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CHAPTER ONE




Impossible.

Dr. Alina Faulkner stared at the readings on her monitor, her hands shaking. Stared at the biochemical readings that couldn’t possibly exist. Mars was a dead planet and had been for eons. Even after Earth Government began the process of terraforming the planet to make it habitable for human colonization, they had never found anything indicating previous life on Mars. Even the presence of surface water was more speculative than proven.

The prospect of colonization itself had always been somewhat of a gamble, but driven by the ever-increasing population and diminishing resources on Earth, the government had been determined to make it possible. So determined that they had taken fatally injured soldiers and turned them into cyborgs, using them to begin the initial work. They had built massive power plants at the poles, using the polar ice caps to begin creating an atmosphere, to make the planet livable.

And they had succeeded.

Not completely—normal humans still required breathing masks for supplemental oxygen—but well enough that they no longer needed pressure suits. And then the settlement process had begun. The scientists had come first, and then the colonists began to arrive. Most of them chose to take advantage of the homesteads the government offered—land that would become theirs as long as they lived on it for five years and planted the specialized lichen designed to increase oxygen levels.

As the population on Mars increased, so did their desire for independence. With the help of the cyborgs who had been treated by the government as disposable pawns, the citizens of Mars had declared their autonomy from Earth. A fragile independence, perhaps, but one that gave them control over their own destiny.

Mars was changing.

But it was not alive.

Until now.

Alina had been fascinated by Mars since she was a small child. She had deliberately chosen an educational path designed to make her eligible for emigrating to Mars. And she had been chosen. She’d been living and studying on Mars for more than two years now and she’d never regretted it. But despite the number of fascinating discoveries she’d made so far, nothing compared with the potential of that faint, impossible reading.

Her fingers trembling, she leaned closer to the screen, as if touching the signal would somehow confirm that it was real. But just as she touched the screen, an overpowering scent invaded the lab. Without a second’s hesitation, her fingers flew from the screen to the control panel, shutting off the monitor.

She didn’t need to turn around to know who had entered. In the enclosed habitats of Mars, scents could quickly become invasive. Most people understood and respected that limitation. Dr. Martin Reece didn’t care. He seemed to think his obnoxious cologne made him more appealing. Instead, it only made him more repellent.

“Alina, my dear.” Martin’s smooth, oily voice made her shudder, but she did her best to keep her response neutral.

“Dr. Reece.”

As always, he paid no attention to the coolness of her response, hovering too close to her desk. No matter how many times she rejected him, he seemed convinced that he would eventually win her over.

Not even if he were the last man on the planet.

Seeing that she was alone in the lab, he stepped even closer, his gaze traveling over her in a way that made her skin crawl.

“Where is Dr. Winters?” he asked.

“Cass just stepped out for a minute,” she said evenly.

Actually Cass was no longer in the research complex. She had requisitioned a rover to investigate the seismic anomalies she had detected at a remote station and left earlier that day. But Alina had no intention of telling him that. Partially because she didn’t want him knowing she was alone. But mostly because he would pitch a fit about the fact that he hadn’t been informed. Although he had an administrative title, he had no actual authority over the other scientists in the complex. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him from trying to control their activities.

“I hope she’s not neglecting her duties,” he said pompously, and she clenched her fist in her lap.

Cass was brilliant—far more brilliant than Martin—and Alina knew exactly how hard she worked and how many hours she devoted to her research.

“Cass would never⁠—”

“That’s not important right now,” he interrupted, waving a dismissive hand. “But about that invitation to dinner…”

“I’ve already declined. Twice.”

Her voice was as cold as a Martian night, but of course, he paid no attention.

“I don’t think you understand.” He leaned towards her, the stench of his cologne cloying and unwelcome. “I’ve arranged for a very important visitor to join us. Bruce Bentley, head of GenCon’s geology department,” he added when she didn’t respond, clearly expecting her to be impressed.

GenCon?

A chill ran down her spine. The massive corporation had partnered with Earth Government during the early terraforming and colonization efforts. However, their apparent cooperation had concealed a number of darker deeds, including attempts to recreate the cyborg technology with disastrous results.

As a result, Earth Government had stripped them of their authority over the colonists. But they had not completely removed them, and they still had a strong presence on Mars. And probably more importantly as far as Martin was concerned, they had extremely deep pockets.

However she had no intention of getting involved with an organization that valued profit over human life.

“I’m not interested.”

His smile widened, thin and unpleasant.

“You should reconsider.”

She said nothing.

His face darkened, and for a second, something malevolent flashed in his eyes. It vanished so quickly she might have imagined it, but she still pushed her chair back, increasing the distance between them.

“Alina,” he said, his voice patronizing, “I don’t think you understand. Mr. Bentley is extremely interested in your research. This could have… substantial benefits for you.”

Her stomach tightened.

“How is he aware of my research? None of my results have been published yet.”

Another break in his composure. It wasn’t guilt—he was too self-centered to consider anything he did wrong—but annoyance that she’d raised the question.

“We’re all on the same side, aren’t we?” he said smoothly. “We all want to ensure the successful colonization of Mars. A little cooperation benefits everyone.”

“Really?” she asked, her tone sharpening. “What information is GenCon willing to share with us?”

He waved his hand again.

“Then this is the perfect opportunity for you to gain their cooperation.”

She shook her head and gave him a disgusted look.

“I have absolutely no intention of cooperating with GenCon, now or in the future,” she said firmly. “And if I find out that any of my confidential research has been provided to them, I won’t hesitate to report it.”

“Of course,” he agreed, but his dismissive tone couldn’t completely mask the flash of guilt.

“I must get back to work,” she added, already turning back to her computer.

For a moment she thought he would continue arguing, but thankfully he finally took a step back, his eyes drifting down over her body again.

“You’re quite right. Better to discuss personal matters outside the lab.”

“There are no personal matters between us, Dr. Reece.”

Her rejection couldn’t have been clearer, but as usual, he completely ignored it.

“Your modesty is admirable. But don’t worry. I have no intention of giving up. I do enjoy a woman who plays hard to get.”

Her jaw tightened, but before she could overcome her anger enough to respond, he turned and left the lab.

What the hell is wrong with him?

He certainly wasn’t the first man who’d been interested in her. She was short and curvy rather than tall and elegant like Cass, but she wasn’t without her admirers. However, she had no interest in relationships, especially when she was involved in such critical research. She’d made that mistake once before, losing herself in a relationship that had almost cost her her degree and her self-respect. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. Not in a place like this, where the community was small and mistakes lingered. Not when her work mattered more.

She had politely but decisively turned down anyone who approached her. A few of them had tried twice, perhaps even three times, but eventually they had stopped asking. Unlike Martin. She’d been rejecting him for well over a year, but he just didn’t seem to get the message.

She sighed and turned back to her monitor, then hesitated. Unwilling to be caught unaware again she went and locked the door to the lab before powering on the screen.

The signal was still there, still impossible, coming from within the mountains surrounding the valley where Border Town was located. Disturbed by the implication that GenCon was aware of her research, she turned on an encryption algorithm that would mask the data she was processing, then considered her options.

The location of the signal wasn’t actually that far from Border Town. An hour’s journey, perhaps slightly more depending on the mountainous terrain. The temptation to go and see for herself was almost overwhelming. She’d told Cass truthfully that she wasn’t cut out for fieldwork.

But this isn’t really field work, she argued with herself. I just want to make sure the readings are accurate.

When Cass had left to pursue her own investigation, Alina had warned her that one of the powerful Martian dust storms was approaching. But the station which Cass had headed to was significantly further away than the location she wanted to check. She should have plenty of time for a quick trip there and back. More than likely the readings were faulty. But if they weren’t…

A shiver of excitement ran down her spine.

If there was even one chance in a million that it was real, she couldn’t ignore it.

“I just need to confirm it,” she murmured.

She was writing a note for Cass before she even consciously made the decision to leave.

Cass—

Had an unexpected breakthrough with those samples from the western quadrant. Gone to check personally. Back before dark. Data on server under “Project Bloom.” Don’t tell Reece.

—A

Before leaving the lab, she adjusted the parameters of the survey she’d been running to avoid the area where the reading had appeared. Then she added the correct area to her personal scanner, isolating the signal. After a quick peek down the corridor to make sure Martin wasn’t still around, she headed for the hangar where the rovers were stored, her pulse racing.

If it was real⁠—

If it was even remotely real⁠—

Everything was about to change.


CHAPTER TWO




He floated in the darkness, neither asleep nor awake but somewhere in between. Brief flashes of sensation washed over him—a familiar warmth followed by an icy chill. Fragments of what might have been memories or might have been dreams. Soaring into a clear blue sky. Wide stretches of once green land now turned dusty orange. Crouching behind a rock as explosions filled the air. A battle of some kind, although everything about it felt strange and unfamiliar, wrong in some way he couldn’t explain.

More sensations returned. Hands. Fingers. Fingers that didn’t feel right somehow. Something cradling his body, warm and protective. No, that wasn’t right. He didn’t need to be protected. I am the protector. A sudden spike of pain shot through his head at the thought, and the flash of knowledge disappeared. His consciousness flickered, dimming once again as darkness swept over him.


CHAPTER THREE




Alina swore under her breath as another gust of wind rocked the rover.

She had seriously underestimated how quickly the storm would strike—and overestimated her ability to drive an unfamiliar vehicle.

“That’s what I get for staying in the lab all the time,” she muttered to herself as her hands clenched on the steering wheel.

What should have been a short trip had already taken far longer than expected. Her caution with the rover meant that it had taken longer than an hour to cross the valley. The wind had started picking up just before she reached the mountains, and her heart had sunk the moment she saw the dark clouds looming on the horizon.

There was no way to make it back to Border Town before the storm hit, and the rover would be completely exposed on the open valley floor. The mountains, at least, offered some protection. Or so she had told herself. But the wind was still shaking the rover and the visibility was steadily decreasing.

Based on the readings on her scanner, the unfamiliar signal came from within the rock ahead of her. Hopefully that meant a cavern, someplace to take refuge and wait out the storm.

I hope.

The wipers were useless against the constant barrage of sand and grit. All she could do was continue following that tantalizing signal. She winced as one side of the rover scraped against a rock wall she could barely see. She tried to correct her course, only to feel it scrape again on the other side. The wind howled, rattling the vehicle, drowning out every other sound.

The rover suddenly tilted to one side as it climbed over a hidden obstacle. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel, but a few minutes later the vehicle straightened back out and she gave a sigh of relief. For a moment she considered stopping right there, but then another gust of wind hit and the whole vehicle skidded sideways. The position was still too exposed.

She flexed her fingers, trying to release the strain, and kept going.

More scraping, this time on both sides of the rover, but then the noise of the wind abruptly dropped. Her previously useless wipers finally managed to clear some of the dust from the windshield, enough to reveal she’d entered a large cavern. A shudder of relief swept over her. She’d made it out of the storm.

Once again she considered stopping, but when she checked her scanner, the signal she’d been chasing was still straight ahead and she decided to keep going. There was nothing else she could do until the storm passed. She drove the rover carefully across the cavern, the headlights cutting through the dust to illuminate a rough, uneven floor.

As she approached the far side, she thought she’d reached a dead end. But then she spotted a tunnel half-hidden behind a rocky outcropping—a lava tube, the walls smoothed by the ancient lava flow. It was large enough to accommodate the rover and appeared to be heading in the right direction. With a mental shrug, she drove into the tube. It descended rapidly, but it was still heading in the right direction, the signal growing closer with every meter.

Her pulse quickened and she leaned forward eagerly. Her excitement came to an abrupt halt when the rover’s headlights revealed a fall of rock blocking most of the tunnel.

Damn.

After a brief hesitation, she decided to investigate. If there weren’t too many rocks, the rover might be able to push them aside and continue. After placing a breathing mask across her nose and pulling on a thermal coverall, she climbed out of the rover. She shivered as the cold air surrounded her, but made her way cautiously to the blockage. Climbing carefully over the loose rocks, she peered through the open section.

“Damn,” she muttered again. The rockfall extended for at least ten meters. It didn’t block the tunnel completely but there were far too many rocks for the rover to move.

Climbing back down, she returned to the rover, eying the signal disconsolately as she drank some water.

So near and yet so far. So near…

Although it was an estimate rather than a certainty, the scanner indicated the source of the mysterious readings was only a few hundred meters away. She knew if Cass was here, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She didn’t have Cass’s experience in the field, but really, how difficult could it be? If the path ended, she would simply turn back.

Before she’d even consciously made the decision, she was reaching for the field pack stored in the back of the rover, running a quick check of the contents. She might not have much experience, but she’d undergone the same training and she knew what it should contain. After making sure that everything was present, she slung it over her shoulder and set off again.

Picking her way through the rockfall was more difficult than she’d expected, but she refused to give up. By the time she made it to the other side, she was sweating despite the cold and her knees were aching from crawling over the rocks.

“I really need to get out of the lab more often,” she muttered as she brushed the dust off her coverall.

There was still enough light from the rover’s headlights for her to see that the tunnel continued downwards. While it wasn’t as smooth as the earlier part of the tunnel, the floor was relatively clear. The path started to curve to the right and the light from the rover disappeared. She switched on her portable light, the beam cutting through the darkness.

Twice the tunnel branched and each time she took the branch that seemed to head towards the signal, marking her choice on the rock. The branch she was following quickly narrowed, becoming little more than a fissure in the rock, but she kept going, keeping her steps slow and cautious. The last thing she needed was to injure herself out here alone.

The passage narrowed again and then again, until she would have to turn sideways to squeeze through. She hesitated, shining her light into the tight space. All she could see was that it kept going, curving away to the left.

“I hate this,” she muttered, but the signal was so close and so strong… “Just a little farther.”

She switched her pack from her back to her side, took a deep breath, and edged her way into the narrow space. Moving sideways made her muscles ache, and the rock pressed in on both sides, rough and unyielding against her back and chest. For a moment, panic raced through her system, but she was too close to give up now.

She suddenly realized that the air was growing warmer. Some kind of geothermal heat source? That wasn’t possible. Mars didn’t have pockets of warm air underground. Not like this.

Her mind raced through possibilities even as she kept going and it took her a moment to realize that the passage was widened again. Just as she was about to face forward again, her feet slid out from under her, sending her sliding down a thankfully smooth slope. The fall knocked the breath out of her, but instead of crashing into the hard rock floor she expected, something soft cushioned her body.

For a moment she was too dazed to notice her surroundings, but then her eyes widened. She’d landed in a cavern, but a cavern unlike anything else she’d seen on Mars. A cavern that shouldn’t exist. A network of vines climbed the walls, lush and healthy, with more draped across the floor. A thick carpet of moss and lichen covered the ground. Lichen that bore no resemblance to the plants the colonists so diligently cultivated.

Life, impossible life, hidden away beneath the surface of Mars. Life that had never been recorded. Never documented.

Still dazed, she sat up, automatically trying to catalog what she saw. At least ten different species, perhaps more, all of them healthy. Thriving in this underground cavern.

Climbing slowly to her feet, she cautiously approached the nearest wall. A deep purple vine with large, palm-shaped leaves covered that section. As she carefully examined one of the leaves, she realized that the underside glistened with some kind of clear fluid. The fluid didn’t appear to have any scent, but her breathing mask filtered some scents. And yet the consistency…

Water?

A wave of excitement filled her, and she quickly retrieved a sample jar from her pack. She collected some of the fluid and was about to take a leaf as well when she suddenly hesitated. Somehow it seemed wrong to damage the plant.

She jerked her hand back and began recording instead, documenting everything—composition, structure, temperature.

“I need to get as much data as possible,” she told herself.

As she moved deeper into the cavern, she noticed that the vines thickened along the back wall. As she moved closer she realized they were wrapped around a huge pod of some kind, suspended several feet above the ground. It must be another type of plant, but what could be so large? The pod was at least two and a half meters in length and at least a meter across.

The tightly furled leaves surrounding it were pale gold, shimmering slightly in the light from her lantern. Curious, she ran a gentle finger along one of the leaves. The silky texture surprised her, but the unexpected warmth was even more shocking. The pod was warmer than the surrounding air, warmer even than her own skin. And there was something else…

A subtle vibration against her fingertips.

That’s impossible, she thought. But then again, is anything about this cavern possible?

Spreading her fingers, she pressed her hand more firmly against the surface. There it was again. A subtle, rhythmic pulse.

She ran her hand along the pod, trying to determine the source of the vibration. It seemed to be strongest about a third of the way down. A rhythmic pulse against her fingertips.

Almost like a heartbeat.

Her breath caught. No, that wasn’t possible. And it was too slow, much slower than a human heartbeat. But then the pulse increased, growing faster and stronger.

Startled, she stumbled back a step just as the leaves began to unfurl, rapidly falling away to reveal… A body?

I must be hallucinating.

Unable to look away, she stared at the body nestled in the pod. A hard angular face. Golden scaled skin with the same metallic sheen as the leaves. Broad shoulders. A powerful chest, heavily muscled, rising and falling with slow, steady breaths. She gulped as her gaze drifted lower. A huge ridged cock resting heavily against his thighs.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

He was so still, more like a statue than a man. And yet, that heartbeat… Before she could second guess herself, she placed her hand over his heart.

Bum, bum. Bum, bum.

She started to take a step back, only to find her hand enclosed in a firm, powerful grip. Her eyes flew to that hard, alien face. His eyes were open. Startlingly blue eyes with vertical pupils. Not human eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her heart race.


CHAPTER FOUR




Afracture in the darkness. Another presence. A warmth, a sweetness hovering at the edge of his consciousness. Something about it called to him, pulling him up from the darkness that surrounded him.

More sensations returned. The weight of his body. The rush of blood through his veins. His heart rate increased. The slow, distant rhythm in his chest began to strengthen, to quicken. He struggled harder, trying to break through the fog engulfing him.

A soft touch on his chest, and his skin suddenly came alive. He could feel the air surrounding him and the structure cradling him. The sweetness that had reached him before filled his lungs.

The hand resting on his chest started to withdraw.

No!

He fought harder, forcing his body to respond. He grabbed the hand that had touched him, and placed it back against his chest. The contact sent another jolt through him, and his eyes flew open.

A small female was staring at him, her eyes wide and startled. Something about the eyes was wrong, but they were warm and appealing. A mask covered part of her face, but he could see her mouth—small and pink and tempting. His gaze traveled down to lush curves beneath strange clothing. Curves? Something about that was wrong as well. And yet… Not wrong. An unexpected rush of desire shot through his body.

Her skin was pale and smooth, too smooth, and the hand trapped beneath his was impossibly soft. Everything about her was wrong and yet he wanted to pull her closer, to wrap his arms around her and keep her safe.

“Who… are you?” he rasped.

The words felt strange, thick in his throat, as if he hadn’t spoken in a very long time.

Her eyes widened again.

“You can speak. Who are you?”

He didn’t recognize the words, and yet there was a distant echo in his head, as if their meaning hovered just out of reach. He shook his head.

“I don’t understand you.”

Blunt little teeth clamped down on a full pink lip.

“Let’s start with the basics. I’m Alina. Alina,” she repeated, tapping her chest.

A name.

“Alina,” he repeated carefully, and she nodded.

“And you are?” She pointed at him, her meaning clear.

Who am I? His memories were fragmented and inconsistent. Things that had come to him in the darkness. Things he wasn’t sure were true. He slowly shook his head.

“You don’t remember?” Her voice softened. “If you don’t remember who you are, you probably don’t know why you’re here either.”

That nagging sense of familiarity returned, the feeling that he was on the verge of understanding her.

She started to take a step back and suddenly seemed to notice that his hand was still wrapped around hers. He followed her gaze down to the fragile softness of her hand beneath his.

“Can I have my hand back now?”

She tugged lightly, and he knew she wanted him to release her, but he didn’t want to let go. Not yet. Not when she was the only real thing in a world that still felt like a dream.

He was awake, but he was still lost. The only thing he knew was that this female belonged to him, and he had no intention of letting her go.


CHAPTER FIVE




Alina tugged on her hand again, but the male in the pod still wouldn’t release her. He wasn’t hurting her, not in the slightest, but he was far stronger than her, even in his newly awakened state. However long he’d been… encapsulated, it clearly hadn’t diminished his strength. Those muscular arms were every bit as strong as they looked.

“I can’t just stand here forever,” she muttered. “And you just woke up. Aren’t you hungry? Or thirsty? Hungry? Thirsty?” she repeated, mimicking eating and drinking.

Recognition flashed in those blue, blue eyes. He sat up, moving with a speed that startled her. Damn, he was big. He was at least a foot taller than her and twice as wide. She instinctively tried to take a step back but he still hadn’t released her hand. Her breath caught.

This close to him, she could feel the heat radiating from his body and catch a subtle, spicy scent that was unexpectedly appealing. It wrapped around her and she started to lean closer, to take in more of it, then realized what she was doing and pulled back, heat rushing to her cheeks.

Her blush must have been obvious, despite the breathing mask, because he gave her a fascinated look, running his finger across her cheekbone above the top of the mask. His finger was warm and slightly rough, sending an unexpected rush of excitement through her veins. But then he started to tug at the mask and she panicked, tugging at his free hand.

“No! If you take that off I can’t breathe. Please don’t.”

If he decided to take it off, she had no way of stopping him. But he seemed to understand her panic, if not her words, and he smoothed it back in place. Relief escaped her lungs in a shaky breath.

But he didn’t release her completely. His finger traveled down across her jaw, then brushed slowly back and forth across her lower lip, leaving a trail of heat behind.

“Soft.”

The pronunciation wasn’t quite right, but the word was recognizable. He tilted his head, looking as confused as she felt. The fact that he had originally spoken in a language she didn’t recognize made a lot more sense than hearing an English word emerging from his lips.

“Soft,” he repeated. “Alina soft.”

She could hear the question in his voice, and she nodded.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “That’s the right word.”

He returned the nod, looking pleased with her response.

“Alina soft.”

He finally took his finger away from her mouth, but instead of removing it completely, he ran it gently down the sensitive skin of her neck. He started to dip it beneath her coverall before she came to her senses and grabbed his hand.

“That’s another no,” she said firmly, refusing to admit that she wondered what that warm rough finger would feel like traveling lower over her bare skin.

“No?”

He looked disappointed, but didn’t try again. She started to raise her hand, then realized he’d taken advantage of the opportunity to wrap his fingers around her other hand as well. He didn’t release her when she tugged on it and she gave him an exasperated look.

“How do you expect to eat or drink if you’re holding both my hands?”

Since he was still holding her, she couldn’t mime the actions, but he clearly understood. After a brief hesitation, he released one hand. She sighed, but decided to take what she could get.

“Eat. Drink,” he repeated and she nodded. She started to lead him back towards her pack, but he came to a halt in front of one of the purple vines. He furled one of the leaves to form a cone, then offered it to her.

“Drink?”

He clearly recognized the vine, but she wasn’t about to take any chances with a strange liquid.

“No, thank you.”

He frowned at her, and for a moment she was afraid he was going to insist. Instead he gave her an oddly human half-shrug, then dipped the contents of the leaf into his mouth. He repeated the process with two more leaves, not removing them from the vine, but letting them fall back into place after he was done.

“Drink,” he said proudly, and grinned at her, his teeth very white and very sharp with fang-like extended canines.

Could you even kiss someone with teeth that sharp? she wondered, and immediately felt the heat rushing to her cheeks. Why am I even thinking about kissing him?

She was sure he noticed her blush, but before he could reach for her face again, she quickly tugged him towards her pack and pulled out a water bottle.

“This is what I drink.”

She took a sip, then handed the bottle to him. He mimicked her actions, then nodded.

“Drink.”

Was he agreeing that the action was the same or the substance?

“This is water.” She tapped the bottle, then pointed to the leaves. “Water?”

He tilted his head again, then nodded.

“Water.”

Was she right? Was the fluid on the leaves actually water? If it was, and if the vines could be reproduced, it could make a huge difference in the colonization process. Mars wasn’t actually short of water, but it was all frozen deep underground or locked in the polar ice caps. If the homesteaders could have a readily accessible source of water without drilling, their lives would be significantly easier.

She was still considering the possibilities when he gently tapped her mouth, and she gave him a startled look.

“Eat?” he asked.

“Sorry. I got distracted.”

She fumbled through her pack for a protein bar, then broke it in half and gave him the larger piece. He immediately tried to give it back to her, but she shook her head, laughing.

“You’re bigger than I am. You get the bigger piece.”

He frowned, clearly disagreeing, but she ignored him and took a quick bite. He studied the bar for a moment, then took a cautious bite. She studied his face, trying to read his expression as he ate.

“Is it good?” she asked, giving him an exaggerated smile. “Or bad?” She frowned.

“No good. No bad,” he said seriously, and she laughed.

“Fair enough. It’s designed to keep you alive rather than taste good.”

“Drink water,” he said, tapping the bottle. “Eat?”

“Eat protein bar.”

He hummed softly, before leading her inexorably to the far side of the cave, and she sighed.

“You really don’t have to keep hauling me around. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.”

The wall she’d slid down was too steep for her to climb, and she hadn’t seen any other way out of the cavern. All she could do was rely on Cass to come looking for her. And won’t she be in for a surprise, she thought, sneaking a glance at her companion.

He was looking down at her with an expression she couldn’t read. Did he understand her? If he did, it didn’t seem to make any difference since he kept a firm grip on her hand as he led her across the cavern.

He stopped in front of another wall of vines, this one with slender blue leaves. He gently parted the leaves to reveal clusters of small, white berries hidden beneath them.

“Eat skara,” he said triumphantly as he freed a cluster and offered it to her.

