest heaved as I moved my feet back so I could kneel again. My hands slid up his chest, and I braced myself on him while I caught my breath and came down from a high I had never felt before. I looked down at where we were connected, noting how striking his purple skin looked against my paleness. He was so deep inside me, my ass was in the air as I slowly lifted off him.
I whimpered and gasped as he left me. Already missing the feel of him.
“Release me,” Fihk snarled, guttural.
My head shot up, and I looked at him as he snarled and thrashed his head against the restraints. His eyes were on me and burning.
I jumped from the table, stumbling away on shaky feet. I bent and grabbed my clothes, holding them over my nakedness, and hid the dart in my palm.
“Don’t move,” he snarled again.
I froze, caught in his fevered gaze.
Gunnor quickly and efficiently unlocked the chain on Fihk’s arm, and Fihk sat up, slashing at the straps with his claws while Gunnor unlocked the rest of the chains. My naked body pebbled with goosebumps as Fihk jumped from the table. He stalked to me with his pants gaping, loose around his hips. I backed away until the cold wall burned my back.
His nostrils flared as he looked me up and down and his jaw ticked. I widened my eyes at Gunnor as he walked to the door, leaving me! His lips twitched, but he walked right out. I heard a shout and something banging around, then a grunt before the door slid closed.
I bit my lip and looked at the pissed-off alien standing in front of me, crowding me. “They said you would die,” I defended myself.
He didn’t answer. Just bent and sniffed at my bare neck. His tongue lapped up the side. I shivered.
“I would have,” he growled. He slapped his hands on either side of me on the wall above my head.
“I saved you.” I gasped as he nipped at my collarbone.
He chuckled.
“Boss,” I warned stiffly.
His teeth ran down my collarbone to the top of my breast. “You’re mine now, sweets.” He sucked in a mouthful of my breast.
“No, I’m not.” I whimpered when his teeth scraped me. I didn’t like this. He was so much larger than me. I preferred him chained down. “I did you a favor. I didn’t agree to this mating crap.”
He growled stiffly and stood back up. “You are my Pythe, and I am your Pythen.”
“Yeah, but see, I’m a human woman, and we don’t like being claimed like a sack of steaks,” I growled back.
“You refuse me?” he asked in disbelief. He searched my eyes. “I hurt you,” he said sadly. “I did not mean to, sweets. The mating rage was too powerful to fight. I am heartsick at the thought.”
“No, you didn’t hurt me” ―scared me, but didn’t hurt me more than a few scratches and a bite― “I know you wouldn’t have if you could control it.” I didn’t want him to beat himself up about it. I squirmed uncomfortably. “Look, it’s nothing personal.”
He grasped my hips, lifting me and shoving himself between my legs. My clothes fell, and I grasped his shoulders with my fist and hand. My legs curled around his hips. His face was an inch from mine. I could feel his warm, frustrated huffs fanning my face.
“You mated me,” he growled.
“So you wouldn’t die,” I spat back.
“You enjoyed yourself,” he rumbled and thrust his hips into my center.
I gasped and shivered. I was still too sensitive down there. He was hard again. He shifted, and my toes curled. My head thumped back against the wall, and he took advantage, licking and nipping at my neck.
“Yeah, it was good.” I gasped and tried to ignore his moving hips. It was impossible. He had moves.
“It was not merely good.” He growled and licked down my chest to my nipple. “You touched yourself here.” He nipped at my nipple, and I jumped and whined. My left hand jumped up and grasped his horn. This was not good. He was playing my body a little too easily. “I was contained,” he grumbled. “I would have you unrestrained.” His mouth moved to my other nipple and sucked it. He grinned, his eyes flashing to mine. “I will give you a mating far better than good.”
Shit. I hadn’t signed up for a repeat.
They said I was his Pythe for life, but I’d thought we’d get shit done before I had to worry about it. Stupid, maybe, but he had work to do before he got in my pants again.
“I’m sure it’ll rock my world, boss, but it’s going to have to wait.”
He stiffened again and pushed his hand between my legs. I curled around him and gasped as he ran a clawed finger through the wetness there. He chuckled.
Something banged into the door. We both stiffened and looked at it. A roar shook through the room, and another answered it. Before we could move, two bodies barreled through the door and flew across the room.
Gunnor groaned as Olynth tossed him to the other side. The big guy’s eyes came to mine and flared. They ran down Fihk’s hold of me and what he could see of my naked body before shooting back to mine with something that looked a whole lot like betrayal.
I winced.
Olynth bared his fangs at Fihk and roared.
Fihk let my legs go and stepped away from me, his jaw ticking and his hands curling into fists.
“She is my Pythe, my friend,” Fihk said in warning.
“SHE IS MINE!” Olynth roared so loudly, I slapped my fists against my ears.
I was getting awfully sick of aliens deciding who I belonged to. Fihk roared back and bared his claws at his sides.
Olynth lunged.
The two of them slammed into the wall beside me. I backed away and grasped my shirt and panties from the floor, pulling them on as fast as I could. Gunnor was still on the floor, groaning.
Nick popped his head in the door, and his eyes widened on the two idiots beating each other. “You okay?”
I nodded stiffly and jumped on Olynth’s back as he smashed a fist into Fihk’s face. The dart barely broke the skin at his neck, but I forced it down before he bucked me off. I grunted when my ass hit the cold floor.
Olynth turned incredulous eyes on me and lunged at me. For a second, I thought he was going to attack me, but he lifted me into his lap and patted me down. His hands roamed my backside frantically. The big dummy thought he’d hurt me.
“My ass is fine, big guy,” I murmured.
He snarled and rolled me to my back, coming down on top of me. “Why?” His face twisted in pain. I knew he wasn’t talking about the dart.
“I had to,” I whispered. My stomach dropped at that look in his eyes. I hadn’t really been thinking of Olynth, beyond how pissed he would be, when I decided to help Fihk. I regretted it now, and my feelings confused me. My eyes stung.
“You stink of him,” he slurred and slouched heavily on top of me. I couldn’t believe the dart was working.
“How much was in it?” I asked Nick in alarm. I hadn’t really thought when I stabbed it in his neck—I just didn’t want them killing each other—but what if it had some negative effect on aliens? That was so stupid! Why did I do that?
“A lot.” Nick grunted and palmed his gun.
“Shit,” I wheezed when Olynth lost the last of his strength and dropped his weight on top of me. “Big guy?”
He slurred something in my neck. I gasped as the pressure kept me from drawing in air. Then he was rolled from me, and I coughed as my lungs filled. Fihk crouched at my side and reached for me, but I jumped up and crawled on top of Olynth.
“Hey,” I whispered in his sluggish face. “I’m sorry.”
He blinked back tiredly, his eyes roaming my face.
“He will recover,” Fihk said stiffly. “Your human sedatives will not harm us.”
I ignored him. “You know why I had to do it, right?” I asked Olynth.
He shook his head and mumbled something I couldn’t make out. I knew he didn’t want his friend to die. I didn’t want Fihk to die either, but it wasn’t the only reason I’d done it.
“We have to get home,” I whispered. “We can’t stay here.”
He groaned and shut his eyes. I blinked back tears and pressed my lips to his softly. They were dry and plump.
“I’m sorry.” I licked the taste of him from mine.
“You’re not leaving,” Fihk growled heatedly.
I looked up at him. His face was drawn in anger. Then he stormed away.
“This was a bad fucking idea,” Nick grumbled.
I ignored him.




Chapter 14


Fihk




My Pythe watched me with angry eyes.
We had not spoken since our mating nearly half an earth month ago. Two weeks, as Nahythahn corrected. I wished to bridge the gap between us, but she did not make it easy. She held hurt feelings for my actions. But I would not regret them.
After recovering from the mating rage, I was made aware of all that had transpired in my absence. Tahk had been successful in his mission for the humans. But we had a traitor among his council. His message was held from me. And we still did not have communications restored with Home World and the commander. The king was unreachable as I enacted his war plans.
We were now in the throes of engaging the Vitat.
Earth had become a battleground.
Tahk’s warriors were spread out on the planet, hunting the enemy, while my most trusted warriors and I engaged the Vitat mothership. Our battleship hid behind Earth’s moon to save her from any stray fire. Bailey and her companions stayed on it as I flew back and forth to Dahk One.
I did not have the time to soothe her as I wished to do, and the future of our mating suffered for it.
It was getting too dangerous to keep her on the ship. I needed to send her to Earth soon. It was dangerous in the midst of battle, but far safer than orbit.
I had returned to the battleship to prepare it for reentry and to inform Tohn and the others of our mission. Earth’s armies were resisting aid and harming themselves. We could not continue to allow them to interfere in the skirmishes. They now fought the Vitat and the Dahk. That was unacceptable.
They had found ways to fight against the Vitat that were commendable, but they did not have the same effect on my Dahk. They were only a nuisance but one that was becoming tiring.
“We leave in the morn,” I told Tohn. He would relay my order to Olynth, since he steadfastly refused to speak to me.
I had been told he watched our Pythe from afar, but when I came on board, he held himself away from her. It worried me. The male had so much control of his mating rage, I worried he would lose hold of it and harm her when I could not be here to protect her. He was stubborn.
He could not ignore the need for much longer. He may not be showing signs of mental deterioration like myself and the commander had, but we were unaware of the consequences on someone who could hold back the rage. I worried for him even as I raged at the idea of him touching my mate.
No one was aware of a Pythe who had multiple mates. It had never been recorded, or perhaps Bahyly was the first.
“The council?” Tohn asked hesitantly. He worried that leaving the Dahk without my command would give our traitor a chance to act against the humans and perhaps all of Dahk. Their intentions were still unclear.
Though I had my suspicions it was either Klando or Jirt, perhaps both.
“Albun will stay behind to keep an eye and report any suspicious doings.” I watched as my mate chatted with Mother Lyndah. The two had become close. Pehytohn’s mam was becoming increasingly worried the longer we could not reach her daughter.
Vylbor was working to find the communication interference, but so far, it was beyond his capabilities.
“Are you sure it is wise to leave command to the council?” Tohn asked anxiously.
“We cannot win this war with the threat of a traitor holding us back. Perhaps it will give them a chance to reveal themselves, and I can eliminate them.” I found myself becoming impatient as the traitor hid.
“Very well. The humans cannot be trusted either. How do you plan to communicate with them? They did not react well to Tahk and even one of their own,” Tohn grumbled, both of us remembering how Hyctoor’s companions had betrayed us and shot down our ship.
“I am not asking. They will obey me, or I will remove them from their Earth.”
“Tahk should have from the beginning,” Tohn agreed. But Tahk could not have. Too many laws bound his actions.
My commander would have slaughtered them if not for his mate and the law’s restrictions.
“Fihk!” Wyvr shouted from the command deck’s controls.
I had been keeping a close eye on the male as of late. He had begun to act strangely. I had him accompany me on my trips to Dahk One, unwilling to leave him behind with my mate. He did not approve of my human mating and was vocal about his concerns.
I walked to Wyvr, eyeing his wild gaze. He was flushed and trembling. “What is it?”
“K-K-ilb―”
“What?” I growled impatiently.
He pointed at the screen showing our flank. A ship hovered there.
“Fihk, Dahk One is hailing us,” Albun said warily as he too watched the screen.
“Tell them I will speak to them later,” I growled and turned to Vylbor. They most likely spotted the Kilbus as well. “Find Olynth and Gunnor. Tell them to report, now!”
“We cannot grant them entry!” Wyvr shouted fearfully.
“He will just force his way in if we don’t.”
“Who? What’s going on?” Bahyly asked from beside me.
I stiffened at her closeness and hardened as I took in her scent. I was in a constant state around her. Now was not the time to have to fight off my urges. I flashed my fangs at her. “Take your Nahythahn and the others and barricade yourselves in your room.”
“Why?” She looked at the ship hailing us. “Who is that?”
“Do as I say. Now,” I snarled and turned for the door.
She snorted. “Aye, aye, boss.”
“Too late, old friend.” The Kilbus Lord chuckled from the doorway. “I would like to meet this compelling creature.”
I stiffened and stepped in front of my mate. Bahyly gasped.
“I wish her no harm.” He grinned and swept a black hand across his broad chest.
“He looks like a pirate,” my mate said with wonder and stepped around me.
“Pirate, warlord, thief of fair maidens. I have many names.” Lord Kilbus winked, his golden eyes twinkling with mischief.
“She is mine,” I snarled.
Bahyly smacked my arm. “I am not.”
The lord chuckled and walked through the room, two of his warriors following him. One was a Xixin, the other a Kilbus, his hide a sleek black like his lord’s and all Kilbus. Lord Kilbus ran his claws through the braided black fur on his crown, his jewels shining throughout the braids.
Mother Lyndah gasped behind me. “Oh, he has beautiful hair.”
I scrubbed my crown in frustration.
“Sexy.” Bahyly grinned at the lord.
I scowled at her.
“What are your names, beguiling humans?”
“Linda,” Pehytohn’s mam breathed dazedly.
“Honored.” The lord nodded.
Bahyly stepped forward and held out her hand. “Bailey.”
The Kilbus Lord lifted her hand, ignoring my warning snarl, and kissed the back of it. “You may call me Kil, lovelies.”
The females sighed.
I lifted Bahyly by her waist and marched her to a chair before dropping her in it. “Stay.” I pointed.
“You can’t tell me what to do, boss.” She hopped up and walked to stand beside Mother Lyndah.
I clenched my jaw and spun toward the Kilbus Lord. I snarled, noting his guards remained relaxed, their weapons sheathed. “Why are you here?”
“Your king requested my aid.” He walked around the room, giving the females a wicked grin. “He said he could not reach you.”
I gaped at him with disbelief. Uthyf had asked the Kilbus Lord for aid? Tahk would not have allowed that. “Our communications have been tampered with.”
“Hmmm.” He eyed Wyvr at the command controls. The Dahk paled.
“Tahk would not have agreed,” I said and noted the way Wyvr squirmed as the lord closed in on him.
The lord barked a laugh and grinned. “I suppose not, but Uthyf is now king as I understand it.” He unbuttoned the elegant vest, allowing it to gape and reveal the golden runes at his breast. The females gasped again. He winked one iridescent eye. “I believe you are unaware of a great many developments under your nose.”
“Speak them,” I growled.
“In time.” He placed his clawed hands on Wyvr’s shoulders, unfazed by his wing claws. The male jumped up, but the lord slammed him back down in the chair. “Wayward little Dahk, aren’t you?”
“What do you see?” I asked him stiffly.
The lord could read the minds of nearly every species, if he so chose, and he could command them with merely a thought. Only the strongest minds could guard themselves against him. Wyvr was young and not yet one who could barricade his mind.
“A traitor,” he snarled and tore the head off of Wyvr.
Bahyly recoiled, and Linda retched all over the floor.
I sighed. “Was that necessary?”
The Kilbus Lord chuckled.




Chapter 15
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Olynth and Gunnor ran in the room, armed to the teeth. Gunnor stopped in the doorway stiffly, but Olynth came right to me and wrapped an arm around my waist, glaring at Kil and his friends.
I nearly sagged against him. He had been avoiding me since I did the deed with Fihk. After he had recovered from the sedative, he wouldn’t speak to me at all, but he was never far. He watched me like the stalker he was—except for when Fihk came back from his commander duties. Then Olynth ran like someone had lit his ass on fire. I knew it was so he wouldn’t kill Fihk.
I could see in his eyes the urge to tear Fihk apart.
I was a mess of feelings around the both of them. Lust, there was a whole lot of that. I swore I still felt Fihk, and when I looked at Olynth, I wanted him in a bad way.
I felt as though those feelings had crept up on me out of the blue. It was frustrating. I was horny all the damn time. Super uncomfortable since I shared a bed with my brother.
I didn’t think lusty thoughts now though, only relief that Olynth was touching me. It helped keep me from barfing all over the place like Linda had.
The pirate guy had torn Wyvr’s head off his body.
Like it was nothing.
Purple blood had sprayed all over the place, splattering against the walls and his black tattooed chest.
Which were badass tattoos, by the way. They were like liquid gold. The guy was decked out in gold and sparkly jewels. His hair was down to his ass and braided with beads of gold, diamonds, and all kinds of gems. His eyebrows and lip was pierced with gold hoops. His jawline was clean, revealing small scars. His skin was like oil, and his eyes glowed like they were lit from the inside. He was seriously badass-looking. Captain Jack had nothing on this guy.
I couldn’t tear my eyes off him. He was beautiful. The little slip of chest peeking from his black shirt and vest made it more difficult. He was cut. Like, chiseled man meat. I squirmed.
Kil grinned wickedly at me.
Olynth snarled at him and tightened his arm around me.
I looked away and regretted it. Wyvr’s head was a few feet away, his vacant eyes staring at me. My belly rolled.
Fihk was filling Olynth and Gunnor in on why the pirate was here. I barely heard a word. One of Kil’s guards, the lion guy, took my attention. He looked just like a lion—if lions could walk and had humany ancestors. The paw-like hands threw me off, and I nearly walked out of the room.
Aliens were so far from what I expected. Where were the short green guys with beady eyes?
The Vitat were gross, downright disturbing-looking, but the rest―weirdly hot.
“What do you know of Jirt and Klando?” Fihk asked, his face drawn in anger. He was glaring at Olynth’s arm around me. He could suck it. I was pissed at him.
After we had our little rendezvous, Fihk tried to get in my pants so often it pissed me off. He acted as though he had a right to me. Since I wasn’t putting out, he decided to lock me up in his room for two days! I was still seething over it.
Then he had to go to Dahk One to do shit he wouldn’t tell me about and let me out, but not before telling me I was his Pythe and blah blah blah. When he said I would be going back to Home World with him whether I liked it or not, I slapped him.
We had barely spoken since. But at least he was keeping those sexy hands of his to himself. No matter how much I dreamt of them and what it would feel like to be the one tied down.
I bit my lip and looked away from Fihk when his nostrils flared. I swore a hussy had invaded my body. All I could think about lately was sex. It was annoying.
“Perhaps it would be wise to speak in private,” Kil said wryly and eyed Linda and me.
Nathan and Star were goofing off with Nick somewhere else on the ship, thankfully. Though it was only a matter of time before they realized something was up.
“Is it about us?” I squinted at him when he grinned. I was sick of being kept in the dark. “We have a right to know.”
Fihk watched me a moment, then nodded at the pirate.
“Very well. Klando and Jirt schemed with your dead king to enslave the humans using the Vitat. The attack was orchestrated by them and the King’s council and, it is believed, with the Juldo Master as well. Tahk was granted approval to interfere to save the humans, but at the cost of the humans’ freedom. They will pay their debt to the Order themselves. They are to be enslaved to suffer the whims of the Galactic Council.” Kil chucked his shirt and wiped Wyvr’s blood from his massive chest with it.
Everyone in the room, except his friends, gaped at him.
“Never fear, human females, I am here to save you.” He grinned and winked.
✽✽✽
 
I lay in bed beside Nate that night, staring at the ceiling with a million thoughts running through my mind. He was snoring, completely unaware of what had gone down earlier, besides an alien pirate coming onboard to help us. A pirate he was immediately taken with. Kil loved the attention and indulged my brother’s hundreds of questions, specifically about mind control. I couldn’t even go there. It was just too weird.
Apparently, all of the Kilbus had some form of mind power―they could read minds―but only the Kilbus Lord could pull off mind control at a level the others couldn’t. And he was old, like real old, thousands of years old.
I had reached my threshold of weirdness for a while.
Olynth had disappeared after Fihk decided Kil wasn’t there to kill us all. “Pun intended,” the lord said. His understanding of human slang was far too good. He never stumbled over anything Nathan said and even met him quip for quip. If I didn’t know better, I would say Kil had been to Earth before. But we would have known that, right? The government couldn’t keep that big a secret, could they?
Without Wyvr, the traitor, —I knew it!—in the way, Vylbor was able to figure out how he had been blocking communications. Linda got to call her daughter, which was awkward. The woman was a bumbling mess with an apology.
Kil avoided the room while Tahk spoke to Fihk, which I thought was weird. But I’d gone to hunt down Olynth, determined to talk to him about what I knew he was hiding from me. I found him working out, sparring with Gunnor, which was a distraction and seriously hot to watch. Then Fihk interfered, as he liked to do lately. So Olynth was able to avoid me again, and I avoided Fihk.
Fun times.
But we were going home in the morning. Which brought feelings of relief and terror. I wanted off this ship, but Earth was even more dangerous now. The Dahk were hunting down the Vitat and were pretty good at it.
We would be walking through a warzone, but it was a far cry better than the constant fear of the Vitat blowing up the spaceship we were on. If we didn’t die in an explosion, we would be thrown into space.
I was not a fan of asphyxiation.
I didn’t get a wink of sleep all night. Just watched my brother as he snored and prayed we would make it to the end of this.
That morning, I dressed in my least-torn shirt. It was clean, thanks to alien washing machines. I pulled on my jeans that had holes in the knees, and my boots. With my gun in hand and my last can of bear repellant, I was ready to go to war. My blonde roots were showing quite a bit now, but most of my injuries were completely healed, so I felt as confident as I could without my eyeliner.
Nathan had on Peyton’s shirt, baggy jeans, and his ballcap. I needed to hunt down some new clothes for us if I could. I wouldn’t have minded a Snickers bar either, if we could find one not destroyed by an alien war.
The others met us in the bay. Kil had sent most of his guys to Dahk One the night before. He felt more than just Albun was necessary to keep an eye on the council while Fihk was gone. Kil had wanted to just take the commander’s council out, but somehow Fihk talked him out of it. Apparently they were some seriously devious dudes and schemed with the dead king to capture us humans. Tahk had sent someone to imprison them and they planned on taking the council off guard when they arrived to see what their plans were.
Kil could have read their minds, but Fihk said they were strong enough to block most of their secrets from him. It would be more effective to catch them in the act.
I didn’t care, as long as those assholes couldn’t imprison the human population like they wanted to. I wanted so badly to shout I knew it! But I refrained. I just knew the Dahk hadn’t come all the way here to do a good deed. But at least the guys in charge now had a vested interest in the human population surviving and remaining free. All due to Peyton and her wiles.
We loaded up in a smaller ship. The big battleship would call too much attention to itself, so we would fly down on a rinky-dink one. I was not a fan.
It was big enough to hold us humans, Fihk, Olynth, Vylbor, Gunnor, Tohn, and the Kilbus Lord and his two guards that I wasn’t quite sure were guards. He seemed more than capable of protecting himself. With Wyvr, their pilot, gone, Fihk would fly us down. He had some experience, he claimed.
Olynth stood above me, choosing not to sit, and glared at Fihk as Fihk watched me over his shoulder.
“Where are we going?” Nathan asked from beside me.
Linda was on my other side and squeezing the hellcats out of my hand.
“There is a camp on the east end of your continent that guards your human leaders,” Tohn said from beside Fihk.
“Shouldn’t we wait for that emissary guy your king sent?” Nathan asked. He knew we were going to talk to whoever was left in charge, but he didn’t have all the details. He and Star didn’t need to know the horrific specifics about how and why we were invaded.
“No, not with me here.” Kil grinned at Nate. “I will just command them to cooperate.”
“Cool,” Nate breathed and grinned back.
We flew off, leaving Albun and Kil’s creepy silver ship behind. It looked like an armored submarine that pulsed with red lights. The guns on its sides were enormous and aimed at everything around it. Oh, and it was bigger than the moon. How it and the other two alien ships didn’t throw off Earth’s or the moon’s orbit blew my mind. But Tohn had laughed at me when I asked.
“Your planet is truly beautiful,” Kil murmured as he leaned against the window on a forearm, looking at Earth as we descended.
I kept my eyes on his back. I couldn’t bring myself to look as we got closer and closer. I used to get seasick on my foster family’s fishing boats. I didn’t go to have fun. I was put to work. But I used to barf the whole time. I had a feeling space-shipping in this tin can would be way worse.
“What is your planet like?” Star asked shyly. She hadn’t warmed up to any of the aliens. I was surprised she asked. She hardly spoke at all most days.
“We no longer have a planet to call home,” Kil answered stiffly. It was weird to see him looking anything but amused—besides when he ripped off Wyvr’s head. Even then he’d looked as though he was enjoying himself.
Star flushed and looked at her lap.
Nathan scowled at Kil. “You just live on your ship?”
“Yes, and among the planets we conquer.” Kil flashed Nate a grin, but his eyes were dead and haunted.
“Are you planning on conquering our planet?” I asked suspiciously.
Olynth stiffened and stepped closer to me. Fihk looked over his shoulder at me.
Kil chuckled wickedly. “Could you stop me, lovely human?”
I sat up straight and glared at him. “No, but I get the feeling this Tahk guy doesn’t like you too much. Can he?”
Kil’s grin wiped clean, and he looked away. “Ah, young Tahk… perhaps, but I do not wish the human species harm.”
“Why are you helping us then?” Did no one have the same trust issues as me? For a bunch of guys who didn’t even like him, the Dahk seemed awfully accepting of his interference.
“I too have a vested interest in your species’ survival, their freedom.” Kil watched Earth move closer with a gaze that bordered on anxious.
I was starting to get a weird feeling about the pirate. “What interest?”
The ship seemed to tense. Even Gunnor seemed on the edge of his seat as we waited for the Kilbus Lord’s answer.
“Do not worry, Bailey. It will have no negative impact on you or yours.”
“Negative impact? Who will it have a negative impact on?” I felt the ship shake as it entered Earth’s atmosphere.
“That is for me to know, and her to find out,” he said wryly and grinned at me with that hot, wicked light in his eyes.
Linda sucked in a breath, but the rest of us were silent as Fihk flew to our destination.
Kil wanted someone here. Likely a human. For what and why, I had no clue. But I worried for whoever she was. If the guy could control your every action and read your every thought, she had no hope of escaping him.
We landed in the woods somewhere near Georgia. It was hot and had recently rained. For the middle of fall, I was surprised by how hot it was, but I was grateful we were no longer out west. I didn’t have a jacket.
I didn’t know how the aliens knew where to go or who they were looking for, but Albun had been talking about his surveillance, so maybe they’d watched and figured it out.
“You will stay here with Olynth—” Fihk started, but I cut him off by holding up my hand.
“Nope, we’re coming.” I crossed my arms. His gaze dropped to my propped-up breasts. I groaned and dropped my arms.
Olynth stepped up and scowled at me.
“No, I’m serious. You guys couldn’t get them to come around the first time. If you go in there by yourselves, they’re just going to shoot you, and that may not hurt you and your freaky armored skin, but you’ll retaliate, and it would end up a clusterfrack.”
Tohn mouthed my words to himself and Nathan snickered.
“Besides, I can hear the fighting around us. It’s only a matter of time before someone spots us here.” I placed my hands on my hips and glared them both down.
“No, it is unsafe,” Fihk growled.
Olynth stepped beside Fihk so they could scowl at me together.
It was unsafe, but so was being here at all. “Why’d you bring me down here, boss?”
Fihk gnashed his teeth. I raised a brow.
“This is going to take a little finesse.” I grinned. “I am fluent in idiot. Leave the negotiating to me.”
I spun on my heel and started for Vylbor and Kil, who were watching the argument with amusement. I grabbed Nate and dragged him after me. We walked through the woods, ignoring the two bickering meatheads behind us.
We made quite a sight altogether. Five humans with five Dahk, two Kilbus, and a Xixin who had denounced his race and joined up with space pirates. I felt safe, confident in their abilities to protect us and their desire to protect us. I truly didn’t believe Fihk and the others wanted to hurt us even though Fihk almost had. I had mostly forgiven him for it, even as my brother held himself back. The Dahk had their work cut out for them in earning back his trust.
But no matter how safe I felt, walking out of the woods and into the war going on in front of that compound still shocked me. Hundreds of Vitat had converged on the entrance, only a handful of Dahk fighting them off. The humans shooting from the towers and gates did nothing but piss off all the aliens. Where was the spray the other camp had? Had they run out?
“We cannot take the humans through there,” Vylbor grumbled and crouched, eyeing the compound's entrance. “They will be injured.”
The screeching was so loud I could barely hear him. I felt blood trickle out of my ears. Olynth and Fihk looked at my blood in horror.
Kil sighed and walked ahead of us into the clearing. His guards stayed back, watching stoically.
“What’s he doing?” Nick asked, his hands white on his gun, his nose running red.
Kil raised his hands before anyone could answer and squeezed them into fists. Dozens and dozens of Vitat dropped at his feet. Dead.
Total. Silence.
The remaining half a dozen Vitat took to the trees, the Dahk chasing them. The humans on the compound towers and at the steel-barred gates gaped at Kil. Then they shouted and shot at us.
Kil lifted his hand again, and the soldiers dropped their guns, their stares vacant. Just like that, they were frozen and awaiting his command.
I stepped back. Kil was getting less and less sexy-pirate and more scary-alien by the minute.
I bumped into Olynth’s chest, and Nate startled when my hands yanked him back against me.
One soldier remained at the tower, his face bleached out but frenzied and under his own control. He shouted at the frozen soldiers around him before running off behind the compound walls.
“It is only the weak ones he can control,” the Kilbus guard murmured to Star as she cried. His face was relaxed and soft on her. He looked concerned. “You are not weak. He can read your thoughts, but cannot control your mind.”
“And us?” Nathan asked fearfully.
I held him closer.
“You are strong, as well as the females.” He nodded to each of us. He looked at Nick and grinned a wicked, handsome smile. “I would watch your mind, male.”
Nick’s hand rose, and he shoved a finger up his nose. He blinked and yanked it out, looking at the appendage, horrified. Kil guffawed as he came back over and slapped Nick on the back so hard, he stumbled forward. Star giggled. Nathan relaxed against me.
“Neat trick.” I grinned at Kil.
Linda, amazingly, whacked Kil on his arm and pointed in his face. “That was rude, young man.”
I snorted. Hardly young.
Star giggled again with Nathan.
Kil threw his arm around Linda’s shoulder and guided her to the compound door. “Just a bit of fun, lovely Linda.” He winked at Nick.
Nick stomped behind them, eyeing Kil with reluctant amusement. Olynth and Fihk flanked Nate and me while Kil’s guard hovered by Star with Tohn.
The compound doors were thrown open, and a small army greeted us, but no one tried to shoot. Still, dozens of guns were aimed at us, and it was unnerving. Kil walked right by them and through the doors, ignoring their looks of terror. Their guns moved down to their sides, and I knew it was Kil who’d made them do it. I was grateful he hadn’t frozen their entire bodies like the others.
We followed him hesitantly—at least us humans did. Fihk and the other Dahk looked totally cool with the humans and walked right by them. It didn’t stop Olynth and Fihk from placing themselves in the line of fire for Nate and me though.
In the middle of the compound were dozens of rickety buildings, but in the back was a large building with a sturdy steel door. I knew that was where the important people were.
Kil swaggered right up to the door and knocked as though he was visiting his granny or something. I couldn’t hold back my grin. The door swung open, revealing two soldiers who paled and stumbled back.
Kil grinned roguishly. “Take me to your leader.”
Nick and I shouted a startled laugh.




