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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      A thousand years ago, a Khargal scouting party left Duras, only to crash on a planet called Earth.

      

      Injured and outnumbered, the stranded Khargals hid among stone effigies and observed the slow evolution of the planet’s primitive inhabitants. With no means of returning to Duras, they watched from their shadowy perches and faded into legend, becoming the mythical gargoyles.

      

      Until today. Long after any hope for rescue had died, the distress signal has finally been answered.

      

      It's time to go home.
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            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      A stony guardian warrior.  A woman obsessed with a mystery.  A destined love that crosses worlds…

      

      The gargoyles who fell to Earth have perched and secretly observed humans, but the Rose Syndicate’s threat to use garg technology to create super weapons means the gargs must act before humans pays the price.

      

      Mogul has suffered for years, both at the hands of his fellow gargs and with the losses of the humans he has let into his heart.  Never again.  With the help of his only two friends, Mogul is determined to take down the Rose Syndicate and get off this planet. The last thing he needs is emotional entanglements, and his injured wings prevent him from injecting the mating serum even if he wanted to.

      

      Kira is determined to unravel the mystery surrounding the objects found at the archeological dig near her childhood home. Science has always been her friend, something to keep her company during all the lonely nights when her father’s absence was felt so strongly, it sent her running to seek comfort with the stone gargoyles on the roof.

      When Kira discovers Mogul’s beacon at the dig site and her father and the Rose Syndicate threaten, Mogul must swoop in to rescue the girl he’s watched grow into a beautiful woman.  Fighting the threat against humanity along with his growing attraction for Kira is no easy task, but Mogul must do both to reach his ultimate goal—home.

      

      Even if Kira is his mate, what can a damaged garg like Mogul offer?  And with the ships from home only days away from rescuing the gargs from Earth, can Mogul take down the Rose Syndicate without losing his heart in the process?
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            Prologue

          

          Mogul

        

      

    

    
      Mogul adored the way that Kira Eastwick’s silky, strawberry blonde hair shimmered radiantly under the glow of the warm, late morning sun. It gave her locks an even more prominent sheen. His fingers ached to be able to reach out and run his hands through her fresh as spun silk hair, but no matter how much he craved the sensation, he couldn’t allow himself to be seen let alone felt by the young girl.

      His eyelids fluttered closed for a few seconds. He felt relaxed, even though normally being perched at an angle near the pitch on the Eastwick Estate roof made him unsettled to say the very least.

      Whenever Kira came up to visit with him and the other gargoyle statues, he relished in the company and secretly wished that he had the ability to make time stand still. He wanted to grip these moments in his talons and never let them go. They were precious. Just like the young girl sitting before him that he had grown to care for.

      Kira held a charcoal pencil in her right hand. She loved to draw landscapes and portraits, he knew that much about her. She was talented. He always loved to peer over her shoulder and watch her as she hunched over her canvas pages. Sometimes when she was really concentrating, her tongue would protrude, making her just cute as a button. Her eyes would narrow in as she studied the art all around her on the country estate owned by her father and where she lived, attempting to freeze it in time on the paper.

      “I’m twelve today,” she said as she continued to fluff in some of the shading on the birch trees blending into the background of her drawing. “Yep.” She nodded. “It’s my birthday.”

      She glanced back at Mogul and smiled. He didn’t flinch, move or blink, but if he could have moved in that instant, he wouldn’t have been able to. He froze. She was a breath of fresh air, for a human, even for as young as she still was.

      He respected and admired her. He knew she was warm and kind. He wished he could tell her happy birthday. Instead, he had to wait until she whipped her head back around to her work. When her back was facing away from him, he mouthed the words, ‘Happy Birthday’, even though it was so faint, the gentle breeze carried the words away immediately.

      “I wish I could go riding today,” Kira said in a daydream kind of voice. She chuckled.

      Mogul guessed at some kind of irony that it was only something she hoped for, and not something that would actually happen.

      “The horses aren’t ready for riding yet,” Kira said in a mocking tone. “That’s what Amelia says. They need their horseshoes put on first. Well, when will that be?” Kira placed her pencil down and shrugged, expelling a resigned sigh. “I’m nearly a teenager. I should be able to do what I want.”

      Mogul recognized the name Amelia. He had flown back to the estate enough times to know that Amelia was Kira’s private nanny. She helped Kira when it came to getting her studies done, and any extracurricular activities. She took her to piano and dance lessons, but Kira never seemed to talk much about those things, as if her heart didn’t really hold any interest for those activities.
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        * * *

      

      Mogul knew that Kira enjoyed talking to him and the other statues sometimes. She didn’t know that they could hear her and were sentient. But Mogul especially enjoyed listening to her. He was fond of her and would do anything to protect her if given the opportunity.

      Mogul had a soft spot for Kira. He couldn’t deny it. He felt like he always had to return to the estate to make sure she was happy, to make sure she was fairing well. He knew that she enjoyed the company of the other statues too. He didn’t want to burden her with loneliness, because it was something he had felt for most of his life too. He felt like even though he might not be able to talk to her yet, at least she would have a shoulder to lean on if she needed one, simply by his presence being there.

      Mogul knew that he should probably stay closer to London, where Kira’s father Niles stewed over his shady business work, but he was always compelled to check in on Kira whenever he had the chance.

      A window cattycornered to where Kira was sitting on one of the only flat surfaces of the roof was pushed opened. The window was angled just right, so that Kira could easily climb in and out for access to the roof without getting hurt, although Mogul wouldn’t stop at swooping in to catch her if she might unfortunately slip.

      White billowing curtains began to dance freely in the breeze. The red and round face of Kira’s nanny popped out of the window. She craned her neck and narrowed her eyes suspiciously at Kira. Her jet black hair was pulled back into a tight bun, but there were a few flyaway strands loose and dangling by her jaw line.

      “What are you doing up here?” she asked in a lecturing tone.

      “I needed some fresh air,” Kira confessed.

      The nanny let out a long winded sigh as if she didn’t have the patience for Kira’s dangerous shenanigans.

      “You shouldn’t be up here,” the nanny scolded. “Especially not by yourself.”

      “I’m not by myself,” Kira protested. “I have them.” She pointed to Mogul and a few other gargoyle statues sitting nearby.

      Mogul’s body tensed as the nanny’s eyes scanned over him and the others with wary apprehension.

      “Come on, child,” she beckoned with a wave of her hand. There was a hint of pity flickering in her chocolate colored eyes. “Get back in the house where you belong.”

      “I’m not finished with my drawing yet,” Kira protested. She lifted the page she was working on and turned it toward the nanny. “See? I still have to draw in the little pebbles by the brook.”

      The nanny rolled her eyes. “It will have to be completed some other time, dear.”

      Mogul noticed that there was a lacing of empathy in the woman’s voice, but she wasn’t going to be willing to budge much further.

      “Why?” Kira looked her nanny in the eye, demanding a better answer to get her to move.

      Mogul managed a smile. He loved Kira’s spirit and the inept way she loved to rattle a few feathers, the way she wanted an explanation before she threw in the towel. She could hold her own, and he admired her for that.

      “Your father will be coming home for your birthday dinner tonight,” the nanny said with a smug curl of her lips. It was an offer even Kira would not be able to refuse.

      Kira sat upright. Her blue eyes, as clear and crystal as a lake were now beaming. “Father will be coming home for my birthday dinner?” she parroted in an excited tone. “Really?”

      The nanny chuckled with amusement. “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you just lead with that?” Kira said and gripped her drawing book as she began to scoot down toward the window on her bottom.

      Mogul felt a pang of sadness as he watched Kira climb back through the window and disappear. He stretched his wings and contemplated flying away from the Eastwick property, but his heart pounded, and he knew he would have to stay. He needed to keep tabs on Niles, especially now that he had officially heard he would be back in the countryside for Kira’s birthday dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Mogul stretched his joints and yawned. He must have dozed off because when he awoke later, the sign of dusk had stretched across the horizon in a magnificent golden yellow color. The tops of the trees looked like black silhouettes stretching toward the sky.

      The sound of crickets chirped in the air, a faint yet subduing sound that always excited Mogul. He loved the night. There was something magical and electrifying about the darkness. But now, there was also another sound muffled through the air.

      It was the sound of quiet sobbing. His heart began to drum anxiously in his chest as he peered straight ahead, but lowered his eyes and noticed Kira sitting in front of him. Her head was cradled between her knees, which she had tucked up to her chest. She rocked slowly back and forth. Her shoulders shook with sobs that ravaged her.

      He was so tempted to reach out and stroke her hair, to whisper soothing antidotes into her ear and to tell her everything was going to be alright. He didn’t even know what had happened yet to cause her sadness, but he had a sneaking suspicion it had something to do with her deadbeat of a selfish prick father, Niles.

      He didn’t have to wait very long to find out the answer.

      “Daddy didn’t show up tonight.” She sniffed and cleared her throat. She turned around and her eyes were wet and red rimmed, swollen with the agony of hurt.

      “Can you believe it?” She stared straight up at Mogul as if she wanted him to shout his anger about the situation along with her, right there on the rooftops. “He doesn’t even have time for his own daughter on her birthday.”

      She spun back around and continued her woeful crying. She wiped her eyes and attempted to regain her composure a few times. He admired her strength. He wished there was something he could do to comfort her.

      If he reacted and let her know that he was alive and real, the ramifications could be catastrophic. The last thing he needed was for her to go to an adult and try to convince them that the statue came to life, just to try and convince herself that she wasn’t going insane. It wasn’t worth the risk, not now. He still had too much work to do.

      “But if you were thinking that I’m just a poor little rich girl having a little pity party for herself, then you would be wrong.” Her eyes flashed with a smokiness that he hadn’t noticed before.

      “That’s right,” she said in a scornful tone reflective of the betrayal that was undoubtedly quivering inside of her like an earthquake. “There’s more.”

      He desperately wanted to go to her father and personally show him what happened when a man didn’t treat his daughter right, but he knew that wasn’t an option.

      “Amelia told me that my father wants to ship me off to boarding school next week. She didn’t even tell me with any kind of compassion. She just said it flatly as if that was the way things were going to go and I might as well just get used to it.”

      Kira flailed her arms by her sides in an act of dire frustration. She was clearly lost and alone, something that he also often felt. He wished he could communicate to her, tell her that everything would eventually get easier over time.

      Then, as if the gloominess of the mood and her tears had some kind of effect over the weather itself, round, tiny droplets of rain began to plop onto the roof. At first, it was just a slight drizzle, but after several minutes, the clouds darkened the sky and swirled overhead, looming and rearing an ugly landscape to most, but to Mogul it was beautiful.

      It was part of nature, just like he was, just like Kira was. The salt of the world. They had all come from it at one point, no matter where they actually came from or who their family was.

      Kira knelt at his feet. Her warm hands felt soft against his skin. He would give anything to reach out and touch her, but instead, he shifted his shoulders and covered her with a canopy of his wings. He wanted to shield her from the downpour. It was metaphorical and physical. If he couldn’t rescue her emotionally, at least he could keep her dry.

      She was so distraught in her own thoughts, in her own grief over her birthday disaster, that she didn’t even notice that Mogul had moved to protect her from the rains that lashed from the opened skies.

      After a while, the howl of the wind began to gradually decrease, and the rain lessened to a drizzle as it had begun. Kira slowly climbed back down the arch of the roof. She fumbled with the closed window frame for a few minutes, finally being able to pry it open.

      She hadn’t even said goodnight to him, although he didn’t really know why he would expect her to because he couldn’t reciprocate, not here, not now. Either way, she was obviously too distraught over the downfall of her twelfth birthday.

      He worried about her. He had no idea what the future might hold for the beautiful child with the whimsical soul, a person just itching to be nurtured. She had so much potential, so much joy and purity to bring to the harshness and cruelty of the world.

      She needed to feel secure and loved. After the rain had ceased completely, Mogul stretched his wings and took flight, soaring over the tree line. He had no reason to return to Eastwick again until Niles visited, but he would keep Kira close to his heart, no matter what distance was between them.

      He craned his neck to peer back in the direction where he knew her bedroom window to be located. The light had already been switched out. Shadows lurked everywhere, but he refused to give up hope that Kira would shine through the darkness at the break of dawn.
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          Kira

        

      

    

    
      Kira Eastwick was used to the dank and musty smell in the Jonston Caves. They were called the Jonston Caves because the first known settlers in that area, only a few kilometers from her family estate, had borne the name Jonston.

      Kira had spent more than eight weeks in these caves, pouring her heart and soul into excavating the site. She was an archeologist and historian, on sabbatical to dig at the sight. She was hoping to discover any kind of human paraphernalia she could that would give her and her various colleagues a sense of what kind of people might have lived there centuries before.

      Kira stood up in the center of the cave where she had enough room to stretch out into a full standing position. She was petite, but an average sized person might have been able to fit under the space if they bent their knees.

      She tossed her strawberry blonde ponytail off her shoulder. She rubbed the sweat off her forehead with her gloved hands and let out a long winded sigh of fatigue.

      “I really need a break,” she mumbled to herself. “I am going to go crazy if I stay down here any longer by myself.”

      She had a habit of talking to herself, especially when she remained in the caves for too long alone. She didn’t mind being down there in the darkness. In fact, she felt peaceful in the quiet. She could hear her own thoughts and nothing about the hustle and bustle of regular life could disturb her from all the way down here.

      Nature was good company for her. She had been that way her entire life. All of her graduate students who had been assisting her on the dig had already returned to Oxford University, where Kira taught as an Archeology professor.

      She loved the work. She loved the grind. She loved standing in front of a crowded room of students, teaching them and engaging them about how important history was with the evolution of everything that humans did today.

      “Think of the workings and findings of the past as tiny footprints that lead scholars into the depths of the future. The brightness of the world can be found in even the smallest fragments of fossils. Everything in nature deserves to be heard. Everything deserves a voice.”

      She lived by that saying, especially since she had grown up at the hands of Niles Eastwick. He wasn’t exactly the nurturing type of father. He had missed most of her birthdays, recitals and accomplishments.

      In fact, the older she got, the less she presumed he would be a present force in her own future. Her mother had died when Kira was only a little girl. She had grown up under the care of nannies. She never really made a strong, enduring connection to any other human beings.

      She had spent most of her time while at the Eastwick Estate up on the roof next to her room. She felt like the gargoyle statues, as still and silent as they were, were better companions and listening partners than the real people in her life.

      Kira had felt like a wandering soul. While growing up she never really had a voice, at least not one that people tended to listen to. Now that she was an adult and an accomplished professor at Oxford University, she knew this was her chance to shine and make an impact on someone else’s life, because she knew what it meant to be lonely.

      She needed a reason to put herself out there and feel appreciated. She relished in the attention, in getting the chance to be in the spotlight while teaching. All eyes were on her in that moment, and it was an adrenaline rush she found herself craving.

      That of course, was until she went on sabbatical. That was before the caves became more or less her permanent home. She spent close to twelve hours a day there, often more. Day or night, it didn’t matter. She was there, kneeling and squinting over the earth and dirt, searching for clues of the past so that she could bring them back to life.

      She climbed back up the slope of the cavern floor to the surface and blinked under the harshness of the grueling sun. She became like a bat in those caves. She had to adapt to being back out in the light of the world. She had become so out of touch with reality as she dug each day.

      As soon as she reached the mouth of the cavern and planted her boots in the grass, her cell phone began to buzz in her back pocket. She groaned and plucked the device from her pocket and looked at the display screen. She rolled her eyes and let out a resigned sigh. She couldn’t hide from them forever.

      “Hello?” she asked expectantly, bracing herself for a lecture.

      “I’ve been calling you all day,” the shrill voice of Dan Morrison, the head of the Archeology and Paleontology Department and in turn, her boss, said in an annoyed voice on the other end.

      “Sorry,” Kira said. “I’ve been in the caves most of the day. I actually just came to the surface. You know I don’t get reception while I’m down there.” She was annoyed in her own right. Shouldn’t Dan already know, or at least assume that’s why he couldn’t get in touch with her easily? She was here to do a job, wasn’t she?

      “Kira…” Dan began in an exhausted tone as if he was running out of patience. “The dig is over for now. All six of your graduate students, the three you used for assistance in excavation and the three you used for analysis, might I remind you, dear, have all returned to the university?”

      Kira nibbled on her bottom lip. She placed her free hand on her hip as she began to walk in a circle around a stump near the tree line. She couldn’t see the Eastwood Estate, where she was currently staying while away from London, but it wasn’t far from the area where she was standing.

      “I know.” She didn’t want to offer any other explanation at the moment to Dan.

      Not until she had made sense of the few items she had found in the dig that had been so intriguing that she couldn’t explain what they were yet. Things that were so out of place and unusual, that it made her want to keep digging in the same site until she had more time to research, or better yet, find any other hidden objects that held her interest.

      “Your sabbatical is nearly over,” Dan reminded her in a reprimanding tone.

      “I just have a few things to finish up here,” she said in a more brazen tone than she had intended to come out. “I promise, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “Before the next term of students come droning in?” Dan asked.

      “Of course.” Kira ran a hand through the end of her ponytail. She was itching to get off the phone with Dan and prayed that he’d keep it short and sweet, at least this time.

      “Okay,” he said with a labored sigh. “I am going to keep tabs on you though. Don’t get lost in the nitty gritty. Get the work done, pack it up and come back.”

      “I will,” Kira promised, but her heart was only halfway in the sincerity.

      She hung up with Dan and placed the phone back in her pocket. That’s when she heard a peculiar sound coming from inside the cave. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she felt a prickling sensation wave through her insides.

      “What the hell was that?” she muttered under her breath.

      She narrowed her eyes and focused her attention on the cave. She noticed a flashing light flickering from the darkness inside the cave. It was white at first, and then shadows of red began to cast against the sides of the cave walls.

      All of the alarm bells in Kira’s mind and in her senses began to ring simultaneously. There was no one else in those caves with her. Call it impulse, or maybe it was just sheer stupidity for a need of a thrill, but Kira went rushing back down the slope and into the cave from which she had only emerged several minutes before.

      She followed the trail of the pulsing white and red light, determined to discover the source.

      “Hello?” she questioned to the mildew saturated air. “Hello? Is anyone down here?” It was a silly question.

      Of course, she knew that there was no one down there, but she felt the need to verbally pose it anyway, just in case. What would she do if she realized that she wasn’t alone down there in these caves after all? It left a sinister sensation rolling through her belly that was unpleasant.

      As she approached the area where she’d been digging before, she realized the flashing light was coming from the opposite side of the section where she’d last checked. It flashed again, becoming even more prominent, brighter, and she began fumbling on the ground reaching and stretching for her sculpting tools without taking her eyes off the spot the flashing light directed her to. She noticed that she was panting. Fresh beads of sweat trickled down the side of her face.

      She moved closer. One dig here, another there…

      Got it!

      Her tools grazed over something hard. She didn’t want to tap on it, just in case she might compromise the fragility of the object. She began to slowly push the dirt away with her gloved fingers. Gently and precisely, she lifted a small, oval shaped metal object out of the ground.

      She turned it over in her hands, inspecting it and became utterly perplexed by what it could be. It didn’t look as if it came from a human, or anything that a human might have even used for that matter.

      No, this item, tiny enough to fit into the cup of her hand, was made from some kind of metal. It couldn’t be prehistoric human. In fact, she was confident that it didn’t even come from Earth at all.

      She had been doing this job for several years now and had years of study before that. She didn’t recognize the oval shaped unknown object in her hand, but it excited her and made her heart pound. Quickly, she noted the depth and area of the cavern wall she’d excavated in the notebook she kept with her, along with a short description of the object she’d found.

      Without hesitation, she sprinted from the cave and darted to her car, making sure to keep the beacon looking object in her hand safe from the elements. She popped the trunk of the car, placed the beacon into a Tupperware container, and after closing the trunk, jumped into the driver’s seat with the container.

      She floored the gas with the plastic box resting securely between her thighs in the seat. She didn’t want anything to happen to it on the way back to the estate, but she couldn’t risk leaving it there either.

      When she raced into the house a few minutes later, she took the beacon into the study which she’d converted into her office space while staying at the country home. She closed and locked the doors carefully behind her and walked over to her desk. She switched the lamp on which also sat on the table where she had open containers of artifacts she had found during the dig.

      A soft and warm, yellow glow cascaded across the surface of the table to grant a more precise display of the objects that the desk contained. Kira opened the box with the beacon and stared at it, scrutinizing it as she leaned over it.

      “What are you?” she whispered, not letting her gaze off of the metal, perfectly oval entity. She brushed her fingertips delicately over the top of the smooth surface.

      She propped her elbows up on the desk and pushed her glasses over her eyes to better inspect the beacon. Her eyes wandered over various other fragments she had discovered and brought back to her office from the dig at the Jonston site.

      She gasped as her eyes trailed over some fragments that appeared to resemble the beacon material. She carefully used her spade tool, which was like a mini shovel, to retrieve the items from the open containers.

      She placed them under the microscope, and after studying the way the patterns and grains moved on the surface, determined after several minutes that the fragments were in fact, made of the same type of metal material as the beacon itself. Her heart drummed excitedly in her chest. She knew that she could potentially be reaching an archeological breakthrough of epic discovery proportion.

      She began to pace around her office. It was a nervous habit that she had engaged in ever since the beginning of graduate school. It was a way of keeping both her mind and her body occupied at once, so that she wouldn’t fret as severely as she had as a child.

      She wouldn’t rest until she found out what the beacon was used for, and why the other fragments were found at the site. What does it all mean? How could she tie it all in and have the missing puzzle pieces connect to a bigger, more wholistic picture?

      “I’m not going to test it,” she told herself. “I’m not ready to share the news of this discovery yet.” She fervently shook her head. “No. Not yet.”

      She peered back under the microscope, wanting to spend hours inspecting every piece of the metal. She had amateur metallurgy studies, but she knew enough to reveal that the metal had unknown elements in it, ones that she didn’t recognize to be anything coming from Earth.

      Kira stood up and walked to the edge of the office. She cupped her hand over the door handle and debated opening it. Her father was in town for the weekend. Was it perfect timing to ask him about her discovery? Should she get his input?

      After all, he was an academic in his own right. He was supposedly involved in a British Government covert operations group, although he had never let Kira in on any information on what he and his counterparts did in the group.

      Her father had always been secretive about his business, and his partners in general for that matter. He never seemed to want to divulge anything about his work life to Kira, somehow managing to keep his private life and business life exclusive from each other.

      It wasn’t like he spent much time getting to know Kira either. Kira had been telling herself for years that her father would come into his own when it came to discovering his paternal roots, but she wasn’t willing to hold her breath over the matter.

      She shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut as she continued to internally debate her next move, and whether to share her profound findings with her father. In the end, she decided against it.

      He would tell his colleagues. She couldn’t risk it, and she couldn’t trust him. She was too afraid that he, or someone that he told, would take it away from her before she had a chance to find out for herself what it was.

      “I guess I will just have to sleep on it overnight…” she trailed off. She turned around and glanced at her desk, pondering the possibilities.

      She grabbed her camera and began taking pictures of the beacon and the fragments that she identified to be in the same family of metal as the beacon itself. Her insides were sizzling with anticipation of the unknown. Once she’d finished with everything except the beacon, which she wanted to examine more, she boxed up the other artifacts and locked them in the cabinet.

      She hunched over the beacon, once again clicking her camera and focusing the shot on certain parts of the beacon itself. She was so involved, she didn’t notice that her locked office door swung open with a violent force that blew a breeze into the room.

      Kira was distracted, lost in her train of thought and in her work. So naturally, when she heard the sound of footsteps pounding into the room, she glanced up and startled, reeling back as she noticed her father Niles and two of his business associates rushing into the room.

      Her father’s eyes were narrowed suspiciously through his wire rimmed spectacles, and his gray hair looked like it had just received a fresh cut. His hands were balled at his sides into white knuckled fists. His demeanor alone was enough to stun Kira. She felt her jaw slacken in shock.

      “Dad?” she asked.

      She fumbled with the camera, nearly dropping it as the unexpected and uninvited guests entered her private office space. “Is…there a problem?” She continued to falter over her own words.

      “Where is it?” her father demanded. His dark eyes looked like mini stones.

      “Where is what?” she asked as casually as she possibly could, deciding on impulse to play dumb, even though she knew exactly what the ‘it’ he was referring to meant.

      She stood her ground defiantly and set her jaw as she stared down her father and his businessmen. She was screaming on the inside, but only exposed her poker face on the outside. For a few seconds, her father bought her story. His features softened, then shifted into confusion.

      “It has to be in here,” one of his partners insisted. “The signal is coming from in here.”

      “Kira…” Her father trailed off gently as if he was bracing himself to tread over uncharted and unsettled waters. He took a cautious step in her direction. “I know you have some alien, foreign technology in here.”

      “How do you know?” Kira didn’t reveal anything else.

      “You have made no moves to expose it. You have been in here for hours and you’ve told no one.”

      “That in itself makes your behavior about the device suspicious,” the obnoxious business partner chimed in his two cents, regardless of whether it was wanted or had been asked for.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” Kira protested, feeling defensive against the strange man invading her space.

      “Not yet,” Niles said and held out a hand as if to offer an option of peace. “We need that beacon, darling.”

      Kira glanced rebelliously between her father and the associate, trying to brainstorm a way out of this.

      “Why?” she asked. She wasn’t going to give up without a fight. There was no sense in trying to deny her possession of the device anymore.

      “Please, darling,” Niles continued to plead.

      Kira internally cringed. She hated when her unaffectionate father tried to use pet names with her. It wasn’t that he cared about her, he simply wanted something from her.

      “The Rose Syndicate needs the beacon. We’ve detected others coming, so we have a good idea now what it is.”

      Kira didn’t have a clue what her father was talking about, or who the Rose Syndicate was for that matter. She glanced at the device she now clutched protectively in her hand. She had set the camera down behind her back, palmed the device  and was reluctant to hand it over. She wanted to protect it as if it was her own baby and she was willing to go to great lengths to make sure devious people didn’t try to snatch it from her.

      “What is the Rose Syndicate, Father?” she commanded in a raised voice, surprising herself at her assertive behavior when she was cornered like this. “Why do they need it so badly?”

      Her father didn’t answer. A twisted smile curled at the edges of his lips, as if he was concentrating and had his eye on the prize in her hand. He took another guarded step in her direction.

      “Dad?” she asked again.

      “I can’t tell you that, Kira, it’s classified information.” Her father’s voice was icy and distant. He nudged his chin in Kira’s direction while eyeing his counterparts. “Go ahead,” he said in a muffled tone.

      The men lunged for Kira. Their arms were extended in front of them. Their hands stretched to grip the device.

      “No,” Kira continued to protest, shaking her head as she backed away, closer toward the window. Her office was on the ground level of the estate. Perhaps she could muster an escape route out the window…

      She continued to subtly wander in the general direction of the window, narrowing the gap between her and the outstretched arms of the business partners. Greedy leers were etched into their features.

      Her back was turned away from the window, but she shrieked as the glass shattered inward. Shards of glass flew in every direction. Kira instinctively raised her arms over her head and crouched to the ground.

      The glass made a tinkling sound as it fell to the floor all around her. She didn’t feel any pain, yet. She would have to wait until later to see if she had any injuries. There wasn’t any blood on the floor in front of her.

      “What the hell was that?” Niles roared.

      Kira barely had time to react. She felt something puncture her shirt from behind. There was a grip on her shoulders that felt heavy. Then a pinching sensation set into the skin on her back. It wasn’t until she lifted into the air that she realized that it was some kind of creature with talons that had whisked her from the office, from the estate, and from the property altogether.

      Kira tried to scream, but at first no sound would come out. The creature holding onto her continued to ascend further into the sky, until the landscape below looked small and insignificant from their height.

      Finally, the scream emerged from her lungs and exploded from her throat. The wind lashed at her face and stung as the atmosphere became thinner. She struggled to inhale gulps of air. Her arms and legs were numb and tingly. She wasn’t sure if it was coming from the fact that she might have been having a panic attack, or the coldness of the air as they flew over the tree lines.

      She began to shudder as confusion turned to terror in her mind. Where was this creature taking her? Was it part of the Rose Syndicate too? Was it going to hurt her and hold her captive until she handed over the beacon?

      Somehow, miraculously, she had managed to keep the beacon in her grip. After what had seemed like an eternity, the creature gently landed and placed her on the ground of a cliff near the sea.

      She gasped. She was trembling, but she was stunned. They were nowhere near the countryside anymore. The sky churned with ominous gray clouds swirling overhead. Waves crashed into the slippery black rocks in front of her, creating a white canvas of seafoam that was left in the wake of the crest.

      They must have traveled hundreds of miles in mere minutes, or had it really been longer, and she was too frightened and lost her sense of time? Had she passed out during the aerial travel? She tried to stand up, but she couldn’t.

      She peered up and her heart nearly dropped through her chest. She saw a magnificent, muscularly carved man standing before her. He was holding out a hand for her to take. His eyes were kind.

      That’s when she realized that she recognized him. He was her gargoyle, the statue on the rooftop of her father’s estate. The one that she had loved to vent to as a child so many years ago. She glanced at his enormous wings, which were outstretched in front of him.

      “They are clipped…” she murmured as she drew her hand up to her mouth, gaping open in shock. She was referring to his wings. They were sheered at the tip, just like the ones of the gargoyle on the rooftop. His eyes were as cobalt as the sky on a cloudless day.

      “I…” she began, but suddenly she felt lightheaded. She saw stars in front of her vison. She was already sitting down, but her body felt weak. After a moment or two, everything went blank, and black.
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      Mogul watched Kira’s eyes roll back in her head. He braced the impact of her fall, catching her right in time before her head smacked against the side of a sea rock slab. He stood at the edge of the cliff, looking out over the angry, churning sea. It looked like a storm might be brewing and pushing toward the coast. He really should be getting back from where he came from, but something inside of him stirred. He couldn’t leave her there.

      He stood over her, staring down at her limp body. She had changed quite a bit since he’d seen her last. She had grown into quite a woman. A beautiful, attractive woman. Her shirt had lifted in her fall, but only so slightly. It was just enough to show her midriff and belly button region. Her figure was slender. Her stomach was tight and firm and flat. He felt a tingling between his legs that he hadn’t experienced in a long time. Kira was having an effect on him, and it scared him. He couldn’t afford to let his guard down.

      He groaned and flickered his gaze back out to the open waters. He really needed to fly away before he got himself, or her, into more trouble. But what would happen when she woke up? Would she remember what happened? Would she have recognized him?

      He thought he saw a vague glimmer of awareness in her eyes right before she passed out. Her gorgeous golden and strawberry locks were fanned out and feathered in front of her, becoming damp from the slippery rocks.

      “I can’t leave her,” he finally decided, grumbling to himself as he crouched down right beside her.

      He reached his hand out and let it linger right over her hair, hovering there without touching her. He was afraid to stroke her soft locks, because he was afraid to wake her. He was just biding his time, really. If she woke up and screamed, what would happen next? Would she try to flee? More importantly, would he chase after her?

      Then again, he couldn’t just leave her on the side of a cliff in the middle of nowhere. There were no houses back here, or if there were, they were few and far between. She would have to walk for miles to find help. He couldn’t do that to her. It was just cruel to abandon her so far away from London, or even the countryside where her father’s estate was.

      He noticed the beacon still locked in her grip, but her hand had slightly slackened on it after she lost consciousness. He hastily snatched it from her hand. She didn’t rouse from the movement.

      He admired her. He stared at her, motivated by how attractive she was. He remembered her as a lonely little girl. She had been so delicate back then. Now she seemed to have blossomed into a strong young woman.

      The depth of her natural beauty compelled him to stay. He was rooted to the rocks, unable to leave her there. On the other hand, he was so attracted to her, so moved by how pretty she was, that it was extremely dangerous.

      No. He shouldn’t get involved. Going down that romance road was enough to send him flying again, but why wasn’t he pushing himself off and soaring into the air? He would have to wait until she regained consciousness.

      He would wait and make sure she was alright, and not hurt. She shouldn’t be injured, he helped cradle her fall. He decided he should shift to his human form, thinking he had some time to kill, but it was too late. He had stalled for too long, and she was stirring.

      She was already starting to show signs of waking up. Her eyelids fluttered. Her fingers wiggled, and her legs began to slightly stir. He held his breath. Her eyes jolted open. She groaned and wrapped her arms protectively over her chest. He wondered if she was cold. He saw goose bumps prickle across the surface of her arms.

      She glanced around, peering warily about her surroundings. That’s when the trail of her gaze landed on him. She locked eyes with him, and he was penetrated with a warmth that wrapped around his soul.

      Her eyes widened in shock as she realized where she was and apparently, who he was.

      “It’s… you…” she whispered. Her voice was barely audible, no more than a hush.

      Her lips formed an oval shape as she continued to gaze at him with complete bewilderment.

      He didn’t respond. He didn’t confirm, nor deny. He blinked, continuing to stare back at her.

      “You are my gargoyle,” she said, her voice soft and gentle. She raised herself to a standing position and brushed the knees of her pants off with the palms of her hands.

      “I’m hardly anyone’s—” he began to counter, but she cut him off.

      “I recognize you. I know its you. You were on my father’s roof all those years when I sat up there and vented my problems,” she interrupted, speaking fast as the gears in her mind began to turn. She wagged her finger in his general direction and stared at him intently.

      “I can take you back to London now,” he offered in a gruff voice.

      He didn’t want to talk about the past, not now, maybe not ever. He wasn’t here to chat. He needed the beacon, and she had it. Plain and simple. If he just happened to rescue her from the wrath and claws of her own father, then that was just a little extra benefit in her favor.

      Kira narrowed her eyes and gawked at him. “I revealed so many private things to you back then, and you never said a word. You never told me you could hear me…” She shook her head in disbelief. Her expression scrunched into something that mirrored being appalled.

      Mogul shifted his weight uncomfortably. He didn’t know what to tell her. At the time, he knew that she just needed to vent to the air if it was there. He just happened to be a bystander.

      He glanced out at the water. The wind was picking up, but the rains didn’t come yet. He could feel Kira’s burning gaze sealed intently on him. He saw her in his peripheral vision, but he refused to meet her surveying eyes.

      “Will you just admit it?” she said in a discordant voice.

      There was friction in the air, but at the same time, chemistry. He could feel the way she stared at him in awe, as if she had known him her entire life and was just now reunited. Her stance was one that reflected she wanted to either hit him or hug him.

      “Admit what?” he said bluntly, even though he already knew what she wanted to hear.

      She blew out a frustrated puff of air and peered up at the sky. “Why didn’t you ever say anything? Why did you allow me to ramble on about myself like that all those years? Didn’t you want to shut me up? Did you tell any of the private things I said?” Her eyes reflected a peppering of horror at the prospect.

      “I didn’t say a word to anyone,” he replied, more or less admitting he was in fact, the same gargoyle she had talked to on the roof of the Eastwick Estate.

      Her expression appeared pained. “Who are you? What are you doing here? Why did you take me from my office and drop me by the sea?”

      “I didn’t drop you,” he said defensively. “That’s a lot of questions at once. Maybe we just start with one?”

      She narrowed her eyes. She still had that charismatic spark, that refusal to let anyone push her around that he had admired in her. “Fine, start with who are you,” she said briskly and crossed her arms. It was like she was trying to be spiteful, but her heart wasn’t in it. She appeared more curious than anything else.