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

He seemed to understand her hesitation, and he popped two of the berries into his mouth.

“Skara good.”

He offered them to her again, but she shook her head.

“Just because they’re safe for you, doesn’t mean they’re safe for me.”

After all, he was a native of Mars. Or was he?

All of her earlier questions came rushing back.

Who was he?

Where had he come from?

How could he be here? How could any of this be here?

She was standing in an underground cavern that shouldn’t exist with a male who couldn’t possibly exist. A huge, naked, undeniably real male.

A rush of dizziness washed over her and she swayed, her knees threatening to buckle. A strong arm wrapped around her waist. The last thing she remembered before darkness took her was the unmistakable sensation of being pulled securely against his chest.


CHAPTER SIX




He looked down at the small female in his arms, his thoughts a confused mixture of protectiveness and a wrongness that kept scraping at the edges of his awareness like sand against scales.

Her skin was too smooth. He kept noticing this, running his thumb across the back of her hand where it was still clasped in his. No scales, just soft, vulnerable flesh that seemed designed to be damaged. How did she survive? How did any of her kind survive with such inadequate armor?

Her kind.

Another thought that seemed both right and wrong. Their differences were obvious, but it felt as if she belonged to him. That she was his kind despite those differences. He sighed and carried her back to the soft patch of moss next to the water vines, studying her sleeping face as if it would reveal the answers he sought.

The odd shell she was wearing had opened slightly at her throat. Another wrongness—her clothing. It covered her completely, sealed her away from the air and earth. Unnatural. He longed to remove it, to feel her soft skin against his, but he suspected she would object.

He cradled her closer and tried once again to remember. Why am I here? And perhaps more importantly, who am I? A few more memories tried to surface, but they were only scattered fragments, most of them tinged with unmistakable sorrow. Perhaps it was better not to remember.

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before her eyelids fluttered open. A smile curved those soft pink lips as she looked up at him, but then her eyes widened and she pushed herself upright.

“Oh my God. I can’t believe I actually fainted. You… you didn’t have to hold me.”

She was trying to push herself away from him, her efforts no more effective than a bantha cub, and he found himself smiling.

“Good,” he said calmly, and she gave him an exasperated look. He might not understand her words, but her expressions were clear enough.

“No good.”

She tried to wiggle free again, but given her position, all she succeeded in doing was rubbing her soft little ass across his cock. His body immediately responded to the sensation, and her eyes went even wider, a wave of pink creeping up her neck and over her face.

“What are you… You can’t… I mean, we can’t… I mean, no. No!”

He reluctantly lifted her free, although he kept one of her hands tucked in his. Her mouth dropped open as she glanced down and saw the effect she’d had on his body, but this time he wasn’t sure about her expression.

“Good?” he asked hopefully.

“No good.”

No good? Was he deficient in some way? He frowned down at his cock, but it seemed normal enough.

“No good?” he repeated.

She was staring at him, not at his cock but at his face, her expression both horrified and fascinated. He didn’t understand her response, but he didn’t like it. He wanted to please her, and he sensed he’d failed.

Before he could explore the thought further, she turned her back on him and started digging through her pack with her free hand.

Now what? He’d awakened to nothing but a few vague memories and the cave and the plants that surrounded him. And this small, soft female who unexpectedly filled his thoughts. Had he felt this way about a female before?

There was a sudden spark of memory, but it was gone before he could grasp it. In its place was an overwhelming sense of loneliness. He suspected he had not, but whatever his life had been before, he had no intention of giving up his only source of comfort.

He would not let her go.

She emerged from her pack, her cheeks still flushed, and held up what appeared to be a writing device of some kind.

“I definitely think we need to work on our communication skills. Let’s see if you remember any other words.”

She carefully avoided looking at his cock and he bit back a sigh. His desire to please her would have to wait.

“Okay. Let’s see…” She looked around the cavern, gesturing with her free hand while he refused to release the other. “Cave. This is a cave.”

Cave. The word unlocked something buried deep in his mind, releasing meanings he shouldn’t know, and yet somehow did. Underground space. Shelter. Home. But his kind had rarely dwelt in caves. They had preferred⁠—

The memory flickered and died before he could grasp it. Frustration coiled in his gut.

“Cave,” he repeated obediently.

“Plants.” She pointed to the vines that crawled up the walls. “Those are plants.”

Plants. Living things that grew from soil and stone. He remembered tending them once, or—no. Someone else had tended them. Someone whose memories now tangled with his own in ways that made his head ache.

“Plants,” he said. Then, because the word felt incomplete: “Life.”

Her eyes widened again. “Yes! Plants are life. Living things. That’s excellent…” She broke off and sighed. “I wish I knew your name. Are you sure you don’t remember? I’m Alina and you’re…”

“Rhyx.”

His name emerged from his lips before he realized it. Yes, that was it. Something inside him relaxed a little as he reclaimed another part of himself.

“Rhyx and Alina,” he said, squeezing her hand.

She shook her head, but she didn’t pull away. “I suppose so.”

“More,” he said, another word that seemed to come from nowhere. “More words.”

“All right. Let’s see. What else can I teach you?”

“Learn Alina,” he said, and watched color bloom across her cheeks. Pink. Soft. “Alina is… life?”

“I’m alive, yes.” She tucked a strand of pale hair behind her ear with an uncertain gesture. “All humans are alive.”

Humans. Another word that felt both familiar and strange. A word that belonged to other memories, to ones that tasted of metal and cold and a world that was not this one.

“Humans,” he said slowly, testing the shape of it. “Alina human.”

“Yes.”

“Rhyx no human.”

Her fingers tightened around his, and he felt the rapid flutter of her pulse against his palm. Not fear. Curiosity, perhaps.

“No,” she said quietly. “You’re not.”

He was something else, something older, something that remembered a different sky and a different world and a grief so vast it threatened to swallow him whole.

But he was also something new. Something that had Alina’s hand in his and her scent in his lungs and her voice in his ear.

“What?” he asked, pointing at himself.

Her small white teeth clasped her lower lip again, a gesture he found unexpectedly appealing. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anyone like you before. You’re impossible…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “You shouldn’t exist.”

Impossible. Something that could not be. And yet here he was, solid and breathing and holding her hand like it was the only thing making him possible. Perhaps it was.

“I live,” he said.

“You do.” Her voice softened as she looked up at him, and then she reached up with her free hand, her fingers hovering near his face. “Can I…?”

He didn’t know what she was asking, but he leaned into her touch anyway. Her fingertips brushed his cheekbone and traced the ridge of scales along his jaw before brushing softly across his mouth. The simple pleasure of her hand on his skin threatened to overwhelm him.

“You’re so warm,” she whispered. “So alive.”

“Warm,” he agreed. “Alive.”

Her hand dropped away, and he mourned the loss of it. He wanted to demand she put it back, but at least she was still close and her other hand was still tucked in his.

They talked more. Or rather, she talked and he listened, absorbing words with a speed that made no sense. Scientist. Research. Mars…

His whole body went rigid.

“Mars?” The word triggered an unexpected wave of pain, although he couldn’t explain why.

“Yes. We’re on the planet Mars. Humans are trying to make it habitable again.”

Habitable. He suddenly remembered flying over land that was no longer habitable, towards a sun that was smaller and colder than it should have been.

But that was wrong too. He had never flown. He had no wings. And yet the memory was there, vivid and aching, full of both freedom and sorrow.

“Mars,” he said again, tasting the word. It felt like grief. It felt like home.

“Does that mean something to you?” She was watching him, those brown eyes sharp with curiosity. Scientific interest? Or something more personal? “Do you have memories of it?”

Memories. Yes. Too many and not enough, tangled together in ways that made his head throb. He remembered red dust and thin air and a sky that had once been blue. He remembered the feeling of belonging to something vast and ancient and dying.

“I remember,” he said slowly. “But it is… different. Wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

He struggled to find the words. The ones he had learned from her were not enough for the vastness of what he was trying to express. “Before… More air. More water. More… life.”

“Are you saying you remember Mars before… before it died?”

Died. Yes. That was the word. Mars had died, slowly and terribly, over eons he had somehow witnessed. The memories couldn’t be his, and yet they lived in him nonetheless, bleeding their grief into his bones.

“I remember,” he said again.

She stared at him for a long moment, before she shook her head and made a sound that was not quite a laugh.

“This is impossible. You’re impossible.” She waved her hand helplessly. “I’m a geochemist. I study rocks and soil and atmospheric composition. I don’t know how to process this. Any of this.”

“Process?”

“Understand. Make sense of. Figure out.” She shook her head again. “I came here looking for an anomalous biochemical reading, and instead I found you. A living, breathing, impossible creature who apparently has memories of ancient Mars and learns English like he’s been speaking it his whole life.”

Most of the words washed over him, but he caught the most important one. Found. She had found him and woken him from a sleep that might have lasted forever.

“You found me,” he said.

“I found you,” she agreed softly. “I still can’t believe I found you.”

You were meant to, he thought. The certainty of it settled into his bones like warmth. She was meant to find him. They were meant to meet. Whatever had brought him to this moment had led him to her.

But the words to express this eluded him, so he simply tightened his grip on her fingers and said, “Good.”

She laughed, a bright startled sound that made his chest ache. “Good? That’s all you have to say?”

“Good,” he repeated firmly. “Alina found Rhyx. Good.”

“I suppose it is,” she murmured. Her thumb traced absent patterns across his knuckles, and he wondered if she knew she was doing it. He wondered if she could feel the same rightness he felt, the certainty that they belonged together.

She told him more about her work after that, about the machines that let her study the planet and the colony where she lived with other humans. He understood perhaps a third of it, although more meanings kept springing into his mind, but the sound of her voice was soothing, and watching her face as she spoke was even better. She became animated when she talked about her research, her free hand gesturing happily and her eyes brightening with enthusiasm.

He learned that she was young for her people. He learned that she had come to Mars because she loved it and wanted to understand it. He learned that she was curious and determined and braver than she gave herself credit for.

And he learned that she was exhausted.

It showed in the shadows beneath her eyes and the way her words began to slur together. She tried to hide it—tried to keep teaching him new words and asking questions he couldn’t answer—but her body was betraying her.

“Sleep,” he said finally, interrupting her mid-sentence about something called an atmospheric processor.

She blinked at him. “What?”

“Sleep.” He tugged gently on her hand, pulling her closer. “Rest.”

“I can’t just—” She yawned again, cutting herself off. “I need to figure out how to get back to the lab once the storm passes. If they send a search party, I won’t be able to explain you⁠—”

“Later.” He didn’t know what a lab was, or a search party. But he knew she needed rest more than she needed any of those things. “Sleep first. Then go.”

“I really should⁠—”

He sighed and lifted her onto his lap again, tucking her against his chest.

She went rigid for a moment, her whole body tensing. He half expected her to try and push him away again. Instead, she let out a long, shuddering breath and seemed to melt against him.

“This is crazy,” she mumbled into his chest. “I don’t even know you.”

“I am Rhyx,” he said simply. “You know Rhyx.”

“That’s not—” Another yawn. “That’s not how trust works.”

“Trust?”

“Believing someone won’t hurt you.” Her voice was getting quieter, her body heavier against his. “Believing they have your best interests at heart.”

He considered this. The concept felt familiar, like so many things did. Trust was precious. Trust had to be earned.

But with her, it felt different. Simpler. She had found him and woken him. She had given him water and food and words. She had touched his face with gentle fingers and called him impossible and laughed her bright startled laugh. She had let him hold on to her.

“Rhyx no hurt Alina,” he said. It was a promise, maybe the first real promise he’d ever made. “Alina is… safe. With Rhyx.”

She made a small sound that might have been agreement and tucked her head beneath his chin as her eyes drift closed.

“Just for a few minutes,” she murmured. “Then I really do need to figure out what to do.”

“Yes,” he agreed, knowing she would sleep longer than a few minutes. “Rest.”

Her breathing slowed. Within moments, she was asleep in his arms, her warmth pressed against his chest, her heartbeat a steady rhythm against his scales.

This is right, he thought. She fit against him perfectly, like she’d been made to rest in his arms. Like he’d been made to hold her.

He shifted carefully, arranging them both more comfortably against the cavern wall. The vines above pulsed a soft purple light, casting gentle shadows across her sleeping face. In repose, she looked younger. More vulnerable. His protective instincts surged, fierce and primal, and he found himself curling around her like a shield.

Mine, something whispered in the depths of his mind. Protect. Keep. Guard.

He didn’t know where the instinct came from, but he trusted it. He trusted the rightness that sang through his bones every time she touched him.

His own exhaustion was creeping up on him now. The aftermath of waking, and of processing so many new sensations and emotions. His eyelids grew heavy as his muscles relaxed.

Just for a moment, he told himself. Rest. Then wake. Watch over her.

He closed his eyes.

The dream came like a tide.

He was flying, wings spread wide against a sky that was the wrong color—too pink and too thin, nothing like the blue he somehow expected. But it was beautiful nonetheless. Beautiful and terrible and achingly familiar.

Below him, Mars spread out in all directions. But not the Mars Alina had described, the dead and frozen world where humans built their colonies and studied their rocks. This was his Mars.

Red forests stretched across the lowlands, their leaves rustling in winds that carried moisture and warmth. Rivers carved silver channels through the landscape, feeding into vast oceans that reflected the pink-orange sky. Cities rose from the cliffsides—not human cities, but structures of clay and stone that seemed to grow from the rock itself.

And everywhere, there was life.

Creatures that flew like him, their scales glinting in the sunlight. Others that walked on four legs or crawled on many. Beings that swam through the seas and burrowed beneath the soil. A whole ecosystem, complex and thriving.

He remembered this. He had lived this life, flown these skies, been part of this world.

But even as he flew, he could see the dying.

The sun was smaller now than it had been. The warmth that should have blessed the surface was fading, year by year, century by century. The poles were creeping southward, ice spreading across lands that had once been green. The atmosphere was thinning, bleeding away into a void that cared nothing for the life it was slowly strangling.

He watched the rivers freeze. Watched the forests wither. Watched the cities empty as fewer children came and his people sought refuge underground, trying to find some way to survive what was coming.

But there was no survival. He had known that even then, in the deepest part of himself. Mars was dying, and nothing they could do would stop it.

The grief filled his chest, crushing and absolute—the weight of a world’s ending. Everything he had known, everything he had loved, everything he had been… all of it reduced to dust and ice and the fading echoes of what had been.

Gone, something whispered. All gone. Nothing left. Nothing but you. And you slept. You slept while your world died, while your people vanished, while everything you were became nothing but memories in the mind of something that isn’t even truly you.

The dream fractured. Shattered. He was falling now, not flying, plummeting through the thinning atmosphere towards a surface that was red and dead and wrong⁠—

He woke with a gasp.

For a moment, he didn’t know where he was, still drowning in grief, filling his lungs and eyes and mind with a loss so vast it had no edges. His people. His world. His self. All of it gone, reduced to fragments in the mind of something that wasn’t quite alive and wasn’t quite dead.

Then Alina shifted in his arms, and the grief receded like a wave pulling back from shore.

She was still asleep, her face pressed against his chest, her body warm and soft and utterly alive. He could feel her heartbeat, steady and strong, and inhale her sweet, floral scent. He could see the slow rise and fall of her breathing and the flutter of her eyelids as she dreamed her own dreams.

She’s real, he thought. The certainty of it cut through the grief and the tangle of memories that weren’t quite his. She’s real and she’s here and she found me.

He didn’t understand what he was. He didn’t understand how he had memories of a world that had died millions of years ago, or why her language felt both foreign and familiar, or what had created him in that strange golden pod. He didn’t understand the flashes of metal and cold that sometimes surfaced in his mind, the other memories that tasted different from the ancient ones, more recent and more wrong.

But he understood that Alina was his.

The knowledge settled into his bones with the same certainty as the grief.

Mate.

The word surfaced from somewhere deep inside him. It wasn’t from the human language she’d been teaching him, but something far older. The one who completed you. The one whose soul echoed yours. The one you would protect and cherish and guard until your last breath.

Alina was his mate. He was certain of it with every fiber of his being.

He didn’t know if humans even had the concept of mates or if they recognized the bond the way his people once had. Maybe she would wake and leave and forget about him. Maybe she would return to her research and her life, and he would be nothing but an impossible memory, a story she told herself in the dark.

But that didn’t change what he knew.

She is mine. And he would protect her and cherish her for as long as he existed. Whether that was days or years or the same impossible span of time that somehow filled his head.

He watched the vines shimmer overhead, casting shifting patterns across the cavern walls. She murmured something in her sleep and burrowed closer to him, her fingers flexing against his chest

Mine, that ancient knowledge whispered again. Protect. Keep. Never let go.

He didn’t intend to.

The dream’s grief still lingered at the edges of his mind, a vast and terrible presence that he suspected would never fully fade. His world was gone. His people were gone. Everything he had been before this strange rebirth had been lost to time and death and the slow entropy of a universe that cared nothing for what it destroyed.

But Alina was here. Warm and alive and sleeping in his arms.

And now, he thought, she’s mine.


CHAPTER SEVEN




Three days. Three days trapped in an impossible cavern with an even more impossible creature, and Alina still hadn’t figured out what the hell she was going to do.

She sat with her back against the cavern wall, watching Rhyx move among the bioluminescent vines, collecting water from the leaves, his golden skin catching the soft light as he worked. He was finally willing to release her hand, although only occasionally and never for very long, which meant she had more perspective from which to watch him. The muscles in his back shifted as he worked, and she found herself staring longer than was strictly scientific.

Focus, Alina. You’re a geochemist, not a teenage girl with a crush.

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? She couldn’t think of Rhyx as a research subject. Not after three days of conversation and shared meals and sleeping curled against his chest because he was so impossibly warm and safe.

She pulled out her tablet and checked the atmospheric readings for the hundredth time. The numbers hadn’t changed. The dust storm was still raging outside, the particle density too high for safe travel, and the wind speed high enough to knock the rover off its broad treads.

She was still trapped.

The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d spent two years dreaming of a discovery like this—something that would change their perspective of the planet entirely. And now that she’d found it, all she could think about was how to hide it.

“Alina.”

She looked up. He had finished collecting water and was watching her with those strange blue eyes, his head tilted questioningly. His English had improved dramatically over the past few days, each word unlocking dozens more, but his expressions were still slightly off. Still alien.

Because he is alien, she reminded herself. He’s an alien. An actual, real-life, honest-to-god alien. And I’ve been sleeping in his arms like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, crossing the cavern towards her with that fluid, predatory grace. “You have the worried face again.”

“I don’t have a worried face.”

“You have many faces.” He settled beside her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. “Happy face. Thinking face. Frustrated face. Tired face.” He reached out and traced a finger along the furrow between her brows. “Worried face.”

His touch sent electricity sparking through her nerve endings. She pulled back, and saw the flicker of hurt in his eyes. She hated that she’d put it there.

“I’m trying to figure out what to do,” she said. “When the storm ends.”

“We go outside?”

“It’s not that simple.”

He cocked his head again. “Why?”

Because you’re a scientific miracle. Because you’re proof that Mars once harbored intelligent life. Because there are people who would cut you open to study you, who would lock you in a lab and treat you like a specimen instead of a person.

Because I can’t stand the thought of anything happening to you.

She didn’t say any of that. Instead, she pulled up a holographic map of the colony on her tablet, the blue lines glowing softly. “This is where I live. It’s called Border Town. It’s a small settlement, but there are still hundreds of humans there. Scientists, engineers, support staff. More humans have settled throughout the valley. If they find out about you⁠—”

“They will hurt me?”

The bluntness of the question made her chest ache. “I don’t know. Maybe. Some of them would want to study you. Examine you. Ask you questions, take samples…” She trailed off, unable to continue. The thought of him strapped to a table, surrounded by researchers in sterile suits, made her physically ill.

“I am strong.” He flexed one massive arm, and despite everything, a small smile tugged at her lips. “I protect myself.”

“It’s not about strength. They have weapons. Things that can hurt you no matter how strong you are.” She set the tablet aside and drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “And even if you could fight them off, what then? Where would you go? You can’t live in here forever, hidden in a cave.”

Can you?

The question haunted her. She’d been examining the cavern’s ecosystem since she arrived, cataloging the various plant species and the remarkable way they’d adapted to survive underground. The bioluminescent vines provided light. The purple leaves collected and stored water. The berries Rhyx had shown her were nutritious enough to sustain life. In theory, someone could survive down here indefinitely.

But that wouldn’t be living. And she couldn’t condemn Rhyx to an eternity of darkness and isolation, no matter how much it might keep him safe.

“Alina.”

She looked up. He’d moved closer while she was lost in thought, his face inches from hers. The soft light played across his features, illuminating the sharp planes of his cheekbones, the ridge of scales along his jaw, and the impossible beauty of eyes that had seen an entirely different Mars.

“You worry too much,” he said.

“Someone has to.”

“Why?”

“Because—” She stopped, frustration bubbling up in her chest. “Because the world doesn’t work the way you think it does. Because humans aren’t always kind. Because I found you, and that makes you my responsibility, and I can’t just⁠—”

“I protect you.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“I protect you,” he repeated, more firmly this time. His hand came up to cup her cheek, his palm warm and slightly rough against her skin. “You found me. You woke me. You are mine. I protect you.”

The possessiveness in his voice should have triggered every feminist alarm in her brain. Instead, it made something warm unfurl in her belly, something she’d been trying very hard to ignore for three days.

“Rhyx, you don’t understand⁠—”

“Then help me understand.”

“I’m trying! But you keep—” She pulled away from his touch, turning so she didn’t have to look at those blue eyes that saw too much. “You keep acting like everything is simple. Like all you have to do is protect me and everything will be fine. But it won’t be fine. The storm is going to end. People are going to come looking for me. And when they find you⁠—”

“They will not find me.”

“How are you going to hide? You’re seven feet tall with golden scales and eyes that glow in the dark. You’re not exactly subtle.”

“Then I kill them.”

She spun back around, her heart seizing in her chest. “No! No, absolutely not. You can’t just⁠—”

“If they threaten you, I kill them.”

“Rhyx, you cannot kill people!”

He blinked at her, genuine confusion clouding his features. “Why not?”

“Because it’s wrong! Because—” She pressed her hands against her face, trying to collect her thoughts. This was the problem with communicating across such a vast cultural divide. He didn’t have the same moral framework she did. He was operating on some ancient imperative she couldn’t fully comprehend, and while part of her found it terrifyingly attractive, the rest of her was screaming that this was a disaster waiting to happen.

“Killing is bad,” she said finally, lowering her hands. “Humans have rules. Laws. We don’t kill each other unless… unless there’s no other choice. And even then, it’s considered a terrible thing. A last resort.”

“My people had rules too.” Something dark passed through his eyes, the same grief she’d glimpsed when he talked about his memories of ancient Mars. “Rules did not save them.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry about what happened to your people. But I can’t let you hurt anyone. There has to be another way.”

“What way?”

She opened her mouth to respond, then closed it again.

I don’t know. The admission was like swallowing glass. She was supposed to be the smart one, the scientist who could analyze any situation and find a solution. But this was beyond her.

“I don’t know,” she finally whispered. “I need to think. I need time to figure this out.”

“The storm gives you time.”

“The storm won’t last forever.”

“No.” He rose to his feet, towering over her. The cavern suddenly felt smaller, the walls closer. “Nothing lasts forever. I know this better than you.”

There was no accusation in his voice, just a weary acceptance that made her chest ache. He had watched his world die. He had somehow survived its destruction, carrying memories of a civilization that no longer existed. What were her problems compared to that?

Everything, something whispered in the back of her mind. Your problems are everything to you, just like his are everything to him. That’s how it works.

She stood as well, bringing them face to face. Or as close to face to face as they could get when he was nearly a foot taller than her. “I know I sound like I’m overreacting. But you have to trust me on this. If anyone finds out about you, if they discover what you are⁠—”

“What am I?”

The question stopped her cold. She’d been so focused on the practicalities, on the logistics of keeping him hidden, that she’d never really answered it. Not for him, not even for herself.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Something ancient. Something that shouldn’t exist. Something…” She hesitated, then reached up and placed her hand against his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath her palm. “Something miraculous.”

His hand came up to cover hers, pressing it more firmly against his scales. His warmth bled through her skin, into her blood, and down to her bones. “You fear for me.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.”

“Because you care for me.”

“Yes.”

“Then why do you pull away?”

She didn’t have an answer for that. Or rather, she had too many answers—because this is insane, because I barely know you, because you’re an alien and I’m a human and there’s no future for us, because if I let myself admit what I’m feeling it will destroy me when I have to leave—and none of them seemed sufficient.

“I don’t know,” she said again. It was becoming a refrain.

“Alina.” His free hand came up to cup her chin, tilting her face towards his. “I do not understand your world. Your rules, your fears, your strange clothing and stranger machines. But I understand this.” He pressed her hand more firmly against his chest. “You feel the same thing I feel. The connection between us.”

“Rhyx—”

“Tell me I am wrong.”

She couldn’t. God help her, she couldn’t, because he wasn’t wrong. She’d felt it from the moment he opened his eyes, from the moment his fingers wrapped around hers and refused to let go. Some bone-deep recognition, some certainty that defied logic and reason and everything she thought she knew about the universe.

“This is a bad idea,” she whispered.

“Probably.”

“You don’t even know what I’m talking about.”

“I know enough.” His thumb traced along her jaw, and she shivered despite herself. “I know you are afraid. I know you think too much. I know you would sacrifice your own happiness to keep me safe.” His eyes met hers, blue and gold and depthless. “I know I want you more than I have ever wanted anything in any of my lives.”