Chapter 16


Bailey




We were escorted into the building and down. Down and down and down. Yeah, they were hiding in underground bunkers. Of course they were. The two soldiers were shaking in fear, regardless of Linda’s attempts to reassure them. Nick was still chuckling as we reached the bottom of the stairs.
It was a grey door. I didn’t know why I expected it to be red, but for some reason, I had pictured the president hiding behind a big red door. But it wasn’t even the president behind that door. It was the vice president and the secretary of defense.
The whole thing was surprisingly uneventful.
They wouldn’t open the door at first, but somehow Kil stared in the little camera and commanded them from behind it. The door opened, and he had everyone in the room sitting criss-cross-applesauce on their hands before we even walked in.
Vylbor went right for the wall of screens and studied the feeds of dozens and dozens of camps.
Fihk walked to the vice president and crouched in front of him. He pulled the translator device from his pocket and stabbed the human behind the ear. Tohn did the same to the others in the room while Vice President Burin recovered.
When Burin was done his squeals of pain, Fihk patted his head. “I am Fihk, acting commander of my Dahk. We are here to save your species. You will cooperate, or we will eliminate you.”
Nick snickered, blushing when Linda scowled at him.
“I-I can understand you!” the plump man accused irately.
“Yes, and you would have some time ago had you not shot my commander’s ship from the skies with his mate inside,” Fihk growled.
“That was you?” Secretary of Defense Howard shouted.
“What?” Burin asked Howard. “You’ve seen this alien?”
Howard flushed. “They contacted us three weeks ago. They had human soldiers with them, claiming they were here to help us.”
Kil shifted, drawing his attention. Howard’s eyes flared with fear and something that looked a lot like recognition. Kil grinned at him knowingly.
Interesting.
“And you shot them down?” Burin asked, clearly surprised.
Howard startled and gritted through his teeth, “We couldn’t trust them. They’re aliens!”
“They reached out to us to negotiate, and you refused?” Burin’s face reddened in anger.
“Not negotiate. We did not invade your planet,” Fihk sort-of lied. They had, or their king had, using the Vitat. But these guys didn’t need to know that. It would make everything worse. “We came to offer our aid. That was communicated to you through a human male called Rodriguez. He left to speak to his leaders and attacked us while we were awaiting his return. A message was sent from this camp with your seal. It communicated your lack of acceptance as a means to delay our departure for the attack.”
Burin gaped at him. Howard stuttered and flushed a beady red. He was sweating.
“Did you not agree to this?” Fihk prompted Burin impatiently. “Are you not in command of your warriors?”
Nathan made a shocked sound. “Burn.”
“I’ve never seen your kind before!” Burin shouted. “Not until you came down here and started cutting through the others.”
“We came to eliminate the Vitat threat. Your interference hinders our ability to accomplish this task quickly.”
“You came to help us?” one of the soldiers in the room asked in disbelief.
Fihk nodded. “The invasion would have been stopped well before the Vitat were able to conquer and slaughter so many humans had you been open to our attempts to communicate.”
“You’re aliens!” Burin shouted again. “We couldn’t understand you! We thought you were trying to invade us!”
Fihk scowled at him. “We sent you images from your entertainment vids. They were depictions of ridiculous fantasies of alien species joining humans.”
“They were from movies, and those weren’t aliens! They were orcs!” Burin shouted. His face was so red, it looked as if it would explode.
“Ohrchs?” Fihk shook his head. “It matters not. They joined with humans and fought a shared enemy.”
Nathan laughed so hard, he snorted. “Oh man, that was a great movie.”
“How could we have possibly known you were sending us clips of movies to tell us you were friendly?” Howard raved.
“He’s got you there, boss.” I chuckled.
Fihk glared at me.
“Uh, sir, they did send those little clips of that TV show. You know the old one, with the hot chick?”
“Friends?” Linda asked, sounding surprised.
“I don’t know how much more specific they could have gotten.” Nathan snickered.
“I do not know this one. Tahk only told me of the ohrchs.” Fihk stood and crossed his arms. “Even so, Hyctoor and his unit conveyed our wishes, and you attacked. You cannot feign misunderstanding for those actions.”
“It was you, wasn’t it? You took out our connection to the nuclear weapons and everything else,” Howard accused.
“Nuclear bombs?” Linda clutched her neck and paled.
“The humans decided their best course of action would be to fire upon the Vitat warship and destroy their own world in the process,” Tohn said gravely.
“Are you serious?” I shouted. “You would have killed all of us!”
“We had reason to believe a small number could survive underground to rebuild if necessary,” Burin said sadly.
“Your data was incorrect,” Vylbor mumbled from the screens. “The Vitat warship would have been blasted back and away from Earth, but Earth would have suffered its own blow. Several of your weapons would have been needed to have an effective impact on the enemy, and your world would have taken several of the blasts. You would have been dead within months. Earth would have been destroyed and made uninhabitable for millennia, if you did not send what remained of it out of orbit and spiraling it into your star.”
Linda sniffed back a startled sob as Star released her own. Nathan leaned heavily against me. If it weren’t for Olynth holding me up, I would have fallen over.
“We saved you from yourselves, and now we will save you from the Vitat, but you will cease your foolish attacks on my Dahk.”
Burin blinked away tears and nodded in a daze.
Kil clapped loudly. “Now, for other business.” He lifted Howard from the floor and dragged him from the room.
The soldiers watched him in fear but didn’t protest.
“What is he doing with him? Shouldn’t we stop him?” Linda asked worriedly.
The other Kilbus grinned. “He will not harm the male—much. If he cooperates.”
Fihk looked at the door. “Who does he seek?”
“It is only for him to know,” the Kilbus said gravely. “We do not question our lord.”
I shook off Olynth and peeked out the door. Kil and Howard were gone, but I could hear his shouts from the stairwell.
“Where is she?” Kil growled.
“I-I d-don’t know,” Howard wailed.
“I will break your mind to find her if necessary,” Kil snarled.
“She was moved!” Howard cried in pain, and I heard a nasty crunch.
The Xixin pushed the door shut in my face. “It is only for him to know.”
I scowled at his feline face and allowed Olynth to pull me back to him.
“How are they communicating?” Fihk asked Vylbor.
“Old Earth transistor signals. It is primitive but effective.”
Fihk nodded at Burin. “You will tell him how to communicate our wishes to your armies.”
Burin nodded, fast.
“You will accompany us from this point on until I deem it necessary for you to assume command again,” Fihk added.
“You can’t take the president!” a soldier shouted, trying to lift his hands to no avail.
“The president?” Nick asked.
“President Rowan was lost in the initial invasion,” Burin said sadly.
Linda gasped and covered her mouth.
“You will do as I say, or I will appoint another in your stead,” Fihk warned.
Several soldiers protested, but Burin shouted over them, “I’ll go! I’ll go with you.”
“Smart decision,” Nick muttered.
“I will leave a means to communicate with a warrior of your choosing.” Fihk looked around the room at the terrified soldiers.
“Hanson.” Burin nodded at one of the only soldiers keeping his cool.
Hanson was an older man but built like a fit thirty-year-old. He glared at Burin but nodded.
“Your species is on the brink of extinction. The Vitat are not your only threat,” Fihk warned them gravely. “It would be wise to cooperate. Should you betray me or mine, I will not hesitate to eliminate you.”
Burin nodded, the others following him after a slight hesitation.
“We are not here to harm you,” Tohn added solemnly. “We only seek to help you regain control of your planet.”
“Why?” Burin asked with a look of perplexed hope.
Tohn sighed. “Do you not aid others on your planet when they are in peril?”
“But you’re not from here,” a soldier said, sounding perplexed as well.
“No, but do we not all value life?”
Burin and the others visibly shook with emotion. It was overwhelming. I felt it too. These aliens were stepping up for no other reason than because it was the right thing to do. Regardless of the fact we wouldn’t be here if their king hadn’t put it all in motion.
We could relate to that.
For all our faults, our world had been full of people who made the same decision every day. I hadn’t ever thought of it that way, only having ever met one person who went out of her way for me. But there were people like her everywhere. Whether it was a mother who worked several jobs to feed her family, a random person giving a dollar to feed a homeless man, or an entire country uniting to aid another suffering, there was always someone fighting for someone else.
I had forgotten that.
Kil walked in the room as he casually wiped blood from his hands onto his pants, shattering the illusion of safety Fihk had built. “The human lives, but he needs aid.”
I thought everyone in the room would jump to accuse the Dahk of being liars after seeing Kil had tortured one of their own, but Burin surprised me.
“Did you find her?” he asked, shocking just about everybody.
“No, but I will,” Kil replied ominously.
“I hope you do,” he said sadly.
“Wait, what?” I asked, shocked.
Burin smiled sadly. “It is only for him to know.”
They knew him! I knew it! Kil had been here before!
“You knew about aliens!” Nathan cried in surprise, beating me to it.
“Not for long.” Burin shook his head. “I recognized him.”
Kil grinned. “I did not allow you to see me for what I really was.”
“Yeah, if I had known you were an alien, our last meeting would have gone a little differently.” Burin grinned back ruefully.
Kil waved and Burin was released. He sighed and stood, wiggling his hands.
“So when did you know?” I asked.
“About a year ago we were made aware of him. Kil infiltrated one of our compounds, looking for something. It was just video we saw him on, but he met with me a few months ago—not looking like that. He hinted at having knowledge of alien life. After he left, we found out what he was. What he truly looked like. His kind had been here before. It was kept from the public.”
“Why? We could have prepared ourselves better,” Nick grumbled.
“We didn’t know enough, and the president wasn’t willing to open communication with his kind. Weapons and defenses were being developed, but we couldn’t have anticipated an invasion of this scale in so little time.” He looked at Kil. “I have to admit, we thought it was you invading at first.”
“I did not have a reason then.” Kil grinned.
“And now?” Burin asked hesitantly.
“Will you help me find her?”
“I will help you in any way that I can.”
“Then no, for now.” Kil stalked from the room.
“What is going on!” I cried. The anticipation was killing me! The other Kilbus opened his mouth. I lifted my hand “I know, I know, it’s only for him to know.”
We all went back above ground. Burin packed his things with two soldiers who would travel with him. Howard was taken off to the medical facility, and Kil said he would be unable to interfere with the war for a while. I didn’t know what that meant, and I really didn’t want to.
I looked back at Linda, Star, Nick, and Nate as I walked up to Fihk, who was talking with Tohn and Kil. I hated asking him for anything, but we were desperate. Star in particular. Fihk saw me coming and stiffened.
“Hey, boss.” I crossed my arms. “I have a request.”
“What is it?”
“You’re leaving us here, right?” I knew he was. It was the safest place for us at the moment, now that Tohn had tracked down the other Dahk in the area to guard the compound. Over a dozen of them were patrolling the area.
He searched my face. “Yes.”
“We want to take a trip first.” I felt like an idiot saying it, but it was important.
“A trip? Where?” Fihk crossed his arms to mirror mine.
I licked my lips. “To a store.”
“A store? What is a store?”
“Uh, they sell goods, like food, clothes…” I blinked at him. Did the Dahk not have stores?
“Ah, yes, why? Do they not have supplies here?” He looked around.
“The basics, but they’re pretty low. And Star needs something they don’t have.” Poor girl was on her period.
You’d think a doomsday compound would have tampons, but apparently they were out. The female soldiers had resorted to ripping up old clothes and bedding. But there just wasn’t enough to go around. They were out of everything. I wanted to meet the idiot who’d stocked this place. I thought they were supposed to have enough supplies to last years? They always did in the movies.
“It is dangerous. Tell me what you need, and I will send it from Dahk One.” Fihk looked back when Kil laughed. I knew he was reading my mind. It itched.
“You can’t. You don’t have it, I don’t think.” Maybe female Dahk had periods too? Come to think of it, I had never met one. “Just take us. We’ll be fast.”
“Spend the eve with me,” he blurted.
I blinked at him. “What?”
“Spend the eve with me, and I will escort you to collect your supplies.” He lifted his chin and stared me down.
I gaped at him. “Are you seriously soliciting me for sex right now?”
Kil guffawed.
“Sseeks? A mating? I do not understand.”
“She thinks you wish to trade her for a coupling, my friend. You offend her.” Kil slapped Fihk on the shoulder and walked off, laughing.
Fihk stiffened and shifted. The guy was hard! Unbelievable! I turned to storm away, and he grabbed my arm and pulled me back.
“I-I would not turn your attentions away, sweets,” he murmured, “but no, I do not barter for a mating.”
“Then what?”
“Your time. I wish to know you better,” he said earnestly.
I sighed and looked over my shoulder at the big guy. This was dangerous. Olynth would be pissed. I bit my lip.
Fihk shifted again and lifted my chin with a claw. “I do not like causing you distress. I will take you. No favor in return.”
I searched his face, noting the honest vulnerability he showed me. “You will?”
He nodded and thumbed my lip. I watched him turn and take several steps away from me before I ran after him. I clutched his arm.
“Fihk?” I licked my lips nervously and looked at his chest. “I don’t want to hurt him.”
He lifted my chin again.
“I-I don’t know what to make of all this, how to handle it. I just know it hurts him when I’m near you,” I fumbled, frustrated.
Fihk blinked at me and looked back at Olynth. He sighed.
“I know it hurts you when I’m near him,” I added sadly.
His hands cradled my face. “You know what he is to you?”
I nodded and looked in his eyes.
“I do not know why he denies himself your beauty. And I cannot deny my instincts rage at the idea of you with him, but the ancestors have chosen you for us both, and I know there is no other for either of us but you. I will accept this in time, as will he.”
I blinked away tears. I had no idea he could be so sweet. My beauty? Was he for real?
He nuzzled my neck, and I let him. “I will give you your space to process our mating, sweets. But I will feel your embrace again. I am consumed by the memory of your skin. The feel of you.” He growled and nipped at my neck. “I will have you, but for now, go to him. He will take you to your store. When I return, I will ask you for your time, only your time. But I will hope for your touch.” He backed away and swept his thumbs across my cheeks. “Will you grant me this request?”
“Yeah, boss. I’ll hang out with you,” I whispered, ignoring my hot ears.
Fihk’s brows scrunched.
Kil shoved his face between ours. “Hang out, kick back, shoot the shit, date.” He wiggled his brows.
“I think he gets it, fudge-face.” I scowled.
“Fudge-face, I have not heard this one.” Kil glared at me as though it was my fault he didn’t know all human slang.
“She made it up,” Nate piped from behind us, and I sighed. “She doesn’t like to curse. Thinks I’m going to repeat her, but I already know them all.”
“You do not curse?” Kil gaped at me. “But human curses are so delightful, my favorite is motherf―”
I slapped my hand across his mouth.
Nate laughed, and I heard Star’s giggle echo across from where the others were standing. Bunch of eavesdroppers.
“Remove yourself,” Fihk growled, still holding my face.
Kil backed away with his hands raised, grinning.
When we were alone again, I squirmed.
“We will hang ouht when I return.” Fihk whispered a kiss over both of my eyes then my nose. He eyed my lips but didn’t go for them.
“When are you coming back?” I asked like a stupid, love-sick girl.
Fihk grinned arrogantly. “You will miss me.”
“No, I won’t,” I grumbled.
“I shall miss you, sweets.” He kissed my neck and turned away.
I stood there watching him a moment until Linda wrapped an arm around my waist.
“He has a nice fanny.” She giggled.
I smacked her and walked away, laughing. I hadn’t gotten to see it naked that day. I found myself anticipating the chance to. God, I was a mess.
Olynth glared at me the whole way over to him and pulverized all the little butterflies Fihk gave me.
It was time to confront him. I hadn’t asked for alien husbands—emphasize on the s. If I had a choice, I honestly didn’t know that I would choose them. They were hot, sure, but aliens. I mean, it was weird, right?
But I didn’t have a choice. It had been taken from me, and I needed to stop running from my problems and face them. And so did the big guy.
I was his Pythe, I knew it.
I just didn’t know why he didn’t attack me like Fihk did when he found out.
I wanted answers, but first, I had to get him to admit to it.