      “I am Mogul. My race is Khargal.” He smiled a little. “You call us gargoyles. Some of my kind ended up here on Earth. It is true, that I am not from here,” he said.

      “Okay…” Kira drawled and took a step closer to him, eyeing him with an eager hunger for more information.

      “I was in the lower class in my race,” he divulged, swallowing hard. He didn’t want to agitate his mind with the unpleasantries of his past, but Kira’s demeanor immediately softened at that admittance, which coaxed him along. “I was an orphan who was chosen for military training based on the speed of my wings. Some of the upper-class gargs liked to remind me of that by teasing me. My wing tips were sheered off in a crash here on Earth caused by a group hunting us. After the crash, I left my military unit, the ones who survived, because of my deformity.” He lowered his head in shame at the memory.

      “However, I’ve been keeping tabs on the Rose Syndicate on my own since 1940.”

      Kira’s eyes lit up with recognition. “My father was talking about the Rose Syndicate. What is that, exactly?” She paused and stared at him expectantly.

      Mogul scowled, but his aggression wasn’t aimed at Kira. “They capture gargoyles to study them. They use them for research, they pick them apart, they study their healing capabilities. The gargs are basically just lab rats for the Rose Syndicate.”

      “Is that why you were perched on my roof all those years?” Kira peered up at him with intrigue. “You were spying on my father?”

      Mogul released a cautious sigh.

      “Its okay,” Kira said. “I don’t like my father much right now. And if we are spilling our honesty at the moment, I never cared for the distant and abstract way he raised me either.”

      Mogul gave her a softened smile of chagrin and pity. “I know.”

      Kira laughed ironically. “Of course, you know. You were there too.”

      “Kira…” Mogul began.

      “No, it’s okay.” She attempted a smile for him and took a deep breath. She squared her shoulders pridefully. “Really. I am fine. I might have a few emotional scars, but I keep them tucked inside of my mind like everybody else. If they try to convince themselves otherwise, then they are not doing anyone, especially themselves, any favors.”

      Mogul chuckled. “Its good to see that you have some wisdom to share with the world.”

      Kira let out a sigh. “I wish I could say that. I still have a lot to learn.”

      “Don’t we all,” Mogul reassured.

      “You came to Earth to spy on the Rose Syndicate,” Kira confirmed rather than asked, “and you have been listening to me all these years, which means—” She cocked her head and gave him a peculiar glance. “You were sentient during those times as a stone statue on the roof?”

      Mogul paused. Part of himself didn’t want to admit it to her. He felt like it would overcomplicate things if she knew the truth, but he didn’t want to resort to behaving exactly like her nannies and her father had treated her all these years. He couldn’t lie to her.

      “Yes,” he said quietly. “I am sentient in my stone form.”

      That same embarrassed revelation cast a shadow over her face, the same one she reflected after she realized he was real and not just a statue. He couldn’t understand why she was having that kind of reaction. It wasn’t as if he had berated her back then, he hadn’t responded at all.

      “Do you want a ride back to London, or not?” he asked after several seconds of silent confusion. He hated to sound abrupt and brazen, but he couldn’t sit here all day.

      She turned her back away from him. He noticed how her shoulders began to quiver ever so slightly. The movement was so subtle, that it was barely perceivable. Then he heard her sniffle. That’s when he realized that she was quietly crying.

      “What’s… wrong?” he asked. He tossed his tough exterior aside briefly and softened for her, but he still resisted placing a hand on her back to comfort her.

      “I can’t believe it,” she murmured so faintly, he had to struggle to hear her.

      “I’m sorry?” He was still behind her, but he was contemplating walking around in front of her so that he might be able to see what her emotions were willing to reveal behind her eyes.

      She spun around, beating him to it. Her eyes were red-rimmed and mirrored hurt. “Why did you never come out?”

      Mogul shifted his weight and gave her a perplexed glance by furrowing his eyebrows. “Come out?”

      “Well, yeah.” Kira tossed her arms up in the air. Then, she reached into her back pocket and pulled out a tissue. She dabbed it against her nose and eyes to absorb some of the leakage.

      “I don’t quite follow,” Mogul said.

      Kira rolled her eyes and let out a frustrated scoff. “Why did you remain in your stone form? Why wouldn’t you come out all those times I confided in you? Why wouldn’t you let me know you were there listening to me ramble on about my problems?”

      “I didn’t really consider it ramblings,” Mogul eased the blow.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Kira shook her head and inspected him. “That’s beside the point, really.”

      “I’m sorry if I disappointed you,” Mogul said. His conscious was getting the best of him. Here she was again, let down by someone that she thought she could trust.

      She continued to scrutinize him with her gaze. “I still don’t understand how you could just sit there and listen. How you could hear all of the things I said that bothered me about my childhood, and you didn’t react. You didn’t say anything. You didn’t even let me know you were there.”

      “If I had known at the time that it would mean that much to you—” Mogul began but quickly stopped talking. He needed to tread carefully with Kira, especially in her vulnerable state of mind.

      Kira turned away again, casting her eyes to the wet rocks below their feet. He noticed from the side of her silhouette that she was blushing. Her cheeks had turned a rosy complexion. He didn’t want her to feel humiliated.

      If he could rewind the years and take it all back and console her when she was at her most exposed, he would have. He understood that was the melancholiest time of her life, too. He felt like he had failed her, in a way.

      “Look,” he said again, trying to ease her mind. “It just wouldn’t have been safe for me to reveal myself back then to you. It would have put you in danger.”

      “Why?” She glanced at him and knitted her eyebrows.

      “Your father,” he began and hesitated. He wanted to make this burden as affable as possible for her. “He plays a very important role in the Rose Syndicate.”

      “What does he do?” she asked.

      “It’s complicated,” he said, “but he is one of the higher up agents. He has been studying my race for years, and I don’t think that it’s appreciation he has for us. I believe he wants to do more harm than good.”

      Kira’s facial features twisted into a frown. She glanced out at the sea. Her eyes were remarkable. Her strawberry blonde hair billowed in the wind, flowing like the delicate petals of a daffodil down her back.

      “I don’t mean to alarm you,” he said. “Its just, I figured you deserved to know somethings, and to have some light shed on the situation so that you aren’t completely blind in the situation.”

      Kira remained mellow and silent after Mogul had offered the admission about her father.

      “Are you going to be alright?” he asked after a time when he finally couldn’t take the soundless atmosphere between them.

      “I’ll manage.” She sniffed, and then turned around to give him an icy look. “Don’t I always?” Her tone was laced with the tone of a person who had been scorned more than once.

      “Okay,” he said, unsure of what else to say to her.

      It seemed like he was striking out from every angle. No matter how he attempted to pacify her, he seemed to say the wrong thing to set her off or make her even more upset.

      “Just take me home,” she said harshly that he noticed was a little out of character for her.

      “Back to London?” he asked for clarification purposes.

      “Where else?” She met his gaze and it was like looking into a mirror of despair.

      He wished there was something he could do for her. “Okay,” he complied. “Come on then. It’s better to get there before dark. Do you have your phone with you?”

      Kira pulled her phone from her back pocket and held it up for him.

      “Best turn it off. I don’t want they tracking you.”

      Kira nodded, switched the phone off and replaced it in her back pocket.

      He shifted into his gargoyle form, feeling the tingling sensation come over him as his body made the transformation. This time though, he stayed on the ground and allowed her to climb on top of him.

      He felt her grab on and cling to him for dear life as he began to flap his wings and make the climb into the sky.

      “I hope this is going to be a safe mode of travel for us,” she yelled over the roar of the wind.

      Mogul had already pondered the same misgivings, but there was nothing they could do about it now. They were already in the sky. He knew she probably didn’t want to go back to the countryside estate either. She could always send someone to retrieve her things. He got the vibe that she wanted to be as far away from that place as possible.

      After a few miles of flying, Mogul glanced down at the land below and began to notice the recognizable formation of city blocks, buildings and streets. Twinkling lights made the ground look like it had switched places with the open sky.

      It wasn’t dusk yet, but lights had begun to switch on in businesses and houses. Traffic lights blinked and flashed. Cars, motorcycles and busses created a hum as people whirled by, going about their daily routines.

      Mogul didn’t care for crowds, but he had to deposit Kira safely where she belonged. He wouldn’t be able to rest until he made sure she was contented. He began to descend in South London, right outside the city limits.

      The area was full of pedestrians and cars alike, but he made sure to shift before bustling through the herds of people. He began walking with her.

      Kira stared at him as they walked. “How did you do that?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      Mogul smiled. “I have to blend in, don’t I? What better way to do that, than look like everyone else?”

      “But your—” she lowered her voice and hissed, “wings?”

      “Hidden, for now.”

      She shook her head and smiled. She looked more in her element now. Her face reflected more confidence than it had when they were talking back at the coast. She appeared to know exactly where she was and walked with a sense of purpose.

      “So, what will you do now?” she asked as she glanced his way while maneuvering through the streets lined with people going in and out of shops or apartments.

      He paused for a moment. “I’m going home,” he said as he stared straight ahead. He didn’t want to look at her, because he didn’t want to see her reaction.

      The sigil in his hand began to flash again, glowing bright white and then red. It was terrible timing. Right on cue, Kira noticed it and pointed to the device.

      “That beacon is yours?” she asked.

      Mogul nodded. “It’s a sigil. It means the rescue ships are near.”

      “You mean when it lights up like that?” She appeared to be genuinely interested in the function of the sigil.

      She didn’t attempt to snatch it from his hand, either, but he didn’t want to let his guard down and kept a steely grip on the device.

      “Yes.” He nodded.

      She stopped walking in the middle of the sidewalk. She took his arm. He stared down at her petite and slender fingers, and then back at her.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She moved aside to let a cluster of people walk by. She leaned up against the side of a brick building that had green ivy growing up the sides. It looked like a coffee shop.

      “Take me with you,” she said.

      “What?” He nearly chortled at her outrageous request but held back.

      “Take me with you,” she said again. She stared at him without blinking. She was absolutely serious.

      “Take you back with me to my home planet?” He nearly shrieked at the outlandish scenario.

      “Yes.” She nodded affirmatively.

      “I’m sorry,” he chuckled, “I can’t do that, it’s not safe.”

      “It’s not safe for me here, Mogul. Not after this,” she said with confidence.

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?” She pursed her lips defensively. “And don’t tell me it’s not safe for me again either,” she added quickly to shoot his counter reply down.

      He had just made that excuse and she’d given him the reason why she wasn’t safe here. She clearly wasn’t going to allow him to fob her off with a simple answer of ‘I can’t’.

      “I don’t…” he trailed off, unsure of what to tell her.

      “I want to see everything. I’m an archeologist,” she reminded him. “I am a scholar at heart. I’m itching to learn about a new race and how they live.”

      He appreciated her enthusiasm, but the timing wasn’t right. He couldn’t believe she trusted him, but then again, he had been her gargoyle all those years. He needed to find a tender way to tell her no, that it just wasn’t feasible, but something moved out of the corner of his eye.

      The movement was jerky and gone in a flash. Mogul instantly tensed up and went into an attack stance. His eyes darted up and down the street.

      “What is it?” The color drained from Kira’s face as she reacted to his skittish behavior.

      “Did you see that?” he asked, feeling the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. He had an ominous feeling. Something wasn’t right. It was as if he had the sensation that they were being followed. How had they found them so quickly? And with him in human form?

      Before he had a chance to elaborate on the threat, three Rose Syndicate agents wearing all black suits and back glasses approached them. They were carrying something in their hands that resembled a taser.

      Mogul didn’t want to risk finding out what it was. He jumped out of the way just in time before he was ambushed on all sides by Rose Syndicate members. They were snarling viciously at him, their lips curled up at the sides in eager desperation to pounce on him.

      Mogul shielded Kira with his larger frame.

      She shrieked, “What’s going on?”

      They were making a scene, but there was nothing he could do about it. He raised his arm to receive the blunt of a blow from one of the Rose agent’s fists. It was aimed at either him or Kira. He could tell by the sinister look in the agent’s eyes that either way, he didn’t care where his balled fist landed.

      “Don’t hurt her,” Mogul yelled. He protectively placed his arms around Kira. He could feel her trembling.

      They were too close within the city that he couldn’t risk shifting. Not here, not now. He couldn’t reveal who he really was in front of them. Besides, he didn’t know what the devices were in their hands. They might not be tasers after all. They could be lasers, or darts filled with a syringe concoction targeted to make him go to sleep, so they could take him away and dissect him.

      He wasn’t going to allow them to pick him apart. If anything, he would die trying. If he tried to fly away, they might shoot him down. He didn’t know how many of them were on the ground.

      “What do we do?” Kira cried.

      “We run,” he exclaimed, gripping her hand as they pushed through the crowd.
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      The gargoyle that Kira had known for so many years, but really just discovered in the past few minutes, gripped her hand. Even in his human form, his strength surged through her. His muscles were sturdy. He was limber and able to breeze through the crowd of people on the street with graceful ease.

      “Why are we running?” she panted. “Can’t we fly?”

      Mogul shook his head. “Too dangerous right now.”

      She nodded and then ducked her head more, scared that she might barrel into them at any given moment. She couldn’t see much as she clung to Mogul’s hand. The buildings, cars and people whirled past her in a sea of blurriness.

      She was afraid to turn her head and glance behind her, fearful that the agents might be trailing on their heels, narrowing the gap of their safety. She had affectionately called the gargoyle ‘Spot’ when she was a child.

      It was a name she saw fitting at the time because he was always in the same spot, giving her a sense of peace and comfort. Even years later, she still felt the warmth and security of his presence as she raced along beside him, struggling to keep up with his pace.

      Her shoes made a slapping sound as she pounded the pavement with her feet, taking longer strides than she was used to. Mogul, as she now knew him to be named, was significantly taller than she was. When he came to life, it was like magic that ignited her soul with a spark of zest. It was like an electric current sent a thrill going up and down her spine. She felt alive when he came to life.

      She was still reeling from everything she had discovered, everything she had learned from Mogul’s accusations about her father. She knew that he was telling her the truth. His eyes flickered with genuine nobility. He wouldn’t have any reason to lie to her.

      Besides, watching her father’s strange behavior growing up, and seeing how he had cornered her back at the office at his estate made her alarm bells ring even louder against Niles Eastwick, the man she had called Father, even if he had never really treated her like a daughter.

      “This way,” Mogul instructed, calling over his shoulder, but he didn’t break his stride.

      “Okay,” Kira yelled back, taking his word for it and trusting him as she blindly ran down the street and out of harm’s way.

      Mogul was clearly a natural at darting down alleyways and pushing them through the hoards of people to help them blend in, even though they were more or less sprinting to put some distance between them and the Rose Syndicate agents.

      “How are you?” Mogul asked, raising his eyebrows with concern as he glanced back at her.

      “I’m hanging in there,” Kira panted.

      She had always considered herself to be fit and athletic, up until this race, hurtling down the street, dodging people left and right as they struggled against the clock.

      “We are losing them,” Mogul breathed over his shoulder.

      “Good,” Kira managed. She was still too afraid to glance behind her and determine exactly where the agents chasing them were located.

      She remembered that Mogul had told her when she asked as they took off running, that it was too dangerous for them to fly off to a safer location. She trusted his instinct that it wasn’t worth the risk, so she followed him on foot. Surely, he would keep her more secure than the manic agents chasing after them.

      Her mind raced over the previous discoveries she’d made at the dig site as they continued to charge, full steam ahead down secluded streets and empty alleyways. She knew now that her father’s business must be dangerous, or else there wouldn’t be any reason for them to run away.

      “Stop,” Mogul said as he leaned his back against the side of a brick building, pulling her against it with him.

      Kira did as instruction. Her heart was pounding in her chest. Mogul didn’t even appear to have broken a sweat. He was breathing normally too, not in the fatigued, labored way that Kira was. “How do you think they found us so fast? I mean when we got here, how did they know we were here?”

      Mogul shook his head. “Not sure. Maybe they were watching for you on the various street cameras.”

      “I didn’t think of that. You are probably right.” She studied him with admiration. She always knew there was something special about her gargoyle. Now she had proof that her instincts had proven accurate all along. Now that she knew who he was, and what he meant to her, she had already made the informed decision in her mind to help him with whatever he needed.

      In fact, she felt like she owed him on some level. He had already gotten her out of sticky trouble twice now. He had listened to her vent for years and never made her feel like she wasn’t worth the attention.

      She knew she had to do her best to swallow any bitterness over the fact that he had let her suffer in silence all those years. She had to shove the anger away, she needed to push it to the dark corners of her mind. There was no time like the present to move onward and upward.

      “I finally understand what my father does,” she said as she pushed the hair off her cheeks. Her cheeks felt flushed and hot. She wiped beads of sweat off her forehead and raised the damp hair off the back of her neck.

      Mogul’s eyes twinkled with approval. “Good.” He nodded. “I think we finally ditched them.”

      Mogul glanced up and down the mostly abandoned street. She didn’t see any cameras in the area, if that was what he was looking for. A car or two on the next street over drove past every few seconds, but nothing was out of the ordinary to lead Kira to believe that they were still being pursed.

      “You are fast,” she said with a chuckle, even though the severity of the situation didn’t exactly merit any lightheartedness.

      “Thank you for keeping up,” he said. He continued to dart his eyes up and down the street as if he expected an attack to pop out from any corner.

      “It was tough,” Kira said. “I’m not going to lie.”

      “Follow me,” he said and squeezed his masculine, large hand in her petite and slender one. An instant warmth spread through her bones and made her feel secure.

      They walked for less than a block before he halted again and stared up at the doors of an abandoned looking warehouse. A couple windows had been blown out, and there were no lights on inside. It gave Kira a sinister vibe. The building itself was only a couple of stories tall.

      “We need to go in here,” he said and pointed at it.

      “Are you kidding?” Kira tried to keep her composure.

      “We need to hide out just for a few minutes. We need to make sure the Rose Syndicate agents really lost our trail. I also need to determine how soon my people will land, and where that location might be.”

      “Okay.” Kira didn’t exactly have her own plan in place, so she felt like she didn’t really have the grounds to argue with him on the subject, at least for the moment.

      “Come on,” he said and gently pulled her along. “I promise, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Well,” Kira laughed. “Your track record so far certainly proves that.”

      Mogul didn’t smile but she noticed how his features softened at her gentle compliment. She watched as he wandered over to the windows, peering out of them with suspicion flickering in his eyes.

      “What do we do next?” Kira asked, feeling nervous that he wouldn’t step away from the windows. Wouldn’t that cause them more danger if the agents just happen to walk by and spot him?

      “I need to travel to Mount Nirvana, Northwest Territory, Canada as soon as we determine it’s safe enough to leave this warehouse,” Mogul said.

      Kira frowned. “Why?”

      Mogul glanced at the sigil in his hand. “I’ve talked to other Khargals, and the general consensus seems to be the same. Everyone appears to think that is where the pick up will be for us to return home.”

      Kira felt a stabbing pain in her gut. She didn’t want Mogul to leave her. She had only just realized that he was alive and real. How would he protect her from her own father if he was gone? She resisted protesting at first.

      “There are other gargoyles who will be traveling back home with you?” she asked.

      Mogul nodded and looked at the sigil. “Yes. As long as they have a sigil and it’s activated, I can speak to them. They are in the vicinity of London, and they can communicate with me telepathically through the sigil.”

      Kira stared at him. “Fascinating.” She could understand why her father and his associates would want to study the gargoyles, but at the same time, knew that it was highly invasive if you were viewing the situation through Mogul’s point of view.

      “There are two more that I’m certain of coming with us on the trip,” Mogul continued. “They have been tracking the ship using resources from humans like radars and navigation system computers. They have a good idea of the ship’s intended landing spot in the mountains.”

      “Has the ship been anywhere else?” Kira asked curiously.

      Mogul met her gaze. “A few other locations around Earth, yes,” he said but didn’t elaborate on the whereabouts, but maybe he didn’t have any other information about it.

      Kira took his hand and cradled it in hers. She looked up at him and gave him a warm smile. She gently stroked the top of his hand and continued to search his eyes. The connection between them was like a life line for her. She never wanted to let go, but she wanted to be the opposite of her father. She wanted to appear supportive and trustworthy in Mogul’s eyes.

      “Just let me know anything you need, anything at all, and I’ll be happy to help.” She tried to swallow any disappointment about him leaving. It wouldn’t do her any good to dwell over something that she couldn’t control or change anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Two days went by of Mogul evading the Rose Syndicate. He explained to her that he was simply biding his time, but he needed her to stay with him. She was happy to oblige. She wanted to spend the little time with him she had left.

      She had gone outside of the warehouse several times to bring back meals and snacks, taking care to avoid places that had cameras, but for the most part they camped out in the warehouse, secluding themselves from the malicious agents trying to hunt Mogul down.

      She had just been out for a brief time to bring them back coffees. When she walked back into the warehouse and noticed the somber expression on Mogul’s face, she knew something was wrong. Something had shifted in his demeanor.

      Kira numbly handed over the coffee. “What is the matter?” She wanted to come right out and ask him.

      “I need you to do something for me,” he said and gave her a guarded look.

      “Of course.” She shrugged and mustered a smile so that he would see her bravery reflecting back to him. “Anything.”

      The words he said next made her want to immediately take back her agreement to fulfill his requests at whim.

      “I need you to call your father and arrange to go home to him,” Mogul said sternly, almost as if he expected her to explode with protest.

      “No.” She vehemently shook her head. “You know I can’t do that.”

      Mogul took a step closer to her. “You can. I believe in you. You are such a strong woman. I’ve watched you grow up, and you are simply magnificent.” His eyes shimmered with adoration that was hard to ignore.

      Kira let out a deep sigh. “Why? I am here to help you, not him.”

      “You will be assisting me by agreeing to my plan,” he said.

      “How can I agree to a plan that I haven’t heard yet?” She stared at him.

      He smiled. “There is the sparkle I recognized in you.”

      “Okay…” she trailed off cautiously, waiting expectantly to see what bombshell he would drop on her.

      “Its too risky for you to follow me to the meeting place where the ship will be landing,” he said. “You need to return to your father.”

      “I want to help you,” she continued adamantly.

      Mogul’s expression darkened. “I don’t want or need your help.” His words were brutal, lashing at her with a sting.

      She wondered if he was behaving cold toward her just to get her to agree with him. It was a trick she had seen her father use over the years too.

      Mogul turned his head away from her and refused to speak another word. Kira felt like she had been punched in the stomach. She was hurt enough from his aloof behavior that she walked to the other side of the warehouse and dialed her father.

      He answered on the first ring, surprising her. “Hello?” His voice sounded almost desperate.

      “Dad?” she said. “It’s Kira.” She began to pace back and forth, running a hand through her hair. “I was wondering if it would be alright for me to return home? I need to um… talk to you about a few things.”

      There was a pause on the other end of the line. Her father’s silence was deafening.

      “Dad?” she finally asked again, not being able to tolerate his hesitancy any longer.

      “I’ll allow you to come home, but on one condition.”

      She nodded, expecting as much from him. “I know.”

      “You must exercise discretion on what you have found,” he said.

      “I can agree to that,” she said.

      “I am no longer at home, but I would like you to meet me at the headquarters for the Rose Syndicate.”

      Kira was curious enough about the operation to agree. “Okay,” she said and peered behind a staircase at Mogul. He still had his back turned away from her. He was staring at the sigil in his hand. “What’s the address?”

      Niles gave her the address and she plugged it into her phone to remember it. After she hung up with her father, Kira wandered back over in Mogul’s direction.

      “Hey,” she whispered softly.

      He turned around and looked at her. “Yes?”

      “I just called my father like you asked,” she relayed.

      Mogul gave her a kind smile. “Good. I am glad you agreed.”

      “So, what now?” she asked. “Will you come with me?”

      Mogul shook his head gently. “I can’t, I’m sorry.”

      A jolt of disappointment rippled through her. She took a deep breath and tried to shake it off. She glanced up at the rafters in the ceiling. She wondered what this old abandoned warehouse used to be. She was just stalling for time. She didn’t want to leave Mogul, but she knew the options were limited. She had already agreed to meet her father. It was too late to back out now. If she did, he would become suspicious. What was done, was done unfortunately.

      Mogul must have been able to feel her sadness. “I’m sorry, Kira,” he said and wrapped his arms around her for a hug that surged her with a blanket of warmth. “Good luck to you.”

      She pulled away and smiled. “Thank you.”

      As she walked out of the warehouse and closed the door behind her, Kira felt like a part of her was missing, had been ripped from her soul. She flagged down a taxi and gave him the address to the Rose Syndicate. She didn’t look behind her. It would have been too painful.

      Since they were already in London, it didn’t take Kira very long to reach the Rose Syndicate headquarters. As she walked into the lobby, the first thing she noticed was how modern and white everything looked inside. The feel was stark and sterile.

      “Kira?”

      She turned around at the sound of her father’s voice. He was walking toward her with a professional smile.

      “Hi, Dad,” she said and began walking in his direction to meet him halfway.

      “You can follow me,” he said and motioned toward an elevator in the center of the lobby.

      Kira continued to glance around, taking mental pictures. On the outside, the building appeared like any other where a business would operate.

      Once the elevator emptied them out the third floor, Niles led her down a long hallway lit with fluorescent lights that cast a white glow above them, illuminating the area.

      “In here,” her father gestured.

      Kira was surprised when she walked into a laboratory instead of an office. “Where are we?” She glanced at him apprehensively.

      “Since you aren’t part of the Rose Syndicate, we will need to ensure that the memories of what you have learned are suppressed,” her father explained. His smile was daunting and threw her off.

      “What?” She suddenly felt lightheaded.

      Her father placed his hand on her arm. “I must warn you. The procedure has some flaws, but you should be safe enough.”

      Safe enough? What is he saying? Is he serious? This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. Kira pinched the sensitive flesh next to her wrist. She needed to wake up now. But when she opened her eyes, she was still in the sterile environment of an unfamiliar lab.

      “Dad? What are you going to do?” Alarm bells were going off in her mind. This wasn’t the right situation to be in. Is he going to wipe my mind and erase everything I ever knew?

      A man approached her wearing wire rimmed glasses and a long white laboratory coat. “Hello,” he said flatly.

      “Kira, meet Samuel. He is my most esteemed research scientist. I assure you, you will be in good hands with him.” Niles smiled with pride as if the man was his own son.

      Kira stared between them, appalled that her father could even suggest such a procedure to be done on his daughter.

      “Is this going to erase all of my memories?” she asked Samuel the scientist directly.

      He chuckled humorously. “Of course not. Just the things you know about the beacon.”

      “What will it do then?” She needed more information before agreeing to this.

      Samuel casually shrugged as if none of this was a big deal and it was the norm. “At most, it might impair your short or long term memory.” He glanced at Niles. “There was one person who had a stroke, but he was an anomaly. That isn’t always the case.”

      Kira gave him a horrified look, so he pressed on.

      “I can say that he mostly recovered a few years later.” He gave her a beaming smile as if that should be enough to reassure her.

      Kira shifted her weight. She wasn’t buying the routine and was determined not to accept the offer to have her memory wiped. She wasn’t a computer hard drive, she was a human being.

      “Okay,” she said with a nod. Maybe if she pretended to be compliant, she could brainstorm an idea out of this situation.

      “Okay?” Her father gave her an eager grin. “You will allow us to erase those specific memories?”

      Kira glanced at her father. “If that is what makes you feel comfortable.”

      “Great.” Her father shook Samuel’s hand as if they were sealing a business deal. “I will leave you to work your magic,” he told Samuel and then exited the room without another glance at Kira.

      The mood was odd. She looked at Samuel and mustered a smile.

      “So, we will get started now,” he said and turned his back to her.

      He began preparing syringes behind her. Her heart drummed anxiously in her chest. Her stomach churned in a sea of nervousness, but she needed to be strong and get through these next few moments before everything changed.

      Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. She braced herself to pounce. She would only get one window of opportunity. As soon as Samuel placed the full syringe filled with God knew what kind of concoction to kill her, she grabbed it.

      His back was turned away from her as he approached the sink to wash his hands. She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t have a second to waste. She plunged the needle directly into his neck, injecting the serum into his brain stem.

      He immediately fell to the ground. His body went limp as it landed in a crumpled heap on the floor. She stared at him for a few seconds, unsure of whether or not he was dead. She couldn’t worry about that yet. She needed to focus on her escape route.

      She slipped out of the lab, careful not to run because she didn’t want to raise any red flags with any other scientists who might be roaming in the same location at the same time. She made it down a level before security spotted her right by the elevator. She had been traveling on foot down the hallway.

      “Come with me,” a guard wearing a suit told her. He gripped her harshly by the arm so that she wouldn’t be able to wiggle free.

      “Where are we going?” she demanded, squirming in his grasp anyway. Another guard came up and took her other arm, virtually hindering her escape.

      The guards didn’t respond. They took an elevator to the top floor. “Walk.” The guard nudged her aggressively. He pushed open a heavy metal door leading onto the roof.

      Her father was standing there with an expression of fury on his face. How did he already know what had happened? They must have security cameras everywhere.

      “You have compromised one of my top scientists,” he said in a scornful tone.

      Kira swallowed hard and held her ground, not saying anything. She wanted to wait and see what card her father would play.

      “Kira?” her father said in a lecturing voice. “I advise you it is in your best interest not to make trouble. Remember one thing. My loyalty lies with the Rose Syndicate first, above all things.”

      In that miraculous moment, Kira felt the security guards grip loosen slightly on her arm. She began to back away, even though she was seemingly trapped there on the roof. She heard a voice calling from behind her.

      “Jump!” the male voice advised. It was Mogul. She was certain, and she recognized it instantly.

      She listened to his advice without a second thought, without question. She fell backwards, letting her body float through the air. She closed her eyes and felt him catch her. She heard his mighty wings flapping in the wind. She held on for dear life as he dodged bullets from where the agents were firing rounds at them to shoot them down. Would they make it? She had no choice but to trust in Mogul’s flying skills.
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      “We can’t stay in the air for long,” Mogul called over his shoulder to Kira as they soared through the air.

      “Okay,” Kira said, and he felt her grip tighten on him. “How did you know I was in trouble?”

      “Later!” he barked. He did his best to fly as carefully as he could, knowing he was carrying precious cargo on his back. The bullets were barreling through the air. He had to dip, duck and dodge them as he whipped around buildings and darted around narrow misses from the deadly bullets aimed directly for them.

      He heard Kira scream. Everything happened in slow motion after that. Her cries sounded morphed, as if they were coming from a wind tunnel. He felt her fingers slacken on his waist. He glanced behind him. She was falling…falling…falling.

      “No!” he shouted. He plunged to the ground, dropping gently right before her fingers loosened and let go of him completely.

      They were in the heart of central London. He couldn’t risk flying overhead for very long anyway. Once they were safely on the ground, He shifted back to his human form and spun around to assess the problem with Kira.

      She was lying with her eyes closed. She was limp as a noodle and her mouth was slightly agape. At first, he thought she might have passed out, but once he clutched her waist and pulled her close, he noticed that his hands came back with sticky, crimson blood on them.

      “Kira!” he exclaimed, frantically, yet delicately turning her over and lifting her shirt to determine the source of the blood.

      Once he lifted up the sleeve of her shirt, he discovered that she had been shot by one of the rounds of bullets being fired at them from the Rose Syndicate agents in the sky. The puckered wound on her upper arm was gushing blood.

      He quickly pulled the shirt off his own back to use as a tourniquet to stop the blood as it oozed from her arm profusely, collecting in a puddle on the concrete sidewalk she was laying on. He had to act fast. The bullet must have hit the brachial artery to be bleeding this horrifically.

      He wrapped his shirt around her arm and tied it tight. He noticed that the bullet had gone through one side of her arm and out the other. It would be vital to get her to a doctor, but where? He couldn’t just dump her at a hospital and leave her there.

      Hospitals would be one of the first places the members of the Rose Syndicate would check. If they got a hold of her, who knew what they might do. He shuddered at the thought. He clenched his jaw. He wouldn’t let them lay a finger on one tiny thread of her silky strawberry blonde hair if it killed him.

      That’s when he had a thought. He wasn’t totally out of options here. He had two people he could call, two other Khargals whom he trusted with his life. He valued their friendships and knew that they would come to his aid in time of need.

      He was able to check in with other gargs by using the sigil. He had to concentrate and close his eyes. He shielded Kira with his body. He didn’t want anyone else to hurt her. He didn’t want anyone else to bother them. He carried her down a darkened and deserted alleyway.

      He took a deep breath and centered his body, willing himself to reach out to the pair of Khargals from his unit he still had contact with, Gravul and Hansur.

      I need help.

      He paused a few moments. He waited patiently. Sometimes it took a try or two to get to them, or they could be busy. It was just one of those things. Many times the sigil wouldn’t connect right away and he had to wait a while before trying again. This time it only took three tries before he got it to work.

      I’m in central London, he continued. Down the Southbank Alley.

      He knew that once Gravul and Hansur heard him, they would fly in immediately. They would be willing to befall danger to help him in time of need. That’s why he trusted them enough to reach out.

      What is wrong? It was Gravul who responded first.

      Come quickly, Mogul responded. He didn’t want to give them many details at first. I’m with a woman who has been shot.

      We will be there as soon as we can, Hansur’s voice hit the inside of Mogul’s mind and he nearly doubled over with gratitude.

      Thank you¸ he said in response.

      He leaned over Kira and brushed the hair off her face. She was coming to, but she appeared dazed and loopy. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and then lazily opened again as if she was delirious.

      Hurry fast, Mogul added. She is losing a lot of blood. She’s fading fast.

      Meet us at the corner of Wentworth and Calhoun, Hansur said. We will be waiting for you.

      Got it, Mogul said. He scooped Kira up in his arms and cradled her next to his chest. “You are going to be fine,” he told her in gentle voice, although he wasn’t able to manage a reassuring smile in the stress of the moment.

      Kira nodded, but stared at him blankly. Blood was soaking through her shirt and leaking out onto his chest, smearing on his skin as he jogged with her down the alley in the direction of where Hansur instructed him to meet up with them.

      Thank goodness they were close enough to get to him quickly. They wouldn’t have to fly in after all, which made Mogul feel better because their safety had already been compromised. Not drawing attention to themselves was of the upmost importance at the moment, at least until they could get Kira to a more secure location that would be more difficult for the Rose Syndicate to find. As soon as they got to the street, Mogul saw the gray van approaching.

      He pulled the sigil out of his pocket and turned it off, so that the agents wouldn’t be able to trace their location. He needed to do anything he could to get them off his trail.

      Gravul was in the back while Hansur drove. Gravul whisked the van door open. “Come in,” he beckoned with a wave of his hand, sliding over to allow Mogul and Kira inside.

      He slammed the door shut and Hansur peeled out. He had barely stopped the car in the first place, taking it down to a slow crawl. Time was of the essence.

      “Who is she?” Gravul’s eyes were widened in horror as he inspected the amount of blood all over Kira and Mogul.

      “Kira Eastwick,” Mogul panted. He squeezed Kira’s finger. “Come on, Kira, stay with us,” he whispered in a coaxing tone. “Just stay awake.”

      “Where are we?” Kira croaked in a hoarse voice.

      “We are on the way to safety,” Mogul explained.

      “I’m going to drive us to the safe house,” Hansur called over his shoulder. He was white knuckle gripping the steering wheel as he raced down the street, maneuvering through the traffic.