“Any of your—wait, what do you mean, lives?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he leaned down and pressed his forehead against hers, a gesture that felt impossibly intimate. His breath was warm against her lips, his scent filling her lungs—a spicy musk unlike anything she’d ever encountered.

“Be with me,” he said. “Stop running. Stop planning. Stop worrying about storms and strangers and futures that may never come. Just… be.”

“I’m not running⁠—”

“You are always running. Even when you stand still, your mind runs. Racing ahead, looking for danger, calculating risks.” His hands slid down to her shoulders, holding her gently but firmly. “For once in your life, Alina Falkner, stop running.”

It was the use of her full name that broke her. She didn’t remember telling him that, and yet he knew it, and hearing it in his voice—rough and low and impossibly tender—shattered the last of her resistance.

She still turned away.

Not to run, though that’s what her instincts screamed at her to do. Just to breathe. Just to think. Just to have one moment where she wasn’t looking into those eyes and feeling herself dissolve.

It was a mistake.

His hand caught her wrist before she’d taken a full step, and then she was being pulled backward, falling right into his arms.

The cavern tilted. Or maybe that was her. Her back hit his chest, and then somehow she was facing him, his arms wrapped around her like bands of living steel, her feet barely touching the ground. His face was inches from hers, close enough that she could count the individual scales along his jaw, see the flecks of dark gold in those bright blue eyes.

“No more running,” he said.

And then he kissed her.

The world stopped.

Or maybe it was just her heart. His lips were warm and firm and nothing like she’d expected—softer than they looked, shaped slightly differently from a human’s but somehow fitting perfectly against hers. The kiss was gentle at first, almost tentative, as if he was learning the shape of her mouth the same way he’d learned the shape of her language. Testing. Tasting. Cataloging.

Then her hands came up to grip his shoulders, and something in him seemed to snap.

His arms tightened around her, lifting her until her feet left the ground entirely. The kiss deepened, became something hungry and desperate. She gasped against his mouth and he swallowed the sound, one hand sliding up to tangle in her hair, pulling it free from its messy bun. Blonde strands cascaded over his fingers, and he made a sound low in his throat that vibrated through her entire body.

This is insane, the rational part of her brain insisted. I’m kissing an alien. An ancient alien being who might be millions of years old. This can’t possibly end well.

She told the rational part of her brain to shut up.

Her fingers found the ridges of his scales, tracing them with the same careful attention she’d give a particularly fascinating rock sample. He shuddered beneath her touch, his grip tightening until it was almost painful. His tongue—longer and rougher than a human’s, she noted with the clinical detachment of a scientist even as the rest of her melted into a puddle of want—traced the seam of her lips, requesting entry.

She granted it.

The taste of him was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Clean and sharp and electric, like the air after a lightning strike. His tongue mapped the inside of her mouth with the same methodical thoroughness he’d applied to learning English, and she found herself wondering distantly if this was how he approached everything—with complete and total dedication, leaving no corner unexplored.

God, I hope so.

Eventually, oxygen became a concern. She pulled back, gasping, and found him staring at her with an expression of naked wonder. His chest heaved beneath her palms, his heart racing as fast as hers.

“Alina,” he breathed. Just her name, nothing more, but the way he said it made her eyes sting with unexpected tears.

“This is still a bad idea,” she managed.

“Yes.”

“Everything I said before still applies. The storm will end. People will come looking. We don’t have a plan⁠—”

“Later.”

“Rhyx—”

“Later.” He pressed his forehead against hers again, his breath warm and uneven. “For now, just this. Just you and me and this cave and this moment. The future can wait.”

She knew she should point out that the future never waited, that it came whether you were ready or not and that pretending otherwise was foolish and dangerous and everything a scientist shouldn’t do.

But she was tired of being a scientist. Tired of being rational and careful and responsible. Tired of running, even when she was standing still.

So instead of arguing, she kissed him again.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Kissing.

The word didn’t do it justice. It couldn’t possibly encompass the explosion of sensation that had ripped through Rhyx when Alina’s mouth touched his—soft and warm and impossibly perfect against lips that had never known such contact.

His people had not kissed. His memories were fragmented, scattered like shards of broken glass, but he was certain of this. They had touched foreheads, shared breath, twined tails in displays of affection and devotion. But this—this pressing of mouths, this tangling of tongues, this exchange of taste and heat and desperate need—was something entirely new.

Something entirely hers.

And now that he’d experienced it, he couldn’t imagine existing without it.

She had pulled back after their first kisses, her cheeks flushed a delicate pink, her breathing ragged, and her eyes wide. He’d wanted to chase her lips and recapture that electric connection, but something in her expression had stopped him.

“I need time,” she’d said. “This is… a lot. I need time to think.”

The words had cut deeper than they should have. He knew she was pulling away, retreating into that busy mind of hers, the one that never stopped spinning, but he had let her go. He’d watched her retreat to her favorite spot beneath the vines and forced himself to give her the space she requested even as every instinct screamed at him to close the distance.

Patience, a voice whispered in the back of his mind. A memory that wasn’t quite his own from that colder side of him. Some battles are won through waiting.

So he waited.

Two days. Two days of watching her flit around the cavern with her strange devices, scanning rocks and plants and bone-like structures, muttering to herself in that rapid stream of words she used when she was excited or frustrated or both. Two days of helping her collect water and berries, of answering her endless questions about the cavern’s ecosystem, and pretending he didn’t notice the way her eyes kept drifting to his mouth.

Two days of slowly, methodically, driving her mad.

A hand on her shoulder as he passed. His fingers brushing hers when he handed her a container of water. His hand curling around her ankle as they sat together, then retreating before she could object.

She noticed. Of course she noticed. She was a scientist, trained to observe, and he was not exactly subtle. But instead of pulling away, she leaned into the touches, her body betraying what her words refused to admit.

On the second morning, he found her struggling to reach a cluster of berries growing high on one of the vines. Without thinking, he stepped up behind her, his chest pressing against her back as he reached around her to pluck the berries. She went still in his arms, her breathing shallow and her heart racing.

“Rhyx,” she breathed.

“Yes?”

“You’re very close.”

“Yes.”

“That’s… distracting.”

He leaned down, his lips brushing the curve of her ear. “Good.”

She turned in his arms, and for one glorious moment he thought she would kiss him. Her eyes dropped to his mouth, her tongue darting out to wet her lips, and the sight sent a jolt of heat straight to his cock.

But then she ducked under his arm and retreated, her cheeks flaming.

“Boundaries,” she said, her voice slightly strangled. “We discussed boundaries.”

“Did we?”

“Rhyx.”

He grinned at her—another expression he’d learned from watching her face. “I remember no discussion of boundaries. I remember a kiss. I remember you pulling away. I remember waiting.” He took a step towards her. “I have waited. Are you done thinking yet?”

“It’s not that simple⁠—”

“It is exactly that simple.” Another step. She backed up until her shoulders hit the cavern wall, and he bracketed her with his arms, not touching but close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body. “You want me. I feel it. I smell it. Your body knows what your mind refuses to accept.”

Her pupils dilated. “That’s… very presumptuous of you.”

“Is it wrong?”

She bit her lip. Her eyes darted to his lips again, and he felt a surge of triumph.

“No,” she finally admitted, barely above a whisper. “It’s not wrong.”

He kissed her then. Not the desperate, consuming kiss of their first time, but something softer. His lips moved gently against hers, coaxing rather than claiming, and when she sighed into his mouth and melted against his chest, he felt something in his chest expand with the impossible rightness of having her in his arms.

The kiss lasted longer this time. She let him explore the shape of her mouth, the texture of her tongue, the soft sounds she made when he found a particularly sensitive spot. Her hands came up to grip his shoulders, her fingers tracing the ridges of his scales with an urgency that made his skin tingle.

But eventually she pulled away again.

“Time,” she said, breathless. “I still need time.”

He nodded, though everything in him protested. “I will wait.”

“You’re very patient for someone who just woke up from a million-year nap.”

The joke surprised a laugh out of him. “I have waited a million years for you. What is a few more days?”

Her expression softened, and for a moment he saw past the walls she kept so carefully constructed to the vulnerability beneath, the fear and the hope and the desperate wanting. Then she blinked, and the walls were back.

“A few more days,” she agreed. “That’s all I’m asking.”

He didn’t point out that they might not have a few more days. He knew that the storm was already weakening, its fury fading as it exhausted itself against the mountains. The rescue she anticipated would come sooner rather than later, and with it, all the complications she so feared.

Instead, he let her go. He let her retreat to her devices and her research and the familiar comfort of her scientific detachment. And he plotted his next move.

That afternoon brought opportunity.

She had been examining a patch of bioluminescent moss near the far end of the cavern, her face pressed close to the glowing vegetation as she muttered readings into her tablet. He approached silently, his footsteps making no sound on the moss-covered floor. She was so absorbed in her work that she didn’t notice him until he was directly behind her, close enough to touch.

“Fascinating,” she was saying to herself. “The chlorophyll analog is unlike anything in Earth’s biosphere. The light-harvesting pigments appear to⁠—”

He pressed his lips to the back of her neck.

She yelped and spun around, her tablet clattering to the ground. “Rhyx! You scared me!”

“You were distracted.”

“I was working.”

“You are always working.” He stepped closer, backing her against the moss-covered wall. “Perhaps you should take a break.”

“I don’t need⁠—”

He kissed her before she could finish the sentence.

This time there was nothing gentle about it. Two days of waiting had built a pressure in his chest that demanded release, and when she gasped against his mouth, when her hands fisted on his shoulders, when she arched into him with a pleading sound, something snapped loose inside him.

He lifted her into his arms until her legs wrapped around his hips. She was so small against him, so fragile, and yet the way she kissed him back—fierce and hungry and utterly without reservation—made him feel like he was the one in danger of being consumed.

Her breathing mask caught between them, the strap tangling with his fingers as he tried to pull her closer. He growled in frustration and yanked at it, and the device came free with a snap of breaking clasps, tumbling to the ground.

She gasped, then froze.

He pulled back, confused by her sudden stillness. Her eyes were wide, not with fear or desire, but with something else entirely. Shock. Disbelief.

“Alina? What⁠—”

“I’m breathing.”

He didn’t understand. “Yes. You are breathing.”

“No, you don’t—” She pushed against his chest and he reluctantly set her down, watching as she pressed a hand to her throat, taking deep, deliberate breaths. “I’m breathing. Without the mask. The oxygen levels—” She grabbed her tablet from the ground and started tapping furiously. “This shouldn’t be possible. Even with all the terraforming work we’ve done, Mars’s atmosphere is still more than ninety percent carbon dioxide. I know these plants are producing oxygen, but there’s no way the concentration should be high enough to⁠—”

She stopped, staring at the readout on her screen.

“What?” he asked, unease prickling at the back of his neck.

“Nineteen percent. The oxygen concentration in this cavern is almost nineteen percent.” She looked up at him, her expression caught between wonder and disbelief. “That’s… that’s almost Earth-normal. How is that possible?”

He considered the question. The knowledge came slowly, rising from some deep well of inherited memory. “The plants are… engineered. Designed to sustain life.”

“Engineered by who?”

By my people. By the ones who came before. By the architects of a dying world, desperate to preserve something of themselves.

The memories were fragmented. He couldn’t give her the full picture because he didn’t have it himself. But he knew, with a certainty that went beyond conscious thought, that this cavern had been created for a purpose. That the plants, the water collectors, the carefully balanced ecosystem—all of it had been designed to sustain life long after the surface became uninhabitable.

“By my people,” he said quietly. “Long ago. Before the death.”

Her eyes widened. “The death?”

“The death of my world.” The words came out raw and wounded. “The skies burned. The water froze. The surface became… hostile. Those who could, fled underground. To places like this. After the death they went dormant, but they were just waiting.”

“Refuges,” she breathed. “They built refuges. Sustainable ecosystems that could survive independently of the surface.” Her mind was racing—he could see the rapid calculations in that beautiful, busy brain. “Do you understand what this means? If these plants can survive for millions of years and awaken now, the applications for terraforming are⁠—”

She stopped.

The excitement drained from her face, replaced by something colder. Something that made his chest ache.

“Research,” she said, her voice flat. “I was talking about research. About bringing people here to study this. About—” She pressed her hands against her face. “God, I’m such an idiot.”

“Alina—”

“I got so excited about the discovery that I forgot what it would mean. What it would cost.” She lowered her hands, and her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “If anyone finds out about this place, they won’t just study the plants. They’ll find you. They’ll want to know how you survived and how you’re connected to all of this. And then⁠—”

“Then they will take me.” He finished the thought she couldn’t bring herself to complete. “Examine me. Perhaps destroy me.”

“I won’t let that happen.”

The fierce protectiveness in her voice made his heart swell. She was so small, his Alina. So fragile and soft and utterly, adorably determined to protect someone who had been designed to be a protector. It was absurd. It was wonderful.

It made him love her all the more.

Love. The word settled into his consciousness with a click of recognition. Yes. That was what this feeling was. This desperate need to be near her, to keep her safe and spend the rest of his existence making her smile. Love. Such a simple word for such an overwhelming sensation.

“You cannot stop them,” he said gently. “If they come, if they search⁠—”

“Then we won’t be here.” She straightened, her expression hardening with resolve. “We’ll leave before they arrive. We’ll go somewhere else, somewhere safe. There has to be other places like this, other refuges your people built. We can find one, hide there until⁠—”

“Alina.”

Something in his voice made her stop. She looked at him, and he saw the exact moment she realized what he was about to say.

“You know how to leave,” she said. Not a question.

He nodded slowly. “I can feel the path. The tunnels, the passages—they are part of my connection to this place.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. “I knew from the first day.”

Her face went through a complicated series of expressions—surprise, hurt, confusion, then finally a weary understanding. “You didn’t tell me.”

“You needed time. To rest. To heal. To…” He gestured vaguely at the space between them. “Think.”

“You let me believe we were trapped.”

“You were never trapped. You were…” He searched for the right word. “Cocooned. Safe. Protected from the storm and the outside and the choices that waited beyond.” He reached for her hand, and she let him take it, though her fingers were stiff and resistant. “I did not want to lose you. I thought that if we remained here, if you had no choice but to stay…”

“I would fall in love with you?”

The bluntness of the question startled him. He met her eyes, searching for anger or accusation, but found only a tired sort of acceptance.

“Did it work?” he asked.

She gave a watery sound. “You’re an ass.”

“I do not know what that means.”

“It means—” She shook her head, but she was smiling now, and some of the tension drained from her shoulders. “It means you’re infuriating and manipulative and I should probably be furious with you.”

“But?”

“But I’m not.” She squeezed his hand, and the tightness in his chest eased slightly. “I understand why you did it. I might have done the same thing, in your position.” Her smile faded. “The storm is dying down, isn’t it?”

He nodded. He’d been feeling it for hours—the gradual weakening of the pressure differentials and the settling of the dust that had turned the sky into an impenetrable wall of grit. By morning, the worst would be over. By midday, rescue parties would be able to venture out.

“We have to leave soon,” she said. “Before they come looking.”

“Yes.”

“But not tonight.”

He looked at her, something shifting in his chest. “No?”

“The storm isn’t over yet. We still have time.” She stepped closer, closing the distance between them until her body was pressed against his, her head tilted back to meet his eyes. “One more night. That’s what we have. I don’t want to spend it planning or worrying or thinking about everything that’s going to go wrong tomorrow.”

“What do you want, Alina?”

Her hands slid up to his face, her fingers tracing the edge of his jaw with a tenderness that made his throat tighten. “I want you to kiss me again. I want to stop running, like you said. I want—” Her voice cracked slightly. “I want to pretend, just for tonight, that we have all the time in the universe.”


CHAPTER NINE




Rhyx cupped Alina’s face in his hands, marveling at the softness of her skin and the delicate structure of her bones. This small, fierce, brilliantly complicated creature who had stumbled into his cave and awakened something that had been sleeping for eons.

“Tonight we pretend,” he said, and kissed her.

This time, neither of them pulled away.

The kiss deepened, grew hungry, became something that demanded more than lips and tongues could provide. His hands slid down her body, learning her curves through the thin fabric of her suit. She arched into his touch, her breath coming in short gasps against his mouth, and the sound sent fire racing through his veins.

Mating urge, one of his memories supplied. This is the mating urge. The drive to bond, to claim, to make her mine in every way possible.

Even though he had never felt it before, he had suspected it for some time. The strange heat that built in his belly when she looked at him, the possessive growl that rose in his throat when he imagined anyone else touching her, the almost painful need to be close to her, always, constantly—these were not simply the responses of a newly awakened mind. They were ancient instincts programmed into his very cells.

But knowing the cause didn’t diminish the effect. If anything, understanding made it worse. Made him aware of every point where their bodies touched, every soft sound she made, and every subtle shift in her scent that told him she wanted this as much as he did.

He lifted her again, and she wrapped herself around him without hesitation this time, her legs locking around his waist, her arms twining around his neck. He carried her to the soft moss that lined the cavern floor, and placed her gently on her feet, despite the urgency thrumming through his body.

She looked up at him, her brown eyes dark with desire, and then her fingers went to the fastening of her coverall and she slowly pulled it down before letting it drift to the floor. He’d caught glimpses before when it was her turn to wash, but he’d done his best not to look. Now all he could do was stare, overwhelmed by the beauty of her.

“You’re staring,” she whispered.

“You are beautiful.”

The flush that crept up her cheeks made him want to trace it with his tongue. “Rhyx⁠—”

“I want to see it all.” He traced a finger along the edge of the thin piece of fabric covering her breasts, watching her nipples peak beneath the lace. She shivered, but she didn’t hesitate to reach behind her and release the fabric.

Her breasts were large and full, her nipples dusky pink and begging to be touched. He cupped one gently, marveling at the softness, the way the flesh yielded beneath his palm. He brushed his thumb across the tight bud, and her breath caught.

“Does it hurt?” he asked, immediately concerned.

“No,” she gasped. “Don’t stop.”

He repeated the motion, watching her face carefully. When her eyes fluttered closed and her head fell back, he replaced his thumb with his mouth, drawing the sensitive flesh between his lips and lapping at it with his tongue.

“Oh god,” she whispered, her hands coming up to tangle in his hair. “That feels…”

“Good?” he asked, releasing her nipple to look at her.

“So good. Oh⁠—”

She gasped as he carried her down to the soft moss, lowering her to the ground and settling between her thighs. He took his time with her breasts, covering every inch with his lips and tongue and even a gentle scrape of his teeth when he learned that it made her gasp and writhe beneath him.

As he explored, he felt something stirring in his chest—hot and tight and demanding. The mating urge was growing stronger, more insistent, urging him to claim her completely. But he held back. He would not let his instincts rush this moment. He wanted to see her, all of her, to touch and taste every inch of her skin. And he wanted her to do the same with him.

With gentle hands, he tugged at the fabric still covering her lower body. She lifted her hips, allowing him to remove the final barrier, and he drank in the sight of her naked body, the light of the vines casting shadows across those full curves.

“My turn,” she whispered, reaching for him.

He let her explore, luxuriating in the sensation of her hands on his scales, tracing the ridges and valleys of his body. She lingered on his arms, exploring the places where his scales thinned and his skin grew softer.

“You’re beautiful,” she said, echoing his earlier words as her eyes traveled over him.

He didn’t feel beautiful. He felt powerful and dangerous and ancient, a creature made of storms and memory, but when she looked at him like that he felt a new sensation, one that had nothing to do with the mating urge and everything to do with the way she saw him.

Her hands moved lower, hesitating just above his cock, which was fully erect and throbbing with need.

“So good,” she murmured, smiling up at him, and he knew she was remembering the first time he had hardened against her. “Is it okay?” she added, her fingers hovering. “If I touch you?”

“Please,” he managed, the word barely audible.

She wrapped her hand around him, and his whole body shuddered. Her touch was tentative at first, then more confident as she stroked him from base to tip, her fingers exploring the thick ridges lining the underside of his cock and the blunt head that was already slick with fluid.

“You feel… different,” she said, her voice husky. “But not in a bad way.”

He could barely form words. The pleasure threatened to overwhelm him, sending sparks of light streaking across his vision. He forced himself to stay still, to let her explore, though every muscle in his body screamed at him to move, to claim, to bury himself in her welcoming heat.

“This part,” she said, running a finger along the ridges, “is this for…”

“Yes,” he gasped, understanding her unspoken question. “For your pleasure.”

Her eyes darkened with unmistakable desire and his patience started to fray. He rolled her over on her back, spreading her thighs with careful hands. Her sex glistened in the soft light, pink and wet and so enticing he could barely breathe. He leaned down, inhaling her scent, and her hands came to rest on his shoulders.

“Rhyx, what—oh!”

His tongue replaced his fingers, stroking her with long, deliberate licks. She tasted of salt and sweetness and he was immediately addicted. He explored every fold and crevice as her hips bucked against his face and her hands fisted in his hair.

When he finally focused on the small, swollen bud at the top of her sex, she cried out, her body tightening beneath him. He circled it with his tongue, feeling it pulse against him, and when he closed his lips around it and sucked gently, she shattered.

Her body convulsed, her back arching off the ground as pleasure took her. He watched her face through it all, memorizing the way her eyes closed and her mouth opened on a silent cry, the way her cheeks flushed and her body trembled.

It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

As she drifted back down, her eyes opened and found his. They were still glazed with pleasure, but there was something else there too—anticipation, invitation.

“Rhyx,” she whispered, opening her arms to him. “Please.”

He moved over her, bracing his weight on his arms so he wouldn’t crush her. His cock nudged against her entrance, and he watched her face carefully, wanting to see her reaction to his invasion. Slowly, carefully, he pushed forward, groaning as the head of his cock was enveloped in tight, wet heat.

“God, you feel huge,” she gasped, but there was no fear in her voice, only pleasure.

He paused, giving her time to adjust, but she wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him deeper, taking him into her body inch by glorious inch. When he was fully seated, when he could feel her inner muscles gripping him, he almost lost control then and there.

“Move,” she begged, and he obeyed.

He started slowly, long, deep strokes that made her gasp with each thrust. The ridges along his cock rubbed against her inner walls, designed to stimulate her with every movement, and he watched with satisfaction as her pleasure built again, her face flushed and her breathing ragged.

“You’re so deep,” she moaned. “So perfect.”

“Alina.” He increased his pace, driven by the mating urge that now roared through him like a sandstorm. “My Alina.”

“Yours,” she agreed, her nails digging into his shoulders as she met him thrust for thrust. “Rhyx, I’m—oh god, I’m going to⁠—”

Her climax took her again, and this time he let himself follow her over the edge. His vision went white as his body tensed, his cock swelling inside her as he released in powerful pulses, marking her as his in the most primal way possible.

He was lost in the pleasure, in the rightness of this moment, in the connection that seemed to bind their souls together. Then slowly, the world came back into focus, and he realized he was crushing her beneath his much larger frame.

He rolled onto his side, taking her with him so she was sprawled across his chest, her body still joined with his. Her head rested on his shoulder, and he could feel her heart beating against his, perfectly in sync.

“That was…” she started.

“Yes.”

She laughed softly. “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“It doesn’t matter. Whatever word you choose, the answer is yes.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at him with an expression of bemused affection. “You’re very confident for someone who’s never done that before.”

“I have done many things for the first time since you woke me.” He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “All of them have been better than I could have imagined.”

“Smooth talker.”

“I do not understand⁠—”

“It means you’re good with words.” She leaned down and pressed a kiss to his lips, brief and sweet. “Among other things.”

He growled playfully and rolled them over, pinning her beneath him. “Would you like me to demonstrate those other things again?”

Her eyes darkened. “We should sleep. Save our energy for tomorrow.”

“We have time.”

“Rhyx—”

“One more night,” he reminded her. “You said we should not waste it planning or worrying. I agree. We should spend it doing this.”

He kissed her before she could argue, and felt her resistance melt away as surely as the storm was melting outside.

They did not sleep much that night.


CHAPTER TEN




Alina woke to warmth and weight and the slow, steady rhythm of a heartbeat beneath her ear.

She didn’t open her eyes immediately, preferring to linger in that delicious state between sleep and wakefulness. She knew where she was—who she was with—and the knowledge sent a wave of contentment through her body.

Rhyx’s arms were wrapped around her, one hand spanning her waist while the other cradled her head against his chest. His skin was warm and smooth beneath her cheek, the scales along his arm catching the soft glow from the bioluminescent vines.

But she’d also woken to silence. The constant drone of wind that had become background noise over the past days—so omnipresent she’d stopped consciously registering it—had vanished. In its place was a stillness so profound it felt almost oppressive, as if the planet itself was holding its breath.

The storm is over.

The knowledge sent a spike of ice through her chest, sharp enough to make her gasp. Rhyx stirred beneath her, his arm tightening instinctively, pulling her closer.

“Alina?” His voice was rough with sleep, but she could hear the alertness already creeping in. He’d felt it too. Felt the change in pressure, the settling of the air. “The storm⁠—”

“It’s done.” She pushed herself up on one elbow, looking down at him in the soft bioluminescent glow. His golden scales caught the light, shimmering with each breath, and she had to resist the urge to trace the patterns with her fingers. There would be time for that later. There had to be time for that later. “I need to leave.”

His jaw tightened, the only outward sign of his distress. “Now?”

“Soon. They’ll send search parties once they confirm the storm has passed. If I’m not back at the settlement before they start looking…” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. They’d discussed this the previous night, in the quiet moments between kisses and lovemaking. The plan was simple. She would return to Border Town, claim she’d sheltered in a cave during the storm, and begin the delicate process of figuring out how to keep Rhyx’s existence a secret while still being able to see him.

