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RAPID FIRE RECAP
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CHARLIE AND PRETA ARE half-sisters, and share a widowed father, U.S. Army Major General Gerard Sol.

Charlie used to be a spy.

(Sorry... Always wanted to say that.)

Bad guys put pressure on her and her dad when they wrongly imprisoned civilian Preta.

Charlie gets herself thrown in the clink too as a last-ditch effort to save her sister, and undergoes the same torture as all the sorry occupants of the orbital space prisonship, The Concord. As you might recall, this is no regular prison. She and Preta undergo cruel experimentation that will alter them forever.

The prisonship crashes on an alien planet—chaos ensues, ugly, scary, shrieking killer creatures called the Ak’rena go shriek! shriek! attacking the survivors, and the sisters are forced to split up.

An Ak’rena chases Charlie to the water, where she is forcefully invited under the sea by a mischievous kleptomaniac alien who she falls hopelessly in love with—along with his three hot housemates.

Meanwhile, Preta’s on the run with the guard who knocked her up, and when they are accosted by a group of ship survivors, they get rescued by a trio of tree dragons who can turn into men, and these aliens keep her from starving by using creative means—and yeah! Of course she falls in love with them too.

At the end of their stories, the sisters are both growing heavily pregnant, limiting their ability to travel, but they are searching for a way to send a message to their father to let him know they are safe & happy. During one of these forays, they come upon Charlie’s dog tags on the ground near the body of a dead woman—dog tags she’d left around the neck of their dad.

*Gasp!*

Somehow, Gerard Sol made it to Sonhadra.

This is Daddy Sol’s story ;D
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ONE
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GERARD

Where the fuck are my girls?

My eyes narrowed and my tongue ran over my teeth as I seethed. Standing here, trying to act like the good soldier I’d been all my adult life...

I was having a hard time keeping my composure while I stood on the outside of the pristine lab’s observation glass and watched a young female being carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey.

Conscious. Awake, but numbed. Disgusting.

Captain Taylor glanced over at me. “Experiments are coming along well.”

Robotically, I nodded.

Honestly, I just wanted to raze this fucking place to the ground.

The mini bone saw drilled into the inmate’s lowest rib.

Zzzzzz, it went.

“I suddenly have a hankering for lasagna,” the prison doctor said to his assistant while he hacked away. “How about you, Clark?”

The fuckers laughed. 

Were they joking about their dinner while they cut up my girls?

I clenched my fists behind my back. The knuckles popped so loudly I heard it over the grating, high-pitched sound of the saw.

General Davis—a real cunt—purposefully sent me here, knowing my daughters were inmates, to oversee the progress of the experiments being conducted on the IPS Concord.

Human experiments.

Experiments that shouldn’t be happening. Procedures I didn’t know about, and activities not privy to the world.

Illegal on all levels.

I couldn’t refuse without bringing suspicion. I was a model Major General, loyal to his country, no matter the cost—even if it meant my family got run over because they broke the law.

The fucked up circumstances didn’t matter. The plan was to keep up the act until my girls were smuggled planetside, healthy, whole, and free under assumed identities, then I would join them.

My loyalty died when the government I served my whole life didn’t protect Preta and turned on Charlie. Fuck them.

Bright crimson arterial blood squirted from the female’s flayed chest, splashing across the assistant’s—Clark’s—white coat.

The inmate’s bloodshot eyes widened, and she moaned, tears leaking from the corners and sliding into her dark hair.

“Whoops!” the doctor chuckled. “Nicked an artery!”

The asshole didn’t seem to be in a rush to fix it either.

I wanted to wring his fucking neck. All I could think about were my girls. What experiments had they undergone? Charlie had only been up here a week—I watched her leave Earth in that armored shuttle, cuffed—but Preta, my baby, had been here for six months.

Six goddamn months.

Had these bastards cut her open? Sliced and diced her like a roll of sushi?

The inmate’s eyelids fluttered, her gushing artery weakening with every stitch Clark weaved, but it was too late. Her head lolled and the machine’s loud, harrowing beep shrieked through the room.

She flatlined. Dead and useless to them now.

I turned on my heel and left the lab, Taylor at my back.

My feet pounded the floor with every heavy step my tall frame took. Cells holding orange-clad inmates were to my left and my right, guards in crisp black uniforms patrolling, pausing to straighten and salute me.

I ignored the fuckers. My patience was paper thin and ready to crumble at the slightest provocation. The last thing I wanted to do was look one of these scumbags in the eye.

I didn’t respect them, and I didn’t give two shits if they respected me.

It was taking a considerable amount of willpower to keep away from Alpha pod—where I knew my girls were. Had to bide my time, let the plan Charlie, Jamie—her ex-handler—and I worked out have a chance.

Trust the plan.

My steps nearly faltered when I saw Drogan turn a corner ahead.

He didn’t see me. Probably didn’t know I was here. My arrival was quiet. Only the warden and these few guards knew about my presence, and for what purpose.

I checked the watch on my wrist. I’d be expected back on Earth in less than one-hundred-twenty minutes.

“Too bad about that one,” Taylor said at my side. “Would’ve been a beautiful outcome, had she survived.”

Taylor was a good captain. He meant well, but right now, I wanted to bury my fist in his fucking face.

Granted, he had the right idea—touting the sadistic experiments of this place. It was possible he didn’t mean a damn thing he said and thought this whole slice-and-dice parade was a travesty, but it sure as hell didn’t seem that way. He put on a good show if that were the case.

I knew he was following my lead, outwardly showing loyalty to the government we served. That, or he was testing me. It wasn’t a secret both my daughters were in here. For all I knew, General Davis sent Taylor with me to report on my behavior.

If that were true, I respected Taylor a little more. The man had balls, prodding the father of two inmates.

“Indeed,” I uttered, continuing my stride. “Damn shame.”

“Where are you headed?” he asked, stopping short, chin jerking to the left. “Alpha pod is that way.”

My feet sealed to the floor and the muscle in my jaw twitched.

I saw Drogan head in that direction, and while I doubted he would give me a handshake and offer me a beer, I wouldn’t risk it.

Ryan Drogan was the first failed attempt to get my baby out of this shitshow. I had to hand it to the private company running this place—they had very few vulnerabilities. Being here in person, well, it was even more extreme than I realized.

I didn’t blame Drogan for the failed extraction, and I knew—once I didn’t hear from him for weeks—something had gone wrong.

My disappointment was only surmounted by the news that Preta was still alive. Not safe, but alive. That’s what mattered.

Maybe I was a selfish bastard, but I already lost her mother—both of their mothers—I couldn’t...

I couldn’t lose Preta too.

Trying to stop Charlie from getting herself imprisoned was a lost cause. I still regretted not doing more to stop her, though I knew she was right.

“I’m going, Dad,” she’d declared after I prepared to send a second soldier up here for another attempt at extraction.

“Now, Charlie,” I had argued, knowing she was exactly like her mother and once she had her mind set on something, there was no talking her down. “I’ve got it handled.”

“Another soldier? Someone who doesn’t know Preta like we do? No,” she’d insisted. “I’m going.”

Charlie and Preta were little mirrors of their mothers, even though they’d never known either. Charlie was too young to remember Preta’s mom.

Initially, it had gutted me. Tiny reminders—painful reminders—of the losses in my life.

Once I got my grief in check, those flickers of the women I’d loved shining through in the two hellions I was raising—magic.

“Need a word with the warden first, Captain,” I declared in a tone that would garner no argument, and continued in that direction. I could detect Taylor’s lengthened strides as he strived to keep up.

The possibility of seeing my girls right now—behind electronic weave and babbling like half of these sorry sacks I passed—I couldn’t handle it.

Not without losing my fucking mind.
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GERARD

I had to shake the fucker’s hand. All the bleach in the world wouldn’t get rid of the hidden filth of that man's palm.

Warden Radley Horton looked me dead in the eyes like the smug prick he was, probably storing up this moment of triumph for his spank bank later as I had to sit in front of him, parked in a chair that was too short. Why it was too short wasn’t exactly one of life’s mysteries. A nearsighted hamster couldn’t have failed to notice how Horton’s big-assed chair offered him a fortuitous height advantage.

I’d be willing to bet he sawed off the fucking legs himself.

In fact, when my gaze flickered around the modern office—with its too-blocky geometric design I couldn’t stand—every piece of furniture was dwarfed in comparison.

My sight centered back on Horton and his eyes burned with a malicious anticipation—no doubt enjoying his lofty height and the sordid truth that both my daughters were in this fucking tin can. I clenched my teeth.

Mistake.

My jaw twitched in reaction, and by his chilling smile, I knew he’d seen it. He was loving this.

He always was a sadistic bastard. We were both out of Fort Jackson, but he wasn’t the sort of old Army buddy you thought of fondly and called up for a drink whenever you happened to be in town.

Horton was always a bit off.

I needed to get out of here. If I couldn’t save my girls now, I also couldn’t afford to blow my chance by beating that ugly grin off his face.

He steepled his fingers.

Pompous ass.

I smiled back. Internally, I sneered. Goatfucker. “You’ve got quite the operation...” Weasel dick. “Shame I can’t chat. I’m due back in—”

“Before you go, Sol,” he interjected, demeanor oozing with superiority.

Ballsy cocksucker. My voice could cut through steel as I reminded him who he was addressing. “Major General.”

Our eyes locked.

Whistling a cheery tune, he broke our stare to fondle buttons I knew, without a shadow of a doubt: I did not want to operate. I didn’t want to see what he was gearing up to show me. An ominous premonition clenched down on my guts and socked me in the stomach.

My girls under this man’s care...

I had to shut down that thought-train.

Focus, Sol.

With a vile grin that had dread pooling around my heart like a man suffering from a hemothorax after a shrapnel round to the chest, I watched the wall of transparent monitors flicker on.

My eyes widened, my fingers dug into the arms of the chair, and my guts dropped out my ass.

My girls.

Evidence of sadistic experiments being conducted on the two hellions I’d raised—my precious flesh and blood—unfolded like some sick fuck’s wet dream.

I tore my gaze away and glared at Horton as he propped his elbows on his desk.

This sick fuck’s wet dream.

Taylor stepped forward. “Warden, this is unnecessary—”

“Pipe down, son,” Horton barked, cutting Taylor off.

“That’s Captain—”

I snapped.

In one swift move I stood, the chair kicking back with my forceful rise, and I stretched across the desk to grab a fistful of Horton’s too-long, slicked back hair and bashed the fucker’s face into his own fancy electronic agenda.

“You sonuvabitch!” I bellowed, pulling his head up just to smash it down again.

The agenda cracked, the calendar contents glitching beneath the blood that spurted from his nose and mouth.

“General!” Taylor shouted, laying hands on my arms to pull me away.

“You sick fucking shit-swilling maggot!” I ground out, shoving Taylor off and kicking a chair out of my way to circle around the desk. This motherfucker was getting monkey stomped.

Horton laughed, the sound ricketing up my spine and forcing my fists to clench, ready to knock his fucking head off. This disgusting sack of clowndicks had been overseeing the torture of my daughters.

“I’m going to shove my foot up your ass and use you as a fucking flip-flop,” I promised.

He continued to laugh, wiping the blood from his chin. This shitstain was unhinged.

“You never could take a joke, Sol.” He spit a stream of red at my feet.

A joke? He thought this was a fucking joke?

The audio of Preta and Charlie’s pleas and screams sent me into a haze I didn’t know if I could come back from.

Horton stood, throwing a punch, and it was apparent the private sector had softened his reflexes, made him slow, made him weak.

His neck was in my fist, his blood on my knuckles, and his life in my hands as I unleashed my pent up rage on him.

All these months of mind-numbing fury when I couldn’t do a fucking thing to help Preta. I didn’t care how many times she insisted she wasn’t my little girl because she was exactly that—my little girl.

Taylor’s arms wrapped around me in an attempt to haul me off but he was no match for my violent madness as I continued to pound my fist into Horton’s bloody mug.

He dropped to the floor.

I wasn’t done. I wasn’t fucking finished with this bastard, but Taylor got the upper hand, succeeding in pulling me back.

“He’s a fucking prick, Sol,” he huffed, the strain in his young voice obvious. “But he’s not worth losing your career over!”

“Get the hell off me, Taylor!” I twisted and shoved him away, getting in a good kick to Horton’s ribs before the captain came at me again.

Goddamn he was persistent.

“I don’t care about my fucking career!” I shouted, shouldering him back. “I’ll take this shithole to the ground before I let them hurt my girls again.”

I’d lost my damn mind at this point. Determination to blow this circle of hell out of the sky swelled within me. We’d all die before I let them torture Preta and Charlie ag—

The floor jerked and my body slammed against the desk.

Alarms blared and lights flashed.

“Warning!” an automated voice boomed, and then the contents of the entire office flew to the ceiling, Taylor and I included.
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GERARD

The lights and alarms were dead, and the constant hum of electronics was gone. All was quiet in the trashed office, aside from the heaving sound of Taylor puking his guts up. “Kid, it’s a good thing you didn’t enlist in the Air Force.”

He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve, nodding weakly. “I did. Pulled an Operation Blue to Green.”

I felt my lips crook up as I exercised my sore shoulder. “You’re shitting me.” I can normally pick out the service from first glance. I’d have pegged Taylor as a grunt all the way. A flyboy?

He had recovered enough to walk, so we made for the door. I took one last longing look at the pool of blood that Horton’s head was lying in.

Did I get the satisfaction of killing the bastard? Negative. The man who tortured countless souls including my girls died the most unsatisfying death in history—he thumped his head when the ship shook us up.

Taylor sent a glance in Horton’s direction too. “Damn shame,” he declared. He was echoing my words from earlier, and in that moment, I got a sense that a line had been drawn—and the side he was standing on was the same side as mine.

I experienced a grim flash of comradeship that I felt I could trust.

I opened the door, and the source of the somewhat comforting sound of booted feet marching was revealed as guards. A line of them. All doing double time as they sped past us. When I spotted one with the bearing of a ground pounder, I barked, “Halt!”

He pulled up so fast the man behind him crashed against his back, causing a domino effect for the next seven guys behind him.

He looked slightly embarrassed by his ingrained reaction, until he focused on my stars. His hand came up in an automatic salute just as his boots slammed together.

“At ease. What the hell’s going on?”

“Ship crashed, Major General, sir.”

My heart stopped.

“Our orders are to split into groups. One is checking our food supply, my group is going to recon for the other pods’ crash sites—”

My ears filled with a rushing sound. “Other pods...”

“Detached, sir.” His eyes flicked to the men filing past him, the stomping of feet loud, the din equivalent to the clamoring inside the privacy of my mind.

Outwardly, I nodded to him. “Thank you.”

He didn’t lean around me, but I perceived his curiosity a moment before he hesitantly asked, “Where is Warden Horton, sir?”

Deadpan, Taylor replied, “Died on impact.”

Before the grunt could formulate a response, I cut him loose.

He gratefully fell back into formation, as I silently planned a mutiny.

****
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I RANSACKED THE SUPPLIES, and nobody questioned me. Taylor dogged me, not saying a word, and when he saw me filling a pack, I wasn’t surprised to watch him grab up his own, repeating my process in silence.

“I’m not going to hold their damn hand,” I finally said. I felt it fair to warn him I was jumping this ship.

“Expect not.”

I crammed another MRE in my pack. “They don’t need me. Only a few knew I was even here.”

Taylor stuffed a couple of meal rations into his own bag. “Affirmative. Rescue Charlie and Preta.”

I regarded him. “Why are you doing this? You can still walk away with a career. Hell, you can go be a hero if you step out right now.”

His eyes locked on mine. “I can still be a hero. I can do the right thing.”

“The whole ‘for good men to do nothing’ deal?”

“Damn straight.”

We crammed bags like wintering chipmunks, and nobody so much as breathed a word of protest. We nodded, stayed cool, and walked right off the ship and out into the night.

In my state of mental meltdown upon hearing that we crashed—upon learning that alpha pod, and therefore my girls were no longer a few swift steps from me—I failed to ask where we crashed.

Taylor’s breath escaped in a rush. “Toto?”

“Yeah, Dorothy?”

This ain’t Kansas.

We stared out into a jungle. An unfamiliar jungle.

“I’ve been all over the world,” Taylor remarked.

I cocked my head, watching what looked like a giant praying mantis stalk across the clearing in front of us. “But you’ve never seen a place that needed the Orkin Man more?”

“Was gonna say I’ve never seen this before. This is going to sound crazy but...”

Another praying mantis stalked out.

It spit fire.

This. Ain’t. Kansas.

This isn’t Earth. “No way.”

We struck out—avoiding the giant killer bugs—all the while looking like we had a plan, which put those who saw us at ease. The men in charge can do anything they want as long as they look like they have it all in hand.

And we did. We were taking everything in our hands right out of here.

It was that easy.

I wish I could have said the same for the rest of our mission.
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GERARD

It’d been weeks.