      “Good idea,” Mogul said.

      The safe house was a place where gargs could go to get away from the humans. It was a place where they conducted research and had security cameras and other various human devices used to spy on their movements, especially the members of the Rose Syndicate.

      That’s normally how Mogul kept track of Niles Eastwick, and how he was able to know of his comings and goings between the Rose Syndicate headquarters and his Eastwick Estate on the English countryside.

      They had been tracking the Rose Syndicate members for years while they waited and hoped that their rescue ship would descend to Earth and take them back home. The safehouse was full of human technology. Mogul hoped that they would be able to have something, some resources at their disposal so that they could fix Kira up and put her on the mend quickly.

      Hansur turned down a dirt road that was secluded in the woods just outside of London. As of yet, no one had found their safehouse, and Mogul hoped it would stay that way. He instinctively peered out the window, scoping up and down the street and into the woods.

      “I don’t see any agents on our tail,” he told the others.

      “Good.” Hansur met his gaze through the rearview mirror.

      Mogul tenderly stroked Kira’s cheek. It was pale from the amount of blood she had lost, but he could tell that the makeshift tourniquet he had made for her was helping to elevate some of the loss. He didn’t know what would happen once he took it off, but he would leave it on until he assessed the tools and gadgets inside.

      “She might need surgery,” he told the others as they climbed out of the car.

      Gravul gave him a perplexed glance, but said nothing. A few seconds later, they burst through the doors leading into the safehouse.

      To the outside eye, it looked just like an abandoned shack in the woods, but on the inside, it was modern and full of technological advances that the gargs used to their advantage to get the upper hand on the humans.

      “In here,” Hansur said and pushed the doors open leading into the medical unit of the safehouse.

      With a grunt, Mogul placed Kira as delicately as he could onto the examination table. The medical unit was used to cure, heal or treat other injured gargs. Up until this point, no human had ever stepped foot into the room.

      Mogul understood the gravity of the danger that his friends were putting themselves in just to help him. His heart pounded with gratitude as he met each of their gazes.

      “Thank you for doing this,” he whispered and pointed to the bullet wound underneath the tourniquet.

      “Who shot her?” Gravul asked. His eyes were enlarged with curiosity as he peered at her.

      Mogul swallowed hard. “Some agents working for the Rose Syndicate.”

      “Is she a member?” Gravul’s voice sounded alarmed.

      “No.” Mogul fervently shook his head.

      “Wait,” Hansur exclaimed as if he was having an epiphany. “Did you say that her name was Kira Eastwick?” He exchanged a wary glance with Gravul. “Eastwick?”

      “As in relation to Niles Eastwick, the leader of the Rose Syndicate?” Gravul all but shrieked.

      Mogul’s mind hurtled into an abyss as he realized his mistake. “She’s harmless,” he blurted out. “She is a victim. Her own father was having his agents shoot at her. They tried to hurt her in their headquarters. She’s an archeologist. She works at Oxford University, but she was on sabbatical to do a dig near the countryside. She has nothing to do with the research of the Rose Syndicate. In fact, up until a few days ago, she had no idea of the extent of what her father even did for a living.”

      Gravul narrowed his eyes as if he wanted to believe the words coming out of Mogul’s mouth, but he was clearly still guarded about the situation.

      Mogul didn’t blame him. He would just have to prove the innocence of Kira as soon as they healed her. “Look,” Mogul pressed. “We don’t have time to argue right now. She’s going to die unless we do something.”

      “Why don’t you transfer some of your serum into her to see if it works?” Mogul suggested. His expression had softened somewhat, but he still had a hint of reservation flickering in his eyes.

      Mogul could feel his glands filling with healing serum, but he knew that with the damage he incurred, he wouldn’t be able to help. He didn’t want to admit that yet to his friends. Instead, he took the defensive road.

      “My wing tips are damaged, remember?” He huffed in an angry voice. “I won’t be able to transfer it to her.” His deformity was a sore spot and he hoped they’d realize that he wouldn’t be able to transfer it via bite or through sexual means either, not that he would do so that way with Kira in such a state.

      Gravul shifted his weight as he cautiously glanced between Mogul and Hansur as if he half expected them to break out into an explosive fight, but Mogul wasn’t interested in doing anything other than saving Kira’s life, and it had to be fast.

      “Maybe we could look up on the internet and find a video that thoroughly explains in detail how to do a human surgery?” Gravul suggested.

      Mogul nodded. “Yes, I agree with that plan. We can pull up anything on the internet, especially with the servers we have access to here.”

      He walked across the room and clicked the mouse to the set of double screens which immediately glowed a soft blue color. He began to search the database, typing in gunshot wound surgery procedures into the search engine.

      He furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes, leaning in to the screen as Hansur and Gravul stood behind him, peering at the screen to discover the possibilities out there of saving Kira. There had to be a way. Mogul would not sit back and watch her die, especially since he felt mostly to blame for the reason she was in this situation in the first place.

      Mogul glanced at Kira. They had placed a blanket over her body to keep her warm, but she was still shivering. A band of sweat had formed on her forehead and her hair was damp by her neck. Her face was white, and her eyes were hollow.

      “Hurry,” Gravul said in a panicked voice. “We don’t have much time.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” Mogul barked at him, then quickly softened. “I’m sorry, okay? It’s just a stressful moment.”

      “There is one,” Hansur pointed to the screen.

      Mogul’s heart raced as he clicked on the tutorial. Two human doctors immediately popped up on the screen. They began talking in a slow and procedural tone. Mogul, Gravul and Hansur watched the video twice before they felt like they had enough confidence to go through with the surgery.

      They paused the video as they prepared the wound area and cleaned it out. Then they placed the surgical drapes over the rest of her arm aside from the bullet hole itself. They would have to suture both the entrance and exit wounds of her arm.

      “Okay,” Mogul sighed with the sutures instrument in hand. “Are you all ready for this?”

      “As ready as we will ever be,” Gravul said. He licked his lips and looked petrified, which didn’t exactly give Mogul the reassurance he was looking for.

      “Look,” Mogul reminded them after looking at Kira and realizing that her life was in their hands. “We have used these tools before on both ourselves and other Khargals. We can do this.” His pep talk to the others made him feel slightly better.

      “You can do it,” Hansur said, coaxing him along with an encouraging smile.

      Mogul took another deep breath and set to work, first stopping the heavy bleeding, then stitching her up. The more precise his rhythm came with each back and forth motion, the more at ease he felt. He was really doing it.

      Kira winced from time to time. They were able to numb the area, but she still felt the pressure and Mogul knew it was uncomfortable for her to endure.

      “Just a little while longer,” he said. “We are almost finished.”

      “Do you think she needs a blood transfusion?” Gravul asked and pitched his eyebrows with worry.

      Mogul shook his head. “I think she will be alright as long as she rests tonight, and we give her plenty of fluids. She did lose a lot of blood, but not enough to hinder her.”

      He was hoping that she would be back on her feet after a day or two of rest.

      After she was all patched up and resting comfortably, Mogul took the two men aside. “We need to strategize a way out of London that won’t get us all killed.”

      “Do you know the pickup point?” Gravul asked.

      “Yes, my sigil has the location, but I’m afraid to turn it on until we leave the safe house, especially now that we have Kira. She needs to recover.”

      “Agreed.” Hansur nodded and exchanged an approving glance with Gravul. “We stay put at least until the morning when we can better assess Kira’s condition and how she does overnight.”

      “It will give us a better idea of what we are dealing with when it comes to the Rose Syndicate too,” Gravul said.

      “I can assure you, it’s not good,” Mogul said since he had been in the thick of their rage only hours before.

      “We need to get as close to the deadline for retrieving data about them as we can,” Hansur mentioned. He was sitting at the desk in front of the computer going through the findings they had already collected.

      “The Rose Syndicate agents will surely be watching the city overtime now that they’ve found me,” Mogul regretfully admitted.

      “They are always combing London for garg activity,” Gravul said. “The incident of your encounter won’t change much in that area.”

      Mogul took a few steps around the room, careful not to begin pacing anxiously. He hated waiting around for things to happen. He needed to exercise patience, especially during Kira’s healing period.

      “Why did you set this place up in this location?” Mogul asked, pondering the start of it all. He wasn’t one of the ones who had been at this home base from the very beginning. Since he was a loner and preferred to work solo, he hadn’t been to this safe house in a while.

      “It’s just one of several that we have set up around the planet,” Gravul told him. “We just happened to be here when Hansur’s still fully functioning sigil went off. Mine is almost back to fully functional.”

      “We were trying to figure out the rendezvous spot,” Hansur added.

      Kira groaned beside Mogul who was standing close to her recovery bed. She tried to move to a sitting position, but cried out in pain as she realized the severity of her injures.

      “Careful now.” Mogul rushed a few strides to her side. He gently stroked her hair. “You need to rest. We had to sew up the bullet wound in your arm.”

      “I was shot?” Her face went ashen and her eyes widened in shock.

      “You are going to be just fine,” Mogul reassured her. She looked incredibly weak, but he could tell by the way that her eyes were darting with paranoia around the room that her mind was probably racing with a million questions.

      “Where…am I?” she asked. Her voice was as shaky as her hands.

      “You are safe,” Mogul said. “This is Hansur and Gravul.” He pointed to the others. “They are my friends, and they won’t hurt you.”

      A groggy haze clouded over Kira’s eyes. She looked confused yet drowsy.

      “Just rest,” Mogul whispered gently.

      Kira’s eyes wilted, and her arms went limp by her sides. She sagged her body back onto the bed and was asleep in a matter of seconds again.

      “Is she your mate?” Hansur asked.

      Something about his tone made Mogul get on the defensive immediately. “No,” he said in a harsh voice.

      “You care for her,” Hansur insisted, although he didn’t seem to be judgmental on the subject.

      “She’s not my mate,” Mogul said in a touchy voice, continuing to deny the assumption vehemently.

      “Okay.” Hansur raised his arms by his sides as if he meant no harm.

      Mogul managed a smile. He was rough around the edges, especially when it came to other Khargals. He had to remind himself that when it came to this pair, he could trust them.

      But as he glanced back down at the sedated and sleeping Kira, he couldn’t help but notice how ethereally peaceful she looked.

      She had grown up into a beautiful woman and his pheromones were going crazy for her, even in her weakened condition. He knew he was in trouble if his feelings magnified, but he wasn’t willing to admit that to his friends yet.
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      Kira peeled open one eye, and then the other. Her mouth felt gritty. Her throat was like sandpaper. Every muscle in her body ached. She tried to move her arm. Her muscles protested in agony.

      It took a few moments for her eyes to focus. Everything was blurry, dark shapes at first. Then, there was a blinding light in her eyes. Fluorescent bulbs hung above her head. Everything felt sterile.

      Goose bumps prickled on her skin, even though she felt the weight of a heavy blanket draped across her body. She tried to speak, but the sound that emitted from her throat was more like a croak.

      She tried to move again. She winced against the pain. Every ounce of her body felt stiff and sore.

      “Easy there,” a gentle male voice cooed. At first, the voice sounded muddled and far away, but as her ears strained to follow the sound, she realized she recognized the voice of her gargoyle Mogul.

      She lifted her chin and peered up at him. He was staring down at her. She could tell he was trying to smile, but his effort was in vain. The concern was too prominent, etched into his features.

      “You don’t want to further injure yourself,” he said.

      “What…happened?” She swallowed hard, feeling extremely parched, more by the second. She vaguely remembered jumping from the roof of the Rose Syndicate headquarters where her father worked and had cornered her. She had the flashing vision of Mogul catching her, shifting her to his back and flying through the streets of London with her, but after that, everything shifted into a muddled blur.

      “You were… shot.” Mogul seemed to hesitate on telling her as if he didn’t want to cause her any further suffering, mental or physical.

      She noticed that she was laying on a couch in a room with all white walls. There were computer monitors on the walls and there were desks with various technology that she didn’t recognize.

      She wondered if Mogul had made any of the gadgets, or if he had found them, or whether they came from his home planet. She had so many questions, but her mind was racing, and her temples were throbbing.

      Her head was in his lap, and he was cradling it there. He pushed the hair off her cheek and neck. She didn’t pretend not to notice the little tingle she felt between her legs at Mogul’s tender touch. Part of her craved more, but she didn’t know where to begin.

      Kira heard another male voice clear his throat from beside them. She raised herself to a sitting position, even though the pain pounded through her wounded arm. She was alarmed that they were not alone.

      “Where are we?” she demanded.

      “It’s okay,” Mogul told her in a soft voice. “You are safe with us. We are at our safe house location, our own set up of sorts where we gather in time of need or when we need to look in on the Rose Syndicate headquarters.”

      Kira glanced between the other two men in the room.

      “This is Hansur, and this is Gravul.” Mogul gestured to the pair.

      “How do you do?” Hansur nodded his head in acknowledgment.

      “Hello.” Gravul gruffly eyed her.

      “You all saved me?” She continued to glance between them.

      “Yes,” Mogul said. “With human surgery.”

      Kira was impressed. “How did you learn how to do that?”

      “We have databases we can search through on our computer systems,” Mogul explained. “The videos sometimes prove to be a great resource for us when we need to learn how to do something quickly in a bind.”

      “Wow.” Kira felt her jaw slacken in surprise. “I am going to be forever indebted to you all now.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” Mogul said sharply.

      “We need to discuss the bigger problem,” Gravul said and kept his eyes locked skeptically on Kira.

      She felt uncomfortable and shifted her weight on the couch. She swallowed again and glanced at Mogul.

      “He’s not talking about you,” Mogul said in a reassuring tone. Then, he focused his gaze on Gravul. “She can be trusted, remember?”

      Gravul and Hansur exchanged an apprehensive glance, but otherwise didn’t outwardly object to Mogul. Kira got the feeling that although they were working together, Mogul was the one who probably called the shots.

      She had thought of him as a loner and was confused as to why he had met up with this team. Perhaps he had needed them to assist in her arm surgery in order to remove the bullet? Either way, her heart pounded with gratitude.

      “Overnight, I was alerted by some other Khargals in the neighboring areas that the Rose Syndicate has reverse-engineered some of our technology and have been using it to create weapons.”

      “What does that mean?” Kira searched between the men for answers.

      Mogul placed his hands on his knees and sighed. “It means that as much as we spy on them, they do the same to us twice as much. They use their own resources to create guns, lasers and bomb equipment to take us out.”

      “Oh my God that’s horrible.” Kira drew her hand up to her mouth in shock. “How could I not know I was living with a monster all this time?” Kira looked up at Mogul.

      His face was stoic in response.

      “I mean, I guess on some level I knew that he was trouble but…” Kira trailed off, not knowing what to say.

      She was just thankful that these gargs in front of her weren’t harming her. She was confident that Mogul would never lay a finger on her.

      “We can’t leave those weapons in human hands once we leave Earth,” Gravul said.

      “Agreed,” Hansur added.

      “What happens if you do leave without getting those weapons out of the dangerous hands that created them?” Kira asked. “And what’s to stop them from creating more?”

      Mogul exchanged a glance with his associates. “We are planning on assaulting the plant where the Rose Syndicate produces the weapons. Its at a factory location outside of London.”

      “You are going to attack the factory?” Kira asked.

      “That is the plan,” Mogul responded stiffly.

      There was a moment of silence between the four as everyone mulled over the possibilities of what would happen next. Kira thought of the consequences. Would her father perish? More importantly, would she even care? He would have probably killed her if Mogul hadn’t swooped in on mighty wings and saved her at the last second. She owed her life to them, no matter whether they wanted the credit or not.

      Her father wouldn’t come to her rescue like Mogul did. In fact, he was the one posing the most threat to her life right now. It wasn’t like she could return home to him. She may have even killed one of his best scientists. He would undoubtedly want revenge for what she had done, and it was probably better for her own safety if she steered clear of him.

      “We also need to break into their headquarters and destroy all of the data they have been able to retrieve on us,” Hansur said in a bitter tone. “So they can no longer create these weapons.”

      Kira stood up straight. “I want to help.”

      Hansur was the first to chuckle as if her offer had amused him. “Excuse me?”

      “Let me help,” Kira said.

      “No.” Hansur shook his head and glanced at his counterparts. “No. You all are with me, right? Even toying with that idea is a mistake.”

      “Yes.” Mogul stood up and gave Kira a somber glance. “I’m sorry, Kira. It’s just too dangerous for you.”

      Kira was too weak to stand up, but she felt like getting up and arguing her cause. “I am not helpless,” she said.

      “I didn’t say you were,” Mogul said, but gestured toward her as if he was trying to find a kind way to state the unfortunate obvious. “You are too weak to do anything.”

      “I will be fine.” Kira set her jaw in frustration.

      “Look at your wound. It hasn’t even had a chance to heal for twenty-four hours yet.” He pointed at the bandage on her arm as if that sealed the matter and there was no room left for debate.

      Kira sagged against the cushions on the couch. She was down, but not out. There had to be a way for her to redeem herself, for her to even the score for what they had done for her. She didn’t want to just sit around feeling useless while they risked their lives.

      “I’ve been independent all my life, you know,” she said. Rising anger was bubbling up inside of her and spreading like wildfire that was hard to contain.

      “I know.” Mogul nodded protectively.

      “That means I’ve never had to rely on anyone either,” Kira said. And then, with a scornful chuckle at the memory of her childhood. “Well at least I’ve learned not to rely on anyone else if I didn’t want to feel disappointed all the time.”

      “We don’t have much time left,” Gravul interjected. “We need to put a plan into action before our time on Earth ends. We only had so much time to be here to gather information and spy on the Rose Syndicate. Remember?” He glanced between Mogul and Hansur, who both gravely nodded as if they understood how dire the time was.

      “You should just go to your rendezvous point,” Kira said after a time.

      She listened quietly for a while, allowing the men to discuss their course of action, but she wanted to let her opinion be known too because she found it valuable and knew it was probably their best option.

      Gravul spun around and gave her a guarded look. His eyes were narrowed as he spoke to her. She could tell that he still didn’t trust her, regardless of what Mogul said.

      “It is essential that we keep our technology out of human hands.”

      “Why?” Kira asked. She wasn’t trying to be argumentative with Gravul. “You can trust me,” she said. “I’m a scientist too. I will understand, I promise. I’m more curious than anything. I want to know what you are so afraid of.”

      Gravul paused a moment, staring at her as if wagering whether she was being honest with him.

      “The humans will destroy our planet if we stand idly by and allow them to use our own technological advances against us,” Gravul said.

      Kira noticed the alarm in his voice. He was earnestly concerned. The expressions on Mogul and Hansur’s faces reflected those same rational fears. “How do they even know where your planet is?”

      Hansur took a step closer to Kira. She saw out of the corner of her eye how the movement made Mogul tense up. Even under pressure, he was willing to go over and beyond to protect her. Didn’t she want him to have that same kind of secure future? If she was one of the decent human beings, she would. She had to help him in any way possible. She wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “The Rose Syndicate used our tech to gain the location. They do not yet have a ship to take them there, but they are working on it.”

      “Oh.” Kira nodded.

      “There is something about the humans you don’t know,” Hansur said.

      “I am a human,” Kira reminded him, keeping her gaze on him.

      “You are not like them,” Mogul said in the background.

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Hansur’s expression was still serious. He didn’t let his gaze trail off of her either. “But most humans, whether you are included in that category or not, are not advanced enough on an emotional level to know or understand how and when to use the kind of weapons that they are producing in their factory. They don’t know how to operate them correctly without inflicting more than intended damage on others.”

      “You are saying they will misuse them?” Kira asked for clarification.

      “Yes.” Hansur nodded affirmatively.

      Kira felt like she had no room to protest at that point. It sounded to her like the three men were acting on what they thought was the best course for the general wellbeing of their own race on their own planet. She was almost forced to concede at that point.

      “If you go through with the attack on the factory, you might miss your opportunity for your ride home. The ship won’t wait for you forever, especially if you go over the scheduled time that your mission is supposed to end.” Kira couldn’t help but throw that little tidbit in for them to let that sink into their minds.

      “I still plan to go home,” Mogul said while looking at Gravul and Hansur, “but I do plan to help you first.”

      “Thank you.” Hansur and Gravul nodded and cast him a little bow as a token of appreciation.

      Kira felt unsettled. Annoyance gnawed at her. With a grunt, she pushed herself up into a standing position. She reeled back a few moments, waiting until the feeling of lightheadedness receded. She refused to look at Mogul. She knew that if she did, he would try and convince her to sit back down and rest. Without another word, she walked away and out of the room. Much to her relief, none of them stopped her.

      She walked out into a hallway that was lit by modern looking strobe types of lights that were hanging on the walls. She paced around for a few minutes, giving herself a chance to stand there and stew.

      Brooding over her frustrations made her feel better. The pacing kept her body moving and busy so that she wouldn’t fester in overdramatic anger. Why didn’t they want to listen to her? They behaved as if they knew exactly what they were doing, and how long their window of opportunity would last, but were they really prepared for what they might be up against? Kira wasn’t so sure. She had lived with her father a number of years. His cruelty seemed to have no limits.

      “Kira.”

      She spun around to see that Mogul had finally followed her out into the hallway. He was staring at her with compassion etched into his features.

      “What?” She crossed her arms defiantly over her chest and even though she winced in pain, she expectantly stared at him.

      He took a cautious step in her direction. She felt his heat. She felt his wild hunger. It sent a frenzy of emotions surging through her too. She wanted him, but her brain warned her heart to resist caving into temptation.

      Mogul stopped a few inches away from her, but the desire between them pulsed through the air. She took a deep breath and waited. She didn’t want to be stubborn, but if they weren’t willing to listen to her, she didn’t have much else to say.

      “Why do you care so much about getting us home?” he whispered softly.

      Kira pondered, then shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. It’s just this… gut feeling I have.”

      She withheld her true feelings because they scared her. She couldn’t admit to Mogul that her thoughts were more carnal than compassionate, at least when it came to him. Everything about him made her want to give in and discover her animalistic, primal side. Her fingertips were numb with yearning to reach out and touch him.

      Her lips burned with desire to press them against his. She didn’t understand where this urgency was coming from, especially since she never thought of him in an erotic way when she was growing up and venting her sob stories to him up on the roof next to her bedroom window. Of course, she’d been a child then, and he a statue, so...

      “Why were you at the headquarters when I was there?” she asked.

      Mogul shifted his weight and looked into her eyes. She was penetrated with a jolt of sincere passion.

      “I had a bad feeling that something was going to happen to you. I can’t explain it.” He glanced at his feet. “I just knew I needed to get to the headquarters to check on you.”

      “Did you follow me?” Kira’s heart raced. She wanted him to say yes.

      When he finally nodded, her stomach did a roll of satisfaction.

      “How did you know that I was going to be on the roof?” she asked, knowing that the missing links were still not in place.

      “I was trying to find a view of you through one of the windows,” he admitted. “That’s when I saw you moving up on the roof.”

      Kira kept her hands crossed over her chest, even though her arm bothered her. “Why did you care?” She took a step closer to him as if a magnet was pulling her nearer.

      Mogul’s eyes were blazing through her. “I don’t know the answer to that.”

      Kira inched closer, dropping her arms. Mogul narrowed the gap and tilted his head down. Now, they were nose to nose. She could feel his energy. She wanted to reach out and touch his chest. She wondered whether his heart was pounding with fleshy desire for her too.

      She was electrically charged from the inside out. Her core began to throb. She suddenly felt hot and sweaty. Her lips naturally parted, and when they did, Mogul leaned in and pressed his against hers.

      She nearly gasped. She held her breath as Mogul wrapped his arms around her waist and roped her in. He felt so secure against all the danger swirling around them. She never wanted the moment to end. She pressed herself closer to his chest and grazed his muscular arms with her fingertips.

      She couldn’t breathe. She was absorbed into the passion igniting between them. Mogul ran his hands seductively through her hair He was teasing her. She longed for more. She sighed contentedly into his ear as he lifted her slightly.

      When they finally pulled away from each other, Kira relaxed and looked at the floor. She could feel her cheeks burning hot with swelling desire.

      “I’m afraid of something…” she trailed off, too embarrassed to say it outright.

      “What?” Mogul was there in an instant with his hands on her lower arms. He gave them a gentle squeeze. “Hey?” he whispered and cocked his head to the side to study her. He lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “What is it? You can tell me.”

      “I’m not sure I can,” she said and felt a knot forming in her throat.

      “Yes,” he nodded, “you can.”

      Kira sighed, trying to mentally prepare herself for the bombshell she was going to drop on Mogul.

      “I feel like my concern for you getting back home might have something to do with attraction.”

      She held her breath and waited for him to tell her that he was attracted to her too, that he wanted her as badly as she wanted him. She imagined him pressing her up against the wall, pulling her panties off and ravaging her, taking her for all she was worth right there in the hallway.

      But he didn’t. Instead, he crushed her dreams.

      “Kira,” he began in a gentle tone. “Nothing can come from this. You know that as well as I do.” He let go of her arms and turned around to walk away.

      “I know you feel the same way,” she called out behind him.

      He paused.

      She froze, praying that he would turn around and race over to kiss her again.

      But again, he didn’t.

      He turned the corner and disappeared, leaving her sexually frustrated and irritated. Why was he the only one who got to decide what was best for both of them? She was an adult now. She deserved a say in the matter.

      Then again, the sincerity of his sadness had reflected in his eyes. She had noticed the way his shoulders had wilted as he walked away, as if he too was questioning his own methods. Maybe there was hope yet. She just had to be patient.
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      Mogul hated to leave Kira when she was so vulnerable. He saw the suffering reflecting in her eyes. It was like a mirror projecting the image of his own fears and desires right back to him all at once.

      He walked back into the control boardroom where Gravul and Hansur were bent over the surveillance cameras, watching live-time footage of the plant employees as they worked on machines and labored over weapons parts that should only be handled by Mogul or other gargs.

      “I think we should go now,” Hansur said, standing up straight as he peered over his shoulder at Mogul, noticing him as he walked into the room.

      Mogul took a deep breath and rubbed the side of his arm. He already knew that they didn’t have much time to waste. Every second that ticked by was valuable.

      “Where are the detonators to the bombs?” he asked of his friends.

      Gravul didn’t look up from the monitors, but he pointed his finger in the direction of a table to the left of him. “They should be right over there.”

      Mogul strutted across the room. His eyes narrowed with concentration on the table as he inspected the devices peppering the surface.

      “Here they are,” he said and lifted them up from the individual box they sat in. He opened the lid. “There are only three?” he asked.

      Hansur nodded. “Mmm-hmm. That’s all we need. The explosives we are using are filled with radonic powder.”

      “Oh wow.” Mogul’s heart raced. Radonic powder was an extremely powerful chemical that was normally used back on his home planet to blow up the insides of old mines that weren’t in use anymore.

      ‘Yeah.” Gravul finally looked up and gave Mogul a grin. “We want to make sure we annihilate the factory on our first try.”

      Hansur approached Mogul and took the box from him. He gave Mogul a knowing look. “We all know this will be the only try we do actually get.”

      “Right…” Mogul trailed off and glanced back at the closed door to the control room.

      He couldn’t see Kira from this direction or the angle of the room, but it might have been possible that she walked off down a different hallway, or, as he would like to hope, that she went back to the medical unit to rest some more.

      His heart panged for her, but his mind was not ready to follow, nor admit that he had deeper rooted feelings for Kira than he had expected.

      Hansur interrupted Mogul’s thoughts when he reached across him to grab a backpack filled with supplies. He raised his eyebrows and stared at Mogul expectantly. “It’s full dark now, we are ready, are you?”

      Mogul nodded. He was normally a lone wolf. He did solo missions, and preferred it that way, but he knew his friends needed him now more than ever.

      They each had a key role to play in the destruction of the factory. If they let those weapons get into the hands of the Rose Syndicate members, then life on his home planet might cease to exist altogether. It was now or never.

      A half an hour later, Mogul, Gravul and Hansur rolled up to the factory in the same gray van that Mogul and Kira had been picked up in the day before.

      “There aren’t any cameras on this side,” Gravul explained. “We need to park in their blind spot.”

      “Agreed,” Mogul nodded and pushed the door open.

      He slid the backpack over his shoulders and slammed the door shut again. Each of them were carrying the explosive devices and the detonators that would send the entire plant up in flames. They wouldn’t press the detonator buttons until they were far enough away not to be hit with any flying debris in the blast.

      They carefully approached one of the metal back doors that led to a back entrance of the plant, right where they kept the heating and cooling machines that helped keep the plant at the sustainable temperature for mass producing weapons.

      “Follow me,” Hansur whispered, slightly lowering his posture as he tiptoed to the door. He raised his finger to his lips to warn the others to be quiet.

      “When we sneak in, we have to be prepared to face some backlash from the guards that might be lingering near this exit,” Hansur said.

      Gravul and Mogul nodded. Mogul felt a tingle surge through him. He would fight to the death, if that’s what it took to force this plant to ashes on the ground.

      “Got it,” Gravul and Mogul said in unison.

      Hansur opened the door excruciatingly slowly. When there was a wide enough slit for him to peer through, he craned his neck over his shoulder and motioned for the Mogul and Gravul to follow him. “It looks clear in this observable area,” he whispered.

      Mogul’s heart drummed excitedly in his chest. A nervous sweat broke out on his forehead. He tensed his muscles, bracing for impact from any and all angles. He was ready for this. It was time to sink or swim.

      Mogul followed closely behind Hansur. Gravul followed closely behind Mogul. It was as if Mogul could feel the electric pulse energy radiating from the bombs in the bag on his back. It was just itching to get out. The detonator was just waiting for him to press it. The Rose Syndicate agents would be sorry they ever messed with the gargs.

      “Hold it right there!”

      An unfamiliar male voice bellowed through the room and thundered through Mogul’s ear drums. He froze in place. They were caught, but not down yet. They had prepared for a scenario much like this.

      “Grab the serum,” Gravul yelled to Mogul, who nodded compliantly.

      He pulled a syringe from his backpack and plucked the top off. A security guard was behind him before he got a good grip on the syringe. It dropped onto the concrete floor with a clanking sound. Gravul instantly crouched down pick it up, but another guard was on him.

      Mogul raised his arm and with one swooping motion, plunged the tip of his elbow right into the guard’s eye socket while Gravul grabbed the other guard. The guard Mogul hit cried out in pain and fell backwards, clutching the injury. Mogul raced to the man’s side.

      Using rope, he tied the man’s arms around his wrists and used it as a way to subdue him so that he wouldn’t run and warn any of the others. The factory was loud, so the commotion was drowned out by the noise of the machines working to make the weapons. As soon as Mogul had his guard good and tightly wrapped around a metal pole off to the side, he jogged over to Gravul’s aid.

      “Give him the sedative!” Gravul roared, handing the syringe over to Mogul.

      Mogul took the syringe and clutched it into his hands with a white-knuckle grip as Gravul held the second guard in a bear hug. Mogul wasn’t going to lose his grip on it twice.

      The man fought as Gravul forcefully tried to pin him down. The security guard flailed his lower arms up and down, attempting to break free, thrashing his legs and kicking at Mogul as he attempted to plunge the needle of the syringe into the security guard’s arm.

      “Let me try,” Hansur yelled, waving at Mogul from the other side.

      Mogul nodded in acknowledgement and carefully tossed the syringe into the open and waiting hands of Hansur.

      “I’ve got it!” Hansur cried as he clutched the needle and stabbed it into the security guard’s arm.

      Within seconds, the man went limp. His eyes rolled back in his head, and his arms dangled loosely by his sides. Gravul, red faced and huffing, tossed the man aside into a heap beside him. He stood up, hair askew. “That was harder than I expected it to be.”

      “Let me go!” The second guard who Mogul had tied up was puffy faced and trying to wiggle and squirm his way free.

      “Give me another syringe,” Mogul said and extended his hand.

      As soon as Hansur handed it over, Mogul aimed the needle and poked it into the flesh of the man’s arm. He too was out like a light within a matter of seconds.

      “We should shift, we’ll be faster that way,” Gravul suggested.

      Mogul and Hansur nodded and they all shifted to their gargoyle forms.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Mogul panted, glancing at Gravul and Hansur who both nodded.

      Mogul had a brief moment where guilt threatened to ravage him about blowing up a factory with alive men inside, but he tried to remind himself that as soon as they woke up, they would just rat them out anyway. Sometimes it was worse to let them live than to kill them when the danger was too prominent.

      Mogul raced across the factory, placing his bomb underneath an enormous machine that had rollers on it and steam coming out of the edges. He wondered if it was a machine used to heat and liquify metal. He didn’t have time to find out.

      “Mogul, come on!” Gravul was waving his arms frantically in the air as he bounced up and down, attempting to capture Moguls attention.

      Mogul ran as fast as he could to the other side of the plant. Once they pushed through the same heavy metal door leading out of the back exit, he breathed a sigh of relief as he started down the stairs.

      “Not so fast,” he heard a growl behind him.

      Mogul’s heart stopped, and the air suspended in his lungs. There was a knife to his throat. He raised his arms up to his side and tried not to visibly tremble. He considered turning to stone, but didn’t think that would help.

      “You thought you got us all, eh?” the last guard snickered. His breath was hot on Mogul’s cheek. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

      “We are going to have to press the detonators,” Gravul exclaimed.

      Mogul glanced at his friends in horror. Were they going to let this security guard just slash his throat as if he was cutting open an apple?

      Mogul had to act quickly. The detonator was in his hand. He saw the other two detonators in the hands of Gravul and Hansur. Their thumbs hovered delicately over the release button. Mogul balled his other hand into a fist. He reeled his hand back so swiftly that the security guard didn’t have time to react.

      He slammed his balled fist into the nose of the security guard, and the guard reeled back, dropping his knife and gripping his face as blood poured from his broken nose. Mogul hit him again, slamming the guard into the door.

      “Press your button!” He heard Hansur’s voice roar from in front of him.

      Mogul pushed the button with all his might and shoved the guard into the building. He thought he’d have time to get away, but one by one, each of them pushed their buttons.

      Three sequential explosions burst into the sky in an eruption of flames, smoke and orange blasts that illuminated the dusky sky with a firework spectacular lighting up the world. Mogul had turned to take flight, but the blast slammed into him, damaging his wing, tearing at the point in his back where it connected and it hung limp as he slammed into the pavement.

      “Come on!” Hansur called from the air.

      “I can’t fly!” Mogul cried and grimaced as the pain continued to jab him like a hot poker through his entire body as he pushed himself up from the ground.

      The third guard was immersed in the flames and screaming. Mogul hated the sound of him dying, but it had to be done. They could leave any witnesses. It was why they went in at night in the first place.

      “Grab my arm,” Gravul said and leapt to Mogul’s rescue.

      Mogul raised his arms over his head. The effort nearly killed him. “Arrrgh,” he cried. His eyes blurred with spicy tears, but he quickly brushed them away as he climbed onto Gravul’s back.

      They set off in the sky, soaring toward the direction of the waiting van on the other side of the factory where the blind spot was.

      Once they were safely on the ground, Hansur aided Gravul in getting Mogul back into the van.

      “Easy now,” Mogul grumbled, even though he knew that time wasn’t on their side. He did his best to adjust himself in the seat, but his wounded wing was throbbing in pain.

      “It’s okay.” Hansur tried to gently smile as he glanced at Mogul from the front passenger seat. “We are going to fix you up as soon as we get back to the safe house.”