Simple. Right.

She sat up fully, the cooler air of the cavern raising goosebumps on her bare skin. Her suit lay in a crumpled heap nearby, along with her breathing mask, still broken from yesterday’s… enthusiasm. She’d have to tie it into place.

“I don’t like this.” He rose to his feet. Even after days together, she still found herself startled by the way he could go from perfectly still to lightning-fast in the span of a heartbeat. “Letting you go back to them alone.”

“I’m not exactly defenseless.”

“You are small and soft and have no claws.”

“I have a brain.”

“Brains are delicious. They are the first thing predators eat.”

She stared at him, unsure if he was joking. His expression gave nothing away.

“That’s… disturbing,” she finally said.

His lips twitched in the almost-smile she’d learned to recognize. “I am attempting humor.”

“Maybe stick to being the strong, silent type.”

He caught her hand as she reached for her suit, his grip gentle but insistent. “I am serious, Alina. I do not trust your people. Especially that Martin. His scent clings to your memories like rot.”

She flinched at that. She’d told him about Martin during one of their long conversations, trying to explain the complicated web of relationships and politics that awaited her return. He had listened, but his protective instincts had flaring at every mention of the other male’s possessive behavior.

“Martin’s harmless,” she said, though even she didn’t quite believe it. “He’s annoying and entitled, but he’s not dangerous.”

“You do not sound convinced.”

“I’m not.” She sighed, pulling her hand free to start dressing. “But I can handle him. I’ve been handling him for months.”

He watched her with those bright blue eyes, his vertical pupils narrowing slightly. “And if you cannot?”

“Then I’ll figure something else out.” She pulled the suit up over her hips and winced, her muscles still a little sore from the unaccustomed activity of the previous night. “I have to do this. If I don’t go back, they’ll come looking. And if they find this place… If they find you…”

“I know.” He came to her side, towering over her. Even knowing how gentle he could be and how carefully he controlled his strength, his size still took her breath away. “I will stay hidden. I will wait. But if you do not return within three days⁠—”

“I’ll return.”

“If you do not,” he repeated firmly, “I will come for you.”

The certainty in his voice sent a shiver down her spine—half concern, half something warmer. “That would be a spectacularly bad idea.”

“Perhaps. But I will not leave you to face danger alone.” He cupped her face in his hands, his scales warm against her skin. “You are my mate, Alina. Where you go, I follow. This is not negotiable.”

Mate. The word still felt strange, too big for what they’d become in such a short time. And yet she couldn’t deny the rightness of it, the way her heart seemed to recognize the claim even as her mind struggled to catch up.

“Three days,” she agreed. “But please. Stay hidden. Don’t do anything… dramatic.”

His lips curved into something that was definitely a smile this time. “I make no promises.”

Getting out of the cavern was significantly easier than getting in, mostly because she didn’t have to do the work herself. He carried her easily up the steep slope she’d descended, then insisted on carrying her through the twisting passages, his footsteps sure and silent despite the uneven terrain. He moved through the darkness like he was born for it, which in a sense he was. The tunnels were part of him, he’d said. Part of his connection to this place. She didn’t fully understand what that meant, but she trusted him enough to let herself be carried.

The rockfall that had blocked her path on the way in proved no obstacle for him. He scaled it one-handed, his other arm cradling her against his chest like she weighed nothing, and moved easily through the cramped space.

“You’re showing off,” she muttered against his shoulder.

“Yes.”

At least he was honest.

Neither one of them wanted to separate when they reached the rover so he joined her in the cab as she made her way slowly back up the lava tube to the larger cavern. They emerged just as the first rays of sunlight were painting the pale Martian sky. The dust from the storm still hung in the air, giving everything a hazy, dreamlike quality, but the wind had died to barely a whisper.

He climbed down, but he kept her hand in his. The sunlight caught his scales, turning him into a creature of living gold, and her heart clenched painfully in her chest. “I should go.”

“You should.”

Neither of them moved.

“Three days,” she said again, more for her own benefit than his.

“Three days.” He leaned in and pressed his forehead to hers in a gesture of affection that felt more intimate than a kiss. “Return to me, Alina. I will be waiting.”

“I will.”

She forced herself to turn away, her movements mechanical as she ran through the safety check and started the vehicle descending down the mountainside. Don’t look back. Don’t look back. If she looked back, she’d never leave.

She looked back.

He stood at the mouth of the cavern, silhouetted against the pale morning sky. He raised one hand in what she assumed was meant to be a wave, and something in her chest twisted so hard she had to bite her lip to keep from crying out.

I’ll come back, she promised silently. I’ll find a way to make this work. I’ll⁠—

The rover’s engines hummed, and she forced her attention back to the controls. The navigation system blinked reproachfully at her, displaying a route back to Border Town. Familiar. Safe. Boring.

She hated every kilometer of it.

The drive took just over an hour. An hour of watching the barren Martian landscape scroll past, of replaying the last few days in her head, of trying to figure out how the hell she was going to explain any of this. The storm had given her an excuse for her absence, but it wouldn’t cover the gaps in her story. The unusual readings from her equipment. The fact that she’d somehow survived for days in a cave without proper supplies.

She needed to talk to Cass. Cass would know what to do. Cass always knew what to do.

Border Town appeared on the horizon just as her anxiety was reaching critical levels. The collection of prefab buildings and pressurized domes built up around the escarpment in the center of the valley looked exactly as it had when she left—utilitarian, efficient, and vaguely depressing. Home, for lack of a better word.

Not anymore, a traitorous voice whispered. Home is back in that cavern. Home is wherever he is.

She pushed the thought aside and guided the rover towards the hangar.

The airlock cycled with its familiar sequence of hisses and clanks, and then she was stepping into the settlement’s interior for the first time in days. The recycled air tasted flat and metallic after the rich oxygen of the cavern. The artificial lighting felt harsh after the soft bioluminescence. Everything seemed too bright, too loud, and far too human.

She managed to make it back to her lab without anyone seeing her, only to find Cass with a pack on her back and a worried look on her face.

“Cass! I’m so sorry I was gone so long. I hope you weren’t too worried. I have so much to tell you—” The rush of words died as she noticed the big cyborg ranger standing quietly behind her friend. “Oh! Z-542. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Alina!” She barely had time to brace herself before Cass slammed into her, wrapping her in a hug fierce enough to crack ribs. “Where have you been? We were about to come looking for you!”

“It’s… complicated.”

Unable to bear her friend’s scrutiny, she carried her sample case to her workstation and started unloading it, apologizing for her reckless behavior.

“What was so important, and where have you been all this time?” Cass demanded.

She wanted to tell her friend everything but with Z-542 still present, she simply admitted to the discovery of some organic material. Even that was a shocking discovery, but she trusted the cyborg ranger’s discretion to that extent. But then Cass took his hand, and she realized that their previously prickly relationship had changed.

“I see things have changed while I was away,” she said dryly and Cass explained that they too had been trapped by the storm.

Cass told her that they had discovered plant life as well. “But we also discovered something else entirely,” she continued. “Something alive.”

A wave of dizziness washed over her. Were there more like Rhyx?

“Alive and not… not a plant?” she asked frantically. “What happened to him—it?”

“It’s dead,” Z-542 said bluntly, and her knees gave out, collapsing down into her chair.

It wasn’t until Cass mentioned claws that she realized they had encountered something completely different—a large predatory species.

“That’s incredible,” she murmured. “All these life forms emerging at the same time.”

“All?” Z-542 asked, and she felt the heat creeping over her cheeks as she changed the subject. They decided to request quarantine protocols for both locations, and it wasn’t until Z-542 left to put the process in motion that Cass rounded on her.

“All right. What’s going on? You disappeared for almost a week with no supplies, no backup, and no goddamn explanation.”

“I had supplies in the rover. And the cave had… resources.” Like a seven-foot-tall alien who fed me berries and made love to me until I forgot my own name. “I was fine. Really.”

Cass looked like she wanted to argue, but something in Alina’s expression must have given her pause. Her friend stepped back, studying her with the kind of intensity usually reserved for particularly puzzling rock samples.

“You look different,” Cass said slowly.

“Different how?”

“I don’t know. Less… uptight? You’ve got this glow about you.” Her eyes widened. “Oh my God. Did you meet someone out there?”

Her face went hot. “What? No! I was in a cave! In a dust storm! Who would I possibly⁠—”

“Your whole face just turned the color of a Martian sunset. You absolutely met someone.”

“Can we please not do this in the lab?”

Cass grabbed her arm and started dragging her towards the residential quarters. “You’re right. This requires privacy. And possibly alcohol. Roland!”

The small cybernetic armadillo perched on Cass’s shoulder chirped an acknowledgment, its optical sensors whirring.

“Keep an eye out for anyone who might interrupt us,” Cass ordered. “Especially anyone wearing too much cologne.”

Roland chirped again and took off down a side corridor, presumably to stand guard.

She allowed herself to be dragged into Cass’s quarters—a small but comfortable space that somehow managed to feel lived-in despite the standardized furniture. She collapsed onto the narrow bunk while Cass sealed the door and pulled out a bottle of something amber-colored from a hidden cabinet.

“Whiskey?” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s barely noon.”

“It’s five o’clock somewhere on Earth. And you look like you need it.” Cass poured two generous measures and handed one over. “Now talk. What the hell happened out there?”

She took a long sip, letting the burn of the alcohol steady her nerves. “It’s… complicated.”

“Most interesting things are.”

She sighed and started from the beginning—the anomalous readings, the decision to investigate, the storm that had trapped her in the cave. Cass listened without interruption, her expression shifting from concern to curiosity to outright astonishment as the story progressed.

“Wait.” Her friend held up a hand. “Back up. You found a what?”

“A cavern with a fully functional ecosystem. Plants, water collection systems, breathable air—the whole thing is a self-sustaining biosphere.”

“That’s… that’s incredible. That’s a career-making discovery, Alina. That’s⁠—”

“There’s more.”

Cass’s eyes sharpened. “More than an ancient Martian ecosystem?”

She drained the rest of her whiskey in one long swallow. “There was someone in the cavern. Someone who’d been in stasis. Someone who…” She hesitated, trying to find words that wouldn’t sound completely insane. “Someone not human.”

The silence stretched for a long moment.

“Not human,” Cass repeated carefully. “As in… alien?”

“His name is Rhyx. He’s… I don’t even know how to describe him. He’s tall—over seven feet—with golden scales and blue eyes and these memories of ancient Mars, from before the atmosphere collapsed.” The words came faster now, tumbling over each other in their rush to escape. “He was in some kind of stasis pod, and when I touched it, he woke up, and⁠—”

“Holy shit.”

“—we’ve been together ever since. He doesn’t understand modern Mars, doesn’t know anything about humans or the colony, but he’s learning so fast, Cass, and he’s protective and gentle and⁠—”

“You slept with him.”

Her mouth snapped shut.

Cass stared at her. “You slept with an alien.”

“That’s… an oversimplification.”

“Is it? Did you or did you not have sexual relations with a non-human entity?”

“I—” She buried her face in her hands. “Yes. Okay? Yes. Multiple times.”

“Multiple times?”

“Can we please focus on the larger implications here?”

Cass grabbed the whiskey bottle and poured herself another drink. “Alina, you just told me you discovered evidence of ancient intelligent life on Mars and then slept with it. I think I’m entitled to a moment of processing.”

“He’s not an it. He’s… he’s a person. A thinking, feeling person who happens to have scales.” She stopped, realizing she was only making things worse. “Cass, please. I need help. If anyone finds out about him⁠—”

“They’ll dissect him in a lab somewhere. I know.” Cass took a long drink, her expression troubled. “God, Alina. This is… this is huge. This is ‘rewrite all of human history’ huge.”

“I know.”

“GenCon would kill to get their hands on something like this. Literally kill.”

“I know.”

Cass was quiet for a moment, her mind visibly working through the implications. Then she looked up, and her face softened.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “Okay. First things first—we need to figure out how to keep this secret. That means coming up with a cover story for your disappearance, something boring enough that no one asks follow-up questions.”

“I was thinking ‘sheltered in a cave, survived on emergency rations.’”

“Good start, but it needs details. What cave? What coordinates? What did you observe while you were there?”

“I can fabricate some readings. Make it look like a boring geological formation, nothing worth investigating.”

“Smart.” Cass nodded approvingly. “What about the original signal? The one that sent you out there in the first place?”

“I can claim it was a sensor malfunction. The storm interference could have caused all kinds of false readings. I’ve also encrypted all of the original files. Only you and I have access to them.”

“Also good.” Cass tapped her fingers against her glass. “But there’s still the problem of Martin.”

She grimaced. “I was hoping we could avoid that particular problem.”

“Not likely. I haven’t been back that long but I’ve already heard that he’s been prowling around like a man possessed ever since you disappeared. Demanding search parties, making accusations, and generally being an insufferable ass.” Cass’s expression darkened. “He’s also been very interested in what data you were analyzing before you left.”

Of course he is. Martin had always been jealous of her work, always convinced that she was hiding something brilliant from him. The irony that he was actually right for once would have been amusing if it weren’t so terrifying.

“I’ll handle Martin,” she said with more confidence than she felt. “He doesn’t have any real authority here. As long as I keep my story straight⁠—”

“There’s something else you should know.” Cass’s voice had gone serious in a way that made Alina’s stomach clench. “Something else happened during the storm.”

“What kind of something?”

“Zach—Z-542—was with me at the station and…” Cass’s cheeks flushed.

“And?”

Cass smiled, small and private. “Things happened.”

She blinked. “Things?”

“We’re mated. According to him, anyway.” Cass’s blush deepened. “Apparently cyborgs have this whole bonding thing.”

“Mated.” A slightly hysterical laugh escaped. “Cass, are you telling me we both got caught in the same storm and came out of it with… mates?”

“Seems that way.” Cass grinned. “Though I have to say, yours is considerably more alien than mine. Zach is at least partially human.”

“And you’ve known him for a year, even if you spent most of that time pretending to ignore him. But Rhyx is—” She stopped, searching for the right words. “He’s kind and curious and protective to a fault. I know it hasn’t been long, but I’ve never felt anything so completely right.”

“I wasn’t judging. Trust me, after the past few days, I’m in no position to judge anyone’s taste in men.” Cass reached over and squeezed her hand. “We’ll figure this out, Alina. Whatever happens, you’re not alone.”

“Thank you.” The words felt inadequate, but she knew Cass understood.

“Now,” Cass said, pouring them both another drink, “let’s talk logistics. Your Rhyx—he’s still in the cavern?”

“Yes. He promised to stay hidden for three days. After that…” She grimaced. “He made it pretty clear that he’d come looking for me.”

“That would be a problem.”

“I know.”

“We need to get you back to him before the three days are up. Bring supplies, establish some kind of communication system, maybe⁠—”

The door burst open.

Martin Reece stood in the threshold, his pale eyes blazing with an emotion that made her skin crawl. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days—his usually immaculate hair disheveled, his lab coat wrinkled, and dark circles under his eyes. But his gaze was sharp, focused with an intensity that reminded her uncomfortably of a predator sighting prey.

“There you are.” His voice was soft, controlled, but there was an edge to it that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, Alina.”

Cass was on her feet instantly, positioning herself between Martin and Alina. “This is a private residence, Reece. You can’t just⁠—”

“I can do whatever I want when a colleague disappears for nearly a week without explanation.” Martin’s eyes never left Alina’s face. “Where were you?”

“I got caught in the storm.” She forced her voice to stay calm, and kept her expression absolutely neutral. Just stick to the story. Boring details. Nothing to investigate. “I found a cave in the foothills and waited it out.”

“For five days?”

“The storm lasted five days.”

“And you just happened to have enough supplies to survive that long?”

“All of the rovers are equipped with emergency rations. Standard protocol.” She stood, drawing on every ounce of scientific detachment she possessed. “I followed procedure, Martin. I survived. I don’t see what the problem is.”

“The problem—” He took a step into the room, and Cass moved to block him. “—is that you’ve been hiding something from me. I know you have. Those readings you were analyzing before you left—the anomalous signatures—you thought I didn’t notice, but I did. I always notice.”

Damn.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, but she could hear the tremor in her voice.

Martin smiled—a thin, satisfied expression that made her stomach turn. “Don’t you? Then why did your face just go pale? Why is your heart racing?” He leaned past Cass, close enough that Alina could smell his cologne—exactly as oppressive as she remembered. “What did you find out there, Alina?”

“Nothing. A cave. Some interesting rock formations. Nothing worth⁠—”

“Liar.”

The word cracked through the room like a whip.

“That’s enough.” Cass’s voice was steel. “Get out, Dr. Reece. Now.”

“This doesn’t concern you, Dr. Winters.”

“Everything concerning my friends concerns me. And right now, you’re concerning me a great deal.” Cass’s hand dropped to her belt, where a small utility knife hung. “I said get out.”

Martin’s eyes flicked between them, calculating. For a moment, Alina thought he might push the issue and force a confrontation that would end badly for everyone. But then something shifted in his expression, and he stepped back, raising his hands in mock surrender.

“Of course. My apologies for the intrusion.” His smile never wavered, never reached his eyes. “We’ll continue this conversation later, Alina. I look forward to it.”

He turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing down the corridor.

Roland scampered in, chirping apologetically before Cass slammed the door shut and engaged the lock. “That man is a menace.”

“I know.” Her legs gave out, and she sank back onto the bunk. Her hands were shaking. “He knows something, Cass. Or suspects something. If he starts digging⁠—”

“He won’t find anything. We’ll make sure of it.” Cass crouched in front of her, gripping her shoulders. “Listen to me. We’re going to handle this. You’re going to go back to the lab, file your boring report about your boring cave, and then we’re going to figure out how to get your alien boyfriend somewhere safe. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“And if Martin tries anything—anything—you come straight to me. Or to Zach. Between the two of us, we can handle one creepy scientist.”

She nodded, though the cold knot of fear in her chest refused to ease. Martin had always been persistent, but she’d never seen so focused and intense, his usual condescension stripped away to reveal something darker underneath.

He’s obsessed, she realized. Not just with the discovery, but with me. With being the one to uncover whatever I’ve found.

And obsessed people didn’t give up easily.

“Three days,” she murmured.

“What?”

“I promised Rhyx I’d be back within three days. If I’m not⁠—”

“You will be.” Cass’s grip tightened reassuringly. “Whatever it takes, Alina. We’ll get you back to him.”

She closed her eyes and thought of golden scales and blue eyes and a voice that called her mate like it was the most precious word in any language.

Three days. She could survive three days.

She had to.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




The silence gnawed at him like a living thing.

Rhyx crouched at the entrance to the lava tube, his claws digging furrows into the ancient stone as he watched the last traces of dust settle across the Martian landscape. Alina’s scent still lingered in the air—faint now, fading with every passing moment—and some primal part of him howled at the wrongness of letting her go.

Three days.

He had promised. He had given his word, and his word meant something, even if the reasons behind the promise felt increasingly hollow with each breath she moved farther away.

The rover had disappeared over the ridge hours ago. He’d tracked its engine noise until even his enhanced hearing could no longer detect it, until the only sounds were the whisper of settling dust and the slow, geological heartbeat of the mountain beneath him. Now there was nothing. Just emptiness and the weight of his own thoughts.

She is safe, he told himself. She is returning to her people. She will come back.

But the words felt like ash in his mouth.

He retreated into the darkness of the tunnel, his body moving on autopilot while his mind churned with anxiety. The familiar contours of the passage offered no comfort. Every shadow held the memory of her—the way she’d gasped when he’d carried her through the narrow sections, the warmth of her body pressed against his chest, the steady thrum of her heartbeat that had become as essential to him as his own.

Three days. An eternity.

The cavern welcomed him back with its soft bioluminescent glow, the vines and mosses pulsing gently as if in greeting. He should have found peace here, in this place that had sheltered him through eons of darkness. Instead, the absence of Alina made everything feel hollow, like a song missing its melody.

He crossed to the pool where they’d collected water together, remembering the way she’d laughed when he’d shown her the proper technique—that bright, startled sound that had made something warm bloom in his chest. She laughed so rarely, his mate. As if joy was something she’d forgotten how to trust.

Mate.

The word settled into his bones, as natural as breathing. He didn’t fully understand the biological imperative behind it, the way his entire being seemed to have reorganized itself around a single fragile human. But understanding wasn’t necessary. He knew what he felt. He knew what she was to him.

Everything.

Rhyx lowered himself onto the stone ledge where they’d slept, his tail curling around his legs. The surface still held traces of her warmth, her scent. He pressed his palm flat against the rock and closed his eyes, trying to draw comfort from the lingering evidence of her presence.

It wasn’t enough. Nothing would be enough until she returned.

Use the time, she had said. Rest. Explore. Try to remember more about who you are.

Easy words. Harder to follow.

Who was he? The question had haunted him since the moment he’d opened his eyes to find her standing before him—this strange, soft, impossibly fragile creature who had somehow become the center of his universe. He had memories, yes, but they were fragmented things. Shards of glass that cut him when he tried to piece them together.

He remembered flying. The rush of wind against his scales, the curve of the world spreading out below him, the feeling of absolute freedom that came with mastering the sky. But when he tried to recall the face of whoever had taught him to fly, there was only static. White noise where identity should have been.

He remembered battles. The clash of bodies, the spray of blood, the fierce satisfaction of protecting those weaker than himself. But the enemies he’d fought were shadows, and the allies who’d stood beside him had no names.

He remembered grief. An ocean of it, vast and bottomless, swallowing everything in its path.

That memory, at least, was clear.

Rhyx drew a deep breath and let himself sink into it.

The sky was red.

Not the pale pink of dawn or the amber haze of dust storms, but a deep, arterial crimson that stained everything it touched. The sun—their sun, the golden heart of their world—hung bloated and sick on the horizon, its light thick and wrong.

“The readings are confirmed.” The voice came from somewhere to his left, tinny and distant, as if filtered through layers of interference. “Atmospheric degradation has accelerated beyond our models. We have… perhaps fifty cycles remaining.”

Fifty cycles. Less than a standard rotation of the outer planet. Not enough time. Not nearly enough time.

Rhyx—was he Rhyx then? The name felt wrong, borrowed, like clothing that didn’t quite fit—stood at the edge of a vast observation platform, looking out over a city that had stood for a hundred thousand years. The spires of crystal and metal that had once scraped the heavens now seemed fragile, temporary, like flowers waiting for the frost.

“The seed ships are prepared.” Another voice, this one softer. Female. A face he couldn’t quite see, features blurred by the imperfection of memory. “The genetic banks are secure. If even one survives the journey⁠—”

“It won’t be enough.”

“It might be all we have.”

He turned from the view, and the movement felt strange, disjointed. His body was different in this memory. Larger. Heavier. Wings where now there were none, talons that could tear through steel.

“The hybrids,” he said, and the word tasted like hope and despair in equal measure. “What is their status?”

“The integration process is… complicated.” The first voice again, hesitant now. “The biological matrices require a specific resonance to achieve stability. We’ve had some success with the latest batch, but the failure rate⁠—”

“Show me.”

The scene shifted, lurching forward like a poorly spliced recording. Now he stood in a chamber filled with pods—hundreds of them, thousands, arranged in neat rows that stretched into the darkness. Most were dark, their surfaces dull and lifeless. But here and there, scattered among the failures, golden light pulsed with the steady rhythm of a heartbeat.

“These are the viable specimens,” his guide explained. “Each one contains a hybrid consciousness—a fusion of our biological templates with compatible donor matrices. If the process works as intended, they will be capable of surviving conditions we cannot.”

Rhyx approached one of the glowing pods, pressing his palm against its surface. Warmth answered his touch, a faint pulse of recognition that resonated somewhere deep in his chest.

“They will not remember,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“No. The integration requires a complete reset of the conscious mind. They will retain instincts, skills, fragments of experience. But the personalities, the memories of who they were…” The guide’s voice caught. “Those will be lost. It is the price of survival.”

The price of survival.

Rhyx closed his eyes, feeling the weight of that price settle onto his shoulders. Outside, their world was dying. The atmosphere was bleeding away into space, the magnetic field that had protected them for millions of years finally failing under the relentless assault of solar radiation. Everything they had built, everything they had been, would soon be nothing but dust and echoes.

But these pods—these fragile vessels of hope—might carry something forward. Not memory. Not identity. But the essence of what they were. The potential for what they might become.

“How long?” he asked.

“Until they wake? We cannot say. The stasis systems are designed to respond to specific environmental triggers. When the planet becomes habitable again, when the conditions are right…” The guide spread their hands helplessly. “It could be thousands of years. Millions. Or never.”

“Then we wait.”

“We will not survive to see it.”

“No.” Rhyx turned back to the pods, to the soft golden glow that represented everything they had left. “But perhaps they will.”

The memory released him like a hand letting go of a rope, and Rhyx gasped as he surfaced back into the present. His hearts were racing—both of them, pounding out a desperate rhythm against his ribs—and his scales had flushed dark with emotion.

That was me.

No. Not him. Someone else. Someone who had worn a different body, thought different thoughts, lived a life that had ended before this one began.

But the grief… the grief was the same. It had survived the integration, the reset, the millions of years of dreamless sleep. It had been waiting inside him all along, coiled like a serpent, and now it raised its head and screamed.

Rhyx pressed his fists against his eyes, trying to contain the torrent of emotion that threatened to overwhelm him. His people—whoever they had been, whatever they had called themselves—were gone. Their cities had crumbled, their names had been forgotten, their very existence had become nothing more than fragments of memory locked inside the mind of a hybrid creature who didn’t even know what he was.