Chapter 17


Bailey




Olynth didn’t want to take us. He was adamant that it was too dangerous. I ended up having to compromise. Nick and I would go, but Nathan would stay at the compound with Linda and Star. I did not want to leave him.
Like, it sickened me to do it. But I couldn’t endanger him for a bunch of tampons, snacks, and underwear. There weren’t any spare clothes in the compound for us, and they were low on food, and we were a lot of mouths to feed. We needed this run.
Kil had disappeared after Fihk left, but he left his two guards behind. The other Kilbus finally gave us his name, Oren, but the Xixin was still silent. Nate called him Mufasa―I’ll let you guess why.
“You stay here with Linda, Star, and Tohn,” I told Nathan, giving him my most serious face.
He looked back at Star and blushed.
“You like her,” I sang teasingly, and he scowled at me. “She’s too old for you, kid.”
“I don’t,” he gritted through his teeth.
I raised my brow skeptically. He had his eyes on her constantly.
“You like Fihk?” he asked with his own grin.
Mine fell.
“He likes you,” he sang.
“I don’t know, he’s bossy,” I grumbled.
“So are you.” He pointed out.
“Exactly.” I grinned again.
“Olynth likes you too.” Nathan looked over my shoulder at the big guy watching us.
I sighed. “I’m not so sure he does.”
“He does,” Nate said firmly. “He just doesn’t know what to do about it.”
I laughed. Why was he so interested in who liked me? “They’re aliens, Nate.”
“They’re cool.” He flushed and looked away. “It would be cool if you liked them back, ya know, if you did.”
I looked at his darkened cheeks. “Would it?”
He was too young to realize what that meant. It wasn’t so simple as a crush. Or holding hands to the water fountain like he did with his “girlfriends.” It was far more complicated at my age.
“Do you like both of them?” he asked, fidgeting.
I hid my grin. He was so uncomfortable talking about this with me, but it was clearly important to him, or he wouldn’t be toughening it out.
“You called Tandy a hussy when she had all those boyfriends.” He looked at me curiously.
It was my turn to fidget.
Tandy had lived a few doors down from me, and she’d had a lot of boyfriends. If you could call them that. We would see them sneaking out of her apartment in the mornings. I was never sure if they knew about each other.
“I was wrong to call her that,” I lied. Tandy was a hussy. She was also a bitch. She had been getting down on her knees for my landlord for free rent. Not that I would tell Nate that. “Olynth is complicated, but Fihk―” I sighed. How was I supposed to explain this to him?
“You’re his mate.” Nate grinned. “You guys are, like, married now.”
“Something like that,” I grumbled. “But I don’t know what’s going on with Olynth.”
“He wants to marry you too.” Nate scowled at me. “He liked you first.”
Yeah, I thought so too. “I don’t think he wants to marry me, kiddo.”
“He does,” he insisted. “Fihk stole you from him.”
I raised my brows. “He didn’t steal me.”
“He did. Olynth saw you first, and Fihk took you from him!” He growled and looked back at Star.
She was gazing at Oren with a shy smile. I looked back at Nate. He caught my eye and flushed.
“Love sucks, doesn’t it?” I smiled softly at him. He was still so young, Star was the only one around to take his attention right now. If we survived this, hopefully he would find someone more his age to fixate on.
He blinked away the moisture in his eyes that he was trying to hide from me. “Just…” He looked at his feet and kicked the dirt. “If you marry them both, I won’t think you’re a hussy.”
“So sweet,” I crooned. I pulled him to me, yanked off his hat, and scrubbed his hair. “If I ‘marry’ Olynth too, you’ll be the first to know.”
“Good.” He pulled away and fixed his hat. “He has to ask my permission first. Fihk didn’t.” Nathan scowled at the Dahk ship hovering in the air. Fihk was about to take off.
“I love you, booger.” I kissed his cheek.
He gagged and backed away. “Go! I’ll be fine!” He waved and turned away.
“Stay with them!” I shouted.
“I will!” he shouted back.
“Promise!”
“I promise!” He looked back at me in exasperation.
I walked a few feet away to Nick. He was watching Oren and Star with a pissed-off expression.
I hid a grin. “Ready?”
“Yeah,” he grumbled.
We walked over to Olynth and Gunnor. We would be going out with them and a few other Dahk. A few soldiers had lined up to come with us. They wanted to take advantage of the trip and look for more supplies. Particularly stun guns. Linda had told them how effective they were on the Vitat.
Two trucks were parked outside the gate, and everyone filed into the back of them. I went to accept the hand of a soldier for a boost up, but hands grasped my hips. I looked back at Olynth as he gave the man a glare and rumbled low in his chest. I rolled my eyes but let him lift me into the truck.
He and Gunnor climbed in and sat on either side of me on the long bench. I caught Nick’s amused eyes across from me and stifled a snicker. The Dahk were hunched over to avoid hitting their heads on the canvas roof of the truck, and their wings were so bulky, they leaned all the way forward, almost falling off the bench.
I looked out of the back of the truck to see Linda, Star, and Nate waving. I tensed. Tohn was right next to them and swore he wouldn’t leave them, but I still struggled with my trust issues. The Dahk were different from us, so much so I was able to get past what had happened with Fihk and stop blaming them for it. They hadn’t made one purposeful wrong move against us. I honestly believed they wanted to protect us, but I didn’t know Tohn that well. Oren seemed like an all right guy, but I didn’t like that lion guy, the Xixin. He was cold and scary.
Most of the soldiers were wary of our group. Some even downright hostile. But Oren just had to glare at them and they ran the other way.
“Tohn will make sure he is safe,” Olynth murmured. I looked at him, and he searched my eyes. “I know you still struggle with our intentions.”
“No, I know you guys want to help us.” I did. I didn’t want to feel like this. Logically, I knew I could trust them. But it had been just Nathan and me for so long. “It’s just hard to leave him.”
Especially given the circumstances.
“Your Nahythahn is clever and quick on his feet. He is a young warrior.” He tilted his head. “You have raised him well.”
I looked away. “Thanks.”
We rode on the small dirt road in silence. With a tight chest, I watched the compound disappear. I felt better with him back there. I knew he would be safer. I couldn’t hover over him his whole life, but I felt if I was always with him, I could keep him safe. No one would do a better job than me. I loved him.
My chest hurt the whole ride. Nate had my last can of spray and Star had her bow. Linda had Star’s spare gun. They weren’t left without a way to defend themselves. I kept telling myself that as we drove into the nearest town.
Several Dahk flew ahead of us to scout the area. So at least we knew we weren’t heading into unseen territory.
By the time we rolled into town, I had to cover my nose with my shirt, as did the other humans. I smelled something dead and baking in the sun. I knew what it was but forced myself not to think about it. The town was small and completely abandoned. Bodies—what was left of them—littered the ground.
“The aliens camped here,” one of the soldiers muttered as he stopped next to me. “Then they found the compound.”
Nick shook his head sadly.
“John.” The soldier held out his hand to me.
I shook it and introduced myself with Nick.
“That’s Walt.” John nodded toward his friend, who glared at us with hate-filled eyes.
I nodded to him and kept my hands down, ready to lift the gun from my waistband. I had a handful of extra bullets in my pocket. It was all the soldiers could spare.
“The market is there.” John pointed at a large building at the far end of the road. “I don’t know what’s left inside. It was raided pretty hard when this all started.”
“Thanks.” I nodded and looked at the soldiers scoping out the road.
“We’re gonna hit the hardware store and gun shop,” he added. “Macy and Tanner will head with you to pack up one of the trucks with any food you can find.”
“Got it,” Nick said shortly. He watched Walt with a wary look.
John and Walt split off with several other soldiers, and we started down the street. A woman waved to us from the driver’s seat of one of the trucks as she drove ahead of us.
“Watch your back,” Nick warned beneath his breath. “They don’t trust us.”
I nodded. “I know.”
Olynth glowered between us. “Tell the humans we will not allow them to attack.”
Not all of the soldiers had opted for translators. I couldn’t blame them after Kil’s show.
“They won’t,” I said but didn’t quite believe myself. Not all of them had been in the room when Fihk talked to Burin.
“If they harm you, I will slaughter them,” Olynth snarled.
“Calm down, big guy, I don’t think any of them are stupid enough to try it.” Except maybe that guy Walt.
Gunnor scowled at the humans searching the shops as we walked. Most of them looked away, not meeting his cold glare.
We walked up to the store, after we navigated the body-ridden streets. I was suddenly glad Nathan hadn’t come with me. Bodies had been an everyday occurrence before the Dahk, but now he’d gone days without seeing a mutilated body. I was grateful. If we could stay in the compound until the end of this, he may never have to again.
The door was wide open, and thankfully the inside of the store was free of bodies. The floors were coated in dried blood though. The Vitat hadn’t left anything behind. I shivered.
We waited in the doorway as Olynth, Gunnor, and two other Dahk searched the store. When it was cleared, a woman pushed me a cart. She smiled tensely, but I didn’t get any malice from her. Just curious suspicion.
She and the man, Tanner, went down one aisle with two carts. Nick went right down the feminine products section without an ounce of hesitation. I left him to get his daughter’s supplies while I went to the clothes.
Olynth stayed by my side as Gunnor went with Nick. I went to the boy's section and picked out several pairs of jeans and shirts in Nate’s size. Socks, Spider-Man underwear, and a new pair of sneakers went into my cart next. I grabbed things for Nick in the men’s section, then I went to the ladies’. Olynth was silent while I picked out the ugliest mom clothes I could find for Linda.
I held up a shirt with a bunch of cats on it, deciding Linda would be sufficiently horrified, and peeked back at Olynth. He was glaring at a sparkly silver sundress.
“So,” I said casually, “are you still mad at me?” I looked at him from under my lashes and thumbed barf-green sweatpants. I doubted Linda had worn anything like them in her life. I tossed them in the cart.
“I am not angry,” he growled, avoiding my eyes.
I turned and folded my arms. “Yes, you are.”
“No.” He scowled at me, his claw lifting the edge of the dress.
I sighed. “Fihk―”
He cut me off with a snarl. “Do not speak his name to me.”
“Big guy, we have to talk about this.” I pinched my nose. “If I hurt you―”
“You did not hurt me,” he scoffed.
I searched his face. “No? I made you jealous then?”
He huffed and glared at me.
“Why won’t you talk to me then?”
Olynth snatched the dress off the hanger and handed it to me. “This one.”
“No, Linda would love it, she needs this one.” I grabbed what looked like a sack with a unicorn pattern.
“For you,” he grumbled and tossed it in the cart.
I raised a brow at him. He turned away. I pulled the dress out, noting how he stiffened, and replaced it with one in my size. He relaxed.
“He wants to spend time with me when he gets back,” I tried again while grabbing things for Star. I was kinder to her. I liked Star, but she was shy. I picked neutral clothes and a few girly things so she would have options.
Olynth made an angry sound and cursed but kept looking through the racks. I tried not to laugh as I watched a winged alien shop for clothes. I expected it came out a little hysterical.
“Why won’t you talk to me about this if you’re not hurt or jealous?” I grumbled and snatched up jeans and shirts for myself.
He didn’t answer.
I moved to the underwear section. I was not above using my wiles to get what I wanted.
Olynth followed me, looking at the panties and bras curiously. I smiled to myself and turned my back before removing my shirt. He made a choked sound behind me. I ignored him and pulled off my pants and underwear.
He cursed.
I ripped the tags off a pair of jet-black, lacy panties and bent over.
Heavy breaths hit the nape of my neck when I stood up. I got the panties all the way up my hips before hands curled around my waist from behind.
“It is not wise to tease a Dahk in my state,” he warned, his voice gravelly.
Goosebumps ran down my back. “What state is that?”
Raged perhaps? I needed him to say it. I wanted to know how he was controlling it.
“Do not test me,” he rumbled against the back of my head. His hands curled in, and his claws scraped my sides lightly.
I took an unsteady breath and turned to face him. His eyes fell to my bare breasts and slowly moved up to my face. They were hungry. I bit my lip. My hands moved to his bare chest and curved around his pecs before molding to his sculpted shoulders.
“I know,” I said breathlessly. Touching him was moving this beyond what I meant for it to. He was warm and hard everywhere. “I know what you’re hiding from me.”
“What is that?” He rumbled and moved his hands down my hips and around to my ass. They stopped and curled, squeezing.
My chest heaved. He pulled me tight against him until my breasts were smashed against his chest and I could feel how hard he was on my belly.
I licked my lips. “What Fihk didn’t hide from me. I’m your Pythe.”
It was the wrong thing to say.
He shoved me away.
I teetered on my feet and watched in shock as he bent and snarled in my face. “You are not. I did not choose you.”
“Well, I didn’t exactly choose you,” I snarled back. “You can’t lie to me. I felt how much you want me.” I looked at the steel rod in his pants.
“My body’s reactions do not control my mind. They are instinct and easily ignored.”
I winced and looked away from his furious glare.
“Do not bare yourself to me again.”
I flushed and crossed my arms around my chest and stomach, staring at my feet.
He watched me in tense silence before cursing and walking away.
I let out a shaky breath and ripped a bra off the racks. I tore off the tag and put it on, hating the sting in my eyes.
I felt like an idiot. Worse than an idiot.
I felt like Tandy, the hussy.
Numbly, I put on jeans and a shirt.
I ignored Olynth’s glare as I finished with the clothes and went to find Nick. He was by the toothbrushes. He looked at me then away before he startled and looked back at me. He searched my face as I avoided his eyes. His head moved to look behind me, and he stiffened, glaring.
“You okay?” he asked, not taking his eyes off Olynth.
“Yeah,” I croaked. I cleared my throat. “I’m fine.”
He searched my face slowly. “I got the basics.”
I nodded and lifted a few razors.
“We need a few bags for this. I don’t want it all lost in the soldiers’ stuff.”
I nodded again and walked ahead of him for duffel bags. We packed everything in four bags then went for food. Two more bags later, we left the store with a few carts we’d put together for everyone else at the compound.
We helped Macy and Tanner load the truck, then we walked down the street. I spotted a book store and pulled Nick in with me. I grabbed a few I thought Nate might like and a few magazines for Linda. She would hate me for the clothes I’d picked for her, so I thought I would soften the blow.
I had decided to be nice and grab some sexy underwear for her. Hopefully Nick would get the chance to appreciate them.
Nick grabbed a few books for Star and some outdoor guides for himself, and we left. The soldiers were waiting impatiently for us, the trucks so packed I wasn’t sure how we were all going to fit inside.
Then we found out they expected us to walk.
John and another soldier said Nick and I could ride, but the Dahk wouldn’t fit. Olynth refused, so we all started back toward the compound on foot. I didn’t see Walt anywhere and was glad. I was feeling too raw to deal with his disgusted glares.
It was only about four miles back, but it was already getting dark. Some of the Dahk left with us flew ahead above the trees. Olynth wanted to fly, but Nick was adamant he would barf, and Gunnor didn’t seem too excited to give him a lift. Two other Dahk stayed behind with us to walk back.
It was awkwardly silent. I didn’t know the other two Dahk, and they didn’t seem open to friendly conversation. Gunnor was himself—stoically unsocial. Olynth tried to catch my eyes a few times, but I refused to meet his. Each of us carried a duffel bag. Nick didn’t trust the soldiers with them. It was still warm, so I was sweating, and my arms ached when Olynth lifted my bag and took it from me.
“I can carry it,” I grumbled.
He scowled at me and slung it over his shoulder. I sighed and sped up to walk next to Nick.
“What’s going on with you two?” he whispered.
I rolled my eyes. Olynth and all the other Dahk could still hear him with their freaky super-hearing. He nudged his shoulder into mine.
“I messed up,” I said as low as I could.
“You did?” He looked back at Olynth.
I smacked his arm, and he smiled contritely.
“Yeah, I pissed him off.”
“How?” Nick looked back again, but I scowled, and he faced forward.
“I just did something really stupid,” I grumbled and looked away. My cheeks flamed.
Nick smiled softly. “I doubt that.”
“No, I did.” I felt dirty, and not from the heat. I couldn’t believe I came onto him like that. In my defense, Olynth had been sending me mixed signals since I met him. I’d just read them wrong. He was an alien after all.
Fihk seemed insanely happy about me being his Pythe. I didn’t know why I thought Olynth was too, just, I don’t know, maybe shy? I snorted. That was the wrong word. Not shy. Just unsure or something.
His rejection hurt though. If I was being honest with myself, his rejection hurt a lot.
Fihk had come out of nowhere and I wasn’t even sure if I liked him, but Olynth? It had been building. Slowly, every day. I was feeling more for him than I had realized.
“Star, she’s shy,” Nick said casually.
I laughed. That was an understatement.
“Yeah, she’s always been that way. Got it from her momma.”
“What happened to her mom?” I asked.
He fisted his free hand and squinted at the trees. “She left when Star was three.” He looked at me. “She wasn’t a bad woman. She just couldn’t handle emotion well, and Star brought on a lot of emotion for her. It was easier for her to leave.”
I nodded. “My dad and mom were pieces of crap.”
He looked at me.
“Drugs and stuff. I wasn’t worth getting clean for. They didn’t want me.”
“Sorry, kid,” he said gruffly and palmed my shoulder.
“I’m used to it.” I looked down. “Star’s lucky to have you.”
He smiled and dropped his hand. “I wasn’t the best dad. I didn’t know how to handle her when she started getting older.” He looked at the bag over his shoulder wryly. “Women need things men don’t know how to give them.”
I laughed. “But you figured it out.” I nodded at the bag. He had gotten those tampons, not once asking me which ones to get.
“Yeah, but it took me a while to figure it out.” He looked me in the eye then nodded behind us. “Men? We can be stubborn and a pain, but if you give us time, we’ll usually find our way.”
“Give him time then, huh?” I grinned. “Maybe I won’t wait around.”
He chuckled. “Then he better step on it.” He looked back over my shoulder. “I don’t think you’ll have to wait long.”
I turned to see Olynth watching me with his normal intensity, but his jaw was clenched and his nostrils were flared. He opened his mouth to say something, but I wouldn’t ever know what it was.
Something exploded, and I flew to the side, slamming into the ground.