Weeks of searching, of finding other survivors, of finding signs of more—I had to believe they were alive. My girls knew how to rough it.

The white static background noise of the thick jungle always lulled me into my own thoughts. Mean bush was new to me. Even during my time on the ground, Earth had nothing to compare to the colorful, dangerous, and downright strange flora on this planet. My blade cut through one last sap-dripping shrub before I took a breather.

I dragged my knuckle over my chest, the familiar shape of metal behind my shirt comforting as it pressed to my skin. Charlie’s dog tags. She’d given them to me before she was arrested, knowing that they wouldn’t let her keep them, but more so for me. It was a promise, in a way.

She had to be safe. She was strong. And Preta, despite nothing formal or official, could handle this. Charlie would kick her ass if she didn’t.

The thought made me smile.

“Sol? Hear that?”

My eyes cut to Taylor, who had two fingers pointed at our three o’clock.

It sounded like a woman.

I mouthed, “Is she crying?”

“Sounds like,” he answered in kind.

A male’s voice chuckled, “Caught her,” before we heard the sound of a fighting—now unmistakable—woman’s scream.

Adrenaline dumped into my system like acid, my blood instantly boiling, and it was Taylor damn near tackling me that stopped me from charging through the thick trees toward what sounded like an attack.

On a woman.

I took a deep breath. I knew better than to just storm in. Her outraged vocalizations gave us the advantage of covering our noise so we moved swiftly, and we arrived close enough that we could peer through the vegetation and get a look at our situation.

It’s not them.

Instantly, I was ashamed for the wave of relief that coursed through me. My chin tapped my chest as I cringed. This girl was a Charlie, this girl was a Preta—this was a woman who did not deserve this.

When the man turned, I nearly shot him in the ass by accident.

Horton. It was Horton. Alive.

“I didn’t check,” I growled. “I saw all that blood, and assumed.”

Taylor’s whisper sounded as stunned as I felt. “You know what they say about assuming.”

“Yeah, the asses come back fucking alive, that’s what. Shit!”

Head wounds bleed. A lot. I should have checked his fat neck for a pulse.

If I’d realized he was still alive, I’d have happily kicked his head in. I wouldn’t have lost any sleep. In fact, my belief that he was no longer polluting air with every breath he took had made it a little easier to make it through my days.

Yet here he was, hurting another woman.

“Whiskey dick, sweetheart,” he told her as he stroked himself.

Taylor’s voice came out tight. “Perfect shot, right there.”

He was right; Horton had taken a step back. It was enough; I took the honors. I shot Horton in the pecker.

His scream was high pitched, and pitiful, and animals began their hunting cries in the distance.

The girl didn’t move.

My heart sank when I looked—really looked—and saw that she was cut up, scratched, bruised—with a rope dangling off her wrist. She had escaped.

‘Caught her,’ Horton had said.

Wait.

Not ‘caught you.’

Caught her.

Who was Horton—

The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

Horton’s shrieking had covered the sound of the second man’s ambush on us. I’d given away our position when I made the shot.

Taylor’s shoulder slammed into my side, knocking us both down to the spongy forest floor. I felt the impact in his body as he took the bullet.

Training kicking in, I craned my neck to find the shooter, and pulled my arm out from under Taylor to nail the newcomer with a headshot. I carefully slid out from under the kid, and aimed for Horton’s dominant hand—then to be safe, I got his right hand too.

Pulse thundering in my ears, I listened. My eyes took in the forest which was neither still nor silent, but the trees and vines were so thick, there could’ve been an army hiding and I wouldn’t have seen them until it was too late.

Taylor.

I spun and dropped to my knees, the heel of my hand slamming to the dirt beside his shoulder.

His hands were clamped... upper abdomen, right side, under the stomach...

That was his liver.

Dark blood emptied despite the pressure he had on it. His eyes too glassy, he made a choked noise before he managed words. “Hey, Toto?”

The lump in my throat felt bigger than fucking Kansas. “Yeah, Dorothy?”

“Don’t give up, old man.”

I felt a broken-hearted grin stretch my face.

Taylor shared it; his bloody teeth were stained, and more dark red escaped out of the side of his mouth.

“Go. Help her,” he ordered me.

“Taylor...”

Somehow, he managed to look a little cocky. “Told you,” he swallowed, momentarily cutting off the blood oozing from his lips, “I’d be a hero.”

“You are, kid.”

I didn’t know if it hurt, but I hugged him to me anyway. I eased him back to the ground, leaving him there, alone, in the dirt, to go check on our girl.

She was dead.

Horton wasn’t.

Not yet.

I pulled out my knife.

“What was it you said to her?” I grated as I sunk the blade into the flesh of his shoulder.

His scream tickled my spine as I leaned on the handle and hissed. “I caught you.” 

****
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MY EYES STUNG.

I raised my palms to scrub my face, the exhale gushing from my mouth roughly. I’d take a minute and sit here with Taylor and the nameless girl before I left. Didn’t have the tools to bury them, else I wou—

A gurgled scream rang out.

I whirled around.

A man’s body crumpled to the ground, a gaping hole clear through his chest.

My gaze lifted, a woman coming into view as I blinked, clearing my eyes of moisture.

Her head slowly canted to the right and she dropped the man's heart before shaking off the blood, examining her coated fingers like the glossy shine intrigued her.

It splattered against the grass.

Her expression was devoid of emotion...

She fully turned, facing me, and that’s when I realized she wasn’t a woman.

Not a human woman.

I’d been mistaken. Her shape, her skin—where she had skin—was a trick.

Her right eye—golden and matching the left—blinked. The left eye... having no skin around it, no eyelid, just stared at me. A reverse pirate patch—only metal was visible.

Every place she was missing skin—spots along her bare arms, claw marks raking her right leg, and a crack along her ribs—dark metal shone through. The small tank and pair of shorts she wore did little to hide her body.

“What are you?” My voice sounded hoarse to my ears.

She—the machine?—blinked again and crouched next to a pack that hadn’t been there before. Pulling a strip of fabric from it, she wiped her hand leisurely, as if she had all the time in the world.

It crossed my mind that maybe she was an experiment set loose on this world after the crash, but it seemed like a reach.

“Yolla.” Her voice was like a strong shot of liquor—it slid down my throat in a velvety fire, burned in my gut, and I wanted more.

I stood, and she paused, watching me rise, her golden, patchless eye drawing my attention. Yolla. She affirmed my previous thoughts. Which, to me, really only meant not human.

Her dark wavy hair fell over her shoulder, the rich cola color a weakness of mine. I was fully aware it was inappropriate to notice. Extremely aware. Fuck, she was a machine!

My sight dropped to the heartless dead guy.

A machine that could punch a hole through a human chest.

“Well, thanks for—” I jabbed a finger toward the carcass, “saving my ass.”

Keeping my movements controlled, I reached down, grabbed my pack, and shouldered it. I’d fully intended to stay a while longer with Taylor, show my respect, but I was alive and I wanted to stay that way a little longer.

That and the smell of blood would draw in the big-ass predators soon. I needed to get the hell out of Dodge before that happened.

Giving the dead captain one last nod, I took a breath and headed in the opposite direction.

“Where are you going, Sol?”

I came to a stop and slowly turned on my booted heel.

How the fuck did she know my last name?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




FIVE


[image: image]


GERARD

“Are you seeking?” she asked, brushing her thumb across her... upper chest.

The move confused my brain, which saw a woman touching her chest, and immediately clamored ‘Breasts!’—while the other part of my brain, the one not controlled by my dick, rationalized that the move was deliberate, mimicking my frequent touch to Charlie’s dog tags.

Charlie’s tags.

I’d lost them when I’d flipped on Horton.

Everything was covered in blood. I clawed over the ground like a madman, but it was a lost cause.

I forced my attention back to the current... What? Was she a threat?

I didn’t know how to classify her. I had no clue what I was dealing with here. My body was strung tight at just the hint of anything related to Charlie, no matter how remotely.

Not that this... machine would know anything about her, or the two sheets of metal identifiers that used to rest over my heart. 

“Seeking?”

She grabbed up her own pack, swinging it to her shoulder easily, in a way that bespoke much practice. I noted that she could do it silently.

My eyes narrowed.

“I have been seeking with you,” she offered in way of explanation.

I dug a thumbnail into my eyebrow, my gaze skipping over the bodies all around us as we conversed like we weren’t affected at all. She didn’t appear to be. “Yeah? What, uh, what are you seeking?”

She stepped toward me, and my muscles tensed.

She paused.

Ah, fuck me—she was observant. My wariness increased.

She tilted her head. “Are you scared of me?”

That phrase. She couldn’t know, but that phrase. Images of another time, another life, blasted me. 

Samara, Charlie’s mom, as she’d sauntered up to me, grabbed my shoulders, and tugged me down for a kiss... “You scared, Sol?” 

Preta’s mom, Zoie, throwing back her head, her thick, dark hair cascading down to tease just above her ass before she whirled around, “Scared of me?”

Had I been? Hell yes. And I’d only started to learn fear then as a widowed father of one. All too quickly, it had turned into widowed father of two.

All I had left...

I jerked my hand from where it’d been making its way to the tags.

To their empty spot.

Every woman is taken from me.

Where the fuck are my girls?

I felt my Adam’s apple go to work as my throat drained the hot liquid that wasn’t escaping from my eyes.

She—it, dammit, it!—continued to glide toward me, hips swaying, a tiny orange spark flaring from the exposed mech on her leg, the tear ragged and painful-looking. “The Kahav call it Theraracha. I seek that.”

I cleared my throat, and ignored the way I took in air with a gasp like a drowning man. “Should I wish you luck?”

She seemed to consider this. “Would you like to seek with me?”

I wanted to shut my eyes against the seductive sound of her voice. A siren on an alien planet.

My eyes fixed on her hair.

My type of siren.

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye socket—just one, since she’d proven she bore watching.

She knew my name. She knew at least one of my intimate habits: my little tag-worrystone sessions.

She’d been watching me. If I declined her offer, would she take off? Or would she keep following me?

I hadn’t had a clue she was there. My eyes went to the man’s heart lying on the ground, sand clinging to the sticky surface. This alluring little creature was deadly—clearly—and the fact that she hadn’t attacked me was nice and all, but now that I knew she existed...

“Sure. I’ll follow you.”

Her lips moved into a facsimile of a smile, yet her expression retained an unnerving blankness. “We can seek together.”

“Great.” I tried to muster up a smile. “Lead the way.”

She did, easily sweeping past me, showing no fear at having me at her back. Yeah, I took full note of that. The logistics of the strength it would take to pierce through flesh, miss or break bones, rip out...

I went for my eye socket again, a headache trying to incapacitate me. She had nothing to fear, and we both knew it.

“Your kind are the Toto?”

I stumbled.

‘Toto?’

I heard the kid’s voice almost as if he were still dogging my heels.

‘Don’t give up, old man.’

A mortifying, choked squeak escaped from my larynx, causing her to turn and study me. “Humans,” I forced out. “My people are humans.”

I heard a little electronic whirr while she watched me a second longer, before she turned and continued taking us away from one of my last connections to Earth.
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THE AFTERNOON CARRIED on and I was working my way through one of the last MRE packs while I followed the machine. The parts of her exposed back—the spot between her shoulder blades, and the perfect curve at the base of her spine—were fucked up, to put it kindly.

I tore open the small pack of peppermint gum and popped both squares into my mouth to try and wash away the salty aftertaste of dehydrated beef, and contemplated my current situation.

I was trailing an alien life form through a jungle. Seeking, she’d said.

“What’s this uh, cucaracha—”

“Theraracha.”

“Right, that.” I shook my head, not that it mattered. “And how do you know English?”

She peeked over her shoulder at me, sliding her gaze over my face with her good eye. It was shiver-inducing how human she would look if half of her skin wasn’t flayed open or missing.

“I followed you for many circuits.” She looked ahead. “I have learned your language, Sol.”

An alien machine saying my name and admitting she’d been stalking me for many ‘circuits’ still didn’t sit well with me.

“You have the advantage here.” In more ways than one. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

“Nori.”

My skin twitched. Nori. It was cute and sexy and took me by surprise. A pretty name for someone who could snap a man into pieces.

Machine, Sol. She’s a machine.

“Nori the Yolla,” I murmured aloud.

“I am the only Yolla left, just as you are the only human left.”

My heart seized in my chest at the idea. “Wishful thinking?” I arched a brow. “Not trying to hurt your feelings, sweetheart, but I’m not like you. I’m not the last of my kind. My girls are somewhere on this planet. Alive. I intend to find them.”

Now who was doing the wishful thinking?

“Your... girls?”

“Charlie and Preta. My daughters.”

Silence stretched when we made our way over an enormous fallen tree. It was extra jarring when she broke the quiet with a cut-and-dried, “You cannot hurt my feelings. I do not experience emotion.”

Her being a machine probably had a lot to do with her lack of interpersonal skills and conversational timing. Not sure what else to say, I grunted.

“I could not save your friend,” Nori finally said. “I am... sorry."

I scratched my jaw—the scruff there annoying as fuck and begging for a shave. Ever since Nori showed herself, she’d been a little off... robotic... noticeably inhuman. Even her apology sounded mechanical, bereft of emotion.

I couldn’t stop my snort. "Are you just saying that or do you really mean it?"

“I want to mean it.”

“But you can’t, right?” Dragging the back of my arm over my forehead to wipe the sweat, I finished, “You just said you don’t experience feelings.”

I’d been pushing Taylor’s obvious absence to the back of my mind. I’d lost friends throughout my whole life—due to illness, accidents, or whatever enemy we were fighting at the time—but it didn’t get easier. That’s what he was, too. Captain Taylor had been my ally on Earth, and my friend on this planet.

I’d been sitting there thinking I was alone now, truly alone. The urge to give up my search had been tempting, but the pull of my blood was stronger. I knew my girls were alive—I could feel it.

It was an unexplainable feeling—like déjà vu. Somehow, I felt Charlie and Preta, and someone or something would have to end me before I gave up that hope.

Nori kept walking. And I guess it was understandable why her voice came out unaffected when she confirmed my words.

“No. I can’t.”
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SIX
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GERARD

“What’d you say the other kind was again?”

“The Ghians. They are valo gifted with the element of water.”

“Right,” was all I could say, and I tried not to watch the way Nori’s ass jiggled when she swung the machete blade through the thickening forest life that crowded us on all sides.

It didn’t matter that she had more metal under her hood than a Ford Mustang. Her overall form was going to drive me fucking insane. “Is that tribe peaceful?”

So far, none of the tribes she’d mentioned had been peaceful.

“Their creator did not wield them for peace.”

Currently, I was a little bitter about beings forced to action by power-hungry officials. I had no trouble imagining it in any form, on my planet or this one. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re very reassuring?”

“No.” She looked over her shoulder at me, and those eyes. I shouldn’t get mesmerized.

Unless they’re programed to do that.

Huh. “Hey, Nori?”

“Yes?” She hadn’t moved, was still watching me. Patient. Quiet.

She was so quiet. Even chopping up vines—or more like through—with no more effort than if she’d been doing the fluffing thing to a salad. “Do your eyes do anything special?” I scratched at the back of my neck. “Do they, um, do anything to men? Like... call them?”

Her brow didn’t wrinkle, and her mouth didn’t move to form a frown. She retained her resting look—bombshell hot. “My eyes do not vocalize. They allow me to sight objects and discern color, movement—”

She proceeded to list every little thing an eyeball should do, completely unrattled.

I was beginning to learn that nothing rattled Nori.

We’d been traipsing through the jungle, and my relatively quiet steps sounded like a herd of drunken squirrels—for the record, squirrels can make a lot of noise—in comparison to my metal-framed stalker.

I posed another question. “Are you friends with any of these tribes?”

“They are not aware of my existence.”

That I believed. She moved like a ninja.

A sexy as hell ninja.

When marching through another planet’s jungle, you want to know why the man always takes the lead? Because if he’s behind her, there’s no fucking way his eyes aren’t locked on his woman’s ass—

Uhh... The woman’s ass that he’s with. Not his woman.

I dragged a hand down my face, forcing myself to stop staring at the dimples on her back. Her pleasantly plump thighs.

Her swaying hair.

Her swaying hips.

Why couldn’t she have been made like a friggin’ robot?

I glanced at the metal exposed in the areas where she’d been clawed and whatnot.

Okay, why couldn’t she look like more of a robot.

Apparently, a full set of skin wasn’t a requirement for a hot body. My standards were slipping off of due north—you know, human—or this creature was that powerfully attractive.

She stopped suddenly, bending over completely, one hand going to her ankle, tugging something off of her foot.

Face down, ass up.

I groaned.

When she straightened and looked at me in question, my body struggled to bring the blood flow up to the other brain.

“These tribes. Are they as... friendly as you?” I managed. Thankfully, my concern for my girls was strong enough to get me back on track. My voice came out stronger, my focus returned full force. “Will they welcome humans, I mean?”