And yet.

And yet.

He was here. He was alive. Against all odds, against every rational expectation, the impossible gamble had paid off. The pods had worked. The planet had healed—or at least, healed enough that something could survive on it. The desperate hope that his predecessors had invested in this moment, this possibility, had not been entirely in vain.

I am their legacy, Rhyx realized. I am what they fought to preserve.

The thought was both crushing and liberating. He had spent days wondering who he was, where he came from, what purpose he was meant to serve. Now he had his answer, and it was both simpler and more complex than he had ever imagined.

He was the last. The only. The sole surviving fragment of a civilization that had once spanned a world.

And he was not alone.

The realization came slowly, seeping into his awareness like water through stone. There was something else in the mountain. Something that had been there all along, waiting with the patience of geology for him to notice it.

A presence.

Rhyx went still, every sense straining to identify the source of the feeling. It wasn’t a physical sensation—no sound, no scent, no movement in the shadows. It was deeper than that. More fundamental. Like a vibration in the bones of the world itself.

The planet.

He pressed his palm flat against the stone floor, spreading his fingers wide. The rock was cool against his scales, solid and unyielding, but beneath that surface solidity, he could feel… something. A current. A pulse. The slow, ancient heartbeat of a world that had never truly died.

You’re still here, he thought wonderingly. After everything—after the atmosphere collapsed and the surface became a desert and millions of years passed in silence—you’re still here.

The presence didn’t respond in words. It wasn’t capable of words, not in any way he could understand. But there was a sensation of… acknowledgment. Recognition. As if the planet itself was greeting a long-lost child.

Rhyx closed his eyes and let himself sink deeper into the connection. It was like nothing he had ever experienced—or nothing he could remember experiencing—but it felt right in a way he couldn’t explain. The rock beneath him, the air around him, the roots of the mountain stretching down into darkness—all of it was connected. All of it was alive, in a way that transcended simple biology.

And he was part of it.

Images flickered through his mind, rapid and disjointed. He saw the planet as it had been—green and blue and vibrant with life, its surface covered in forests and oceans and cities of impossible beauty. He saw the slow catastrophe of the atmospheric collapse, the desperate attempts to reverse the damage, the final desperate gamble of the seed ships and the stasis pods. He saw the long, cold silence that followed, the planet retreating into dormancy as it waited for conditions to change.

And he saw the present—the thin atmosphere, the barren surface, the tiny enclave of life hidden deep within the mountain. The cavern where he had been born, sustained by systems that had operated without interruption for millions of years. A pocket of the old world, preserved against all odds.

Waiting, he understood. Waiting for someone to wake up. Waiting for someone to carry on.

The connection pulsed with something that might have been hope. Or urgency. Or both.

There is work to be done, the planet seemed to say. The healing has begun, but it is not complete. The atmosphere still bleeds. The surface still burns. Without intervention, without care, everything we preserved will eventually fail.

Rhyx opened his eyes. The bioluminescent glow of the cavern seemed brighter now, more purposeful. The vines that had seemed decorative suddenly looked like what they truly were—oxygen generators, atmospheric scrubbers, the living infrastructure of a long-term terraforming project.

This place isn’t just a shelter, he realized. It’s a seed. A starting point. The beginning of something that was meant to spread across the entire planet.

The weight of that understanding settled onto his shoulders, heavy but not unwelcome. He had been asking himself what his purpose was, why he had been created, what he was meant to do. Now he had his answer.

He was a gardener. A caretaker. The last steward of a dying world, given the impossible task of bringing it back to life.

And he wasn’t going to do it alone.

Alina’s face flickered through his mind—her warm brown eyes, her nervous smile, the way she bit her lip when she was thinking hard about something. She was a scientist. A researcher. Someone who had dedicated her life to understanding this planet and its secrets.

She can help, he thought. Together, we can⁠—

The thought stuttered and stalled as reality crashed back in. Alina was gone. She was back among her people, surrounded by others who didn’t know about this place, who would destroy everything if they learned the truth. The three days he had promised her suddenly felt like an unbearable eternity.

I should go to her.

The impulse was overwhelming, almost physical in its intensity. Every instinct screamed at him to leave the cavern, to track her scent across the barren landscape, to find her and protect her and bring her back where she belonged.

But he had promised.

Rhyx unclenched his fists and forced himself to breathe. The connection to the planet pulsed steadily beneath him, offering a kind of grounding that helped him contain the worst of his anxiety. Alina was strong. She was clever. She knew how to navigate the dangers of her own people in ways that he did not.

Trust her, he told himself. She said she would return. She will.

And when she did, he would have something to show her. Something that might change everything.

He rose to his feet and began to walk deeper into the cavern, following the pull of the planetary connection like a thread through a maze. There were more memories waiting for him in the darkness. More secrets hidden in the stone. More pieces of the puzzle that would help him understand what he was meant to be.

Three days. He could survive three days.

He had to.


CHAPTER TWELVE




“Where. Were. You.”

Martin’s voice cut through the air like a knife. He stood in the doorway of the lab, once more immaculate, his pale eyes fixed on Alina with an intensity that made her skin crawl.

She straightened from where she’d been leaning against Cass’s desk, and gave him an icy look.

“We went through this yesterday. I got caught in the storm.” She kept her voice flat, professional. “Found shelter. Waited it out.”

Martin’s lips curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “And what, exactly, drew you out into a dust storm in the first place? Your field authorization was for routine sample collection within a two-kilometer radius of the settlement. The beacon on your rover placed you nearly fifteen kilometers into the mountains.”

Damn.

She’d known the rover was tracked. She’d just hoped no one would be paying attention to the data during a major storm. Clearly, she’d underestimated Martin’s obsessive attention to her movements.

“I was following an anomalous reading.” The truth, carefully edited. “Something in the seismic data caught my attention. I wanted to investigate.”

“Without filing a deviation report. Without notifying anyone of your intentions. Without following any of the protocols that exist specifically to prevent situations like this.” Martin’s voice had gone silky, dangerous. “Dr. Falkner, if I didn’t know better, I might think you were trying to hide something.”

“What would I be hiding, Dr. Reece?”

The question hung in the air between them. Behind her, she heard Cass’s sharp intake of breath—a warning, or perhaps just surprise at her boldness.

Martin studied her for a long moment, his pale eyes flickering over her face as if searching for cracks in her composure. Then he smiled, and the expression made her stomach turn.

“That’s exactly what I intend to find out.” He moved further into the room, circling around the small space like a predator assessing its prey. “You see, Dr. Falkner, your little unauthorized excursion isn’t the only interesting development I’ve been monitoring. GenCon has been tracking certain… irregularities in the planetary data for several months now.”

Her blood went cold. “GenCon has no authority to monitor research data. Their operational mandate was restricted after the Congressional hearings⁠—”

“Their official mandate was restricted.” Martin waved a dismissive hand. “But GenCon understands something that idealistic researchers like yourself seem incapable of grasping. This planet holds secrets worth billions. Trillions, perhaps. And they’re not going to let bureaucratic limitations stand in the way of claiming what’s rightfully theirs.”

“What’s rightfully—” She cut herself off, forcing her voice back under control. “Nothing on this planet belongs to GenCon. Mars is a protected research territory under the⁠—”

“Mars is whatever GenCon decides it is.” Martin stopped his circling directly in front of her, close enough that his cologne burned her nostrils. “Earth Government’s oversight only extends as far as their enforcement capabilities. Out here, months away from any meaningful intervention, the rules are… flexible.”

He’s working with them. The realization settled into her gut like a stone. She’d suspected it before—the hints he’d dropped, the way he talked about corporate interests—but hearing him admit it so openly made it terrifyingly real.

“What do they know?” she asked, and immediately wished she could take the words back. Too eager. Too obvious.

His condescending smile widened. “Interested now, are we? I thought you had no patience for GenCon’s ‘unethical practices.’”

“I have no patience for watching someone hand over legitimate scientific discoveries to corporate exploitation.” She held his gaze, refusing to look away. “But if there’s data out there that affects my research, I have a right to know about it.”

“Your research.” Martin laughed bitterly. “Always so precious about your research, Alina. As if the readings from a third-rate geochemistry lab are going to change the world.”

The insult stung, but she’d heard worse from him. She waited.

“Fine.” He pulled a tablet from his coat pocket, scrolling through screens with sharp, impatient gestures. “Since you’re so committed to scientific transparency. GenCon’s monitoring satellites have detected unusual thermal signatures in the eastern mountains over the past six months. Localized heat sources that shouldn’t exist, given what we know about Martian geology. Atmospheric fluctuations that don’t match any established models. And—” he paused dramatically, “—biochemical readings that suggest the presence of complex organic compounds.”

Her heart hammered against her ribs. They know. They don’t know what, exactly, but they know something is there.

“Organic compounds.” She forced her voice to remain steady. “Mars has always had organic compounds. The Viking landers detected them in the seventies⁠—”

“Not like these.” Martin thrust the tablet towards her. “Look at the spectral analysis. These signatures indicate living organic processes. Active metabolism. Something down there is breathing, Dr. Falkner.”

She took the tablet, scanning the data while her mind raced. The readings were imprecise—satellite data always was—but they painted a picture that was uncomfortably close to the truth. If GenCon sent a team to investigate, if they found the lava tube, if they discovered the cavern…

Rhyx.

“Interesting,” she said, handing the tablet back. “But hardly conclusive. These signatures could be explained by any number of geological processes. Thermophilic bacteria in subsurface water, radiolytic decomposition of organic sediments⁠—”

“Or?” Martin’s eyes glittered with barely contained excitement.

She shrugged, adopting her most professionally dismissive tone. “Or the planet is waking up.”

The words landed like a stone in still water. Martin blinked, his expression shifting from eagerness to confusion.

“I’m sorry?”

“Waking up.” She spread her hands, warming to the performance. “Mars has been geologically dormant for millions of years, but we’ve always known that dormancy might not be permanent. The core is still liquid. The volcanic systems are still technically active. If something triggered a shift in the planetary dynamics—a change in solar output, a large impact event, even just the natural progression of internal thermal cycles—we might see exactly this kind of signature. A planet beginning to stir.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he laughed—loud, harsh, and utterly devoid of warmth.

“Oh, Alina.” He shook his head, his expression shifting to something between pity and contempt. “This is exactly why you’ll never be more than a footnote in someone else’s paper. You’re so desperate to find cosmic significance in everything that you miss what’s right in front of your face.”

The dismissal burned, but beneath the sting, she felt a flicker of relief. He wasn’t taking her seriously. Good. Let him think she was a naive idealist, seeing poetry where there was only profit.

“The readings suggest life, Dr. Falkner. Not geology. Not planetary rebirth. Life. Possibly intelligent life, given the complexity of the organic signatures.” Martin tucked the tablet back into his pocket. “And I intend to find it.”

“With GenCon’s help.”

“With GenCon’s resources.” He smiled thinly. “They’re providing equipment, personnel, and most importantly, the authority to conduct surveys without interference from Earth Government bureaucrats. By this time next month, we’ll have teams in those mountains, mapping every tunnel and cavern⁠—”

“You can’t do that.” The words came out sharper than she intended. “The environmental protocols alone⁠—”

“Don’t exist out here.” Martin stepped closer, close enough that she had to resist the urge to retreat. “That’s what you fail to understand, Alina. The rules you cling to, the principles you hide behind—they’re nothing but paper. They have no weight. No power. The only thing that matters is results.”

His hand came up, and for a horrifying moment she thought he was going to touch her face. But his fingers stopped inches from her cheek, hovering there like a threat.

“You could have been part of this,” he said softly. “If you’d accepted my offer—dinner, collaboration, a place at my side—you could have shared in everything GenCon is building here. Instead, you chose to play the moral crusader, and now…” He lowered his hand with a theatrical sigh. “Now you’ll be left behind.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a statement of fact.” Martin turned towards the door, pausing with his hand on the frame. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow to meet with GenCon’s advance team. We have planning to do, logistics to arrange. I expect to be gone for at least a week.”

He glanced back over his shoulder, and something in his pale eyes made her blood run cold.

“I’d strongly recommend you use that time to reconsider your position, Dr. Falkner. GenCon has a long memory, and they don’t take kindly to researchers who interfere with their interests.” His smile was a razor’s edge. “I’d hate to see you become… collateral damage.”

He left without waiting for a response, the door hissing shut behind him. The silence that followed felt like the aftermath of a storm—heavy and charged with unspoken tension.

“Alina.” Cass’s voice came from behind her, quiet but urgent. “What the hell was that about?”

She didn’t answer immediately. She was too busy doing the math, calculating distances and timeframes, weighing risks against opportunities.

Martin would be gone for a week. GenCon’s survey teams wouldn’t arrive for at least a month. That meant she had a window—narrow and fragile, but real—to figure out what to do.

To warn Rhyx. To get him out. To find somewhere safe before everything fell apart.

“I have to go back,” she said finally.

“To the cavern? Alina, you just got here⁠—”

“A week, Cass.” She turned to face her friend, and she knew her expression was desperate. “I have a week before Martin comes back, and maybe a month before GenCon starts tearing that mountain apart looking for whatever is producing those readings. If I don’t get Rhyx out of there before that happens…”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t even let herself imagine what GenCon would do to him—this beautiful, impossible creature who trusted her to keep him safe.

Cass’s expression had gone serious, her earlier excitement about her own adventures with Zach replaced by the sharp focus of a problem that needed solving.

“Then we’d better figure out where to put him,” she said. “Because I don’t think your quarters are going to cut it.”

Despite everything—the fear, the urgency, the weight of impossible choices pressing down on her—Alina felt the corners of her mouth twitch.

“I was thinking somewhere a bit more… remote.”

“Define remote.”

Alina looked towards the window, towards the rust-colored landscape stretching endlessly towards the distant peaks of Olympus Mons. Somewhere out there, hidden in the ancient bones of the mountain, Rhyx was waiting for her. Trusting her. Believing that she would come back.

She wouldn’t let him down.

“As far from GenCon as we can get,” she said. “And I think I know just the place.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




The sky burned amber and gold, but not the gold of life—the gold of decay.

Rhyx floated in the memory, neither fully present nor entirely absent, watching through eyes that were and weren’t his own. The great flying beasts—his kind, he thought, though the certainty wavered like heat shimmer—wheeled above a dying world. Their scales caught the sickly light of a sun that seemed both too distant and too harsh, filtering through an atmosphere grown thin and hostile.

We were the last, a voice whispered through the fragmented recollections. The final generation to ride the thermals above the canyon lands. The last to sing the wind songs.

He could almost feel it—the rush of air beneath wings he no longer possessed, the exhilaration of diving through cloud banks that had long since vanished into the void of space. But something was wrong with the memory. The details kept shifting, sliding away when he tried to examine them too closely. The landscape below him flickered between red desert and something else—metal corridors, sterile white walls, the hum of machines.

Who am I?

The question echoed through the dreamscape, bouncing off surfaces that shouldn’t exist, fragmenting into a thousand smaller questions that had no answers.

He remembered flying.

He remembered falling.

He remembered nothing, and then everything, and then a woman’s face—round and soft, with eyes the color of the soil after rain⁠—

Alina.

Her name cut through the confusion like a blade through mist. Suddenly the memories didn’t matter. The before-time didn’t matter. Only she mattered, only the ache of her absence, the wrongness of waking without her warmth pressed against his⁠—

The vibration reached him before the sound did.

Rhyx’s eyes snapped open, his body shifting from dormant contemplation to full alertness in the span of a heartbeat. The cavern around him was unchanged—the same soft bioluminescence from the moss, the same gentle drip of water in the distance, the same air rich with the scent of growing things—but something was different.

Someone was here.

He rose from the nest of soft leaves and moss where he’d been resting, every sense straining towards the tunnel that led upward. Footsteps. Light, careful footsteps, moving with the hesitant rhythm of someone navigating unfamiliar terrain.

Alina.

He knew her gait. Knew the particular cadence of her breathing, the subtle displacement of air that marked her presence. His heart—or whatever served as his heart in this strange new body—began to race, a deep thrumming that resonated through his chest like the purr of some great beast.

She was coming back. She’d promised she would, and she was keeping that promise, and nothing else mattered—not the gaps in his memory, not the uncertainty of his existence, not the looming threats she’d spoken of before she left.

Rhyx moved towards the base of the cavern wall, positioning himself directly beneath the narrow passage where she would emerge. The climb down was treacherous for her; he’d learned that on her previous departure, watching with his heart in his throat as she struggled up the rocky incline, her small hands finding holds that seemed impossibly precarious to his eyes.

A shower of pebbles announced her descent. Then a muffled curse in her language—a word she’d taught him meant frustration and possibly stubbed toes—followed by the scrape of fabric against stone.

Her legs appeared first, dangling over the edge of the rock shelf that marked the final drop into the cavern. Rhyx was there before she could lower herself further, his hands finding her waist with unerring precision, lifting her from the ledge as if she weighed nothing.

“Rhyx—”

Whatever she’d been about to say dissolved into his mouth as he kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. Wasn’t the careful, exploratory thing their first kisses had been. Three days of separation had carved a hollow in his chest, and the only thing that could fill it was her—the taste of her lips, the softness of her body pressed against his, the small sound she made when his tongue found hers.

She kissed him back with equal desperation, her fingers tangling in the ridge-crest that ran along his skull, pulling him closer even as her breathing grew ragged. He could feel her heartbeat through the thin material of her suit, racing to match his own, and the scent of her—warm skin and something floral from whatever cleaning products she used—filled his senses until there was room for nothing else.

“Missed you,” he growled against her mouth, the words still clumsy on his tongue but the meaning clear. “Too long. You were gone too long.”

“I know.” She pulled back just far enough to look at him, and the sight of her face—flushed and breathless, her brown eyes dark with want—made something primal and possessive coil tight in his belly. “I’m sorry. I came as soon as I could.”

“Not soon enough.”

He kissed her again, walking her backward until her spine met one of the great support vines that arched across the cavern ceiling. The moss beneath their feet was soft, cushioning, and he pressed her into the yielding surface of the vine with his entire body, pinning her there with his greater size and strength.

She didn’t resist. If anything, she arched into him, her legs wrapping around his hips in a way that made rational thought impossible.

Mine, the word pulsed through him with every heartbeat. My mate. My Alina.

“I can’t—” she gasped, turning her head to break the kiss even as her body betrayed her words by grinding against him. “Rhyx, we need to talk. There are things I have to tell you⁠—”

“Later.”

“It’s important⁠—”

He silenced her with another kiss, gentler this time, coaxing rather than demanding. When he felt her resistance soften, he pulled back to rest his forehead against hers.

“Tell me,” he said quietly. “But first let me hold you. Just… let me hold you.”

The fight went out of her. Her arms came up to wrap around his neck, and she tucked her face into the junction of his shoulder, breathing deep as if trying to memorize his scent the way he’d memorized hers.

They stood like that for a long moment, wrapped around each other in the dim golden glow of the cavern. Rhyx focused on the simple miracle of her presence—the rise and fall of her breathing, the warmth of her skin where it touched his, the steady rhythm of her heart.

But underneath his relief, a cold kernel of dread was forming.

She’d come back. She’d promised to come back, and she had. But she was still in her traveling clothes, still dusty from the journey through the lava tubes. She hadn’t brought supplies, hadn’t settled into the cavern the way she had during the storm.

She wasn’t staying.

“How long?” he asked, and felt her stiffen in his arms.

“Rhyx…”

“How long do you have?”

She pulled back, and the expression on her face—guilty, frustrated, torn—confirmed what he’d already suspected.

“I have to go back before morning,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I wanted to stay longer, but there’s a man—Martin—who’s been watching me, and if he realizes I’ve been coming out here⁠—”

“Then don’t go back.”

“I have to. If I disappear, he’ll send people looking for me. They’ll find this place, find you⁠—”

“I don’t care.” The words came out rougher than he intended, edged with a desperation he couldn’t quite control. “Let them come. I can protect us. I can⁠—”

“No.” Alina’s hands came up to frame his face, forcing him to meet her eyes. “You don’t understand. These aren’t people you can fight, Rhyx. They have weapons, technology, resources that would—they would take you apart. Study you. Try to figure out how you exist, and they wouldn’t care if they destroyed you in the process.”

“Then we leave. You said there are other places on this world. Distant places. We could go there, hide⁠—”

“Mars is small.” Her voice cracked on the words. “Smaller than it seems. There’s nowhere we could go that they wouldn’t eventually find. The only way to keep you safe is to find allies, find people who can help us figure out how to protect you legally, diplomatically⁠—”

“I don’t want diplomacy!” Rhyx pulled away from her, his frustration boiling over into something hot and painful. “I want you. Here. With me. Is that so impossible? Is it so much to ask that my mate⁠—”

He stopped, the word hanging between them.

Alina’s eyes had gone wide. “Rhyx…”

“You are.” He couldn’t take it back now, couldn’t pretend he hadn’t said it. “You’re my mate. I knew it the moment I woke. The moment I scented you, touched you—you’re mine, Alina. And I’m yours. That’s not something I can change, even if I wanted to.”

“I’m not—” She swallowed hard. “Rhyx, I’m human. We don’t—it doesn’t work like that for us. There aren’t mates, there’s just… people who choose to be together, or don’t.”

“Then choose me.”

The words fell into silence. Alina stared at him, her expression a complicated mix of longing and fear and something that looked almost like grief.

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is.” He stepped towards her, and she didn’t retreat. “It’s the simplest thing in any world. You choose me, I choose you. We face what comes together. Everything else is just… obstacles.”

“Obstacles that can kill you.”

“I don’t care.”

“Well, I do!” Her voice rose, sharp with frustration. “I care if you die, Rhyx. I care if they capture you, and experiment on you, and⁠—”

“And what about what I care about?” He grabbed her arms, not roughly but firmly, making her look at him. “Do you think it doesn’t hurt me when you leave? Do you think I don’t feel like I’m being torn apart every time you walk away? You are everything, Alina. You are the only thing I have in this world that makes sense. And you keep leaving me, and I’m supposed to just—accept that? Wait here in the dark like a good little⁠—”

The frustration crested, overwhelming his ability to form words. With a snarl of pure, inarticulate rage, Rhyx spun and drove his fist into the cavern wall.

Stone cracked under the impact. The sound echoed through the chamber like thunder, bouncing off the distant walls and fading into silence. Pain lanced up his arm—bright, sharp, real—and when he pulled his hand back, golden blood was dripping from his knuckles where the skin had split against the rock.

“Rhyx!” Alina was at his side instantly, grabbing his wrist and pulling his hand towards the light. “What did you—oh, God, let me see⁠—”

“I’m fine.” He tried to pull away, but she held fast with surprising strength.

“You’re bleeding. That’s not fine, that’s—” She stopped. Blinked. Leaned closer to examine his knuckles. “That’s… not possible.”

He looked down at his hand, expecting to see the damage from his foolish outburst. The pain was already fading, dulling to a distant ache, and as he watched—as they watched—the torn skin began to knit itself back together.

It happened faster than he could track. The golden blood, still wet and gleaming, seemed to absorb back into the wounds as the edges of torn flesh reached for each other, fusing seamlessly. Within seconds, the only evidence of the injury was the smear of gold on his knuckles and the crack in the stone wall.

“That’s not possible,” Alina repeated, her voice barely a whisper. She turned his hand over, examining it from every angle. “Tissue regeneration at this rate—the cellular division alone would require—” She looked up at him, her expression shifting from shock to something more focused, more analytical. “Rhyx, has this happened before? Have you healed like this before?”

He searched his fragmented memories, looking for anything that matched what he’d just witnessed. The before-time was hazy, uncertain, but he could recall injuries—falls from great heights, battles with rival males for territory, the normal wounds of a life lived in the wild.

“I don’t… think so. In the before, wounds healed. But not like this. Not so fast.”

“But you remember healing?”

“Slowly. Over time. The way…” He struggled to find the comparison. “The way plants grow. Not the way water falls.”

Alina’s grip on his wrist tightened. Her eyes had gone distant, her mind clearly working through implications he couldn’t follow.

“Regeneration at this speed,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Self-repairing tissue, rapid cellular division without apparent scarring or dysfunction… the only organisms I know of that can do this are—” Her breath caught.

“What?”

“Cyborgs.” She looked up at him, and there was something new in her expression—not fear, exactly, but something close to it. “The nanite integration in their systems gives them enhanced healing. Not this fast, not quite, but close. Their blood carries microscopic machines that repair damage almost as quickly as it occurs.”

Rhyx felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cavern’s temperature. “You think I have machines in my blood?”

“I think…” Alina released his wrist and began to pace, her movements quick and agitated. “When I first found you, I assumed you were something ancient. Something that had been dormant, waiting to be awakened. But the readings I was following—they weren’t just organic. There was a technological signature too, buried under everything else. I dismissed it as interference, but what if…”

She spun to face him. “Rhyx, what if you’re not just something that was sleeping under the surface? What if you were made?”

The word hit him like a physical blow. “Made?”

“Created. Engineered. Some combination of ancient Martian biology and modern technology.” Her words came faster now, tumbling over each other in her excitement. “The cyborgs were designed using genetic samples from extinct species combined with nanite integration. What if something similar happened here? What if someone—or something—found preserved biological material from your species and used cyborg technology to bring it back?”

Rhyx stared at her, trying to process what she was suggesting. The memories that had been haunting him—the flying, the dying world, the desperate hope for a future—suddenly took on a different meaning.

“The pod,” he said slowly. “The thing you found me in. It was… a machine?”