      Mogul was breathing heavily. He could still feel the blood trickling down his back.

      As if sensing his worry, Gravul tried to reassure him. “It’s not as bad looking as it probably feels.”

      Mogul groaned. He couldn’t lean back against the seat because his wing was bent. “That damn guard came out of nowhere,” he hissed.

      Hansur and Gravul gave him a sympathetic glance. “I know,” they said in unison. “But we made it out alive. We did the goal we set out to conquer, and that is the most important thing.”

      As they raced back to the safehouse, Mogul couldn’t help but wonder whether Kira would still be there. They had locked the door from the outside, but he knew how feisty and self-sufficient she was. He hoped that she would still be there when he returned.
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      As soon as Gravul and Hansur helped Mogul back into the safehouse front door, Kira was waiting there on the other side. There was a stern look spread across her face and her arms were folded across her chest.

      “You left me here?” she accused.

      Mogul shook his head. “It was only for a little while. I couldn’t take you while you were still in recovery. I didn’t want to risk your life in that way.” He resisted the temptation to reach out and stroke her soft cheek. He knew that she was going to be even more vulnerable while in recovery.

      That’s when she apparently noticed that he was injured. Her eyes widened in horror. Her eyes flickered with intensity and anger. “You got hurt?” she yelled in a livid tone. “I knew this was going to happen. I told you. All of you,” she fumed, glancing between Mogul and his friends.

      “Kira, please, you must understand,” Mogul began, but Kira held up her hand to silence him.

      “No,” she said defiantly. “I don’t want to hear it. How could you be so careless when you are so close to getting to go home? I can’t believe you are being so reckless right now.” She huffed and walked around them in a circle, clearly venting her festering thoughts.

      “It could have been worse,” Gravul countered.

      “It cold have been better too,” she said and whipped around, eyeing him with a fresh wave of hostility.

      Mogul didn’t understand why she was so upset. Didn’t she want them to be safe once they did return home? They knew what they were doing. They knew the timeline and how narrow it was. He didn’t need her to remind him of that fact every time they had an encounter.

      “Kira, it had to be done,” Mogul whispered softly.

      “And now look at you,” she shrieked. “You are hurt. I hope you are happy. I hope it was worth the pain and suffering.”

      She spun on a heel. Her hair whipped around with her, delicately floating down her back. Mogul felt a longing inside as he watched her scurry away. She was so beautiful, even when she was furious.

      He furrowed his brow and looked at his friends, hoping for answers. “Can you understand the reason for her sudden outburst?” He couldn’t help feeling perplexed.

      Gravul gave him an empathetic look. “She’s just manifesting her worry for you,” he said.

      “That’s irrational,” Mogul grumbled. He was growing more irritated by the second, and his wing was still dangling and in need of healing.

      Hansur chuckled lightly. “Human’s can be highly irrational when it comes to romance.”

      Mogul’s heart dropped into his chest. He felt his cheeks grow hot. He was probably blushing, but maybe his friends would take it as him being annoyed other than emotionally charged for Kira. Besides, he had been around Kira enough in her childhood to know that humans could be overdramatic in certain circumstances.

      “There is no romance,” Mogul said gruffly. “I don’t have any connection to her other than the fact that her father is one of the leaders of the Rose Syndicate.”

      He noticed that Gravul and Hansur exchanged a glance with each other and that probably meant that neither of them believed him, no matter how diligently he tried to insist there was nothing sexual between him and Kira.

      “Just bring me to the medical unit,” he demanded. He didn’t want to discuss his relationship with Kira with them any longer.

      Gravul and Hansur set Mogul up in the medical unit a few minutes later. They placed the severed wing under what the gargs called a replenishing blaster. It was a tool that they recovered from a Khargal ship’s wreckage long ago. It would take the severed part of the wing and reattach it to the skin of the injured garg’s back.

      It was a relatively painless process, but Mogul was anxious. He didn’t want to leave Kira alone when she was so upset. He wanted to be able to comfort her and to let her know that everything was going to be okay, as long as she gave him a chance and trusted in his capabilities.

      After half an hour, Mogul was all patched up and healed, ready to go. The wounded area was probably going to be sore for a day or so. He wouldn’t be able to fly again for at least twenty four hours while the bonding agent worked its magic in Mogul’s skin, but he would be back to full health in no time at all.

      “I’m going to rest,” he told his friends and trudged out of the room.

      He was only telling them the partial truth. In reality, he wanted to find Kira. He searched the perimeter. He scanned rooms and combed hallways until he finally laid eyes on her in the area that the others had designated as a living room and bedroom, fully equipped with bunkbeds to enable multiple garg sleeping arrangements.

      She didn’t notice him at first. He stood in the doorway, watching her with admiration. His eyes wandered back and forth as she continued to pace, clearly still irate. She hadn’t seemed to calm down even slightly. When she turned around, she noticed him standing there.

      “You,” she said and wagged an accusatory finger in his direction.

      “Me?” he asked and pointed to his chest. He wondered how long his act of playing oblivious would work on her. He didn’t estimate it to be long.

      “Yes, you,” she breathed out. She started pacing again, but was laying into him, giving him an earful.

      “I didn’t almost die myself just to watch you suffer the same fate,” she told him.

      “I didn’t die,” he reminded her.

      “But you could have,” she snapped.

      “I didn’t want to subject you to the dangers in the factory,” he said. “And I stand by my decision.”

      “If I had been there, I could have saved your wing from becoming damaged,” she argued.

      “You aren’t healed enough yourself,” he said.

      Kira groaned and threw her arms up in the air in exasperation. “You don’t listen to reason. What is wrong with you? You are just asking for trouble.”

      “It takes more than a human with a knife to kill a garg,” he gently told her.

      Her eyes turned into circular shapes of dread. “You fought a human with a knife?”

      “I won.” He shrugged.

      “I don’t like taking chances,” she said.

      “That’s the difference between us then,” he countered.

      She visibly clenched her jaw, then finally collapsed on the couch. She glanced up at the ceiling and rubbed her temples. After a few moments of silence between them, she let out a resigned sigh.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      She shook her head, still staring at the ceiling. “I was afraid that you might die.”

      “But I didn’t.” He reached for her hand and squeezed it in his, cradling her hand. The second that his skin touched hers, the breath got knocked out of him. He tingled all over with raw desire.

      She didn’t resist, nor did she pull away. In a surprise spin, her demeanor instantly changed. She leaned her head against his shoulder and let out a soft, contented breath. She smelled like the pine trees that covered the Eastwick property where she grew up. It gave Mogul a sense of nostalgia.

      “Just promise me one thing,” she said.

      Mogul chuckled. “What would that be?”

      “I want to help you next time.”

      He didn’t argue. He was quiet for a moment, enjoying the comfortable silence between them. He was glad that she was pacified now, although it took her long enough. He would vow to protect her, even if it meant protecting her from himself.
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      Kira rubbed her flattened belly. Hunger pangs began to set in.

      Mogul must have noticed, because he asked, “Are you hungry?” His brow knitted in concern. He was always so genuine when it came to wanting the best for her.

      She smiled. He was always so serious. The situation of the Rose Syndicate threat did merit them being alert and always somewhat on guard, but she wanted to help him let loose a little.

      “Yes,” she said. “I can fix us something to eat if you want?”

      Mogul shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. We can cook for you.”

      “After all you’ve done?” Kira wouldn’t have it. She waved her hand dismissively. “No, I insist.” She shook her head in protest. “It’s the least I can do. You are keeping me safe here from the very man who gave me life, as skewed as that is.” She chuckled. “I will make us all something to eat.”

      Mogul gave her a curious, yet fond look of amazement. “We do have human food here.”

      “You do?” She frowned. She wasn’t expecting that. She was excited to dive into the kitchen for a challenge.

      “You would be surprised,” he said. “We Khargals eat foods that are relatively close in comparison to those that you consume.”

      “Wow.” Kira was impressed. “Well in that case, show me where the kitchen is and I’ll get to work.”

      “It’s um…” Mogul trailed off and scratched the back of his head. He looked so strikingly handsome when he smiled, even if it was brief. “I mean, you can’t really consider it a kitchen, but we call it the grub room.”

      Kira laughed. “By all means, lead the way. I’m sure I can make it work.”

      She followed him as they wandered down the hallway, passing by several rooms with the doors closed. She wondered what was behind them, but didn’t press her luck to ask.

      “Here we are.” Mogul flipped a light switch on.

      “Oh geez.” Kira clutched the top of her head and stared back at Mogul with a perplexed expression on her face. “Now I know what you meant.”

      “It’s not much…” he trailed off.

      “But like I said, it will work.” Kira took a deep breath. She was going to make it her mission to give them a hot meal.

      “Over there is the fridge,” Mogul pointed across the room.

      Kira stared at the ancient appliance. Once white in its prime, the paint had faded into a yellowish color.

      “We spend most of our time in the control room and the lab, so that’s why the kitchen doesn’t look as up to par,” he said in an apologetic tone.

      Kira smiled and placed her hand gently on his arm. “It’s going to be fine,” she whispered.

      She walked over to the fridge and opened the door. She was surprised to see the basic staples already inside. There was a carton of eggs and a bottle of milk, and some water bottles. There were also some strange looking crackers in a packaging that was unfamiliar to her.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “Those are crunchers,” he explained with a smile. “Khargal crackers. They are my kryptonite.”

      Kira chuckled and tossed him the box. “Have at it.”

      “Do you want to try one?” He opened the box and plucked a cracker out, holding it up for her.

      She hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. “Sure, why not. I’ll try anything once.”

      Mogul appeared to be pleased with her open-mindedness. He grinned in anticipation.

      As soon as the cracker hit her tongue, she was hit with a burst of sourness and saltiness blended together. She spat the cracker into her hand and gave Mogul a sheepish glance.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t like it.” She washed her hands in the sink, and threw the half eaten cracker in the trashcan.

      Mogul chuckled kindheartedly. “It’s alright. No one is forcing you to eat it.”

      Kira sighed and pretended to wipe sweat off her brow. “Thank goodness. I tried it.”

      “It’s the thought that counts.” He laughed.

      She turned around and plucked the eggs and the milk out of the refrigerator. “Would you all like an egg sandwich on toast?”

      Mogul smiled. “That sounds wonderful.”

      Kira set to work. She had always loved being in the kitchen, even from a young age. “I watched my nannies cooking while I was growing up,” she told Mogul as she turned on the burner and cracked several eggs into the pan. “I always enjoyed learning from them, that is, when they were in the mood to teach me.”

      “That’s nice,” Mogul said. He cradled his hand in his chin as he observed her at work.

      Kira was relieved that he didn’t mention her mother who had died when she was just a little girl. She never had that sense of bond with two parents, but she would occasionally have been given a maternal type of nanny who was willing to show her the ropes.

      A few minutes later, Gravul and Hansur walked into the kitchen with hungry expressions. “We smelled food on the stove,” Gravul said.

      “Come on in,” Kira beckoned with a wave of her hand and a welcoming smile. “I was just putting the finishing touches on the egg sandwiches.”

      “I’ll pour milk into the glasses,” Mogul said.

      Kira eyed him playfully. “I told you that I would take care of everything.”

      “I’m not helpless,” he said. “I can at least pour everyone a drink.”

      “Okay,” she sighed resigning herself to the fact that Mogul wasn’t the type to sit still, much like herself. “If you must.”

      She handed over the sandwiches on paper plates since there were no real ones to use in the dusty cabinets. The men dove right into their sandwiches, sinking their teeth into the eggs and toast as if they had been deprived of a home cook meal in years. Kira secretly wondered how long it had been since any of them had enjoyed that luxury.

      “How is it?” she said after a few moments of silence. She took the quiet to mean they were enjoying scarfing down every single crumb.

      “Delicious,” Gravul said and nodded.

      Hansur gave her a thumbs up.

      Mogul winked at her and sent a blast of pleasure running up and down her spine. She loved receiving positive attention from him, even though she tried to remind herself that she didn’t need a man’s approval for anything.

      “You guys would really love to come to my house back in London,” she said with a nostalgic smile. “I make delicious chicken pot pie.”

      Mogul gave her a curious frown. “I don’t believe I’ve heard of that one.”

      “Nor have I,” Gravul said with a shake of his head.

      “It’s a shame that it can never happen…” Hansur trailed off.

      Kira felt her cheeks grow hot. Tears stung in her eyes. She glanced at the florescent lights on the ceiling to prevent them from spilling over and rolling onto her cheeks.

      As brazen as Hansur’s words were, they were the truth and there was nothing she could do about that. All of their lives were in danger. Her father was probably hunting her down as they enjoyed the egg sandwiches on toast. Suddenly she wasn’t hungry anymore.

      There was no room for an appetite when the joy you were trying to achieve on the outside was so artificial on the inside.

      “Take it easy, will you?” Mogul gave Hansur a gruff look.

      “No.” Kira shook her head. “Really, its fine. I’m fine.” She attempted a smile, but it felt more like a twisted grimace on her lips.

      As a perfect segway, Gravul cleared his throat and gulped down the rest of his milk. “We need to discuss how to plan our assault on the Rose Syndicate Headquarters.”

      Kira looked at Mogul out of the corner of her eye. His expression was somber. They were all back to reality now.

      Kira propped her open palms against the cool surface of the dingy, linoleum countertops. “Maybe I could help?”

      She eyed Mogul, daring him to protest. When he didn’t, her heart pounded with relief.

      “What do you propose?” he asked and leaned closer to her across the bar of the counter that separated them.

      Kira hadn’t really gotten that far. “Maybe I could act as bait or something when you guys went inside?” She was willing to offer whatever help they needed.

      Kira noticed that Gravul and Hansur immediately propped themselves up. They grinned with enthusiasm, but her bubble burst as soon as Mogul fervently shook his head. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Why not?” Gravul seemed to be the most intrigued of the trio. “She might be able to smuggle in some kind of device and plant it somewhere in the headquarters.”

      “Yeah,” Hansur nodded, rolling with Gravul’s initial brainstorm. “She could dress up like one of them so that she wouldn’t be easily detected. Then we could have a remote device to set the explosive off from another location.”

      “She is the boss’s daughter,” Mogul argued. “Of course, even if she was disguised, they would be able to figure out it was her.”

      “Well I don’t see you hashing out any other ideas,” Hansur said sarcastically.

      Kira noticed the side of Mogul’s upper lip begin to twitch. His jaw visibly stiffened. He was still going to refuse, no matter what, even though he had promised to let her help in some kind of way.

      “Mogul,” she said in a high voice, letting her frustration get the better of her. “I am not as useless or delicate as you assume. Why won’t you let me be a valuable asset instead of loafing around here twiddling my thumbs?”

      Mogul’s eyes flashed with anger. “You are not loafing around, you are healing. You got shot, remember? Do you want to risk something like that happening again?”

      “You got hurt too when you went to the weapons plant,” she said harshly.

      Mogul stood up. He was breathing heavily as he became more and more worked up on his irate tangent. He began pacing around the room, tossing things across the room. Kira watched with dread as items from the kitchen began flying. He was really diving into his Neanderthal fashion.

      “I won’t have you near that father of yours, or any of his agents,” he yelled, laying down the law as Kira and the other two continued to stare at him as if he had lost his mind.

      He finally gave them all a glare and walked from the room, slamming the door leading out of the kitchen behind him on his way out. Kira was frozen in place, unable to react through how stunned she was.

      “He gets carried away sometimes,” Hansur said with chagrin.

      “I’m angry with his behavior,” Kira said. “It was uncalled for.” She sighed deeply and squeezed her eyes shut before opening them again.

      “He is just protecting you in the best way that he knows how,” Gravul said.

      “By screaming at us and throwing things around the room?” Kira scoffed.

      Gravul shrugged. “More or less.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. She rubbed her throbbing temples, feeling exasperated and as if they hadn’t even made any progress whatsoever. It was like talking to a brick wall sometimes with Mogul. In fact, that’s what it had been like her entire life, because even when she poured her heart out, he had sat on her roof and pretended to be a stone statue.

      “It’s no excuse,” she finally said.

      “There is a lot you don’t know or understand about Mogul,” Gravul said with a darkened expression.

      Kira straightened up and stared at Gravul. “Like what?” She felt as if she had the right to know. She was already knee deep involved with this chaos.

      “He’s had a few relationships in the past,” Gravul began. “They didn’t exactly have happy endings if you get what I mean.”

      “Well I could only assume so much,” Kira said, thinking that if he had been in successful relationships, he wouldn’t be helping her as much as he was.

      “There is a reason why those relationships failed,” Gravul said.

      Kira felt herself tense up. She didn’t know why she was having a defensive reaction to discussing the past lovers that Mogul had. It wasn’t as if they were still in his life. Did he often think about them? She didn’t have the answers to those questions swirling through her mind.

      “Well, are you going to share it with me?” she asked impatiently.

      All she knew was that her heart pounded every time she pictured his arms wrapped around her waist, bringing her warmth and comfort.

      Mogul had told her that it couldn’t be a possibility. She understood that. She had to swallow her feelings. She knew that he was probably just acting out because he felt the same attraction that nothing could come from.

      She had to resist the urge to reach out and take his hand, to press his body to hers so that she could feel his heart beating next to hers. Both of their lives were in danger and it was time to eliminate the threat.

      “Yes,” Gravul said, weaving through her thoughts. Gravul inhaled sharply. “He had a few relationships that he was involved in until old age or death of the woman.”

      “He lost his wing tips,” Hansur explained.

      Kira frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “The wing tips are substantial, even vital for a Khargal to use on their chosen mate to prolong their lives so that they won’t eventually die of old age,” Hansur said.

      Kira’s mind was reeling. “I still don’t understand. How will the wing tips keep a human woman alive?”

      Hansur leaned closer, engaging her with a wild expression. “The wing tips have a special gland juice that all Khargals are born with. The gland juice acts as a healing agent not only to Khargals themselves, but to humans as well. They aren’t the only way to use the gland juice, but if the wing tips are destroyed, it affects the entire gland system.”

      “Wow.” Kira stared at the kitchen counter, completely dumbfounded, yet she secretly tingled inside, wondering what it might be like to be a chosen mate of a gargoyle and live forever.

      She couldn’t imagine the heartbreak of loving him and losing him. She now understood why he refused to even discuss the possibility of a relationship with her. He had already been so torn apart by love and loss before.

      “The Khargals on our planet have the technology to repair his wing tips if we ever make it home,” Gravul said somberly.

      “Or maybe even if we make it to the rescue ship,” Hansur added. “Once he is back on the ship, the wing tips should be repaired quickly.”

      Kira felt a rush of determination charge through her. “We have to get him to that ship.”

      Finally, she felt a pounding hope pulse through her. If his wing tips could be restored to their natural state and he got his gland juice back, then they might be able to discuss the potential of having a future together. She wanted it, and she knew that no matter how brazenly he denied the possibility, he wanted it, and her, too.

      “Yes,” Gravul said with a diligent nod. “It’s essential that we make it to the rendezvous point. The ship harbors everything we need, including our own safety from the Rose Syndicate.”

      Kira placed her empty milk glass in the sink.

      “Don’t worry about the dishes,” Hansur said. “I’ll take care of everything.”

      Kira gave him a grateful look. “Thank you.” She smiled wholeheartedly. “I’m going to go find Mogul to talk to him about things if that’s alright with you all.”

      “Of course.” Gravul and Hansur gave her a little bow as she excused herself.

      “You’ll probably locate him in the tech room,” Hansur called from behind her.

      “Thanks,” she said and walked away. Any clue to help in her search to get to him quickly was going to be a powerful aid.

      She walked down the hallway toward the tech room, feeling motivated and inspired to have a civil, adult conversation with Mogul about the hopes, dreams and fears that she knew they shared as a unit.

      She was so drawn to him, compelled by his selflessness. Sure, he was a little rough around the edges, but that was only because he cared about her so profoundly that he was afraid of losing her. She didn’t want to lose him either. For the first time in a while, she let her mind wander over the optimism of their ultimate destiny.

      Sure enough, as soon as she approached the tech room, she saw him bent over a computer, staring at the screen and typing fervently on the keyboard. She hated to interrupt him, but she knew this was a conversation that was better that they have now rather than when it became too late.

      “Mogul?” she whispered.

      He turned around in his swivel chair, giving her a glance as if he admired her and as if she were a shimmering angel who had come to swoop him away and never look back. If only she had that capability, she would.

      “Hi,” he said and stood up, walking over to meet her in the middle.

      “Gravul and Hansur told me about what has happened to you in the past,” she said mildly.

      Mogul’s forehead wrinkled in abashment. “I don’t follow.”

      In a motion of bravery, Kira smiled and reached up to tenderly stroke his cheek with her thumb. “It’s okay,” she said. “They told me about how you have watched a couple of women in your life that you loved fade and die. I know how powerless that must have felt for you.”

      She paused, watching the anguish gleam in his eyes. His gruff behavior from before in the kitchen had faded away and had been replaced by heartbreak. Finally, he allowed his true internal emotions to be exposed.

      He let out a conceding sigh. He took her hand that was still placed on his cheek and gently squeezed it, drawing it to his side. He kissed her knuckles and gave her a warmhearted smile.

      “What they spoke of is true,” he whispered. “It was very painful to experience more than once. I never want to go through that again.”

      “You might not have to.” She forced him to meet her gaze. “Your friends told me that the technology to repair your wing tips exists on the ship and back at home.”

      “Yes.” Mogul nodded. “The technological advances existed twenty Khargal years ago when I was last on a ship. Time moves differently on our planet. I don’t know how things will be now—”

      “The advances might even be more progressive now,” Kira offered.

      “You are probably right.” Mogul nodded, still cradling her hand in his as they stood facing each other, almost nose to nose.

      “But…?” Kira asked, knowing there was probably a catch.

      “I don’t even know if the scientists that use the healing technology will even be on the ship. I don’t know what they have to offer me. If the healing tech isn’t on the ship, then I won’t be able to save you. I won’t be able to keep you alive.” He hung his head in shame, sending a regretful pang through Kira’s heart.

      “Why not?” she breathed out, feeling her throat getting tighter.

      “I’m the only one whose serum will work to keep you alive,” he said as if it pained him to admit it out loud, but that he was also proud of that fact. “I’m the only one that can keep you with me. I’m the only one who can be the resource to make sure you are always safe and protected from human ailments.”

      Kira took a deep breath. “You are going to leave either way, Mogul,” she explained. “Why shouldn’t we just have some time before you go so that we can make memories?”

      She felt her heart pounding in her chest. The sensitive flesh between her legs began to pulse and throb. She tingled all over.

      She was hit with a massive sensation of desire for him. If he was going to leave her anyway, she wanted a parting gift. She wanted him to ravage her, to make love to her so that once he was gone, she would have that memory to cling to at night when she closed her eyes and missed him the most.

      She gave him a seductive glance and placed her hand on the bulge protruding through his pants. She knew he wanted her too, but he wasn’t saying anything. Would he cave to his primal instincts? She held her breath and prayed for him to scoop her up in his arms and have his way with her.
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      Mogul stared into the seduction of Kira’s eyes and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of her sexual glazed suggestion. The erection bulging in his pants was hard and stiff, pulsing and desperate to make contact inside of her.

      Her eyes blazed through him, penetrating his very soul to the core. He was powerless to stop the current of attraction that flowed freely through him, swirling with intense density in the air around them. He took her hand and gently pulled her close to him.

      She smiled as if she was right where she wanted to be, melding into him and conforming to his shape immediately. She pressed her open palm to his chest and let out a contented sigh. “This is what I have been wanting all along,” she breathed.

      “What?” he croaked, his senses swimming. His mind raced wildly. He had a vivid imagination of rocking her world, with flashes of what he wanted to do to her body next plowing through his mind.

      “This. Me. You. Together,” she said. “It’s what I’ve been craving ever since you saved me that first day up on the cliff by the coast.”

      He felt a burst of nostalgia shudder through him because he connected to that moment too, but he had been resisting her ever since because he knew he was skating over dangerous territory. It was scary to think about opening up a relationship with her. It could never lead to anything but sadness in the end, and he didn’t think he could bear another loss of a woman he loved.

      “Put your hands on me,” she whispered into his ear.

      Her throaty request was so sexy that it caused a tremble of pleasure to run up and down his spine. She rubbed his back, raking her nails under his shirt. Her breath was hot on his cheek. Goose bumps prickled on his skin in glorious response.

      He ran a hand through her silky strawberry blonde hair. He was hit with urgency. Her lips parted. He was compelled to lean in and press his lips against hers. He kissed her mouth, then trailed a shower of kisses to her neck. He nibbled on her earlobe. She moaned in response. He felt her heart pounding against his chest, in unison with his.

      She began unbuckling his belt. “Not here,” he groaned into her ear.

      She pressed her lips to his cheek. “Why,” she whined. She persistently tried to snake her hand inside of his pants to feel the prominent bulge between his legs. He was itching to undress her too, but not here. Not in their tech room.

      “We risk being seen here by the others,” he whispered in her ear, pressing his face against hers.

      “That’s part of the fun,” she teased in a sexy voice. “Getting caught makes it even more erotic.” She had found her way to his throbbing cock. She gave it a tender squeeze and it drove him crazy.

      He gasped and pulled her away. “Not here,” he said with desperation.

      Her cheeks were flushed a rosy pink color in her excitement. She was turned on. She was ripe and ready.

      “I know a private place we can go,” he said and took her hand while he latched his belt back onto his pants.

      “You better hurry,” she said. “I can’t hold out for you much longer.”

      “I know,” he said. His head was swimming with the same desire that she felt for him. He couldn’t stand a single second more without ripping her clothes from her body.

      He rushed down the hallway, looking over his shoulder occasionally to see if Gravul or Hansur noticed. Much to his relief, they didn’t appear to be anywhere around.

      “Follow me in here,” he instructed, pushing open a supply room door.

      “Okay.” Kira’s voice sounded urgent, almost primal.

      As soon as they were inside, he shut the door and pushed a chair against it so that no one would be able to open it from the outside.

      “What is this place?” Kira glanced around.

      “Where we keep supplies, mostly,” he said and wrapped his arms around her slender waist.

      She draped her arms around his neck and purred into his ear with a creaminess that made his insides turn to jelly. “I don’t care where we do it, as long as you make me cum.”

      He trembled. “I’ll make you cum alright,” he promised her with a naughty grin.

      He pressed Kira up against the wall. She raised her arms up and he slid her shirt up over her head. He tossed it to the side. He then unclasped her bra and it fell delicately over her shoulders. She took it and tossed it next to the shirt on the floor.

      “What are you doing?” she said with an apprehensive chuckle as he stared at her naked breasts. They were round and voluptuous, perky and it gave him a thrill to look at them.

      “I just want to make sure I remember this forever,” he told her as he continued to stare at them.

      He saw the way that Kira’s eyes flickered with longing and pain. He saw the way they shimmered with tears of both glee and despair. It was a blend of emotions that made his heart pound and he understood exactly how she felt too.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and yanked him closer to her. She pressed her lips to his. The world went blurry. He saw stars of delight and pleasure. When he was with her, all the chemistry and magic in the world sizzled between them.

      There was a fire ignited inside of him that was caused by Kira, and it was spreading throughout his entire body. He couldn’t control it. He couldn’t stop it. No matter how hard he tried, she was a part of him, and he desperately needed her.

      He craved the touch of her skin against his. She was so warm and feminine, yet so intelligent too. Kira resembled everything that he wanted in a woman.

      “You are so beautiful,” he groaned into her ear, pushing her hair delicately off her face. He tucked the loose strands behind her ear.

      She ground her hips against him. He tingled everywhere. He couldn’t hold out any longer. He wanted to ravage her for all she was worth, which was an enormous amount to him. She was priceless, irreplaceable. Everything about her was sexy and seductive. She drew him in like a moth to a flame, and he was exhilarated to be along for the ride.

      He pushed her pants down and her panties slid down along with the pants. She flicked them off with her ankle and they landed next to her shirt and bra.

      “Wow,” he gasped. “You are absolutely stunning.”

      He stared at her naked body, taking a few moments to savor in how gorgeous she was. Her back rested up against the wall. Her strawberry blonde hair fell over her face and made her look almost ethereal. She was eying him with a grin of temptation spread across her full, cherry lips. She was curvy in all the right places.

      Her breath had quickened and tickled against his cheek. He wanted to go down on her. He wanted to taste her. He craved to feel her sweet nectar ooze warmly into his mouth. He needed his face and mouth to shimmer with her wetness and her juices.

      He knelt down in front of her and spread her legs so that he could get his head between them. She let out a whimper of desire as he pressed his head between her legs. His tongue flicked her swollen pink lips apart. She moaned and grabbed onto the back of his head in response.

      She grazed her hands through his hair and squeezed, raking her fingernails across his scalp in the most sexually amazing and aggressive way possible. Mogul couldn’t get enough. He was addicted to her.

      He loved her taste. He loved her smell. He loved her warm wetness as it dribbled into his mouth and saturated his lips. Her clitoris was throbbing. He could feel the pulsing and the desire radiating from her with each stroke of his tongue between her legs.

      He licked and pushed her sensitive folds apart, really working her up.

      “It’s so good,” she said in a breathless tone. “You are so good at this…” she trailed off to moan wildly.

      Mogul wondered whether his friends could hear the passionate sounds of her sexual euphoria. It was somewhat thrilling to know that other Khargals might know exactly what he is doing to Kira in the supply room.

      He never wanted her sexy cries of passion to end. It was like music to his ears. Hearing how enthusiastic she was just gave him more fuel to eat her out with accomplished precision and really put his talents and efforts to use as he went down on her. With her hands pressed up against the back of his head, she buried him closer between her legs in response.

      Kira’s bare thighs were draped over his shoulders. After a few minutes of going down on her, he could feel her begin to tremble ever so slightly. Then, she squeezed her legs closer to him. She hooked her ankles around his neck. Her cries of ecstasy were becoming even louder. His hard shaft was throbbing to get inside of her.

      Her body started quivering, then she tensed up. Mogul knew that Kira was close to orgasm. He swirled his tongue in circles on her clitoris and pushed one finger up her soaking slit. She moaned out and then released her climax.

      She came almost violently. She tossed her head back and groaned. After a few moments of bliss, her body went limp and she had a dreamy grin on her face. Her eyes were glazed with sexual euphoria.

      Her cheeks were red and glowing in the aftermath of orgasm.

      “You are amazing,” she said in raspy voice after a few seconds. She was still panting hard.

      Mogul couldn’t wait another second to be inside of her. He pulled out a condom and she took the package from his hands. With a devilishly sexy smile, she told him to sit back and relax.

      “You’ve already worked so hard,” she said seductively. “Let me give you what you want.”

      Slowly, she unhooked his belt again. It was as if she was purposefully trying to drive him crazy, and he absolutely loved it. The more she teased him, the more vividly wild his hunger for her became.

      “You are so sexy,” he groaned as she kneeled down in front of his pulsing manhood that was poking toward the ceiling with desire for her.

      He was completely aroused. He wanted her. Her lips were tantalizing as she parted them and then sensually wrapped them around the tip of his throbbing dick.

      ”Wow,” he breathed out, clutching the wall with one hand, and the back of Kira’s head with the other as she roped her lips around his shaft and began pumping up and down. “That’s amazing,” he groaned.

      His eyes rolled back in his head. Every part of his body had a tingling sensation of elation. She had raptured him, and he loved it. She was a natural at bobbing up and down on his swollen cock.

      He didn’t want to come in her mouth though. He wanted to be inside of her. He wanted her to gasp when his girth slid inside of her. He wanted to thrust in and out. He was dreaming of her warm, wet pussy.

      Before he got too close to climax, he gently lifted her head away from his shaft. “I want to fuck you,” he said with a groan.

      Kira’s eyes sparkled consensually. She unrolled the condom from the package and sheathed it over his hard manhood. He was hit with a wave of pleasure at the new sensation of her hands on him. He couldn’t get enough. It was difficult to breath through the indulgence of the attention she was showing to his cock.

      He hiked her back up against the wall. She had an eager, hungry expression on her face. His thirst for her was magnified far more than any other woman he had ever been with. Now, it was just the two of them. The entire world disappeared. Everything blurred and finally ceased to exist except for the glory and beauty of Kira Eastwick in front of him.

      Mogul pushed himself inside of her with a grunt. She cried out with pleasure and wrapped her arms around his waist, helping him pump in and out slowly at first. Then, they began to get in rhythm with each other.

      They rocked back and forth together, perfectly in sync with one another. Mogul held Kira up by her bare ass. He squeezed her delectable cheeks. They were so round and full and luscious.

      She wrapped her legs around his waist and pressed her heels into his backside. He never wanted to let her go. All the worries and fears that he had about the future melted away when she was in his arms, bouncing up and down on his hardened cock.

      Her cries became more desperate, more urgent after several minutes of him thrusting in and out of her against the wall. Her cheeks were flushed. Her hair was disheveled and made her look unruly and enhanced how sexy she was.

      “More, more,” she begged.

      He loved how naughty she was. He wanted to give it to her good. He loved it when she moaned and pleaded for him to fuck her harder. He could hear those urgent sounds coming out of her mouth all day.

      He pumped in and out of her with enthusiasm and all the gusto he could muster. He must have hit her g-spot a few seconds later, because her body went tight and then she began to shake with pleasure. Her eyes rolled back in her head and her neck went slack. She cried out with bliss, coming all over his cock.

      It was too much arousal for him to contain. He was near explosion of his own sexual peak. He felt the warm rush of ecstasy as it swelled in his belly and spread across his entire body. With an eruption of passion, he came inside of her, filling the condom with his hot cum.

      They were naked and sweaty, a unison of two bodies intertwined. He held her in place for a few seconds to catch his breath. He was panting hard. His heart was beating out of his chest. He propped her up against the wall and slid slowly out of her.

      “That was incredible,” she purred and ran a hand through his hair that was damp with sweat.

      “Yes,” he managed to murmur. “It really was.”

      He hadn’t even realized it before, but he had been wanting to do that for a while. He was relieved to have the sexual tension broken, but in his heart, he knew that he had to go home, and she would most likely have to stay here. He didn’t want to think about it, not after that passionate fun, but his mind was forcing him to lay out the facts.

      Was she his destined mate? No. He needed to reject that notion. He was going home. If he ever made it to the rendezvous point that was. He didn’t want to ever leave her.

      As if reading his thoughts, she stroked his cheek and gazed into his eyes with fondness. “Maybe I could come with you when your ship arrives?”

      He could tell that her offer was half a question, and half a suggestion.

      He gave her a gentle smile. “I doubt you would actually want to go through with it when that time comes, Kira.”

      “I will miss you though,” she said. Her voice cracked, and he saw a well of tears in her eyes. He didn’t want her to be sad. It made his own heart ache.

      “We will just have to see what happens when we get to the rendezvous point,” he said and tucked a strand of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. “I won’t be able to take you with me anyway if my wing tips can’t be regenerated.”

      Kira gave him a glance that was the mirror image of reflected hope. “I hope that the technology is there when we get there.”

      “Me too,” he whispered.

      He held her for several more minutes, relishing in their time together. She had been right from the beginning. It was better to make the memories to look back on than to cling to something that never had a chance to exist. It was better that it happened than to wonder what it could have been like.