Chapter 18
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I watched her walk beside the older male. Her shoulders were hunched. Her vibrancy dulled.
I had done that to her.
I had swept away her light.
She had watched me with an open acceptance I had not expected, and I smothered it.
I did not know what to do with the pain that squeezed my chest.
Her form, covered and hidden from me, called to me even now. Gunnor stiffly walked beside me. He had heard our quarrel in the human market. I knew he did not agree with my decision to refuse the mating rage.
The gift of a Pythe.
But he did not condemn me for it. He was among those present when I returned from the Juldo camp, the lifeblood of my captors still staining my hide. He was aware of the torment I had faced there. He aided me when I returned to claim my revenge and free the other captives.
He did not agree as I pushed away my mate, a bid to save her from my dark desires, but he understood. “You cannot continue to deny her,” he had told me on the ship as I watched her from afar. How right he was.
I felt my control fray every moment in her company.
But I could not keep away from her.
And she was not simply mine any longer. Another had a claim on her.
I wanted to rage at the skies.
Fihk was now her Pythen as well.
The thought of him touching her enraged me. And he had done more than that. He had felt her caress. The warmth of her female canal. Her embrace. I gnashed my teeth.
I was a damaged male. I could not give her the soft caresses he could. I could not soothe her in a mating as he would. My desires were far darker than his. It was why I had refrained from taking a female for so long.
I was young when the Juldo enslaved me. Any embrace I felt was unwanted and filled with pain. I was forced to mate with females of varying species. They were not gentle with my young age. Most were angry in their captivity, blaming the male captives when they were forced to mate and birth babes for them to be made Juldo.
I had not fathered a dahkling with any of them. I was too young, a mere twenty, at the time, and it was so rare for a Dahk to bear young with another species. When I grew and was able to overpower my captives, they did no longer placed me with females. They left me to rot.
And so I did. For hundreds of sunspins.
It was a Guhuvin male who saved me. He released me while he was searching for his mate.
I did not hesitate in slaughtering any who denied me freedom.
I was too weak to free the others, but my commander, Tahk, trained me. He allowed me to release my rage in battle. I would never be so weak again. I would not allow it.
But even now, I could not bear to lay with a female. My desires were born of darkness and demanded control. I could not do that to my little warrior. She was fierce but would not submit. I feared she would not survive it.
I would sooner succumb to death.
But now, as she spoke to the human male of her parentage―of their rejection―I felt my gut clench. How could they toss aside such a beautiful creature? I wished to disembowel them.
I moved closer. To attempt to soothe her, assure her I had not meant my heinous words. They were a lie. It was not merely instinct that called me to her, but a knowing. She was meant to be mine.
I could never regret who the ancestors had chosen for me. I would choose her. There was no other for me but her.
I did not know what to say to erase the hurt I caused her, but urgency drove me to try.
I did not have the chance.
An explosion rocked the earth.
It came from my mate’s left. She flew through the air, crashing into the male. They hit the ground.
I roared and charged for her.
Another explosion came from the right, raining broken earth on her still body.
I covered her with my body, my wings curling around her to protect her delicate hide.
I bared my fangs on another roar and looked around. One of my Dahk was picking himself up from the ground and snarling ahead. Two human males were down the road, long weapons over their shoulders.
“Kill them,” I thundered.
He nodded and flew, avoiding another explosive volley. It hit the woods and exploded. Gunnor covered the human male beside me.
“The human warriors,” he snarled.
We had been betrayed again.
“Walt,” my mate gasped beneath me. The male would die.
“Hush, ruhasha,” I murmured and moved her blue hair from her eyes. They were dazed and watering. “Where are you hurt?”
She groaned. “Everywhere.”
My hands moved from her legs to her stomach, removing dust and debris. Her side was bare and scraped, but it was shallow. “Where?”
“I’m okay. Nick?” She coughed smoke and dust from her lungs and tried to look around my wing.
“Alive,” Gunnor grunted.
My mate sagged against the ground. “Thank god.”
Lorn returned with the two males battered and bleeding. He tossed them to the ground before me. Huarg walked up to them and roared in their terror-filled faces. I stood, cradling my mate. She groaned in pain.
I gnashed my teeth. “Gunnor.”
He rolled the human male to his back and stood.
“Slowly,” I snarled.
Gunnor grinned and pulled free a Guhuvin dagger.
Huarg lifted Nihk and followed me into the wood. We would not take the road. I would find a clearing and fly back.
“I want to know how many more scheme to deceive us,” I snarled.
Lorn nodded.
“Do not look, ruhasha,” I murmured to my mate as she looked behind us.
“What is he going to do to them?” she asked, no judgment in her tone.
“They should not have attacked.”
The human males screamed. My mate curled into my chest and covered her ears. I took to the skies.
She was silent during the flight back. I left her to her thoughts. Fihk had decided the human compound was safest for our mate and the humans, but I did not agree. They could not be trusted.
We landed in the compound as the humans were unloading their vehicles. They jumped as my feet hit the ground. I did not spare them a glance as I marched toward Nahythahn and Mother Lyndah. He watched me and Huarg come closer with wide eyes.
“Where is their healer?” I asked.
“Oh,” Lyndah gasped. “Are they okay?”
“Healer,” I grunted.
“This way.”
She led us through small caverns in the humans’ dwellings and into a room that barely fit my height. A male trembled inside.
“Nick first.” My mate gasped as I placed her on a cot.
“No,” I snarled.
“I’m fine,” she said softly, watching my eyes.
“Daddy?” Stahr called, her eyes leaking. Oren patted her back in the doorway.
“He has a head injury,” the human healer said, eyeing Huarg warily.
“Fix him,” I snapped.
The healer held up his shaking hands and fiddled with a white box. Several tense moments later, the healer declared Nihk would recover and moved to my mate. She had minor injuries. He bandaged them as she held her brother. I did not like the healer touching her, but I knew nothing of human medicines.
“Do not leave them,” I growled at Tohn as I left the room to comm Fihk.
“What is it?” he answered in my comm.
“The humans attacked our mate,” I snarled.
His roar echoed through. “How is she?” His voice was guttural and choked with concern, it vibrated inside my hima canal.
“Minor injuries.”
“Where are the humans now?”
“Gunnor is introducing them to his interrogation skills.”
“Good, do not let another near her.”
“I will slaughter any who try,” I snarled, startling a human male walking by. I bared my fangs at him, and he ran. “We cannot stay here. There is too great a danger.”
“No, she is safer there than in the open.”
“I can keep her safe.”
“I do not doubt it, my friend. Still, you have others to look after. She cares for them. The human compound offers a solid structure for defense, and it is remote.”
I cursed. I cared for the others if only because she did, but… “They will attack again.”
“I do not care if you slaughter any who remain inside with her, but do not leave.”
“Very well.”
Fihk made a choked sound. “Not all of the humans seek to do her harm. It is you they fear.”
“I will not harm them unless they give me reason.”
“You will tell her I am glad she is well?”
I remained silent.
He sighed. “I will return shortly, I cannot stay from her much longer.” He paused. “Our mate?”
“Our mate,” I confirmed on a growl.
I ended the comm at his chuckle.
If he was to return soon, he would take her from me.
I had little time to correct my wrongs.
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I woke up in the middle of the night. I blinked, my eyes groggy and adjusting in the moonlight.
Star was asleep in a chair by her father. Linda was on a cot next to me with Nate curled in front of her. I smiled. He probably didn’t want to hurt me. But I really wasn’t all that hurt. Just a little banged up.
I got mad every time I thought about it. We hadn’t done anything to those guys. I could understand their fear of the Dahk and Kilbus, but me and Nick? It didn’t make any sense, but hatred never did.
Tohn was at the doorway, and Oren was in a chair, snoring. I smiled. Olynth was leaning against the wall at the foot of my bed, watching me.
“Hi,” I whispered.
His face was hard, and his body was stiff. I bit back a groan and sat up. I needed water and a shower. My stomach growled—and food. I stood and stretched then walked to the doorway. Tohn smiled and moved to let me pass.
Tohn and I walked into the hall. “We have cleared this dwelling. No others are allowed inside.”
They’d seriously kicked everybody out of here? “The doctor?”
“The healer has been relocated.” He grinned impishly as I softly laughed. “The supplies you gathered have been moved to your rooms. Mother Lyndah went through them. She seemed very angry when Olynth showed her the contents of the bag you procured for her.”
I grinned. “Good.”
“Your room is down the hall on the right.” He pointed.
I thanked him and walked to my room, ignoring the big guy stalking me. I went inside the tiny room. It had a twin-size mattress on the floor with a sheet, but that was it.
I didn’t mind so much when I spotted the small bathroom. The barracks had a community bathroom. I felt bad the Dahk had kicked everybody out of the little “hospital,” but not so bad I wouldn’t enjoy the crap out of a private shower. It looked as if Linda had placed soap and toiletries in the bathroom, and I smiled when I saw the cat shirt balled up in the trash.
I knelt on the floor in front of the duffel while the door clicked shut. The room was so small, I smelled him all around me, but I tried my best to act unaffected. I pulled out underwear and was looking for shorts when he knelt behind me. I tensed. He reached around me and pulled out the sparkly sundress.
“This one,” he whispered gruffly.
I shook my head and blushed.
He pressed it into my hand. “This one.” His voice was gravelly and heavy with meaning.
I sighed and took it from him.
He backed up and followed me into the small bathroom. His wings were curled in and he barely fit in the doorway, but he made it work. The shower was like a typical hospital shower. Just a tile floor and a curtain. It was large, with a bench and handicap bars on either side. I turned on the water, praying for warm. I was lucky. They must have a generator.
I looked at the floor and scratched my arm. “I can do it myself.”
“I will wait,” he said softly.
“Outside?”
He shook his head.
I bit the inside of my cheek and stepped into the shower, clothes and all. I closed the curtain and undressed as the water pelted me. He had said never to “bare myself” to him again, but he wouldn’t give me any privacy. It made me angry.
I tossed my dirty clothes over the curtain, hoping they smacked him in the face. I could have sworn I heard a low chuckle.
With the water raining down on me, soaking my hair and washing off the dirt, I melted and just felt. The soap Nick had picked was citrusy and smelled amazing.
I felt cold air on my back and tensed. The air moved when he stepped in behind me. I felt him hover over me, taking up all the remaining space. I closed my eyes tightly. It was really hard not to get the wrong idea when he did stuff like this. But I had to remind myself that some Dahk biology mating call was making him act this way and he didn’t actually want it.
Knowing that didn’t keep my body from reacting to him though. My nipples pebbled, and my body heated. He reached around me and grabbed the bar of soap on the ledge. He brought it up, and I heard him sniff. He made a small, satisfied sound and brought it down on my back. I jumped. He shushed me and circled the soap on my back.
“Don’t,” I begged. He wasn’t being fair.
He ran his hand down my arm and placed the soap in it. I washed myself as quickly as possible, trying my best to ignore him. My discomfort must have been visible enough because I felt him leave. I took a few minutes to shave and brush my teeth. One of my old “boyfriends” used to say it was so gross, but I loved brushing my teeth in the shower.
I turned off the water and peeked around the curtain. I was alone. I dried off with a frayed and scratchy towel then dressed in yellow cotton underwear and the stupid sundress Olynth had picked out. I felt like an idiot wearing it. There was an alien war going on outside, and I rarely wore dresses on a normal day.
It was long, so long I would probably trip on it, but it was thin and soft. Comfortable. It had two slits up the sides that hit me just below my butt. I hesitated walking out of the bathroom with it on, but I wasn’t going out there in a tiny towel.
I watched my feet as I opened the door, then I looked up at Olynth’s low curse. He ran his eyes down my body feverishly, and for the first time, I hated my body. If it didn’t attract him on a base level, he wouldn’t look at me like that and make me feel things he didn’t want me to feel.
He was standing against the wall by the foot of the bed. I stayed still, unsure what to do next. Was he just going to stand there while I slept?
“I was a slave,” he rumbled quietly.
I felt my eyes widen and my mouth drop open.
“Our enemy captured me when I was young. I was on a reconnaissance mission with the warrior I was training with. They caught my team unawares, slaughtered them, and enslaved me. They thought because I was young, I would be easier to handle. A full-grown Dahk would be too strong to keep for long.”
I held my breath as he told me why he denied his feelings for me. I cried two small tears when he told me what they’d done to him, what they’d made him do. The entire time he spoke, he was emotionless. Reciting his past as matter of fact, cold, and detached.
They’d whipped him. He showed me the scars on his back.
They had him fight other species, older and stronger than him, in arenas. The Juldo Battler Games.
He’d had to fight his way out, but for a hundred
years, he was held there. Tortured and abused.
When he was finished, I couldn’t catch my breath.
“Do you see why I deny our mating?” he asked me coldly. I nodded. “The way that I… I cannot without complete control. I will not do that to you.”
I licked my lips and took a hesitant step forward. “But you want to? If we weren’t chosen by your gods or whatever, and you weren’t worried about my safety… would you—want me? If I weren’t your Pythe?”
He clenched his jaw and nodded stiffly.
I blew out a breath. That was what had worried me most. That I was developing feelings for these two guys when they had no choice but to feel what they did for me. That they wouldn’t choose me without something doing it for them. I didn’t know how Fihk felt, but knowing Olynth didn’t only like me because his body told him to was a relief.
“We don’t have a Pythe or Pythen on Earth. Humans choose their mates. It’s not a demanding, um, instinct telling them who to choose. We can choose and then choose again. Some people mate for life, but they don’t have to.” I hoped I was explaining it right. He was stiff and watched me warily. “I guess what I’m trying to say is, feelings develop over time. They can be shallow or deep. Or not there at all.”
“I nor Fihk could allow you to mate another male,” he growled.
“That’s, that’s not what I mean.” I laughed, frustrated, and yanked on my wet hair. “When those feelings are strong, we don’t want another male.” I peeked at him, embarrassed I was going to tell him this. “I feel those things for you.”
He straightened and fisted his hands. “And Fihk?”
I bit my lip and looked away. “I like him a lot. But the feelings―they’re not the same. What I feel for you is different from what I feel for him, but it’s strong for both of you.”
Fihk made me mad, and so did Olynth, but Fihk was more like sparring, where Olynth made me so mad I thought I would explode with it.
Fihk was sweet and made me feel all kinds of butterflies in my stomach, where Olynth was rough and possessive and made me feel as if I’d been run over by a truck.
They both filled little pieces of me that were hollow in different ways. Each of them gave me something the other didn’t. I couldn’t choose between them, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.
I didn’t know if that was wrong or not. But I couldn’t help it.
“Say something,” I begged. I couldn’t handle another rejection from him. I didn’t think I would ever be able to look at him again.
He heaved through his nose and gnashed his teeth. “I do not deserve your feelings.”
I took another step forward. “Why? Are you a bad guy, er, Dahk? Do you want to hurt me? Because if I’m right, I think you have feelings for me too.”
“It is not that simple. I would never hurt you, and that is why I deny myself.”
“You won’t hurt me,” I said firmly. I knew he wouldn’t, no matter what he believed.
“It will be beyond my control.”
I smiled at him. “Big guy, you’ve been fighting that mating rage for days when Fihk couldn’t hold back longer than a minute. You are the definition of control.”
He didn’t answer.
I was going to have to prove it to him. “I’m going to come to you now,” I told him, determined. “I’m going to touch you. If you don’t want that, you need to tell me now.”
His chest heaved, but he didn’t tell me no.
I swallowed heavily and walked to him. I was shaking from fear and not for the reasons he would assume. I feared I would touch him and he would push me away again.
“Don’t push me away,” I whispered and grabbed his wrist.
He shuddered when I put his hand against my waist, but he didn’t stop me. So I did it to the other one. When he still didn’t push me away, I watched his face closely and backed away, holding his hands to me. I backed to the bed and knelt there, pulling him with me.
We knelt for a minute in silence. Only my hands on his. His hands contracted and released my waist several times, but other than that, he was as still as stone. I shuffled closer to him, our eyes connected.
“I’m going to kiss you,” I whispered. I curled a hand around his head and straightened. But I didn’t pull his head to mine. I let him come to me.
When he finally did, I wanted to shout in victory. Instead, I watched his hesitant eyes and feathered my lips over his. I backed away, waiting for his reaction, then sighed when he repeated me.
We touched our lips back and forth, lightly. Softly.
His hands wandered, but I kept mine on his shoulder and the back of his head. He slid his hands up my sides and back down. One met the slit in the side of my dress and slid under it. He moved it up my thigh and around to flatten against the small of my back. He pulled me closer until I was pressed against him.
I licked my lips, accidentally grazing his. He made a sexy masculine sound and slid his tongue in my mouth. I let him lead, licking into my mouth, exploring the roof and inside of my lips.
It wasn’t long before I was squirming and panting. His hand moved down and into my underwear, palming my ass. His other hand moved to the side of my breast, his thumb grazing my nipple over the silky fabric. But he was mostly silent and stiff. I knew he was fighting himself. I needed to show him he had control, that he could let go and dominate me instead.
I kissed him one more time, deeply, savoring him, then I turned. His hands slid with me, so he was palming my breast in one hand and my thigh in the other. I leaned back against him and turned my forehead into his neck. He bent down and caught my lips again.
We kissed like that for a while, until both of his hands were under the dress and roaming all over my body. My heart was hammering, and my belly and lower was warm and tingling. I felt how hard he was against my back, but he didn’t do anything with it. Just knelt still and stiff.
“You’re not going to hurt me,” I said into his mouth and pushed forward. His hands fell away as I folded over the bed, my hands sliding up to hold onto the end. I laid my cheek flat on the mattress and closed my eyes, waiting.
The anticipation was something I had never felt before. I had never done this with a man. Given him complete control. But I would do it for Olynth.
He heaved and made frustrated sounds behind me, but I stayed still. Waiting for him.
Finally, finally, his hands slid up the backs of my legs, over my ass, and to my waist. He bent over me and growled in my ear, “I may not be able to stop.”
“I won’t want you to,” I promised.
“I cannot give you what Fihk can. I cannot give you gentle.”
“I don’t need you to,” I promised again.
He growled and made a sexy humming noise in the back of his throat. My chest heaved, and my toes curled. Suddenly my dress was pushed up to my chest, and my panties were ripped from my bottom. My nails curled into the mattress and I held perfectly still. His clawed hands palmed my ass and squeezed tightly, spreading them. I let out another shaky breath.
“This was how a male would take his Pythe in the time before the Old King. He would mount her. My brave little warrior, you would let me do this?”
I nodded and squeezed my eyes shut. His thumbs scraped down the sides of my labia, and I whimpered.
“I have not touched another since I was a slave,” he growled, and my heart beat wildly. “I have not tasted a female ever.”
Something wet touched where his thumbs held me open, and I cried out in surprise. He shoved his tongue inside me, and I shouted. My legs tensed and shook.
“Still,” he growled into my skin.
I nodded frantically and sagged against the mattress as he ran his tongue farther up. He hit my clit, and I cried out again, squirming. His hand smacked my thigh, and I yelped.
“Still,” he snarled.
I bit the inside of my arm and tensed all of my limbs, determined to give him what he needed.
He licked me again and rewarded me when I didn’t move. He licked my clit in fast little circles, lashing at it. I cried out into my arm and tears leaked from my eyes, but I didn’t move.
“The taste of you.” He snarled and sucked my clit. “I will taste nothing else.”
He wielded his fangs, and I lost all sense of time. It took everything inside me to stay still as he lashed at me, eating me with a fervor that brought me over the edge again and again. I was sobbing when he backed away. He was snarling and growling as he tore off his pants. His dick slapped against my ass, and I tensed at his size. He was almost larger than Fihk.
His chest heaved against my back, but he pressed his lips to my ear, his fangs biting in the curves. “Ruhasha?”
“I’m okay,” I breathed. “Please.” Don’t keep making me wait.
He curled around me, his head above mine, his thighs between mine, and his arms braced above me. I trembled when he spread my thighs wider, but he didn’t reprimand me. He lifted one hand and placed himself at my entrance.
I turned my head, seeking him. He looked in my eyes, his burning with emotion. He kissed me and let me eat at his lips. I was frantically devouring him, and he growled at my desperation, meeting it. He bit my lip, stinging it, and thrust inside me. Stretching me painfully.
I cried out in his mouth. He roared and threw his head back. His claws pierced the bedding, and his hips lunged forward so far, I was pushed up the bed. Hands yanked my hips back roughly, and I cried out again.
I looked back at him and watched as my big guy disappeared and a beast, hell-bent on dominating me, took him over. He pounded inside me again and again, bruising my thighs and ass, and I loved every second of it.
There was no way I could stay still. I shook and trembled underneath him, shouting his name and nonsense words. He roared and snarled back. His hands curled around my waist, one hand spreading my ass wide and the other curling around my shoulder and thrusting me back against him. My legs gave out, and I slid flat against the bed. He followed me down and bit my shoulder. It stung, badly, but he was thrusting and teasing me in just the right place, killing me.
I felt myself falling over. The base of him rubbed against my clit, and I screamed into my arm, shaking and crying as I flew apart.
I came down as he snarled into my neck. He gave one last thrust and roared, filling me with heat. I breathed deeply and trembled under him as he relaxed on top of me.
“Ruhasha?” he asked, his voice guttural and worried.
“Hey,” I whispered.
He lifted and felt me up and down. His hands slowly moved from frantic to soft and soothing. I melted into the mattress. I rolled over under him and stretched with a silly grin.
He searched my eyes, his expression tortured. My smile melted away.
“Hey,” I whispered again and hesitantly put my arms around his shoulders.
He shoved his face into the mattress above mine and curled around me. I moved my palms up and down his shoulders and above his wings, to his neck and back down, as he trembled. The bumps of his scars burned my hands, and I squeezed my eyes shut, holding back a flood of tears.
“You’re okay, we’re okay,” I murmured soothingly.
We stayed like that as I fell asleep, my hands still smoothing over his skin.
I was out when he stopped trembling, so I didn’t hear him whisper a prayer to his ancestors, thanking them for me.
I didn’t feel him leave the bed to get a cloth and clean me.
I didn’t feel him kiss my thighs and chest, whispering words of love and possession.
I didn’t know it was the first peaceful night he had slept since his captivity.
Not a single memory haunting him.
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I woke to him curled around me from behind.
A tray of food had been left inside the door. I should have been embarrassed to have been caught by whoever left it, but I was too content. I just hoped it wasn’t my brother. That would be embarrassing. Plus, he’d be pissed Olynth didn’t ask permission first.
I snickered to myself, waking the big guy. His lips caressed my naked shoulder, and I smiled. I was warm, cocooned in his wings. At least no one had seen my naked bits.
“Morning,” I whispered.
He nipped at my neck then turned me over to face him.
I searched his face for any regrets. There were none. He looked like Olynth but didn’t. He was softer, less cold or something. Less angry somehow.
Poor guy had needed release. I didn’t know how I hadn’t noticed it before. He bent and nipped at my lips. I opened for him. We made out slowly, leisurely. He eventually rolled me over and fell between my legs.
“I have to check on my brother,” I said against his mouth as he ground his hips into mine.
“I did earlier. He is fine, reading with the young female. Tohn watches over them with Gunnor and Oren,” he murmured and licked down my neck. He must have brought the food when he came back to bed. That was a relief. “I will have you this morn.”
He nipped at my breast, and I laughed. I wasn’t going to argue. He had a lot of time to make up for. I was more than happy to be the one he did it with.
He moved down my body, nipping and licking as he went. Something soft and long trailed up my belly, and I looked down. It was a piece of the sheet he had shredded the night before. At least there was some still under me. I didn’t want to think about what had been on this bed before us. But I had slept in worse in the beginning weeks.
“What’s that for?” I asked breathlessly as he ran a knuckle between my spread legs.
He grinned wickedly, sat up, and leaned over me. My hands were pulled above my head, and he tied them together with the scrap. Then he anchored it onto the pipe that ran along the bottom of the floor, probably for the water.
I tested it. I couldn’t get free. He’d tied them tightly. His eyes burned with intensity as he gazed down at me trapped under him.
I only wished Fihk were here to see it. He would have loved to have me like this.
My stomach turned. Olynth saw it.
“What is it?” He went to untie me, but I shook my head, stopping him.
“I don’t want to make you angry.”
“You could not, ruhasha.”
I raised my brows.
“Not here, not with this,” he added.
Yeah, I could piss him off a lot of other ways. I would probably enjoy it. But I had a feeling what I was going to say would too.
He noted my hesitation and pushed his face close to mine, kissing my lips softly. “Tell me.”
“It’s about Fihk.” I winced. But he didn’t recoil as I thought he would. I licked my lips and looked away, at his shoulder. “I was thinking about him when you tied me up.” I hesitantly looked back at him, and though his jaw was clenched, he didn’t look as mad as I’d thought he would. “I don’t know how to be with both of you.”
I didn’t know if he would let me. But I couldn’t push Fihk away for Olynth. I didn’t want to. But I worried about hurting them.
He sighed and looked at the wall above me. “He is aware that you and I are Pythe and Pythen.”
I nodded. But I didn’t really know how he felt about it. I knew Fihk had left with the intention of Olynth and me working things out, but how did I navigate two completely different relationships?
“This has not happened before, one Pythe for two Dahk, and you are human.” He looked back down at me. “I cannot say it will not be difficult for us all, but you are mine as well as his. I imagine the right answers will come in time.”
“Look at all those words, big guy. I didn’t think you knew so many,” I teased.
He growled playfully and nipped at my belly. “You must not fear speaking of him around me. I know this is difficult for you. Fihk and I will discuss how to handle our mating.”
I raised my brow. “Are you serious? I’m not going to let you guys decide everything for me.”
He grinned, and I blinked in shock. He rarely showed a smile if he wasn’t killing something. “I would not expect you to, little warrior. I meant Fihk and I will learn how to handle our instincts in regard to you. Neither of us will allow our jealousies to taint you.”
“I want to know how to make you both happy,” I told him earnestly.
It was great and all that they were going to try to not kill each other, but I didn’t want to hurt either of them. But what else could I do? We were mated now. There was no getting out of it. I didn’t know all the details, but I could guess. This was it. I was stuck with them. But that wasn’t so scary anymore. I kind of liked them. More than liked.
“You already do,” he murmured and licked my belly button. “Now quiet. I may be aware of your other mate, but I will not have you speaking of him while I bring you to release.”
He nipped down my hips and shoved his face between my legs. I tensed and whimpered when he sucked on my clit. I sagged against the bed, tensing when I went to reach for him and was stopped by the strap. My legs curled up, and my feet dug into his shoulders. He slapped the inside of my thigh, and I whined.
“Still,” he growled into my skin, spreading my thighs wide.
I cursed when he chuckled and licked me. He teased me again and again, not letting me come. I was a writhing mess with several red marks on the insides of my thighs by the time he moved above me. My wrists were sore and chafed, but I dared not say anything for fear he would untie me. It was the most erotic thing I had ever experienced.
I had a feeling a lot more restraints were in our future.
He pulled my legs up to my chest and spread them as wide as they would go. They ached, but I was distracted by him kneeling between them. His dick was an angry dark purple. Beads of moisture ran down the sides, and I licked my lips. He watched my mouth with an intense hunger, but he didn’t give me what I wanted.
I bowed up, curling to get to him, and he slapped me between my legs. I shouted, and he growled.
“Quiet. The humans are awake. I do not want my Dahk to hear your hungry noises, ruhasha.”
I bit my lip and begged him with my eyes. He gnashed his teeth and palmed me, his thumb dipping and circling my clit. My head hung back, and I rolled my hips as he worked me to climax again. I was just about to go over the edge when he stopped. I went to shout at him again, but his tongue invaded my mouth.
I kissed him with desperation, begging him with my tongue to let me come. He growled and thrust inside me, stretching me wide.
I bit his bottom lip, drawing blood. I licked my lips, tasting him. His eyes flashed to mine and heated, filling with something primal and dark. He bit me back, drawing blood and licking it, then withdrew his hips to thrust back inside. He sat up and watched me as he pounded inside me. My breasts shook with every drive of his cock, and my nipples hardened into points.
I was gasping and whimpering, needing to scream his name. He snarled and growled, uncaring who heard him. I felt every one of his ridges as he dragged them inside me.
I needed to come. Badly.
He felt my need and pinched my clit between his knuckles, watching my face intently. I made a frustrated sound and pulled against my restraints. He bent over me and snarled in my face, twisting my clit painfully. My toes curled and I gasped, arching against the bed, driving down onto him, coming and coming and coming.
I trembled, my arms quaking and my thighs shaking. His hands squeezed the backs of my thighs and lifted them up to my chest as he drilled into me erratically. I called his name breathlessly, and he snarled, pulsing inside me.
He tore my wrists free, slashing the cloth with a claw. Then he dropped onto the bed and pulled me on top of him. I lay there, spread out on him, breasts to chest, belly to belly, catching my breath. The sweat on my skin cooled, making me shiver. Olynth’s hands came up and moved over my skin.
My head spun, and I winced, confused. “Wha―” My stomach heated and turned over.
I was asleep a second later.
When I woke again, it was dark outside, and I was alone.
I jumped from the bed and teetered on my feet. My balance was off, and I felt strangely light-headed. The bites on my neck and lip were warm and swollen. I prodded them curiously. I barely remembered him biting me, let alone hard enough to leave a wound.
My stomach growled loudly. I hadn’t eaten since the morning before. I jumped in the shower and dressed in jeans before running out of the room. I ran into the doorjamb painfully then booked it down the hall.
I was sick with worry. How could I have slept for so long? How could I have left my brother alone in a compound with a bunch of suspicious assholes? I came to a halt outside Nick’s room. Nathan’s laugh rang out, along with Star’s. I peeked inside, sagging at the sight of him. He was standing against the wall, clutching his stomach and staring at Kil.
“Hello, sleeping beauty.” Kil grinned at me and wiggled his brows.
“You slept a long time,” Nathan murmured.
I smiled wanly and walked to him. He smiled at me and returned my hug.
“I suppose it was stress perhaps? Too much spirited activity?” Kil’s grin kicked up, and he meaningfully looked me up and down.
I shot him a dirty look.
“I was worried,” Nate said. “I thought you weren’t hurt.”
“I wasn’t. I’m fine.” I fidgeted as Kil’s leer beat against the side of my face. I imagined shoving my boot up his ass.
He choked a startled laugh. He should stay out of my mind.
I was getting used to the little tickle that came from his probing. It was easier to detect. Not to mention it was creepy and rude.
A large hand curled around my waist from behind. I turned and looked up at Olynth. His face was soft, but he was searching my eyes strangely. I wrinkled my eyebrows. He blinked, and the strange guarded worry was gone from his face.
“Where did you go?” I whispered.
“You needed rest,” he rumbled, low. He bent and whispered his lips over mine.
Nathan looked between us. His jaw dropped, and his face twisted. “Gross,” he muttered and walked away.
Star giggled.
I turned to Nick. “You okay?”
He groaned but smiled. “I’m too old for this shit. Doc says I’ll be good as new in a few days.”
“His hard head saved him,” Linda said as she breezed into the room with a tray of food.
My stomach growled again. Olynth’s hand convulsed on it.
“Beautiful,” Nick greeted her with a silly grin.
Star and Nate gagged. Linda blushed.
“You weren’t the only one receiving a healing touch.” Kil smirked.
I looked between Linda and Nick, my smile splitting my face. Nick’s hand moved to her ass as she put his tray on his lap. She swatted his hand away with a scowl and reluctant smile.
“Dad,” Star whined and ran out of the room.
“Everyone out, he needs rest,” Linda said.
Nick winked at Kil when the pirate sent him a knowing look. I watched Nick reach for a bowl of soup, and I rubbed my stomach.
Olynth scowled at my hand. “You need sustenance.”
“Indeed she does after her recent activities.” Kil chuckled as he walked out of the room.
Did I have a sign on my forehead or something? I did it with an alien!
Olynth kept his arm around me as he guided me out of the room, and Kil caught my eyes. I guessed Olynth’s newfound confidence gave us away.
We walked to a small cafeteria, where we found Oren and Tohn. They were arguing and fighting over a small bag of something.
“What’s that?” Nate asked them.
“I brought back a few of your more pleasurable human foods.” Kil slapped Oren on the back and tossed him another bag.
The Kilbus grinned and tore it open, releasing the other to Tohn, who did the same.
I raised a brow at them. “Peanuts?”
“Isth hat whut thss ahr?” Tohn asked around a mouthful. He had dumped the entire bag in his mouth.
I shook my head and walked to the counter where all the new food was lined up and grabbed a jar of peanut butter. “Try this.”
I handed them each a spoonful. Tohn and Oren looked at it skeptically.
“Trust me.”
They hesitated but shoved the spoons in their mouths. Nathan snickered. Tohn’s eyes lit up as his mouth moved before twisting into horror. Oren hummed then choked.
I laughed. “You were supposed to lick it.” Not that I would have warned them ahead of time. It was too good an opportunity.
The kids dissolved into a fit of giggles as the aliens fought with their mouths. Tohn had to claw the peanut butter from the roof of his mouth while Kil watched them with distracted amusement.
“Where did you go?” Did you find her? I wanted to ask, but I had a feeling she would be here if he had, whoever she was.
Kil’s haunted eyes turned to me, and I had to look away from the pain in them. “No.”
The kids traded off feeding the aliens different human foods. I was sucking peanut butter off my finger when Olynth snatched it away and brought it to his mouth. I watched, slack-jawed, as his fangs scraped down either side of my finger. I sighed something unintelligible, and he grinned.
Nathan shoved himself between us and faced off against Olynth. The big guy watched my brother with curious frustration.
“You like my sister?” he asked and straightened his little body. Olynth nodded once. “Are you guys, like, together now?”
Olynth looked at me and back down but didn’t answer him. My stomach turned over. Were we? I thought after last night he wanted to be my mate, but he was so hot and cold, I didn’t want to get the wrong idea again.
“She is my mate,” he finally said.
“Fihk is her mate too, right?” Nathan fidgeted but stared him down.
“Yes.”
“And you’re okay with that?” Nathan asked suspiciously.
“Nate,” I warned. I loved that he wanted to stand up for me, fight for my honor or something, but it wasn’t his place. I was the adult. He was just a kid.
“No,” Olynth rumbled.
My eyes shot to his face. He was scowling at Nate.
“They said you can’t change it, and Fihk likes her too,” Nathan said knowingly. As if he had confirmation of Fihk’s feelings. It rankled. Had Fihk talked to my brother about me? When?
“I will do nothing to change her mating bond to Fihk, but I still do not like his claim on her.”
Nate nodded as though he agreed. “Are you and Fihk going to take her to your world?”
My eyes bulged. How had that not occurred to me? Here I was sleeping with them, and I had no idea what the consequences would be.
“I would not have,” Olynth said slowly, and I held my breath. “But Fihk has a House on Home World. He would be missed. You and your Bahyly are the last of your House here, correct?”
Nate nodded. “Yeah, it’s just us.”
“They would welcome you there. You would no longer be in danger and would want for nothing.”
“And you?” Nate asked, his eyes sparking.
“I have no House. I would stay here with you if that was what you preferred. I cannot speak for Fihk.”
Did that mean Olynth didn’t have any family? I hadn’t asked him last night. Where were his parents when he was enslaved? He didn’t have anybody back home missing him?
“It would be cool to live on an alien planet,” Nathan said thoughtfully.
I choked on a sharp breath. Live there? Olynth watched him silently.
Nate sighed. “I guess you’re cool if you promise not to hurt her.”
Olynth bowed his head, thumped his chest, and caught my eyes. “I would give my life for her.”
I sucked in a breath. Nate nodded and held out his hand. Olynth looked at it.
Nate grinned and grabbed Olynth’s hand and shook it. “She’s all yours.”
I gasped in outrage and pulled him into a headlock. “Trying to get rid of me, kid?”
“Yeah,” he laughed. “You’re cramping my style, Bails.”
After tossing his hat onto the floor, I roughed up his hair. He shouted in outrage and shoved me away.
“She’s cranky in the mornings, and watch her when she’s on the rag. She cries over everything and gains ten pounds.”
Star gasped, and Kil guffawed. Tohn, Oren, and Olynth looked at Nate in alarm.
“Don’t worry, dude, I’ll teach you all my tricks. Get her a bucket of ice cream, and get a pair of headphones. Just drown her out. She’ll give up on her nagging and lock herself in her room.”
“You little―” I chased him from the room as he laughed his ass off.
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The next few days went by uneventfully.
A few Vitat came knocking with their typical screeching, scaring the crap out of the soldiers, but the Dahk took them out like they were annoying little flies.
Most of the soldiers grew less wary and more respectful as it became clear the Dahk were useful and just wanted to help. But a few still watched our group with nothing but hate.
The big guy didn’t let those ones anywhere near us.
A few civilians were hiding out in the compound. Tohn had found them hiding in a small building when he had the Dahk search every inch of the compound, not waiting to see if the humans were hiding anything nefarious. The humans were mad at first, but Tohn found the civilians and looked at the soldiers like, “See? You're untrustworthy.” I couldn’t really blame them, I probably would have hidden them too.
There was a small family of four—a mother and father and their two little girls—and a bunch of others, a mix of all ages. Some family, most alone. People who had lost everyone they loved in the invasion. Star spent her time with them, reading to the youngest girls and playing with them. Nate followed around a young boy a little older than him. Linda and Nick watched them both—in between flirting with each other and helping some of the soldiers with the compound’s upkeep.
Tohn and Oren headed the watch cycle of both the Dahk and the humans. Tohn was in charge of the Dahk, Oren the humans. The soldiers didn’t dare argue as the intimidating Kilbus towered over them with a warning in his eyes. We had learned he could control minds like Kil when two men tried to fight each other over a woman who had been sleeping with them both. One hand raised, and they were both frozen for an hour.
No one tried anything around Oren after that.
Kil disappeared again one night. Vylbor and the Xixin had been underground, watching the video feeds of the camps, since we arrived. Vylbor was relaying information to Fihk while Mufasa—we still didn’t know his name—searched the government’s files for something. One day he called Kil down there, then the pirate lord was gone. We hadn’t seen him since.
Vylbor said Fihk had ordered, with Burin’s help, all the military camps in the United States and across the world to take in the survivors the Dahk rescued as they battled the Vitat. Dahk were bringing them in by the truckloads. But we hadn’t seen any yet, and I had to wonder if that was Fihk’s doing. If he purposely hadn’t opened this compound to the survivors after the asshats attacked us on the road.
If he didn’t trust them.
I was just relieved there were survivors to save. It was amazing and sent so much hope coursing through me. We were surviving, and the Vitat were losing. Our future, for the first time, didn’t look so hopeless. So bleak.
Olynth called Fihk throughout the day, getting updates on the war both down here on Earth and in space. But when Olynth wasn’t discussing strategy with Fihk, he was giving orders to Tohn and Oren, leading them.
As for me? I took a watch with Tohn, sometimes Gunnor, during the day. Olynth wouldn’t let me pair up with anyone else. We rarely left the compound like the Dahk did, just stood at a tower or walked the balconies at the top of the walls. It was boring most of the time, but we occasionally caught sight of a Dahk or Kilbus ship chasing a Vitat ship, and that was scary and awesome at the same time.
The Dahk ships took the Vitat down with lasers, while the Kilbus used missiles and some weird sonic blast. One day, one crashed about a mile from our compound, and Olynth sent a group to scout the site and take out any Vitat that may have survived.
But my nights—they were anything but boring. I barely got in my room each night before the big guy was on me. He always dominated me, whether it was with his hands or the restraints he made out of random materials.
His favorite was my belt.
The night before, he’d laid me down and let me pet his muscular body for a long time. He was teasing me with a knuckle, driving me insane, and I was grasping at his dick, jerking him, loving his masculine growls. He let me get so damn close before he demanded I lie down and not move. Then he tortured me for an hour, bringing me to the peak only to take it away if I made a move or a sound.
He flipped me onto my belly when it was clear I was too worked up to listen and tied my arms behind my back with the belt. Then he decided to explore my ass. In every way.
I had welts on my ass cheeks and thighs when I woke up. His punishment for my inability to stay still. I couldn’t help it though. No girl could stay still with a tongue in her ass.
I shifted uncomfortably. They stung every time I moved, but it only turned me on. Bringing back vivid memories. I looked around the watchtower I was currently standing in. Tohn was on the balcony beside the tower, a few feet away, talking with Oren. It was late afternoon, and Olynth was outside the compound with the other Dahk. I couldn’t wait to get back to our room. I had a special fantasy I wanted to tell him all about.
But even though things were so much better—we felt safe and could sleep through the night—something was missing for me.
Unbelievably, I missed Fihk.
He was supposed to be back by now. At least that was what Olynth had said. But Fihk was tied up dealing with Tahk’s council, who wanted to abandon us to the Vitat. They sounded like a bunch dill-weeds. I was sure there was more going on in the Dahks’ administration, with their king and their decision to help us, but it seemed heartless to back out now. Tohn and Olynth said they were so close to defeating the Vitat.
Hell, we could see the explosions in the sky at night. The Vitat ships dropping like flies. It was only a matter of time before the Vitat mothership surrendered or fled. Why leave us now? When we were so close?
It didn’t seem right. But maybe that was the near-extinction-human in me talking.
We had a lot more to lose than the Vitat, but the Dahk were the ones risking themselves for us. And for what? Our government couldn’t help and had thrown up roadblock after roadblock before Fihk stole Burin. I didn’t think the assholes hating on the Dahk fully realized what they were sacrificing for us. I knew there had to have been losses. There always were in war. I was too afraid to ask Olynth how many the Dahk had lost for us.
Olynth looked up and caught my eyes, smirking. I smirked back. His hand lifted to his ear and his brow furrowed as he spoke into it. I wondered if it was Fihk, telling him he was coming back. It filled me with equal anticipation and nerves.
I sighed and turned back to the woods, scanning them. I squinted. It was quiet, too quiet.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tohn and Oren tense. They turned to the woods and scanned them. The soldiers felt the sudden change and lifted their rifles. I watched as one Dahk outside the compound walked toward the woods, his nose in the air and his eyes scanning every tree. Olynth looked up, dropping his hand from his ear, and shouted at the Dahk.
Tohn shouted something back. I couldn’t understand either of them. My ears were full and pounding with the beat of my heart. My chest heaved. I lifted my gun. Something was coming.
Something bad.
My name was shouted, and I looked down. Olynth was looking up at me in horror, shouting my name. I blinked away a haze of terror.
One second everything was silent and still, and the next the air exploded with sound.
The trees a few yards away swayed and cracked, falling by the dozen. Olynth shouted again and ran for the tower I was in, his wings spreading wide. Something blasted, ringing my ears, and I saw a bright light flare out of the trees and into the side of the compound wall.
The ground beneath my feet shook, throwing me into the wall. I cried out as my side slammed into the concrete, nearly snapping my spine. I fell face down, holding my side. Another blast hit the wall, and I grasped my gun that fell on the floor.
Another blast hit closer to me, vibrating the broken rocks by my face, tossing them in different directions. A piece of the tower’s dome broke and slammed into the tower floor a few inches from my face. I threw myself backward and stood on shaky legs, swaying toward the tower's ladder.
My ears popped, and screams filtered in. I gasped—my brother was down there! I barely felt anything but terror as I threw myself down the ladder. My fingers slipped with every explosion, but I held on and kept climbing down.
Debris smacked into my face, and I blinked away hot smoke. A loud buzz filled the air to my right, and I turned as another blast slammed into the side of the compound that my ladder was next to. It threw me backward through the air and singed my shirt and skin beneath it.
My stomach flew up in my throat. Someone snarled my name from above me, and I slammed into the ground. I coughed and lay there, stunned, my back exploding in pain. I hadn’t fallen far, but the blast had propelled me, forcing me to hit harder than I should have. Hands yanked me up, and I was folded into Olynth’s arms, then we were flying through the air. I held on tight as he rocketed toward the center of the compound.
“Nate,” I gasped.
“I see him,” he snarled.
I twisted and looked over my shoulder. Nathan was running toward us, soot and blood coating his face, a fire at his back. Olynth dove and snatched him up in his other arm. I squeezed Nathan to me, folding what I could of my body over him as explosions blasted around us. Hot wind whipped my face and arms as Olynth dove downward, avoiding bright blasts of laser fire. He slammed into the ground and ducked inside a door, shouting and snarling in his earpiece. I couldn’t hear him over Nate’s screams and the screams of those behind us.
I held onto him as Olynth jumped from a railing, falling down and down into the center of the underground stairwell. He bypassed every step, falling between the railings, his wings folded but curved, slowing us. Still, we hit the bottom hard, jarring my teeth.
I blinked as people pushed past us from the stairwell, screaming and crying as they tripped down the stairs. Olynth shoved them away with his body and headed toward the bunker doors where Vylbor stood, yanking people inside.
Olynth stormed inside and dropped us gently on the ground. His hands came up and framed my face tightly. His eyes were wild and filled with fear. “Where are you hurt?”
“My back,” I gasped. It felt like it was shattered.
His hands moved down my spine gently, probing it. I ignored the burn in my arm and side and sagged against him, relieved I could feel his hands. I had thought I might have been paralyzed after that fall, but I felt the pain from his touch, and I was standing on my own.
“Vylbor,” Olynth boomed, his voice bleeding with rage. “She is hurt. Check them over.” Then he looked back at me. “I have to return topside. Stay here.” He shoved his face into mine and his hands convulsed on my jaw and cheeks. “Do. Not. Leave.”
I nodded fast and stood still as he pressed a fierce kiss to my lips. “Be careful.”
He bared his clenched teeth in my face and shoved them into my neck as he inhaled me. Then he was gone.
I looked around in a daze as my brother clenched my shirt and cried. So many people were shoved in the room with us, barely standing room. But I couldn’t find the faces I was looking for. Vylbor was talking to me as he prodded my wounds and Nathan’s, but I didn’t feel a thing as I searched more frantically. Where were they?
My name was shouted and I turned, spotting Linda running into the room. She barreled into me, hugging Nate and me tightly. I looked over her shoulder as Nick ran in, shoving people aside and shouting for his daughter.
“I couldn’t find her,” Nathan mumbled, crying. “I couldn’t find her.”
I shushed him, and Nick looked at him horrified. Nick turned and tried to run back out of the room, but the Xixin was now there, blocking the way.
“You cannot leave, human,” he rumbled, low and broken. His voice was garbled. I could barely understand his words.
Nick shouted and twisted, trying to shove him out of the way. “Star’s still up there! My daughter’s up there!”
Nathan sobbed harder. The Xixin kept Nick back with a hard face, unmoving. Nick roared and rammed him, unwilling to give up.
“Linda, go to him,” I told her as she cried with her hands over her mouth.
She nodded and stood beside him, whispering and holding his face. He shouted at her, and she took his anger, still whispering to him.
Boom after boom shook the room and I looked up, worried we would be trapped down here. Caved in.
“What happened?” someone shouted.
Others shouted back, bewildered and afraid.
“It was the Dahk!” Whispers and denials answered him, but the man jumped on a chair, his face red and covered in soot. “I saw the ship. It was a Dahk ship!”
Vylbor ignored the accusing eyes and patched up a cut on my brother's arm. Then he turned to the nearest human and checked them for injuries. In a daze, I watched as Vylbor got closer and closer to the screens in the back of the room. Then my feet were moving.
Closer to the screens.
My eyes widened on them, and a hush fell over the room. All eyes on the screens. There were dozens and dozens of compounds like this one. I didn’t know where they were, but some were in the woods like ours, while others were in fields, cities, and towns. Some were heavily fortified with stone walls, but most were crude and made out of scrap metal and buses.
But all were filled with screaming people and fire.
It wasn’t just us.
All of them. Every. Single. One. Was under attack.
Dahk ships were blasting their walls and the people inside. The feed was fuzzy but the Dahk ships’ black, sleek shape was unmistakable.
The people around me screamed and shouted, but they didn’t see. They didn’t see all the Dahk running around, plucking humans from the ground, and flying them to safety. They didn’t see the Dahk falling from their own ships’ attacks. Dying.  
They only saw the Dahk attacking.
Vylbor was shoved away from the injured soldiers he was trying to help. He and the Xixin backed away against the door, snarling.
Guns were raised while others scrambled for any weapon they could find. Poles and knives. They threw things at the aliens: keyboards, computer monitors, coffee mugs, and computer chairs. Vylbor and Mufasa blocked the attacks, but they were outnumbered.
I shoved Nathan at Linda and moved through the room. “Go!” I shouted. Vylbor snarled and blocked something as it came flying at my head. I pushed him toward the door. “Go, you have to go.”
“No,” he bellowed, reaching for me.
The Xixin opened the door and pulled Vylbor through, slamming it behind them. Something crashed into the door from behind me.
“They trapped us in here!”
“We’re going to die down here!”
“You let them go!” A man pointed at me menacingly.
“She’s with them!”
“She fucks one of them!”
I backed away. I looked at Nick as his eyes widened from across the room.
Several men advanced on me.
I lifted the knife from my boot and held it in front of me. I was going to have to defend myself.
The lights flickered. Nathan shouted my name, his eyes wide and terrified.
The lights went out just as hands grabbed me.
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I gnashed my teeth as the battleship entered Earth’s atmosphere. Fear, a fear so great I felt enraged by it, gripped me.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” the human male, Fohrrd, muttered beside me.
I snarled at him. He backed away with his hands raised.
The emissary had arrived earlier in the day as I prepared to return to my mate. They came with Ignyt and his warrior crew. Prepared to interrogate and imprison Tahk’s council. Fohrrd and Cohlt traveled with them.
But I had no time for the humans and the human mule, Booboo.
The council had been aware of the king’s enforcer arriving.
Someone had betrayed King Uthyf and informed the council of their fate.
They were prepared for Ignyt’s arrival and gave order of a plan that had been in place long before King Aryx met his death.
A plan erected in secret. Without Tahk’s or my knowledge.
Enemy Dahk, embedded in our own militia, were ordered to initiate the attack on the humans before Ignyt and the emissary could dock on Dahk One.
So many under my command, dozens and dozens of them, boarded their flyers and targeted the humans’ army camps. There was no warning, not enough time to evacuate them. I had comm’d Olynth just as the compound housing my mate was attacked by my own Dahk.
I did not know what had become of them. The comm was cut after he shouted her name in pure terror. No communication had come in from the camps on Earth as I boarded a flight. Urgency and terror for my mate fueled my every action.
I ordered Ignyt to imprison the council as planned and to get any information possible, any way possible. I knew several Dahk boarded the flight at my back, as well as the human Fohrrd, but I did not spare them a glance. All over Dahk One, ships were abandoning their fight against the Vitat and shooting for Earth, an attempt to save the Dahk falling at their brethren’s hands.
The Kilbus were left to fight the Vitat on their own, the Kilbus Lord ordering them from somewhere on Earth.
My pilot guided the battleship to Earth with urgency, the ship shaking from the reckless descent. My crazed eyes searched the ground as we flew over the location of the human camp. It was burning. The walls destroyed.
A small Dahk flyer on the far side was firing its cannons at the Dahk flying and snapping up injured humans. Saving them.
“Destroy them,” I snarled, and my pilot looked back in alarm. “Now!”
He did not wait. He fired on the small flyer, blowing it back and engaging it as it fired and attempted to flee.
“Shit,” Fohrrd shouted and held on as we tilted to avoid a blast.
The ship shook as it absorbed the blow into its shield. The Dahk flying outside ducked for cover as the fight ensued. It took three more blasts from my battleship to cripple the flyer’s shield and send it crashing into the ground.
I flew from the bay, not waiting for the ship to land, and dived for the burning camp. Olynth was past a burning dwelling, ordering a group of Dahk shielding a small cluster of humans with their wings while he dug frantically through a pile of rubble.
“Where is she?” I snarled as I landed.
He looked back at the dwelling burning and billowing smoke into the skies. I looked at the fiery pit in terror.
He clasped my shoulder and pointed below it. “She is below ground.”
“Alive?” I asked, guttural, shuddering in fear.
Olynth met my eyes with a bleak look of his own. “When I left, yes.”
“And now?” I barely recognized my own words.
“The ground is volatile. We must dig them out.” He looked away in shame. “I left her.”  
I clutched his shoulder. “You were needed up here. Our Dahk needed your leadership.”
He went back to heaving the hot stones from the crumbled dwelling. Together, we worked with our Dahk, digging out the passage below, revealing a stairwell. It was impeded by debris, broken and dark. I held my fear in check, leading Olynth and the others below. Humans joined us, aiding our efforts. Fohrrd worked beside me, shouting below for survivors.
I did not allow myself to think of my mate as I slowly made my way down. I did not allow myself to think of her sparkling eyes, her expressive face, or her wicked grin. Thinking of nothing but the path before me, I fought the earth as it trapped my mate.
It was spins that felt like dimtides, but at last a passage was cleared and Olynth and I forced our way through. Shouts could be heard from below. But Vylbor and the Xixin met us at the bottom. Vylbor fought the Xixin, snarling as he tried to reach the door. They were both bloodied and panting as Olynth shoved them aside.
Together, Olynth and I tore the door from its hinges and searched the dark room. Our ability to see in the night allowed us to see the tangles of humans attacking our mate. Olynth and I snarled as one and lunged for her.
I tossed the humans aside, uncaring of their safety as I pulled her free. She was trembling against me, a blade in her hand, held in front of her protectively.
“Why?” I thundered, freezing the wild humans.
They dropped their weapons and backed away from me. Their eyes flared on Olynth as he roared in rage.
The human male, Nihk, gasped as he pushed a human male off him and stood on unsteady feet. “They think it was you guys.”
“Why her?” Olynth roared at the humans.
None answered. I searched my mate for injuries. Her plush lip was split, seeping her lifeblood. A bruise formed on her temple. She held her hand protectively over her abdomen. I grazed the wound on her side with my fingertips, feeling wet.
“They stabbed me,” she growled against my chest, wincing as I prodded the injury.
Olynth roared again, and the humans scattered.
“They’re scared,” she said as I bared my fangs at them.
I turned to the Dahk behind me. “Take them. They are to be confined.” The humans shouted until I thundered over them, “Silence!”
The Dahk filed in, corralling the humans as I left with my mate. Tohn came then, locating her companions and brother and urging them to leave.
“Nate,” my mate shouted.
Her brother reached her side as I lifted her in my arms. She clutched his hand and kissed it. I climbed through the broken stairwell and out into the sunlight. Olynth and the others followed as I carried her to the battleship.
“Healer,” I snarled to my Dahk as we boarded.
A novice met us as I laid her on the healer's table. Vylbor worked with him to seal the shallow wound in my mate's side and her numerous other injuries. I watched in silence, alongside Olynth, and seethed.
“What happened?” Olynth growled, his voice coated in rage. He kept his eyes firmly on our mate, tracking her every movement.
“We are divided,” I said hoarsely. “Our brethren have aligned with those who seek to enslave the humans.”
“Then they will die.”