“I thought it was organic. A biological stasis chamber of some kind. But if there was nanite technology integrated into its structure…” Alina’s pacing had brought her back to him, and she reached out to touch his chest, her palm flat against the place where his heart pounded. “You might be both, Rhyx. Ancient and modern. Biological and technological. A bridge between what Mars was and what it’s become.”

“A bridge.” He didn’t like the word. It made him sound like a thing, a tool, rather than a person. “Or an experiment. Something someone built for their own purposes.”

Alina’s expression softened. “That’s not what I⁠—”

“No.” He covered her hand with his own, pressing it more firmly against his chest. “It doesn’t matter. However I came to be, whatever I am—I’m here now. I’m real. I have thoughts and feelings and… and I love you, Alina. That’s not something that was programmed into me. It’s something I chose.”

Her eyes glistened. “Rhyx…”

“You said these cyborgs—they have the same healing? The same technology in their blood?”

“Similar, yes. The nanite colonies that⁠—”

“Then they might know something about what I am. About where I came from.” He took a breath, steadying himself for what he was about to suggest. “You should talk to them.”

Alina blinked. “The cyborgs?”

“If there’s a connection between us—between whatever made me and whatever made them—they might be able to help. They might have answers.” He paused, weighing his next words carefully. “And they might be the allies you were looking for. The ones who could help protect me.”

“The cyborgs don’t exactly have a friendly relationship with human authorities,” Alina said slowly. “After the uprising, after everything that happened… there’s a lot of distrust on both sides.”

“But your friend. Cass. You said she’s mated to one of them?”

“Zach.” A small smile crossed Alina’s face at the name. “He’s different. He’s—but yes, you’re right. If there’s anyone who might be able to bridge the gap between our communities, it would be them.”

She looked up at him, and the calculation in her eyes had shifted to something warmer, something more like hope.

“This could actually work,” she said. “If the cyborgs are willing to help—if they can provide sanctuary, or at least information—we might have a chance of keeping you safe without having to run or hide.”

“Then you’ll talk to them?”

“I’ll talk to Cass. See if she can arrange a meeting with Zach and some of the other cyborg leaders. But it will take time. I can’t just⁠—”

“I know.” Rhyx pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her and tucking her head under his chin. “I know you have to go. I know there are things you need to do in your world that I can’t be part of yet. But Alina…”

He tipped her chin up, making her look at him.

“That man you mentioned. Martin. You said he’s gone?”

“For a week. He’s meeting with the people who want to find you.”

“A week.” Rhyx let the word roll around in his mind, tasting the possibilities. “And tonight? Does he know where you are tonight?”

Alina’s cheeks flushed—he’d come to recognize that particular deepening of color as a sign of arousal, of desire she was trying to contain.

“No,” she admitted. “Cass knows, but she’ll cover for me if anyone asks.”

“Then stay.” He lowered his mouth to hover just above hers, close enough to feel the warmth of her breath. “Not forever. Not until morning. Just… tonight. Give me tonight, Alina. Let me have this one night to hold you, to show you what you mean to me. And tomorrow, I’ll let you go. I’ll wait here, and I won’t complain, and I’ll trust you to come back when you can.”

She was trembling against him—whether from desire or the weight of the decision, he couldn’t tell.

“That’s not fair,” she whispered. “You can’t just—asking like that, looking at me like that⁠—”

“Is it working?”

A small, helpless laugh escaped her. “You know it is.”

“Then stay.” He kissed the corner of her mouth. “Stay with me.” Her jawline. “Let me love you properly.” The sensitive spot just below her ear that always made her gasp.

“Rhyx…”

“Say yes.”

For a long moment, she didn’t answer. Her hands had found their way to his chest, pressing flat against the scales that covered his heart. He could feel her pulse thrumming through her fingertips, racing in counterpoint to his own.

Then she surged up onto her toes and kissed him—hard, deep, with all the desperation and longing they’d been fighting since she arrived.

“Yes,” she breathed against his lips. “Yes, I’ll stay. God help me, yes.”

Rhyx smiled into the kiss, already lifting her off her feet and carrying her towards the bed of moss where he’d been dreaming of her return.

Tomorrow would bring new challenges. But tonight, she was here. Tonight, she was his.

And tonight was all that mattered.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




The argument she’d been dreading never materialized.

Alina had spent half the night—the half not occupied with far more pleasant activities—mentally rehearsing her explanation. She’d prepared logical points about why Rhyx couldn’t come with her, why approaching the cyborgs required a delicate touch, why his presence would terrify anyone she spoke to before she could explain.

Instead, when she’d outlined her plan in the pale morning light, Rhyx had simply nodded.

“I will follow,” he said. “At a distance. You won’t see me.”

“Rhyx, I really don’t think⁠—”

“You go to ask for help from beings who may be connected to what I am.” His blue eyes—those impossible, slitted pupils that should have been terrifying but only made her heart race—held hers steadily. “If they are dangerous, I will be there. If they are not, you can signal me.”

“Signal you how?”

A hint of a smile curved his lips. “I will know.”

She wanted to argue. Every rational part of her brain screamed that bringing a seven-foot golden alien anywhere near other people was a catastrophically bad idea. But there was something in his expression—a quiet certainty, an absolute refusal to let her face potential danger alone—that made the words die in her throat.

He’s learning, she realized. Learning when to push and when to compromise.

“Fine,” she heard herself say. “But you stay hidden until I give you a sign. And for the love of everything holy, put on some pants.”

The look of genuine confusion that crossed his face at that last request had almost made her late.

Now, as her rover bounced across the rocky terrain towards Jeb and Mattie’s claim, Alina found herself glancing at the side mirrors more often than strictly necessary. She couldn’t see Rhyx—he’d been true to his word about that—but knowing he was out there somewhere, following her, made the tightness in her chest ease slightly.

You’re bringing an unknown alien species to meet a cyborg, the scientist part of her brain pointed out. This could go very, very wrong.

The other part of her brain—the part that had spent the night tangled up with said alien species—told the scientist to shut up.

Jeb and Mattie’s claim sat in a shallow valley between two red-rock ridges, their habitat dome a silver bubble against the rust-colored landscape. Unlike the larger research stations, independent claims like this one were modest affairs: a living quarters, a processing facility for whatever minerals the claim holder was mining, and the inevitable tangle of solar panels and communication arrays that kept everything running.

Mattie had been a miner’s daughter back on Earth, or so Cass had told her. One of the rough-and-tumble types who’d grown up knowing the feel of rock dust in her lungs and the weight of a pickaxe in her hands. She’d come to Mars to get away from a bad situation—Cass had been vague on the details—and had somehow ended up claimed by a cyborg who’d been working security for one of the mining corporations.

Claimed. Alina turned the word over in her mind. It was what the cyborgs called their mating bonds, and until a few weeks ago, she’d found it vaguely unsettling. Now, with the memory of Rhyx’s voice growling mine against her skin, she understood it in a way she hadn’t before.

The rover crunched to a halt outside the habitat’s main airlock. Alina took a breath, checked her reflection in the rearview mirror—professional, Falkner, try to look professional—and climbed out.

The airlock cycled open before she could reach for the comm panel.

Mattie stood in the doorway, a small woman with green eyes and unruly brown curls, she looked too delicate for the hard life of a miner. Her expression was neither welcoming nor hostile—more like the carefully neutral look of someone assessing a potential threat.

“Dr. Falkner.” Not a question. “Cass said you might be stopping by.”

Of course she did. Alina made a mental note to have words with her friend about giving advance warning without checking first.

“I hope I’m not intruding. I wanted to talk to you and Jeb about something… sensitive.”

Mattie’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Sensitive how?”

“The kind of sensitive that could change everything we think we know about Mars. And possibly about cyborg technology.”

A long pause. Then Mattie stepped back from the doorway.

“Better come inside, then.”

The interior of the habitat was surprisingly cozy—Alina had expected the utilitarian efficiency of most mining operations, but Mattie had clearly worked to make the space a home. Colorful fabric hangings covered the curved walls, and actual plants—not the sterile hydroponics of the research stations, but proper potted plants with soil and everything—lined the small kitchen area.

Jeb was sitting at the central table, and Alina had to force herself not to stare.

She’d seen cyborgs before, of course. Anyone who’d been on Mars for more than a few months had. But they were usually glimpsed at a distance, or in the impersonal context of supply runs and security checkpoints. Up close, the blend of human and machine was… disconcerting.

Jeb looked human enough at first glance—a big man with broad shoulders and close-cropped dark hair, features that might have been handsome in a rough-hewn way. But the light caught the faint metallic sheen where synthetic skin met organic, and his eyes had that subtle brightness that came from enhanced optics.

“Dr. Falkner.” His voice was deeper than she’d expected, with a slight mechanical undertone. “My mate said you had something sensitive to discuss.”

“I—yes.” Alina lowered herself into the chair Mattie indicated, trying to organize her thoughts. “I’m not sure where to start.”

“Start with what brought you out here,” Mattie suggested, sliding into the seat beside Jeb. “You’re a geochemist, right? Something to do with research?”

“Technically, yes. But what I found—what I need to tell you about—it goes beyond my field. Beyond any field, really.”

She took a breath.

“A few weeks ago, I picked up some unusual readings. Biochemical signatures that shouldn’t exist. During the dust storm, I went to investigate, and I found something in the mountains. A cave system.”

Jeb and Mattie exchanged a glance—so quick Alina almost missed it.

“A cave system,” Jeb repeated. “In this region.”

“Deep in the mountains. Accessible through a lava tube.” Alina leaned forward, watching their faces. “The thing is, it’s not just a cave. It’s a complete ecosystem. Living plants, breathable atmosphere, water sources—an entire self-contained biome that shouldn’t be possible.”

She’d expected skepticism. Disbelief. Maybe even concern for her mental state. What she got instead was another one of those quick glances between the couple, loaded with meaning she couldn’t decipher.

“You’ve seen it,” she said slowly. “Haven’t you?”

Mattie’s jaw tightened. Jeb’s hand moved to cover hers on the table.

“What makes you say that?” he asked.

“Because you’re not surprised. I just told you there’s a living ecosystem hidden under the Martian surface, something that contradicts everything we think we know about this planet, and you’re looking at me like I’m telling you water is wet.”

Silence stretched between them. Alina could hear the soft hum of the habitat’s life support systems, the distant whir of the solar tracking arrays adjusting to the climbing sun.

Finally, Mattie let out a long breath.

“A year ago,” she said. “I had some trouble with my claim. Someone wanted my claim, and they weren’t particular about how they got it.”

“They came with weapons,” Jeb added. “More than we could handle. We had to hide in the tunnels.”

“We knew the region pretty well—we’d done some prospecting out that way before we settled here. There was a lava tube we’d used for shelter once before, nothing special, just a place to wait out a storm.” Mattie’s fingers tightened around Jeb’s. “But that time, when we went deeper… we found the cavern.”

“You found—” Alina’s heart was racing. “You found the ecosystem? The plants, the⁠—”

“We weren’t in any shape to appreciate it,” Jeb said quietly. “I’d taken some damage in the fighting. Bad damage. Mattie had to practically carry me down there.”

“He was dying.” Mattie’s voice was flat, controlled, but Alina could hear the echo of old terror underneath. “The nanites in his system were trying to repair the damage, but there was too much of it. His power reserves were almost depleted. I thought—I thought I was going to lose him.”

“What happened?”

Another shared glance. Something complicated passed between them—a conversation held entirely in looks and micro-expressions.

“I don’t remember much,” Jeb admitted. “I was in and out of consciousness. But when I woke up—really woke up, clear-headed—the damage was repaired. More than repaired. My systems were running better than they had in years.”

“We never understood it,” Mattie said. “We had to block it to escape the claim jumpers. We talked about going back, investigating, but… it felt like something we weren’t supposed to share. Something sacred, almost. And then the claim trouble blew over, and life got busy, and…”

“You kept it secret.”

“Wouldn’t you?”

Alina thought about the past few weeks. About the lies she’d told, the secrets she’d kept, the careful dance of misdirection she’d been performing to keep Martin and everyone else away from what she’d found.

“Yes,” she said. “I would. I have.”

Mattie’s eyes sharpened. “There’s more, isn’t there? Something else you found down there.”

“Something connected to Jeb’s healing. To his blood—his nanites.” Alina’s mouth had gone dry. “When you were injured, when you were bleeding—did any of it get into the environment? Into the plants, the soil, anything that might have been… absorbing it?”

Jeb frowned, clearly thinking back. “I don’t—maybe? I was bleeding pretty badly. Mattie had me laid out on some kind of moss bed while she tried to stabilize me.”

“There was this big thing,” Mattie added. “Like a pod, wrapped up in gold-colored leaves. We thought it was just a plant structure, but looking back… it almost seemed like it was reaching towards us. Toward Jeb.”

Alina’s stomach dropped.

“The pod,” she whispered. “You found the pod.”

“Is that significant?”

“It might be—” She stopped, struggling to find the right words. How did you explain something like Rhyx? How did you introduce the impossible? “I think your blood—your nanites—they might have interacted with something in that cavern. Something that had been dormant, waiting. And when your healing technology came into contact with it…”

“Dr. Falkner.” Jeb’s voice had gone very quiet. “What exactly did you find in that cave?”

Alina opened her mouth. Closed it. Tried again.

“I found—the thing is—there was this⁠—”

A flicker of movement in the window behind Jeb caught her eye. A flash of gold against the red-brown of the Martian rocks.

No. No, no, no⁠—

“Me,” said a deep voice.

Rhyx stepped into view around the corner of the habitat, ducking his head to avoid a solar panel. Eight feet of golden scales and impossible muscle, his crest-ridge catching the morning light, his bright blue eyes fixed on the couple at the table.

He was, of course, completely naked.

“Rhyx!” Alina’s voice came out as something between a squeak and a scream. “I told you to wait for a signal!”

“You were struggling.” He said it as if it were obvious. “I helped.”

Mattie had gone absolutely still, her face drained of color. Jeb was on his feet, his body between his mate and the window, every line of his posture screaming threat assessment.

“What,” Jeb said very carefully, “is that?”

“That’s what I was trying to explain.” Alina stood, holding her hands out in what she hoped was a calming gesture. “His name is Rhyx. He’s… he was in the pod. The one you found. The one wrapped in gold leaves.”

“The pod was empty,” Mattie said, her voice barely a whisper.

“It wasn’t.” Rhyx had moved to the habitat’s entrance, his bulk filling the doorway. He had to crouch to fit, which somehow made him look even more massive. “I was sleeping. Waiting. Your mate’s blood woke me.”

Jeb’s hands had shifted—subtle movements that Alina recognized as weapons being primed, targeting systems coming online. The cyborg’s eyes never left Rhyx.

“You’re saying he was made?” Jeb’s voice was hard. “From my nanites?”

“Not made. Awakened.” Alina stepped between them, which was probably the stupidest thing she’d ever done but also the only thing that felt right. “There was something already there—something ancient, from before. Your blood, your technology—it was the catalyst, not the cause.”

“Ancient.” Mattie had found her voice again, though she hadn’t moved from behind Jeb. “You’re saying he’s—what? Old Mars? From before the planet died?”

“His memories suggest it. The bits and pieces he can recall—they’re from a time when Mars had atmosphere, water, life.” Alina risked a glance back at Rhyx. “He was one of them. The species that lived here before.”

“One of them,” Jeb repeated. “And how many more are there? How many more pods waiting to hatch?”

“I don’t know. Maybe none. Maybe dozens. I haven’t had time to fully explore the cavern system.”

“And what does he want?” This from Mattie, who had edged out from behind her mate, her gaze fixed on Rhyx with something that looked almost like wonder underneath the fear. “This… Rhyx. What does he want?”

Rhyx looked at Alina. Something passed between them—the same wordless communication she’d seen between Jeb and Mattie.

Then he turned back to the couple, his expression solemn.

“To understand what I am. To protect my mate.” His eyes flicked to Jeb. “To meet others who might share my… condition.”

Jeb’s combat stance didn’t relax. “Your condition.”

“The healing. The blood that repairs itself.” Rhyx held up his hand, and in a movement almost too fast to track, dragged his thumbnail across his palm. Golden blood welled up—and then, as all of them watched, the wound sealed itself shut in seconds. “This is not something I remember from before. It is something new. Something we share.”

The silence that followed seemed to stretch for an eternity.

Then Jeb let out a long, slow breath, and the tension in his shoulders eased—not completely, but enough.

“Well,” he said. “That’s not something you see every day.”

Mattie made a sound that might have been a laugh or might have been a sob. “He’s real. He’s actually real. Jeb, are you seeing this? He’s real.”

“I see him, sweetheart.”

“This is what Mars used to be. What it used to have.” Mattie’s eyes were bright with tears. “Life. Real, intelligent, beautiful life.”

“I am not sure about beautiful,” Rhyx said, and there was a hint of humor in his voice that made Alina’s heart clench. “But I am real. And I need help.”

“Help,” Jeb repeated.

“There are humans who hunt for what Alina found. They would take me apart to learn my secrets. She believes your people—the cyborgs—might be willing to help protect me.” Rhyx paused. “She also believes you might have answers about what I am. Why I exist.”

Jeb and Mattie looked at each other again. This time, Alina could read the silent conversation: Can we trust him? Can we afford not to? What does this mean for us, for everything?

“I’ll need to contact some people,” Jeb said finally. “This is bigger than anything I can decide on my own. But…” He looked at Rhyx—really looked, his enhanced eyes probably cataloging a thousand details that human vision would miss. “You came to us openly. Showed us your vulnerability. That counts for something.”

“Thank you,” Alina breathed.

“Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything.” But Jeb’s posture had shifted from combat-ready to merely cautious. “For now, you two had better come inside. Before someone spots your friend here, I have to explain why there’s a giant naked gold male standing in my doorway.”

Rhyx tilted his head. “I require covering?”

“For the love of—yes.” Mattie was already moving towards a storage locker. “We’ve got some emergency blankets that might work. Unless you want to traumatize every satellite that passes overhead.”

“I do not understand ‘traumatize.’”

“It means disturb,” Alina muttered, grabbing his arm and steering him through the doorway. “As in, what you did to my blood pressure just now.”

“But you signaled distress. I came.”

“I wasn’t distressed, I was trying to find the right words!”

“You were taking too long. I helped.”

Mattie handed Rhyx a silver emergency blanket, which he examined with deep suspicion before allowing Alina to wrap it around his hips like an oversized sarong.

“This is not comfortable,” he observed.

“Welcome to human society,” Jeb said dryly. “Nothing about it is.”

Despite everything—the danger, the uncertainty, the absolute chaos of the last ten minutes—Alina felt something loosen in her chest. They weren’t alone anymore. They had allies, however tentative.

Now they just had to survive long enough to use them.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




The cyborg moved like a warrior, immediately positioning himself in front of the small human female, his body forming a shield between her and the unknown threat. The stance was defensive but controlled, his weight balanced on the balls of his feet, and hands positioned to strike or block as needed.

Good, Rhyx thought approvingly. He protects his mate.

It was the correct response. Rhyx would have done the same—had done the same, countless times over the past weeks when any hint of danger approached Alina. The instinct to place himself between his mate and harm ran deeper than thought, deeper than memory. It was written into whatever strange new body he inhabited.

“Rhyx.” Alina’s voice cut through his observation, and then she was at his side, her small hand gripping his arm with surprising strength. “Are you all right? You shouldn’t be out here—the atmosphere⁠—”

“Is thin.” He covered her hand with his own, feeling the way her pulse raced beneath her skin. “But I can breathe it.”

“You can—what?”

“The air is not comfortable, but it is sufficient. I do not require the mask you wear.”

Her brown eyes went wide behind the clear shield of her breathing apparatus. “That’s impossible. The oxygen levels out here are⁠—”

“He’s not entirely human anymore,” the cyborg—Jeb—said. His voice had that strange harmonic undertone, metal and flesh producing sound together. “Neither am I. Our systems compensate.”

Rhyx turned his attention fully to the other male for the first time. There was something about him—not recognition, exactly, but a resonance. Like hearing an echo of a song he’d once known. The cyborg’s body was a blend of organic tissue and technology, metal and meat woven together in ways that should have been grotesque but instead felt… familiar.

Part of me came from something like him, Rhyx realized. His kind provided the blood that woke me.

“You are like me,” he said.

Jeb’s enhanced eyes narrowed. “I’m nothing like you.”

“Not the same. But similar.” Rhyx tapped his chest, where he could feel the steady rhythm of his own heartbeat—faster than a human’s, stronger, powered by systems he didn’t fully understand. “The healing. The strength. These things came from your kind.”

“The cyborg nanites,” Alina added, still gripping Rhyx’s arm as though afraid he might vanish if she let go. “I think they merged with whatever was already in that pod. Created something new.”

Mattie had edged out from behind her mate, her initial fear giving way to naked curiosity. Her cheeks were still flushed—Rhyx had noticed the way she’d stared at his body before Alina had wrapped him in the strange silver fabric—but her eyes were sharp and assessing.

“We should take this inside,” she said. “Before someone sees us standing here gawking at each other.”

“Agreed.” Jeb hadn’t relaxed his defensive posture, but he stepped aside to allow Mattie past him towards the habitat entrance. “Both of you. Now.”

The interior of the dwelling was warm and close, filled with scents that made Rhyx’s enhanced senses tingle: growing things, recycled air, the distinctive metallic-organic smell of cyborg technology, and underneath it all, the mingled scents of the mated pair who lived here.

It reminded him of the cavern, in a way. A pocket of life carved out of an inhospitable world.

Jeb crossed to a storage unit against one wall and pulled out a bundle of fabric. Without ceremony, he tossed it at Rhyx.

“Put those on.”

Rhyx caught the items reflexively—pants and a shirt, both made of sturdy material in muted colors. He examined them with interest. The clothing Alina had attempted to give him before had been too small, designed for human proportions. These were larger, clearly made for a body closer to his own size.

“They’re from my emergency supplies,” Jeb said, reading his confusion. “Rangers keep extra gear for rescue situations. They should fit well enough.”

The pants were simple to figure out—Rhyx had observed Alina dressing often enough to understand the basic concept. The shirt was more challenging, with its multiple openings and fasteners, but he managed it with only minimal assistance from Alina, who seemed oddly flustered by the process of helping him into clothing when she’d been so eager to help him out of it.

When he was dressed, Mattie circled him slowly, her head tilted to one side.

“From a distance,” she said, “with that golden skin and the size… you could pass for a cyborg. One of the heavy-duty combat models, maybe.”

“A ranger,” Jeb agreed reluctantly. “The scales would give him away up close, but in a helmet and environmental suit? No one would look twice.”

“This is good?” Rhyx asked.

“It’s useful.” Alina had removed her breathing mask now that they were inside, and her face was easier to read without the barrier. She looked thoughtful, the expression she wore when her quick mind was working through a problem. “If we need to move you around, having a plausible cover story helps.”

“She’s right.” Mattie had settled into one of the chairs around the central table, her earlier fear seemingly forgotten. “The research stations don’t pay much attention to ranger patrols. Too common to be interesting.”

Rhyx filed this information away. He did not fully understand all the social structures Alina had tried to explain to him—the corporations and governments and factions that competed for control of this dead world—but he understood the concept of camouflage. Of hiding in plain sight.

“Sit,” Jeb said. It wasn’t quite an invitation and wasn’t quite an order. “We need to talk about what happens next.”

Rhyx lowered himself into one of the chairs, which creaked alarmingly under his weight but held. Alina took the seat beside him, close enough that her shoulder brushed his arm. The contact settled something restless in his chest.

“You said before that you were attacked,” Alina said, addressing Mattie. “That’s what drove you underground where you found the cave.”

“That’s right.” Mattie’s expression darkened. “About a year ago. I’d been working this claim for maybe two years, just starting to turn a profit on the mineral deposits. Then out of nowhere, we’ve got armed men showing up, demanding we abandon the site.”

“Armed men from where?” Alina asked.

“They weren’t wearing insignia,” Jeb said. “But their equipment was military-grade. Better than anything the local security forces carry.”

“GenCon,” Mattie said flatly. “We couldn’t prove it, but we’re sure.”

Rhyx felt Alina tense beside him. He’d heard her speak that name before—GenCon—always with a particular combination of fear and disgust. The entity that hunted for secrets. The threat she was trying to protect him from.

“What were they looking for?” Alina asked.

“That’s the thing—we never figured it out.” Mattie spread her hands in a gesture of frustration. “Our claim doesn’t have anything special. Decent iron deposits, some rare earth elements, but nothing worth that kind of firepower. We thought maybe they wanted the location for something else, some kind of base or⁠—”

“Or they were looking for what I found,” Alina said quietly. “The biochemical signatures. The anomalies. If they’d detected the same readings I did…”

“They would have been searching the entire region,” Jeb finished. “And our claim sits right on the edge of it.”

Silence fell over the table. Rhyx watched the others process this information, seeing the same conclusion form on each of their faces.

“They’ve been hunting for me,” he said. “For years. Before I even woke.”

“Not you specifically.” Alina’s hand found his under the table, her fingers intertwining with his. “They probably didn’t know what they were looking for. Just that something was there. Some kind of anomaly worth investigating.”

“And now they’re getting closer.” Mattie’s voice was grim. “You said there’s a man at your station—Martin? He’s working with them?”

“He’s meeting with them right now.” Alina’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know how much he knows, but he’s suspicious. Of me, of my research, of everything. He’s been pushing for access to my data for weeks.”

“Then we’re on a clock.” Jeb leaned forward, his enhanced eyes catching the light. “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it before he comes back with GenCon backing.”