      His brain was exhausted at mulling over the future, but one thing was certain as it drummed in his heart. The more he clutched her, the more afraid he became that when the time was up, and he had to make a choice on the spot, he wouldn’t be able to let her go.
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      Kira heard a siren type of noise wailing through her ear. Was it morning? Was it still night? She was still delirious and still in a sex fog from her time with Mogul.

      She groaned and rolled over in the twin bed that was already too small for one person, let alone sharing the tight space with a muscular giant like Mogul. She realized that the shrieking sound was originating from an old fashioned alarm clock.

      Sighing she hit it, knocking it off the table. As she sat up, she noticed her phone sticking out of her jeans pocket. It had been a while since she’d checked in at the University, but she didn’t want to call Dan. Frowning, she decided to call her friend Penny who also worked there.

      She fumbled through squinty, bleary eyes to turn it back on and find her contacts’ list. She looked at the screen and waited several seconds for the numbers to un-fuzz.

      As soon as she found Penny’s name on the screen, she swiped the call button.

      “Kira!” a voice hissed out softly.

      “Penny?” Kira asked curiously. It was eight-thirty in the morning, so she knew Penny was at work, but it wasn’t as if she had to whisper, she worked in an office not a library.

      “Kira?” Penny’s voice sounded muddled and far away.

      “Penny,” Kira said again and sat up in the bed, pulling the white sheets over her naked body, “I can’t hear you very well, why are you whispering?”

      “Thank god you called, I need to talk to you,” Penny’s voice sounded frantic even with one sentence, and it made Kira’s blood run icy.

      “What’s wrong?” Kira asked in an alarmed tone that made Mogul stir. He blinked and groaned, rolling over as he stared up at her with perplexity.

      “It’s about your father,” Penny said in an urgent hushed voice.

      “Okay…” Kira trailed off. She felt like a rock had just been dropped into her stomach. “Tell me what happened.”

      Mogul sat up. His features were etched in concern. He ran a hand through his wavy dark hair and his forehead wrinkled with suspicion.

      “He’s everywhere,” Penny said, keeping her voice low. “Him and his agents. They have been visiting everywhere you like to go. Anywhere and everywhere that they know you frequent, they have shown up and they’ve been interrogating your associates to find you.”

      “What?” Kira felt her mouth drop in shock. Her cheeks suddenly felt hot, along with the tips of her ears. She was hit with a wave of nausea. “They have been to the university looking for me?”

      “Yes, they are here,” Penny screeched softly into the receiver. “They have been borderline harassing people looking for you.”

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” Kira said. She drew a hand up to her open mouth. She felt as if the world was going to cave in on her any second.

      “I’m fine right now, but I’m worried about you,” Penny whispered. “What is going on? Why are your father’s agents so desperate to find you? Is everything alright?”

      Penny spoke a million miles a second. She needed to slow down with the questions because Kira’s head was reeling at this bombshell that had just been dropped on her like an explosive raid.

      “I…uh…” Kira glanced at Mogul who was still frowning with confusion.

      Penny was Kira’s best friend. She had no reason to doubt Penny’s alliance, or her loyalty to her as a friend. They had met in college. They had been roommates and had shared many private moments and venting moments. From crying on each other’s shoulders about breakups or yelling about projects they were stressed about, they had been through it all together. Penny knew that Kira’s father was not the fatherly type and had given her nothing but headaches. They had shared laughter and tears, and Kira wholeheartedly trusted Penny with her life.

      “It’s nothing.” Kira shook her head and tucked her knees up to her chest. She leaned up against the wall on the side of the bed. “I just…” she trailed off with a chuckle, attempting to downplay the circumstances even though she knew she could confide in Penny if she absolutely had to.

      “Are you sure?” Penny asked.

      Kira sighed and ran a hand through her strawberry blonde hair that was a little unruly and knotty from sleep and the sexy tussle in the bed the night before with Mogul.

      “I can assure you I’m alright,” Kira said.

      “Then why are they here? What do they want with you?” Penny sounded genuinely distressed about Kira’s safety and wellbeing.

      Kira nibbled on her bottom lip and refused to look at Mogul again. “I learned something I shouldn’t have about my father’s business, and now they are trying to silence me. My father and his group of agents, I mean.” Kira cleared her throat and waited for a response from the only real friend she had ever known.

      “Wow,” Penny said. “Are they with the government?”

      Kira sat up straight. “The government? No. They aren’t with the government. Why? Is that what they are telling you and other people?” Her heart pounded. She already knew the answer. She wouldn’t put it past those sleazy agents.

      “Yes,” Penny confirmed softly. “They are flashing badges everywhere they go. They must be fake or something. They are claiming to be a part of the secret sector of MI6.”

      Kira couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She clenched her jaw in anger. “Don’t believe a word of it,” she told Penny. “Yes, the badges are fake. They are most definitely not with the government.”

      “They must be using it as a scare tactic.” Penny sounded downright appalled.

      Kira couldn’t blame her. “Probably. Either that or a coverup for the things that they are actually involved in.”

      “What kind of things?” Penny asked, keeping her voice low.

      Kira was silent for a few moments, pausing because she didn’t want to discuss the situation over the phone. She didn’t know if her father could track her phone or if he’d had the wires tapped already or something, so in her mind it wasn’t worth the risk. She’d probably already said too much.

      When Kira failed to say anything else on the matter, Penny’s voice began to sound even more on edge.

      “Where are you right now?” Penny whispered.

      “I’m somewhere safe,” Kira responded. “I’m with someone I can trust.”

      “You can trust me,” Penny quietly offered.

      “Yes.” Kira nodded and finally met Mogul’s gaze. “I know.”

      “Can we meet somewhere?” Penny asked. She sounded like she wanted to help. Her purity compelled Kira.

      “Yes,” Kira said and climbed over the mattress to get out of bed. She plucked her clothes from the floor and began pulling them on one garment at a time. “Can you meet me at that place you love, where you told me about your crush on Elvis?” Kira tried to be cryptic about where they would meet so that if anyone were listening in they wouldn’t know exactly where to go.

      “Absolutely,” Penny said, a little giggle in her voice.

      Kira and Penny had found the quaint little beanery back in college, but didn’t go there often. She recalled clearly the day that the beanery had been playing a mix of Elvis music and Penny gushing about how she’d always had a crush on the famous singer and actor. The shop was still within the city center of London, just on the outskirts. She couldn’t remember the name of the coffee shop because she hadn’t been there in so long.

      “What time?” Penny asked.

      “I am not sure,” Kira admitted. “I’m not sure how far away I am from it currently.”

      “Okay, I’ll leave now,” Penny said still using her hushed voice. “If you get there before me, just call me and let me know.”

      “Sounds good, and Penny?” Kira said and stood up, now fully clothed.

      “Yeah?” Penny answered.

      “Be careful, okay?”

      “I will.”

      She hung up with Penny and looked at Mogul as she sighed deeply. His stern features were etched with disapproval. She braced herself for an argument.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, searching her eyes.

      “To meet a friend for coffee,” she said, keeping it vague. She shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

      Mogul was shaking his head before she had even completed her sentence. “No. You cannot leave the safehouse. It is simply too chancy under these terms.”

      “Penny is my best friend,” Kira countered. Besides, she wasn’t a child who could be commanded to do what he wanted.

      “I know what you were talking about,” Mogul said and took her arms to cradle in his muscular and strong ones. “It’s probably a trap.”

      “No,” Kira scoffed, immediately renouncing even the remote prospect of that being the case. “Penny wouldn’t do that to me. She wouldn’t betray me. I’ve known her since I was a teenager.”

      Mogul’s eyes looked tender as they flickered with a yearning for security. “I don’t think you should meet her.”

      Kira unlatched her hands from Mogul’s. “I understand your concern, and I’m very appreciative of it, believe me. I just don’t think you have anything to worry about with Penny. She sounded worried about me over the phone. I need to meet her in person to satiate some of her anxiety. She said my father and his agents have been trying to hunt me down ever since we came out here to the safe house.”

      “Which is even more reason for you to stay here with me,” Mogul said, standing up to approach her.

      “I have to go. I need to find out what the agents were asking her and my other associates.” Kira spun on a heel and walked to the closed bedroom door.

      “Kira, wait,” Mogul’s voice chimed with enough eerie desperation to make Kira stop in her tracks.

      She turned around and stared at him expectantly. He couldn’t keep her here if she wanted to leave, and she knew that he was aware of that fact.

      “What?” she asked, feeling the beginnings of frustration as the sensation started to claw at her skin.

      “I urge you to stay here. It’s not safe for you out there in the public, wandering the streets by yourself. Anyone could come up and grab you at any time.”

      Kira took a deep breath. She knew the odds were stacked against her, and she also knew her risks. “I need to talk to Penny,” she said. She gave Mogul a warm smile. “I’m sorry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      She ignored his protests as she walked briskly down the hallway. She remembered observing that the men had been placing their keys to the van in a bowl next to the front door. Since they had the capability to fly as a mode of transportation and she didn’t, she scooped them from the bowl and hurried out the door. She could justify swiping the van for a little while because she needed it more than they did.

      She jumped into the van and slammed the driver side door shut. She cranked the engine and exhaled sharply. She squeezed her eyes shut and gave herself a few seconds to regroup. When she opened them again, she was still clutching the steering wheel, but she felt Mogul’s eyes on her.

      She knew that he was probably going to follow her and inspect her every move, but she was alright with that. As long as he stayed a discreet enough distance away, she felt more confident in knowing that he had her back if something terrible happened.

      It made her feel like she was cared for knowing that Mogul would more likely than not follow her to keep a close watch on not only what she was doing, but others around her too. She knew that if she was attacked, he would be there to swoop in and rescue her just like he had before.

      That didn’t mean she needed to be reckless. She still had to keep her head on her shoulders. If she was careless, she could seriously endanger herself and she wanted Mogul to believe that she could take care of herself if it came down to it. It was the truth in her resilient mind. She had been living on her own and fending for herself long before adulthood.

      Kira rode down the highway leading back into London with the window rolled down. She needed to feel the cool air on her cheek. She needed to breath in the crispness of London. She felt like she had been suffocating back in the safehouse.

      She loved being there with Mogul and sharing intimacy with him, but how long could that really last? He was leaving anyway. The memories would reside in her heart forever. She would always be able to retrieve them from her mind as if she were looking back over a photo album. For now, she had to figure out what her father and his agents knew and getting to Penny was the only source of information she had at the moment to dig into.

      Kira had always been one to use her resources wisely. As she pulled the van into a parallel spot on the street next to the coffee shop, she saw that Penny had beat her there. She watched as Penny paced back and forth outside of the building, frantically waiting for Kira’s arrival.

      Upon first glance, Penny appeared paranoid. Her eyes darted up and down the street suspiciously, as if she had the feeling she was being followed. Her fingers were tightly wrung together. Every few seconds, she would touch her forehead and expel a puff of air.

      “Penny?” Kira gently approached her friend so that she wouldn’t startle her. Penny just appeared to be so lost in concentration that she didn’t want her to jump or scream in response.

      “Kira!” Penny turned around and wrapped her arms around Kira’s neck and hugged her tight. “Thank God,” she said. “I was so worried about you.”

      Kira chuckled, appreciating the concern. “Here I am, all in one piece.”

      “Do you want to go inside?” Penny poked her thumb over her shoulder, referencing the coffee shop.

      “Yes,” Kira said. “It’s probably more secure in there anyway.”

      They paid for coffees at the counter and sat at a little bistro table away from the window.

      “So,” Penny said with raised eyebrows and bright blue eyes as wide as saucers. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Kira flickered her gaze downcast to her steaming coffee cup. “I can’t…” she trailed off in a whisper.

      Penny’s facial features fell in disappointment. “You know you can trust me, right?”

      “Of course.” Kira nodded enthusiastically, quickly trying to recover and spare Penny’s feelings. “I just can’t give you many details yet because I don’t know them myself.” It was the partial truth, after all.

      Penny appeared to relax somewhat. She managed to give Kira a sympathetic smile. “Those agents are just so stiff and creepy…” she trailed off with a visible shudder.

      “I know.” Kira nodded and took a sip of her hot beverage. “I’ve seen them. They don’t exactly give off the jolly vibe.”

      Penny chuckled. “No, they don’t.”

      Kira locked eyes with Penny. “Would you mind doing me a favor?”

      Penny straightened up in her seat. “Absolutely. Anything.” She looked honored to even be asked for assistance.

      Kira propped her elbows up on the table and leaned in closer so that no one could eavesdrop on their conversation, even though there were only a hand full of other customers in the shop.

      “Will you go to my dad’s country estate and remove all the artifacts that I’ve tagged, bagged and stored there? They are in the locked cabinet against the wall,” Kira asked.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Penny gave her a sincere nod. “Yep. I would be happy to go there and do that for you.”

      “The servants should let you in,” Kira assured. “They won’t know that anything is amiss. Just tell them that you are a research student and you’ve been sent to retrieve the items in my front office. Hopefully Dad hasn’t ransacked the place.”

      “Yeah, hopefully, and if the staff assumes I’m just a lowly student, then they won’t press me for information even if they had any idea of what was going on, right?” Penny asked.

      “Correct,” Kira affirmed. “You still remember how to get there, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” Penny gave her a diligent nod. “I love the drive out there. It’s so peaceful.”

      “What lurks behind the walls of the estate itself is far from peaceful,” Kira mumbled as they both stood up to exit the coffee house, still clutching onto their cups.

      A few seconds later, they scoped the perimeter before slipping out into the street. After turning the corner, Kira gasped and nearly spilled her still piping coffee all over her front. Two agents stood in front of them. They had snarly, smug expressions on their faces and towered over Kira and Penny.

      Kira froze. She didn’t know what to do or how to react. She wanted to run, but her feet seemed superglued to the pavement sidewalk.

      “Where is he?” one of the agents asked with a growl.

      “Who?” Kira pretended not to know what he was talking about.

      “The garg. Give him up, or you will regret it,” the other agent warned.

      Penny whimpered beside her. Kira hated that her friend was now mixed up in this dreadful scenario. “I don’t know what you are talking about,” Kira stated defiantly. She tried to remain calm on the exterior, but inside, her mind was screaming and her skin prickled with chill bumps of fright.

      “You do know, and you will tell us.” One of the agents grabbed Kira by the arm.

      She tensed up, but didn’t scream, afraid to call attention to themselves just in case everyone in the entire city was working for her father too. Who could she trust anymore? It was a slender amount of people, that much was certain.

      “Hey, let her go,” Penny bravely said beside Kira.

      “I won’t say a word,” Kira said and squared her shoulders proudly. She began to grin as she noticed a figure move from the shadows.

      The agents frowned, confused by her sudden shift in demeanor.

      Kira saw Mogul approaching them slowly from behind. Sure enough, he had come to her aid once again. She could count on him in any situation, no matter how grave it was.

      Penny gasped, her eyes going wide.

      The agents turned around to determine what Kira was smiling at, but their reaction had come a few seconds too late. As soon as they had spun around to face away from Kira, they were met with the enormous strength of Mogul in gargoyle form standing in front of them.

      “Hello,” Mogul casually said as he gripped each of the agents’ heads in each of his own giant hands. “I’m sorry that you have such a bad headache today.”

      The taller of the two agents snorted. “What are you talking about, garg?”

      Mogul crashed the two men’s heads together as if he were clanking two melons against each other. The men went limp and hit the ground.

      “Come on,” he said and grabbed Kira’s hand and quickly shifted back to human. “We need to get out of here.”

      “What in the—” Penny started.

      “Later, Penny! The van is back that way,” Kira said and pointed in the direction they had just come.

      “Good.” Mogul nodded approvingly as they sprinted away, leaving the two agents in a crumpled heap on the sidewalk.

      “But…” Penny said, on their heels. She climbed into the back of the van as Mogul and Kira jumped into the front seats. As soon as they had slammed the car doors shut again, Mogul turned around and looked at her with a sour glance of contempt.

      “She can’t come with us back to the safehouse,” Mogul said.

      “Why not?” Kira protested.

      Penny stared at him, her eyes wide.

      “I told you not to go out today,” Mogul sighed with exasperation and then pointed an accusatory finger at Penny. “She can’t be trusted, and I told you that before you even left the safehouse today.”

      “She has a name and it’s Penny,” Kira said. “She is my best friend. I can tell her anything in the whole world and she would never tell a soul.”

      “I wouldn’t!” Penny agreed, but still looked a bit in shock.

      “Why did those agents show up so quickly then after you met her at the coffeeshop?” Mogul retorted. “It can only mean one thing. That she gave up the spot.”

      “I most certainly did not,” Penny yelled, clearly indignant. “That was a horrifying coincidence.”

      Kira turned to face Mogul. She needed to talk reason into him.

      “I would never betray Kira. I had nothing to do with them being here,” Penny fretted with outrage in the backseat, insisting she had nothing to do with the agents finding Kira.

      “My father probably has my known contacts being followed. Doesn’t it make sense that he would have agents on the trail of my best friend and that is the reason why they were there?” Kira suggested.

      Penny shuddered, looking disgusted. “Gross.”

      Mogul pondered. “I suppose that could be true,” he conceded, then peered suspiciously out the windshield. “We need to get off the street.”

      “You have to take me with you,” Penny said.

      Mogul glared at her. “Why are you insisting on coming with us?”

      “We are like sisters, Mogul,” Kira interjected. “I asked Penny to help me and she said yes without even batting an eyelash. I know that if the situations were reversed, I’d do the same for her.”

      “She’s right,” Penny said softly, giving them both a teary look.

      Mogul glanced between the two of them. Kira held her breath, hoping that he would yield. Sure enough, he turned around and cranked the engine. Kira breathed a sigh of relief, even though he was muttering his disapproval under his breath all the way back to the safehouse.

      A few minutes later, they arrived back at the house tucked into the woods off a beaten path of a gravel road.

      “Is this where you have been staying?” Penny appeared nervous as she stared at the building.

      “Yes,” Kira nodded. “There are two other garg’s here, but they are nice and won’t hurt you.”

      “Gargs? Is that what you are?”

      “Gargoyles, yes. Gargs for short.”

      Penny frowned as if she was unconvinced. “And you won’t hurt me?”

      “Of course not, Penny.” Kira smiled at her. “Come on, you’ve already come with us this far and we’re too far from the city limits for you to turn back now.”

      Penny sighed and nodded.

      As soon as they walked into the house, Gravul and Hansur were standing in the foyer in their gargoyle forms waiting for them. They had their hands on their hips and seemed displeased to see Penny with them.

      “You brought another human back here?” Hansur fired at Mogul.

      “Calm down,” Mogul grumbled as he walked past them. “She is the best friend of Kira.” He used air quotes with the word best friend.

      Kira swallowed her pride. She had to let that comment slip past.

      “Have you ever seen a gargoyle in the flesh before?” Gravul took a few steps in Penny’s direction.

      Penny was stiff but nodded her head. “Only him, for a moment, but I think you are magnificent.” Her eyes were locked on Gravul with a look of awe.

      Gravul had not been expecting that kind of comment. He instantly stood back and looked at her with a new fondness.

      “Maybe she’s not so bad after all.” He grinned at Kira.

      “I told you.” Kira smiled back.

      “Now that I’m here, will somebody please tell me what is going on?” Penny asked, apparently over her shock.

      “My father is part of a consortium called the Rose Syndicate,” Kira said.

      Gravul raised a skeptical eyebrow at Penny. “Ever heard of it?”

      “Nuh-uh.” Penny shook her head.

      “They study gargoyles and run tests on them. They want to destroy their home planet. They had a factory of weapons that are supposed to only be created and used by gargs, but it’s gone now,” Kira said.

      “Gone?” Penny asked.

      “As in blown up.” Gravul nodded.

      “Oh.” Penny seemed intrigued, but didn’t press for more information.

      “We are planning on breaking into the Rose Syndicate to get information on what their next steps are going to be,” Kira said. “We want to be one step ahead of the agents.” Kira got out her phone and held up a picture of the building where her father’s headquarters were located.

      Penny’s face lit up as if she were having an epiphany of recognition. “That’s perfect.”

      “What?” Hansur gave her a wary frown.

      “I did an internship with the architect firm who designed that building where the Rose Syndicate is now.” She wagged her finger at the picture. “I know for a fact that’s the same building.”

      “Would the plans still be in the files?” Kira asked, suddenly feeling hopeful.

      “Yes.” Penny nodded. “They keep them for at least ten years.”

      Gravul seemed impressed. He took another step toward Penny. “Are you saying you might know how to infiltrate the design of the building to offer us better and faster access?”

      Before Penny could answer, they heard the sound of a car pulling up outside.

      Kira’s heart plummeted through her chest. Mogul and the others raced to the control room to search the security cameras. “It’s the agents, how did they follow us?” Mogul panted, racing back into the foyer.

      “Follow us,” Gravul said and took Penny’s hand as he shifted to human.

      “We have a subbasement escape route,” Mogul said to Kira as he and Hansur quickly grabbed up anything they could carry that they might need and was Khargal technology.

      The agents were beating on the door at that point, prepared to fully swarm in on them. They raced to the basement and darted through it, coming to the exit on the other side. Kira blinked away the harshness of the sunlight after being in a cold, dark basement for several minutes. Her throat felt tight with the stress of being chased.

      “Get in the car!” Hansur roared as they dumped everything in the back of the van and then shifted to human too. Climbing in the driver’s seat, he peeled out of the driveway with the agents hot on their heels. Hansur swerved up and down side streets clearly hoping to lose the agents.

      After a few minutes, Kira dared to open her eyes. She didn’t see the agent’s car hurtling toward them from behind anymore. “I think we’ve lost them,” she said, but she was afraid it wouldn’t be for long. She wasn’t convinced enough to let down her guard.
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      “Pull over here,” Mogul said as he pointed out the window on Hansur’s driver’s side.

      “Right here?” Hansur appeared to be disagreeable to the plan.

      “Yes.” Mogul nodded with adamancy. “Right here.” He placed his hand on the steering wheel, causing Hansur to grind the car to a screeching halt in response to the authority.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Hansur glare at Mogul.

      The tension was running high between everyone in the van. Mogul glanced suspiciously out the back windows. The Rose Syndicate agents could be trailing them still. They could reappear within a matter of seconds.

      Hansur stopped the car in a heavily packed parking lot where lots of cars were entering and exiting. They were able to take shelter for a few moments to gain their bearings and make an informed decision on what to do next.

      “Park in the middle of those two trucks,” Mogul instructed, pointing to the empty parking space.

      This time, Hansur didn’t protest, but he had a look of concern etched into his features. He was frowning as he slid into the spot, maneuvering the wheel just right to fit the van into the spot.

      As soon as they were securely parked, Mogul whipped around in his seat and gave Penny a skeptical glance. “Get out.”

      Penny’s mouth fell open in shock. She turned to look at Kira, clearly confused. “What… is going on?” Penny asked apprehensively. Her eyes darted around the group with unease.

      “You need to get out,” Mogul insisted.

      He saw Kira stewing beside him. He could deal with her temper over the situation later. She would forgive him once she realized her friend was fraternizing with the enemy.

      “Why?” Kira, not Penny, was the one to ask the question.

      Mogul looked at Hansur. “As soon as she gets out of the van, I want you to drive away,” he instructed, ignoring Kira’s question. They didn’t have time for details.

      “What?” Penny and Kira shouted in unison.

      “No one is going anywhere,” Kira said defiantly.

      “You can’t just kick her out in the middle of a park,” Gravul protested.

      Mogul gave him a look of annoyance. He was frustrated with Gravul’s morphed perception of reality because Gravul was surfacely attracted to Penny and not afraid to deny it. He didn’t have time to argue with Gravul about keeping the girl in the car. The most pressing matter was to get as far away from the Rose Syndicate agents who were hunting them down, The whole point was to widen the gap between them and as quickly as possible.

      “Listen Gravul,” Mogul began and licked his lips as he leaned closer to his friend sitting in the back seat. “Your hormones need to take a backseat to more important tasks at hand. This woman is working directly with the Rose Syndicate. She cannot stay here in the van with us.” Mogul pointed an accusatory finger in Penny’s direction.

      Penny appeared appalled. Her eyes widened in distress and she shook her head fervently. “I’m not working with anyone. I swear to God. I’m just Kira’s best friend. We went to school together. I live in East London. I have nothing to do with what is happening to her or any of you.”

      Mogul noticed how Penny’s eyes flickered both defiantly and sincerely. Was she telling the truth? Was he simply overreacting? It was a remote possibility. He never second guessed himself and more often than not, his intuition was always spot on about people.

      “Please,” Penny insisted. “I’m not the enemy here.” Her eyes darted desperately between the group. “You have to believe me.” She was practically begging.

      “I believe you,” Kira said and gave Mogul a steely glance.

      “Me too,” Gravul said.

      Mogul inspected his friend’s reaction to Penny. It wasn’t like Gravul to go against another Khargal’s opinion on a threatening manner, but then again, up until now, he hadn’t been around Gravul very often to determine what his motives or judgements were.

      Penny’s breath quickened. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. She was becoming more nervous by the second.

      “It’s okay,” Kira whispered to her friend. “Everything is going to be okay.” She tenderly stroked the back of Penny’s hair with reassuring motions of her hands.

      “How can you not see who she really is?” Mogul asked Kira.

      Kira gave him a gaze of animosity. “I have known Penny a hell of a lot longer than you, which, I might add in your situation, has been less than a day. I know that I can trust Penny with my life if I need to.”

      Mogul could tell by Kira’s stone cold look that she was serious, and she wasn’t going to back down. There was no room to debate the subject. He was going to be forced to make a decision that might drive a wedge between them, or keep Kira safe at all costs, even if it meant she might hate him for it.

      “I think she’s telling the truth too,” Gravul said with a sniff and a nod. He met Mogul’s gaze and didn’t break away. “I don’t think she is working with the Rose Syndicate agents in any capacity.”

      Mogul narrowed his eyes and observed them. “How can you be so sure, Gravul? Don’t you think it’s suspicious that every time she is around, the Rose Syndicate always seems to sniff out our exact location?”

      “I agree that it does look suspicious,” Gravul agreed with a curt nod, “but I have reason to believe that it’s merely coincidental.”

      Mogul inhaled sharply. He was becoming frustrated, but he tried to keep his temper collected. “Do you care to contribute your opinion on why you suddenly trust this human woman?”

      “You trust that human woman,” Hansur interjected, pointing at Kira who blinked.

      “Its different…” Mogul said and quickly trailed off because he didn’t want to admit to all these people in the van that he was persuaded by the mental assumption that Kira might be his mate.

      Mogul cast his eyes to his knees and rubbed the sides of his temples.

      “How is it different?” Gravul quizzed.

      Mogul took a deep breath and adjusted himself in his seat. He opened his mouth to make a retort about how he had known Kira for a number of years and knew her purity, but Gravul interrupted the words before they were able to escape his mouth.

      “I can’t read or smell any deceit in her pheromones,” Gravul admitted bluntly.

      Mogul held his breath and exchanged an apprehensive glance with Hansur. Kira caught on quickly. The reflexes of her senses were sharp as a tack. She peered between Mogul and Hansur.

      “What?”

      Mogul knew exactly what Gravul meant when he was talking about the pheromones of Penny. The fact that Gravul couldn’t smell treachery on Penny was a powerful indication that he probably was more than sexually attracted to Penny and aroused by her.

      This changed the whole perspective on things. Mogul realized that Penny might be Gravul’s mate. If that were the case, there would be nothing they would be able to do about it. Judging by the knowing look on Hansur’s face, he recognized the same possibilities. Everything was spiraling out of control in a matter of minutes, and things certainly became more complicated.

      “We can’t just leave her behind,” Gravul objected.

      There was an edge to his tone that made Mogul consider allowing Penny to stay with them, but he was still reluctant under the surface.

      On some levels, Mogul was still convinced in his own mind that the coincidences involving Penny and the appearances of the Rose Syndicate were too linked to ignore, but he could tell when he was outnumbered, and this was one of those circumstances. It wouldn’t do him any good to argue with any of them.

      Mogul groaned. “Well if we aren’t going to make her get out of the van, then we need to at least make her get rid of her phone, purse and clothes.”

      “What are you talking about?” Penny demanded. Her eyes were widened in shock. “You seriously want me to remove my clothes?”

      “Yes,” Mogul said in a serious tone.

      “Why does she need to do all that?” Kira asked. “It seems a little extreme to me.”

      “She might have a tracking device on her somewhere,” Mogul insisted. “If she leaves all of her belongings behind, then I will feel better about allowing her to come along with us.”

      Gravul cracked his knuckles and balled his fists. His cheeks swelled and turned red in a maddening rage. “You are taking things too far.”

      “No, I’m not,” Mogul shook his head with persistent denial. “Our lives are endangered, and I want to eliminate the threats. It’s the only option I feel like we have right now.” He turned around to look at Hansur in the driver’s seat. “Are you with me?”

      Hansur appeared to be caught between a rock and a hard place. He paused for a few moments and squirmed in his seat as if he was uncomfortable landing on a decision that would make everyone happy.

      “Well?” Gravul was the one to demand cooperation out of Hansur, but on the opposite end of the spectrum.

      “I don’t know,” Hansur finally blurted out.

      “She can leave her purse and phone, but she keeps her clothes on,” Kira said.

      “Hey?” Penny gave Kira a defensive glance as she cocked her head to the side. “Are you saying you don’t believe me either?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Kira said and shook her head. “I am just trying to find ways to placate Mogul.”

      “What about me?” Penny squealed. “I’m supposed to be your best friend.”

      “You are my best friend,” Kira said, then turned to Mogul and searched his eyes for meaning to all this chaos. “Do you really think she has a tracking device planted on her somewhere?”

      “Yes.” Mogul nodded without skipping a beat. “I’m sorry if that makes you hate me, but I have to trust my gut on these things or else I might end up regretting it or putting you in even more perilous danger.”

      Kira’s features softened as if she knew where he was coming from, even if his proposals were a little outlandish. “Okay,” she whispered and then pivoted to look at Penny. “I guess we just need to do this as a way to make certain that we aren’t being followed.”

      Penny visibly set her jaw and gave Kira a look of anger, but when it was clear that she was either going to have to comply with the general wishes of the group, or she was going to have to part ways with them right here in the park.

      “Fine,” she groaned dramatically and rolled her eyes. “Do you at least have a blanket or a partition to make so that I can cover myself up with once I strip down?”

      “Yes,” Mogul said and looked at Hansur and Gravul. “Go on, turn around and give the girl some privacy.”

      “I’ll keep looking to make sure that there is nothing on her,” Kira offered.

      Penny looked scorned and betrayed, but after several minutes of hesitation, finally removed her clothes.

      “Here is an emergency blanket we always store away in the van,” Gravul said gently and offered it to Penny with a sheepish smile. He leaned under the seat to retrieve it.

      “Thanks,” Penny mumbled and wrapped the blanket tightly around her naked body. She handed Kira her clothes and her purse.

      Kira let out an exasperated sigh. “Can we get going now?” she asked as she handed everything to Mogul.

      “Yes, as soon as I return,” Mogul said. He left the van and dumped Penny’s phone and purse in a secure spot in the back of the park where there would be a remote possibility of someone finding it and then returned. “Now we can go. Penny, I promise we will replace all of it if it turns out I am wrong about you being part of the Rose Syndicate and your things disappear.”

      “Fine,” Penny huffed.

      Hansur put the van into gear and they set off again to resume their escape path. “We need to trade cars,” he mentioned after they had been back on the road for a couple of minutes.

      Mogul glanced his way. “Do we still have the other loaner in the parking garage next to the city market?”

      “No,” Hansur said in a regretful tone. “But don’t worry, I will have us covered.”

      “How?” Mogul asked.

      “You probably don’t remember this,” Gravul stated from the back seat, “but Hansur has an affinity with being extremely tech savvy when it comes to the engineering of human cars.”

      “Is that so?” Mogul gave Hansur a curious glance.

      “Yes.” Hansur nodded proudly. “I can hotwire anything.”

      “Just make sure no one witnesses us doing it,” Kira said. “Lots of these parking garages have surveillance cameras these days.”

      “We will be careful to choose a car that is large enough for all of us and will also pan the area for cameras before we do anything,” Hansur reassured her.

      Mogul tried to give Kira a friendly smile. He knew that she was upset about how he was treating her friend Penny. He wished there was some way that he could privately explain to her that he had her best interests at heart.

      He would die before he allowed anything else to ever happen to her again. He just wanted to make sure that she was protected and that he only wanted her to be surrounded with people that she could trust.

      Hansur pulled into a garage and plucked out a ticket from the machine. They drove around in circles, making sure to inspect the ceilings for security cameras.

      “There is another van over there.” Penny pointed out, peering out the window. “It’s black too, so it will work well because it’s a different color and it will surely have enough room for all of us.”

      “The windows are also tinted,” Gravul noticed aloud to the group. “No one will be able to see us from the outside looking in.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” Kira said.

      Hansur placed the car in park. Mogul held his breath and waited as he watched Hansur break into the van and disappear behind the front seat. He couldn’t see anything. He could only hope that Hansur knew what he was doing. He felt like he wouldn’t be able to breathe again until he heard the sound of the black van’s engine cranking.

      Sure enough, after several heart pounding and agonizing minutes, the black van turned on and the exhaust pipe filled with smoke that went into the air.

      “We better get moving,” Kira said and sat at the edge of her seat. “The true owner of that van could walk into the garage at any second.”

      “I’m with you there,” Gravul said.

      “I need something to wear,” Penny said meekly. “I can’t just switch cars wearing a blanket. It will draw too much attention to ourselves.”

      “I will look in the back and see if I can find anything,” Kira said and walked around to the back.

      “There is a bag of clothes in here,” she called out a few seconds later.

      “Oh that’s right,” Gravul said with a devious grin. “I forgot that we put a bag of clothes there just in case we needed a quick getaway.”

      Kira gave him an annoyed glance. “You were just waiting until the last second to provide us with that information, weren’t you?”

      Gravul chuckled. “Maybe.” He and Hansur moved their gear to the new van.

      “Just hurry up,” Mogul said. His senses tingled with insecurity. He felt like the walls were closing in on him. They needed to make the exchange quickly.

      While Penny changed in the backseat, Mogul climbed into the driver seat and parked their van a few spots away from the black van that they would now be taking. As they walked over to the new van, Mogul’s stomach dropped when his mind was suddenly slammed with an unpleasant revelation.

      He turned to look at Gravul as they climbed into the new van together. In their hasty escape, though they’d grabbed all of the Khargal tech, he’d forgotten about the monumental amount of both physical and computer file supplies that they had left behind without wiping them clean.

      “Will the Rose Syndicate find anything incriminating on our hard drives when they undoubtedly search the safe house?” Mogul asked. He tensed his body, afraid of what the answer might be.

      Gravul shook his head and appeared to be beaming. “No.”

      “How can you be so confident?” Mogul asked. “You know as well as I do that they will jump at the chance to search through our things with a fine toothed comb.”

      “They won’t get a chance to do so this time,” Gravul insisted. His eyes danced wildly as if he knew a secret.

      “What in the world did you do?” Mogul asked.

      “Don’t worry,” Gravul said. “The building was set to blow up five minutes after we left through the underground exit.”

      Mogul wrinkled his forehead in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

      Hansur was behind the wheel as he maneuvered through the parking garage to leave it. “We had a security code linked to that door,” he explained. “It was a program that if anyone ever opened that emergency back exit, then the building would explode five minutes later.”

      “That’s genius,” Kira said and gave Hansur a look of awe.