She seemed to consider this. “Perhaps.”

I heaved out a breath I hadn’t been aware I’d been holding, the relief hitting me so square that my fingertips tingled.

Something she’d said was nagging at me though. “Wait. You’ve never shown yourself to others before?”

“No one.”

“But... you showed yourself to me.”

It wasn’t a question, so she didn’t answer.

I... It was probably dumb to feel special. Scratch that: it WAS dumb. It’s just... “Why me?”

Her shoulder lifted as she flicked a glance back at me. The move looked like she was copying a behavior—my behavior, but I’d take it. It’s a wonder what a man could draw comfort from when nothing around him was terribly familiar.

“You intrigued me.”

It was my turn not to say anything in response to this statement-not-a-question.

Her words gave me hope that the other tribes were drawn to humans too—and decent to them. Nori had done well by me so far. A few minutes ago, there’d been a territorial alien spider that landed on my arm. Nori had struck out so fast, I hadn’t seen her move coming—neither did the alien arachnid.

I didn’t feel sorry for it. It’d been racing toward my face. Honker-sized fangs extended. Big as a tarantula, and moving all creepy.

I wasn’t scared of them or anything, but he was a big sucker and I could see violence in all eight of his eyes, I knew it.

“Hey. Thanks for saving me back there. From the thing with all the legs,” I clarified when she met my gaze next.

She stopped hacking us a path, turning all the way around to face me, studying me in silence until she finally said, “You don’t have to thank me, Sol.”

Considering how much ground we’d covered in our short time together, and that she’d saved my ass twice now, I thought she was wrong about that.

Despite the fact she was a machine, I knew this for certain: only a stupid man would argue with a woman wielding a machete.

My lips tilted up. “Yes, ma’am. Please lead the way.”
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THREE DAYS LATER.

“The water is safe if you want to wash your skin.” Nori uncurled her fingers, gesturing toward the deep stream that lazily flowed. Before I could take another step, she was stripping out of her shorts and pulling her animal skin tank off.

Aw, fuck.

I stood there, slack-jawed like a Neanderthal while she sauntered into the water, the burning sunset silver lining her body like a fucking wet dream.

Despite the flayed skin in various spots, I was caught again by the way she jiggled—jiggled like a real fucking human woman.

Her ass, those tits... I...

I lost my train of thought.

Get it together, Sol.

But I was dropping my pack and nearly ripping out of my own clothes. What was I, twelve? This was a damn machine I was drooling over!

“Christ!” I hissed once I was thigh high in the freezing water.

And there went my balls shriveling up into my guts.

For the best. Clearly I had some personal reflection issues to take care of because five seconds ago I was turned on by a fucked-up-looking machine-woman.

Nori turned, giving me a full view of her front.

She bent forward, scooping water into her delicate looking hands and dumped it over her chest.

Mother fucking hell...

Where was my Charger when I needed her most? Could use a good knock out session right about now. Banging on that beautiful hunk of metal would help.

The Charger. Not Nori.

Aw, fuck.

I averted my gaze, looking at anything else—anything.

My gaze landed on two humping alien toads.

“Lucky fuckin’ bastard,” I mumbled, scrubbing water over my arms. Why was this water so damn cold? We were in a sweltering jungle.

Didn’t matter. It was doing a fine job of chilling my arousal, and frankly, I was thankful. I’d had a rough couple of days. Lusting after a hunk of metal—albeit an interesting hunk of metal—could get the hell off my list.

“It is hard to reach the upper portion of your back. Would you like me to wash it for you?” Nori asked, her voice contextually devoid of any suggestion whatsoever.

It’s just that her voice sounded like it belonged to the world’s richest sex-cam operator.

Raggedly, I murmured, “Do I ever.” I squeezed my eyes shut.

The sound of splashing was my only warning before Nori’s hand landed on my arm.

This water could’ve had ice floes in it; this dick was not going down now. “Great,” I griped. I sighed, glaring down at the water, but kept my voice level when I explained, “I didn’t mean literally, Nori. But thank you.”

“I don’t mind,” she said.

I didn’t either. And that was the problem.

Her hands felt just like a woman’s. Calloused even, but still so soft.

When her nails dragged down my skin a little, I gritted my teeth. “You have to stop, hon.”

Hon?

“Hon?” Nori echoed. Her pause was brief. “What does this mean? Taylor called you hon too.”

The memory shocked an amused snort out of me. “Yeah. Little fucker did.” My lips lost their smile quickly. “It was a joke. It’s an endearment between couples. It’s... it was funny, just trust me.”

Her hands pressed against my skin, on either side of my spine. “I do trust you.”

Her words, her voice, her touch—blue balls were going to take on a whole new meaning if hypothermia got them. “Nori, stop touching me.” To soften the command, I added, “Please.”

With no coyness, no games, and no bruised feelings apparent, she did just that. She gracefully stepped into view again and presented me with her back.

Aw, hell.

So I scrubbed her back.

She informed me when she felt she was clean enough, thanked me for ‘reaching the difficult areas,’ and if she was aware of the fact that in those three minutes I imagined making her purr in thirty different sexual positions?

She didn’t show it.

She just walked her hot, naked ass out of the water.

No sex.

My cold cock was so pissed at me.

She turned around on the bank, seemingly oblivious to my predicament. She went for her pack first thing, not her shorts.

She pulled out a cloth, and carefully dried her skin and metal parts.

I wasn’t trying to look—if I had any hope of wrangling this boner, I could not—

But I was a guy. My eyes zeroed in on that mouthwatering ‘v’ made between the sexy swells of her thighs.

She... had... a...

A button.

That wasn’t a euphemism. She had an honest-to-God button where... where a clitoris should be.

I had an image of a push-button starter switch.

For a minute, I could hear angels singing.

I damn near punched myself in the face trying to dispel the beautiful fantasy that played out behind my eyeballs like a porno.

“Did you finish?” Nori asked innocently.

“No I did not.” My voice sounded tortured.

“Are you coming?”

“Nori!” A stressed laugh escaped me. “You’re killing me.”

She was so pretty. Standing there. Still naked. Her head tilted. “No, I’m not.”

Water sloshed around my hips as I made my way to shore, boner cutting through the icy water like a narwhal. “Honey, you have no idea.”
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“—AND THOSE ARE WHAT machines back home are like,” I finished.

Nori was quiet, taking the information in.

She was very curious about Earth, and naturally she wondered if there were other beings like herself on my planet.

I wondered the same about this planet. Sonhadra, she’d called it.

She said not really—save for the other crash-landed humans, of course. I told her it was the same for Earth—there weren’t machines like her where I was from. That had led to a discussion about what sorts of machines I was familiar with, so I told her all about classic cars.

“You become very animated when you speak of these machines,” she noted.

My mouth quirked. “Yeah. I had a real beauty,” I said morosely.

“What was her name?”

A rush of air escaped my nose. “Depending on how she behaved, she had a couple special names.” A full grin took over my face at the memories of me cussing out that gorgeous, sleek beauty. “But she was just ‘the Charger.’ I didn’t call her Eleanor, or Monica or anything.” I chuckled a little to myself. “It would have sounded like domestic violence if I’d been making all the racket I did—taking a wrench to her and hollering a woman’s name. I had two little girls. I tried not to scar them.”

Nori was intrigued. “You gave her different names based on her behavior toward you?”

“Well when you put it that way.” I was surprised at the genuine laugh she got out of me with her words. “Yeah. You could say that.”

I almost bumped into her when she stopped walking and faced me.

“Your voice holds much affection for this Charger.”

Those siren eyes the color of a pirate’s fortune caught me, held me captive. “Mmhmm,” was the sound that vibrated low in my throat in response to her nearness.

Her hair smelled clean.

I wanted to pet it.

Her skin smelled like salt, and engine grease.

I’d liked the latter before, but it was quickly morphing into a turn-on.

...Was that sick?

I inhaled.

Dick doesn’t care.

“Can you manage this weight?” she asked, motioning to the pack at our feet.

My pride reared its head up, making me struggle to reign it in, because I knew she was being conscientious to ‘her human.’ After all, I wasn’t as strong as she was.

Putting that thought out there solidified something for me that I didn’t expect.

I liked that Nori was so strong.

I liked it a lot.

My hand found hers, brushing a feather-light touch over the—what I hoped was—sensitive skin on the back of it before I carefully relieved her of the burden.

I didn’t fall behind on my first ruck march, and I wasn’t going to drop back here either. “I got it,” I told her.

She whirled around, giving me a mouth-watering view of her backside.

Retreating.

Blinking, I nearly tripped to catch up to her.
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SEVEN
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PRETA

Ammos kneeled. “In Kahav, it was said that seedlings would break through the barrier—”

That would be my womb.

“—and the presence of the sunslight would draw them out. It encouraged them to reach for it, and emerge.”

I was parked on a crumbling log, breathing in that slightly loamy-decaying smell that bark took on as it died. I tried not to think of who I was sitting on; sometimes dead trees were just dead trees here, but sometimes in reality they were dead Kahav.

We were all sitting slightly in the shade, because—Sproutling’s requirements or not—I didn’t want to be baked.

Just as predicted, I could feel this baby growing more active the closer I scooted toward the direct sunlight—the closer my lower half got to the direct sunshine.

But I wasn’t going to freak out.

“Look, a little vine!”

My knees snapped closed on instinct.

I gasped, hoping I didn’t just squish a part of my baby—

Ryan took my hand. “Chill. The vegetables say this is normal.”

He was lucky that I didn’t mind being teased. “I’m less worried about the ‘emergence’ than I am about cervical complications due to vines tickling their way past—”

Ryan’s thumb brushed over the pulsepoint at my throat. “It’s fine. You’ve got that healing ability. We’ve got alien rainforest stuff that a Medicine Man would envy. This is in the bag.”

Mace, who stood off to the side, silently assessing me, dipped his chin in an affirmative. Chor shifted closer, and because he was pressed up against my other side, I wanted to growl in frustration because he felt hot. Just like everything felt hot. I’d been told there was a winter season here, but if it was anything less than tropical-boil at this very moment, I couldn’t tell. I didn’t scoot away from him though, because I was soaking up as much comfort as I was body heat.

I could really, really use the comfort.

We didn’t know my due date. We could guess, but Sonhadra day-ratio to Earth’s... well? We’d basically been holding our breath and waiting for the fun to start.

Biologically, this baby was Ryan’s and should be a hundred percent human. We had a bit of an inkling that something might be different when I woke up one morning, squatted to pee, went to wipe, and I encountered... a leaf. I hadn’t noticed it ‘til right then; it was just hanging out—you know, as you do when you’re an extension of a Sproutling.

I freaked.

My first instinct was to rip it out—but I was terrified that our baby would be missing a finger or an arm or something vital.

Ryan had been the one to get down between my legs to make the inspection. I wanted to shriek when he carefully took hold of the greenery coming out of my vag, because although it didn’t hurt, I felt the tug alllll the way inside.

He leaned back and took a moment to grin up at me. “Heh. Nice bush, babe.”

“Ryan!” I shook my head at him, unable to really laugh yet. I looked around at our aliens. “Will it keep growing out? What if I hurt it? Rip it?”

Mace was quick to assure me, “There’s no harm. Kahav Sproutlings can regrow limbs.”

The fact that he had knowledge of babies... regrowing...! I was struggling to feel reassured when Chor added thoughtfully, “Not always in the same place. There might be a knot where the break happened, but a fresh limb will grow nearby.”

Now I inhaled deeply, dispelling the slight mental trauma of that day, and wondered how Charlie was faring.

It’d been more and more difficult to visit each other when we felt like we were the equivalent of small hippos. I bemoaned this aloud.

“Hippos must be lovely,” Ammos was super quick to reassure me.

I looked at him as he placed a hand on my knee. His ears were forward, and he should have appeared ridiculous with the little blue flower that grew off the tip of his left one, but instead, he was cute in his tree-alien way. He smiled at me. “Today is the emergence. The Sproutling is insistent.”

Ryan piped up. “What exactly is baby Dan saying?”

Dan. The mere mention had me relaxing even further. It was my dad’s middle name.

After teasing me with ‘Baby Devon’ for weeks, Ryan had been the one to suggest it. Knowing that he’d actually met my dad, worked for him, admired and respected him... Maybe it was baby hormones, but I pretty much blubbered on him immediately.

He took that as a win.

“He likes your voice. He is readying to emerge,” Mace answered him matter-of-factly before stalking closer. To me, he said, “It is germination day. He requires more sunlight, nitesh.”

I grimaced but took Ammos’ hand, and felt Mace grasp my upper arm to help make my transition from beached hippo to standing hippo.

We moved into the light, and immediately, I felt pressure. I told myself it was fine; this was expected. This Kahav process had been explained to me time and again.

Although my super soldier programming still came in handy once in a while, for the most part, programming was no match against heavy stage pregnancy hormones, because I was no longer as cool and collected as I’d previously been.

In this very moment in particular, I was feeling affected. “It’s starting to... hurt.”

For the first time, Chor’s excitement slipped. “You feel pain?”

They’d hoped that with the evidence of the baby being so very Kahav, that the birthing process would therefore be very Kahav.

“Definitely, definitely feeling pain,” I confirmed as I experienced a rippling pinch on my insides.

Mace’s grip eased off my arm, as if he hoped that would help.

I disappeared.

I heard four male sounds of concerned dismay. They knew it was either fear, or pain, or the combination that caused my skin to camouflage.

With concentration, I calmed down enough to be fully visible again.

Ammos came around to my front, critically considering me, while Ryan revealed his nerves—despite the fact he was trying to smile at me—by scrubbing his hands over his hair. “What can we do to make you more comfortable, sweetheart?”

I’d known this man for over a year. He’d called me babe. He’d called me Sol—even sun, because that’s what my last name meant—but never had he ever called me sweetheart. It was heartwarming. It was adorable. It was alarming. “Do I look like I’m dying?”

Chor flinched.

Mace bent to peer at my face, worry evident in the way his eyebrow-moss pinched together.

Ammos’ flowers shut so fast I could swear I heard them snap. “NO.”

Ryan’s hand had moved from its anxious attack on his hair to scrubbing his chin. “I was just trying out new endearments.”

“Don’t try cupcake,” I warned him.

Ryan closed his mouth.

I started to roll my eyes at him—but I was hit with another vicious ripple on my insides, and I doubled over, aware of all the guys rushing in to make sure I didn’t topple over. “Everybody uses cupcake,” I moaned.

He sounded relieved that I was trying to tease. “And on this planet, living with the aliens we do, being like everybody else is a real concern. Got it, Sol.”

“Ry?” My voice came out as shaky as I felt.

“Right here,” he assured, and Mace eased back to make room for him. “Whatcha need, babe?”

I met his worried eyes. “I want Charlie.”
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WE INITIALLY HADN’T wanted to drag poor, incredibly pregnant Charlie over here just in case nothing happened with my attempted delivery day. I’d never had kids, but even I knew that once it was underway, it could still take hours.

Or days.

I shuddered. I really wanted Charlie.

It was Mace who took off for her place. As Chor paced around me, treading on the flower petals that were falling off of his body like stress-molted feathers, I became convinced he should have gone too.

My pained groans—and one little scream—were shredding his nerves.

The whole ghastly process had him disturbed enough his bird friends abandoned him to find a more stable perch. On a normal day, he had a whole flocking family riding his shoulders.

At this moment though, he was agitated, movements jerky, so covered in vines that he’d actually gone green.

Seeing this, Ryan quipped, “Dude. Romaine calm.”

Even I snorted.

In contrast, Ammos was the warm earth tone of tranquility and focus.

A true badass at midwifery.

“But don’t you raise lots and lots of animals?” I managed to ask Chor. I was trying to distract him as Ryan helped me to a squatting position. I was hot, sweaty, and whimpering. I was also hyperaware of a leaf that stuck to my butt cheek. I was kind of afraid it belonged to my kid.

“This is true,” Chor conceded, nervously eyeing me. “However, it is Ammos that assists with birthing. It is not one of my strengths,” he said as he sprouted an antler-like branch. He reached up to feel it even as he stared in dismay at his other hand as it became dragon-clawed.

“You don’t say,” Ryan muttered.

Chor tilted his head in confusion. “I just said.”

Ryan’s lip quirked. “I’ll ‘splain it to you some other time, man.” He shooed a bug away from my face as he looked down at me. “I’m going to go find you a big leaf, and I’m going to hold it over you so you’ve got some shade.” He squeezed my hand. “The sprout-whisperer’s going to have the floor.”

Ammos appeared pensive as he mulled that one over.

He loved to learn new phrases.

“I shall whisper to our Sproutling,” he agreed.

Ammos’ ears were relaxed as he linked our fingers, his strange digits sliding between mine. For a moment, I fixated on his thumbs. They were fused at the knuckle joint like a sugar glider—doublethumbs, the Kahav called them.