“What are we going to do?” Mattie asked. “I mean—this is incredible, all of it, but what’s the actual plan here? We can’t just hide him forever.”

All eyes turned to Alina. She sat very still, her expression the one Rhyx had learned meant she was thinking furiously, sorting through possibilities and discarding them one by one.

“I don’t know yet,” she admitted. “I came here because I thought—if Rhyx’s condition is connected to cyborg technology, maybe other cyborgs could help. Maybe they’d have resources, knowledge, something we could use.”

“The cyborg networks are complicated,” Jeb said carefully. “Most of us just want to live our lives, stay out of trouble. But there are some… let’s call them community leaders. People who’ve been working to establish cyborg rights, to push back against the corporations that created us.”

“You think they’d help?”

“I think they’d be very interested in meeting your friend here.” Jeb’s gaze fixed on Rhyx, assessing. “A being that combines cyborg nanite technology with something else—something ancient, something Martian—that’s not just scientifically significant. It’s politically significant. It proves that Mars had intelligent life before humans arrived. It proves that cyborg technology can do things no one ever imagined.”

“It proves that we’re not alone,” Mattie said softly. “That we never were.”

Rhyx felt a strange sensation in his chest at her words. He had been alone for so long—longer than he could truly comprehend, locked in dormant sleep while his world died around him. And now he sat in this small dwelling, surrounded by beings who were not his kind, who should have been utterly foreign to him, and yet…

He did not feel alone.

“I will meet these leaders,” he said. “If it helps protect Alina. If it helps us find a place in this new world.”

“It’s not that simple,” Jeb warned. “I’ll need to reach out through careful channels. If GenCon has eyes on cyborg communications⁠—”

“Do what you must.” Rhyx met the other male’s gaze steadily. “I have waited centuries. I can wait a little longer.”

Something shifted in Jeb’s expression—a crack in the wariness, a hint of grudging respect.

“You’re not what I expected,” he admitted. “When Mattie first described the cavern, the things she saw there… I thought if anything came out of it, it would be some kind of mindless creature. A monster.”

“I wondered that myself,” Rhyx said quietly. “When I first woke. I did not know if I was still myself, or something else wearing my memories.”

“And what did you decide?”

Rhyx looked at Alina—at her warm brown eyes, her messy hair escaping its binding, the small smile she was trying to hide. His mate. His anchor. The reason he had found his way back from the endless dark.

“I decided it does not matter,” he said. “What I was is gone. What matters is what I choose to be now.”

Mattie made a soft sound that might have been emotion. Even Jeb’s stern expression softened slightly.

“Well,” Mattie said, clearing her throat. “I think that calls for something stronger than water. Jeb, break out the good stuff.”

“It’s nine in the morning.”

“I just found out Mars had its own civilization and I helped bring one of them back to life. I think that justifies a drink.”

Jeb sighed, but Rhyx caught the faint curve of his lips as he rose to retrieve a bottle from a high shelf. The cyborg’s movements were smooth, efficient—the kind of grace that came from a body optimized for performance.

We are alike, Rhyx thought again. Not the same, but alike. Both of us remade from what we were. Both of us finding our way in a world that was not made for us.

Perhaps that was what the familiarity meant. Not a recognition of blood or lineage, but a recognition of experience. The sense of kinship that came from survival.

Jeb returned with the bottle and four small glasses, pouring measures of amber liquid for each of them. Rhyx sniffed his curiously—it smelled sharp and somehow alive, nothing like the water and strange packaged foods Alina had shared with him.

“To unexpected allies,” Mattie said, raising her glass.

“To new beginnings,” Alina added.

Jeb hesitated, then lifted his own glass. “To complications.”

They all looked at Rhyx.

He considered for a moment, then raised his glass to match theirs.

“To mates,” he said. “And the protection of those we love.”

Alina’s cheeks flushed pink, but she didn’t look away. Something warm passed between them—a promise, a commitment, a bond that grew stronger with every passing day.

They drank.

The liquid burned going down, but Rhyx found he didn’t mind. It was another sensation to catalog, another experience in this strange new existence.

I am alive, he thought. Against all odds, against all expectations, I am alive. And I am not alone.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Leaving Rhyx was like tearing off a piece of her own skin.

Alina stood in the airlock of Jeb and Mattie’s habitat, her breathing mask already sealed in place, watching him through the inner door. He filled the small space behind the transparent panel—golden skin catching the artificial light, blue eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her chest ache.

One more night, she thought. We only had one more night.

They’d slept tangled together in the narrow guest bunk, his massive body curled around hers like a protective shell. She’d woken twice in the darkness to find him watching her, his strange pupils dilated in the low light, one clawed hand tracing gentle patterns on her arm.

“You’re sure you have to go?” Mattie had asked over breakfast, her voice soft with sympathy.

“If I don’t show up at the lab today, Martin will notice. He’s already suspicious.” Alina had forced herself to eat, though every bite tasted like dust. “The longer I can maintain the appearance of normalcy, the more time we have.”

Jeb had nodded, his enhanced eyes thoughtful. “I’ll start reaching out to my contacts today. Carefully. The cyborg networks aren’t monitored as heavily as corporate communications, but GenCon has eyes everywhere.”

Now Rhyx pressed his palm flat against the inner door, and Alina raised her own hand to match his through the transparent barrier. His fingers dwarfed hers—each one as thick as two of her own, tipped with those wickedly curved claws that could tear through metal but had only ever touched her with devastating gentleness.

“I will come back,” she said, knowing he could read her lips even if he couldn’t hear her through the sealed door.

He nodded once, his jaw tight.

She turned away before she could change her mind.

The rover journey back to Border Town felt endless, though it couldn’t have been more than two hours. Alina drove on autopilot, her mind churning through contingencies and escape routes, trying to plan for scenarios she couldn’t fully predict.

If Martin knows—if GenCon knows⁠—

But they couldn’t know. Not really. If they had proof of Rhyx’s existence, they wouldn’t be playing political games. They’d have sent armed teams to the mountains days ago.

They suspect, she reminded herself. Suspicion is dangerous enough.

The research station came into view—a cluster of pre-fab modules arranged around a central dome, all of it coated with the omnipresent red dust of Mars. Home, for the past two years. The place where she’d built her career, her reputation, her carefully ordered life.

None of it mattered anymore.

She parked the rover in the vehicle bay and went through the decontamination process on autopilot, brushing dust from her suit, checking her mask seals, logging her return in the station database. Normal. Everything normal.

The corridors were quiet at this hour—most of the researchers would be in their labs or sleeping off night shifts. Alina moved quickly towards her quarters, already mentally cataloging what she’d need to pack, what data she’d need to secure⁠—

“Dr. Falkner.”

The voice stopped her cold.

Martin stood at the junction of two corridors, his pale eyes fixed on her with the particular intensity that always made her skin crawl. His lab coat was immaculate, his hair perfectly slicked, and the reek of his cologne reached her from three meters away.

“Martin.” She kept her voice neutral. “I thought you were meeting with your GenCon contacts.”

“I was.” He smiled, and the expression held no warmth. “They’re here now, actually. In the conference room. We’ve been waiting for you.”

Shit.

“I have research to attend to⁠—”

“This takes priority.” He stepped closer, and she forced herself not to retreat. “Bruce Bentley came all the way from Olympus Mons to speak with you personally. It would be rude to keep him waiting.”

Every instinct screamed at her to run. But running would confirm whatever suspicions they already had. Running would lead them straight to Rhyx.

“Fine,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”

The conference room was standard corporate sterile—white walls, recessed lighting, a long table surrounded by ergonomic chairs. Bruce Bentley sat at the head of the table like a spider in its web, his fingers steepled in front of him.

He was older than she’d expected—late fifties, perhaps, with silver hair cropped close to his skull and a face that had the too-smooth quality of expensive cosmetic treatments. His suit was worth more than Alina’s annual salary, and his smile was the kind that never reached his eyes.

“Dr. Falkner.” He rose as she entered, extending a hand. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

She shook it briefly, noting the cool dryness of his palm, the practiced firmness of his grip. “I wish I could say the same, Mr. Bentley.”

“Bruce, please.” He gestured to a chair. “Sit. We have much to discuss.”

Martin had followed her in and now took a position near the door—blocking the exit, she noted. Subtle. She ignored him and sat across from Bentley, folding her hands on the table.

“What exactly did you want to discuss?”

Bentley’s smile widened. “Your research, of course. Dr. Reece tells me you’ve made some fascinating discoveries recently. Anomalous biochemical signatures.”

“Dr. Reece is mistaken.” Alina kept her expression bland. “I’ve been conducting routine geochemical surveys. Nothing anomalous.”

“Really?” Bentley pulled a tablet from his jacket and slid it across the table. “Because these readings suggest otherwise.”

Her heart stuttered, but she forced herself to look at the screen calmly. The data displayed was fragmentary—partial sensor logs, incomplete analyses. Nothing that pointed directly to Rhyx or the cavern.

They’re fishing, she realized. They know something is there, but they don’t know what.

“These readings are within normal parameters for volcanic activity in the region.” She pushed the tablet back towards him. “That area has complex geothermal systems. Unusual readings are common.”

“Dr. Falkner.” Bentley leaned forward, his pleasant mask slipping slightly. “Let’s not play games. We both know there’s something in those mountains. Something GenCon would be very interested in acquiring.”

“Acquiring.” She let the word hang in the air. “You mean stealing.”

“I mean investing in.” His smile returned, but it was sharper now. “GenCon has resources that could accelerate your research exponentially. State-of-the-art equipment, unlimited funding, access to facilities that the Mars Research Consortium could never provide. All we ask in return is partnership.”

“Partnership with GenCon.” Alina thought of the stories she’d heard—the labor abuses, the environmental destruction, the disappeared researchers whose work had been too valuable to share. “That’s a generous offer.”

“It is.” Bentley’s eyes glittered. “I strongly suggest you consider it carefully.”

“I have considered it.” She stood, pushing her chair back from the table. “My answer is no.”

“Dr. Falkner⁠—”

“I have nothing to share with GenCon. My research is my own, and it will be published through proper scientific channels when—and if—I have results worth publishing.” She met his gaze steadily. “This meeting is over.”

She turned towards the door, where Martin stood with his arms crossed.

“Move.”

“Alina—”

“Move, Martin.”

For a long moment, he didn’t. Then Bentley made a small sound—something between a sigh and a laugh—and Martin stepped aside.

Alina walked out without looking back.

She made it halfway to her quarters before Martin caught up with her, his hand closing around her upper arm hard enough to bruise.

“Do you have any idea what you just did?” His voice was a furious hiss, his pale eyes bulging. “That man could destroy your career with a single message. He could have you blacklisted from every research institution in the solar system.”

“Let go of me.”

“You think you’re so clever, don’t you?” His grip tightened, and she could smell his cologne, cloying and suffocating. “You think you can just dismiss GenCon, dismiss me, keep whatever you’ve found all to yourself?”

“I said let go.”

“I’ve been patient, Alina. I’ve given you every opportunity to see reason. But if you won’t share your data willingly⁠—”

“Is there a problem here?”

The voice was deep and cold and absolutely welcome.

Zach stood at the end of the corridor, his massive frame filling the space. Cass was beside him, her expression shifting from concern to fury as she took in the scene—Martin’s grip on Alina’s arm, the way she was pressed against the wall.

Martin released her instantly, stepping back with his hands raised.

“No problem. Just a professional disagreement.”

“Funny.” Zach moved forward, and despite his calm tone, something dangerous flickered in his steel-gray eyes. “Because it looked like you were grabbing Dr. Falkner against her will.”

“She’s my colleague. We were having a conversation.”

“That conversation is over.” Cass had reached Alina’s side, putting herself between her friend and Martin with the protectiveness of a mother bear. “Leave. Now.”

Martin’s jaw worked, his face flushing an ugly red. For a moment, Alina thought he might argue—might try to assert some kind of authority. But Zach took another step forward, and whatever Martin saw in the cyborg’s expression made him think better of it.

“This isn’t finished,” he said, pointing at Alina. “You can’t hide forever.”

He turned and stalked away, his footsteps echoing in the empty corridor.

Alina let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“Are you okay?” Cass grabbed her shoulders, examining her for injury. “Did he hurt you?”

“I’m fine. I’m—” Her voice cracked, and suddenly she wasn’t fine at all. The fear she’d been suppressing crashed over her like a wave, and she sagged against the wall. “Cass, I think I have to leave.”

“What? Alina, slow down. What happened?”

“GenCon is here. They’re working with Martin, and they know something is going on in the mountains. They don’t know exactly what, but they’re getting closer.” She looked at her friend—her best friend, the person who’d been her anchor on this planet for three years—and felt her heart break. “It’s too dangerous for Rhyx to stay hidden. And I won’t abandon him.”

Cass’s expression cycled through shock, understanding, and finally grief. “You’re leaving Border Town.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“But your work…”

The thought of abandoning her research made her flinch, but in the end, people were more important than data.

“I hope I can continue it, just… elsewhere.”

They both knew that the odds were slim, especially without a fully equipped lab, but Cass only nodded, forcing a watery smile.

“There’s always a choice.” Zach’s voice was quiet but firm. “Tell me about the cyborg contacts you mentioned.”

Alina took a shaky breath and explained—Jeb and Mattie, the discovery of the connection between cyborg nanites and Rhyx’s resurrection, the hope that the cyborg networks might offer resources and protection that she couldn’t provide alone.

Zach listened without interrupting, his enhanced eyes thoughtful.

“It’s a good plan,” he said when she finished. “The cyborg communities have resources most humans don’t know about. Safe houses, communication networks, people who know how to stay hidden from corporate surveillance.”

“You think they’ll help?”

“I think they’ll want to meet Rhyx before they commit to anything. But yes—if Jeb vouches for you, they’ll help.” He paused, something shifting in his expression. “You should know, though—they would have helped even without the cyborg connection.”

“What do you mean?”

“The cyborg communities have always protected those who need protection. It’s part of who we are.” His jaw tightened. “We know what it’s like to be hunted. To be seen as property instead of people. If your friend is in danger from GenCon, that’s reason enough.”

Alina felt tears prick at her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You’re still going to have to convince Matthias that you’re worth the risk.”

“Matthias?”

“One of the community leaders. If Jeb’s reaching out through proper channels, Matthias is probably who he’s contacting.” Zach’s expression was unreadable. “He’s… cautious. But fair. If you tell him the truth, he’ll listen.”

Alina nodded, filing the name away.

Cass had been silent through this exchange, her green eyes bright with unshed tears. Now she stepped forward and pulled Alina into a fierce hug.

“I’m going to miss you so much,” she whispered.

“I’m going to miss you too.” Alina hugged her back, breathing in the familiar scent of her friend—dust and machine oil and the faint floral soap she favored. “I’m sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen.”

“Don’t apologize.” Cass pulled back, her hands still gripping Alina’s shoulders. “You found something incredible. Someone incredible. You’re doing the right thing by protecting him.”

“Even if it means giving up everything else?”

Cass smiled, though it was watery at the edges. “Especially then.” She glanced at Zach, something soft and certain passing between them. “Trust me—some things are worth giving up everything for.”

Alina thought of Rhyx—of his strange beauty and fierce protectiveness, of the way he held her like she was something precious, of the future they might build together if they could just survive long enough.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “They are.”

She packed that night, moving through her quarters with mechanical efficiency.

The things that mattered fit in a single bag: data chips containing her research, a few changes of clothes, the photo of her parents she’d kept on her desk for three years. Everything else—the books, the personal touches she’d accumulated, the life she’d built on Mars—would have to stay behind.

I’ll come back, she told herself, even though she knew it was probably a lie. Someday, when it’s safe, I’ll come back.

Her tablet chimed with an incoming message.

TO: A. FALKNER

SUBJECT: Package ready for pickup

Contact made. Meeting arranged for tomorrow evening. Coordinates attached. Come alone—but bring your friend.

Alina stared at the message for a long moment, her heart pounding.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow she would leave this place forever.

Tomorrow she would take Rhyx into the unknown and hope—pray—that they’d find somewhere safe.

She closed the tablet and lay down on her bed, staring at the ceiling until exhaustion finally dragged her into uneasy sleep.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




The landscape stretched before them in waves of rust and shadow—broken terrain that shifted between sharp ridges and shallow valleys carved by ancient water long since vanished. Rhyx walked beside Jeb, matching the cyborg’s steady pace, his bare feet finding purchase on the rocky ground with an ease that still surprised him.

He could feel the planet beneath him.

Not just the texture of stone and dust, but something deeper—a thrumming presence that pulsed through the bedrock like a slow heartbeat. It had been growing stronger since he’d left the cavern, this awareness, as if the act of walking on Mars’s surface had awakened something dormant in his blood.

Or in whoever’s blood runs through me now.

“You’re quiet.” Jeb’s voice was low, barely audible over the whisper of wind through the rocks. The cyborg moved with the particular grace of his kind—efficient, economical, every motion serving a purpose.

“Thinking.”

“About Alina?”

Rhyx’s chest tightened at her name. She’d been gone for hours now, and the distance between them felt like a physical ache—a cord stretched too thin, threatening to snap.

“Always.”

Jeb made a sound that might have been acknowledgment. They walked in silence for another few minutes, following a narrow path that wound between two massive boulders. Rhyx noted the way Jeb’s enhanced eyes scanned the terrain constantly—checking shadows, noting disturbances in the dust, cataloging every potential threat.

He’s done this many times, Rhyx realized. Guarding his territory. Protecting what’s his.

“What are you looking for?” Rhyx asked.

“Signs of intrusion. Tracks, equipment traces, anything that doesn’t belong.” Jeb paused at the top of a small rise, his gaze sweeping the valley below. “GenCon has been getting bolder. They used to stay near the cities and let the colonial authorities do their dirty work. Now they’re sending their own teams into the territories.”

“Like the ones who attacked you?”

“Yeah.” Something dark flickered in Jeb’s steel-gray eyes. “Like those.”

They descended into the valley, Jeb leading them towards a narrow canyon that cut through the rock like a scar. The walls rose on either side, casting deep shadows that even the thin Martian sunlight couldn’t penetrate.

“This is the eastern boundary of our claim,” Jeb said. “The canyon opens up on the other side—a good approach vector for anyone trying to come in undetected. I check it every few days.”

Rhyx studied the terrain with new eyes, noting the strategic value of the position. The knowledge felt borrowed—military training bleeding through from whoever had donated their blood to his resurrection. He didn’t fight it. The instincts had kept him alive this long.

“You were a soldier,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

Jeb glanced at him, something flickering across his features. “How did you know?”

“The way you move. The way you see the land.”

A long pause. “I was. Before.”

“Before you became…” Rhyx gestured at Jeb’s body, uncertain of the proper term.

“A cyborg. You can say it.” Jeb’s voice was flat, carefully neutral. “It’s what I am.”

“What does it mean? To become that?”

Jeb didn’t answer immediately. He continued walking, his enhanced eyes scanning the canyon walls with mechanical precision. Rhyx waited, sensing that the question had touched something deep.

“It means…” Jeb stopped, his broad shoulders tensing. “It means they take you apart and put you back together. Replace the pieces that don’t work—or don’t work well enough—with something better. Faster. Stronger.”

“Does it hurt?”

“The procedure? Yes. But that’s not the worst part.” Jeb turned to face him, and for the first time, Rhyx saw something vulnerable in the cyborg’s expression. “The worst part is waking up and not knowing if you’re still you. Looking in the mirror and seeing a stranger. Feeling your heart beat and wondering if it’s really yours, or just a machine programmed to simulate life.”

Rhyx felt the words resonate in his chest like a struck bell.

Yes, he thought. I understand that.

“I have memories,” he said slowly. “But I don’t know if they’re mine.”

Jeb’s eyes sharpened with interest. “What kind of memories?”

“Of Mars. But not this Mars.” Rhyx looked out over the barren landscape—the rust-colored rocks, the thin atmosphere, the empty sky. “I remember green. Growing things. Cities that touched the clouds. A people who…” His voice caught. “Who are gone now.”

“The original Martians.”

“Yes. And I remember other things too. Combat training. Tactical awareness. Things that feel like they belong to someone else.”

“The cyborg whose blood was used.”

Rhyx nodded. “I am made of pieces. Fragments of different lives, different beings. Sometimes I don’t know where they end and I begin.”

They stood in silence for a long moment, two creatures caught between worlds—one human transformed into a machine, one ancient being resurrected through technology neither fully understood.

“I know that feeling,” Jeb said finally. “After the conversion, I spent months trying to figure out who I was. What parts of me were real and what parts were just programming.” His jaw tightened. “I started to think maybe there was no difference. Maybe I was just a machine pretending to be a man.”

“What changed?”

The question hung in the air between them.

Jeb’s expression softened—just slightly, but enough for Rhyx to notice.

“Mattie.”

The name carried weight. Meaning. Rhyx recognized the tone—it was the same way he spoke about Alina.

“I had decided it was easier to just be the machine they’d made me.” His lips curved in something that was almost a smile. “But she changed that.”

“How?”

“She saw me. Not the metal, not the programming, but me.” Jeb shook his head, wonder in his voice even after all this time.

Rhyx thought of Alina in the cavern, her small hand pressed against his chest, her eyes full of wonder rather than fear.

She sees me too, he realized. Not the strangeness, not the uncertainty—me.

“She helped me learn to feel again,” Jeb said. “Reminded me that there’s more to being alive than just processing input and generating output. That the ache in your chest when someone’s in danger, the warmth when they smile at you—those things are real. Those things matter.”

“Even if you don’t know what you are?”

“Especially then.” Jeb met his gaze steadily. “You’re more than the sum of your parts, Rhyx. More than borrowed memories and foreign blood. The fact that you love Alina, that you’d die to protect her—that’s you. Not some fragment of a dead civilization or a cyborg’s combat programming. You.”

The words settled into Rhyx’s chest like stones dropping into still water.

He’d been so afraid—afraid that he was just an echo, a collection of ghosts wearing borrowed flesh. Afraid that the feelings he had for Alina weren’t real, just chemical reactions in a body that didn’t truly belong to him.

But hearing Jeb speak—another being caught between worlds, another creature remade by forces beyond his control—he began to believe that maybe the fragments didn’t matter. Maybe what mattered was what he chose to do with them.

“She is my mate,” Rhyx said, and the certainty in his own voice surprised him. “Whatever else I am, whatever pieces made me—that is mine. That choice. That love.”

Jeb nodded slowly. “Hold onto that. It’s the most real thing you’ve got.”

They continued through the canyon in comfortable silence, checking for signs of intrusion. Rhyx found himself paying closer attention to the terrain now—not just the tactical assessment that came automatically, but the deeper sense of the land itself.

The thrumming was stronger here.

He stopped, pressing one hand against the canyon wall. The rock was warm beneath his palm, warmer than it should have been under the thin Martian sunlight.

“What is it?” Jeb asked, alert.

“The planet.” Rhyx closed his eyes, focusing on the sensation. “I can feel it. Like a heartbeat.”

“A heartbeat?”

“Not exactly. More like…” He struggled for words to describe something that had no equivalent in any language he knew. “Like something waking up. Stretching. Reaching towards the surface.”

Jeb was quiet for a long moment. When Rhyx opened his eyes, the cyborg was watching him with an expression he couldn’t quite read.

“Alina said something similar. Before the storm, before she found you—she was tracking unusual readings. Biochemical signatures that shouldn’t exist.”

“The cavern,” Rhyx said. “The plants there. They’re growing without sunlight, without water from above. They’re connected to something deep.”

“To Mars itself?”

“I think so. I think…” He paused, uncertain how to explain a feeling that was more instinct than knowledge. “I think the planet is changing. Has been changing for a long time, but slowly. So slowly that no one noticed.”

Jeb’s eyes narrowed. “Until now.”

“Until now.”

They stood in the shadow of the canyon walls, two hybrid beings contemplating forces older and vaster than either of them could fully comprehend.

“Change is coming,” Rhyx said finally. “I can feel it in the rock. In the air. In my own blood.”

“Change can be dangerous.”

“Yes. But it’s also…” Rhyx searched for the right word, pulling from memories that might have been his or might have belonged to someone long dead. “Necessary. Without change, there is only stagnation. Only slow death.”

Jeb was quiet for a moment. Then something shifted in his expression—a softening, an acceptance.

“That’s true,” he said. “I learned that the hard way.” He touched his own chest, where metal and flesh met beneath his clothing. “I spent years fighting what I’d become. Trying to hold onto what I’d lost. It nearly destroyed me.”

“What made you stop fighting?”

“I realized that change isn’t the same as destruction. Losing parts of yourself doesn’t mean losing yourself entirely. It means becoming something new.” Jeb’s voice was steady now, certain. “Something that might be better.”

Better. Rhyx turned the concept over in his mind.

Was he better than what had come before? Better than the ancient beings whose memories haunted his dreams? Better than the cyborg whose blood had given him life?

He didn’t know. Maybe it didn’t matter.

Maybe all that mattered was what he did next.

“The planet is changing,” he said again, but this time the words didn’t feel like a warning. They felt like a promise. “And we are part of that change.”

“Yeah.” Jeb started walking again, and Rhyx fell into step beside him. “I guess we are.”

They completed the patrol in thoughtful silence, checking the remainder of the claim’s boundaries without finding any signs of intrusion. By the time they returned to the habitat, the sun was sinking towards the horizon, painting the sky in shades of pink and orange that Rhyx had never seen in his fragmented memories of ancient Mars.

This is new, he thought. This sky. This world. This life.