      “It was my idea,” Gravul said.

      “Wow,” Penny said. “That was good pre-escape thinking on your part.”

      Gravul looked pleased with himself and milked up the compliment. “Thank you,” he said with a grin. “I hope it worked.”

      “There’s no reason why it wouldn’t have,” Hansur said.

      For the next half hour, they weaved the van through the heavy traffic surrounding the heart of London. Somehow, they managed to escape the city without being intercepted by the Rose Syndicate.

      Mogul and the others breathed a sigh of relief, but they weren’t completely out of the woods yet. It would be a while before they were in the clear, and a lot of that had to do with taking out more Rose Syndicate agents.

      “We slipped away,” Kira said softly.

      Mogul looked at Penny and bit his tongue. He didn’t want to point out the fact that none of the agents had been on their heels since Penny had discarded of her belongings. The argument was still too sensitive to readdress.

      The car ride seemed to last forever, but it was necessary. They couldn’t stay anywhere near London, not with the targets lined on all of their heads. Mogul was becoming drowsy the further into the countryside they drove.

      He glanced in the back seat and noticed that Penny and Kira were blissfully sound asleep. Shadows danced across Kira’s face, giving her a mysteriously ethereal look. Her hair was enchantingly beautiful with the way that it feathered across her face on one side. He wished he could reach out and stroke her cheek and feel the tender softness of her warm skin.

      “There’s a bed and breakfast,” Hansur said, breaking through the silence and disrupting the sexy imagine Mogul had in his head of Kira’s legs wrapped tightly around his waist as she straddled him and bounced up and down.

      He sighed. “I think we should stop here for the night and get a room.”

      “Agreed,” Gravul said in a raspy, sleep induced voice from the back seat. He apparently had been listening to their conversation too.

      “I’ll wait out here with the girls while you go inside and see what is available,” Mogul said.

      “No.” Kira sat up straight. “It’s too risky. I’ll do it.”

      “Everyone is looking for you too,” Mogul said as his heart dropped during Kira’s insistence.

      “I’ll go get the damn rooms,” Hansur mumbled and climbed out of the car, clearly fatigued from the bickering of the day.

      Mogul sat impatiently in the car, staring up at the crescent shaped, milky colored moon. It wasn’t radiating enough light tonight. They would have to be careful.

      Hansur reappeared from the inside of the bed and breakfast’s lobby after several minutes. He was holding two room keys. “This was all they had left,” he said and pointed to Mogul and Gravul. “We can shack up together in the smaller one, and the girls can have the big room with the double beds.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Kira yawned and stretched.

      Mogul’s heart pounded in his chest. He wished that he could spoon her in the sheets tonight, but it wouldn’t be a possibility.

      As soon as they trudged up the stairs with sleepy expressions and wilting shoulders, Mogul pulled Kira aside before she disappeared into the room that she would share with Penny.

      “Hey,” he whispered softly and tucked a tendril of her hair behind her ear while the others weren’t looking. “Are you going to be okay in there?”

      Kira nodded and gave him a heartfelt smile. “Yes, I have Penny with me.”

      It wasn’t enough good faith solace for Mogul’s mind. “I’m going to perch myself on the ledge out by your window just to be sure.”

      Kira frowned. “You don’t have to do that. Get some rest. We are in the middle of nowhere and its dark. No one will be able to find us here.”

      “I know,” Mogul said and let out a deep sigh. “I just can’t help myself.” He wanted a chance to redeem himself and make himself charming in her eyes once again.

      “Well I guess it will make me feel more secure knowing you are looking out for me,” Kira said with a gentle smile.

      “That is all the coaxing I’ll need,” Mogul said and squeezed her petite hand in his. “Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Kira’s blue eyes sparkled electrically. “Good night,” she whispered and closed the door behind her.

      Once everyone had gone into their respective rooms, Mogul went outside and flew up to the roof. He felt comfortable out there in the night, listening to the crickets and hearing the hooting of the owls in the trees. He glanced over his shoulder. There was a warm yellow glow emitting from Kira’s window. Just as he had so many times before, he didn’t turn around until the light went off and everything around him faded to black. The gentle breeze would be his only companion out there. Tonight, he would be Kira’s protector, her noble gargoyle once again.
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      Kira was standing in front of the mirror in the bathroom at the bed and breakfast, inspecting her pores and her sunken eyelids. She had dark circles under her eyes and her hair was a tousled mess, cascading abstractly over her shoulders. She heaved a long winded sigh. She was a wreck inside and out. In her mind, her asshole father was to blame for all of their current troubles and for them having to be on the run like this.

      She had bubbling hostility that had been increasing by the second, all aimed directly for her father and the Rose Syndicate agents. She was worried that she might explode at any moment, and on the people she was with and actually cared about. Maybe a proper night’s sleep would be good for her, but she doubted her mind would grace her with that luxury. She would probably wrestle her own thoughts under the sheets all night, especially since the full moon probed the sky with a milky glow that radiated through the window.

      “How are you holding up in there?” Penny called out to Kira from the bedroom that they were going to share tonight.

      Kira stepped out of the bathroom and stood in the doorway. She propped herself up against the door jam and looked at Penny who was sitting on the edge of her twin bed. There was another twin bed that was beside her where Kira would sleep.

      “I’m fine,” Kira said, although she didn’t sound reassuring.

      “Are you sure?” Penny pitched an eyebrow to stare curiously at Kira.

      “I guess…” Kira trailed off and rubbed her aching temples.

      “You just need to get some rest,” Penny verbalize the same thoughts Kira had just mulled over only moments before.

      Kira crossed her arms over her chest and yawned. “I know, but it’s difficult to sleep when your father is a murderous hunter and you are his target.”

      Penny chuckled darkly. “I guess you have a point there.” She took a deep breath and collapsed on her back with her arms outstretched like a starfish on the mattress. “This bed is comfortable, but the pink flowered comforters are a little creepy.”

      Kira laughed. Penny always knew how to improve her mood. “I think all bed and breakfasts have that 1800’s style Victorian feel.”

      “Now all we need are some cats to enter the room and start meowing while clawing at the curtains,” Penny said.

      “If that happens, I will really be amused,” Kira said and sagged onto the mattress of her own bed.

      Penny sat up and Kira could feel her eyes burning a hole through her. Finally, Kira had to meet Penny’s gaze. “What is it?”

      Penny looked contemplative. “You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”

      “Of course.” Kira nodded and scratched an itch on the side of her knee, but she stared at her feet and didn’t look at Penny.

      “I am worried about you,” Penny said in an empathetically softer tone. She had switched gears incredibly fast.

      “You don’t need to be,” Kira said and gave Penny a smile. “I promise that I’m fine.”

      “I just think that you are trying to be strong on the outside, but that your father’s betrayal is really destroying you on the inside,” Penny said.

      Kira scoffed and brushed the matter off as an initial response, but deep down, she wondered if Penny’s statement had some real insight that she might need to explore.

      “I always knew that my father would pick the Rose Syndicate over me,” she said with a bitter tone laced in her voice. “He had abundantly made his priorities clear on multiple occasions both when I was a child, and well into my adulthood too.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Penny breathed out and gave Kira a pitiful look.

      “I will be alright,” Kira assured her. She propped herself up on her elbows against the cushy mattress.

      She couldn’t decide whether she was exhausted or energized. She didn’t know if she wanted to sleep or stay awake all night planning how to get out of this terrifying situation. The Rose Syndicate might not have been on their trail at the moment, but she wouldn’t give them long before they found them again.

      When she closed her eyes, she saw flashes of the agents’ sinister faces, their vacant expressions and the evil lurking behind the shadows in their eyes. It gave her a stomach ache to picture them charging in on her and Penny in their quaint little bed and breakfast room.

      She shook the thoughts out of her head. Mogul wouldn’t let anything happen to them. He was perched on the roof right by her window. She could go to sleep that night feeling the security of his presence right outside.

      “What are you thinking about?” Penny asked.

      “I don’t know…” Kira trailed off, feeling hesitant to reveal her private thoughts about how she wished Mogul was in the room with her, holding her and making her feel comforted both mentally and physically.

      “Mogul?” Penny asked with a mischievous grin on her face.

      Kira laughed. “What about you and Gravul?”

      “I asked you first,” Penny said and playfully nibbled on her bottom lip as she studied Kira’s reaction. “There’s nothing going on between me and Gravul,” Penny insisted.

      However, Kira noticed how her cheeks blushed a pink, rosy color and she briskly glanced at the floor and began inspecting a piece of threading that had come loose off of the bedsheets.

      “Oh, come on.” Kira chuckled and lightly tossed a pillow off her bed at Penny. Penny caught the pillow and grinned. “I know you are attracted to him. There is definitely some mutual simmering chemistry there between you guys.”

      Penny didn’t say anything. She just kept smiling. It wasn’t an outright admittance, but her lack of retort wasn’t a denial either.

      “Well, what about you?” Penny insisted. “I know you are smitten with Mogul.”

      Kira sighed and propped her back against the headboard. Even the sound of his name made her feel dreamy. She crossed her legs and stretched them out across the bed.

      “It’s more than smitten to be honest.” She gave Penny a wink.

      Penny whistled. “Really?” Her eyebrows formed a perfect triangular shape in reflection of her surprise.

      “Oh yes.” Kira nodded fervently. “We have already had sex.” Her heart raced even discussing something so privately naughty with someone else besides Mogul.

      “I can’t believe it!” Penny commented and slapped her open palm against her thigh. “Are you serious?”

      “I am.” Kira nodded, suddenly feeling proud of her relationship with Mogul, no matter how fleeting it was probably going to be.

      “Was it good?” Now Penny had leaned across the bed and was staring at Kira with widened eyes of curiosity.

      “It was incredible,” Kira confessed. “I have never felt like that with anyone in my entire life. He made me cum so hard that I actually saw stars for several minutes afterwards.”

      “Wow.” Penny nodded her head as she continued to gaze admirably at Kira. “Good for you. I mean, T.M.I., but good for you.” Penny grinned, merely teasing Kira.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Kira opened up more. “I just feel drawn to him.” Out of nowhere, a melancholy sensation rushed over her. “Of course, it’s going to be short lived.”

      Penny’s forehead wrinkled. “Why is that?”

      “He’s going to leave,” Kira said in a squeaky voice.

      “Where’s he going?” Penny frowned.

      “Obviously, the guys aren’t from here. They are from a planet called Khargal. Mogul is planning to go home.”

      “I’m sorry,” Penny said with soft empathy laced in her voice. “I know that must be difficult for both of you.”

      “I want to go with him.” Kira didn’t know why she blurted her true feelings out in the open. She had hardly had time to mentally come to that decision on her own.

      “You do?” Penny seemed shocked.

      “I just want to find out if we were meant to be together,” Kira said. “I think we need a little more time with each other to see where the relationship might lead.”

      “It sounds like you should probably talk to Mogul about your hopes for the future,” Penny said with an encouraging smile.

      Kira practically scoffed. “Yeah right. I already know how that conversation will go.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Penny frowned.

      Kira expelled a deep breath. “I am just not under the impression that he wants to hear anything about a future with me. I don’t think he wants to go down that road because he thinks it will lead to heartbreak. I think he wants to leave without looking back and not commit any further.”

      “You mean you think that if he is too invested in the relationship before he leaves, then he might not be able to leave you?” Penny asked.

      “Something like that,” Kira nodded, “but also more. I think he’s not sure if he can increase my life span with his serum, so he probably figures there’s no point in getting deeper involved with me.”

      “They can do that? Increase your life span I mean?” Penny asked.

      Kira nodded again. “Yes, but Mogul’s wing tips are damaged, and when that happened something happened to his internal system, so he doesn’t think his serum will work.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Penny said.

      “It’s okay.” Kira shifted her weight. She was suddenly exhausted. “There is nothing that we can do about it now.”

      There was a knock on the door. Kira saw it as a welcomed interruption to the solemn turn that their conversation had taken.

      Kira gave Penny a curious glance. “Who do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know,” Penny said but she was already drifting over to the door. She opened it hesitantly.

      Gravul was standing on the other side. “Hi, ladies,” he said with a friendly smile.

      “Hi, Gravul,” Penny said, and then with excited anticipation, “what are you doing here? Is everything alright?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Everything is fine.”

      “Thank God,” Kira said and exhaled with relief.

      “I uh…” Gravul trailed off sheepishly and scratched the top of his head. “I just wanted to see if you might want to go grab a drink with me in the pub across the street?” Gravul addressed Penny directly.

      Penny looked pleasantly surprised. “Yeah.” She nodded and flirtatiously chuckled. “Absolutely.” Then she glanced back at Kira with a reflection of doubt. “I mean, if that is okay with you—”

      “You kids have fun,” Kira teased with a lighthearted chuckle.

      Penny gave her a grateful look as she walked out the door with Mogul. Kira waved as they closed the door and left. She had the room to herself. She wasn’t sure how to process that. Should she just turn out the lights and go to bed? Should she turn on the television and mindlessly flip channels until she fell asleep?

      Before she could decide what to do next, she heard the window open across the room. At first, every muscle in her body froze. Was it the Rose Syndicate agents? Had they found her and knew that she was alone and vulnerable? Impossible… Mogul already said he would stay perched on the roof and she knew he wouldn’t have broken that promise to her.

      A millisecond later, before she had time to react, the window was pushed all the way open. The chilly night air immediately hit Kira and made her tremble. Goose bumps prickled against her skin.

      She held her breath and squinted, bracing herself as she scurried across the bed into a standing position that would give her more of a defensive advantage. Her eyes quickly darted around the room. She picked up a hair brush. It wasn’t necessarily a weapon, but maybe she could hit the intruder in the face with it to bide her some time.

      That’s when Mogul climbed through the window, grunting and wiping the dust from the windowsill off his arms. He looked at her and his eyes twinkled with affection. His grin was enormous and could have stretched across the room to her.

      “Hi,” he said and gave her a little wave.

      She instantly relaxed her shoulders. “Hi.”

      She dropped the hairbrush back down on the nightstand. She pushed a couple of loose strands of her hair off her cheek and approached him. “Is everything alright out there?” She could already tell by his demeanor that this wasn’t an emergency visit.

      “Everything is just perfect right now,” he said and snaked his arms around her waist.

      She was hit with a replenishing and vivacious joy that she couldn’t measure, nor explain. It was all brought about because of his simple touch, his nurturing embrace.

      “Penny just left with Gravul…” she trailed off and gestured toward the door.

      “I know,” he said, still beaming. “I heard everything.”

      She frowned with confusion. “You did?”

      “Yes.” He nodded, still with an enhanced smile of pleasure. “Garg’s have great hearing, you know.”

      “Oh,” she said and gazed dreamily up into his handsome face. “I didn’t know that actually.”

      “I heard what you said about our relationship and how you want to take it to the next level, but you are afraid that I won’t want to explore our options.”

      “Right.” She felt a pang of sadness stab at her insides for a few brief moments.

      “You don’t need to worry about that anymore,” he said in a gentle whisper and stroked her cheek. “I have something of my own to confess to you. Now that you have opened your heart, I feel like I owe you the same vindication.”

      “Okay,” she said and instinctively held her breath, waiting and hoping that he would tell her what she wanted to hear.

      “I feel strongly for you too, Kira,” he said.

      His features were pure. Every once of her being believed that he was telling her the truth.

      “I can feel my glands producing juice. As soon as I heard the kind things you were saying about me, it started happening.”

      “It did?” Kira felt doubtful of her effect over him in that way, but also optimistic. Her heart raced. She loved getting his undivided attention.

      “Yes,” he nodded, “but there is more. Khargal’s glands only start producing juice for the person who they could mate with.”

      “Really?” Kira was breathless now. “I mean, that’s really true?” She wanted to pretend that she was living in a fairytale and that everything wasn’t going to come crashing down around her at any second.

      “Yes,” he said but he looked unsettled. He was clearly vulnerable and internally agonizing about his deformity. Otherwise, he wouldn’t look so worried.

      Kira knew the best way to distract him. She draped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer so that they were almost nose to nose. She felt his chest beating in unison with hers.

      “I don’t find you defective,” she whispered softly and then reached up to reel him in for a kiss.

      She had her hands across his chin. He smelled masculine and earthy. His skin was slightly cool to the touch, but it helped with the blazing heat she felt inside and out for him. Her desire spread through her like wildfire.

      Before she knew what was happening, Mogul was showering her with urgent kisses all over her neck and trailing down to her breasts. She raised her arms over her head and he slipped her shirt off.

      There was a tender elegance to the way he grazed his hands over her naked body ever so gently. Now it was her turn to feel vulnerable. She met his gaze and locked it there. He stared at her with awe and hunger that made her feel like she could turn to molten lava at any second.

      “You don’t know how beautiful you are,” he said with eyes shimmering with lust.

      Kira took his hand and pressed it to her naked ample breasts. He squeezed them tenderly for a few seconds, then slipped her perky, pink nipples into his mouth. She moaned and leaned her head back in response.

      Her mind was a frenzy of desire and passion. Mogul kept crouching further south until his mouth was between her legs. She naturally opened her legs and clutched his hair as he began going down on her.

      She moaned and panted, breathing heavily as his tongue slipped inside of her sensitive and swollen slit between her legs. When he found her clitoris, she cried with pleasure. The ecstasy flooded her.

      She clenched his hair in her fists and tugged on it, pressing his face further between her legs. She felt his energy. She craved more and more of it, the more frantically he touched her. She wanted him to put his hands all over her. She was slammed with a euphoric sensation that she prayed would linger on forever.

      He was so talented at using his tongue to satisfy her. When he went down on her, she felt as if all the cares she had were lifted off her shoulders. She didn’t carry a burden when she was with him in bed. The world melted away and all that was left was the pleasure that surged between them.

      His impressive skills felt so good, that she soon felt like the pleasure in her body was like a dam that was about to break. She cried out again with passion, this time with primal urgency. Her muscles tensed up and her bare thighs began to tremble. The rest of her body shook with ravishing sexual bliss.

      She came as he raked his tongue across her swollen clitoris. When he stood up again, his mouth was glistening and dripping with the wetness from her own juiciness.

      “You do this to me,” she whispered, barely able to formulate a sentence. She was wrapped in such burning desire, that she needed him to take her and have his way with her right then and there.

      Mogul slipped out of his pants and sheathed on a condom. She knew that he didn’t want to plant his seed inside of her, not yet, but they still were desperate for each other. She was still drifting through the clouds of her explosive orgasm.

      He pushed inside of her with a hungry grunt. His eyes twinkled as he stroked her hair that had fanned out across the mattress. He began to pump in and out of her. She was so wet that he slid in and out of her several times.

      Each time, he pushed himself further and deeper inside of her. She gasped at his girth. He filled her and made her feel like she was the most important woman on earth. Their naked bodies were sweaty and intertwined as one.

      She hoped that Penny would stay across the street at the pub with Gravul for a while so that she could continue to have this magical privacy with Mogul. She didn’t know how many times they would be able to experience this ecstasy together before the clock ran out.

      She dug her heels into the back of Mogul’s backside. She sank her nails into his skin and scraped them with sexual bliss across his back. He grinned in response and thrusted harder, turned on by her enthusiasm.

      He turned her over on all fours and grabbed her hips. He wanted to fuck her from behind. He tugged on her hair a little and pulled back. She moaned wildly in response. He grabbed onto her ass and used it as support as he continued to rock her world, pumping in and out.

      Mogul was everything she wanted in a man. She had never dreamed that sex with anyone could be this much of a thrill, but here she was, practically near the stage of passing out because the pleasure was so fulfilling.

      The tip of his swollen shaft continued to pound into her g-spot until she couldn’t take it anymore. She was on a role with multiple orgasms tonight and she admired his talents for bringing her to the edge. Only Mogul could bring her to the crest of a profound climax.

      She moaned hard as she came again, sending her drippy juices creaming all over his manhood. He began to really plow her hard after that. He was groaning too, and his breathing was rapid.

      After a few more minutes, he came inside of her, filling the bag up to the brim. He collapsed into a naked, sweaty heap beside her. She lay beside him, staring into his eyes. He was so handsome and mysterious to her. She never wanted the intimacy of the moment to end. She tingled all over as they continued to gaze into each other’s eyes.

      “You are amazing,” he said after a few moments of catching his breath.

      She trailed the tip of her index finger up and down his arm. “So are you.”

      “We make a good team.” He chuckled.

      She played with a tendril of his hair that had matted to his forehead from sweating so much. “I think so too.”

      They lay together, climbing down from the after math of sexual euphoria. They climbed under the covers together. She was perfectly contented to listen to the rhythmic beating of his heart next to hers. She fell asleep a few minutes later, lulled by the tranquility of his chest rising and falling with each breath he took. She counted the precious moments because they were so valuable. Now that his imminent departure was closing in on them, she felt like she was unprepared to say goodbye.
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      Mogul opened his eyes and blinked. The light of a new day painted the room with a subtle grayish, purple color. The moment was serene. He glanced beside him and noticed Kira sleeping soundly beside him.

      Her hair was fanned out across the pillow and looked as delicate as spun silk. He yawned and stretched, but was careful not to stir her at first. He wanted her to enjoy as much sleep as she could, because she deserved the break.

      Everything had been falling apart over the past few days, and he wished there was a magic switch he could flip to make all of their woes disappear. They were on the run. Suddenly they had become the hunted. He knew it must be agonizing for Kira on the inside to feel so unloved by her own father. He wanted to make it up to her and give her all the love and prosperity that the world had to offer, but he knew that wasn’t a possibility either, especially with his wing deformity.

      In a perfect situation, Mogul could sit there for hours, staring at her naked body tucked into the sheets. He watched her chest rise and fall for a few tranquil moments and listened to the rhythmic peacefulness of her breathing.

      Her curves were like a temple for him to explore. He craved to take her again, to run his hands up and down her sleek hips and press himself between her legs.

      That’s when he noticed that Penny was not in her bed next to the one he currently shared with Kira. He sat up straight, feeling alarm bells ringing in his mind and his senses tingled. Penny’s bed was still perfectly made as if no one had slept there at all the night before. Not even a single pillow on the bed was out of place. There wasn’t a single crinkle in the perfectly creased sheets.

      Mogul didn’t know whether to be worried about Penny or suspect that her absence might be related to something more malignant, just like he had feared the whole time that she might be somehow involved with the Rose Syndicate.

      He hated to wake Kira from her blissful, dreamy state, but he knew that they would need to track down Penny as quickly as possible.

      Mogul leaned down and gently kissed Kira’s cheek. She let out a contented sigh and shifted slightly in the bed, but she didn’t wake up completely.

      “Kira?” Mogul whispered softly in her ear.

      “Hmm?” Kira sighed again and cracked open one eye and then the other. Her eyebrows knitted, but then she smiled. She must have been replaying their sexual encounter from the night before. “Good morning,” she said.

      “Good morning,” Mogul nodded and cradled her hand in his.

      “What’s wrong?” Kira sat up, apparently able to read Mogul’s energy right on the spot.

      “Do you know where Penny is?” Mogul asked.

      Naturally, Kira glanced over her shoulder at the empty bed where Penny should have been sleeping, but she wasn’t even there at all.

      “She’s not here?” Kira frowned.

      “No.” Mogul shook his head.

      “We need to go look for her then,” Kira said and immediately tossed the sheets off her body as if she could immediately switch herself into mission mode. She reached for her clothes, but she was extremely enticing in her naked state and Mogul felt his glands filling again.

      “Should we check Gravul’s room first?” Kira asked as they walked out the door together.

      “Yes.” Mogul nodded. “That would certainly be a good place to start.”

      They walked across the hall and knocked on the door. After a minute or two, Kira gave Mogul a puzzled glance. “Do you think they are in there?”

      He shifted his weight and sighed, knocking again. “I don’t know.” He honestly wasn’t sure where they could be, but the prospect of something happening to them was becoming more prominent in his mind.

      “Maybe we should go downstairs to the lobby and see if anyone has seen them?” Kira asked.

      “Okay,” Mogul said, but he was starting to dread the answer.

      They walked outside, and Kira made a face as if a light bulb had clicked in her mind.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      ‘Remember they said they were going to get a drink at that pub?”

      “It won’t be open this early in the morning,” Mogul said.

      Kira walked across the little gravel parking lot. “I think we should go over there. I can’t explain it, but I have a feeling that we might get a clue about where they could have gone if we look in the windows.”

      “Okay,” Mogul said and shrugged. It wasn’t as if he had any other leads himself to pursue.

      Kira tried the door, and to both of their surprise, it opened right up.

      “Huh,” Kira said. “It’s not locked.”

      “I’ll go inside first,” Mogul said, just in case they were met with something or someone threatening on the other side.

      As soon as he stepped inside, he could smell the dank scent of cigars and cigarettes. This was one of those hole-in-the-wall types of places where they didn’t have the no smoking laws in public places enforced yet, and they probably never would.

      The lighting was inside was dim. A jukebox played a sad country tune in the background. There were no patrons in the bar area, and it appeared to be closed, aside from a pair of lights over the bar top itself that kept all the liquors and beers on tap illuminated.

      Mogul scanned the room and beckoned over his shoulder to Kira. “It looks like it’s safe to enter,” he whispered.

      Kira approached him, and they walked further into the bar together. Mogul noticed how she stayed by his side, remaining not even an inch apart as if she expected someone to jump out from the shadows at any second.

      “Is that Hansur?” Kira squinted to see better and pointed to a booth in the corner of the bar that was nestled away in the back.

      Mogul craned his neck and peered at the booth. Sure enough, Hansur was stretched across the seat. His body was slumped into the booth haphazardly as if he squeezed himself in to fit but had failed in accomplishing the task.

      “Hansur?” Mogul asked as they stood over him.

      Hansur opened his eyes and looked like he was just emerging from a thick fog. “Huh?”

      “It’s us,” Mogul told him. “Have you seen Penny or Gravul last night or this morning?”

      Hansur sat up and grimaced as if the motions made every muscle in his body protest otherwise. He rubbed his neck and gave them a bitter look.

      “I haven’t seen them,” he said in a surly tone, “since they kicked me out of my own room last night.”

      “They kicked you out?” Kira asked in a high pitched tone.

      “Yes,” Hansur droned sarcastically. “And if you have half a brain, you could probably assume why.”

      “Take it easy,” Mogul said defensively. “There’s no reason to be so surly with us.”

      “Sorry,” Hansur said and gave them a sheepish glance. “I haven’t had much sleep.”

      “Isn’t the bar closed?” Kira asked and glanced around.

      “Yes, but they told me I could stay in here,” Hansur said with a shrug. “They emptied the register to play it safe and told me they had cameras.” Hansur let out a scoff. “I told them I didn’t need their money, just a place to rest my head for a few hours.”

      “Hi guys!”

      Mogul spun around and noticed Penny and Gravul traipsing into the pub as if they owned the place. They appeared refreshed. Penny was positively glowing, and her cheeks were rosy red. Both of them had immaculately groomed appearances.

      “Well don’t you two look like you had a night of spectacular fun,” Kira said in a teasing tone.

      Hansur had appeared to lose some of his grumpiness at seeing the condition of his friend Gravul. “Yes, yes, congratulations,” he said and waved his hand in their general direction.

      Mogul glanced at Kira and noticed that her forehead had wrinkled into tiny little lines, and she was giving Penny and Gravul a look of confusion.

      Mogul leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Gravul and Penny have clearly mated,” he relayed quietly.

      “What does that mean?” Kira asked with a subtle shake of her head as she looked at him.

      “It means that he shared his serum with her. It’s obvious to us as Khargals, because we can tell that it’s the first time Penny has received it based on the way she is glowing and her overall demeanor.”

      “Wow,” Kira said and opened her mouth, clearly stunned. “That was fast.” There was a twinge of competitive hurt laced in her voice and her eyes appeared sad.

      “Kira…” Mogul trailed off. He took her hands and cradled them in his. They were so petite and feminine, so soft and slender. He was trying to find the right words. He felt horrible that she was so obviously consumed with inferiority. “I would have already shared my serum with you if I could,” he told her, but his words felt flat as they rolled off his tongue.

      Kira nodded but wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      “Hey,” he said gently and lifted her chin with his thumb and index finger. Finally, she met his gaze and he was penetrated with desire that blazed in her eyes.

      “It’s fine,” she said, but he could sense from her tone that she was just saying that in order to not make a big deal out of it. She was the most unselfish, kind person he had ever met. He had to find a way to make it up to her.

      “Remember what I said last night about wanting to be with you?” he asked and studied her reaction.

      Kira nodded and quickly flickered her gaze away from him. He noticed then that her eyes were red-rimmed, and her cheeks became red and flushed. Tears brimmed in her eyes. He felt terrible for being the cause for her disappointment. She seemed to be too overcome with emotion to speak for a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” he said and rubbed her back.

      “I know,” she finally whispered back and managed a melancholy smile.

      “We really should get out of here,” Gravul said, cutting through Mogul’s private moment with Kira.

      For now, Mogul would have to table a way to make Kira feel better about their situation. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to simply fix the emotional wounds. It would be like as if they had placed a band aid over the bullet hole wound she had received from the Rose Syndicate agents. It wouldn’t have worked to heal her. He knew it would take a monumental gesture, he just didn’t know what that was yet.

      “I’ll go return the key to the owners of the bed and breakfast,” Hansur said.

      “We will meet you at the car then,” Mogul told him.

      They walked along in silence back to the parking lot where their van was parked. Penny and Gravul were obnoxious. They held hands and Penny chuckled at all of Gravul’s stupid jokes. They held hands and nuzzled each other’s noses into each other’s necks. Once they returned to the car, Gravul pinned Penny up against the side and shoved his tongue down her throat.

      Mogul rolled his eyes and slapped the window beside them in an effort to jolt them. “Do you think you could cut that out? There are other people here and you are spoiling my breakfast appetite.”

      Gravul reluctantly pulled away from Penny, who eyed Kira with an apologetic, embarrassed glance.

      “Sorry,” they mumbled in unison.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kira said and kicked at a pebble in the gravel driveway. She shoved her hands into the pocket of her jacket and turned her back away from them.

      Mogul’s heart ached. He tenderly placed his hand on the small of her back. “Come on,” he whispered. “Let’s climb in the van and sit in the back.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Kira said, and Mogul noticed relief in her voice.

      Once Hansur returned, he became the driver again. They drove along for a few miles, but he pulled off into an open field. The pastures were rolling with what seemed like acres and acres of plush green grass and tilled earth for crops.

      “What are we doing here?” Gravul glanced up, un-suctioning his face from Penny’s to curiously peer out the window. “Why did you stop?”

      “We need to discuss our next options,” Mogul told him in an annoyed tone. He flickered an irritated glance in Gravul’s direction, and Gravul slinked back into the seat in response.

      “Fine with me,” he grumbled and exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Penny.

      Mogul looked out the window. Fluffy white sheep were grazing at the pastures in packs. There must have been at least a hundred of them. It was a beautiful landscape, something that he thought might be so picturesque that it should belong in a painting.

      “We have a couple of options,” Hansur said and adjusted himself in the driver’s seat to swivel around and address the group as a whole.

      “We could go to the rendezvous point in Canada,” Mogul said first.

      Gravul let out a subtle, albeit protesting cough behind them. In the end, Mogul and Kira had opted to sit in the middle seats of the van so that they wouldn’t be subjected to watching Penny and Gravul lock lips, rarely coming up for a breath.

      “Or,” Hansur said and pitched his eyebrows as if he were concocting a wonderous idea in his head at that very moment. “We could go to the architect firm to steal the designs for the headquarters.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Kira asked and glanced between them with intrigue etched in her features.

      Mogul sighed and leaned back in the seat. He placed one leg across his knee. “The Rose Syndicate headquarters. Penny said she knows the architect has designs for the building, remember?” he explained. “We really need to get into the Rose Syndicate. We know there is an entire floor dedicated to engineering plans, designs for weapons and an interactive map of our planet.”

      “Oh, that’s horrible,” Kira said and sank back into the seat herself. She frowned as if she couldn’t even begin to ponder the infiltration that her father and his team had already done to the gargoyle’s race.

      “That’s why I think we should go there,” Hansur said. “I think that we need to try to destroy it.”

      Hansur was onto something. Mogul nodded in partial agreement, although he was practically sold already because he wanted to bide time before leaving Kira behind anyway. He became nauseated every time his mind even grazed over the image of saying goodbye to her.

      “It will be a moot point to leave on the ship at the rendezvous point anyway,” Mogul said. “We will be doing the other Khargals already back on our home planet a disservice if we leave that valuable information and science in the hands of evil.”

      “Agreed.” Hansur gave Mogul a diplomatic nod of approval. “That is exactly what I was thinking too.”

      Kira sat up, fully engaged in the conversation now. Mogul could tell that the gears were just turning in her already intelligent mind as she attempted to brainstorm some prospective plans of her own.

      “Maybe you should call other gargs who happen to already be in the same area?” she suggested.

      “Why would we do that?” Mogul cut in before Gravul or Hansur could respond.

      “I don’t know,” Kira said with a casual shrug. She locked eyes with Mogul and he felt an electric shock of lust ripple through his body. “Maybe they could help with the ransack of the design floor at headquarters?”

      “We don’t need them to help us with any attacks,” Mogul said, instantly dismissing the idea.

      Gravul chuckled behind him.

      Mogul spun around to glare at his associate. “What the hell is so funny?”

      Gravul’s eyes met with Mogul’s and they were pitying. “Nothing.”

      Mogul knew exactly what Gravul was thinking, but he didn’t know why Gravul was so surprised. Everyone knew Mogul to be a lone wolf out there making it on his own. It’s the way he had been nearly his entire life, so why should he change now just to appease them?

      “We need to focus on crippling the Rose Syndicate,” Mogul said in an attempt to steer the direction of the conversation away from him. “The best way to do that is to hit them where it really hurts. The design floor is the heart of their operation. Without it, they will be lost.”

      “Let’s go back to London then,” Kira said.

      Mogul looked at her and smiled. He admired her bravery and the way that she never even hesitated when it came to being fully ready to stand right by his side, no matter what dangers lurked behind the corners.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, they were parked across the street from the Rose Syndicate headquarters in the heart of London. They had already retrieved the building designs from the architect firm and knew exactly where to go. A blanket of darkness had cloaked over the city at nightfall. There was still the dull hum of traffic and other city sounds, but it was less bustling than it would have been during the day. The scattering of lights on in buildings throughout the area appeared like tiny floating lights twinkling in the sky.

      “I think everyone is gone,” Hansur said and peered through his binoculars into the main floor lobby of the headquarters.”

      “I saw the last man walk out about an hour ago,” Gravul said.

      Mogul nodded, although he was still feeling a bit tense inside. They couldn’t afford to let their guard down because none of them had any clue what they might face once they were in that building.

      “We need to stay alert for security officers patrolling the inside of the building at night,” he pointed out.

      “Absolutely,” Hansur nodded as if that wasn’t even something to debate.

      Mogul was the first one to make a move. He opened the van door. “Are you all ready?”

      He panned the group. Everyone except for Penny had determined expressions on their faces. She looked hesitant.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Kira reassured and patted her friend’s arm. “They will take care of us, I promise.”

      Penny gave her a wan smile but nodded and slide across the seat to exit the van with the rest of them. Peer pressure had gotten to her and she had no choice but to tag along. Besides, Mogul still didn’t trust her enough to leave her alone in the van while they went inside.