Chapter 23


Bailey




So much for getting away with minor injuries. The assholes below ground stabbed me in my side. With a pen of all things. Not to mention the burn on my arm and side and the fist-sized bruise on my face. I was in pain. There was no ignoring it.
I tried to keep it hidden, for Nate’s sake, as Vylbor and the other Dahk sealed the stab wound and doctored all my cuts and scrapes. But he knew. His bleak eyes said he saw it.
“Star!” Nate shouted.
She and Nick walked into the room, holding each other. Oren was right behind them. Linda choked on a sob and rushed to them. I hadn’t even realized Nick hadn’t followed us into the ship.
“Oren saved her,” Nick said into his daughter's temple, his eyes red and shining.
Nick trembled as he hugged Star. I watched them from the table, trying hard to ignore the two pairs of eyes boring into the side of my face. I hadn’t ever seen either of them so angry, practically frothing at the mouth.
With the exception of Fihk that day at Peyton’s when he found out I was his mate.
I reluctantly glanced at Fihk, meeting his wrathful gaze. His hand trembled as he traced a clawed finger down the bridge of my nose.
“Hey, boss,” I said weakly.
“Sweets,” he murmured and bent over me. He nuzzled my neck and placed a light kiss there.
I sighed and let him inhale my scent. I sat up with his help and held onto his arm as my head spun. Olynth walked around the other side of the cot and held me from behind, nuzzling my other side.
I tripped in and out of consciousness as Fihk filled us in on what had happened. Vylbor patched everyone up as Fihk told us how the council had panicked when the Dahk’s interrogator showed up. Fihk thought they had been planning to wait to make their move until the Vitat were eliminated and the Dahk were distracted by restoring order, but they’d had to change their plans fast when it was clear they were going to get locked up.
I wondered what the plan was. Kill their own and the human army, gather us all up, and what? Ship us off somewhere? Keep us trapped here? What was the point of it all? If they weren’t going to flee Dahk One themselves how did they think it would work? Thay had to have known Fihk and the other Dahk would stop them. Fihk said Ignyt would get those answers and they would pay for their actions.
I tried to stay awake as Fihk ordered Tohn to set a perimeter around what was left of the camp. He ordered the Dahk to patrol the sky for any other enemy Dahk or Vitat, then he comm’d his ship as he held me.
Olynth watched me doze and spoke with the healer in low voices. Then I felt myself being lifted into Olynth’s arms. He walked through the ship and into a room larger than the one I had stayed in before. Nate followed and climbed on the bed with me as Olynth laid me down.
“Rest,” Olynth said in my ear then kissed my lips before backing away and sitting on a soft stool.
Fihk walked into the room, speaking into the device in his ear, and leaned against the wall, watching me. Nathan held my hand in his little one as I fell asleep.
✽✽✽
 
When I woke, Nathan was gone and Fihk had taken his place. He was awake and watching.
“Nate?” I asked groggily.
“He is with Olynth.”
I nodded and relaxed against his chest. “Don’t you have a council to torture, boss?”
“It has been dealt with.”
“How many?” I asked, my voice catching. I didn’t have to clarify.
“Many from both sides. The surviving humans are being transported to safer camps, and the dead are being buried.”
“Yours?”
“We do not bury our dead,” he murmured and ran his hand down my back. “Our dead will be taken back to Home World and the Rite will be performed for them. Their life returned to the ancestors.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. So many had died and for what?
“You have no fault in this,” he said, sounding surprised. “We were betrayed by our own.”
“I’m still sorry you lost so many.” I rubbed my eyes, wincing at the pain in my cheekbone. “They died protecting us.”
“An honorable death,” he whispered and rolled me over, coming down on top of me, his weight held up by his forearms. “The Vitat warship has surrendered.”
“What?” I shouted and slapped my hands against his chest.
He grinned. “They have left your planet, retreating to their queen. Their warship will be boarded, and they will be escorted back to their home planet. Their queen will pay for their crimes against you and others.”
“Are you serious?” I choked back the sob in my throat.
He held me as I cried in his chest. He murmured words I couldn’t hear over my relief, shushing me and cooing comfort. I held him tightly and purged weeks and weeks of bleak feelings, terror, and hopelessness.
“We fly to your human city, a New Yohrkh, after we return to Dahk One and prepare a team to escort the Vitat,” he said into my neck.
“Why?” I sniffled.
“Your human leaders wish us to sign a treaty. Hush, sweets, I do not like to hear you so upset.”
“I’m relieved,” I gasped and shut my eyes to get ahold of my emotions.
“Then I am glad.” He grinned. “But perhaps you may express this in another way?”
I looked at him in confusion.
“Olynth has told me of your mating,” he murmured and watched my lips. “I wish to experience your kyss as he has.”
“You want me to kiss you, boss?” I grinned shakily.
He growled and nipped at my chin. I licked my lips as he watched hungrily.
“Come here,” I whispered and pulled his head down by his horns.
His eyes flicked from mine to my lips, back and forth. I leaned up and feathered them over his. He made a low, growly sound and pressed back to mine more firmly. I kissed him slow and soft for long moments, teasing him. He kept his hands on the bed as mine roamed his bare chest and sides. He was softer in his approach then Olynth, more sensual. He took his time, savoring me.
He backed away on a curse. “You are injured.”
I shifted and sighed. “I need a shower.”
He lifted me from the bed and carried me to the bathroom. I leaned against him as he turned on the water. I hissed when he pulled off my shirt, but I let him remove the rest of my clothes. Everything stung. My side was killing me, but it wasn’t as bad as when that asshole had shoved the pen into me. The Dahk’s healing cream was amazing. Just one more way they could help us advance.
I stepped into the water, pulling him with me as he half-heartedly protested. I was being selfish. I could barely stand on my own, and he was warm. He held me as the water washed the blood and soot from my skin. Eventually, my hands roamed his body as he stood stiff, glaring at the wall. I laughed softly.
“I missed you,” I confessed, smiling at the hard pole in his pants.
His head shot down, and his wide eyes roamed my face.
“Did you miss me?” I asked.
He growled and pressed his lips to mine, a little too hard, a little too awkwardly. I grinned and slowed him down, showing him how a man kisses a woman. He patiently let me teach him before taking over like a pro. I let my hand roam lightly over his lap, grabbing him.
He groaned and cursed, gently removing my hand. “I am pleased you are so eager for me, sweets, but you are injured. Perhaps when you have healed.”
“So considerate, boss.” I licked my lips and bit his pec, hard.
He groaned again and cradled my face.
“I missed you,” I said again and grabbed his hand, pulling it between my legs boldly. “I missed you here too.”
He cursed and gnashed his teeth. His fingers twitched, and my breath caught. His eyes watched my reaction in fascination, and he moved his fingers more purposefully. My mouth moved across his chest, licking and biting everywhere I could reach. His head bent down, and he nuzzled my face aside so he could capture my lips with his.
I tugged at his pants impatiently. I was injured and sore, but I had missed him. And I was so grateful and relieved. My emotions were all over the place with nowhere to go.
His thickness filled my hand, and I pumped him impatiently. He snarled and fell back against the side of the shower, his head thrown back, his neck straining. I advanced on him, pressing my slick skin to his, and sucked on his collarbone while on the tips of my toes. He mumbled another half-hearted protest and held his hands away from me, but his groans gave him away.
It didn’t matter. I was committed. I dropped to my knees and took him in my mouth to the back of my throat, enjoying his shocked shout. I cupped his balls and sucked him, my teeth catching on the small ridges. He growled and snatched me up, stomping from the shower. I grinned into the skin of his neck, lathing it with my tongue.
He was trembling as he laid me on the bed before chucking his pants and falling down beside me. His wings barely hit the bed before I was up and straddling him.
There was something insanely hot about him being underneath me. I loved Olynth dominating me, but I totally got off on dominating Fihk. All his leadership and bossiness trapped under me. His hand gently cradled my wound and his brows furrowed in worry, but I barely felt any pain. I was too warm, too excited.
“You just lie there, boss. I’ll do all the work,” I teased and played between my legs.
He watched me with a dark twist of his lips and panted. “You will tear open your wound.”
“You better stay still then.” I sighed and took him in my hand, laying him flat against his stomach, and moved back and forth over him.
His hands fisted in the bed beside him as I soaked him with my excitement. My stomach was pulling at my wound, so I sat on my knees and took him inside. I tossed my head back as he filled me, loving the way he shuddered and groaned my name. Panting as my hips hit his, I was so full I almost lost myself right then. But his body was tensed and vibrating, so I rocked my hips.
But it really did start to hurt, and he cursed and sat up, holding my hips still.
“I want you,” I moaned in frustration. I wanted this with him. We hadn’t had the time to be together like Olynth and I had, and it showed. Our relationship wasn’t as strong. It made me feel guilty.
He wrapped a hand around my jaw and kissed my lips. “We will have our time.” He hugged me to him, but I pushed back.
“No, I need you,” I whined. If I could go back and kill that asshole, I would. I hadn’t wanted to hurt any of those people in the moment—because they were scared and confused—but now I wanted to jam that pen in his dick hole.
“Hush,” he murmured and wedged a hand between our bellies. His fingers explored between my legs. He growled low when he felt how wet I was. How much I was aching. And he circled my nub with a knuckle. “Here?”
I jerked against him. I nodded rapidly and dug my nails into his arms. He hummed and pressed me tightly against his chest, holding me still. I relaxed against him, laying my head on his shoulder, and let him touch me. Play with me.
His hips circled below me, thrusting lightly up and into me. I bit his shoulder and wrapped my arms around his neck, crying out into his shoulder. He purred my name and hushed me, rapidly rubbing my clit. I tried to rock against him, but he pressed an arm under my ass and held me still.
“I feel your need,” he purred. “I will ease it, be still.”
“Faster,” I gasped.
He did. I clawed at his neck and back, chanting faster and harder. He snarled and took my mouth, darting his tongue inside and fucking me with it. I made a needy, frustrated sound, and he went up and onto his knees. He palmed my ass, imprisoning my body, and pumped up into me. His other hand smoothed down my back and into the crack of my ass, grinding me against his pelvis. My wound caught on his belly, but I ignored it, crying out and begging him.
“That’s it,” he purred, licking down my neck. “Scream for me, sweets.”
I screamed and bit his shoulder, digging my nails into his neck. Euphoria moved through me like a smooth wave, building, and building, tumbling me over and sending me crashing. He snarled and growled before he shoved himself all the way inside me and exploded, roaring my name.
We held each other, panting. My heart beat heavily against his chest as he whispered my name and sucked and nibbled along my shoulder.
Then the door slid open.
I tensed and looked back, catching the rage and pain in Olynth’s eyes before he hid it and looked at Fihk coldly. “We have arrived on Dahk One. You are needed.”
Fihk watched him carefully before looking back down and licking my bottom lip. “I must go,” he said, his voice heavy with regret.
I nodded and hesitantly kissed him back. Olynth had said not to worry about them, so I wasn’t going to. Not unless I had to. Olynth hadn’t torn me off of Fihk, so I would take that as progress.
Fihk laid me down and covered me with a sheet before nuzzling my neck. He walked around the room slowly, not an ounce of embarrassment about his nakedness in front of Olynth. He dressed and stepped up to him. “Ours?”
Olynth clenched his jaw and nodded once stiffly. Fihk clenched Olynth’s shoulder and, with one last look back at me, left.
“Hey, big guy,” I said hesitantly.
He turned and rummaged through a compartment before coming back with a soft pair of pants and shirt. He dropped them on the bed and lifted me. I stood still and let him dress me, but he was detached and stiff as he did so. He didn’t look me in the eye.
“Hey,” I said again and pressed my palm to his cheek.
He dropped my shirt and turned his face into my palm, closing his eyes. He rumbled a low, contented sound and pulled me up and into his chest, pressing my face to his neck.
“We’re okay,” I whispered. “We’re okay, right?” My stomach was knotted, and my eyes stung. I hated how this was making me feel.
How was I supposed to handle the both of them?
He grunted and inhaled in my neck, breathing me in. “What did I say?”
I looked at him, knowing my face showed my worry. “But―”
“Do not fear me,” he growled. “I will not hurt you ever.”
“I’m not worried about me,” I said and sniffed.
“I will not hurt him. But that does not mean I will not think of it.” I laughed, and he sighed. “It will take time, ruhasha.”
I nodded and hugged him.
“Come, Nahythahn waits for you.”
He didn’t need to tell me twice. I let him finish dressing me and walked out of the room with him, barefoot. The floor was cold, so I let him carry me to my brother.
He was on the command deck with Star, Linda, Nick, and the other Dahk. And a human man was there. Olynth placed me on a table, stood beside me, and crossed his arms.
Nathan grinned at me and pointed out the window. “Look, Bails. It’s huge!”
I looked out at Dahk One. We had seen it from afar, but now we were pretty much attached to its side. Out of the window, I could see the side of Dahk One, and it went on for so long, I couldn’t see the end of it. It was like a floating city. Off in the distance, I could make out the Vitat mothership. It was the size of my hand from where we were and surrounded by hundreds of little specks.
The Dahk and Kilbus fighting ships.
“About the size of Texas,” the man I had never seen before drawled from beside Tohn. “I’m Ford.”
Ford walked up to me and held out his hand. Olynth glared at him until Ford grinned and backed away.
“Bailey.” I smiled back at him.
“He was a friend with Peyton and the others.” Tohn grinned at Ford. “He has come back to Earth for vengeance, but he was too late.”
We chatted and exchanged stories with Ford as we waited to board Dahk One. We found out he was a marine and had helped the Dahk in the first days of the invasion. He’d left with them to go to Home World when he was injured but, after he’d recovered, decided to come back to help defeat the Vitat.
When it was time to leave the smaller battleship, Oren left to go back with the Kilbus, not explaining the absence of his lord, but he pressed a kiss to Star’s hand, grinning at her blush. Nick and Nathan both scowled at the alien pirate. It was a little weird. The guy was likely hundreds of years old, if not more, and Star was only sixteen, but Oren didn’t seem predatory, just affectionate. Still, I would kick his ass if he put any moves on her.
Mufasa was nowhere to be found, most likely already gone.
Dahk One was indeed huge. We entered the ship through a ramp that was one of hundreds. It looked like a beehive inside, railings circling and spiraling down. Miles of open space in between each side of the inside of the ship.
A crew of ten Dahk escorted our group. No one spoke as we took in all the sights of Dahk One. It was like a city, with hundreds and hundreds of Dahk. But grief was heavy in the air. They were suffering and clearly confused. Many watched us with trepidation and accusation in their eyes but just as many were welcoming and respectful.
Olynth carried me the whole way, so I didn’t have to walk so far. And it was far. We must have walked through hallways and giant rooms for twenty minutes. We stopped in an open galley-type room, dubbed the Great Hall, and were given mounds and mounds of food. Way better food then we had had on the infinitely smaller battleship.
Nathan dug in and inhaled his plate, hounding Tohn for more as the dozens of Dahk around us watched. A dog barked and trotted into the room, then barreled into Ford. He braced and patted the dog, letting him slobber all over his hand. I raised a brow at him.
“Bobo! Get yer ass back here,” another man shouted as he jogged into the room. He was a short man, in his sixties at least.
“Cohlt.” Tohn grinned and bowed to the man.
Colt waved Tohn away and dropped down beside Ford, grabbing a plate and digging into the food. Ford rolled his eyes and went over to the counters of food. The dog followed him.
“Another friend of Peyton’s?” Linda asked.
Colt snorted, shooting crumbs across the table. Linda backed away with a horrified expression. I snickered with Nate.
“If stealin’ from me and gettin’ me caught up on a UFO is friends,” Colt mumbled and stuffed his face with a big purple hunk of meat.
Tohn nodded and grinned at her. “He was in the human armies and also returned to enact vengeance.”
“I heard those cowards surrendered,” Colt said around his food.
“Yes, they did not have the numbers to defend themselves. The Kilbus took out their army’s commander while we were on Earth.”
“You’re a veteran?” Nick asked curiously.
Colt puffed up his chest. “Back in ‘Nam.” Then he stood and ran over to the food.
We all looked between each other.
Ford chuckled and sat back down. “He’s an acquired taste.”
“Like this food,” Linda mumbled and poked at a wet, pink rectangle.
“It’s good.” Ford nodded. “Better on Home World.”
“What’s it like there?” Nate asked excitedly and bent over the table toward him.
He grinned. “Beautiful. You’ll like it.”
“I don’t know if we’re going there,” I said before I could stop myself.
Olynth placed his hand on my thigh. Nate whined my name.
Ford cocked his head and looked between Olynth and me. “You’re his Pythe, right?”
“And Fihk’s,” Nate added snottily.
I scowled at Nate.
Ford whistled and Colt chuckled. “I figured. He lost his mind tryin’ to get to you.”
My belly warmed. He lost his mind?
“I ain’t never seen him so worked up. He’s normally the calmest of them.” Colt nodded toward the other Dahk. Then he looked at me, his face a little hard. “Tahk needs him back on Home World.”
Olynth growled.
I glared at him. “For what?”
Tohn looked between us. “Our queen is missing, kidnapped.” Tohn looked at Ford strangely when he muttered something under his breath. “The Juldo took her. Tahk and the king are searching for her.”
“You have a new king?” Linda asked.
“Uthyf, Aryx’s brother,” Vylbor said. “He was a member of Tahk’s council. He is a good Dahk and will make a good king.”
“He’s not like his brother?” I asked suspiciously. The last place we needed to go was to an alien planet with another corrupt king.
“No, he is honorable and the reason behind the Kilbus aiding us,” Fihk said from behind me, surprising me, and bent over to kiss my neck. I looked up at him. “I would like to escort you to your rooms.”
We left our plates and followed him out of the Great Hall. Colt stayed with the food. We walked for a little longer and down a hallway with dozens of rooms. Linda, Nick, and Star were shown to a suite with two rooms attached. We waved to them and went farther down the hall. Ford branched off with Tohn and Vylbor.
“Gunnor will be Nahythahn’s guard while on Dahk One,” Fihk said as we stopped at the end of another hall. Gunnor was already standing there and bowed once to Fihk. “He will not leave his side. His room is accessible from ours.” The door slid open, and we walked into a huge room. It was way more extravagant than any I had seen so far. “This is the commander’s room, mine while Tahk is on Home World, now the three of ours.”
There were two long chaise-looking couches and a table with glowing blue stones inside a glass dome. It looked like a bowl of fire. There was a small kitchenette with a purple marble dining table at the far end of the room, and two doors on either side of it led to bedrooms.
Fihk showed Nathan one, and he jumped on the fluffy bed, sighing and rolling around. He stood up and started jumping on the bed when Fihk pointed out the bathroom. Nate squealed when he saw his backpack sitting on a long chest, and he rushed over to it.
“I thought I lost these!” He pulled out his comics and books.
“Tohn dug them from the wreckage. Your clothing has been placed in here.” Fihk opened a compartment in the wall, touching a bunch of buttons.
“Thanks,” Nate muttered and fell back on the bed, his nose already in a book.
“Thank Tohn.” Fihk grinned and left the room. He turned to me and grinned, pushing open the door and waving me ahead of him. “Ours is through here.”
I peeked in, feeling Olynth at my back. A small gasp shot through the room, and my eyes went to the bed.
There was a naked alien on it. A female Dahk.
My mouth dropped open. She had no tits, but her legs were wide open and she had all the other parts. I slapped my hands over my eyes and backed into Olynth. His hands convulsed on my hips.
“Bahyly, this is Yitira,” Fihk announced, and I peeked at him. He was grinning at me. He was grinning while there was a naked alien on our bed. “Yitira, my Pythe, Bahyly.”
The female Dahk jumped from the bed, not a bit worried about her naked form, and bowed to me. “Greetings, Bahyly.”
“Uh, greetings?” I looked back at Fihk with wide eyes.
“She is to be my second mate.” Fihk grinned as she folded herself in his arms.
My brain short-circuited.
One second, I was staring at him in shock.
The next my fist was in his gut.