What felt like lifetimes later, I determined that Ammos was the only one of us who could whisper. I managed to reign it in when Charlie arrived out of sheer habit: I preferred not to overtly do anything that got me babied. As the youngest, I bucked against being coddled.

I’ll give them this: my dad and Charlie tried to control their impulse to do it. Sometimes though, I swear they looked at me, saw a four year old, and they’d go into some weird protect-mode overdrive.

Right now, I would not at all be averse to a little coddling. Female sympathy for this hell known as ‘the miracle of birth’ at the very least.

“Is it bad?” Charlie asked.

I dismissively waved a shaky hand. “Feels great. And get this: I’m going Chia pet on my southside. For real.”

“Can I see?” Dason, one of her husbands, asked.

“Sure,” I agreed easily. “Everyone else already has.”

Charlie raised a hand. “Technically, I haven’t.”

Dason peeked. “Eww.”

My shade dropped for a second when Ryan’s arm shot past me to shove him.

Charlie got there first. She thumped him lightly on the back of the head. “What is wrong with you?”

Dason looked chagrined.

I tapped Charlie’s knee to get her attention. “No offense taken. I’m pretty darn sure if I saw anything growing out of a vagina, I’d say eww too.”

Ryan tipped my head back so I could watch him widen his eyes and playfully nod in mock agreement.

“Have fun with your hand,” I mouthed.

He dazzled me with a blinding grin.

I shook my head and righted myself to see Charlie giving me a look filled with all the compassion and pity I wanted. “What do you need?”

I grimaced as my womb took another shot at making us inhospitable. I didn’t blame my passenger for deciding to evacuate. For the best, really.

When the pain mostly cleared, I took a deep breath and met Charlie’s pretty eyes. “I want this baby to disembark safely, healthy—happy, of course. But OUT nonetheless.” I pretended to whisper conspiratorially, “He’s overstayed his welcome on my bladder.”

Charlie sagged as she emphatically agreed. “Yesss. THIS.”

I couldn’t respond though; my body’s instinct had me locked onto one concept with a suddenness that stole my breath: Push.

When Ammos gave me the green light—ha! Literally, his heartstone rimmed with a bright green glow—a grunt of effort escaped my clenched teeth.

The dirt was soft and gave way under my fingers as I bore down.

Everything hurt, so much so that I couldn’t separate the sensations anymore, but I saw that I was leaking a lot of fluid when Ammos swiped at his mossy brow with the back of his arm.

His hands were slick with honey-colored liquid slime.

Great.

Charlie was parked next to my shoulder, not curious in what everything looked like where the action was going down. She was probably dreading the thought of her turn.

Dason, however, was curious. Considering he’d be helping play nurse or midwife himself very soon, I didn’t mind, and when nobody shouted at him to back off, he went so far as to lean in for a closer look. Ammos even sidled to the side a little. Anything to help Charlie’s time go easy and safe. This birth could be a teaching tool.

“One more,” Ammos encouraged. “One more really good one, and you’ll be done.”

Yes, please. Anything to be done.

I inhaled deep, before heaving with everything I had.

There’s an old book about dinosaurs, where a dilophosaurus spits a tar-like substance on the unsuspecting.

My vagina? It pulled that move with a squirt of amber slime.

...Expelling all over Dason.

Mace and Chor burst out laughing, and Dason joined them good naturedly as he stepped back to clean up. Ammos stayed as focused as I was though, not even glancing over. His arms reached under me to catch.

I didn’t feel relief until I heard the cry.

I’d been prepared to birth a vine-covered pumpkin-baby. I didn’t know that had been the image my mind had conjured until I was shocked by the sight of what our baby actually resembled.

He was... human. Perfectly human.

Ammos held him out to me, but I’d sagged against Ryan’s lap.

“My hands,” was all I could manage to pant. They were covered in dirt, and I didn’t care what the Kahav said; I made Ammos scrub up before he went anywhere near me and I’d do the same before I held my son.

Ryan reached over me and accepted Dan, holding him on my belly between his hands.

Unobtrusively as possible, Charlie attacked my skin with a washcloth.

I peered at little Dan. No way did this baby not have extras—I had witnesses to the fact that he had extras.

Ryan’s thumb stroked down Dan’s back, chuckling in awed disbelief. “We did great. We make cute as fuck kids.”

And it happened: our cute as fuck kid sprouted a leaf on his shoulder.

I glanced up, and watched Ryan’s face transform into something even softer. “Aw hell. A baby-dragon will be cute too.”

I smiled tiredly. “Cute as fuck, right?”

Dan sprouted another leaf, this time on his head.

Ryan’s thumb stilled. “Oh, shit.”

A vine snaked over Dan’s back.

Mace’s laughter boomed, so percussive it scared the birds out of the canopy above us.
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GERARD

The flames of the campfire licked along the stubby branches I’d gathered before dark. I didn’t light the fire because I was cold. The jungle was still too warm at night. Fire kept the more annoying creatures away.

Those black and yellow ladybug-looking critters that liked to bite disappeared when a campfire was lit. That and Nori liked watching the flames.

She sat across from me now, her hand weaving a needle in and out of the derma along her forearm. The orange flicker reflected in her golden eyes, which paid close attention to the stitch while she attempted to repair the new tear she got when saving my ass from a burrowing, thorned-back porcupine beast.

Bastard came out of nowhere.

Her skin was still fucked up, and she resembled something of an alien Frankenstein-machine—half-stitched and half-torn—but the meticulous manner in which she maintained her body even in its mostly-ruined state bordered on obsessive.

I felt bad about the new damage. Even offered to help, but she just blankly stared at me in that creepy robotic way of hers.

“Why would you offer this?”

I fancied myself somewhat of a gentleman, but I supposed a machine wouldn’t understand, so I shrugged a shoulder. “If I’d seen the prickly bastard—”

“Mishin,” she corrected.

“Yes, mishin.” One thing I’d learned about Nori, she didn’t like it when I called creatures by anything except their critter name. It was like teasing a computer. Sometimes I did it just to get under her circuits.

Back to what I was saying about being a gentleman...

“If I’d seen the mishin, you wouldn’t have been hurt—”

“I am not hurt—”

“You know what I me—”

“I cannot be harmed. I am nearly indestructible—”

And here we go.

Thing about Nori was, sometimes I’d forget she was a machine. Crazy, I know, considering the exposed mech on her body staring me in the face, but a few times a day I’d forget she wasn’t human despite the glaring evidence.

She walked like a human, sort of looked like a human—other than the unholy gashes and stitching—and sounded like a human. A formal human, but a human nonetheless.

I’d pop a joke and the crickets would chirp. No, really, they were my only audience these days. Nori didn’t understand the humor. If she did, she was a tough lug nut to crack.

I liked my dad jokes, and while my girls often rolled their eyes at me, I knew they liked my jokes too. I could usually squeeze a snort or two out of them.

“I just meant,” I sighed when she finally finished her spiel about her strength, “I’m sorry you got another tear in your skin.”

Nori blinked and went back to stitching. “You don’t have to apologize, Sol.”

My brow flattened, expecting that. She always had to have the last word.

“I understand humans have dulled senses. It is not your fault, but that of your creators.”

I groaned, scrubbing my face. Why did I do this to myself? Arguing with Nori was literally arguing with a machine. There was no winning, and yet I was the idiot who fell for it every time.

What started as a groan quickly turned into a chuckle that rumbled in my chest.

I was insane. Nuts. Certifiable. Because I was sure of one thing...

I liked Nori.

Her prickly, deadpan attitude—and anyone who said machines couldn’t have attitude had never worked on an American classic—and her general presence.

While it was possible I was slowly going off the deep end—trudging through alien bush every day fueled by hope and cracking old-dog jokes to a woman-machine—I didn’t feel crazy.

“Any signs of your giant bug yet?”

“Theraracha.”

See what I mean?

“I am getting closer, yes. It dwells in the thick of the forest.”

That made a helluva lot of sense why we were stuck in some mean bush. With a nod, I dragged my blunted nails over my jaw, remembering how Nori’s eyes had stayed trained on me while I shaved. It felt good to have female attention, robot or no. “I’ll believe you.”

She managed to tail Taylor and me with neither of us the wiser. Nori had skills. 

I stood, and strode around the fire, hunkering down when I reached her side—I did it simply to be closer to another person. Machine. Whatever. For a while, we stayed that way, me watching while she worked on herself. Absently, I picked up her tool.

The jolt nearly made me drop it. Oddly, something seemed to affect her too.

I reached for her, then realized I didn’t know where I should touch. I settled for taking her hand. “You all right? Did you feel that too?”

Eyes wide, she stared down at my hands, one holding hers, one holding her tool. “Yes.”

I wiggled the tool between us. “Was it weird for me to pick it up?” Maybe this was akin to robot panties. Sure, every woman had them, but a man just couldn’t go around grabbing them without permission.

Smiling at myself, peripherally aware of how her pupils were expanding and contracting as they watched my face move, I started to offer her the—

I peered closer at the tool’s handle. Blood. I checked my hand. Yep. Looked like I’d cut myself. No big surprise. Everything in this jungle tried to flay you open, including the greenery, which you had to shove out of your face at every turn.

I started to wipe it on my shirt, but she plucked it from my grip. “No.”

Curious, confused, I watched her.

She appeared almost... shaken.

“What did I do?” I asked her as she put away her needle.

“Creators chose to give some of their creations heartstones,” Nori said.

I took in her face, my gaze drawn to the tendrils of her hair that had stuck to the skin at her nape.

My brain immediately imagined this was how she’d look if we’d gotten hot and sweaty having sex.

Not having sex, Sol. Talking. She’s trying to talk to you. Pay. Attention. “Sorry, hon. I’m not following you.”

I heard a whirring as her gaze moved down my legs, then back up to my face. “I am not walking.”

Slowly, I spoke. “Sometimes, woman, you are awful interesting to converse with.”

Her lips formed a genuine-looking smile. “Thank you for paying me one of your compliments.”

I grinned at her. “Anytime. You were saying?” Before she could inform me that I had actually been the last one to speak—always so damn literal—I added, “About creators? Stones?”

I actually fucking jumped when Nori’s hand closed over mine.

“You bled,” she said, turning my hand palm-side up. “You blooded what my Creator gave me.”

She held up her tool.

Not sure of what she was saying, I went for, “That so?”

She paused, considering my words. “This is so, yes. Now I live.”

She wasn’t the first female to make me run out of words, but by God she was the best at it. “Now you live? What does that mean, exactly?”

Instead of answering me, she moved her hair before deftly raising the hem of her shirt enough that she could access a panel in her back. Her movements were practiced, and quick, and just like she seemed to enjoy the sight of me dragging a razor over my face, I was fascinated to glimpse her inner parts. She had what looked like a little engine in there.

Her eyes watched the fire as her hands worked, and I flat out admired the ability to essentially do this blind.

When she brought a cloth to her back, trying to wipe something, that’s when she began to show signs of encountering difficulty.

I peered closer. And gaped. “You’re fuel injected?”

She twisted to look at me. “Why does this shock you?” Her expression appeared troubled for the first time. “Is this something you do not like?”

I blinked at her. “I don’t... like—”

Her eyes dropped, and in reaction, so did something in my chest.

“—or dislike any fact of your design. It is whatever it is. No—I was just... caught off guard there. It’s an old system, where I’m from, is all.”

At this, she smiled slightly. “I am an old system.”

I laughed. “I can relate. And commiserate.” My eyes roved over her, more critically this time. “If you’re fuel injected, maybe I can take a look.”

****
[image: image]


NEVER CUSS AT A LADY.

Until you’re trying to replace her throttle valve, and the little shit keeps slipping. The valve, not the woman.

“I couldn’t reach it to clean the deposits,” she explained sheepishly.

For some reason, my heart squeezed. I couldn’t resist teasing her though. “I understand it’s not your fault, but that of your creators.”

Predictably, Nori didn’t laugh.

I smiled though. “No big deal.” I looked up from the compartment on her back, then had to peel my eyes away from the way her hair was swept over her shoulder to keep it from obstructing my view. “It can be fixed, it’s just going to take a couple tries.”

And take a couple tries it did.

“Mother! Fucking! Swamp! Cunt!” I nearly bit through my tongue. “Sorry.”

“Why do you apologize?” She sounded curious rather than offended.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I stroked her arm in a brief show of thanks. “For a minute there, I was transported back in time to when I worked on that car. You can cuss all you want at a car.”

“You cannot cuss at me?”

I shook my head once, even though she couldn’t see it. “Negative. Never cuss at a l—” I stuttered as I realized how I was thinking of her, despite the fact I had her back open like the hood of a Model-T. “...Lady.”

She craned her neck, giving me a view of the left side of her face. “But you are cussing at my mechanics, not my person.”

I felt my mouth quirk. “That’s true. You are not my Charger.”

Her eyebrows sharply pulled in, the little bared mechanical parts around her eye shifting, tightening in a wince.

Without conscious thought, my hand moved to grip her shoulder. “What? What’d I say?”

For the first time, she seemed to show real emotion—or maybe I was just finally starting to recognize it. She squeezed her eye shut, and when she opened it, she glanced away from me. “I do not know why I feel this way.”

My breath caught. “What way?”

Somehow, she managed to angle her head, giving me an overall impression of shyness as she peeked at me over her shoulder. “You liked your Charger.”

No fucking wonder I thought of her as a lady. This was just like a woman; I couldn’t keep up. Not to mention Nori was acting weird—by weird I meant... human, not her normal robotic self. “What?”

She tried to face forward but I caught her chin, startling us both.

I was not going crazy; every second that passed, I was picking up more emotion from her, either because I was becoming more familiar with her, or because something had changed. Her golden gaze shone with... embarrassment?

Unable to escape by moving her head—though, technically, she was strong enough to break me, never mind my hold on her—she closed her eyes like she was admitting something shameful. “You had feelings for your Charger.”

I shrugged. “I loved that car.”

Now she broke my hold, facing away. “You can cuss at me.”

I stared at the back of her head, my shock and confusion—which, admittedly, I felt a lot these days—soared to new heights.

My first convoy live-fire exercise went a lot like this. I’d thought I knew what I was doing, right up until it all went sideways.

What the fuck just happened?
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NORI

Sol’s eyes were narrowed, and I could see he was studying me. His stare moved off and he blew out a breath before he performed his ritual of dragging his knuckle over the area of his heart organ.

“Why are you searching for the theraracha, Nori?”

His question was fair and I found myself surprised he hadn’t asked me sooner. Looking down, I ran my fingers over my arm.

The skin there was dying. It felt tight and dry, no matter how much leaf oil I rubbed upon it or how much vegetation I consumed or water I drank.

It helped slow the deterioration, but it wouldn’t heal.

“I need uxía to generate regrowth of my synthetic skin,” I finally answered. “Only the theraracha carries this. Without it, my derma will slowly erode.”

Emotion tightened my throat. Spathic, my creator, resurfaced in my memory reserves and I missed his companionship.

My vision in my right eye blurred and something wet slid down my cheek.

“Aw hell, Nori,” Sol groaned, crossing the distance and wrapping his warm arms around me.

This is an embrace.

An embrace I’d experienced in the past, but it was so long ago... hundreds of rotations. The estranged feelings tethered around my circuits and reminded me this felt good. Very good.

“Don’t cry.” The vibrations in his chest tickled against my ear.

Cry. These were tears I felt—the wetness against my fingertips when I touched them to my cheek.

Something else resurfaced...

Embarrassment.

Heat flooded what was left of my face and suddenly I was so ashamed of how tattered my skin was, how out of shape my spinal gears were—the ones difficult to reach.

And he saw them!

This human who held me now, comforted me now, helped me repair myself.

I buried my face against his chest, wanting to hide but needing the comfort he offered too.

These emotions I’d not felt in so long were overwhelming.

“The theraracha have been increasingly hard to find,” I murmured into his musk-scented shirt, the urge to explain my horrendous appearance gripping me. “I miscalculated my skin’s durability. It’s old and the last theraracha I found was too.”

A heavy puff of air escaped my healthy lungs. My body was programmed to reserve nutrients for my internal organs first. My exterior—my skin—would always be the first part of me to lose its hardiness.

“Uxía potency weakens the older the theraracha grows.”

Sol pulled back, his large hands gripping my shoulders and squeezing, the gesture reassuring.

“Nori,” he said my name, staring at me directly. “You’re worried about how your skin looks?”

“Yes,” I quickly uttered. “I don’t want my skin to... die.”

His brow dipped above one clear gray eye, the color pristine enough to mimic perfection, and his calloused thumb brushed away the moisture from my cheek.

I pressed my lips together to prevent myself from admitting that I was humiliated to be seen in such a wrecked state—that I was embarrassed because he had seen me at my worst, physically.

Why this suddenly mattered, I struggled to comprehend.

“Honey,” his lips tugged into a half-smile and his gaze spoke of soft understanding, “your skin could rot off tomorrow and you’d still be one helluva beautiful woman.”