      They crossed the street, and Mogul’s heart began to pound. Was it worth it to put the girls in jeopardy? He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if something happened to Kira, but as he watched her poised and strutting across the street with an air of confidence, he knew that she could hold her own. He would be there to catch her if she fell, but he didn’t need to worry as fervently.

      Hansur had swiped a key card the last time they had entered the headquarters, and he used that to enter the building. They stood in the lobby, frozen as they waited for something to happen. Mogul fully expected the lights to blast on and strobe right over them. He knew that agents would burst through the doors with guns raised and aimed right at them, but it didn’t happen.

      Hansur removed a device from his backpack that resembled a cell phone. He switched it on and began punching numbers into the dial pad.

      “What is he doing?” Kira whispered.

      “He’s disabling the security cameras,” Mogul whispered back. “Instead of showing real time, they will loop to previous screens so that we can easily fan through the building. It is not a failsafe plan but—”

      “It will buy us some time,” Kira nodded as if she completely understood.

      “Right.” Mogul smiled, marveling at how easily she caught on to things.

      “Alright,” Hansur said and pushed the device back into his bag. “The cameras are disabled for five minutes.”

      “That means we need to get in and out,” Gravul mentioned hastily and began jogging to the staircase.

      Mogul and the other’s followed swiftly behind until they reached the floor where the design room was located.

      As soon as the entered the room, Mogul began grabbing all the technology, documents and weapons that he could find. Gravul was working diligently behind him. He accidentally dropped a glass vile that held an amber colored liquid as he brushed up against it.

      Everyone tensed up. Mogul was afraid to breath. They waited in the darkness for the inevitable attack, but it still never came.

      “Be more careful,” Mogul hissed in Gravul’s ear.

      “I’m sorry,” Gravul hissed back.

      Once they had retrieved all the information they could, they slipped out of the room and started walking back down the hallway in the same direction that they had come. They were right by the staircase alley when Mogul froze. He felt a tingle on the back of his neck. He knew someone was watching them.

      He slowly turned around. He thought he saw a shadow moving through the darkness. There was an eerie glow of light faintly bobbing along on the walls. “Someone is coming,” he whispered to the others.

      “Move!” Hansur didn’t hesitate.

      They jogged down the stairs. The sound of frantic footsteps began to close in on them.

      “Who is there?” a male voice called out from above them as they continued to rapidly descend the stairs.

      “Hurry,” Kira said. Her voice was full of fright.

      As soon as they raced out the front door of the headquarters again, Mogul allowed himself to breathe again. Hansur opened the van doors and they jumped inside, dropping the contents of what they had stolen onto the van floor.

      Hansur peeled out of the parallel parking spot within seconds. Mogul was still standing up and hadn’t had a chance to sit down yet. His body was jerked backwards when Hansur floored the gas.

      Kira glanced warily over her shoulder. “I don’t think anyone is following us yet,” she said in a relieved tone.

      “For now,” Hansur called over his shoulder. “It won’t take them long to figure out what happened.”

      “We will have to ditch this van though,” Mogul mentioned. “We can’t risk driving for much further in it in case the security agents spotted us driving away.”

      “Agreed,” Hansur and Gravul said.

      And so, their time on the run continued, and Mogul’s stomach was unsettled. They had escaped by the skin of their teeth. Everything had happened so fast. His mind was delayed, unable to react in real time. He needed to lay down and spontaneously roar, laugh and cry all at once.

      Kira took his hand and squeezed it. He met her gaze and she was smiling at him. At least he still had her. He just hoped it would be for longer than either one of them could anticipate, and that they would still be in one piece in the end.
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      “I think we are far enough away from the headquarters,” Kira said as she peered out the window of the new van they were riding in. “Maybe we can think about stopping somewhere to rest a while?”

      “I just wanted to make sure we widened the gap between us and them,” Hansur said, inflecting a tone of repulsion at the word them, referring to the Rose Syndicate.

      “There is a motel up ahead,” Penny mentioned, pointing out the window. Her eyes were sunken with fatigue and she yawned.

      Kira glanced at Mogul who was sitting next to her in the middle seat of the van. “I think we should pull over for the night. We can rest and discuss the next course of action.”

      “Agreed, he said and pointed across the street. “Hansur, pull over up there.”

      Kira sighed with relief that Mogul wasn’t going to protest her on this front, but then she realized he only argued with her when it came to her safety and protection. She knew he was only doing the best for her, and she loved and respected him for how much he cared for her.

      “Do you all really want to stay here?” Hansur curled his upper lip as if he was disgusted by the very thought.

      Even from afar, the motel was run down and looked like it had seen better days. Only the M, the T, and the L letters in the word motel was lit up on the dingy, weathered sign out front. And even those letters were fizzling and blinking red in the darkness as if threatening to give up and go out too.

      “As long as it has a bed, count me in,” Penny said and yawned again, stretching groggily.

      They had been on the move for a while now. It made sense to regroup and refuel for a good night’s sleep, even though Kira knew she probably wouldn’t sleep a wink with the Rose Syndicate agents on their heels. She just hoped that they had put enough distance between them and the agents to bide them some time over night.

      “I’m going to circle the block first,” Hansur said and began to turn the wheel down a side street.

      “Why?” Mogul skeptically narrowed his eyes and stared at Hansur.

      Hansur glanced over his shoulder at Mogul. “Don’t you think it’s a good idea to abandon the stolen vehicle? That way, if the police trace it, they can’t lead back to us because we won’t be parked in the same location that we are sleeping?”

      “Good idea,” Penny said and nodded. “I’m with him. Getting caught isn’t on my agenda.”

      “Fine,” Mogul grumbled and eyed Kira as if he was fretting over her wellbeing. “Are you okay with walking a few blocks?”

      “Yes,” Kira nodded. “I agree that it’s better to make sure we erase our tracks as best we can and as often as possible.”

      Hansur turned the van down a side street and parallel parked it among several others. “It should blend in better this way,” he explained, “when it is parked near other cars.”

      They bagged up all the gear they’d taken and the stuff from the safe house and then walked in pairs to the motel. It was better to not draw attention to themselves by being in a crowd. Since it was later in the evening, there weren’t as many pedestrians on the sidewalks to get immersed in and quickly get ahead.

      As soon as they walked up to the block where the motel was perched on the edge of the city corner, Kira paused out front, suddenly hesitant to walk any further inside.

      “What’s wrong?” Mogul asked. His eyebrows knitted in concern.

      “I don’t know…” Kira trailed off. She couldn’t find the right words to describe the swell of emotions wreaking havoc in her mind. She kept second guessing herself, but at the same time, she knew what they were doing was the only way for any of them to survive.

      “Come on,” he said and gently took her hand. He squeezed it tenderly and smiled at her while he stroked her palm with his thumb. “Everything is going to work out in the end. I promise.”

      Kira returned his smile. She wanted to believe him with every fiber of her being.

      They walked into a drab and seedy looking lobby. There were yellow stains on the walls and a cockroach skirted across the floor at the exact same moment that Kira stepped inside. She screeched and jumped backwards, clutching her heart.

      “What happened?” Penny asked in an anxious tone.

      “A roach just ran across the room,” Kira said, still panting from a mixture of disgust and shock.

      “Oh no,” Penny said and glanced around the room in horror. “This is the kind of place where people enter and never come out again.”

      The lobby clerk cleared his throat to announce his presence in the room and to let them know he had been listening to every word they were saying.

      “We are aware of the pest problem and have taken measures to eliminate them,” he said in a defensive voice. His body was stiff as he glared at them through wide rimmed translucent glasses. “Can I help you folks?”

      Mogul stepped ahead of the group. “Yes… uh, we would like a room for the night.”

      “Are you sure about that?” The clerk chuckled sardonically. “Or is it not good enough for you lot?”

      Both Gravul and Hansur walked up to stand beside Mogul and they leered down at the clerk with domineering expressions. They didn’t want to have to fight this man or get into an argument with them, but everyone’s patience was wearing thin. They just needed a room so they could discuss the next steps in private.

      The man flustered and glanced at his paperwork. “Just one room?” he asked.

      There wasn’t even a computer behind the desk. That’s how shabby the motel was.

      “One room.” Mogul stared at him.

      “I can get you a room on the first or second floor,” he told them shakily.

      “First floor,” Mogul said, then glanced behind him at Kira. “If we need a quick getaway,” he murmured so that only she could hear.

      Kira nodded in acknowledgement. “Sounds good to me.”

      After they paid and received their room key, Kira and the rest of the group wandered down the dimly lit hallway and found their room. The room held two beds and a fold-a-way cot. Penny and Gravul would be in one bed, Mogul and Kira would share the other, and Hansur would sleep on the cot. They couldn’t afford to split up at this point in their venture. It was vital that they stuck together in case of an ambush from the Rose Syndicate.

      Sleep wouldn’t come easily for any of them, and it was only partially because of the scratchy bed linens that Kira felt under her thumb and index finger as she sagged down to sit on the one she would share with Mogul.

      There was also a stale cigarette smell that lingered in the room. Kira felt the unpleasant scent seeping into her clothes and hair. She would need a shower at some point, but she was afraid to even look in the bathroom because she was sure it was going to be a hazardous disaster.

      Mogul and Gravul began discussing the plans together on their tablet devices, scrolling through everything they had at their disposal and technological advances ahead of the Rose Syndicate.

      They were sitting at a desk in the corner of the room by the window.

      “I see the way you look at him,” Hansur said and smiled at Kira as he sat down next to her. He had a friendly smile stretched across his lips, so she relaxed a little.

      “Oh.” She chuckled. “Well, yes, we go back a while.”

      “I see.” He nodded. “He is very fond of you, Mogul.”

      “That’s good to know.” Kira nodded. It was always reassuring to hear that someone cared for you, but she already knew it by the way Mogul fussed over her.

      “Some of the other garg’s who survived after being taken for testing by the Rose Syndicate were less than kind to Mogul back in the day,” Hansur said in a hushed tone, clearly hoping that Mogul was too distracted and wouldn’t be able to overhear their conversation.

      Kira frowned and studied the sincerity of what Hansur was telling her. “That is awful.”

      “When they saw the severity of his injuries to his wing tips, they knew that he was going to be deformed. He wouldn’t be able to grow them back, not even with a shift.”

      “So, they made fun of him?” Kira asked, feeling absolutely appalled that Mogul had been subjected to that kind of belittling in his past. It helped her to understand how he was not easily trusting and kept his guard up most of the time though.

      “More or less,” Hansur said somberly. “That’s why he has spent so many years alone on his missions to spy on the members of the Rose Syndicate.”

      “It makes sense,” Kira said. “Especially if he felt as if he wasn’t part of a team with his own kind.”

      Her heart swelled with empathy for Mogul. She wished that there was something she could do to help him erase the past and move forward with a new set of eyes that weren’t as scornful to the world around him.

      “Mogul has always had a bit of an inferiority complex,” Hansur confessed a little reluctantly as he peered over his shoulder. Mogul still appeared to be locked in concentration with Gravul about the plans and wasn’t paying them any attention at the moment. “He always felt different after he lost his wing tips. I feel sorry for him to be honest.”

      “I hate that he had to endure that pain and suffering,” Kira whispered softly.

      “He has always compared himself to those with curved horns because those are the ones that are usually in command.”

      “What happens next?” Kira asked and locked eyes with Hansur.

      He sighed and leaned back, propping his hands behind him on the mattress. “Mogul will do what’s right in the end. If he needs backup, he won’t hesitate, especially now that you are involved.”

      “That’s good to know,” Kira said, feeling relief wash over her.

      She knew that Mogul would do everything in his power to protect her on his own, but if he couldn’t, he would swallow his pride to make sure she didn’t fall victim into a trap of danger. She appreciated his loyalty to her, but she wished there was some way she could prove to him that she could balance being resilient and independent in her own rite.

      She and Hansur stopped talking in order to start listening in on Mogul’s conversation with Gravul. Penny was sitting across from them on the other bed, studying Gravul with both intensity and awe.

      Kira felt some guilt that Penny had been sucked up into the chaos with them, but Penny was intelligent too. She could hold her own and was proving herself to be one of them and fully equipped to handle the challenges that were thrown their way.

      Kira heard Mogul mention the same device that he was talking about earlier and planting it inside the Rose Syndicate headquarters.

      She sat up straight and stood up, facing them. “I’ll do it.”

      “You’ll do what?” Mogul asked, turning to give her attention.

      “I’ll plant the device,” she said and squared her shoulders confidently.

      Gravul opened his mouth to speak but Mogul interrupted him before he could say anything.

      “No.” Mogul shook his head fervently. “Absolutely not.”

      “Why?” Kira couldn’t help but notice how she sounded like a sullen child demanding a reason, but in this case, it was warranted.

      “I think she would be great for the job,” Hansur mentioned beside her.

      Kira gave him a grateful nod. “Thank you,” she mouthed to him.

      “Me too,” Penny mentioned from the background. “I mean, I know I just joined the group and my input is probably not warranted this early on, but I have known Kira a substantial amount of time, and I know that she will be perfect for any task you give her. She’s brave and if she’s volunteering, you should take her up on the offer.”

      Everyone seemed to be in agreement of giving Kira the praise and well wishes, except for Mogul. He was adamant. He kept shaking his head. “No. It won’t work.”

      “I can do it,” Kira said persistently. “Why don’t you trust me?”

      Mogul sighed. “It’s not you that I don’t trust. It’s them.” Of course, he was describing the Rose Syndicate agents and their conniving behavior.

      “I wish you wouldn’t protest,” Kira said gently, although she wished that there was a way that they could be having this conversation in private. Then again, maybe if Mogul felt backed into a corner and vetoed, he would be more willing to cave.

      “Think about it,” she said and edged closer to him. “It’s our best chance of destroying the headquarters.”

      “How?” Mogul quizzed.

      “We are a small team,” Kira said and gestured around. “We can’t take them out with strength in numbers.”

      “That’s true,” Gravul said and gave Mogul a practical glance. “She has a point. Whatever we do has to be monumental in order to take them out.”

      “There are far more of them than there are of us,” Hansur agreed.

      “I’m quick too,” Kira said. “I know the headquarters now. I can slip in and out without being detected.”

      “You don’t know that,” Mogul countered. “Look at what happened to us the last time we went into headquarters, and that was at night when they were all gone for the evening. I’m certain that the security guards saw us.”

      “But even if they did, they don’t know where to find us,” Kira argued. “We are still one step ahead of them.”

      She could tell by the expression on Mogul’s face that he didn’t agree with her statement, but he didn’t retort, which she saw as an opportunity to continue pleading her case.

      “Besides,” she said to stir his memory. “There were too many of us going into the headquarters as a group then. In retrospect, that might not have been the best course of action. Now we have time to plan and put everything in place before we act on it. We will be going into this fully prepared for any worst case scenario.”

      “Every case is the worst,” Mogul said.

      “We have to think positive,” Kira said.

      “Agreed,” Gravul said and gave Mogul a diplomatic nod.

      Mogul took a deep breath and stood up. He began pacing up and down the floor on the side of the room where the window was. He was quiet for a few moments. Once he finally stopped pacing, he halted and turned around to look at everyone in the group.

      Kira’s heart pounded, but the rest of her body was frozen as she waited on pins and needles to see what his response would be.

      “It’s just… too dangerous to send you in there. If something happened to you, the guilt would destroy me.”

      Kira saw the reflection of struggle and pain as it conflictingly shimmered in his eyes. It was a turning point. Mogul had finally put his heart on the line. He had exposed his vulnerabilities and really stripped down the rawness of his love for her in that moment.

      Kira was so moved by his words, that she felt herself floating over to be next to him. She took his hands in hers. The chemistry between them was magical. She felt a burst of energy jolt right through her as soon as his skin touched hers.

      “You don’t need to worry about me because I trust you,” she said with a warm, enticing smile.

      “What does that mean?” Mogul questioned, staring right at her so intently that she felt the breath in her lungs become suspended momentarily.

      Was he going to kiss her? Did he want to ravage her right here in front of these people? His stare into her eyes was primal and full of desire.

      “I know that if anything were to happen to me, that you would be right there in a flash to come to my rescue. You are my rock. You are my solid foundation. I can always lean on you in time of both stress and happiness.”

      Mogul shifted his weight and appeared uncomfortable once again as his eyes scanned the group before landing back on Kira. “I appreciate your kind words,” he said, “but you have to realize, this is a huge risk for me. I can’t lose you.”

      “You won’t have to. I will be just fine with you by my side. You will get me out of trouble the second I realize I’m in it.” She tried to give him a gentle, reassuring smile but she knew that he wasn’t going to budge.

      “I am sorry,” he said and somberly shook his head again. “I just can’t agree with this plan, but it appears as if I’m wildly outnumbered.”

      “It looks that way.” Kira nodded but squeezed his hand.

      “Is it settled then?” Hansur asked and stood up with an enthusiastic clap. “So, we are all in agreement besides Mogul that Kira will go into the headquarters and plant the device to explode it?”

      “Yes,” Gravul said and gave Mogul a sympathetic glance. “I’m sorry, Mogul. The results are not in your favor.”

      Mogul had his eyes downcast, but he nodded. “I won’t argue anymore. I will be there for Kira until the end.”

      She wrapped her arms around him. “It’s not the end. It’s only the beginning.”

      She could tell by his expression that he probably didn’t believe her, but she needed to do this for not only the group as a whole, but for herself too.

      She would be able to secretly achieve some kind of vindication in destroying her father’s devious work. She had struggled with inferiority complexes too, her whole life. She never felt like she was truly loved by anyone until Mogul came along.

      For her, planting the device was more than just the action itself. It represented freedom. It represented inspiration. She was doing something for a better cause, something bigger than herself that would benefit thousands who were in distress. The Rose Syndicate was a dire threat that had to be eliminated, and there was no other way around it.

      Kira wanted to give her contributions because she loved Mogul and wanted him to receive peace in his heart in knowing that someone was looking out for him in the same way that he looked out for her.

      “Well in that case,” Hansur said. “I will need to scavenge some supplies to make a new device, because that wasn’t among the stuff we grabbed, so our stash was blown up when the safehouse exploded.”

      “We can help you,” Gravul said and stood up with a determined look on his face.

      “Yes.” Even Penny approached them with perseverance etched into her features as if she was encouraged by what she saw in the group as a whole. “I am willing to help too.”

      “Thank you,” Kira said and gave her a gentle hug.

      They walked around the building and outside of it while others stood as look out, but all seemed calm and inconspicuous around the area. On the surface, no one appeared to be watching them, and Kira didn’t have that prickly sensation on the back of her neck like she was being followed.

      Once they had scrap metal and electronic wires in order for Hansur to make a decent bomb out of, they went back into their scrappy hotel room and decided to call it a night.

      “Let’s wait until it’s daylight to go inside the building,” Kira suggested. “That way, it’s less suspicious. I can dress in a package delivery driver uniform or something to slip in during business hours.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Gravul said. “There will be lots of people going in and out of the building during the day. It will be harder to be noticed when there are so many others doing the same thing.”

      “I still think all of this is a terrible idea,” Mogul said.

      Kira knew his protests would be in vain up until the time she had planted the device. This was her opportunity to shine and prove herself worthy of his love and respect.

      “Everything will be okay,” she whispered in his ear, saying the same phrase to him that he liked to give to her. She hoped that it would stick in his mind and that he would trust in her capabilities as much as she put her own faith into his.
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      The wait for everyone to go to sleep nearly killed him. Mogul sat up in bed. He had been pretending to be asleep for what had seemed like an eternity, but it was necessary in this situation. He peered out the window, pulling the tattered drapes of the cheap motel back so that he could scope the outside world.

      He gazed up at the sky. He couldn’t see the moon from this direction, and the lights from London would probably absorb whatever radiating, milky glow that the moon had to offer. He glanced back over his shoulder. Hansur was asleep on the cot in the far side of the room. His arms and legs were dangling over the edges because the cot was too small for him to naturally or perfectly fit on.

      He still appeared to be tranquil and comfortable, and since he was the only one in their group not part of a couple, he hadn’t complained about taking the tiny space to sleep on.

      Kira was asleep on her side of the bed he shared with her. Her hair was wrapped tightly in a braid that fell down her back. The covers were tucked up to her chin and she had enveloped her body into a cocoon shape. She looked so peaceful sleeping there. If only he didn’t have to wake her up in a minute…

      He wandered over to the bed Gravul was sharing with Penny. Gravul’s arm was snaked around Penny’s waist and they were breathing rhythmically. Mogul felt a pang of jealousy that Gravul had already made Penny his mate. Mogul’s jaw tensed. He cursed the one’s that caused the injury that deformed him.

      He gazed longingly at Kira, wishing there was some way he could make her his mate too. He knew that she would probably jump at the chance. In a heartbeat, she would love to be his mate. Their chemistry and connection were as strong a bond as one could hope to receive, but it still wasn’t enough in the grand scheme of things.

      Mogul took a deep breath. It was time to wake Kira up from her state of serenity. They couldn’t stay here. It wasn’t safe for her to go to the headquarters, and he had already made up his mind, regardless of how much she might protest. He would have to make a quick dart for the door, because she would probably protest, kick and scream along the way.

      He leaned over the pillow where she was blissfully sleeping. He felt guilty about kidnapping her, but he didn’t feel like he had a choice in the matter anymore. He was trapped between saving her and giving her what she wanted, but he couldn’t risk losing her.

      Mogul reached his hand out and softly touched the side of Kira’s cheek. It was so delicate and warm, just like she was. He began to tenderly stroke the side of her cheek. He hated to rouse her from a dreamlike state, but it had to be done.

      She sighed contentedly in response to his touch and rolled over.

      One…two…three! he counted to himself, and then threw the blankets off of her. He snatched her up and carried her over to the door, abandoning everything. Kira stared up at him. Her arms were loosely wrapped around his neck and she was still in the delirious fog of sleep. She blinked and stared at him. Her cheeks were rosy pink, and her skin was still hot from being submerged under the sheets.

      “What is going on?” she croaked in a raspy, groggy voice.

      “Nothing,” Mogul said and jogged with her still in his arms, over to the exit.

      “Where are we going, Mogul?” Kira asked. As she began to drift out of her drowsy state of mind, her eyes widened when she realized what was happening. “Wait,” she said. “Mogul, no. Put me down.”

      She squirmed as he bolted through the door leading out to the London streets. He tensed his muscles so that he wouldn’t lose his grip on her. She was giving him a fight, just as he had expected.

      “You can’t do this, Mogul,” she commanded.

      “I’m protecting you,” he said.

      “By kidnapping me from our motel room in the middle of the night?” Her voice was shrill.

      “Do you trust me?” He glanced down at her and locked her gaze.

      She stopped protesting briefly to ponder his question. “Yes.” She nodded. “Of course, I trust you. Up until now, you haven’t given me any reason not to.”

      “Good.” It was all the coaxing he needed to hear before he shifted with her still swaddled in his embrace.

      The wind was breezy tonight. He had trouble maneuvering to the tops of the buildings, but once he was really soaring, he helped Kira climb onto his back.

      “Hold on tight,” he instructed her. “You don’t want to fall from this height.”

      “Won’t you be there to swoop in and catch me before I land?” she cried out behind him.

      He noticed the twinge of sarcasm and annoyance laced in her voice. “I’m just doing what is best for you, Kira,” he said.

      “That’s funny.” Kira chuckled even though the situation wasn’t comical at all, and her laughter was scornfully bitter. “I guess we both have different view points on what is best for me. I’m an adult woman. I can make my own choices now.”

      “Not if they risk your life,” Mogul argued.

      “I’m beginning to think the trust doesn’t go both ways,” Kira said, and he noted that her voice now sounded melancholy.

      “Why is that?” he asked as they continued to soar across the night sky and as far away from London as possible. The buildings were becoming fewer and farther between and were being replaced with trees and farm land.

      “If you trusted me, then you would respect me enough to let me help. You must not think I’m capable of planting the device without getting myself blown up in the process.”

      “It’s not that,” Mogul countered. “It’s everyone else I don’t trust.”

      “You don’t even trust your friends?” Kira fired back.

      “I do…” he trailed off, contemplating how far that trust went.

      “Will you at least tell me where we are going?” she demanded.

      “I know you are mad at me,” Mogul said. “But if you just give me a chance to explain my reasoning.”

      “I already know it,” Kira said, then she was quiet.

      They coasted along, hovering above the tree line with silence between them. He didn’t want to plant her so far away from civilization that she wouldn’t be able to find her way back, but he needed her far enough away that she wouldn’t be able to quickly get back to the Rose Syndicate headquarters before they had a chance to blow it up.

      He was doing what was best for her. He had to keep reassuring himself of that. The sooner he convinced himself that it was the right choice to make, the better he could get her on board with the concept too.

      After a few more minutes of flying, he began to descend near an open pasture that looked like it had a scattering of houses and barns nearby. It seemed like it would be the perfect place to land so that she would be able to ask for help back to London if she needed it.

      She wouldn’t have her phone with her since he snatched her up and flew her briskly away, but she could utilize other people living in the area to get back. Once that happened though, the explosion would be long over with.

      He tried to slow his speed to a coasting drift so that once they landed, it wouldn’t be brutally forceful for Kira. As soon as he had parked them safely back down on solid ground, Kira jumped off his back and jogged backwards to put some distance between them.

      “I know you are upset with me right now,” he said and gently edged closer to her, “but trust me, you will thank me later.”

      Kira scoffed. “I can’t thank you if you are dead.” Her eyes twinkled with feistiness under the reflection of a crescent moon.

      “Kira…” he began and took another step in her direction.

      “Just save your breath,” she said. “You think I’m this helpless woman who isn’t self sufficient enough to pull off a challenge.”

      “I never said that,” Mogul countered. “I just don’t want to lose you.”

      “Well I don’t want to lose you either.” Now he could see fresh tears shimmering in her eyes.

      “Well if I let you go plant the device and you die, how am I supposed to ever forgive myself?” He hoped that his statement would both wake her up to reality and give him leverage to convince her that it was a terrible idea that she be the one to plant the device.

      “I don’t know…” she trailed off and stared at him as if she were trying to figure him out and process his reasoning. Maybe he was making headway after all.

      “Kira,” he said in a whisper and finally got close enough to her to grab her hands and cradle them in hers. Her skin was cold from flying through the sky.

      “What?” Her voice was harsh and stung at him like a whip.

      “I’m sorry for making you so mad at me,” he said.

      “It’s a little too late for that.” She chuckled ironically even though she wasn’t smiling.

      “I just… I can’t risk watching you die. I can’t put you in that position where your life is at stake. I couldn’t bear to have that burden on my shoulders.”

      “So, are you saying that you took me for selfish reasons?” She eyed him skeptically.

      “No.” He fervently shook his head. “I did it to save your life.”

      He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to wrap his arms around him and press her to his chest until he could feel their hearts beating in unison. He wanted to ravage her and take her right there on the dew soaked grass, but he had to leave her here. He had work to do, and she was standing in the way.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered and turned around again to leave her behind. “Go to a farmer’s house for help getting back to the city,” he called out over his shoulder. “If you still hate me when you return, I’ll understand.”

      “Mogul, wait.” Kira’s voice was urgent enough to make him turn around before flying away with a gut wrenching feeling in his heart.

      “What is it?” He examined her demeanor curiously.

      “I need to help you,” she said persistently.

      “Kira, we have been over this—”

      “No,” she interrupted. “I am in more danger trying to get back to London by myself than coming to help you.”

      “I don’t think so,” he retorted, although he hadn’t really thought of it that way. The Rose Syndicate members wouldn’t be looking for her all the way out there, and by the time she made her way back into the city, he would be there waiting for her before something else could go wrong.

      “Mogul,” she whispered.

      Her voice was a prayer. Her eyes were like an angel. Her body was so curvy and mysteriously magical under the moonlight and hidden by shadows. He wanted her. He felt his glands filling up again. He wished there was somewhere for the serum to go.

      She gently placed her hand on his sheared and deformed wing and it was such a delicate, loving and compassionate gesture that he found himself floored. He was in trouble now.

      She stared at him with longing eyes. “I just want to be beside you always.” Her voice cracked, and she sniffed and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

      She wasn’t just trying to manipulate him in order to get her way. Her warmth and her expression was so inspirationally heartfelt that it couldn’t have been forged in any capacity.

      “Win or lose, I just want us to be together. If we both die, I want it to be beside each other, holding each other’s hands. If one of us dies and the other doesn’t, I want the consolation that we will be staring into each other’s eyes at our last breaths.”

      He knew in that moment that he was sold. He could never leave her there. What was he even thinking before? She could be eaten by a wild animal or captured by a sexual predator. Anything could happen. It didn’t matter whether she was well within the city walls or on the outskirts, he had to keep her by his side through the darkness to the light.

      “I love you,” he whispered in her ear and began to nibble on her ear lobe.

      “I love you too,” she whispered breathlessly as he backed her against a thick tree trunk on the edge of the tree line.

      “Promise me one thing,” she said.

      “Anything,” he murmured as he skirted kisses up and down her neck and worked his way to shower her with kisses on her chest.

      He yanked her shirt over her head and squeezed her ample breasts. Her nipples were poking out and perky, both from the chilly air temperature and her raw desire for him.

      “Don’t ever leave my side, or ever think about leaving my side again,” she said. Her voice was full of so much pain that consumed him from the inside out. He was fueled with yearning for her in that moment.

      He grunted and pulled down his pants. She wiggled free from her pants too. They were going to have sex right there in the middle of the English countryside. The sensation sent him on a wild, euphoric ride.

      Sexual bliss compelled him. He picked her up and she straddled him. He stared at her for a few wonderous moments, admiring the gorgeous view of both her naked body in all it’s splendor, but of the natural beauty of the landscape too.

      “You are so gorgeous,” he breathed into her neck.

      “Take me, right here, right now,” she purred into his ear.

      He groaned as the tip of his pulsing shaft began to swell and stretch up to the naked flesh between her legs. She was already glistening with juicy wetness. He wanted to feel inside her. He placed two fingers into the swollen, pink slit that was so engorged and pulsing for him that he could feel the vibration.

      “Ahh,” he said and relaxed. “You feel so good from the inside.”

      She moaned and arched her back, giving herself to the pleasure. She glanced up at the moon in sheer sexual perfection.

      He tickled her clit with his fingers until her moaning became desperate and primal. Her breathing was rapid. Her cheeks were rosy and flushed, despite the cooler weather. Her cries of ecstasy became more frequent.

      He rolled his thumb over her throbbing clitoris and pushed his index finger inside of her. she gasped and cried out, coming in an instant. Her body tensed. He held her in place as she convulsed with all the passion she had inside of her.

      Kira’s legs were trembling, shaking on top of him. He rocked her back and forth and stroked her hair until she had climbed down from the intensity of her orgasm. She was practically glowing in the after math.

      He slid his fingers out of her. They were dripping with her juices. He plucked the cum saturated fingers into his mouth and began sucking on them to arouse her further.

      His manhood throbbed, desperate to play inside of her. He groaned again and pushed her up against the side of the tree. She let out a wild laugh in response, further snaking her legs around his waist. She dug her heels into his back.

      “Give it to me good,” she whispered seductively. She locked eyes with him and he could tell that his seductress was teasing him.

      He felt the slipperiness between her legs. It was almost too much for him to take. His ears were hot. His temples throbbed with desire. He could hear his pulse swooshing through his ears and the blood in his veins tingled with the electric impulse to push himself inside of her.

      With a grunt, he filled her with his girth. She gasped, and her eyes widened with delight. Her lips curled into a glorious smile. It felt incredible to be inside of her. The sensation was wet, creamy and amazing.

      He began to pump with her bouncing up and down on her. He used slow, circular movements at first, but then as the heat between them started to rise and spread through his body like wildfire, he began to thrust with more urgency.

      “That’s it,” she cooed. “Right there.” Her moans were almost shouts that echoed through the trees, whispering about the magic that was happening between them.

      The wind was gentle and billowed through the loose strands of her hair that had come untucked from her braid. Her eyes blazed with attraction for him. She pressed her lips to his. She was tantric, intoxicating. He was addicted to her loving.

      She squeezed his waist and raked her nails across his back side and up and down his back, trailing marks there but he didn’t care. He loved a mixture of pleasure and pain. She ran her hands through his hair. She pressed her naked breasts up against his chest. Kira was everything he had ever wanted in a woman.

      “How did I get so lucky to find you?” he breathed.

      “I was just wondering the same thing about you,” she panted through her pleasure and continued to run her hands through his thick hair.

      He pushed himself further inside of her, burying himself inside of her secret place where she was ripe and ready for him. It was still weighing on the back of his mind that he needed to return soon to London, but when he was making love to her, the world and all its problems melted away.

      For now, he was going to enjoy being one with her out in the wilderness of nature. They were alone out here. Her screams of ecstasy wouldn’t be heard for miles away. It was just him and her. The world ceased to exist aside from the two of them.

      “I never want to let you go,” he groaned into her ear. She smelled so ethereal, so feminine.

      “You don’t have to, Mogul,” she said.

      He was driven wild by the sound of his name. In a burst of energy, he began thrusting up and down furiously. She rocked up and down on him. Her perfect breasts were bouncing along for the incredible ride.

      He never wanted to live another single second without her, and he would die before he allowed anything to happen to her. He had to vow to himself from that moment on that she would be his, and he would be hers, no matter what happened. He would have to push past his insecurities.

      He owed it to himself, but he owed it to her too. All those years he had spent listening to her cry. He had never told her that he could hear every word she said, and that he had suffered her pain too. They had to be meant to be together. That had to account for something that after all those years, so many years later, here he was having sex with her in the woods outside of London.

      He wished that there was some kind of way he could freeze the moment between them in case it was the last one they ever had together. He had a suspicion that Kira must have been feeling the same way because a single tear began to slide down her cheek and rolled off her chin. She sniffed, but she was still in the throes of amazing passion.

      He slammed into her g-spot. He didn’t want her to cry and think about how their time together might still be jeopardized. He didn’t have a crystal ball to predict their future, but he knew that he wanted Kira in it.

      “You’re so pretty,” he told her in a tender voice as he rocked her back and forth and pumped her from the inside. “There’s no need to cry. We are together, and that is what is important.”

      Her moans became hurried panting sounds after that. Her breath quickened, and her heart raced against his chest. They were a blend of two sweaty, naked bodies intertwined at that moment, in spite of the nip in the air.

      Her body tensed up. He knew that she was close to climax again. He wanted to send her on another exhilarating thrill. Mogul wanted to give her an endless amount of orgasms. He wanted her pleasure to magnify over her pain. He wanted to provide her with abundant joy forever, including multiple orgasms along the way.

      Kira’s mouth opened, and she wailed with purpose driven ecstasy. It was as if the trees themselves began to cry out with pleasure and began to shake along with her. Mogul held her trembling body, feeling satisfied that he had hit her g-spot in just the right way to send her over the edge to sexual euphoria.

      Her eyes were lit up with a sparkling magic of lust as she grinned at him, beaming radiantly despite the shroud of darkness around them. Mogul knew he was next. He poured his heart and soul into her as he came.

      When it was finished, he gently laid her down on the grass and she retrieved her clothes from the heap beside her. She began putting her clothes back on. She smiled up at him with a gaze of pure adoration.

      “That was incredible.” Her voice dripped dreamily.

      He was relaxed too. “I know. It was amazing.”