Chapter 24


Bailey


I felt bad. Like really, really bad.
Fihk was clearly confused about my sudden burst of female outrage. He had no idea why I was so upset, but I couldn’t look at him. After I punched him in the stomach and ran away, he tried to chase me, but Olynth blocked him.
I hid in Nate’s room, but I couldn’t even look at my brother. I couldn’t let him see the fury on my face or the stupid tears in my eyes. So I locked myself in his bathroom.
After I calmed down, I felt like an idiot, and guilt crept in. Who was I to flip out about this? I was screwing Olynth and Fihk at the same time! I’d brought this on myself. I couldn’t tell him I didn’t want him sleeping with that female. That would make me the biggest hypocrite.
What the hellcats did I expect? Fihk took the whole sharing me thing so much better than Olynth, and it was no wonder. I had to share him with someone else.
For a second, my stomach fell to my toes when I wondered if Olynth had someone else too, but I knew he didn’t. He’d told me I was his first since his enslavement. And that made me both relieved he didn’t have a Yitira and sad for him that he was alone. He didn’t deserve to be alone for so long.
I didn’t know how long I stayed in there. I cried and smacked myself for crying and cried some more. I had no idea what to do, and that made me fume with anger that was directed at Fihk and myself. Why hadn’t he told me about her? Why hadn’t I asked if he had someone else?
But I was a big girl and had survived worse, so I splashed water on my face and marched out of the room. My head high and my back straight. Nothing was going to get better with me hiding, and I was not a coward.
But when I came out, Fihk and the female were gone. Nathan was reading on a chaise lounge, and Olynth was leaning against the wall, scowling at Nathan’s door. Olynth straightened when he saw me and folded me in his arms.
“See, I told you she would get over it,” Nate muttered to his book. “You didn’t even need ice cream.”
I glared at him. “Where’s Fihk?” I asked Olynth.
“He ran away. His other girlfriend went with him.” Nate looked at me with pity.
I looked away. He was ten and had no idea how a woman’s mind worked or that that was information I did not need right now. I obsessed about what they were doing together. Maybe in her bed.
“He is meeting with Ignyt.” Olynth carried me to the bedroom, shutting the door behind us. “You weep. Why?”
“Ugh.” I pushed away and smacked the tears from my face. “I had no idea he had someone else.” I yanked my hair away from my face.
“Nahythahn said this is not done in human culture,” he murmured pensively.
“No.” I laughed, sounding a little crazed. “Definitely not.” Not usually, I didn’t say. It definitely wasn’t how I did it.
But neither was being with two different guys.
“She means nothing to him.” He nudged my chin up with a knuckle. “You are his Pythe.”
I sighed. “I―I don’t—it hurts.” I ground my teeth so I wouldn’t cry again.
He sighed and pulled me to his chest. “On Home World, a Dahk grows knowing one day he will build a House and fill it with many mates. A first mate is cherished above all others and joins him in caring for the others.”
I gaped at him. “Many?”
“Fihk’s father has seven.”
I backed away and stuttered. Seven? One was bad, but seven? How the hellcats was I supposed to share him with seven other women? I would lose my mind or kill them, probably both.
“Dahklings are rare. It is how our race ensures our growth. Many mates allow a male several chances to conceive. It has been done this way since our Dahk stopped finding the Pythen mating bond.” He bent and looked in my eyes. “If he had known it would trouble you, he would not have been so careless about your meeting.”
“I know, I know.” I growled and shook my head. “I know he didn’t know.”
He was too sweet to drop something like that on me. Too smart. But still so damn stupid. I wanted to castrate him and stake my claim at the same time.
“I will not intervene here, ruhasha. You must speak to him on your own.” He sat on the bed and watched me pace.
I took a minute to calm down then walked over to him and sat on his thigh. “I don’t expect you to.” I kissed his lips. “I’ll talk to him.”
He growled and nipped my lips. “Bed now.”
He lifted me and dropped me on the bed. I made a face and jumped off. She had been laying there.
They had likely done god knew what on that bed while Fihk was up there without me. I ran to the bathroom and bent over the toilet, throwing up all the food I had just put in it.
Olynth rubbed my back and rocked me in the bathroom as I cried. I fell asleep on his lap, and he didn’t move, just held me there for hours.
✽✽✽
 