My circuits whirred speedily when his words sank in and my eye uncontrollably watered once more.

“Charger, you gotta stop crying.” His short laugh was almost sympathetic, impatient, as if he were just as confounded at my watering eye as I was.

Startled, my gaze whipped up to his.

“Bingo.” A depression appeared in his cheek, right above his curved-up lip. Then his teeth flashed, his smile growing wide. “I’ll be damned.”

Again, he wiped my cheek. “I’ve never been good around a crying woman.”

“I’ll try.” My voice was strangely husky and after a few attempts, I staunched the tears, backing out of Sol’s second embrace. “I need the moisture for my skin, anyway.”

He chuckled and the gears in my chest sped up, causing excess heat. The warmth was pleasurable.

“I’m surprised you need organic material for your skin.” He sat down on the fallen log and I joined him. “Where I’m from, most machines with synthetic material require synthetic liquids for maintenance.”

I nodded. “Spathic, my creator, did maintain my skin with synthetic matter. When he left, I found an organic alternative.”

“Ah.” He picked up his cloth bag of berries and resumed feasting. “Why’d your creator leave?”

I hadn’t entertained those thoughts of Spathic disappearing in a long while. He removed my emotions before his departure from this world as a mercy.

I wouldn’t miss him if I couldn’t feel.

“Kevt’na, the Kahav’s maker, fell in love with one of the females he created,” I began, recalling one of my last conversations with Spathic. “Something went terribly wrong that resulted in not only her death, but that of every Kahav female.”

The detached pity I felt hundreds of rotations ago ghosted over me now.

“Unable to bear it, he left this world. Soon after, Ghishwy, the creator of the Ghians—”

“Those are the ones in the sea?”

“Yes,” I dipped my chin. “She followed Kevt’na, and not long after, Spathic. They were close. Ghishwy and Kevt’na often pitted their valos against each other for entertainment—”

Sol grunted. I remembered his distaste for the way of Sonhadra when we spoke of the other races before.

Today, it warmed me further.

“Spathic was their impartial anchor.” I smiled thinking about my creator’s ability to remain level-minded in all matters.

“They just left?”

Glancing over at Sol, his skepticism was easily detectable.

“They were a triad,” I explained to the best of my ability. “A dysfunctional triad. They couldn’t exist apart. Wherever one goes, the others eventually follow.”

The words tasted rehearsed on my tongue as they’d looped in my memory the many rotations immediately after Spathic vanished.

It was exactly the explanation he gave me—his closest confidante—when he stripped me of my emotions.

“It’s a mercy, my Nori,” Spathic told me, his golden eyes—the color identical to mine—boring into me. “I’m unable to destroy you, and I am unable to leave you behind with any grief you may experience.”

I didn’t understand it then, my ability to feel anything taken from me, but I did now.

The rest of my people were gone long ago. I’d watched them deteriorate and rust, their circuits die, and eventually their forms turned to dust along with our city. The Yolla were wiped from Sonhadra’s memory.

Only I remained.

“They will never come back,” I finished.

The statement rang true—Spathic was clear about that. Kevt’na would never be able to return to Sonhadra: the place he’d mistakenly killed his female.

“Are you... do you feel... about that?”

A cog seemed to grind in my chest cavity. “Yes.”

His forehead developed furrows of confusion. “So, let me catch up here.” He picked up my tool. “I smear blood on this, you ‘come alive?’ And now you feel things?” His brow cocked. “What kind of things, Charger?”

I liked that he called me this.

An odd stirring began in the region of my pelvis. I pressed my hand there, wondering at it.

Sol’s eyes followed the movement, and his nostrils flared.
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GERARD

I had to walk away from her. Granted, it’d been awhile since I’d had sex. But that was not why I was hard as fucking granite and ready to blow my load—it was Nori.

I didn’t care that she had metal components in her body. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t truly human.

I liked her.

I liked her a lot.

The memory of her crying against my chest, of her worrying that she wasn’t pretty.

Nori, you’ve got nothing to worry about, sweetheart.

I wasn’t bullshitting her when I told her that her she was beautiful, and that’d she’d be beautiful no matter what. And I had to shake my head—women and their hang-ups. I was on another fucking planet and I had in my possession a knockout who didn’t believe she was a knockout.

She thought she wasn’t perfect. She couldn’t see herself.

But I could.

Ohhh, I could.

I stopped far enough away from the fire, but not so far that a monster creature wouldn’t see an opportunity and jump my ass, I hoped.

I had to let off some steam.

I unsnapped my jeans, the denim so well-worn that it was almost soft under my fingers. The contrast between the metal and the comfortable fabric made me think of Nori.

Just like everything made me think of Nori. All the positions she could torque that body—

I was a horny old bastard.

I wasn’t going to beat myself up about it, but I was going to have to beat myself off.

I couldn’t concentrate on anything but her smell, of my face cushioned by her hair when I’d hugged her to me.

The feel of her arms wrapping around me.

Fuck. I hissed as I racked myself.

I was about to spit on my palm like I was fifteen, when Nori asked, “Can I help?”

I didn’t know being scared while jacking off would damn near make me come—and give me a fucking heart attack. “Nori! I told you to stay.”

Her eyes narrowed.

Did I just tell a woman ‘I told you to stay?’

Smooth, Sol. With the hand not squeezing my dick, I tried again. “Hon, just—”

She took a step closer to me. “I like when you call me Charger.”

If I ever saw one of those cars again, I’d never think of them the same. “I like when I call you ninja. Snuck up on me. Again. I—”

She wasn’t hesitant. She wasn’t robotic. Her gaze was locked on mine when she brought her hand up to her mouth, and spit on it.

“Fuck me,” I breathed.

She reached out and grabbed my cock.

Yeah, I let her. We were two people, alone. I didn’t know exactly what she felt for me, but if her rescuing my ass and jumping to my defense was any indication, she felt good things. I sure as hell knew what I felt for her. She wanted this—so did I.

Her hand was not hot, but it was soft, and I gritted my teeth against the urge to spontaneously bust.

She crouched, her other hand landing on my thigh, the pressure, the simple touch damn good. Nori was focused on my dick like it was her job to make an official inspection. I ground down on my molars while she ran her thumb over the crown, then swept her touch along the underside.

My knees almost buckled.

That was how the world’s slowest handjob began. Slow was not a bad thing. It was not a bad thing at all.

“Just like that,” I confirmed when she pulled her smooth palm along the end of my shaft, tightening her fingers.

I covered her hand with my own, and encouraged her to tighten her grip.

It was the sensual slide of her hand, the extra squeeze she gave the head with each pull, and the way she glanced up at me under her long lashes.

The way her hair felt when I gathered it in my fist so that I could see her face.

“Nori,” I rasped, and this time, she met my stare, her golden eyes striking, so pretty, so mesmerizing I wanted to kiss her.

She licked those full, plump lips.

I felt my balls draw up—her eyes dropped to watch the action, and she pumped me slow, dragging her grip to meet my corona.

My hand covered hers again, and I aimed myself away from her as come shot out.

She watched, fascinated, and she didn’t stop her slow, perfect tugging along my length until I caught her wrist. “That’s good, baby.”

I was breathing hard, and I was hit with a massive dose of excitement to see Nori was panting a little too.

I wondered if she’d done this before.

And that didn’t bother me until I wondered who she’d done this with. Her creator? Had he made her, then touched her?

I bared my teeth.

Then again, if I’d created this woman... No. I still wouldn’t take advantage of her. If she wanted me, that’d be another story. I hoped that was Nori’s story.

She stood, and there was no regret, no shyness, not that I could detect.

Good. I had plans, ever since I’d seen what looked like a special Yolla feature. “Nori?”

Her gaze was open, warm. Proud.

She had every reason to be. I smiled at her. “I didn’t get to check out all of your parts.”

“No?”

I took her hand, and began leading her toward the bedrolls. “Not even close, Charger.”

Exploring Nori took time. I’d seen everything there was to see each time we bathed, but aside from the few moments our skin made contact, I’d never truly explored her.

My hands brushed down her shoulders and, fuck me, by the time she slowly took off her tank top, her perfectly pert breasts jiggling with the movement, I was hard again.

The rounded softness was just like the rest of her—the skin there showing signs of her survival of this harsh planet. She’d made a few tiny stitches along the left one, and I gingerly traced my thumb against the repaired tear. 

Just like me, life had put some wear on her. But she survived.

She was perfect.

I was suddenly wishing I’d used a pleasure droid over the past couple decades to break up my self-imposed celibacy, because my cock was about to go full-blown hormonal teenager on me.

Nori’s handjob—although fucking amazing—apparently wasn’t enough.

Nori’s surprisingly soft hands roamed my bared chest once I discarded my shirt that was still damp with her tears. Her slim fingers ran through the short hair along my pectorals, curiously tracking it down to my navel where her fingertip hovered above my jutting erection.

I’d lost a good amount of mass—uh, my body, not my dick—but overall, my body kept its shape. Leaner, but the sleek-tone of my youth before I spent most of my time behind a desk, thanks to the endless trekking through the dense jungle in search of...

Her finger traced my length and I momentarily lost all thought.

The pressure building at the base of my cock was a pleasurable warning that I was already rearing to go for round two.

“Not yet,” I whispered, shaking my head to clear the lust. My digits captured hers, pulling her hand to my lips where I kissed her palm.

She shivered.

“You like that?”

“I... do.”

I explored further, following an invisible path up her arm, careful to bypass the tight stitching from past wounds she’d meticulously woven.

Her chest rose and fell, quicker now, and my gaze inadvertently veered to her tightening nipples. The areolas were a tawny hue, puffy and beautiful.

The weight in my groin built and I felt like I could fuck for days.

Her golden eyes shone brighter, her full lips—a dark rose—parted to reveal her pink tongue. My thoughts instantly dove into the gutter imagining all the things she could do with that mouth.

“Goddamn, you’re beautiful,” I blurted.

For the first time ever her cheeks flamed with a gorgeous blush. Her right eyelid fluttered while her left eye, missing its skin and showing her mech in its strange glory, burned brilliantly.

“I am not—”

I stopped her right there. “Nope. My Charger doesn’t talk back to me. I tell her she’s pretty: she’s pretty. End of story.”

Nori smiled, clearly pleased. Hey, if she was seeing my fondness toward a car as a connection to her—well, whatever she needed as long as she felt more secure. But I sure as hell didn’t have thoughts like this over a vehicle.

If she was struggling to believe my words, to understand just how I found her beautiful—there was only one thing for it.

Live-fire demonstration.

This would by far be the most pleasurable one I’d ever gone through. Hell, if they offered these in basic, every man would sign up.

I grinned against the scar on her stomach.

I sure as fuck would have.

Slowly, my lips traced old wounds, old hurts, and tidy field repairs. While my lips worked, my thumbs rubbed slow, gentle circles into her flesh. My hands made lazy caresses, squeezes.

Pinches.

“Ohhhh,” Nori moaned.

I pinched her nipple again, rolling it, enjoying how it turned even darker when I let it go. My mouth watered. A low growl built in my throat as I brushed my jaw’s stubble across it, enjoying her gasp. I repeated this move on the twin, loving how her little peaks appeared to be begging for attention.

Giving it to them would be the gentlemanly thing. But first, I heated them with my exhales.

Nori’s hands landed on my head.

It caused my heart to compress. Just the simple sensation of a woman clutching at me did something to me.

To thank her as much as reward her—I closed my lips over a nipple. Nuzzling, sucking, tugging, I moved my lips over her, enjoying the texture changes, her softness when I popped her out and nommed her nearby flesh. “Mmm,” I groaned against her breast, biting gently when her fingers twisted in my hair, making my cock twitch.

Nori was learning me just as I was learning her, because she tugged at my scalp again.

Fuck, if she kept doing that I'd surely shoot my load in no time.

I dragged my mouth lower, licking and tasting every part of her skin I touched. The pads of my thumbs caressed her exposed mech, the smooth contrast alien to me in this moment.

I kneaded the flesh of her thighs after removing her shorts, most of her body feeling all too human, familiar, and sexy.

When I cupped her sex, my digits exploring the slightly cushioned apex between her thighs, I discovered there was no opening—only her button that mimicked a clitoris.

A chuckle shook my shoulders. I'd unknowingly been preparing myself these past years to be satisfied with my hand.

Didn't even care.

I reached down, twisting my fist around the swollen head of my length. My cock was drooling in the presence of this gorgeous alien woman like I was a virgin about to get my dick wet for the first time.

I gave the button an experimental lick.

Her skin vibrated, the hum of her internal mechanics revving beneath my hands.

“S-s-sol!” she stuttered, and nearly short circuited.

“Tastes a bit like nitrile,” I murmured around my smirk, thinking of dental hygienists’ glove-covered fingers in my mouth. I dragged my tongue over her button again.

Panting, pupils rotating to expand, Nori asked, “Do you like nitrile?”

I lowered my mouth over her entire button, and felt a wicked smile stretch my face at her hopeful expression. “Never enjoyed it so much in my life. How ‘bout I show you?”

Her face morphed, and I gazed at her in awe, the gleam of a wicked vixen who’d just had a taste of pleasure softening her feminine features. She curled her fingers tighter into my hair and gripped, yanking my head back.

“Jesus, Nori!” I winced. “Break my fucking neck why don’t you?”

“There, there, my human.” How the hell she made a giggle sound sultry, I had no damn idea. She let go, stroking the nape of my neck as if to soothe me. “You enjoy hair pulling.”

“All right, woman,” I growled, attempting to cover my grin because there was no fucking way I’d admit she was right. “Shut up. This button of yours ain’t gonna lick itself.”

“Yes sir!” she purred.

It’d been a while but going down on a woman wasn’t something a man just forgot how to do. Especially one who only had his imagination to keep his spank bank filled the past couple decades.

The tip of my tongue slowly circled the nub, teasing her. Hell, teasing myself. I sucked her into my mouth, one hand gripping her ass cheek, one massaging her beautiful, perfectly weighted breast. Couldn’t help myself, giving it a firm squeeze and a jiggle. The flesh, so human, yet different, rippled beneath my hands in the most erotic way.

Her hips bucked, riding my lips and tongue, the sexiest fucking moans and little gasps erupting from her mouth.

Her fingers returned to my hair, gripping and tugging, pulling another growl of excitement from me. I smoothed my tongue over her button, applying pressure. It flattened, as if I’d pressed it with my thumb.

Nori froze, stalling for a matter of nanoseconds before lewdly rolling against my face. Body quivering, she found her release, moaning my name.

“That feel good?” I grinned, kissing the bewitching dip in her skin where her thigh met her hip.

“Very good.” Her gaze burned down into me, those dark rose lips plump and begging to be sucked and licked.

“May I use my mouth on you?”

I nearly jizzed.

My throat went dry and I stared up at her like a dopey fucker that didn’t know his own name. Had to shake myself.

Did she just ask if she could blow me?

Close your fucking mouth, Sol.

My jaw snapped shut, teeth clicking.

“You’re not gonna short circuit and bite off my dick, are you?”

Shit. Why’d I have to go and ask that?

I nervously chuckled, inwardly cringing. I hoped that didn’t offend her, but I was highly attached to my manhood.

She licked her pretty lips, thoughtfully eyeing my dick.

My cock jumped like, ‘Teeth are FINE: up for it here!’

I wondered if she suffered from this—perfectly good rationale getting buried under blind lust.

Ever seen a dog go belly up, hoping you’ll pet him?

It was probably embarrassing how eagerly I rolled to my back and hoped Nori would pet me.

I was torn; I wanted to eat up the sight of her crawling between my legs, but I knew I had to squeeze my eyes shut for a second so I didn’t blow this before we got started.

Her hand wrapped around my base. I began to run automotive details. The Dodge Charger became one of the biggest contenders in its heyday. It was one of the most impressive muscle cars on the market—

Her breasts teased my thighs, and it felt so good, my eyes nearly watered. When she moved in, her nipples grazed my balls and my chest shuddered right before my heart stopped.

Nori’s tongue pressed to the tip of my cock.

I saw heaven.

I wanted to be present enough to guide her, if she wanted it, but all I managed—all I could do—was grunt like an animal when she brought her lips over my tip as she tested various open-mouth kisses and suction.

Readjusting her grip, she pulled her fist up slightly.

I sucked in air through my teeth, “Yessss.”

Her eyes met mine, and the playful happiness there had my heart kicking back up. That’s when she applied her technique from earlier, gaining a rhythm pumping me, and wrapping me in the hot, silky haven of her mouth.

My neck muscles strained as I threw my head back, and gritted, “Gonna come.” My hand found her hair, and I held the silky strands in my fist as I added, “You—”

I had been about to say, ‘You don’t have to swallow,’ but she sped up, and it felt like fire licked down my spine before I exploded in her mouth, white edging her lips—but she didn’t stop taking my length in, and her tongue pressed to the underside, making my thigh muscles bulge.