      She enveloped her arms around his neck and reeled him in for a hug. She smelled like sweat and sex and it drove him crazy. He loved it, and he loved her. The connection they shared was unmatchable.

      She pressed her lips to him and he sizzled from the inside out at her touch on his skin. He never wanted her to pull away, but he knew that it was going to be time to go soon.

      “My gland juices are flowing,” he confessed to her.

      Her eyes lit up wondrously. “That is great, right?” She gently stroked her hand through his hair.

      “I suppose.” He shrugged. “I wish it had somewhere to go though.”

      “I know it’s frustrating,” she said and pouted her bottom lip in empathy for him.

      “It cemented the bond between us though,” he reassured her. “Knowing that the juices are producing and moving.”

      She gave him an earnest smile and planted one last kiss on his cheek. “I think so too, darling.”

      “Come on,” he said. “We better fly back now before daylight.”

      “Okay,” she said and took a deep breath. “As long as I am with you, I won’t protest what happens from here.”

      “Good,” he said and gave her a mischievous grin. “Because I just thought of something that might save us all.”
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      Kira’s heart pounded when she walked into the Rose Syndicate lobby the next morning. Her stomach churned. She felt hot and sweaty. She felt as if she was floating up out of her body and viewing herself from above. She was being escorted by the security team up to her father’s office after promising that she wouldn’t start any trouble with them, and only wanted to talk to her father.

      Her feet felt like they had lead balloons attached to them, and her legs felt like they were made of pure jelly. She was going into the headquarters in the middle of broad daylight, and so far, none of the agents were ambushing her.

      She was composed on the outside, but on the inside she was still guarded, and took wary steps toward her father’s office.

      When she stood in front of his doorway leading inside, she hesitated. She drummed her knuckles against the wooden door. “Father?” she asked and poked her head inside the office.

      Niles Eastwick instantly stood up like a firework from his chair. His face was flushed with alarm and he pressed a button on the top of his desk to alert even more members of his team to enter the room, as if the ones who had already escorted her weren’t enough.

      Kira raised her arms in the air defensively. “I come in peace,” she said. “I don’t want to cause any trouble. I have come here today to talk to you in a civil manner. I hope that you will oblige me with the opportunity.”

      “I don’t have anything to say to you,” he said sharply and opened his mouth as if to tell his security agents to seize her.

      They looked hungry for malice as they glared at her with balled fists.

      “Stop it, Father,” she commanded in a raised voice poised with confidence. “I demand to be able to talk to you alone.”

      At first, Niles hesitated. He glanced between his security officers as if he wanted them to make the decision for him on whether or not to allow Kira to stay on the premises. He glanced at her with enough curiosity that she instantly knew that he would allow her to plead her case.

      “Come in,” he said and granted her permission inside his office walls. He beckoned her with a wave of his wrist, but he kept his stern and apprehensive gaze on her.

      “You all will stay,” he instructed his team of agents.

      “Actually Father, I know you heard me say I wanted to speak in private for a few minutes.” Kira held her breath, already knowing the answer to that statement was going to be no. It wouldn’t hurt to hope he’d comply.

      “Whatever you have to say, Kira, you can say in front of my agents.” Her father gave her a lecturing glance as if it wasn’t going to be in her best interest to argue with him on that front.

      “Fine,” she said and exhaled deeply.

      “You my sit,” he told her and pointed to the empty chair in front of his desk. He still seemed clearly surprised that she had just waltzed in as if nothing had changed between them.

      “Thank you,” she said and nodded politely.

      “So,” her father began. “What do you want?” He had always been somewhat blunt, but she had expected him to cut to the chase.

      “Well, Father,” Kira said. “I just wanted you to know that I do not plan on agreeing to go through with the procedure to erase my memory—”

      Niles opened his mouth to protest but she stopped him.

      “Let me finish.”

      “Alright,” he said. “Proceed then. I don’t have all day.”

      “I want to join the Rose Syndicate,” she blurted out.

      “You what?” Her father’s face contorted into shock. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.” She nodded and gestured around the room. “I find all this research fascinating. I am an intellectual too. In case you have forgotten, I am a professor at Oxford University. Research is part of my job description as an archeologist.”

      “Okay…” he trailed off in a mumble as if her background held no interest to him.

      “I must tell you that the gargs will soon all be gone from earth if their rescue mission is successful.” Her heart pounded in her chest as she kept her gaze on her father.

      “Why are you telling me this?” His eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      Kira had already discussed with Mogul and the others that she would walk into the Rose Syndicate today and pretend to be switching sides. It had been an extremely calculated, detailed plan that they had put into place the night before as they’d flown back to London.

      She hoped that her father wouldn’t be able to sniff out the truth in where her loyalties were. If only she could get through these next agonizing moments with him before she planted the bomb device in the headquarters, then she would be free. The device was attached to her back by a strap. She simple had to unfasten it and plant it anywhere and the entire building would go up in flames.

      It was as if the device was already burning a hole through her. She knew she had to play along in her father’s game if she wanted to buy time before he immediately ordered the agents to capture her and wipe her memory.

      “I’m telling you because I want you to trust me and allow me to be an agent too,” Kira said.

      “I am interested to hear more,” her father said and leaned over the desk.

      Kira took a deep breath. She and Mogul had planned to make up an elaborate story if they had to. She would tell her father a few details to keep him interested, but she would mostly be spouting off false information and vague at best.

      “I did learn a few things while listening to the gargs and pretending to be on their side,” she admitted. “I wasn’t willing to be with them in the end. I knew my place was always with you, with humans.”

      Kira thought she had made some headway with her father judging by the look of approval he was giving her in the moment. When he continued to be silent for a few moments, apparently lost in deep thought, Kira couldn’t take much more of it.

      “What are you going to do, Father?” she quizzed.

      His lips curled into a devious grin. He must have believed her for what he said next. “There are facilities all over this planet.”

      “What are they for?” Kira asked.

      “There are scientists in all of them,” Nile explained. They have labs set up all over the world and they are studying gargs and their technology.”

      “Wow,” Kira said and nodded as if in awe. “That is fascinating. Please, tell me more.”

      Her father looked like a mischievous child who was trying not to get caught doing something naughty. “The Rose Syndicate agents and scientists are working to come up with countermeasures to fight the gargs.”

      “You are confident that you will have the men and the resources to do so?” Kira asked with a raise of her eyebrows.

      From the outside, she probably appeared confident and intrigued. On the inside, she was screaming with uncertainty about the future of the gargs and hated her father for being one of the direct causes of the turmoil among the garg’s race.

      “Oh yes.” Her father beamed and interlocked his fingers on the top of the desk. “Absolutely. We have some of the best teams in the country. I am positive that we have technology above the garg’s now, using their own technology mind you that we have stolen from them.”

      “What do you plan to do with it?” Kira asked. She leaned closer. She knew she was making progress with her father, and unbeknownst to him, he was giving her a wealth of leads that she could then bring back to discuss with Mogul and the others that might prove vital for their survival.

      “The plan right now is to shoot down the rescue ship once it drops its shields,” her father explained. “Once it gets close enough to land, we can detect it using the garg’s very own technology, monitors, screens and navigation radars.”

      “It certainly sounds like you have prepared the measures along the way so that you will be ready to go once the ship does land.” Kira nodded.

      “Yes,” her father said and grinned with pride.

      Kira had to unlock the bravery from within herself to take it to the next level. The clock was ticking. She needed to plant the garg’s device as soon as possible. Mogul and the others would be waiting for them.

      “Would you be willing to show me your tech room, so I can try to wrap my head around all the resources you have at your disposal?” Kira asked.

      Her father gave her a puzzled glance but then quickly agreed. “I don’t see why not.” He looked to his agents and said, “That will be all. We’ll be fine now.” He smiled as he gestured for them to leave. He held the door open and smiled to her.

      She stood up and followed him, allowing herself to relax a little that she was in the clear for now. She still couldn’t believe that she had made it this far into the mission without her father catching onto her.

      As she followed her father down an extended hallway, Kira was still reeling after learning that there was more than one headquarters. The tasks at hand seemed more daunting now that they could be facing even more problems on the road ahead. It wasn’t about just wiping out one epicenter anymore. They were dealing with far more challenges than they had initially thought.

      “In here,” Niles beckoned and moved aside to allow Kira in first.

      “Thank you,” she said and attempted to give him her most earnest smile even though it felt hollow on the inside.

      The room he had brought her into was remarkable in size. There were a substantial number of weapons everywhere. Some were hanging from the walls, others were on tables while scientist teams worked on them.

      The weapons themselves were so fearsome, that Kira felt a chill instantly go through her bones and her blood ran cold. Even one of the missiles that was sitting in the center of the room looked like it could leave mass destruction in its wake just by itself and without aid from any other weapons.

      Kira suddenly felt sick. She knew that these weapons would be deadly in human’s hands. There was no way she could leave this facility today knowing that these weapons would be used to destroy lives all over the planet, not just gargs. The Rose Syndicate agents would have to be stopped. She would be helping by blowing up this particular building. It would be a start.

      “These weapons are spectacular, Father,” she said. “Tell me a little more about this one?” She pointed to a giant missile looking device.

      While she had him distracted and the scientists all had their backs to them, she unstrapped the bomb device from under her shirt and quickly and quietly slipped it onto the metal back of the missile while her father wasn’t looking.

      She didn’t allow herself to breathe again until she had enough faith that Niles hadn’t noticed. She did her best to not act conspicuous, but she was sweating bullets and she could feel her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

      “Follow me,” he said after explaining the functions of the missile.

      Kira had only been partially paying attention, but one thing was clear. The missile itself was deadly and could never be used out there in the real world.

      “Where are we going now?” Kira asked.

      She knew deep down that she probably shouldn’t be following her father any further into the headquarters, especially since he was being evasive now and mysteriously quiet.

      “Father?” she pressed again. Her stomach churned with anxiety and she felt a prickling sensation with fear of the unknown.

      As soon as they were in a different room with stark white walls that appeared to be sterile, her father finally turned around to face her. His face was hidden in sinister shadows.

      “What is it?” She could hardly breathe and her throat felt swollen.

      “I don’t believe you,” he whispered maliciously.

      “What do you mean?” Kira was close to tears, but she had to keep the act up for as long as she possibly could.

      “I think you are a traitor who doesn’t deserve to bear my last name,” he said and began to take deliberately slow circles around her. He was still so calm on the exterior that it made her unravel quickly.

      “Just give me a chance to prove myself then,” she said and tried to keep her voice even. It was a near impossible challenge.

      Her father gave her a chastising smile. “You are just telling me you want to join my team so that I won’t wipe your memory,” Niles said. “Unfortunately for you, my dear, I am not as stupid as you think.”

      Kira wished that a black hole abyss would open up in the floor and swallow her whole. Anything would be better than this current confrontation with her father.

      “What do you want me to do in order to prove my loyalty?” she asked and squared her shoulders to appear confident.

      He gave her his most leering smile yet. He hovered over her. If she knew one thing about her father, it was that Niles Eastwick loved to be dominating over those he thought were weaker than him. He had always been that way, even to his own flesh and blood.

      “You must pass one simple test,” he said ominously.

      Kira swallowed hard. “What is it?” She didn’t want to know.

      Niles pressed a button on his watch. Instantly, a set of double doors in front of them opened, and on the other side in walked a garg in human form. He was being led into the room by an agent. The garg appeared weakened from torture. His posture was curved and gimpy, and he limped on one leg that appeared to be sore and swollen. He had yellow and purplish bruises on his face that appeared to be healing.

      Kira had to bite her tongue to keep from gasping in response to the poor garg’s broken appearance. She hated her father for his vicious behavior. He was a vile monster. The garg must have had some ounce of pride still lingering in his soul because when the agent deposited him directly in front of Niles, the garg spit in Nile’s face.

      Niles barely reacted. He chuckled and wiped the moisture from his face with a napkin pulled from his back pocket.

      Then, he turned to Kira and had a humored grin on his face. The agent handed her a gun that looked like it might shoot lazars.

      “I don’t understand.” Kira shook her head and glanced between her father and the beaten garg. The gun felt heavy in her grip.

      Niles pointed at the garg as if he detested him. “This gun will kill the garg standing in front of you. If you are so loyal to the Rose Syndicate as you claim, then you will need to kill the garg. Shoot the prisoner, and you will have my trust and respect.”

      Kira stood there with her mouth gaping open for several seconds. She was downright appalled by her father’s request but knew there was no other way out of it.

      She glanced at the garg prisoner. He was glaring at her through cold, gray eyes. Kira debated killing him. After all, she didn’t know the garg, and apparently it was going to either be him or her, and she couldn’t risk her life for a garg she didn’t know anything about.

      She was torn, frozen in time for moment. Then, she knew exactly what she had to do. She swiveled around and pointed the gun directly at her father. Her lips curled into a devious grin. She had played him after all. She was going to win.

      Without a single second more of hesitation, she clicked the gun’s release. She tensed her muscles and squeezed her eyes shut, but it was anticlimactic. Nothing happened. When she opened her eyes again her father was still staring at her, alive and well.

      He shook his head and tisked at her. “I knew that you would fail.”

      “What happened?” Kira asked, confused at why the gun didn’t go off when she fired it. Her cheeks burned in response to her father’s insult. Even all these years later, she had a difficult time hearing the harshness of his taunting.

      Her father took a step in her direction and snatched the gun out of her hand. “This gun was a dud. You did not pass the test after all.” He gave her a condescending sneer.

      At that moment, the garg who had been held captive rose to full height. “I was never as weak as you thought I was, so it looks like your intuition is not always right,” he told Niles. His shoulder’s widened and he spread his wings.

      His eyes flashed with defiance as if he was a phoenix rising from the ashes. Niles stared at the garg, utterly dumbfounded by his instant shift in demeanor. Kira discovered that the garg must have been waiting on the perfect opportunity to escape.

      Once the garg had completely transformed, he broke through the window. It shattered into a million pieces and the glass flew everywhere. The garg bolted out the window and disappeared, flying away without even a backwards glance in their direction. Kira barely had time to react to the events of the last few seconds when Mogul burst through the window after the garg had left. She shrieked in surprise, although she didn’t know why she hadn’t expected him to come swooping in to her rescue at any given moment.

      “Grab on,” he roared.

      Kira reached up and planted herself on his back as he flew back out the window before Niles or any of his agents could stop them. Kira watched Mogul give Hansur a signal from where Hansur was perched on top of a building nearby.

      Within seconds, Kira heard the sound of the explosion as it boomed through the air with gut wrenching force. She felt the heat of the fire and flame as it licked at the atmosphere and penetrated them.

      Mogul glanced over her shoulder and gave her a sympathetic look. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      Kira nodded her head. She didn’t want to turn around and witness the burning building, ablaze in the aftermath of the detonation.

      “Are you sure? I mean, I know your father was inside and all…”

      ‘I’m fine,” she assured him. “He wasn’t much of a father anyway.”

      They flew off in silence. Smoke began to plume through the air and the sound of police and firetruck sirens could be heard in the distance from the ground below them. Kira was suddenly surprised to realize that she was crying. She felt the tears slip down her face. It was a quiet release of emotion. After a few more miles in the sky, she had calmed down in her core and was processing the explosion a little better.

      Niles was gone, but now, so were all the deadly weapons inside the ashes of the headquarters. Kira reminded herself that it was something that had to be done, and there was nothing they could do to take back the past now. It was as if the clouds had parted and she felt the sweet release of relief rush through her senses. Everything was going to get better from here. Now, they could breath easily knowing that this branch of the Rose Syndicate could no longer try to hurt them. It was time to charge onward to a brighter future.
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          Mogul

        

      

    

    
      “Where are we going to land?” Kira called out to Mogul.

      “Hansur is going to fly down with us to another waiting vehicle,” Mogul said. “We can’t stay in the air for long, it will draw too much suspicion to us.”

      “Got it,” Kira said. “So, does that mean Penny and Gravul are waiting for us and we will take off in the van with them once we fly in with Hansur?”

      “That’s right,” Mogul said.

      “Mogul, my father told me there are other Rose Syndicate facilities.”

      “What?” Mogul glanced over his shoulder at her.

      Kira sighed. “All over the world. Other facilities like the one we just blew up.”

      “Fuck,” Mogul swore.

      He dodged between the buildings, skirting his way across to the street below where he saw the black van waiting for them. It had an antenna with a green ball attached to the top. That’s how he was able to identify that it was the right van from the air.

      Under normal circumstances while carrying Kira on his back, he would have been more careful in his flying, but desperate times called for desperate measures in this situation. They had to flee away, and fast. Time wasn’t on their side.

      There was no room for error here and they had a precise amount of time where they would have to meet up with the others before being left behind. If that happened, it wouldn’t be any hard feelings, it was just a simple matter of life and death and survival instincts.

      Mogul swooped into the street and shifted back to his human form. He gently placed Kira on the ground beside him and they ducked into the van at the very same moment that Hansur breezed next to the van.

      Once they were all tucked safely inside, Mogul motioned for Gravul to hit the gas. “Go, go, go!” he exclaimed while the other’s strapped on their seatbelts.

      “Where are we going now?” Kira asked Mogul once they were on the road and safely out of the city limits of London.

      Mogul exchanged a glance with Hansur and then looked at Kira.

      “Canada.”

      Kira looked confused. “Why Canada?”

      “That’s where the rendezvous point is,” Gravul chimed in from the driver’s seat.

      “I had forgotten it was in Canada,” Kira said softly.

      Mogul was still unsettled after finding out there were more than just the main Rose Syndicate headquarters that they had blown up. “Are you sure there are others facilities?” he asked her.

      Kira nodded. “Yes, my father was proud of the fact.”

      “There are really other facilities?” Penny asked as if she couldn’t believe it herself.

      Kira nodded somberly. “My father told me that the other buildings had scientists who were holding captured gargs. They are doing studies on them and testing them. These other hubs also have more weapons stored in them.”

      Mogul felt crestfallen. Just when he thought that they had won the battle, they had to deal with learning that it wasn’t even halfway over yet. He wondered if they had even put a dent in the problem.

      They drove to the coast, to a rural out of the way spot and got out of the van. “We’ll have to fly from here,” Gravul commented.

      “What about the tech?”

      “Burn it,” Mogul commented looking at the van.

      Hansur nodded. “Best plan, we can’t take it with us.”

      Gravul handed both Penny and Kira heavier coats from the bag in the back. “You’ll need these. It’s going to get cold.”

      Kira and Penny slipped into the warmer coats and fastened them up.

      “Everybody have everything they need from the van?” Hansur asked.

      Everyone nodded.

      “Stand back, I’ve rigged it to blow.” Hansur hit a button on his phone and as they watched from a safe distance, the van exploded.

      A few hours later, they were still discussing what to do about the issue with the other surviving Rose Syndicate hubs, when Gravul began to slow his flight.

      “I think I see the rendezvous point up ahead,” he said excitedly.

      Mogul glanced up ahead and his heart dropped when he saw the rescue ship. It was proud, mighty and tall, just floating there above the Mountains of the Northwest Territory. He was surprised to have that kind of reaction to seeing his home ship there. He had expected to feel liberated and safe. But he could feel the apprehension and sadness that was tucked away in the shadows of Kira’s heart. He began to wonder if leaving Earth was going to be a mistake.

      He was second guessing the decision to leave her while he flew away back to his home planet. Somehow, thinking about that kind of scenario, and even worse, envisioning it, made him feel empty.

      His home planet had never really felt like home to him in the first place. It never really fit him or his personality. So, if he left and didn’t have Kira with him, would he just end up feeling even more lost than he had been before she found him?

      Mogul noticed that Kira was staring at him. He felt her gaze locked in on him. Her eyes were bloodshot and red rimmed as if she was getting ready to start crying. He didn’t want to cause her any pain.

      If he stayed on Earth, he was doomed because he wouldn’t be able to prolong her lifespan. But if he left to return to his home planet, he would be able to regenerate his wing tips. The tech who had the capabilities to heal him only existed back home. He was torn between two choices that were ripping his mind apart.

      “What are you thinking about?” Kira whispered softly in his ear as they landed softly on the ground.

      He helped her off his back, but Mogul didn’t respond to her words. He stared straight ahead and walked slowly enough so that Kira could keep the pace with him. He noticed several other gargs that were sitting around waiting, talking amongst each other. The one garg who had bolted out of the window and broken it into a million shards back at the Rose Syndicate was there too. He didn’t seem like a weak lab rat anymore.

      “A lot of things,” he finally said, but he wouldn’t stop walking ahead, nor would he meet her gaze.

      “Mogul…” Kira stopped and grabbed his elbow to grind him to a halt too.

      He looked at her. She was so beautiful and captivating in every way. She made his heart sing. He couldn’t resist her purity, her love.

      “What?” he croaked.

      “Do you think that it is a good idea to leave Earth now that we know that there are still more Rose Syndicate agents to deal with? The problem has not been completely excavated.”

      Mogul let out a deep breath. He was heavily contemplating it. In fact, the words were already on his tongue to agree with Kira when Gravul and Penny walked up beside them.

      “I’m not going back on the rescue ship,” Gravul said and wrapped his arm around Penny after giving her a love struck gaze of adoration.

      “What do you mean?” Mogul frowned, although he had a pretty good idea of what Mogul was talking about.

      “I love her,” Gravul said and squeezed Penny. He sealed his public display of affection with a kiss. “I’m going to stay here with her on Earth.”

      At first, Mogul wasn’t quite sure how to process the news. On one level, he understood where Gravul was coming from, and he was partially jealous because he wanted the same relationship that Gravul had with Penny. He just wished there was a way that he could inject Kira with his serum. He felt stuck.

      As the doors to the rescue ship began to open and other garg’s teleported down, there was joyous cheering and happy reuniting among the garg’s who had been separated for a significant amount of time.

      Mogul stayed off in the background and refrained from mingling with the others. He didn’t have anyone to rekindle an old relationship with, whether that be romantic or brotherly. He didn’t have anyone to hug and tell them that he missed them. That fact alone should have sealed the deal that he had nothing waiting for him back on his home planet. Nothing, except for a healer tech who could take care of his damaged wing tips. He was leaning more and more in that direction as the moments past.

      After a few more minutes, the captain of the ship emerged from the set of double doors leading down a metal staircase that came out from the internal decks of the ship before getting teleported down. He was dressed in a blue captain’s uniform and had an assertive authority over the group, but he was smiling with an aura of kindness.

      He held his hands out to his side and gestured to the garg’s waiting around the ground below the rescue ship. He knew how to command a crowd, because in a matter of seconds, the hum of chatter began to subside and all eyes were on him.

      “Is everyone ready to go home?” His voice bellowed through the air and carried through the breeze.

      Eruptions of cheering and clapping roared through the crowd. There were even some enthusiastic whistles that rang through the air.

      The captain assessed his surroundings. “Are there women coming too on the ship? I just need to determine how much extra room will be necessary since it appears as if some of the garg’s who wish to return home might have brought their human mates with them.”

      It was then that the captain met the gaze of Gravul, who stood proudly and gave the captain a respectful bow. “I am going to be staying here on Earth to deal with a…” he trailed off and exchanged a glance with Mogul and Hansur. “Little problem.”

      “What kind of little problem?” The ship captain curiously narrowed his eyes.

      Gravul cleared his throat. Now he seemed slightly uneasy that all eyes were on him. “The Rose Syndicate headquarters has been destroyed,” he began, “but we have unfortunately learned that there are actually a few more locations where the members are operating their business and have a few Khargals still under captivity and control.”

      Hearing Gravul explain the reality of the situation made Mogul’s suppressed anger seep back into his mind. The Rose Syndicate members would have to be taken out, one by one until there was no threat left to annihilate.

      The captain appeared to take Gravul’s briefing to heart. He appeared genuinely concerned and nodded along with agreement. “I concur that it is probably best that you stay behind to take care of that issue.”

      Gravul gave the captain one last respectful bow and then took a step backward with Penny by his side.

      Mogul stepped forward and made eye contact with the captain. “I am still on the fence about whether or not I’m going to leave. I wish to request an examination with the medical officer before deciding, if it’s not too much trouble.”

      The captain nodded in understanding. “We will need you to board the ship and then we can get you prepped for the exam.”

      Mogul made a move toward the ship with Kira walking along beside him. No one challenged her or told her she couldn’t be granted access along with him.

      Once they walked below the ship and were teleported up into the ship, Mogul led Kira down a long corridor and into the medical officer’s quarters. It was cold and sterile in the room. The examiner instructed Kira to stand to the side while he tended to Mogul’s wing tips.

      “Will you be able to repair them?” Mogul asked, hearing the hope ringing in his own voice.

      The examiner’s face was furrowed in concentration on Mogul’s wings, studying them and giving them the tender attention that was necessary to get the job completed both successfully and safely.

      “Everything should go smoothly,” the officer said. “Just hold still. You won’t feel much of the operation, just a little pressure. I’m placing a numbing agent over the area now.”

      Mogul looked at Kira who was standing off to the side, looking a little ashen and uncomfortable as she hugged her arms around her chest and shifted her weight nervously.

      “Everything is going to be okay,” Mogul reassured with a warm smile. “I promise you. They have the technology to fix me.”

      He put his wholehearted trust into the medical officer. He had no choice, but he knew his faithfulness had merit in the other Khargal. His future and Kira’s future were in the medical tech’s hands, and he knew that after he was healed, everything would be different in a more profoundly hopeful way.

      “You are all set,” the med tech said with a proud smile after about half an hour.

      Kira glanced between them and seemed surprised. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.” Mogul smiled.

      “You will want to be careful, for about twenty-four hours,” the med tech explained. “You might also experience some soreness and numbness, but that is all normal, I can assure you.”

      Mogul shook the doctor’s hand. “Thank you so much for healing me.”

      “If you don’t mind, I would like to inject your human friend here with an injection that will keep her telomeres from shortening for a long time. It will also make your serum even more effective than it could have ever been.”

      “Will it give us equal lifespans?” Mogul asked and held his breath expectantly.

      “Roughly,” the med tech said.

      Mogul turned around and looked at Kira. “Are you okay with this plan?”

      “Absolutely,” Kira said. She was already pushing up her shirt sleeve to get ready for the shot. “Once you are done, is there any way you could spare some for my friend who is also mated to a garg that just so happens to be one of our good friends?” she asked in a gentle way to the doctor.

      “I would be happy to,” the doctor said with a smile. “I can fill up a case of the injections for you to take with you, if you are staying here on Earth.”

      Mogul and Kira thanked the med tech one last time before exiting the ship. As soon as they were back on solid ground, Kira gave him a concerned glance. “Are you sure that you want to do this? One hundred percent sure? I don’t want you to feel like I’m pushing you in one direction or another. I want you to be happy—”

      Mogul spun around to face Kira before the ship had even finished turning on its engines again to prepare for takeoff back to their planet. He cradled her hands in his. “My home is with you. Wherever you are, that is where I want to be too.”

      Kira gave him a warm smile as if her heart was melting at his words. She draped her arms around him and kissed him. His entire body sizzled and tingled with rising desire for her.

      “That is the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me,” she purred into his ear.

      “I mean it,” he said and squeezed his arms around her waist. “I love you so much, Kira. I will never leave you again.”

      She stroked his hair and gazed up at him fondly. “I love you too.”

      They met up with Gravul and Penny shortly after, who had been standing at the center of the valley watching the ship depart.

      “You are still here?” Mogul asked Hansur when he noticed that he had remained behind too.

      Hansur shrugged and chuckled. “I couldn’t live with myself if I left my best friends in their time of need.”

      Mogul shook his hand. “That means a lot to me, brother.”

      “Besides,” Hansur gestured around, “Earth is just starting to get interesting.”

      Mogul and Gravul both laughed. “I think we all can agree with that,” he said and hooked his arm around Kira again, vowing to never let her go because a promise was a promise. She wasn’t going to suffer anymore. Not on his watch.
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            Epilogue

          

          Mogul

        

      

    

    
      Mogul gazed into Kira’s eyes. “You’re so beautiful. You have no idea how beautiful you really are.”

      Kira’s eyes were beaming. “Thank you,” she whispered and stroked his cheek. “I think you are beautiful too.”

      He laughed. “But, I’m a man.”

      “But on the inside, you are so kind and noble and brave,” she told him. Those are qualities that make you seem beautiful.

      They were laying on their hotel room bed in the countryside of London. It was a quaint little bed and breakfast with cozy character.

      Kira glanced around. “I must say, this hotel room is much better than the last place we stayed when we were in England.”

      Mogul chuckled. “I have to agree with you on that one.”

      “And this time, we’re alone.” Kira’s voice was sultry, and her eyes shimmered with seduction. “We are all alone.” She gently grazed her hand against his chest.

      Desire began to spread through his entire body as he stared at her in complete adoration. “I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you,” he whispered. “And yes, I’m so grateful that we are alone now.”

      “I’m just relieved that we are safe and we all made it out of this terror alive,” Kira admitted.

      “Are you alright with everything that… happened?” he asked in a tender tone, knowing that her father had passed away in the explosion. As vile as her father was, he still was the only family she had.

      Kira didn’t appear to be as melancholy as he had expected. As if reading his thoughts, she gave him a reassuring smile. “As long as I’m with you, I’m happy. I promise. You are my family now.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and breathed in the coconutty scent of her hair. It was so soft and perfect, just like her. “I made the right choice to stay here with you,” he said.

      “I agree.” She lifted her chin and gave him a fond smile. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He squeezed her close and relished in her touch.

      He felt the flesh between his legs begin to throb. He wanted to take her. He craved to hear the sound of her moaning for him. He picked her up by her hips and swung her around so that she was laying flat on her back, gazing up at him.

      A sexy grin was spread across her face. She looked like she was ready to be ravaged by his throbbing dick. He crouched over her, straddling over top of her as he began to slowly peel off her clothes, one garment at a time. He wanted to drive her as wild and crazy as she made him feel on the inside.

      She arched her back and sighed with contentment in response to his hands grazing up and down her naked body. He wanted to absorb every ounce of her beauty. She was gorgeous, not only to look at, but on the inside too.

      He had a good feeling about this sexual encounter. He couldn’t wait to mate with her, to inject her with his serum that would increase her lifespan. He wanted to spend as many years as possible with her, and make up for lost time.

      He spread her legs and delicately stroked her inner thighs with the tips of his fingers. He skirted across her skin so tenderly that she began to purr and moan, wiggling around on the bed as if she was in pure and complete ecstasy.

      “I want you,” she breathed into his ear and nibbled on his earlobe.

      Every ounce of him desired her. he began teasing the swollen pink slit between her legs. She began to moan louder as he slid the engorged, glistening flesh open with his fingers. She cried out when he made contact with her clitoris.

      Her hips moved and as he swirled his thumb and index finger around on her clit, making her drip with desire. She was so wet that a puddle of her soaking wetness began to form a tiny lake on the bedsheets under her.

      He loved the way her eyes glowed with lust. He loved the way she moaned his name breathlessly, a song that was a musical number of seduction to his ears. She was so pretty, and she was his.

      Mogul couldn’t wait to mate with her. He couldn’t contain the eruption of pleasure that she gave to him. Her moaning was coming more urgently now. He pressed her arms over her head and pushed his fingers deep inside of her while rubbing her swollen clitoris with his thumb.

      She came with a blossoming of passion that came out in guttural cries from her throat. Her cheeks were flushed. There was a thin layer of beady, sexy sweat that raised across her naked skin.

      Kira was absolutely tantalizing. He couldn’t wait any longer. She was still climbing down from the intensity of her orgasm when he pushed himself inside of her. He filled her up. She gasped in response to his girth.

      “You’re so big,” she cooed.

      “Do you like it?” Mogul grinned, knowing that she loved it.

      “Yes,” she said in a primal moan. “Give me more, more.”

      He began to thrust harder and faster as he realized how much she loved it when he was rough with her. She snaked her legs around his waist and dug her heels into his back. She grabbed the back of his ass cheeks with her fingernails and dragged them across his skin. Her actions were so urgent and desperate that it made him tingle from head to toe.

      She squeezed her bare thighs against his waist. He pumped harder, rocked to the core with passion. He cupped her bouncy, perky breasts in his hands. He leaned down and plucked a pink, erect nipple into his mouth and sucked until she screamed for more.

      He was taking her with all the primal urgency that he had inside of him. He had wanted to fuck her like this for a long time. It was as if he was living in his own perfect dream, but it was real. That is what made the intensity of the moment so exhilarating.

      With every enthusiastic thrust he pumped into her, she responded with wails of ecstasy that couldn’t be tamed. He groaned and tensed up. He was ready to inject her with the serum that was flowing like lava down a volcano mountain by now.

      He was healed, and it was thrilling to know that he could finally mate with her. As he climaxed, his vision blurred. He was in heaven. Everything that he had wanted was coming true for him.

      Mogul felt his gland serum as it exploded from him, and got buried deep inside of Kira. She came in unison with him. They were wrapped up in their own sea of pleasure. He enveloped his body around hers. He wanted to make sure she was protected always and injecting her with his serum was a fantastic place to start.

      As soon as they had both finished glowing in the aftermath of their joint orgasm, they collapsed into a naked, intertwined and sweaty heap beside each other. He was breathing hard and she was panting beside him.

      They stayed that way, holding hands in comfortable silence as they tried to compose themselves and regain strength from the full body sexual workout.

      “You are incredible,” he finally said, rolling over to stroke her hair. It was so soft and silky running through his fingers, a golden and strawberry halo atop her head.

      “We are officially mated,” she said with an elated smile. “I can’t believe it. I have been waiting for this moment for so long.”

      Mogul pressed his lips to Kira’s. She smelled like sex and perfume. “Me too.”

      “I love you, Mogul,” Kira said and searched his eyes with bright, twinkling adoration pouring from her emotions.

      “I love you too,” he said and roped his arms around her.

      He felt rejuvenated. They had endured hell together, but they fought their way through the storms. There were still the other Rose Syndicate members to worry about in other locations, but that fretting could wait until the morning. For now, he wanted to cuddle close to her tonight and dream of a bright future. For tonight, it was only the two of them against the world.
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      At-Ukris: aerial Duras animal. Looks like a cross between an eagle and an octopus roughly the size of a whale

      

      Bansial: the Durassian word for sticky

      

      Canikin: the Durassian word for lady parts

      

      Dam: mother

      

      Dassa: mating fluid

      

      Duramna: stone form

      

      Duras: Khargal home planet

      

      Durassian: the Khargal language

      

      Earthian: what Khargals call humans

      

      Fa: the Durassian word for Mrs.

      

      Grack: the Durassian expletive for fuck

      

      Guurlk: Khargal liquor

      

      Hondassa: Mate

      

      Kher: Khargal term for siblings

      

      Khargal: what gargoyles call themselves

      

      Lar: the Durassian word for god

      

      Macero: the Durassian expletive for hell

      

      Maztek: Duras animal similar to an earth whale

      

      Rose Syndicate: clandestine organization that is pursuing gargoyles and their technology

      

      Sartek: a random predatory animal on Duras

      

      Sigil: the device used for contacting the rescue beacon and teleporting to the rescue ship

      

      Sire: father

      

      Tanem: the Durassian word for temporary companion taken before a true mate
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      Sign up for her mailing list and find out about her latest releases, giveaways, and more. Also get a free book! Click here!

      

      For more information, be sure to check out the links below!

      
        
        zarazenia.com

        zara@zarazenia.com
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