It was late in the “day” when I woke up. And I was on a mission.
I dressed in clothes Tohn had saved for me and marched through the ship. My boots echoed through the hallway. I had cleaned the soot off them, needing my shit-kickers to have this conversation. Olynth followed me at a distance, silently offering his support.
When I found Fihk, he was facing away and talking to Tahk and some other Dahk on a screen. The ones on the screen saw me coming and grinned.
“I need to talk to you,” I growled.
He spun and gaped at me.
Tahk chuckled. “She does not look like she will be as forgiving as my yula.”
“Alone,” I said pointedly and glared at the screen.
The Dahk with the dreads chuckled and clicked off. The screen went black, and Fihk gaped at me, wary. Olynth growled something, and the room emptied of everyone but us three.
“I know I don’t have a right to be upset, considering I’m sleeping with you both. Because of that, you should be able to sleep with whoever,” I lied through my teeth. It was so not okay, but I would not be that girl to sleep around and demand fidelity. And that was what it felt like to me in that moment. I wasn’t devoted to Fihk and Fihk alone, so how could I demand that he be? “So I’ll work through it, but I have to know. Is she the only other one?”
I could barely look at him as I waited for his answer.
He looked away and scrubbed at his face. “She is the only other.”
I nodded and looked everywhere but at him, shifting on my feet. Now what? “How many mates do you want?” I choked on the words as they came out, bile rising.
“How many?” he asked, shocked.
“Yeah, your dad has seven. How many are you planning on mating?”
“Bahyly,” he murmured dejectedly and stepped toward me. I backed away, and he stopped. He clenched his jaw and looked at his feet. “Mates are often matched by a Dahk’s First Father.”
“First Father?” He had more than one dad? I thought Olynth had said our threesome wasn’t normal.
“It is a title of honor. I have only one father.” Fihk fisted his hands. “Yitira was chosen for me. She journeyed with me to Earth so I may court her.”
Wow, okay. He was courting her. Why did that hurt so much? I blinked away stupid, stupid tears. I would not cry in front of him.
He continued, his eyes flashing with frustration. “Another has not been chosen for me and will not be unless I express interest.”
Was I going to have to sit by while another female caught his eye? Was I supposed to be okay with him looking elsewhere? I didn’t know if I could do this. I shook my head in disbelief. I could barely even think about sharing him with her, let alone more.
But there was no getting out of this mating. I was his Pythe, and he would be in pain if I refused him. He could die if it went on too long. And this was their culture. Did I even have a choice?
“I need some time,” I said numbly. “I’ll get over it. I just need some time.”
“I do not like seeing you this way.” He stalked to me, wrapped his arms around me, and nuzzled my neck while I turned to stone.
His arms had been on her. On her naked body. And would be again. It made me sick. But I was the alien here. I was the one in the wrong. I couldn’t ask him to change his entire way of life for me. I had to remember that.
“I will dismiss her,” he blurted into my neck. “I do not like you in pain. I will send her away.”
Hearing him say that felt too good. If I didn’t accept this one, this female, I wouldn’t be able to ever accept any others.
I stepped away and shook my head. “No, I’ll get over it. I’ll see you later okay?”
Looking at my boots, I backed away. That was not how I saw this going when I donned them. I’d had grand plans of marching in here and demanding he be mine, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t break up their relationship because I was jealous.
I had no right to be.
“Bahyly,” he growled and reached for me.
“Later, boss. I promise.”
I turned and fled the room like the coward I was. I got all the way to the end of the hall and around the corner and fell back against the wall. I slid down and shoved my face into my knees, growling and digging my fingers into the back of my head to stem the tears. Arms circled me and lifted me from the floor.
“I’m okay,” I gasped into Olynth’s chest, but he growled and hushed me.
I had to be.
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I stalked down the hall to meet with Ignyt. I needed a distraction from the pain on my mate’s face. Tahk had been informative on the mating customs of the humans. I only wished I had known of them before I forced my mate to bear witness to my courtship with Yitira. I would have spared her had I known.
The Dahk female meant nothing to me. She had been matched by our First Fathers. I knew she felt very little for me, and ending our courtship so early in its progress would not be impertinent, but I did not know how to handle the situation. I feared my immediate dismissal would not be taken well by Bahyly. She’d looked so fierce as she told me she would come to terms on her own.
I had never seen a braver and more selfless act.
It was also proof her feelings for me had grown. Otherwise she would not have reacted in such a way to my attentions being given to another. She would not show such great emotion if she felt nothing for me. But I could not injure her pride. I felt that would damage our mating far greater.
She struggled with her joint mating between Olynth and me. Her guilt would not allow her to demand my faithfulness.
I would have to approach the situation more delicately. But I did not know how.
Ignyt stood in the prison in the bowels of the ship. His brethren, Hylg and Ohta, stood on either side of Jirt.
“What have you learned?” I asked Ignyt.
“Aryx ordered them to find and enlist those loyal to their cause amongst the commander’s army. They would allow the Vitat to be defeated before engaging those loyal to Tahk, destroying the human army, then enslaving the surviving humans.”
“That is all? What of the Juldo?”
“Klando broke quickly and claims Aryx met with the Juldo Master in secret.” Ignyt looked at Jirt. “This one refuses to spill his secrets. But I will break him.” He grinned menacingly at the bloodied council member.
I grabbed Jirt by the horn and pulled back his head. “What do the Juldo plan?”
He looked back at me dazedly. His face was battered, and his fangs had been torn from his mouth. His lifeblood dripped from his mouth as he chuckled.
“Do they come here?” I shook his head. “Answer me. Your king will have your wings.”
“He is no king,” he spat. “Aryx would have had him slaughtered with the commander had the assassin not killed him.”
“The Juldo Master had him killed,” I growled. “He had no intention to honor his agreement with Aryx. Why do you still hold his secrets?”
Jirt glared at me.
I tsked. “Ignyt.”
The male stepped up with a blade and sliced the claw from the tip of Jirt’s wing. He howled in agony.
“You have nothing to keep you loyal to a dead king,” I snarled. “The humans will be protected, the Juldo will not enslave them, and the Dahk will protect them.”
Jirt grinned his bloodied, fangless smile. “They are coming. You are across the universe, too far from your king, with an army divided. You will perish, and the Juldo will have what they seek.”
“Why?” I roared. “Why the humans?”
Silence.
I nodded, and Ignyt slashed another claw. Jirt screamed and jerked against his restraints.
Jirt gasped and slouched forward. “For the same reasons you protect them. The human females will birth an army. An army none will be able to defeat. The Juldo Master will take your weak human mate and breed her while you watch.”
“The Juldo cannot conceive.” I snarled and shoved a claw into the gash in his thigh.
“N-not true.” He sobbed. “The assassins are born.”
I cursed.
Juldo assassins.
Shadow Born.
The one thought to have assassinated King Aryx was believed to be the last of his kind.
“If it is true”—Ignyt flashed his fangs— “they will raise an army of Shadow Born.”
“We cannot allow that to happen,” Ohta growled.
The Juldo once, long ago, had had an army of Shadow Born. They were few, but they decimated armies as if they were thousands. Only their own were able to defeat them. The previous Juldo Master would not unleash their unspeakable might on the universe and destroyed them. But his successor had no such reservations. Such an army in his hands would be devastating.
Jirt cackled. “They’re coming. You cannot stop them.”
“Continue. They are not to have food or water.” I turned to the door. “If they speak of anything else, comm me immediately.”
Ignyt nodded and turned back to Jirt, grinning. His blades spun in his hands and slashed.
The door closed behind me, cutting off Jirt’s cry of agony.
I did not believe the Juldo Master would make a move so bold with the Kilbus Lord here. He would not have the might to defeat both our armies. But I could not risk it. The King and Tahk needed to be notified.
I lifted my hand to the comm in my hima, and comm’d Olynth. “How is she?”
“She is with her brother and the other humans.” He paused. “She feels guilt.”
“I know,” I growled as I climbed back to the command deck. “She cannot ask for my loyalty as she struggles with her own between us.”
“It does not matter. I would not touch another.”
I stopped, shocked. His voice betrayed his anger toward me. “I do not want another! I have not mated with Yitira since I met Bahyly. I have not even spoken to her since she was in my room earlier.”
“She believes you were with the female while we were at the human camp.”
“I barely slept. I did nothing but lead the Dahk to war,” I roared.
“She does not know this. She is conflicted with what she feels for each of us.”
“I must speak with the king,” I spat. I was frustrated. I needed to speak with her. “The Juldo plan to raise more Shadow Born using the humans as vessels.”
I did not know how a Shadow Born was conceived, but clearly that was how they gained their name. It made me wonder what species was used to birth them in the past.
“I will speak to her,” he said.
I could not ask that of him. He had his own struggles with our mating, as did I. “No, I know you do not wish to speak for me. I will see her before she retires.”
“Very well.”
I clicked off and headed to comm the king. We would be signing some sort of treaty with the humans in the morn, and I wanted Bahyly with me. A symbol for both of our species. Our new union. But I could not ask her to come with me if she still despaired.
Nor I could leave her on Dahk One without my leadership. I believed all those loyal to Aryx and his dark cause had left to attack the human compounds and their own brethren, but I could not risk leaving her among possible remaining enemies.
Tahk could not believe his army had turned, but he was interrogating the king’s council, those who were loyal to Aryx, to see if any knew who those Dahk may be. The number was small, but I could never have anticipated there would be any who would turn against their own.
Several Kilbus had volunteered to search the minds of my Dahk, but it would be useless. Not all were as weak-minded as Wyvr. Most minds were too strong to read, a fact I’d taken pride in. Now it was a frustration. If they could be read, I would be able to find the traitors and eliminate them before any harm came to either the humans or my Dahk.
I was leading them blind, and I feared I would not see the next threat before it was too late.
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We had dinner in the Great Hall again, each of us feeding Bobo little pieces from our plates as his owner stuffed his own face. I had never seen such a little man eat so much before.
“Peyton was mighty pissed too, girly.” Colt was talking after Nate had blurted about Fihk’s other mate to the whole table. I was flushed from the embarrassment of having my drama thrown out there for all to see and a whole lot of anger that I was caught in a place I couldn’t find my way out of. “But she gave him what for.”
“What did she do?” Star asked shyly.
Colt grinned and waggled his brows. “She strapped on her chastity belt and used those feminine wiles.”
Nick choked on a bite of food and scowled at Colt.
“And she let loose them waterworks.” Colt sighed. “Ain’t nothin’ worse than a woman bawlin’.” He glanced at my sore red eyes with a look of pure male disgust.
I flicked a piece of orange Dahk “broccoli” at him. He grumbled and wiped it off his nose.
“I’m sure it will work out,” Linda said and patted my shoulder. “If he loves you, he will see sense and devote himself to you.”
I looked at her, horrified. Ford chuckled, and Colt guffawed. Love? I didn’t know about that. Right? My feelings were huge, so big they crippled me and filled me at the same time, but I hadn’t ever loved anyone other than Nathan.
Not ever.
I couldn’t expect Fihk or Olynth to love me if I wasn’t even sure I could love them back. Plus, we barely knew each other.
“That word scare you, girl?” Colt croaked around his laugh.
I guessed my green face and crazy eyes tipped him off. “Mind your own business, grandpa.” I tossed another piece of the tiny orange trees at him.
“You looooooove him,” Nate sang.
I flicked a piece at him. “You too, dodo.”
Nathan filled his spoon with something chunky and flung it at me. I gaped at him, my face dripping. Olynth chuckled.
I turned toward Olynth slowly, amazed at hearing his laugh for the first time. It was low and dark but sexy. I grinned, grabbed a handful of brown mash, and smeared his cheek with it. His eyes flashed and filled with mischief. He bent and licked my nose clean. My breath caught. He ensnared my eyes with a heated look, then he poured his cup of stinky green goop over my head.
The table erupted in laughter.
I stood and glared at them all. “You think that’s funny?”
Hands were filled, and aim was taken.
“Fire!” Colt shouted and launched fistfuls of food at everyone.
We all reciprocated as the entire occupants of the Great Hall gawked at us in horror. But they couldn’t escape. Poorly aimed mounds of food whacked against the faces and chests of our spectators.
Olynth picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder then marched to the end of the table. He laid me down across it and shoved handfuls of food down my shirt as I howled with laughter. Bobo barked and jumped on the table, licking the food from my face and arms. I twisted to get away from the excited dog and cried out as my stomach wound cramped. My head spun as Olynth pulled me up and cradled me.
Olynth nodded to Gunnor as he carried me from the room amidst flying food. The stoic Dahk stood still and unaffected as food exploded against his face and chest. I cackled and pointed at him as we left. He glared at me but stayed, watching Nathan.
I was still chuckling when Olynth rinsed me off in the shower, drenching my clothes.
“Look at you,” he purred and rubbed his hands down my chest, squeezing and caressing.
“Look at you,” I purred back and smoothed my hand down the front of his pants and the steel beneath them.
He growled and stripped us both.
We were making out on the bed, buck naked, when Fihk walked in. I sat up and covered myself with the sheet, eyeing him warily. Olynth made a frustrated sound and sat up behind me, his legs braced on either side of me and his hands on my hips. Fihk watched a moment before he kneeled on the end of the bed and crawled up to me. Olynth leaned back against the head of the bed, and I sat back against him as Fihk knelt over me, his hands braced outside Olynth’s thighs.
“I passed Gunnor leading young Nahythahn into his room,” Fihk murmured and looked down at my lips. “He was wearing the remainder of his meal.”
I reluctantly smiled.
“I have just come to bid you good rest.”
I looked down at his chest and fiddled with the sheet covering me.
“I want to tell you something. Will you hear me?” I nodded and bit my lip as he tilted my chin up with a knuckle. His hand moved up and curved around my jaw. “I had not been given the gift of you, sweets. I did not know such a beautiful creature would become mine and that she would lay claim to me.”
“I know, boss.” I did. I understood he’d had no idea I existed when he entered into a relationship with Yitira.
“What you do not know”—he kissed the hollow of my throat softly, thankfully ignoring my shiver— “is that I desire no other but my Pythe.” I opened my mouth, but he shushed me with a nip at my lips. “I did not know I would feel this way until she presented herself to me in this room before you. I had not seen nor spoken to her since I left to search for Mother Lyndah.”
“Really?” I asked, my voice squeaking. He hadn’t been banging her while I missed him?
He grinned affectionately. “Really. A Pythen mating is very different from a matched mating. I have spoken to my commander, and he found this same trouble within his own mating upon arriving on Home World. In the time of the Old King, a Pythe and Pythen were mated and did not share. It was rare for a Pythen to mate another and did not become part of our culture until such bonds became scarce and eventually no more.”
“It’s still rare though.” I looked away. I knew he was expected to have multiple mates. I didn’t want to put demands on him he couldn’t or didn’t want to uphold.
“Yes, and Tahk has received much derision for his choice to keep his Pythe and his Pythe alone. But you are experiencing the demands of our bonds. Peyton experienced the same thing and could not think of her Pythe taking another without great pain. I will not be the cause of this pain in you.”
“But―”
He kissed me firmly. “I do not want her. Do not deny me my right to please you and vow myself to you as I wish nothing more than to do.”
“Are you sure?” I asked weakly. I wanted this so badly, but I hated how I felt like all my girly feelings were making him feel pushed into it. He would resent me later.
Olynth nuzzled my neck and licked a long line up to my jaw. Fihk watched, clear jealousy in his eyes.
I looked at Fihk pointedly. “See! How can I expect you both to be with only me when I can’t give you the same?”
“You are a gift,” Fihk murmured and nuzzled the other side of my neck. “I could never resent my Pythe. I have never experienced such joy as I did the moment you were chosen for me.”
I chuckled. “You didn’t look happy, boss. You looked pretty pissed.”
“Beneath the mating rage,” he murmured and nipped at me. “I was humbled. I knew your bravery. Your beauty. I knew you were a treasure, and I was honored to have been chosen.”
Olynth moved his hand down my belly and cupped me boldly. “There is no other for either of us but you.”
“Only you,” Fihk growled and spread my legs over the tops of Olynth’s thighs. The sheet parted and revealed what Olynth was doing between my legs.
“What about her?” I gasped and arched back, grinding down.
Olynth growled and squeezed, warning me to be still.
“I have already spoken to her—the moment you ran from me. She holds no ill will. She has many other suitors. I am but one of many.”
“No, you’re not, baby.” I grabbed his jaw and kissed him, so full of relief I could burst. The bitch was gone. I didn’t know her, but she had felt those hands on her body, and they were mine, so I hated her. “You’re special. You’re mine.”
He growled and darted his tongue in my mouth, curling it around my tongue.
“You both are mine.” I gasped as Olynth tweaked my nub. My hips jerked, and he slapped the inside of my thigh.
Fihk’s eyes flared on the red print on my thigh. He bent and licked at the sting. Olynth widened his thighs, spreading mine until I felt the burn in my hips.
Olynth growled the sentiment back as Fihk spoke it into the thin skin where my leg creased. “As you are mine.”
I bit my lip and trembled as Fihk’s tongue lapped at my labia gently, so gently I whined. Olynth chuckled darkly and tore the sheet from me, baring me completely. His palms curved around my breasts and pinched my nipples. My toes curled, and I pushed my chest farther into his palms. Fihk’s tongue hit my clit, and I shuddered.
Olynth snarled, “Still,” and slapped my nipple.
“I can’t,” I gasped as Fihk’s hands smoothed up my thighs and spread me open for his lapping tongue.
There was too much. Too much sensation. Too much happening. Too many hands playing me so easily I could do nothing but writhe and beg. Even in my wildest fantasies, I had never imagined having them touching me together. When one tore a noise from my throat, the other worked harder to get another of his own.
I was going to fly apart and never touch the ground again.
Fihk’s hands took over at my breasts, and Olynth held my legs high and wide, his mouth eating mine. I tried so hard to keep my hands to myself, but it was impossible. I came long and hard against Fihk’s mouth, and my hands latched onto Olynth’s horns. He snarled and tore me away from Fihk.
Fihk fell back, and Olynth tossed me on top of him. I straddled Fihk and ground down on his lap. My stomach ached but not as badly as before. Fihk watched the wound in alarm, but Olynth pressed me down with a hand at my neck and bent over us.
Olynth snarled into my ear, “Show him, ruhasha. Show him how eagerly you take the pain.”
I bit Fihk’s lip and ground down into his cock. He snarled and pulled me closer by the hips, guiding my movements but bracing the side by my wound. It made tears prick my eyes.
Olynth knew how much I liked the little bite of pain, but I knew Fihk couldn’t stand it. I thought I knew then that I loved them both. That they each knew a side of me no one had ever had. Had ever wanted to.
My hands were pulled up, and Olynth curled them at the end of the bed. I held on as he squeezed them in warning, and I licked into Fihk’s mouth with a groan of excitement. I had my bossy Fihk under me and my dominant beast over me. I was on cloud nine.
Fihk jerked as his pants were torn from his legs and his eyes shot behind me. I knew it was Olynth, and I loved them both even more for this. For working together, being with me together. My slick center moved over Fihk’s throbbing dick, and I whined into his mouth.
Olynth pulled my arms behind my back, crossing them in his palm, and pulled me up to sit atop Fihk. “Lower yourself onto him.” He opened his mouth over my neck, sucking all he could fit into his mouth.
As Fihk filled me, I gasped, watching his face twist and harden, his eyes enraptured by me.
“Still,” Olynth snarled and wrapped something around my wrists, tying them together behind my back. “Good, ruhasha.”
My ass cheeks were spread wide, and his tongue flicked at the tight puckered hole there. Oh, god. I was going to come. I had Fihk inside me, and Olynth was fucking me with his tongue. His hands used the harsh grip on my ass to rock me on top of Fihk. I watched Fihk’s face to make sure he wasn’t put off by Olynth’s need for control.
Fihk saw my worry and sat up, kissing me. “I know, sweets. He is my brother, and I am happy to give him what he needs.”
I kissed him frantically, tears falling as Olynth prepared me to take them both. It was a dream but one I was happy to partake in.
Fihk lay back down as Olynth pressed his chest to my spine, his knuckle pressing against me, pushing inside. I tensed as his dick ran up the crack of my ass and stopped there.
“Calm, ruhasha, I will not hurt you.”
I nodded erratically and turned my head into Olynth’s neck. Fihk’s hands moved up to my breasts, and Olynth’s smoothed down my belly. Olynth pulled me off Fihk and hammered up inside me once, coating himself in my excitement, before shoving me back onto Fihk. I groaned and bit his neck while Fihk snarled in surprise.
Then Olynth was eating my mouth and rocking my hips as he worked himself inside my ass from behind. Fihk snarled as he moved in and out of my channel, his hands palming my breasts and caressing my nipples so softly it was a tease.
Fihk seemed fascinated with what Olynth was doing behind me. Fihk’s eyes were wide and fixed between my legs. I had to wonder if this was normal for Dahk, if their females had anal sex, but I didn’t bother asking. As Olynth bottomed out inside me, I just felt and thanked whoever granted wishes they were into it now.
I had never been so full, so ready to burst.
“How do I feel?” Olynth crooned into my ear. “Do you feel us both?”
“Yes,” I breathed in wonder. I felt them everywhere.
“I feel him inside you, stretching your hot, wet―”
Fihk snarled and punched his hips up into me. Olynth growled and shoved my face down onto Fihk’s chest before grabbing my arms and holding me still. He slapped my ass and punched into me from behind, drawing a wail from me.
“Quiet,” Olynth hissed and slapped me again on the other cheek. I blinked, remembering my brother not too far from me. As they worked me from both ends, I held back another wail by burying my teeth into Fihk’s chest. Olynth pressed down on the small of my back and hammered into me as Fihk squeezed my waist and hammered up. I was muffling my sobs against Fihk’s chest and coming before I could get my bearings. I came and came and came.
My skin was a live wire, burning everywhere they touched me. I sobbed and moaned as they heaved and muffled their own roars of completion—Fihk’s in my mouth, and Olynth’s into the skin of my back.
I was limp and more sated than I had ever been. Olynth untied me and pulled me to his side, and Fihk curled up behind me, nuzzling my neck, his hands smoothing over my belly as Olynth licked and nipped at my wet lips.
We fell asleep like that.
Twice that night, they woke me. Olynth licking between my legs, ordering me to suck Fihk. Then again as they sandwiched me between them on my side. Olynth curled my thigh over his arm and entered me from the front, and Fihk held my jaw to his mouth, fucking me with his tongue as he entered me from behind.
In the morning, I ached all over in the best ways. I was exhausted, but it was so worth it.
They showered with me, not once arguing or getting too possessive. They seemed to take my pleasure like a competition, each of them trying to get the best reaction out of me, but they were grinning as they did it. I didn’t mind. I had never felt so wanted.
And for a girl who had never in her life been wanted, that was everything.
I couldn’t keep the wickedly pleased smile from my face at breakfast. I got curious looks from our friends, and Fihk’s obvious satisfaction was a little hard to miss, along with Olynth’s hungry looks at my mouth. But I didn’t care. I was happy.
The Vitat had given up. Earth was saved. And I had two of the sexiest males in the universe committed to me. Life was good.
Everything else was just details.
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It was agreed that Nate would stay on the battleship with Star and Linda as the rest of us delivered Burin to his soldiers in New York. Fihk didn’t want to leave them on Dahk One, but he also didn’t want to take them all to the treaty signing with so many unknowns attending. So our companions would stay in the battleship as it hovered over the city.
I knew DC was toast, but I didn’t know why New York had been chosen for the signing. It had taken quite a hit. Several buildings were rubble, others still burning. But unbelievably, a significant part of it was still intact. As we flew over it, I was surprised to see people gathered in the streets.
There had to have been fear still. If I didn’t know the Dahk so well I would have stayed away from the city strictly because I would have been afraid of getting anywhere near the Dahk battleship. It was kind of wonderful to see people who put their fear aside for something so monumental. There weren’t a lot compared to how many used to reside in the city, but I would have expected it to be barren wasteland, people fleeing from the Dahk. The hairs on my arms prickled.
“The humans in the area have relocated here,” Fihk said softly as we gaped in wonder at all the people. “Burin and the others are confident there are enough resources available for now, and the human armies defended the city for as long as they could, leaving most of it habitable. It is more easily defended then other areas. There are many communities like it across your world, where humans gather to search the survivors for their missing loved ones.”
Fihk had given Burin and the other world leaders basic means to communicate with each other until the world's communications could be repaired. A broadcast of the treaty signing would go out to the major camps and governments across the world, so those who had opted not to attend could still see it. I was surprised to see how many had actually come. Especially the leaders, though I suspected Fihk may not have given them a choice if Burin wanted it to happen.
Several Dahk flyer ships brought presidents and other dignitaries from other countries. I had never seen such a diverse group of people as I did when we stepped into the General Assembly building. The UN Headquarters would now be where the first piece of documented alien-human history took place.
The signing was open to all survivors. Soldiers guarded their leaders, and not many actually attended the meeting but people from all over the world watched the broadcast as Fihk stood before them.
Watching everyone in the room hold their breath as he looked at them, I felt a profound feeling of rightness.
This was how it should have been.
This was how we should have been introduced to life outside our miniscule place in the universe.
The aliens had an interpreter—Ford—and every country present that opted against a translator chip had an interpreter for each of them. Screens and cameras were set up all over the room, and I watched them, fascinated as they broadcasted the meeting. Who was on the other side of those screens? How many of us had survived?
Not one person in the room was put together. Not one pressed suit.
Most carried a gun or weapon of some sort, but no one held them maliciously toward the Dahk. The leaders were the only ones showing any visible reluctance. I couldn’t believe how accepting they all were. Where were the people who blamed the Dahk? How had Fihk managed to communicate his intentions so clearly that they had come here to eagerly watch the first interspecies peace agreement?
I gazed at Fihk in amazement. How had he done it in so little time? Our world had never reached this kind of peace in our lands, but he’d pulled them together, uniting them and urging them to trust him. It was—I had no words.
I didn’t know the Tahk they always spoke about, but I had to wonder how Fihk was his second and not the actual guy in charge. I was in awe of him.
Burin gave some ridiculous speech he tried to inspire us with, but we had seen too much, lost too much. Each country’s representative took their time on the stage to bolster their people, but the crowd was too shell-shocked to cheer and applaud our resilience because what was the point? We hadn’t done anything to save ourselves.
The Dahk did that.
The Kilbus did that.
And sure enough, Kil was lounging in the back, behind the world leaders, snickering at them. He caught my eyes and winked before going back to closely watching the group of leaders, and I knew then he wasn’t there to profess his peaceful intentions. He was searching their minds, using the gathering to find out any information he could.
I hoped he did. He had helped save us. He deserved to find who he was looking for. We owed him those answers.
His mouth softened, and he bowed to me. I shook my head and smiled, shouting at him in my mind about privacy and boundaries.
I lost sight of him when it was finally Fihk’s turn to speak. My world honed in on him as he looked at me and crooked a finger. Olynth escorted me up to the stage, and Fihk pulled me to his side. His show of solidarity. I tried not to fidget. It might be optimism and hope driving people here but shoving a human-alien relationship in their face might be too much too soon. But I would do my part for him.
“I am Fihk, Dahk and acting commander on behalf of my king,” he boomed to the crowd. “You are a young species, and still have far to come in your evolution. But there are those who would have you enslaved. They would use your infancy against you.”
Murmurs went through the crowd, but this was not new information. Fihk had sent out a report with Burin about the trials we would face ahead.
“But the universe holds many species, many worlds. You have allies. My Dahk have a direct interest in your survival. We would not see you wiped from existence. We wish to aid you, help you thrive and evolve into a species that can join the marvels outside of your world. There is much to learn and experience outside of Earth. But this knowledge comes at a cost,” he said gravely. “You were once a world divided. You strained against your differences, warred amongst your people, and stunted your growth. You will not survive to witness the wonders of the universe if you continue as you have.”
The room held its breath as he fed us a truth that had crippled us for too long.
“Unite and learn from this loss. Your life is fleeting. Use your time before you pass through the veil to build a world worth protecting. A world that can stand amongst its brothers and defend itself and its allies. Build a world that can evolve and defend its creations. The Dahk vow to aid you in your future, but we cannot help unless you are willing to open your minds to things you may not be prepared for. We cannot help unless you are willing to open your world to those who may frighten you, advances that may change you. You are on the precipice of a great reformation. But you must be willing to alter your beliefs and do away with your prejudices. You must accept our aid and those of others.” He met the eyes of the human leaders. “The Dahk struggled with this evolution, as you are now, as has every species as they became aware of their place in the universe. You are not alone in your fears. Look to us for guidance, and we will walk beside you in your journey.”
Tears of disbelief coated the faces in the crowd. Some were stunned silent while others openly wept.
We knew there were aliens—the Vitat had dropped that bomb—but to be faced with one telling you how small and insignificant you were was a hard pill to swallow. We had lost so much, but I felt like Fihk was offering a hand. He was the relief aid we needed to pick ourselves up again. I could only hope we learned from our mistakes and were smart enough to see this new path he set out for us. Brave enough to walk it.
A long sheet of thick paper was rolled out before the crowd, and one by one, the leaders shook hands with Fihk and Kil, who had not spoken to the crowd but materialized to the front of the room. Then they each signed their names.
Kil looked at the signatures and muttered about ancient practices while looking at the pen like it had offended him, startling the crowd into an awkward laugh that was parts amusement, relief, and shock. But Kil wrote his name alongside Fihk’s and vowed to uphold the simple peace treaty.
It wasn’t a contract or a document that bound anyone.
It was human and alien vowing their peace and acceptance of one another.
It was kind of beautiful.
But I knew more would come later. It was only a matter of time before our governments would want something more concrete. This was a symbol. A little bit of hope. But it wouldn’t keep us safe.
They would want more than the aliens’ word, and I wondered what our world might look like when that came about. I could imagine Dahk and Kilbus armies patrolling our world, teaching the humans space travel. I wondered if I would be there to see it.
Fihk had a family at home. His own fight to take on. I wasn’t sure I could keep him from it just because I was afraid. He said to look to him for guidance. I wanted to walk beside him.
I wanted to be brave enough.
We mingled for a while. Nick, Ford, and I exchanged invasion stories with those there, but it eventually got late, and everyone wanted to head back to their current camps. Their new homes.
New York would be the temporary capital while order was restored, and some of the Dahk and Kilbus would remain on Earth to help rebuild and hunt down any Vitat that remained. Fihk had said Dahk One would be returning to Home World temporarily but that Tahk would send aid and eventually return to establish more permanent communications.
Burin shook Fihk’s hand, thanking him, and we left. We climbed the dozens and dozens of flights of stairs to the top of the building. We could have flown, but Ford and Nick were against it. They hated being carted around. Nick huffed and puffed alongside Ford, but I hopped on Olynth’s chest and let him carry me. My eyelids were already sagging by the time we reached the top.
The small flyer on the roof had its doors open as we walked out of the stairwell, the Dahk battleship hovering over the city a few miles away.
Olynth put me down as Fihk shook hands with Kil. He was leaving to go back to his ship and relay orders before he most likely continued his search with whatever information he’d gathered at the signing.
I leaned against the low concrete wall and looked out over the city. I saw little lights flickering in some of the buildings—candlelight—and I smiled. A part of me had expected only a handful of humans to have survived. For so long, it had felt as if Nate and I were the only ones left. But we as a species were more resilient then we gave ourselves credit for. We had survived this, and with that resilience, we would survive the Galactic Order too.
Suddenly I swayed and caught myself on the edge. The ground moved and groaned, but I looked up and over the water. Fire was slowly filling the sky.
“What is that?” Ford shouted over the loud roaring filling the sky.
“The Vitat warship.” Tohn shouted and pointed. “It is going to crash!”
I turned and looked back at them as they watched the enormous ship slowly fall into our atmosphere. Fireballs rained down over the water, and the streets filled with screams.
“Tell the humans to get above ground, as high as they can. The water will crest over the city,” Fihk ordered before growling into his comm unit.
Tohn flew from the building and dived toward the streets. Terrified, I watched as the ship drew closer. It was going to cause a tsunami.
“Board all you can,” Fihk growled into his comm.
Dahk flew down from the battleship toward the streets. Several other ships over the city took off, and I knew most of them held our leaders, but there were still civilians in the city.
Survivors I had just been marveling over.
“Bahyly,” Olynth growled and prowled toward me.
I stepped toward him, but the ground shook again and the building rocked. I was tossed over the concrete wall.
I screamed as I plummeted, wind whipping my face.
Olynth and Fihk dived over the edge of the building, their arms reaching for me.
I spun in the air, flipping over and losing sight of their terror-stricken faces. The wind was so harsh. I couldn’t even gasp. I saw the ground rise up and I tensed, my eyes clamping shut.
Everything I’d ever cared about zoomed through my mind.
Nathan’s excited little face the first time I saw him.
Olynth’s glare the day he found Nate and me spying on him behind that car.
Fihk’s enraged face as we sprayed him with bear repellent.
I saw us laughing and teasing each other, their love for me and my love for them, and I sobbed in agony. I wasn’t ready to leave them.
The ground rose up, and I nearly kissed it before arms came around me and flipped me over.
Then we tilted and spun as Fihk’s wings flared and tried to slow us, but we still hit the ground hard.
I cried out in pain and lay there, stunned. He was under me, and he wasn’t moving. I groaned and rolled off him. Olynth pulled me up, frantically touching my body. I shoved away from him and dropped to my knees beside Fihk.
“He’s not breathing.” I listened for his breath. I felt for a pulse, but it was barely there. “Olynth, help him!”
A loud boom sounded, and the ground shook again. I fell on top of Fihk and covered his body with mine.
Olynth grasped Fihk’s face and snarled something. He felt along his chest. “He lives.”
“What?” I asked in shock, my eyes pouring tears.
“He’s alive.” Olynth tossed Fihk carelessly over his shoulder. “We must go.”
I looked up and saw the Vitat ship as it crashed into Earth. I was knocked to my ass, and the buildings around me trembled. Fihk groaned and shoved away from Olynth. He stumbled and caught himself, looking around in a daze. Olynth snarled and stumbled to me.
“Fihk?” I reached for him and fell again as a building came crashing down a few blocks away. “Fihk!”
Fihk’s eyes went wide, and he turned to me in terror, sagging just as Olynth lifted me. I held onto Olynth’s neck and reached for Fihk with my other arm as a dark cloud of dust enveloped us. I was still holding Fihk’s hand as we launched into the sky. His wings faltered, and he dipped low before he recovered. Olynth aided him, pulling him up through the debris.
“There!” someone shouted from below.
I looked to see a gigantic wave crashing into the city. Olynth flew toward it.
The battleship was hovering over the buildings that were about to be engulfed. It rose into the sky as the water crested over the tops of the buildings, and Olynth and Fihk flew higher. Fihk was shaking his head and dipping before he recovered and flew high again. He was going to fall.
“Olynth, Fihk!” I pointed below us.
Olynth snarled, dipping down. He hooked an arm around Fihk’s waist, grunting from the extra weight, and propelled us up. But we were too heavy for him, and the wave was coming.
Something black came below us and jolted up under our feet. Olynth dropped onto the Dahk flyer, and I wrapped my hands around his neck so he could let go of me and wedge his fingers into one of the top panels. The flyer tilted up and over the wave as it flooded below us, soaking me with its freezing spray.
Olynth dropped his weight on me to keep me from sliding and held onto Fihk with his other hand. Olynth’s arm was bulging and straining as the wind beat against us, but he didn’t let go. We flew up at a sharp angle, directly into the bay of the battleship.
The flyer spun in a fast circle, nearly throwing us off, before it shuddered and lowered onto the bay floor. I gasped and shook under Olynth as he murmured words of comfort, petting my hair and nuzzling my cheek. Fihk groaned again, and I scrambled for him.
“He needs a healer,” I choked as I saw his battered wings. He had fallen on his back to take the brunt of the fall for me. His wings were bent at odd angles.
I couldn’t believe he’d tried to fly like that.
Someone slid him off the top of the ship, and Olynth pulled me down after him. We raced through the halls, two Dahk carrying Fihk. In the med bay, he was laid on his stomach so Vylbor and another Dahk could inspect his wings.
Fihk groaned and called my name. I ran to his side and crouched by his face. I gently kissed his cheeks and eyes and lips.
“I’m here, baby. I’m here. You’re okay,” I chanted over and over, kissing him while they wrapped his wings tightly and bound them to his back.
“He needs nano-nits,” Vylbor said grimly and filled a small cartridge. He pulled out an injection gun and placed it against Fihk’s neck.
I stopped him before he could pull the trigger. “What are those?”
Olynth’s arms came around me from behind. “They will help him heal.”
As Vylbor injected it, Fihk groaned and stuffed his face into my belly. I held him to me by the back of his head as Olynth held me from behind, and I waited, tears coursing down my cheeks. I felt so stupid.
Why hadn’t I immediately backed away from the edge?
Why hadn’t I immediately boarded the flyer when we got to the roof?
Fihk would be fine right now if I hadn’t been so stupid.
“Olynth,” Tohn called from the doorway. “It was the Juldo. They have attacked Dahk One. We need you.”
Olynth bent and kissed my neck. “I will be back shortly. Stay with him.”
I nodded and kissed his lips. He clenched his jaw and stomped out of the room.
Fihk passed out, and Nate came into the room. He hugged my side and stood with me as we watched over Fihk.
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“The Kilbus warship has engaged the Juldo alongside Dahk One,” Tohn said as we ran to the command deck.
“Why the Vitat warship?”
It made no sense. What did the Juldo have to gain by eliminating the Vitat after they had surrendered? It only decimated the remaining human population, which did not help their mission to capture the surviving human females.
Tohn shook his head. “They arrived and fired on the Vitat warship. They did not even spare Dahk One a glance until we retaliated.”
“Fihk did not take down the Vitat warship because it circled too close to the earth. The force would drive it onto the planet.” I ran through the command room and was greeted by the king’s emissary, Dyadus, on screen. He was to lead Dahk One in Fihk’s absence for the treaty signing. “Report,” I barked.
“They are not engaging us,” Dyadus said in disbelief. “They repel our attacks but have not engaged their weapons system. They are—silent.” Dyadus held out his hands, startled and confused.
“Hail them,” I growled. “And halt your attack.”
I waited for the Juldo to answer my comm. The Juldo Master grinned from his command, Dahk One filling the portal behind him.
“Are you Tahk’s replacement?” he asked in Juldo, a maddened grin on his red face, his mechanical eyes whirring erratically.
“I am Olynth. State your intention,” I snarled.
“I am here on behalf of the Order.” He looked out of the portal behind him and crossed his enhanced arms. “I have saved the humans,” he crowed.
I stepped closer and glared at him. “The Order gave no such command.”
“Ah, but yes, they did. You were allowed to intervene on their behalf, but the humans owe a debt. I am here to collect.”
“They will not be paying that debt.” I grinned menacingly. “You have attacked an ally of the Dahk. We will defend them.” I nodded to Dyadus. “Engage if they do not retreat. You are to fire on their left flank. It is vulnerable, and their shield will not last.”
The Juldo Master flushed and sputtered, spittle flying from his mouth. “You know no such thing.”
I stepped closer to the screen. “I was a Juldo slave, vermin. I know where you are weakest. I built your ships.”
He flushed again.
“The Kilbus Lord is here. I know you do not wish to tempt him. I believe he has a vendetta against you, Hishin.” I called him by his old name. The name of the Guhuvin he once was.
The Juldo Master roared and clicked off.
“He will retreat,” Kil comm’d me directly.
I spun and clicked my comm on in my hima. “Where are you?”
“On my warship. I will engage him if necessary, but it would anger a friend of mine if I were to kill him, disrupting his plans.”
“What friend?” I snarled. Why not eliminate him now?
“Now, Olynth, I do not reveal all my secrets.” He clicked off.
I snarled in frustration. But Kil was correct. The Juldo Master fled quicker than he had arrived. But he left a planet in peril in his wake.
Only a small portion of the Vitat warship broke off and crashed to the Earth, the rest blown out of orbit. The humans' world may survive the blow, but it would not be without consequences. Their orbital route would be thrown, and their atmosphere was now compromised. They would suffer wild atmospheric shifts, their weather unpredictable and more volatile.
“Return to Dahk One,” I ordered my pilot and comm’d the king.
Uthyf sighed and rubbed his brow. “Tahk believes the Order did, in fact, give the Juldo Master an order to interfere. They know we do not plan to allow the humans to pay their debt to them. We will keep them from enslavement.”
I filled him in on Fihk’s injuries and the humans' current state.
“Dahk One must return. I have spoken with the Kilbus Lord. He will aid the humans in their recovery and track down the remaining Vitat. We have information the Juldo are initiating an attack on Home World.”
“We will abandon them?” I asked, shocked. The Kilbus were more than capable of defending Earth, but it did not sit well with me to leave them after such a blow.
“Leave the commander’s battleship and a unit. I will send more aid, but we need Dahk One here,” he said firmly. “Tahk has sent a list of earthen goods. Did Fihk acquire them?”
“Yes, but I do not know to what extent.”
“There is no time for it now. You may leave a large unit of Dahk on Earth and communicate with the human leaders. Stress our commitment to their safety and leave within the next few sunrings. I want direct communication set up with the earthen leaders.”
I nodded and scrubbed my crown. “I do not know that I will be accompanying Fihk.”
He scowled and sat forward. “Why?”
“My mate does not wish to return to Home World.” I would not force her to leave. Fihk had yet to express his desires on the topic.
“You share a mate with Fihk, do you not?”
“Yes, but he has not expressed his plans to her nor me.”
“He must return. Bring the human female.” He looked away, and a Dahk spoke in his ear. “You are needed here, but I would be accepting of your loss if Fihk returned. You both cannot stay.”
“She wishes to remain with her species, my king.”
He was already dismissing me. I understood his urgency, but I would not harm my mate or force her to return as my commander had done with his Pythe.
He sighed. “Olynth, stay if you wish, but Fihk must return. If the human female refuses, he will suffer. Do not give her the option.”
He clicked off, and I gnashed my teeth. I had great respect for Uthyf, but he lacked compassion.
“Olynth, the human leaders have hailed us,” a Dahk to my left called.
I sat in Fihk’s command chair and waved for them to accept the comm. I wanted nothing more than to return to my mate, but I could not in good conscience leave the humans with the Kilbus without informing them.
I spoke to them for long spins. The east of the continent had suffered major damage, but it was not as devastating as it would have been had the Vitat ship not broken and split, one half propelled into the deepness of space and the smaller piece bludgeoning the earth. Most of the wreckage burned up in their atmosphere but many parts of the planet suffered from devastating blows. Had the entire ship hit, the human species very well could have become extinct.
The humans agreed to allow the Kilbus to aid them on our behalf, and I sent a team down with the means for them to communicate with us directly. It was not received well, we were abandoning them in their time of need, but they had no choice but to accept aid from their other ally. A team was put together to stay behind with the warship, and I ordered Dahk One prepared for travel.
It was late the next morn before I could be pulled from command to check on my mate. I had received updates on her and Fihk, but I had been gone too long. I needed her touch and scent to calm me.
We were leaving one war to return and defend our home from another.
But I did not know if I would be there to fight with my brethren. Or if I would remain here with my mate. I did not know if it was possible for Fihk to leave her behind and how that decision may devastate my mate.
We were out of time.
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Olynth found us in our room. Nathan was reading to Fihk about wizards and witches when Olynth walked in. Fihk was dozing. I climbed carefully off the bed so I wouldn’t disturb him.
“Keep reading to him,” I murmured to Nate. “He likes it.”
Nathan nodded and continued in a low voice as I stepped out of the room, closing the door softly. Olynth picked me up and walked to a chaise lounge. He laid me down and came down on top of me. He rested his head on my breast and sighed.
I smiled and ran my hands over the back of his neck and down the sides of his face. “He’s doing a lot better.”
Vylbor had said Fihk would make a full recovery and be back on his feet in a few days. I couldn’t believe it after seeing the damage done to him.
“The Juldo have retreated,” he murmured into the top of my breast. That was good. I didn’t think I could handle another invasion so soon. “The king has ordered Dahk One’s return.”
That wasn’t bad. I had expected it to happen, but it was fast. Humanity had just suffered another blow, but the Dahk couldn’t be expected to help us do everything. I knew the Kilbus were staying to help us keep the Order away, so we weren’t exactly being abandoned.
He looked at me when I didn’t reply. His face was clouded in worry. “Fihk has to return.”
Oh. Oh.
“That’s okay,” I said softly. I hadn’t realized he was so worried about that. He was really hard to read.
He sat up and studied me closely. “He will suffer so far from you.”
I smiled at him. “I know. I’ll go with you.”
He squinted at me. “To Home World?”
I squinted back. “Yeah.”
“I remember a fierce little warrior who drew a blade against me to stay on her world,” Olynth murmured with a twitch of lips.
“And I remember a big guy who told me his actions would speak for him,” I said back, smiling.
He licked the smile right from my face. “And my actions, they have earned your trust?”
“Big guy, I let you order me around and toss me all over the place to have your way with me.” I bit his lip. “I let you protect my brother and trust you with who you have guard him.” I dropped my head. “Of course I trust you.”
I widened my eyes at him in wonder. When had that happened? I never trusted anyone, and he had burrowed his way inside me and stayed there. Him and Fihk both.
I trusted them with Nathan. I didn’t think that would ever be possible. Not ever. I thought I wouldn’t ever trust another living soul with him. But I did. I knew deep down, so sure I would stake my life on it, they cared for Nate on his own, but they would die to protect him because I loved him.
“Go on, big guy, take us home.” I kissed his chin and sat up. “I’ll tell Nate.”
“You do not want to discuss it with Fihk first?”
I shook my head. “No, he doesn’t need to worry about that right now.”
He nodded and walked to the door. I followed him and circled his neck with my arms. He dropped his hands to my ass and boosted me up.
“Are you okay?” I asked softly and kissed the corner of his eye. “You’ve been busy. Are you tired?”
“Not anymore,” he growled and sucked my tongue in his mouth.
I grinned and gave him a longer pick-me-up, letting him eat at my mouth as hard and needy as he wanted. He pressed me to the door and ground his hips into mine.
“I worry about you too,” I said.
Fihk was hurt, but Olynth had to do a lot in his absence. I knew he was stressed. I felt it all throughout his tall frame. I would offer a massage, but I knew he would just slap my ass and take over. I clenched my thighs at the thought.
“You can show me later,” he rumbled and nipped down my throat.
“You can tie me up and have your way with me whenever you want.” I gasped as he bit the top of my breast. He hummed and squeezed my thigh, drawing it up.
“Gross!” Nate gagged as he ran through the room. “My eyes!”
When I groaned in embarrassment, Olynth chuckled and dropped me down. “I will return this eve.” He winked at Nate and left.
“Hey, squirt,” I called when he went to barricade himself in his room.
He stopped and turned.
I walked through his room and sat on his bed. “I want to talk to you about something.”
He sat beside me and fiddled with his hat. “We’re going to Home World, aren’t we?”
I nodded and watched his face for any fear or sadness. There was nothing but excitement and maybe a little nerves.
“I want to go,” he said.
“I think it might be safer than here right now,” I said and thought of New York. I had a feeling that wasn’t the last of the hits Earth would take. Home World didn’t sound like the epicenter of peaceful relations, but the Dahk were far better equipped to handle the threats floating around the universe.
“Yeah,” he said sadly. “I was worried when the Vitat ship crashed. You were down there, and I couldn’t get to you.”
“I’m sorry, booger,” I said sadly and hugged him.
“I knew you would be okay though. Fihk and Olynth won’t let anything happen to you.” He grinned and pushed me away.
“They won’t let anything happen to you either,” I told him firmly. I thought even Gunnor may have a soft spot for Nate. He scowled at him just a miniscule less than everyone else.
He grinned. “I know. You’d kick their asses.”
“Mouth,” I said half-heartedly. He had earned a few curse words after surviving this. “I’ll be with Fihk. Knock if you need anything. Gunnor’s just outside if you want to meet up with Star.”
He blushed. “Is she going with us?”
“I don’t know, that’ll be up to her dad and her.”
He looked away.
“If not, I bet you’ll be beating the winged females on Home World back with a stick.” I pinched his cheeks.
“Gross.” He scowled and pinched me back.
“Hey! I think wings are hawt,” I drawled.
He shouted and shoved me out of his room. “I’m ten!”
“I see the busty girls in your comics.” I looked pointedly at his stack of comics. Dahk females might not be busty, but they had that ethereal beauty those cartoon girls had.
He slammed the door in my face, his face dark and mortified.
I laughed and climbed into bed with Fihk, careful not to touch him.
I watched over him throughout the night, watching his chest move up and down. I preoccupied myself with daydreams of an alien world and what it might look like. I could ask Olynth, but I thought I would rather be surprised. An adventure sounded kind of fun. I needed a little fun.
It had been five weeks since the aliens invaded Earth and destroyed every sense of normalcy I had ever known. I wanted a little normal, needed it. And this was my new normal.
Safety and contentment.
Space travel and amazing new experiences.
Two aliens that were devoted to me and my brother.
And a love for them that took me by surprise but filled me in ways I never could have dreamed.
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We were days out from Home World.
Fihk had been fully recovered for almost a week.
Nate was drilling every Dahk he came across for details on our new home.
Linda was barely able to contain her excitement about her upcoming reunion with her daughter.
Star was quietly optimistic, while her father was the only downer of the bunch. He was worried, but he also felt as though Home World was the safest option for his daughter. I hadn’t expected him to come with us, but he’d surprised me.
Ford and Colt had stayed behind. Ford would help rebuild and search for survivors, while Colt had plans to capitalize on his knowledge of the Dahk and work for the government. He was “a man meant for the service.”
Olynth had run the ship alone until Fihk recovered, then they split the duties between them. With the council imprisoned, they were the only leadership left to keep the Dahk in check.
I met Ignyt one morning while I was bringing Olynth a meal because I was worried he wasn’t eating. That guy… yeah, there were no words. He was terrifying. His eyes were the deadest I had ever seen.
I’d thought Gunnor was intimidating with his cyclops eye… he looked like a puppy next to Ignyt.
The interrogator’s skin was the darkest shade of purple I had seen so far, and he had more scars then Olynth. His body was covered in them. One particularly gnarly one ran from his top lip all the way to his brow bone. His eye had clearly been sliced when he got the scar, and it was completely white except for a broken iris. It was doubly creepy when you compared it to his dark-silver-and-black eye. And when he grinned, it looked like a feral grimace.
Dahk ran the other way when Ignyt came stomping through.
Nate loved him. And surprisingly, Ignyt loved him back. They had some kind of weird bond. They were always trading Nate’s comics and snickering with each other when you least expected it.
Gunnor continued to be Nate’s faithful guard and even offered to watch over him on Home World. Not to me—the guy barely ever spoke—but Fihk had told me.
As for my threesome with my guys?
It was pretty perfect. I never needed or wanted anything. They were too busy getting me everything before I even knew I had a need or want.
We rarely had sex all together. There was just never enough time. If one of them was with me, it was because the other was busy. Sometimes they would wake me in the middle of the night and Olynth would order us around while Fihk relaxed and enjoyed the power trade, but mostly I was with one or the other, which was great too. They each gave me something different but equally as important.
Fihk was my sweet bossy lover where Olynth was my wicked dominator.
When I was with one of them, it was their time, and the other respected it. Their jealousy came out occasionally, but as Olynth had promised, if it ever went too far, I never saw it.
I just got their competitive touches and possessive kisses, and I was fine with that. I focused on giving each of them all of my attention when I was with them so they would never feel like I was thinking of the other when we were alone. Which was harder than I thought. I missed them when they were gone.
Like now, I was making out with Fihk in his office past the command deck. I hadn’t seen him since the night before, so I was super excited to be with him, but Olynth had left me a few hours earlier. That made me sad because I knew I wouldn’t see him until most likely the next morning. But I pushed those feelings aside, because I wasn’t going to be a whiny nag, and put all my excitement for Fihk in my kiss.
He was now an expert at it. He worked my mouth slowly and seductively, driving me crazy. Which was his goal. He loved it when I lost control and attacked him. I was straddling his lap and gyrating my hips.
I had fully recovered from my stab wound with only a small scar, which I may not have even had if I hadn’t fallen off a building and torn the wound open again.
Fihk had his hands around my hips, guiding my movements. He was trying to slow me down, but I was impatient. I nipped his neck and sucked down to his shoulder. He growled and stopped my hips, pulling back. I nipped at his lips and tore at the ties of his pants. He chuckled when I got him free then groaned when I squeezed him. My thumb twirled the bead of wet at the tip, then I sucked it into my mouth.
He growled and stood and dropped me onto his wide desk. I whipped off my shirt, bearing my breasts for him, and pinched my nipples, smiling around my bit lip. He whipped off his leather vest and tore at my pants. My legs swung wide, and I shoved him back down onto his wide chair. He snarled as I impaled myself, and I took that snarl into my mouth and held onto his shoulder as I rode him.
Someone knocked on his door, and he shouted, “Leave us!”
I laughed. He tsked me and gripped my hips, hammering up into me. I bounced and threw my head back, groaning, letting him take over. He was rubbing me in all the best places as he stood and slammed my back into the wall. His hand came up to keep my head from cracking into it, and his other curled around my ass, where he dug his claws into the plump skin. My toes curled into his taut ass, and I bit into his lip, drawing blood. He snarled and bit me back, grinding his pelvis into mine.
I screamed, letting loose since we were so far from my brother. Being quiet in the bedroom was hard. Olynth demanded it from me, but Fihk loved hearing me, which just made me want to be louder.
Fihk’s pupils dilated as I convulsed around him, and he roared to the ceiling, shooting his release inside me.
“Wow.” I sighed into his chest. “I don’t think you’ve ever been so careless with me, boss,” I teased.
He stiffened and looked down at my neck, where I could feel a fresh bite wound. I was used to it with Olynth, but Fihk had never broken skin before. I licked his blood from my lips.
I guess I’d instigated it.
He looked all at once fiercely possessive and massively horrified. “Oh, sweets, I did not intend to.”
“I was just teasing you.” I smiled and kissed his lips.
He shook his head and groaned, dropping his head onto my chest. “No, no, huktbores, it was not supposed to happen this way.”
“Hey, I liked it, I promise.” I chuckled a little and bit my lip. I felt bad for harping on him. He was always so careful with me.
“You misunderstand, sweets. We exchanged our lifeblood,” he said gravely.
I wrinkled my brow at him. “Did it squick you out?”
He repeated my word, sounding confused.
“Was it weird? Olynth and I do it all the time.”
He started, and his head backed away sharply. “Bahyly, you and Olynth have exchanged lifeblood during a mating?”
I nodded hesitantly. Was this the breaking point? Was he grossed out or mad? Shit, I didn’t realize it was a secret.
I didn’t like secrets between us. I had learned to be open with them about each other. They encouraged it. I didn’t want to mess that up, but I didn’t know sharing blood was a big deal. Olynth should have told me.
“Lovely, has he explained the significance of this?” he asked slowly and cautiously.
I worried my bottom lip and shook my head. He growled and cursed, turning to place me on the desk. I drew my knees up to my chest and held them with my arms as I watched him pace. He muttered to himself and rubbed his crown.
“Is it bad?” I loved everything I did with them. I didn’t want it to be tainted.
“No,” he growled and spun. He took my face in his hands. “It is beautiful, sweets, but he should have explained it to you.”
I scowled at him. My stomach was starting to hurt. “Explain it to me now.”
“An exchange of lifeblood between a Pythen and a Pythe is another step in the mating bond. The final bond they share. It binds their life together,” he said tenderly. “You will age with him. You will live a much longer life now, and when you pass on from this life, so shall he.”
I gaped at him.
His face twisted in guilt. “I lost control. I had planned to introduce you to the proper ceremony on Home World and perhaps share that experience with my House, since we could not have that with our first mating.”
“Stop.” I held up my hand and let out a hot breath. “First”—I held up a finger— “I know all about you guys getting it on in front of a crowd, and as hot as it was to have Gunnor watching us our first time, it’s not something I’m willing to repeat, especially in front of a crowd. So no, that won’t be happening. And two”—I held up another finger— “does that mean I’m now tied to both of you like that?”
He nodded hesitantly.
I felt my face heat and fill with color. My ears burned. “Why didn’t he tell me?”
“It is likely he is unaware of the ritual,” he said haltingly.
“How likely?”
He clenched his jaw and looked away.
“Right,” I spat hotly. I jumped from the table and stormed to the door.
“Sweets,” he called.
I spun around, my fists clenched at my sides.
“As much as I enjoy gazing at you in your beautiful bare form, I do not want my Dahk to gaze at you in such a way.”
I shoved my pants on, tore my shirt over my head, and whipped open the door. “Don’t wait up for me.”
He chuckled as I marched out into the command deck.
Unfortunately, I didn’t get to shove my foot up the big guy’s ass. The room spun, my stomach flipped, and I fainted.
✽✽✽
 