“Fuck, Nori!” I groaned as I shakily pet her hair, and she looked up at me, and smiled around my cock.

I hooked her under her arms and dragged her onto my chest, settling her over my heart.

****
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MY LEFT HAND HAD BEEN my only sexual partner since I’d lost Zoie. Sometimes I’d use my right to keep it interesting. Maybe a couple decades of celibacy got me a few jabs in the ribs from some of my buddies back on Earth, but the truth was... 

I was so fucking afraid of losing another woman.

After my first failed date a few years after the funeral, the military stole my focus and I let it. There was always an enemy, always work to be done, new goals to reach—and best of all, it was alive and thriving.

Samara being taken from me too soon, it was tragic, unexpected, and sudden. I’d been young, in love, and thought I’d never recover.

Fool me once, shame on you...

A few years later, I’d met Zoie and she’d proved I could be human again and love another woman.

Fool me twice, shame on me.

I liked logic, understood it, and going for a third round, it just wasn’t logical. The two women I’d ever loved in my life had been ripped from me.

We all knew the risks, being enlisted, but a person never thinks it’ll happen to them. That they’ll be the one burying their spouse before they’ve fully lived their lives, watching their children grow up and start families of their own.

Nori shifted, her soft hair tickling my arm that she used as a pillow. The orange flames cast shadows over her worn and torn skin, but there was a spot along the curve of her shoulder that was unmarred, smooth, and perfect. I brushed my thumb across the patch before pressing my lips there.

Those feelings I thought I’d never experience again, they were surfacing, pulling me under.

I was in love with Nori.

It wasn’t the sex—though I sure as fuck forgot how much I loved the feel of a woman—it was her. Everything about her.

She was perfect—her flaws, her stitches, her golden eyes, her insecurities, and her strength.

Here lay an alien woman in my arms that no one could rip away from me. It’d be damn near impossible for anything to kill her, and she would—had already—live for centuries. I’d die long before she would, and the thought was almost incomprehensible. Comforting.

A woman I could love until I bit the dust.
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CHARLIE

My fingers skimmed over the hand of a trowel, and before I could even think about lifting it, Zaid snatched it up and pointedly placed it atop his work bench five feet away.

My gaze narrowed. “You just can’t resist telling me no, can you?”

The mountain of an alien had the nerve to smile. Sunlight reflected off his translucent scales along the backs of his large biceps that flexed with any subtle move he made.

My canine dug into my bottom lip. Damn him for looking so good.

“I didn’t tell you no.” He slathered on a dollop of the mortar he’d whipped up.

“You didn’t have to say it aloud.”

“Sit down, Charlie.”

I glared.

He paused his task. “Please?”

“Fine. My feet are hurting anyway,” I sighed, sitting down with all the grace I could muster without toppling backward.

The birds in a nearby tree chattered away, their squawking at an all-time high today. Mating season, Lonan said. The dark green foliage on the branches was thick and would normally provide amazing shade, but I didn’t sit under it now. Those birds were pooping machines, and their cyan and white feathers floated to the ground like alien rainfall, getting all mucked up.

The tight skin over my stomach moved, and it didn’t even make me wince this time. My discomfort was immense, and I’d never been so miserable with my own body.

I rubbed my hand across my rounded abdomen, running over the list of names we’d been trying out. Mira was my favorite, though I didn’t even know if I was having a girl. Could be two boys in there. Would explain all the karate tournaments going on inside my beat up uterus.

“Just wait until these babies drop,” I patted my stomach. “You can’t tell me no then.”

The laugh unique to Zaid—a thunderous baritone—warmed my middle.

“That wasn’t a joke!” But I found myself smiling anyway.

The modest house they’d built wasn’t as jaw-dropping as the carved stone dwellings of Ghi, but it was beautiful to my eyes. It had a small kitchen where I could cook my own food—when Lonan or Kahn didn’t beat me to it—a living room, our bedroom, and a nursery.

Their version of average size was slightly different to my version, though. Doorways and furniture had to be wide enough and tall enough so my four could fit through it or sit on it.

I silently chuckled.

“What’s funny?”

I waved a hand. “Oh, nothing.”

“How is your back today?” Zaid squinted in the sun's rays when a cloud moved. “Need more leaf oil rubbed on it?”

“Nah.” I rolled my shoulders, checking the feel. “I’m okay, but thank you.”

The itchy, dry skin between my shoulder blades had manifested again a week ago. I’d tried to rub up on anything rough to scratch that itch—literally. Once we started to put the pieces together, I realized it only happened after I ate the giant violet shrimps.

Couldn’t say I’d miss eating those things—the crunchy-chewy texture wasn’t the best. I was just relieved it wasn’t something else. Something that would strip more of me, my humanity, away.

My fingers ghosted over my sealed gills. While I was grateful to be able to survive this planet, I didn’t want to sprout scales or fins. That would be one change too many.

“This belly is killing me,” I groaned, slowly standing. Couldn’t sit anymore—nothing was comfortable!

“Be caref—”

A strange sensation had me gasping from the small relief of pressure. I felt like I could finally stand a little straighter, but something was off.

I looked down.

I knew the babies had been playing kick-the-bladder with me the last couple weeks, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t pissed myself.

My shorts stuck to my thighs as the slick, hot liquid continued to slide down my legs.

“Uh...”

Zaid paused, dropping the trowel and the brick he’d been holding. Before I knew it, he cleared the half-built wall and scooped me up into his muscled arms.

My body jostled when he took off at a run.

“Zaid,” I gasped for a breath, arm looped around his neck and fingers grasping his skin. “This is what we talked about—you can’t hustle me down the field like a football while I’m pregnant!”

I’d reserve my scrambled eggs jokes for later, because my middle cramped. Cramped and twisted like the mother of all periods was about to gush from me, but worse, because I knew it was a contraction.

“Holy fuck,” I roughly exhaled. Zaid slowed, but didn’t really slow. His legs were eating up the ground and—bless his heartstone—he held me tighter in his attempt to not shake me around too much.

Wasn’t working out too well.

My vision jittered and bounced, my hand squeezing onto my stomach.

“Lonan!” the mountain alien bellowed, the tarn coming into view. In a matter of seconds, Lonan, Kahn, and Dason came from nowhere, surrounding us.

“Is it time?” Dason did that trilling thing, hurting my ears.

For a few days now, I knew something was happening. The jelly-glob that came out of my vagina, the constant backache, and the inability to go an hour without having to pee were freaking me out, but I’d tried to remain sane about it all. Months, this had been coming, and I was prepared for it—I thought. Suddenly, I wanted to cross my legs and tell these not-twins to stay up there because I wasn’t ready.

“I’ll get Preta,” Kahn volunteered, hightailing it to the hometree.

Another cramp twisted my middle and I couldn’t contain the surprised squawk.

Oh yeah, these babies were coming.

“Get her to the water,” Lonan told Zaid, following close by. The sun was high, the light glinting off the placid surface of the glacier water and nearly blinding me.

I squinted, holding onto Zaid when he gently set me onto my feet. The pebbles were warm, heated by the sun, and the water floated around my ankles.

They helped me out of my soaked shorts, and though I’d never been ashamed of my body, I felt heat rushing my neck when Preta and her valos came rushing through the grass.

Everyone would see my vagina.

Suck it up, Charlie!

It was only a vagina.

I dropped down onto my knees in deeper water, prepared to squat when the time was right. I wanted gravity to help me as much as possible. Preta was at my side in no time, her hand resting between my shoulder blades.

“It’s gonna hurt like a bitch!” she piped.

I did a double-take. “That’s reassuring,” I griped. “You’re supposed to be my support!”

“Oh, right.” The corner of her mouth stretched. She was making that ‘my bad’ face. “Focus on the pebbles and the relaxing sounds of the water.”

“You suck at this.”

“Do you want me to hold your hand?”

“No,” I grumbled.

Another contraction stole my breath and reminded me why I was never fucking doing this again. I snatched Preta’s hand and squeezed. I would’ve felt guilty about possibly ruining her hand, but then I remembered she was nearly indestructible now.

I squeezed harder, and the overwhelming need to push hit me.

The contraction passed and I sagged forward, planting my forehead against Kahn’s chest as soon as he sank to his knees before me.

I groaned, “Pretty sure I’m never having sex again.”

Preta tossed back her head for a laugh, but none of my guys thought it was funny.

A garbled sound eked from my throat on another contraction.

“What’s wrong?” Zaid, Kahn, Lonan, and Dason chimed in sync.

It hurt, that’s what was wrong.

At first, panic hit me that this was happening too fast, but I quickly reasoned it away. For days I’d felt the changes, felt my body preparing—laboring.

I didn’t know enough about babies and labor and mucus plugs to have any clue what was normal. And this was an alien pregnancy. All that knowledge I didn’t have probably wouldn’t help me now. Preta’s labor was the first I’d ever witnessed, and it was altogether strange and beautiful.

Beautiful?

I didn’t think the old me would’ve ever said that about the crazy I’d seen that day. Gushing fluids and pain weren’t exactly pretty, but the act of bringing a new life into the world—my little nephew to boot—that was beautiful.

Movies were the extent of my knowledge about human births and I figured about forty percent held a bit of truth. What that forty percent consisted of though, I had no clue.

Those women cursing the guy who knocked them up? That had to be true, because I glared at Kahn like he was the bane of my existence.

He shared a wary glance with Dason.

Still didn’t know who the fathers were, but that didn’t matter when another contraction ripped through me.

I didn’t even have the air to scream. I just dug my nails into Lonan’s arm with one hand and gripped Preta’s with the other.

“Deep breaths,” Preta coached. “It helps.”

I gasped for oxygen when it was over, already feeling the sweat beading my face. “There’s a cantaloupe exiting my vagina, Preta,” I licked my lips, limbs shaking. “Breathing isn’t going to help!”

The water stirred around us, whirling, and I knew it was one of the babies.

“Drugs,” I moaned. “Drugs will help.”

“If only,” Preta agreed.

My skin began to pop with electricity, shocking Preta enough that she let go of my hand. “Sorry,” I apologized. “It wasn’t me.”

“So weird,” she mumbled, grasping my hand again once the static died down.

“The young has a strong current.” Kahn’s mouth curved to the side proudly.

Was he the father?

“As long as he doesn’t fry my insides—” again I bore down, “he could be the next Zeus for all I care.”

And I didn’t care. I cared that the baby came out healthy, not about what they could do.

“It’s a male?” Zaid asked, excitement lacing his tone.

I groaned. “That isn’t what I meant.”

“Who is Zeus?” Dason queried.

“Greek God,” Preta supplied, rolling a shoulder. “Thunder, lightning—all that fun stuff.”

Kahn’s eyes lit up. “I like the sound of this Zeus.”

Aw, fuck.

“We’re not naming the kid Zeus, Kahn.”

“Why not?” He scowled. “It’s a nice name.”

My words turned into a long wailing scream when another bout of excruciating pain shot through me and my bones felt like they were leaving my body.

Blood and cloudy fluids stained the water momentarily before it dispersed as the torturous minutes ticked by and my surrounding family coached me through every contraction that followed. 

I was so tired. Exhausted enough that I felt my chin dip to my chest every few seconds while I tried to stay conscious, present.

On a push that had my body shaking, Zaid repositioned himself behind me and I felt his big hands brushing along the insides of my thighs.

“I see its little face,” he exhaled reverently.

“Really?” I felt between my legs, torn between freaking out and my eagerness to see what Zaid was seeing, even though I couldn’t.

I blinked, blaming my blurry, teared-up vision on the extreme agony and not the fact that this was real. That I was bringing new life into Sonhadra, and soon, I’d be able to meet the babies who’d been kicking my ribs for the past couple months.

“I don’t want them to hit their head on the pebbles, Zaid,” I snot-cried, hiccupping.

“Shhh,” Dason stroked my hair, comforting me, because it didn’t matter what my old career was on Earth—hormones didn’t give a shit about how tough I thought I was.

“Zaid won’t let them get hurt, little human.” Lonan kissed my temple, half chuckling against my skin.

“It’s not funny,” I sobbed, body trembling like I was freezing even though I was baking. I was scared and excited all at once.

They snickered, hushing me, and stroking my skin, and reassuring me everything would be alright.

On the next spasm, I pushed, baby number one leaving my body and sliding right into Zaid’s big hands.

I craned my neck, peering over my shoulder at the silver-haired, pale, blue-skinned newborn that Zaid cradled, and an instant connection hit me when those little puffy eyelids opened.

A tether wrapped so fiercely around my being, I knew it was permanent, rock solid, and nothing could ever break it.

The air crackled when Preta cleared its little mouth with a finger and the first cry rang through the silence, almost as if it were calling upon the cute fury of a mini raincloud.

“It’s a male!” Zaid announced triumphantly.

“We’re seriously outnumbered here,” Preta muttered, a smile on her face as she gently captured the infant’s foot, her thumb running over his five little toes. “Hello, little screamer. I’m your aunt Preta!”

He cried harder.

Everyone shared a laugh, my shoulders shaking at Preta’s playful frown.

Ammos stepped forward, offering Lonan a knife and explaining how to handle the umbilical cord. He’d become quite the midwife with Preta’s birth, and his presence was calming, because so far he had more experience than the rest of us.

Just like that, the umbilical cord was cinched and cut, and my little electric valo was passed to Lonan and held up before me. I leaned forward, pressing my nose to his forehead. His little cries quieted, and he grabbed onto Lonan’s finger.

“He smells like you guys,” I murmured, being reminded of salt and the ocean, and a strange scent that I assumed all newborns had—which I figured was just the gooey white stuff covering him.

I chuckled. It was kind of gross, but I didn’t care.

The water rippled again, Rezz—my trusty, temperamental, feathery alien sidekick—butted Dason and Kahn apart with his fuzzy muzzle so he could squeeze in for a look. His two pairs of double-pupiled eyes, the color of a gray cloud, widened curiously. All the months he’d been head-booping with my belly, and purring the babies to sleep, and now he—all of us—would finally get to meet them.

Everyone hushed. Rezz’s big, soft nose sniffed the infant's head, and before anyone could make a move, his huge pink and black tongue licked the baby.

“Rezz!” my guys groused in sync.

He started crying all over again.

I tiredly laughed, and Dason pulled our curious pet away so his tongue couldn’t do anymore cleaning. “You weirdo,” I smiled.

My moment was short lived as my muscles told me it was time to push again. Zaid positioned himself once more and baby number two required much less effort. The youngin’ slid out so easily, I probably could’ve birthed them with a sneeze.

“A female!” Kahn claimed, holding the umbilical cord for Dason to cut.

She was smaller, petite, with matching blue skin, and dark midnight-blue hair. Ten fingers, ten toes, and a gummy smile that promptly bewitched my four.

I already knew she’d get away with everything.

A hellion in the making.

I grinned.

They cooed at her, unaware of the trouble to come.
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GERARD

“Spathic was the Creator; he didn’t see the need for me to procreate—thus why he did not waste his skills on forming a full sexual facility in my person.”

I’d been married to two women, and I’d raised two daughters through their teen years.

You’d think I’d have kissed Nori’s beautiful fucking feet when I first learned she didn’t struggle with emotion.

That wasn’t the case anymore. Currently, she was doing her best to get a handle on feelings of inadequacy.

I could relate. There were few things a man was more compelled to do for his woman than take away her worries. It bothered me a fuck of a lot that I wasn’t able to ease her mind about this—especially when her concerns were way off base. I slid my hand to the small of her back, hoping my touch would comfort her as much as what I was about to say. 

“Let it go.” I bumped my side against hers affectionately. “Don’t waste another byte of your processor space or energy or whatever you’ve got powering that brain of yours, Nori. Not on this. Hear me?”

I knew shit was serious when she didn’t immediately drop everything to inform me of the proper name for whatever parts kept her alive. I was beginning to believe a show not tell approach was the only way to prove to her that she was enough for me.

Her golden eyes caught mine. “What if you grow to miss copulation—”

Pressing my tongue into my cheek, I caught her wrist.

She let me, her gaze falling to her other hand when I caught that wrist too.

Careful not to hurt her skin, I used my grip to guide her backwards, and press her up against a tree.

I stared down at her, a burst of tender feeling overtaking all the room in my chest. She looked up at me in confusion.

“Why are—”

“Shh.” I crushed my lips over hers.

When she relaxed against me, I released her so that I could tug down the tiny shorts that had been teasing me all morning, sashaying me right out of my fucking mind, and when I finished, I enjoyed the way her pupils dilated as I gripped my belt buckle and worked the leather tongue free of the prong.

The metal clink and the rasp of my zipper accompanying it made Nori’s chest rise and fall even faster. I sprang my cock, and we both watched it paint a trail of glistening precum across the skin of her belly. I looked her right in the eye so there’d be no misunderstanding.

“I could tell you this as many times as you need to hear it. But I won’t have to. I’m going to say this once, and you’re going to believe me: I have you, beautiful. I won’t miss a thing if I have you.”

“But—”

“Nori. Shhh.” I went in for another kiss, until her knee was sliding up my leg, teasing over my hip. I caught it, and gently pressed it back down. “What did I tell you?”

A little worry line that had been sitting between her brows eased. “Your Charger doesn’t talk back,” she whispered.

I nudged my knee against hers, encouraging her to part them. I pressed my thumb over her button as I teased my fingers in the slight space created between her silky thighs, thinking, perfect.

Then I rammed my cock in the gap.

Filling my hands with her sweet ass, I lifted her so that she’d be at just the right height to grind her button on my pubic bone.

I thrust and muttered, “Oh yeah. Fuck!”

Her hands landed on my shoulders. “What is this?” she asked in shocked wonder.

I couldn’t answer. For a moment, I buried my nose in the hollow of her neck, breathing her in, reining in my control.

When I managed to look back at her, my voice was rough with need. “It’s a sex act humans call ‘thigh fucking.’”

She tried to spread her legs more.

“No.” I grabbed her up high, my fingers brushing her pretty ass cheek. “Cross your feet.”

She did, her soft thighs hugging my dick just right. “Keep them there.” I ordered.

Nori wasn’t used to taking orders and I wasn’t sure how long her complacency would last, but the color was bright on her cheeks, her eyes were dancing with excitement, her curiosity about this new position plain. She was enjoying this game.

And she wasn’t questioning her ‘capacity to satisfy my basic needs’ anymore.

I think I’d made my point. We could make this work. Hell, we were making this work; I just needed her to stay with me. That’s what mattered. Fuck, that was everything.

I road-tested us.

At first, I controlled the rock of her hips, canting her pelvis, grinding us together so that her button got a little happy drag along the base of my cock as I fucked between her legs.

Her breath caught every time.

Just like mine did.

I pulled back and threaded my fingers into her hair, cradling the back of her head. I loved her eyes. So warm. So excited. “Get down on your knees and get me wet, please.”

For some fucked up reason, it always felt extra dirty to be polite. I grinned, and Nori’s internal parts revved.

I let her go.

Instantly, she was on her knees, taking my cock into her mouth and slicking me up perfectly.

Hoarsely, I informed her, “That’s good, baby.” I stroked the damaged side of her face, my thumb brushing over smooth skin and sleek metal. “Now get back up here.”

We moved slowly at first, then faster, faster, until I was banging her into me, her button getting tapped and rubbed and making her stifle screams into my shoulder as she curled her fingers against my scalp and took out her excitement on my hair.

Afterward, knowing how hard she worked to stay clean, I tossed down our blanket, spreading it out, then pushed her to her side and washed away every track of my come.

She flipped me on my back so fast—so damn strong it stunned me—I knew she was strong but shit! This had been nothing for her, and I wondered if, as a younger man, I would have felt emasculated in this moment.

That wasn’t even close to what I felt now.

I loved that Nori was strong.

I needed Nori to be strong.

She draped herself over my hips, almost primly. My cock was only too happy with this, and stood right up for her. Taking it in her hand, she pressed it back onto my stomach. “Can we thigh fuck this way?”

I folded my arms under my head, and sighed in anticipation. “Yes, we fucking can.”
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ONE YEAR LATER...

CHARLIE

Preta bumped my shoulder, breaking my stare. “What’s the verdict today?”

I chewed the skin on my bottom lip, deliberating. “I think Zeus is Lonan’s boy. I’m almost sure of it.”

“That’s not what you said three days ago.”

My eyes slid Preta’s way, her sly smile working against my nerves in the way only a little sister could accomplish. I grumbled under my breath, forcefully stripping a soft green shoot of its orange nuts.

She was right. Three days ago, I thought he was Kahn’s kid. But he was being so sweet just now...

I looked over to where Zeus was playing nicely with Dan and Mira, Zeus’s sister. Rezz’s tail flicked lazily as he watched over the tots, appearing the perfect fearless companion when the warm afternoon breeze sent his glossy black and sapphire feathers to ruffling.

My Lonan was the sweet one, so Zeus had to be his kid.

“What about Mira’s father?”

I picked up another shoot, sneaking a nut from Preta’s basket and avoiding her slapping hand quickly enough to pop it into my mouth. With an exaggerated mmm, I crunched into it.

“Degenerate,” she mumbled, pulling a smile from me.

“She’s Dason’s.”

Preta squinted suspiciously.

“Or she could be Zaid’s,” I sighed. “I don’t even know anymore!”

Every time I thought I figured out which of my four were the biological fathers of my children, Mira and Zeus went and did something to mess up my theory.

Forget about physical resemblance—they looked more like me than any of my guys. Not that it mattered, but it certainly seemed to keep my brain occupied.

“When are you going to have another one?” I swiped a second nut, and that time Preta did smack my hand. “Ow!”

“Stop stealing my nuts then!”

We shared a grin.

“Good question,” she hummed. “There’s still so much of Sonhadra left to search.”

Dad.

I softly returned her shoulder bump. That was true. We’d come across multiple pods, all deserted, but no signs of our father. We didn’t doubt there were other survivors out there, but we hadn’t crossed paths with any.

In one of the first pods we found, after the babies were born, we discovered a lab that was mostly intact. We were thrilled to clear the cabinet of its sealed contraceptive injections.

That’d been like Christmas. Barefoot and pregnant wasn’t the life I envisioned for myself and being able to get back some control over my body gave me peace of mind.

“Plenty of time.” I caught her eye and winked. “And I expect a niece. It’s only fair. Dan needs a little sister.”

“I always wanted an older brother,” Preta wistfully declared.

“Brat.”

She pointed toward the toddlers. “Still think he’s Lonan’s?”

Zeus giggled as Mira’s hair stood on end before the poor girl started crying.

Preta wickedly crowed when my shoulders slumped. I groaned.

“Fuck...”
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GERARD

“You’re dying.”

“That’s a bit dramatic, Nori.” I groaned, flicking a beetle off my arm while she continued to swing that lethal machete rhythmically, clearing a path. “It’s just gray hair. Most humans eventually get it.”

“Because you’re dying.”

“Jesus Christ!”

Nori giggled.

A miserable huff deflated my chest. Explaining to an alien why a human got gray hair, after she asked about the flecks around my temples and sideburns, was a new fresh hell. The sweltering heat didn’t help my fraying patience either.

She found new ways to get under my skin every day, and on this muggy, miserable one, it was the gray. I wondered when it would hit me. My father grayed late in life, and this far, I’d been damn lucky to keep a full head of my natural brown hair.

“Don’t worry, old man,” she grinned over her shoulder, holding her blade steady, “I’ll take care of you.”

I growled, catching her upper arm and tugging her to my chest. Her unique scent of engine grease and fresh leaf oil that she rubbed into her remaining skin every morning set my blood to pumping.

I loved this woman.

Even if she drove me fucking crazy.

Nori stood on her tiptoes, threading her fingers into the hair at the nape of my neck and kissed me. Quick and rough—her signature style I’d come to learn.

“Did you hear that?” She murmured against my lips, her eyes widening, her body stiffening. I knew alert when I saw it, and Nori was like ten fucking bloodhounds in one exceptional package. Her sight and smell were good. Damn good.

I shook my head. “What is it, girl?”

She slapped my arm—gently I might add—and I chuckled.

An eagerness lit her eyes, the pupils expanding, her mech humming as it revved up.

Nori just caught a scent.

As much as I tried, I couldn’t smell whatever it was she did. Without another word, she turned on her heel and sliced through the brush with renewed gusto. I kept a good five feet between us. She’d never nicked me with the blade, but there was a look about her now I’d only seen once before—when she’d come close to cornering the theraracha.

Months had gone by since we’d first met, and I’d started to believe the giant bug she talked about was a figment of her imagination. Like a unicorn she was chasing to keep her sanity or—

I gagged, choking on the pungent wall of stench that hit me straight in the gut.

“For fuck’s sake,” I wheezed, my eyes watering, voice strained as I tried not to breathe through my nose. “What the hell is that?”

“Rotka.”

“Rot-what?” It certainly smelled like rot. There had to be a pile of dead animals nearby with that stink.

“A rare fruit,” she whispered, and my eyes darted around us, my feet stepping lightly, careful to make as little noise as possible.

“A fruit that smells like a fucking slaughter yard?”

“Only because it is unripe.” She pushed aside an elephant ear sized leaf. “Stay close.”

I heard it then—the sound Nori’s keen ears picked up long before mine—multi-layered cackling. A mixture of hissing cockroaches and singing cicadas that raised the hair along my arms.

“The h—”

The chittering rose to a screech that had me wincing, followed by the snapping of thin branches. The foliage swayed eerily when the hot air gusted, wafting the rotten aroma.

A roar—a fucking monstrous roar—came next.

Nori took off running toward the sound.

What the fuck is she doing?!

“Nori!”
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PRETA

“What are we looking for again?”

“You will know it when you smell it,” Ammos assured me, holding out his hands in a silent request to carry Dan.

As I transferred the currently leaf-less baby, I heard the amusement in Ryan’s tone when he called, “You guys and your weird plants.”

Ammos smiled, not bothered in the least at the teasing.

I took the opportunity to turn to Charlie, and made gimme hands for the most adorable girl in the world: my niece. “She’s the cutest,” I declared without bias. “She takes after me.”

I said this for Charlie’s benefit; sisters have to give each other crap to maintain a healthy relationship. It is fact.

But at the same time I said it, Ryan was saying, “She takes after you.”

I beamed at him. “That was so sweet!”

Pretending to be offended, he dragged me in for a quick kiss before he growled, “You stole the fucking moment.”

Greenery sprouted on Dan.

Mace snickered. “That didn’t take long.”

I tsked. “Dishes duty for Ryan.”

“Again,” Ryan sighed.

Charlie laughed. “How do you like having a houseboy, Preta?”

I bumped her shoulder, grinning at the back of Ryan’s head. “I love it!”

With the way Ryan cussed, our special baby had no hope of staying human-looking for long unless Dan gained control of it at some point, because Ryan was showing no signs of luck at mastering his mouth.

Truthfully though, we didn’t mind that our son had some alien moments. His siblings definitely would.

At this thought, I turned to Charlie. “I hope I have a baby girl as cute as yours.”

I spotted Kahn’s incredulous look of, ‘Not possible,’ and melted a little. My brothers-in-law were wholly devoted to their family, and their loyalty was steady as the tide—as it should be.

Charlie leaned in and conspiratorially whispered, “Wanna trade?” Making goo-goo eyes at Dan in Ammos’ arms, she sighed, “Boys are so much easier.”

“She’s joking, Kahn.” Dason grinned when the static grew. “Relax.”

“At least Dan is a normal name,” Charlie reached down to run her hands through Zeus’s silver curls. “My son’s name belongs on a dog.”

I cackled when my sister shot a playful glare at Kahn. She’d caved on naming her boy, and humorously agonized about it ever since.

We skirted around a sprawling tarn, its beautiful multi-colored rocks so eye catching they almost begged to be touched. Forget mermaids luring you into water—the sight of the rocks could do it all on their own.

Mace was leading our group, clearing a path in his dragon form. It became obvious when the stench hit him; the scales along his nose wrinkled up, and he dropped his head down and sneezed, scattering dead leaves and debris everywhere.

Being that our human noses were nowhere near as sensitive, it wasn’t until we got well past the spot he’d been standing in that we detected the reek.

As the source of the stench came into view, I wondered if dead Kahav sprouted different tree types. I wanted to comment on the smell, but I didn’t want to offend our aliens in case they knew these... trees.

The ground shook when Mace plopped his massive hindquarters on the ground, declaring, “It is as if the Sonhadra itself wanted to cease the fussing.”

Ryan glanced at Dan, then at Zeus and Mira. “Babies aren’t crying.”

“I meant you.”

There, at the base of an odd-looking tree, was Caedon.

“Buddy!” Ryan exclaimed, crouching down.

Technically a former food source, we all knew Ryan was missing his alien pet. He might have been fussing about it.

This season, when the last of Caedon’s fur was gone, he’d been ready to return to the wild, and Ryan was sad to see him go.

“What are the odds of meeting him out here?” Charlie asked in wonder, giving voice to what I was marveling over.

I shrugged. “Well, Ammos and Chor did tell us all sorts of creatures are drawn to the Rotka.”

“The Rot-what?”

I held out my hand like, ‘see!’ “That’s what I said.”

“If you can believe it,” Lonan murmured to us while Ryan wiggled a leaf to entice his former pet, “the fruit on this tree is ripe, so the smell is not overpowering.”

I buried my nose in sweet smelling, downy-soft baby hair so my voice came out muffled when I replied, “I’d hate to find out what your version of overpowering is. Phew.”

Caedon made an odd sort of reluctant, grumbly-sounding noise, but he shuffled forward, making his way to the treat Ryan offered—revealing a tiny line of baby vejo-kaolins trailing behind him, along with a girl version of Caedon.

“Awww!” I didn’t mean to squeal it, but, just—how cute was this?

A loud chittering noise had me hunching over Mira.

Caedon didn’t chitter.

Mace’s head whipped around, staring next to us at a giant pile of brown dirt that I hadn’t noticed before.

Wait. Not dirt. I quickly passed Mira back to Charlie as my eyes began to pick out features here that didn’t look quite right; as someone who had become somewhat intimately familiar with the practice, my eyes recognized that there was a sort of camouflaging going on between the surroundings and this thing’s color and form.

Two types of animals camouflage: prey... and predators.

Hisssssssskkkk!

It rushed forward—only veering from its trajectory at our group when Mace charged.

When it skittered sideways, we got to see all of it. The creature was a giant alien roach.

“Preta!”

I heard Charlie, but I was frozen in place, and I knew without looking that I’d deployed my own form of camouflage in response to the fear. Though it’d be really nice if my programming kicked on in reaction to the threat—for example, perhaps it would let me run away—without the command code, I didn’t have control over that part. Dan! I couldn’t even shout for Ammos to take him and run. I could only stare at this thing of nightmares, everything from its rows of legs, to the swiveling, wedge-shaped head, and the two creepy, whip-like antennae extending longer than Charlie and I were tall that were sweeping rapidly back and forth.

It was the teeth—the mouthparts, whatever the bug equivalent—gnashing as it collided with Mace that had me terrified. Roaches on Earth could bite a person and they ate meat. What could alien cockroach-like creatures do?

Charlie caught my arm, breaking me out of my frozen state, pulling me into a huddle just as Kahn and Zaid formed a protective wall of fish-men, a disgruntled vejo-kaolin family crammed in around our feet, and Ryan and Ammos pressed a very terrified baby into my arms. All three toddlers were wailing in panic.

With a bellow that shook fruit off the tree, Mace’s wings slammed down, catapulting him up onto the creature’s back, where he began using the power of his big jaws.

Or trying to.

Horror washed over me to see his teeth slip and glance harmlessly off the alien bug’s carapace as it advanced on us.

Chor’s dragon form crashed into its side like an air-projectile missile.

Claws raked at hard shell as he attempted to get to its underbelly, his battle cry deafening. Ammos nodded to Charlie’s mates before he joined him, and in any other circumstance, the sight of a dangerous looking dragon with a flower closing its bloom on his head would have been comical, but there was no laughing about this. He looped vines to hold the thing fast, only to have them bitten through and severed by the bug, and I finally caught on that Mace’s attack was localized to two specific areas.

Wings.

He was struggling to disable the roach’s wings.

It didn’t work.

With a deafening chitter-hiss that made my skin fade to camo, it threw its wings open, dislodging three snarling dragons and taking to the sky.

Charlie’s guys each wore looks of grim determination; as my Kahav harassed the flying monstrosity to hover over the lake, it became clear why.

The alien tribes were working together, a tag-teaming protective detail.

Air rushed past us as Chor beat his wings once in order to make a gliding descent right in front of us. That was apparently the cue: Zaid and Dason broke from our group, racing for the water.
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CHARLIE

The chaos around us, the ear splitting cries of the toddlers, and the looming threat sent my synapses to firing. My hand clutched onto Lonan’s arm, my nails digging into his skin when Zaid and Dason booked it toward the tarn.

“What are they doing?”

“Keeping you safe.” His voice was a growl, his eyes a flaring storm. He wasn’t paying attention to me, but the behemoth flying cockroach that made Earth’s pests look like harmless seeds.

Kahn’s volatile current sizzled, the heat wafting off him and drying the air around us. Static licked my skin, and I knew he was quickly unraveling.

As if a thread had snapped, his arms ignited, the current traveling over his entire body.

Preta and I jumped back.

Lonan shared a glance with Chor and then told us, “Stay here!”

He and Kahn took off.

Lonan’s skin burst with a blue haze as he zoomed toward the tarn, determination in his every footfall.

Zeus clung to my leg, and I crouched down to loop my arm around him, attempting to calm him. He was terrified. I was terrified.