So it turned out I was bonded to them both. And they were bonded to each other through me.
And after bonding, I needed a pretty lengthy recovery sleep.
If I wasn’t so mad, I could have seen the beauty in it, but I was pissed.
I held my grudge all the way up to our landing on Home World.
Olynth’s stubborn silence didn’t help. He had no explanation for his secret except that he “didn’t think I needed to know at the time.” And I could understand that to an extent. We had just been intimate, and it was the first time for him in a long, long, long time. He’d had a lot of feelings to work through.
But after? There was no excuse. We had been on the ship for almost two weeks. He could have told me.
Plus, I didn’t know how to process it. Long life? Like hundreds and hundreds of years? That was weird.
Nathan thought it was awesome, but I couldn’t stop imagining him growing old and dying while I stayed young. He was my Nate, my baby. I wasn’t supposed to outlive him.
Fihk held me when I’d cried my eyes out just thinking about it.
At best, I could hope Nathan would fall for a Dahk female and they would have a Pythen mating bond. In one of my more insane moments, I told Fihk we would hold a zany Cinderella ball where Nate would meet all the eligible females in the land until he found his Pythe. I knew that was crazy, but I couldn’t completely dismiss it.
If human females were more compatible with male Dahk, maybe the same could be said for human males and female Dahk. I just had to get Nate to stop gawking at Star. She was human and therefore no longer good enough for him.
So with all those thoughts plaguing me, I couldn’t even look at Olynth. I knew he wasn’t the only one to blame. Fihk had lost control and done the same thing, tying me to them both, but he’d felt remorse and told me.
By the time we landed on Home World, I was too stressed out to even enjoy the sights. It was beautiful—like, fantasy-princess-land beautiful—but I wanted to rip something apart. So it didn’t affect me as it should have. I did enjoy Nate’s over-the-top excitement though.
Linda had donned her perfectly pressed clothes—I still didn’t know how she pulled that off, since I had been wearing the same two pairs of jeans for weeks—and she rushed off the ship into the arms of her daughter and the big dude she was mated to.
I got a little peeved when Peyton gushed all over my Fihk but held myself back when he quickly extracted himself and wrapped me in his arms.
She was, of course, beautiful and nice and blah, and I was feeling jealous. She knew Fihk and Olynth really well, and there was a lot of affection there.
Plus, Linda totally ditched us. She became single-minded in repairing her broken relationship with her daughter, and I was feeling a little butt-hurt about it.
But it got weirder.
I met the new king, Uthyf, and he immediately commandeered Fihk, grilling him and having all kinds of secret meetings.
With him and Olynth gone, I had to hang out with pregnant chicks—Peyton and her friend, Vivian. And let me just say, Vivian was excitable. Like, in your face, happy go lucky all the time.
But I guessed they were okay. I had never had girlfriends before, and they were totally fascinated with my relationship with Fihk and Olynth. I was kind of the shit for getting with the two of them.
Kudeyas, Tahk’s sister, was awesome. She was my favorite. She was warm and had a little bit of wickedness to her spirit. I had a feeling we would get up to a lot of trouble together.
But eventually the welcome party broke up, and Fihk was ready to introduce me to his family. It was at that point that I wished Olynth and I had worked out our drama.
Olynth had no family to introduce me to, and he was uncomfortable the whole time we were with Fihk’s family. He had told me one night on the ship that he lost his father when he was young, His mam was his first mate and died from real heart-sickness. His father’s other two mates were still alive but after he was a slave, they stopped talking. Olynth was a different Dahk when he came back, and they couldn’t reconcile his new personality with the young Dahk they raised. Bitches, both of them. He had no siblings.
Not a blood brother anyway.
Fihk announced us together. The three of us. He said it with pride. He introduced Olynth as his brother. And though Olynth remained stoic as ever, I knew that meant a lot to him. It did to me.
Fihk and Olynth had talked about where we would live in great detail the last few weeks, and since Olynth didn’t have a House it was decided we would all move into Fihk’s. At least for now. I didn’t know how I felt about staying where other females most likely had, but I wasn’t going to demand somewhere else right away. We needed to adjust to our mating. And so Fihk’s House became Olynth’s, Fihk’s, Nate’s, and my House. It was kind of perfect.
Fihk was trying hard to welcome Olynth, me, and Nate to his family, so I stuffed my feelings and frustrations with Olynth deep down and plastered on a smile as Fihk’s First Father and his seven mates watched me with a mix of hesitant joy and morbid curiosity.
It wasn’t an ideal meeting, but I had hope Nate would win them over for me. Fihk had two younger brothers that were about a decade older than Nate but were fascinated and as excitable as he was. They hit it off right away.
Fihk filled his family in on our adventures as Olynth and I glared at each other from across the room. I felt bad because I knew Fihk was doing damage control, but I was getting worked up with Olynth’s angry eyes on me. It was our sick brand of foreplay, and I knew when one of us eventually broke, it was going to be epic. So I didn’t feel too bad.
Plus, I didn’t have any patience for the Dahk asking about our sex life and their invasive questions about our compatibility.
After a particularly combustible stare down, Olynth stalked to Fihk. He must have told Fihk it was time to go, because after relieved goodbyes were exchanged from both sides, we loaded up on a little flyer and moved on to Fihk’s House.
It was far over the lavender ice fields and carved into the side of the ice mountains. Tall, bare mushroom trees dotted the dark landscape, purple stones glowing and guiding the way because the Dahk didn’t have a sun. It had died. Their whole world sparkled like a jewel.
It was breathtaking. And it was my new home.
Our House was like a small castle inside of a mountain. Mountains that were so textured, I felt the first urge to climb in a while.
The House had balconies jutting out from every story, gauzy curtains leading into humongous rooms decked out in lavender furniture. Gold stones lit the inside, beside bowls of blue fire stones. Because it was freaking colder than the North Pole.
We had to don furry coats and fluffy boots before we could even set foot on their world, and I still lost feeling in my ass.
Fihk had a cook and several other Dahk who took care of the inside and anything he needed. Servants. They were all really awesome and seemed super happy to meet us, so I didn’t stress too much about it. There would be time for all that later.
Nathan was escorted to his rooms with Gunnor, our newest House member, right behind him.
Then Olynth had me over his shoulder and was marching up a large stairwell and into a huge bedroom. There was a mammoth bed with gauzy drapes hanging from the ceiling, and a bathroom with a freaking pool inside. A pool connected to a hot spring. I couldn’t wait to dive inside, but Olynth was on a mission, and Fihk was not interested in stalling him.
Fihk followed us and leaned against the wall as Olynth dropped me onto the bed. I bounced once before sinking into the fluffiness. I groaned and rolled around, smiling when Fihk chuckled. I didn’t have time to enjoy it before Olynth was dragging me to the middle of the bed and tearing my clothes from my body.
“Hey!” I growled and wiggled away from him. I shot Fihk a look as he lit fire bowls around the room, my goosebumps a clear indicator it was a little chilly.
Fihk shook his head. “This is between you. It is not healthy to deny each other for so long.”
Olynth scowled at me and held his hands out to Fihk. Several long strips of fabric were tossed to him, and I gaped at Fihk incredulously as he helped Olynth strap me onto the bed. I was rolled onto my belly, and my legs were bent and spread wide. My wrists were tied to my ankles, then I was rolled to my back, and my thighs were strapped down on the bed, spreading them even farther. It was uncomfortable, but the cool air seared me between my legs, and I shivered.
Olynth’s dark eyes burned me as they roamed over my body, male satisfaction curling his lips. My breathing picked up and the hairs on my arms lifted. I was panting by the time Olynth stripped and crawled over me. He looked in my eyes silently and ran a flat hand from the center of my chest all the way down and cupped me between my legs. I bit my lip, hard.
I’d missed him.
I’d missed his special brand of dominance. It had been too long, and I was craving his wicked grins and sharp smacks. I felt like one thrust would have me exploding on him. But I knew he wouldn’t give it to me. He would make me beg first.
“I’m mad at you,” I said against his bared teeth.
He snarled and scraped those teeth down my neck, scratching my skin. “I will take your anger, ruhasha. You are mine, and I bound you to me so we would never be apart.” His teeth scraped down to my right breast. He huffed through his nose, breathing onto my nipple. His back rippled with his restraint. “You can be angry, but you do not withhold yourself from me.”
He nipped my hardened nipple sharply. I growled in frustration. My thighs were shaking, and I was so strapped down, I could do nothing but lift my head and glare at him.
“You should have told me,” I heaved through my heavy breaths.
His eyes flashed to mine and filled with pain. “I did not know how,” he growled hoarsely.
My anger dissipated and tears pricked my eyes. “I missed you. I need you.”
I needed him to touch me, but I needed him to know I wanted and needed him any way that he came. I loved him.
His face filled with hunger, and he sucked on my nipple. My back bowed, and I whined low and long. Fihk caught my eye as Olynth worked his way down my body, nipping and licking me. Fihk’s eyes were hungry and burning, but he stood back and gave this to Olynth. I loved him for it.
Olynth’s hands smoothed down my belly and my thighs, pressing them into the bed until I winced from the stretch. I was panting and whining when a hot tongue ran up the center of me. I bowed back, and my thighs pushed against his hands. A hard smack lit fire through my clit, and I blew apart, coming so hard I saw stars.
I screamed over Olynth’s growl and Fihk’s answering snarl.
Olynth sucked my climax into his mouth and devoured me. I moaned long and loud, jumping when he smacked the insides of my thighs.
“Quiet. Not a sound, ruhasha,” he growled into my clit then sucked it into his mouth.
I turned and shoved my face into the bed, crying silently and biting the sheet. He tongue lashed at me as his knuckle wedged inside me. I shook so hard, I felt like I was going to rip the restraints.
“You are beautiful, little warrior,” he purred into my clit.
I moaned. “I need you.”
He slapped me between my legs again and I cried out. “Do you?” he crooned. “I have needed you, and you withheld your sweet canal. I ached for you, and you denied me.”
“I’m sorry,” I whined.
“Are you?” He growled and nipped my clit, sucking my flood of excitement.
“It hurts,” I sobbed.
“Brother,” Fihk snarled and stalked to the bed. His fists were clenched, and his face was savage.
“Will you deny me again?” Olynth snarled and sucked me again, circling his knuckle at my entrance.
“No,” I chanted again and again. “Please.”
Fihk snarled and shoved his face into Olynth’s. “Finish her, or I will.”
“Shut her mouth,” Olynth snarled into my clit. He lashed it furiously, his eyes tracking my face as I writhed on the bed.
Fihk dropped to his haunches beside me and kissed me lightly, his eyes fevered. I bit his lip, drawing blood.
“She does not need your patience now, brother.” Olynth engulfed my center, sucking all he could fit inside. “Give her the pain she needs.”
Fihk fisted my hair and pulled back my head, fucking his tongue into my mouth. I attacked his mouth, sobbing and moaning as Olynth made me come over and over. Fihk pinched my nipples, flicking them with his claws.
I screamed when Olynth finally, finally entered me.
He gripped my hips and hammered inside me. I came again, but he curled his hands around me and fisted my ass, powering into me even harder. Fihk’s right hand left one nipple and gripped my clit between his knuckles and pinched it. I bucked and pulled his bottom lip into my mouth, groaning. Olynth shouted a curse as I convulsed around him, and he filled me with heat.
Both of their hands roamed my body as I came down and cried. I had been stripped down. Bared and left open to them. Nothing hidden.
The straps were gently pulled away, and I was rolled on top of Fihk.
“Can you take more, ruhasha?” Olynth whispered in my ear. “Your Pythen still needs you.”
Olynth lifted my hips and lowered me onto Fihk. I was so swollen, Olynth had to pull my hips up several times until I could take him inside. I watched Fihk heave and snarl as I squeezed him. He sat up and pulled me into his lap. I leaned back against Olynth as he loved my mouth and rocked me against Fihk.
My hips swirled and rocked on top of Fihk as he thrust up. Fihk laved at my breasts desperately, sucking as much of them as he could into his mouth. I moaned his name and came long and slow, holding his horns as he burrowed into my chest and snarled my name, coming with me.
I collapsed against Fihk’s chest, and he rolled so Olynth could spoon me from behind.
“Okay, sweets?” Fihk asked after a few minutes.
“Sooo good,” I mumbled and rubbed my cheek against his chest.
“You were beautiful, ruhasha,” Olynth growled hoarsely.
“Stunning,” Fihk agreed just as hoarsely.
I smiled and closed my eyes. I couldn’t have dreamed that deciding to help three winged demons would lead me to where I was now, but I was immensely grateful they hadn’t given me a choice. It was the best thing I had ever been forced into. They were the best thing to ever happen to me.
For the first time in my life, I was wanted. I didn’t feel alone. I felt loved after growing up not ever knowing what that felt like.
“I love you,” I mumbled sleepily. “I love you both so much.”
“You own all of me,” Fihk whispered and licked my lips.
Olynth didn’t speak, but I didn’t need him to. I felt his emotion dripping onto my back, and I knew nothing he could say would ever mean more than that. I gripped his hand and pulled it my belly.
“We’re okay,” I whispered, turning my head to kiss his chin. “We’re okay, big guy.”
The End.
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I was cleaning my hands in the healer's basin when my little bean kicked, shocking me stupid. I had to stop and hold onto the side of the counter as I felt him. His kick was so powerful, I nearly doubled over. I was only four and a half months pregnant, but you wouldn’t know by the size of me. My stomach was a watermelon, and my ass was size double wide.
I had been feeling him on and off for a few weeks, little bubbles and tumbles. But he was growing more powerful as the weeks moved on. I don’t know if it was his strength that crippled me or that his father was missing it.
Hector, the love of my life, my other half, was in a coma.
But you see, not just any coma. He was in an alien coma, brought on by an alien disease that changed him so fundamentally, I barely recognized him anymore. If―when—he woke up, he may not even recognize me, and not just because I was a coming in at a close tie to Aunt Jane’s famous heavyweight champion cow.
The disease may have taken his memories of his human life. His genetic makeup had been completely altered.
I was fighting depression every day. One moment I would be miserable and missing him, and the next I would feel my bean growing inside me and a fountain of guilt would rain down on me that I felt anything other than despair for my comatose fiancé.
I was messed up in the head these days.
“She’s ready,” Gryo, the Dahk healer I was apprenticing under, called to me from the mother-to-be’s side.
Her mate rolled off her, groaning in pain.
Fun fact about Dahk births? The mothers rarely felt an ounce of pain.
The lucky biotches contracted in their vaginas instead of their wombs, like us humans, so their mates would pretty much just screw them again and again until the birth canal was ready to birth the dahkling. Taking away any pain she may have felt.
At first, it sounded like a fun time for the guy, but they often went at it for so long, they were groaning and shouting in pain barely halfway through. The Dahk males saw it as an honor though, a true gift to their mate, to ease any discomfort she may have.
It was interesting to see how the other half of the universe lived.
I grabbed clean towels and placed them under the Dahk female, smiling at her as she beamed around the room at all her family.
Yeah, another fun fact, it all took place with their entire Household around them.
The Dahk were a bunch of exhibitionists and voyeurs.
This particular pair had a House of five mates and the First Father, three children between them, and two grandchildren. Then the grandparents were there with all their mates and closest house members. The room was packed. About fifty Dahk deep.
But they were all happy and smiling—besides the poor guy cradling his overused dick—so I was the only one left feeling awkward and guilty for snickering on the inside.
The labor/sex lasted over twelve Dahk hours, so about twenty in human hours, and the baby slid right out into my hands like she was riding down a slip n’ slide. I cleaned the adorable little dahkling, thinking of my best friend’s dahkling on the way, and handed her over to her mother.
The best part was coming up and I didn’t want to miss it, so I scrubbed my hands as fast as I could.
The father would name the child, then all the family would bless her. Often times it was with beauty, life, and a happy childhood, and sometimes it was something greater, more profound. But it was always, always beautiful to see the Dahk bend over the dahkling’s tiny brow and whisper their blessing.
This particular sweetie pie would be getting a crapton of blessings.
Yilt burst into the room and charged over to me, startling everyone. I felt my stomach rise up in my throat then drop down to my toes. He was my self-proclaimed protector, and he handled me with kid gloves all the time.
He would not scare me this way if it weren’t dire.
“It’s Hyctoor,” he panted. I roughly swallowed a golf-ball-sized lump of dread. “He’s gone.”
Keep an eye out for Vivian and Hector’s story:
Juldo Made
An Alien War Romance
Galactic Order Book 4
Coming April 2019.
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Glossary
I hope this helps, but fair warning, not all the species that have been included in previous books are currently in the glossary. They will be added as the series progresses and they become more prudent to the story line. I have to keep some secrets
;)
Pythe: The female vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.
Pythen: The male vernacular for a true mate in the Dahk species.
Pythen Mating Rage: An affliction the male, Pythen, endures when he finds his Pythe. He becomes feral, loses his mind, and enraged beyond his control.
Pythen Mating Ceremony: After a Pythen loses himself to the mating rage he is chained for long periods of time to honor his Pythe. This is to allow him to become worn, lessening his strength and rage, so it is safer for the Pythe during their first mating.
Dahk: A purple-grey skinned alien species. They are an honorable warrior species and led by a King and his House. The throne is passed down through their royal genetic line. Description: Over seven feet tall, on average, Purple and deep grey skinned, with armored plates and ridges strategically placed on their bodies as a defensive trait. They have very large wings, claws, and fangs as offensive traits. Their ears are large and pointy, flattened to the side of their skulls, and they have horns that curl around from their upper temples to the back of their crown. Dahk are built for dark surroundings, sunlight an irritant.
Vitat: A carnivorous alien hive species. A Queen at the helm, controlling their minds. Description: The Vitat are over seven-eight feet tall, on average, and white―nearly translucent―skinned. As offensive properties they are fast, and have claws, and their featureless bulbous heads have a mouth that splits their head open from one side to the other filled with several rows of razor-sharp teeth. They have no sight, and they pick up on sound through vibrations, they also have a sensitive palate. They track their prey through sound and a sense of smell though their mouths, using organs in their mouth that collect small organisms in the air. 
Juldo: A warmongering species. Their mechanics contain a disease that will allow them to infect other species and change them Juldo. They are led by a Juldo Master who earns his title through a challenge. Description: Juldo are large varying between six and eight feet, and in some cases larger, this often means a Juldo is close to succumbing to the virus. They are a red-skinned species with large incisors. Both traits are a result of the infection. They alter their bodies for battle and offensive traits with nano-mite tech. The nano-mites are also essential for their survival, without them the virus would grow in strength, eventually killing the host.
Juldo Made: A term used by the Juldo and other species’ for the process and end result of infecting another species and turning them Juldo.
Shadow Born: A Juldo Assassin. Their ancestry is unknown. The Shadow Born were believed to be eradicated by the Old Juldo Master hundreds of years ago after they became too powerful and hard to control. A Shadow Born is believed to be so formidable it would take an army to destroy him. They are not as dependent on nano-mites, but it is unknown why. The Juldo are secretive about their Shadow Born and their capabilities.
Kilbus: A raiding species. They are led by one lord for thousands of years.
Xixin: A feline species. They are currently ruled by four brothers, four kings, the first to share the throne in their royal line, until they challenge each other for the throne. They males mate several females in a pride until a challenger takes his place in the pride. Description: Their height ranges between six and seven feet. Their females are known to be larger than the males. Their color ranges from dark shades of brown to deep gold. They have a great deal of fur to protect their skin from the elements of their home planet, as well as large incisors and claws as offensive traits. They have excellent night vision and an extraordinary sense of smell.
Guhuvin: An avian species, they are known for their skills of flight. They are a peaceful species but are fiercely protective of their home and nests. Their Guhuvin steel is highly sought after throughout the universe. They are led by a king and his flight captains.
Galactic Order: A large group of alien species’ joined in an alliance.
Galactic Council: A group of twelve seats of different species by invitation alone. They enforce Galactic Law throughout the members of the Order.
Home World: The Dahk’s home planet. Dark due to their dying sun. It is known for its various types of toyl stones. The Dahk use them to light their homes and for trade with other species who use them as a fuel source.
Juldoris: The Juldo home planet.
Hugund: The Galactic Order Outpost. Home to various species, Hugund was built among the moons and the remains of the Orders’ chosen home planet. The planet died hundreds of years ago for reasons unknown.
Battler Games: The Juldo fighting games. Species throughout the universe travel to watch the games and the slaves of the Juldo forced to fight.
Rite: Dahk burial ceremony.
Hima: Dahk word and interpretation of their ‘ear’. Also referred to as hima canal.
Galactic Vernacular for telling time:
Sunring- ‘Day’, Sunspin- ‘Year’, Dimtide- ‘Hour’, Spin- ‘Minute’, Click- ‘Second’. Actual times vary from species to species based on how their time is judged.
Dahkish: Dahk Ancestors. Often used as an exclamation of surprise or great emotion. 
Huktbores: Galactic curse word. Often used to express anger, surprise, or rage.
Yula: Galactic vernacular for ‘Star’.
Ruhasha: Galactic vernacular meaning ‘Treasure’ Or ‘Prized’.
Dahk Hierarchy: All Dahk are ruled by one King. His House the ruling line, passed down from each generation. A King has a personal council that will aid him and give him guidance during his rule. He will grant his chosen members of his council a ‘Rise’, placing them in their position. He will Rise a Commander to lead his army. A Dahk Commander will also have a personal council. He, too, will hand-pick its members and grant them the ‘Rise’. A Dahk House is their immediate family and those they extend an invitation to join. A House is comprised of a ‘First Father’ and several of his mates that his own ‘First Father’ have matched him with. These mates have their own hierarchy, ‘First Mate, ‘Second Mate’, and so on.
If there’s something here you don’t see and want added, or more detailed. Hit me up at author.erinraegan@gmail.com and I’ll make sure it is put in Juldo Made!
Thank you for Reading War For Earth!
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