Rezz’s large body planted in front of us, tail rattling, as if anything that came our way would have to go through him first. My fingers nervously scratched through his silky feathered mane, grateful for this alien animal that watched out for our little ones daily.

It was easy to forget Sonhadra was full of uglies outside the little piece of the planet my family occupied.

She reminded us now.

Chor’s giant dragon wing curled around us when all we could do was watch in horror from afar.

Ammos and Mace nosedived the roach over and over, one after the other, like kamikaze dragons that couldn’t die.

Preta’s arm brushed against mine as I attempted to huddle close to her, a part of my body in contact with our children and my sister—four of the most important people in my life.

As much as I wanted to do something to help—and I knew by Preta’s programming, the look in her focused gaze, she wanted to protect her unit, her family—I didn’t have the capabilities to assist in this fight.

Neither of us did.

“Shh,” Preta crooned to Dan, her skin flickering invisible in various patches with every held breath in between inhales.

The hiss of a shriek could be heard, the bug warning Ammos and Mace. Its arthropod legs shifted, jabbing at Mace who bit down, eliciting another hiss-shriek from the creature.

This thing wasn’t going down easy. What would’ve happened if Preta and I had come upon this creature alone?

I shivered.

Zaid dove into the tarn, quickly followed by Dason, the ripples upon the surface spreading in the shape of an arrowhead. The water lashing the shoreline began to recede, leaving the colorful pebbles to glint in the rays of the sun.

My eyes lifted. Ammos and Mace returned to their nosediving, pushing the monster farther and farther downward.

Then I realized—they were going to drown it.

Water sucked toward the middle of the tarn, a wall of liquid reaching skyward like a god-sized fist.

Mace roared, drilling down into the roach so he was just in reach.

The fist grabbed it.

Its wings beat out of sync, the water closing in around its huge body and dragging it into the deep tarn.

Liquid splashed like an underwater bomb was exploding, Kahn and Lonan diving in.

Streaks of light cut through the rupturing surface.

They were electrocuting it. Taking no chances of the thing survivi—

It broke the surface, hiss-shrieking so loud I winced.

“No!”

My eyes darted to the tarns side at the bellow. Someone—a woman?—ran with inhuman speed, a blade in her hand.

“No!” she shouted again, reaching the bank and leaping, covering the space of several hundred feet, landing precisely upon the sputtering head of the beast and easily dodging its swiveling antennae.

“What the hell is going on?” I blurted at the same time Preta said, “Who the hell is that?”

She and I shot upward nearly in the exact moment, the possibility of a new threat throwing off our strained attempt at calm. 

The stranger positioned her blade at the back of the creature’s neck so quickly, if I’d blinked, I would’ve missed it, and drove it home. Its struggles momentarily increased before she cranked the blade to the side with so much ease, it almost appeared she’d cut through butter.

Movement stilled, its wings surfacing as it floated on the water dead.

“Charlie! Preta!”

That voice.

Once again my gaze darted to the treeline as a tall figure took shape. I wasn’t sure if I was hallucinating.

Preta clutched at my arm, her body going invisible again before her next rough exhale. I knew he was real then.

“Dad?”
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GERARD

When we broke from the treeline, it was hard to say what shocked the fuck out of me more; the trees weren’t actually endless like I’d feared and half-started to believe all these months—a real, honest-to-God clearing was spread out before me—and there were dragons.

And a giant... cockroach?

Aw, hell. Nori had described what she was looking for, but it was so much uglier in person.

Person. People... I stared. Three men, two women!

“Charlie! Preta!” I yelled, running toward them.

They turned.

It was a testament to how badly I’d needed to see them alive, and whole, because my first thought was, they’re safe.

Forget the fact that there was some sort of raging battle going on—I was used to warzones, and I knew what mattered—we were all here. They’d survived prison, torture, the pod crash, and who knew what else since they landed here. But we’d made it.

My attention was split between my girls—my girls were alive, and safe!—and my girl. Nori was doing something batshit crazy, relaxing on the floating cockroach as she worked to peel something from it, no more concerned than if she were sitting on a mechanical bull she’d pulled the plug on.

One thing I knew: my woman could handle herself. I smirked when I saw the other creatures frozen in various positions, unsure what to make of her.

Good luck, fellas.

Nori’s safety and wellbeing assured, I turned to my kids. “Fuck. Long time, no see from your old man.” I opened my arms to them.

The shrieking commenced.

Hell, I’d forgotten they did this. Whenever they got excited when they were young, it sounded like a pod of dolphins beached themselves in our damn backyard. Or the garage. Or in my living room.

Basically, wherever the little squeakers were following me.

We rushed each other, them making their racket, us all hugging. Or trying to.

“Dad?” one of them said. I wasn’t actually sure who said it.

Because I was looking at what they were holding.

Babies.

My babies had babies.

My eyes shot to the men and their pet dragon. The dragon was sort of stealing my attention, until my recall caught up and it hit me who one of these men were.

“Drogan?”

Then I saw one of the other men, one of the blue-skinned, shiny-scaled men, had ahold of a struggling toddler with a mop of curls like I hadn’t seen in over twenty years.

This was Charlie’s boy. He looked just like her.

My throat closed up.

And I realized I needed Nori. I wanted to share my joy with someone—with her—that was something I never really had the luxury of experiencing, becoming a widower so early, twice. The sharing of the once-in-a-lifetime moments. So many of mine were spent alone, wishing the women I’d loved could have been there to see our life milestones. But I had no one. They were stolen from me.

But Nori was all mine—she wasn’t going anywhere unless it was with me, and I wanted her at my side when we met my grandbabies, and when I reunited with my girls.

As if my thoughts had called her, I felt her presence next to me, smelled her alluring leaf oil and grease scent that had become my kind of sexy.

I felt Nori’s fingers brush against mine as she offered me her hand.

I took it. Together, we surveyed my family. “Nori, this is my Charlie, and this is my Preta. Ladies, this is my Nori.”

I heard Nori’s internal parts buzz as they picked up speed; she was happy to be claimed. To be loved.

The pet dragon turned into a man.

I was glad Nori had ahold of my hand or I might have embarrassed myself by taking a step back.

I’d been so focused on my kids that I missed when the other dragons had landed, and the two swimmers I’d spotted earlier had emerged from the water and were making their way to us.

I focused on them. A pair of dragons that also turned into men.

I looked at my girls.

One of my kids lived with fish, the other one with reptiles.

I blew out a breath and reminded myself I had to be cool about this, considering I was with a classic car of a woman. “They treat you good?”

I could hear their eyes roll. But I could also hear the softness, the emotion in their voices when they said, “Yeah, Dad. They do.”

My chin almost touched my chest as I let my head sag in relief. “Thank fuck.”

The baby Preta was holding sprouted a... flower.

While Nori and I stared, everyone laughed.

“See?” Drogan drawled as he threw an arm around my daughter’s waist. “Not just me, Sol.”

He seemed to catch himself, freezing for a beat before his eyes shifted to me, who—it was disturbing to note—he formerly referred to as Sol.

Drogan was looking distinctly uncomfortable.

I watched him in stony silence.

My eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. You call out Sol—” when you have sex with “—when you’re with my daughter?”

The kid looked like he’d take the option of chewing off his own arm if that would get him out of this.

I shook my head before holding out my hand. “Gerard.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, sir.” He put his hand in mine.

I gripped it too long to be comfortable.

In the middle of an epic stare down, I couldn’t see her, but from his side came a groan of disgusted dismay that I recognized all too well. I was hit with a pang of bittersweet amusement.

“Baby of the Family Syndrome. Again. Dad! This is why I stopped bringing home my dates!”

I smiled at the memories. It wasn’t me who nearly made one of the kids piss his pants.

It was Charlie.

That was worth looking away for. I caught Charlie’s grin, and I knew she was remembering the good old days too. The night that boy was supposed to pick up Preta, Charlie happened to be cleaning her entire collection of guns and knives. In the living room. At a card table she set up right in the foyer.

I loved this girl.

Ryan scowled down at one of the other girls I loved. My little girl. “Dates?”

“Boy, you’d better watch that tone.”

Those words weren’t mine.

They were Preta’s.

Ryan grimaced and groveled so fast, I damn near teared up. “I’m so proud of you,” I told her.

She beamed at me. “So’s Charlie.”

Ryan’s eyes rolled skyward. It was weird how a part of me felt bro-commiseration.

I’d never felt this split before.

Hm. Wasn’t sure I cared for it.

Nori’s touch on my shoulder had me shifting my attention. “What is it, Charger?”

“What did you call her?” Charlie asked in disbelief.

I tugged Nori to me so I could drop a kiss to the top of her hair before I grinned at Charlie, and tipped my head to the men surrounding her and Preta. “Kiddo, seems like we have a lot to catch up on.”

****
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I GOT TO MEET AND HOLD each one of my grandbabies.

Zeus was the brightest little boy I’d ever met, and not a shy bone in his body. Damn, he reminded me so much of Charlie.

So did Mira. I shook my head at the poor bastards who had the job of watching over this girl. She was just as pretty as her mother, and these guys did not know what they were in for.

I looked around the forest.

Hell—I didn’t know what we were in for. If a woman could meet guys with gills and guys made out of greenery, the father(s)-of-a-teenage-daughter dating gauntlet just revved up to a whole new level.

I was still smirking as I stepped back from shaking their hands, when Preta put the crank to my heart with the words, “This little boy is named Dan.”

Dan.

I choked up, and Nori moved into my side, silently offering comfort. These kids all thought it was because Preta’s boy was named after me.

I was touched, but for far more than they’d understand. I gestured that I wanted to hold him.

It was Ryan, gaze steady on mine, who placed him in my arms.

This kid had literally never met a stranger in his life, and he was fascinated. His eyes grew wide when my voice came out low and hoarse. “Let me tell you the story of a hero named Captain Dan Taylor.”
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“WE HAVE TO RAISE WHAT?”

A baby cockroach a day keeps the rust away?

Not that she rusted. It was just now Nori would have a way to constantly stay on top of skin repair, a process I no longer took for granted in my fully automatic ‘dying’ human system.

Guess what we found?

When the Kahav (that was Preta’s husbands’ tribe) were skinning the giant cockroach for its weird groinskin (yeah, not gonna lie; hearing the girls shriek when they found out where their supple leather was sourced from was kind of a fucking hoot), and the Ghians (those were Charlie’s husbands) were expertly gutting it, they found an egg sac inside.

Still gave me the damn willies.

Really, the aliens were the only ones who weren’t creeped out by the prospect of raising cockroaches that had the potential to grow larger than a city transport hoverbus. Ugh.

In fact, Petrichor, one of the Kahav, was all kinds of excited. Apparently, animal husbandry was one of his life’s joys. Considering the fact that this would be very helpful to the woman I loved, I was glad somebody wanted this job, because although I didn’t consider myself squeamish about much, I’d come to find out that the raising of skittering vermin was walking a pretty close line.

I was so relieved that my girls were safe, I didn’t care that they were living the reverse harem lifestyle. Wasn’t even going to bat an eye at this point.

Nori finished sealing the large sac of uxía she’d been hunting the theraracha for. Its translucent membrane, that was supported by thick vines and hung from the mess of roots snaking across the ceiling, held a gooey, luminescent liquid, some of which occupied a wooden bowl on the stump across the room.

“That looks tasty,” I murmured with all the enthusiasm of a dying man.

“It isn’t.”

My sarcasm was lost on Nori. She was too focused on the bowl, and I knew she was about to drink it. All evening, she’d waited—patiently, I might add, as I visited with my, our, family—to get the stuff into her system.

I sat on the cushioned leaf-bed in the extra room of Preta’s underground home, watching. Wasn’t going to lie—I was insanely curious.

Nori cradled the bowl in her hands and, with one last uneasy look in my direction, she downed the liquid.

Nothing happened.

“Nori—”

“Just wait.”

I heard it, minutes later, the whirring of her inner mechanics, her labored breathing.

I jumped up and crossed the room in two strides. “Nori?” My hands gripped her shoulders. “What’s...”

My words died on my lips when bit by bit her skin began to heal and pull together, creating fresh derma where only mech had remained.

Her dark tresses adopted a healthy sheen, and her new skin slowly brightened to a mouthwatering tawny glow.

No longer did I stare at a skinless left eye, but one with long lashes to match its twin.

Breath rushed from me. “Holy fucking hell...”

Nori’s forehead pinched, and she quickly laid a soft, warm hand upon my arm. “You don’t like it?”

I swallowed repeatedly, my Adam’s apple working overtime.

In my silence, Nori looked down at her body, as if checking for faulty hardware.

“No—”

The glow in her golden eyes dimmed.

“Nori,” my hands trailed her arms—heat emanated from her when it hadn’t before. “You’re gorgeous. I mean, you were beautiful before, but now—”

She silenced my babbling with a single digit. Her mechanics hummed, her eyes widened, and the golden hue radiated with a brilliance I’d associated with—

“I love you, Sol.”

That. When she said that.

I smiled against her finger and cleared my throat when the joy of my life in this moment—my daughters were alive, I had grandbabies, and one helluva woman to share it with—coalesced until I thought I’d burst.

Gathering Nori in my arms, I hugged her tightly to my body, no fear of breaking my indestructible lady. “Ah, woman, you’re stuck with me.”

Her soft laugh rolled over my ears and settled into my chest.

I was happy.

I was finally happy. 
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FUN TRIVIA
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NORI - IRON SPELLED backwards. The element of this valo is metal.

Spathic - Nori’s creator. Spathic iron is a miner’s name for the mineral iron carbonate.

Yolla - the tribe Spathic created. Yolla is Alloy spelled backwards. Alloy is a type of metal.

Galvanize - to coat/fortify in a protective layer of metal.

Theraracha - inspired by the Spanish word for Cockroach, cucaracha. Thera is an anagram of earth.

Uxía - the liquid Nori requires in order to repair her living tissue. Origin: Brazilian, meaning ‘A woman who is wellborn and well fed.’

Kevt’na - The Kahav creator. Inspired by ‘native copper’. One of the places it is mined Bolivia which ties in to our South America theme.

In one of the very original plotting sessions for Charlie and Preta as characters, Poppy mentioned Gary Sinise as her inspiry spark for Gerard Sol. So when Captain Dan Taylor walked onto the page...

*ducks* Look, WE didn’t even know that was going to happen!

His first name and Gerard’s middle name is a nod to the U.S. Army soldier Gary played in the movie Forrest Gump, named Lieutenant Dan.
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS
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THANK YOU FOR COMING along for the ride with Gerard Sol!!! We had such a blast writing his story—this foul-mouthed gentleman who loves his women just the way they are.

*happy sighs*

We hope he lived up to your expectations and that you had a great time! It was our mission to convey a relationship free from conventional human expectations. There are so many forms of intimacy between two individuals, and we wanted to explore that.

We never know what to say in these. You get to the end and you’re sad its over, but you’re so grateful you got the chance to share the story. This time, we got to share a story together—coolest fucking experience! We laughed a lot—and maybe cried a little about a certain dashing hero captain. (Tearing up now!)

We’d like to say this was a challenge, but seriously, it didn’t even feel like work. So many of you cheered us on; it’s been awesome.

If you get the chance to review this on Amazon, thank you so much! ♥
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VALOS OF SONHADRA
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(In Series Order)

Alluvial by Amanda Milo

Tempest by Poppy Rhys

Blazing by Nancey Cummings

Whirlwind by Ripley Proserpina

Radiant by Naomi Lucas

Shadowed by Isabel Wroth

Undying by Tiffany Roberts

Enduring by Marina Simcoe

Unfrozen by Regine Abel
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MORE FROM AMANDA MILO
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STOLEN BY AN ALIEN

Stolen by an Alien

Rescued by an Alien

Won by an Alien
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MORE FROM POPPY RHYS
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WOMEN OF DOR NYE

The Melier

The Melier: Home World

The Yarian

The Khyma: Taken Part One

The Incuabri: Taken Part Two
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS
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AMANDA MILO is a diehard lover of romance. She has written sweet sexy plot ideas, snappy dialogue notes, and crammed entire chapters on everything from notebook paper to library book receipts. (Hey, those receipts could get really long sometimes; there was enough space.)

It's time to share the stories that have stuck with her over the years.

You can reach Amanda at AmandaMiloBooks@Gmail.com

THE NEWSLETTER IS ALIVE!

Signup for Upcoming Release alerts here.
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POPPY RHYS is a small town American girl, living in a tiny Canadian hamlet, who spends her days pounding on the keyboard, drinking tea, and living one step outside of reality. Her retirement plan is to be abducted by the aliens she writes about, but for now, she enjoys life with her husband, their three cats, and when she’s not getting sucked into cute animal videos, you can normally find her with her nose in a book.

Contact, like, or follow her onFacebook, orGoodreads for updates, and future releases. Sign up to theNewsletter for exclusive content.
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