All of it new.

All of it mine to shape.

The ache in his chest—the constant awareness of Alina’s absence—hadn’t faded. If anything, it had grown stronger as the hours passed. But beneath it, something else had settled into place. A clarity he hadn’t possessed before.

He was Rhyx.

Not the remnant of a dead civilization. Not the echo of a cyborg soldier. Not a collection of fragments held together by alien technology and borrowed blood.

Just Rhyx.

Mate of Alina. Friend of Jeb and Mattie. Part of a changing world that was reaching towards a future none of them could predict.

And for the first time since waking in that cavern, surrounded by impossible plants and wrapped in golden leaves, that felt like enough.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




The data transfer crawled across the screen at an agonizing pace—forty-seven percent, forty-eight, forty-nine.

Alina kept her eyes fixed on the progress bar while her fingers tapped an irregular rhythm against the edge of her workstation. The backup device was small enough to fit in her palm, unremarkable enough that no one would give it a second glance. Just another piece of equipment in a lab full of equipment.

Come on. Come on.

Fifty-three percent.

She’d already scrubbed the main servers of anything that could lead to Rhyx’s cavern. The original anomalous readings, the trajectory calculations, the atmospheric analysis that had first caught her attention—all of it either deleted or buried so deep in falsified data that it would take months to untangle. But she needed a copy. A real copy, one that she could take with her when she left.

When, not if. She’d made her decision. Whatever came next, whatever future waited for her and Rhyx beyond Mars’s rusty horizons, she wouldn’t face it without the research that had brought them together.

Sixty-one percent.

The lab was quiet at this hour, most of the other researchers having finished their shifts and retreated to the common areas or their quarters. Alina had waited deliberately, timing her work for the gap between the evening meal and the late-night skeleton crew.

She should have known better.

“Working late, Dr. Falkner?”

The voice came from the doorway—smooth, familiar, carrying that particular edge of smug satisfaction that made her stomach clench.

Martin.

Alina didn’t turn around immediately. She needed three seconds—just three seconds—to school her expression into something neutral before facing him.

One. Two. Three.

She swiveled in her chair, her face arranged into careful boredom.

“Just finishing up some documentation. You know how it is.”

Martin stepped into the lab, and immediately the space felt smaller. He was dressed in his usual immaculate style—crisp lab coat over a tailored shirt, gold-rimmed spectacles catching the overhead lights, blond hair slicked back with precision. The cloud of cologne preceded him like an advance warning.

But it was his expression that made Alina’s pulse quicken.

He looked triumphant.

“Documentation.” He drew the word out, rolling it over his tongue like wine. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Of course you’re not.” Martin crossed to her workstation with deliberate steps, his pale blue eyes never leaving her face. In his right hand, he held a tablet. “That’s always been your problem, Alina. You’re brilliant—I’ve never denied that—but you lack vision. You see the trees and miss the forest entirely.”

Alina’s gaze flicked involuntarily to her screen. Seventy-two percent.

Don’t look. Don’t draw attention to it.

“Was there something you needed, Martin? I’m rather busy.”

“Oh, this won’t take long.” His smile widened, thin and sharp. “I just thought you might be interested in what GenCon’s new equipment has been finding.”

He turned the tablet towards her.

The image on the screen was grainy, rendered in false-color gradients that indicated density differentials in subsurface rock. Alina recognized the technique immediately—ground-penetrating radar, capable of mapping structures deep beneath the Martian surface.

And there, clearly visible despite the image noise, was the distinctive hollow shape of a cavern.

Her cavern.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

“Interesting, isn’t it?” Martin’s voice was silk over steel. “A subterranean void of significant size, located in the foothills. Almost exactly where you were conducting your unauthorized survey before that dust storm.”

Keep breathing. Keep your face neutral. Don’t give him anything.

Alina tilted her head, studying the image with what she hoped looked like detached professional curiosity.

“That’s what you wanted to show me? A grainy blob on a radar scan?”

Martin’s smile flickered.

“It’s a cavern system, Alina. A significant one. Possibly connected to others.”

“It’s a density anomaly that could indicate a void space.” She shrugged, the motion carefully casual despite the tension coiling in her shoulders. “It could also be an unusual rock formation. Differential mineral composition. Even an artifact from the scan itself—radar imaging isn’t exactly precise at those depths.”

“Don’t play stupid. It doesn’t suit you.”

“I’m not playing anything.” Alina met his gaze steadily. “I’m pointing out that you’re drawing conclusions from inconclusive data. That’s bad science, Martin. Even for you.”

A muscle twitched in his jaw.

“I know you found something out there. I know that’s why you changed your search parameters after you came back. You’re hiding something.”

“I found an interesting mineral deposit and realized my original survey area wasn’t optimal for geochemical analysis. That’s all.”

“Liar.”

The word hung between them, ugly and raw.

Alina’s hands wanted to shake. She kept them flat on her thighs, pressing her palms against the fabric of her pants.

“Think whatever you want, Martin. I can’t stop you from wasting GenCon’s resources on wild speculation.”

For a moment, something dangerous flickered in his pale eyes—the same look she’d seen when he’d grabbed her arm, when he’d tried to corner her in the corridor. Her body tensed, preparing for confrontation.

But then his expression smoothed, transforming into something almost worse. Something calculating.

“You know,” he said, his tone shifting to something approximating warmth, “it doesn’t have to be like this between us.”

“Like what?”

“Adversarial.” He set the tablet down on the nearest workstation and took a step closer. Close enough that she could see the individual threads of gold in his spectacle frames. “We could be partners, Alina. In every sense of the word.”

Oh no. Not this again.

“Martin—”

“Hear me out.” He held up a hand, the gesture almost magnanimous. “I know we’ve had our differences. I know I’ve been… perhaps too aggressive in pursuing what I want. But that’s only because I recognize your potential. Your value.”

The words landed like stones in her stomach.

Value. Like I’m an asset to be acquired.

“I’ve spoken with the GenCon representatives,” Martin continued, his voice dropping to an intimate register that made her skin crawl. “They’re very interested in whatever’s hiding in those mountains. Very interested, and very generous with their funding.”

“I’ve already told you I want nothing to do with GenCon.”

“But that’s the beauty of it.” He smiled, and somehow it was worse than his anger. “If you’re willing to work with me—truly work with me—then I can present this as a joint discovery. Your name alongside mine. Full credit, full recognition. The kind of career-making find that scientists dream about.”

Joint discovery. As if he had any claim to what she’d found. As if Rhyx was something to be discovered, cataloged, dissected for academic publications and corporate profit.

“And in return?” She already knew the answer, but she needed him to say it.

“In return…” Martin reached out, and before she could pull away, his fingers brushed along her jaw. “You stop fighting what’s between us.”

Alina jerked back, her chair rolling against the workstation behind her.

“There’s nothing between us, Martin. There never has been.”

“That’s not true.” His voice hardened, the mask of charm slipping. “I’ve seen the way you look at me. The way you challenge me, argue with me—that’s passion, Alina. You just won’t admit it.”

“It’s contempt. There’s a difference.”

The words were out before she could stop them, sharp and clear and absolutely true.

Martin’s face went white.

Then red.

Then something twisted and ugly that made every instinct in her body scream danger.

“You think you’re better than me.” His voice was barely above a whisper, but it cut like glass. “You’ve always thought that. Standing there with your natural brilliance, your perfect intuition, looking down at everyone who actually has to work for their achievements.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Do you have any idea what I’ve sacrificed?” He stepped closer, and she pressed back against the workstation, feeling the edge dig into her spine. “The hours, the years, the compromises? Everything I’ve done to get where I am, and you just waltz in with your pretty face and your clever little mind and expect the world to fall at your feet.”

“Martin, you need to calm down.”

“Don’t tell me what I need!” His voice cracked, loud enough that it would carry into the corridor if anyone was passing by. Then he seemed to catch himself, drawing a breath that shuddered through his entire frame.

When he spoke again, his voice was controlled. Cold.

“You’ll regret this, Alina.”

He turned and walked towards the door, his steps precise despite the tension vibrating through his body.

“That scan is just the beginning,” he said without looking back. “GenCon has resources you can’t imagine. Equipment, personnel, authorization to access any area they deem relevant to their research. And I’ve made sure they understand that whatever you’re hiding, it’s worth finding.”

He paused at the threshold, his hand resting on the door frame.

“You could have been part of something extraordinary. Instead, you chose to be my enemy.” Now he did look back, and his smile was the coldest thing she’d ever seen. “I hope your principles keep you warm when I’ve taken everything else.”

Then he was gone, his footsteps echoing down the corridor until they faded into silence.

Alina stood frozen for a long moment, her hands gripping the edge of the workstation so tightly that her knuckles ached. Her heart was pounding, her breath coming too fast, and there was a fine tremor running through her body that she couldn’t seem to stop.

He knows. He doesn’t know exactly what, but he knows I found something.

And he’s not going to stop until he finds it too.

The backup device. She’d forgotten about the backup device.

Alina spun back to her workstation, nearly tripping over her own chair.

Ninety-seven percent. Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine.

Complete.

She yanked the device free and shoved it into her pocket, her fingers clumsy with adrenaline. Then she started systematically erasing any trace of the transfer, her mind racing through contingencies even as her hands moved through the familiar motions.

I have to warn Rhyx. I have to get word to Jeb and Mattie. If GenCon is bringing in ground-penetrating radar, it’s only a matter of time before they find the entrance to the lava tube, and from there⁠—

“Alina?”

She whirled, a gasp catching in her throat.

Cass stood in the doorway, her face creased with concern. Behind her, Roland—her cybernetic companion—chirped softly, his optical sensors fixed on Alina with what looked almost like worry.

“Jesus, Cass. You scared me.”

“I’m sorry. I heard shouting.” Cass stepped into the lab, her sharp green eyes taking in Alina’s pale face, her trembling hands, the rigid set of her shoulders. “What happened? Was that Martin?”

“Yes.”

“What did he do?”

“He—” Alina’s voice cracked. She swallowed, tried again. “He found something. Radar scans of the mountains. He knows I’m hiding something, and he’s working with GenCon to figure out what.”

“That bastard.” Cass’s jaw tightened. “Did he touch you?”

“Just my face. Before I pulled away.”

“That’s still assault, Alina. You need to file a complaint.”

“File a complaint with who?” Alina laughed, but there was no humor in it. “The colonial administration is practically in GenCon’s pocket. The research council is more interested in protecting their funding than their personnel. And Martin knows exactly how to play the system—he’s been doing it for years.”

“That doesn’t mean you should just let him get away with this.”

“I’m not letting him get away with anything.” Alina moved to her chair, sinking into it before her legs could give out. “I’m leaving, Cass. As soon as I can arrange transport. I can’t stay here anymore—it’s not safe for me, and it’s not safe for…”

She caught herself, but Cass nodded in understanding.

“For Rhyx.”

“For Rhyx,” Alina agreed quietly. “If Martin finds him, if GenCon gets their hands on him…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. The images that rose in her mind—Rhyx strapped to an examination table, Rhyx dissected for research, Rhyx turned into a weapon or a curiosity or a corporate asset—made her physically sick.

Cass crossed the lab and pulled up a chair beside her, settling into it with the easy grace of someone who’d spent years navigating Mars’s variable gravity.

“Then we make sure they don’t find him.” Her voice was steady, certain. “Zach has contacts in the cyborg network. People who specialize in moving sensitive cargo off-world without drawing attention. If you need to disappear, they can help.”

“Cass, I can’t ask you to⁠—”

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” Cass reached out and covered Alina’s hand with her own. “You’re my friend, Alina. One of the only real friends I’ve made on this dust ball. Do you really think I’m going to stand by and watch Martin and his GenCon cronies destroy your life?”

Alina felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.

“I don’t even know where I’m going. What I’m going to do. I had a career here, Cass. A purpose. And now…”

“Now you have something better.” Cass squeezed her hand. “You have someone who loves you. Someone worth fighting for. That’s more than most people ever get.”

Someone who loves me.

Rhyx. Golden and impossible and hers.

The fear didn’t vanish—it was still there, coiled in her chest, whispering about all the things that could go wrong. But beneath it, something else stirred. Something that felt like determination.

I won’t let them take him. Whatever it costs, whatever I have to sacrifice—I won’t let them have him.

“I need to file a complaint,” Alina said slowly.

Cass blinked. “What?”

“You’re right. About Martin.” Alina straightened in her chair, her jaw setting with new resolve. “Not because I think it’ll stop him—we both know it won’t. But because there needs to be a record. A paper trail. Something that documents what he’s been doing, so that when this all comes out⁠—”

“When it comes out?”

“It will. Eventually.” Alina met Cass’s eyes. “Whatever’s happening on Mars—whatever Rhyx is, whatever those caverns represent—it’s too big to stay hidden forever. And when it does come out, I want there to be evidence that Martin and GenCon were pursuing it through intimidation and harassment. I want the truth on record, even if no one believes it now.”

Cass studied her for a long moment, then nodded slowly.

“All right. We’ll go to the administrative office tomorrow morning. I’ll come with you—make sure they actually file the paperwork instead of losing it in the system.”

“Thank you.”

“And Alina?” Cass stood, but she kept hold of Alina’s hand for a moment longer. “Whatever happens next—you’re not alone. You know that, right? Zach and I, Jeb and Mattie—we’re all in this together now. You don’t have to figure everything out by yourself.”

The words loosened something in Alina’s chest that she hadn’t even realized was tight.

Not alone.

She thought of Rhyx, somewhere out in the Martian wilderness, waiting for her. Thought of the way he’d held her in the darkness of the cavern, his arms strong and certain around her. Thought of his voice, rough with emotion, telling her that she was his mate.

I’m coming back, she promised silently. Whatever it takes, I’m coming back to you.

But first, she had work to do.


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Alina’s scent reached him before she did—warm and alive and unmistakably her—and Rhyx was already moving towards the chamber entrance when she appeared at the top of the rockfall.

“Rhyx?”

He caught her as she descended, lifting her the final few feet and pulling her against his chest in a single fluid motion. She laughed, the sound bright and startled, her hands coming up to grip his shoulders.

“I wasn’t gone that long.”

“Too long.” He pressed his face into the curve of her neck, breathing her in. Underneath the artificial smell of her suit and the metallic tang of processed air, there it was—the scent that meant mate, that meant home, that quieted the restless thing inside him that stirred every moment she was away.

“Rhyx.” Her voice softened, and her fingers threaded through his hair, stroking along the ridges of his scalp. “I’m here. I’m fine.”

He knew that. He could see it, smell it, feel it in the steady rhythm of her heartbeat against his chest. But knowing wasn’t the same as having, and having her back in his arms after days apart made something in his chest loosen that he hadn’t realized was tight.

Eventually, reluctantly, he lifted his head.

“You brought supplies.”

“I did.” Alina stepped back, gesturing towards the pack she’d dropped near the chamber entrance. “Sample containers, preservation equipment, a portable analyzer. Everything I need to document the plant life down here.”

Rhyx watched as she moved to retrieve the pack, his gaze tracking the familiar lines of her body beneath the bulky suit. She moved differently than she had when he’d first awakened—more confident, more certain. The timid scientist who had stumbled into his cavern seemed like a distant memory now.

Mine, something primal whispered inside him. She became this because of me. For me.

“What are you planning to do with the samples?”

Alina straightened, the pack slung over one shoulder.

“Distribute them. To scientists I trust—people who will study them properly, share their findings openly.” Her jaw tightened, and he could see the determination in her brown eyes. “GenCon would lock this away. Use it for profit, control who has access, keep the benefits for themselves and the people who can afford to pay. But these plants—Rhyx, do you understand what they could mean for Mars?”

He turned to look at the cavern spread out below them, the impossible garden of golden vines and silver moss that had somehow survived the death of his world. The air here was different from the thin, cold atmosphere above—warm and rich and alive in ways that made his lungs expand with something close to joy.

“They could change everything,” he said quietly.

“Yes.” Alina came to stand beside him, her shoulder brushing against his arm. “The atmospheric processing alone—if we could cultivate these on a larger scale, introduce them to other underground systems—it could accelerate the colonization effort by decades. Maybe more.”

“You want to give this away.”

“I want to share it.” She looked up at him, her expression fierce. “There’s a difference. GenCon would take it and hoard it, parcel it out to whoever serves their interests. But this—” She gestured at the cavern, at the living miracle that had preserved itself through millennia of planetary death. “This belongs to everyone. To the colonists trying to build lives here, to the scientists working to understand Mars, to the future generations who will inherit whatever we leave behind.”

Rhyx considered her words, turning them over in his mind the way he might examine an unfamiliar weapon.

His people had been different. In the before-times, knowledge had been guarded, power concentrated in the claws of those strong enough to hold it. He remembered that now—fragments of memory surfacing like bubbles through dark water. The ruling caste had controlled the sky-ships, the weapons, the technology that kept their civilization alive even as the planet withered beneath them.

And in the end, it hadn’t saved them.

Perhaps, he thought, her way is better.

“The planet is stirring,” he said.

Alina looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

Rhyx pressed his palm flat against the cavern floor, feeling the ancient stone beneath his scales. There was something there—something he’d sensed increasingly over the past days. A pulse, deep and slow, like the heartbeat of some vast sleeping creature.

“I don’t know how to explain it. But I can feel… movement. Growth. Things waking that have been dormant for a very long time.”

“Rhyx, that’s…” She trailed off, her scientific mind clearly wrestling with the implications. “That would mean the planet isn’t dead. That there’s still active geological or biological processes happening beneath the surface.”

“Yes.”

“That would change everything we understand about Mars.”

He smiled slightly, showing teeth that were not quite human.

“Everything is changing, Alina. You. Me. The world above. The world below.” He caught her hand, threading his fingers through hers. “We are part of it now. Whatever comes next, we will face it together.”

She stared at him for a long moment, something complicated moving behind her eyes. Then she squeezed his hand and turned towards the cavern floor.

“Then let’s get to work.”

The next few hours passed in quiet companionship. Alina moved through the cavern with methodical precision, collecting samples of each distinct plant species, documenting their locations and characteristics with the portable analyzer, filling container after container with specimens that she handled as carefully as sacred relics.

Rhyx followed her, watching, learning.

He had expected the work to bore him—the careful measurements, the repetitive collection, the endless notations she made on her tablet. But there was something hypnotic about observing Alina in her element. The way her brow furrowed when she encountered something unexpected. The soft exclamations of wonder when she discovered a new variety of moss or a previously hidden cluster of berries. The absolute focus that transformed her from the shy, uncertain woman he’d first met into something fierce and beautiful and utterly captivating.

This is what she was made for, he realized. Understanding. Discovering. Sharing what she learns.

And he had been made—remade—to protect her while she did it.

“These root structures are incredible,” Alina murmured, more to herself than to him. She was crouched beside one of the larger vines, carefully extracting a sample of the pale tendrils that burrowed deep into the stone. “They’re not just drawing nutrients from the rock—they’re processing minerals in ways I’ve never seen. Almost like… like they’re digesting the mountain itself.”

Rhyx knelt beside her, studying the roots with new interest.

“My people called them ven’thara. Stone-drinkers.” The word surfaced from somewhere deep in his fractured memory, bringing with it a flash of image—a garden in twilight, golden light filtering through crystalline walls, the scent of flowers that no longer existed anywhere in the universe except perhaps in this single cavern. “They grew in the deep places, where the heat of the world’s core could still be felt.”

“Do you remember more? About your people, I mean?”

“Some.” He picked up a fallen leaf, turning it over in his fingers. The texture was familiar in a way that made his chest ache. “Fragments. Like a reflection in broken water—I can see pieces, but the whole picture eludes me.”

Alina set down her sample container and turned to face him fully, her expression gentle.

“Does it hurt? Remembering?”

“Yes.” The word came out rougher than he intended. “And no. Sometimes the memories bring pain—loss, grief, the knowledge that everything I knew is gone. But other times…” He met her eyes. “Other times they bring understanding. Purpose. I am learning who I was so that I can understand who I am.”

“And who is that? Who are you?”

Rhyx was quiet for a moment, searching for words in a language that still felt foreign on his tongue despite how quickly he’d learned it.

“I am the last of my kind. The seed of a dead civilization, somehow planted in new soil.” He reached out and touched her face, his scaled fingers gentle against her soft skin. “And I am yours, Alina. Whatever else I may be, whatever memories surface or purposes reveal themselves—that is the truth at my core. I am yours.”

Her breath caught. Her eyes grew bright with unshed tears.

“Rhyx…”

Whatever she was about to say was lost as he stiffened suddenly, his entire body going rigid.

“What is it?” Her voice sharpened with alarm. “What’s wrong?”

He held up a hand for silence, his head tilting as he focused on something beyond the range of human perception. There—distant but unmistakable—a vibration running through the stone beneath his palm. Regular. Rhythmic. Growing steadily stronger.

Machines.

“Vehicles,” he said. “Several of them. Coming this way.”

Her face went pale.

“How far?”

He calculated, translating the vibrations into distance based on his instinctive understanding of how sound traveled through Martian rock.

“Close. Perhaps an hour, perhaps less. They’re moving quickly.”

“That’s not possible.” She was already on her feet, moving towards her pack with jerky, panicked motions. “I was careful. I made sure no one followed me. I took a different route every time⁠—”

“They didn’t follow you.” Rhyx rose smoothly, his body settling into a readiness that felt as natural as breathing. “They’re searching. Systematic. Grid patterns, probably, based on the radar images you told me about.”

“The ground-penetrating scans.” Alina’s hands shook as she began throwing sample containers into her pack. “Martin said GenCon was bringing in more equipment. They must have narrowed down the search area.”

“It doesn’t matter how they found it. What matters is what we do now.”

“You have to hide.” She turned to him, her eyes wild with fear—but not fear for herself, he realized. Fear for him. “Rhyx, you can’t be seen. If they find you⁠—”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Rhyx—”

“No.” The word came out hard, absolute, with an edge of command that surprised them both. “I am a warrior, Alina. In the before-times, my kind protected what was precious to us with our lives. That instinct lives in me still—in my blood, in my bones, in every fiber of my being. I will not hide like prey while you face danger alone.”

“This isn’t about hiding. It’s about survival.” She grabbed his arm, her grip surprisingly strong. “If GenCon captures you, they won’t just study you—they’ll take you apart. Literally. They’ll dissect you, analyze you, try to replicate whatever made you. You’ll become a weapon or a lab specimen or both, and there won’t be anything I can do to stop them.”

“Then I will not allow myself to be captured.”

“You don’t understand what you’re dealing with. Their technology⁠—”

“Their technology.” Rhyx allowed a small, cold smile to cross his face. “I have watched your people, Alina. I have listened to Jeb’s stories about the wars he fought, the enemies he faced. Your humans and their machines are impressive, I will grant you that. But advanced technology is not enough to hide weakness.”

She stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that they rely on their devices, their scanners, their weapons. They trust their machines to do the work of their senses, the work of their minds. But machines can be fooled. Machines have blind spots. And the people who depend on them have forgotten how to truly see.”

Rhyx moved past her, approaching the cavern wall where the rockfall had partially blocked the passage she’d used to enter. He pressed his palm against the stone, feeling the texture, the temperature, the subtle vibrations that told him secrets the humans’ radar could never detect.

“There are other tunnels,” he said. “Deeper passages, older ones, that connect to systems far beneath the surface. The radar sees shapes, but it doesn’t understand them. It shows voids but not pathways. If we go down instead of up, we become invisible.”

“You want to go deeper underground? Away from any possible escape route?”

“I want to go somewhere they cannot follow.” He turned back to her, extending his hand. “Trust me, Alina. I know these tunnels. Not from memory—from something older, something instinctive. The same way I knew how to speak your language before I truly learned it, the same way I knew you were my mate the moment I touched your hand. This planet is waking, and some part of me is waking with it.”

She hesitated, her scientific mind clearly warring with the desperate reality of their situation.

“If we get trapped down there…”

“Then we find another way out. Mars is riddled with tunnel systems—you told me that yourself. Lava tubes, collapsed chambers, underground rivers that dried up millions of years ago. They’re all connected, if you know how to look.”

The vibration was growing stronger now. Closer. He could differentiate individual vehicles—at least five, maybe more—and the heavier thrum of some kind of mobile equipment. A command vehicle, perhaps, or a scanner array.

They were running out of time.

“Alina.” He kept his hand extended, kept his voice steady despite the urgency pounding through his veins. “I will protect you. Whatever comes, whatever we face in the darkness below, I will not let any harm touch you. This I swear on the memory of my people and the blood that flows through both our veins.”

Something shifted in her expression. The fear was still there, but beneath it he could see something else emerging—the same fierce determination he’d witnessed when she stood up to Martin, when she’d decided to defy GenCon, when she’d chosen to protect him even at the cost of everything she’d built.

She reached out and took his hand.

“All right. Show me.”

Relief flooded through him, followed immediately by a surge of focused purpose.

“Your samples⁠—”

“I have what I need.” She tightened the straps on her pack, settling it firmly against her back. “The most important specimens are already secured. We can collect more later, if…” She trailed off, unwilling to voice the possibility that there might not be a later.

He squeezed her hand.

“There will be time. I promise you.”

He led her away from the main cavern, moving with quiet efficiency towards a section of wall that looked solid but felt, to his enhanced senses, subtly different from the surrounding stone. A seam, nearly invisible, where two geological formations met and left a gap barely wide enough for a body to pass through.

“Through here.”

She peered at the crack, her brow furrowing.

“I don’t see⁠—”

“Trust me.”

He went first, turning sideways to squeeze through the narrow opening. The rock pressed against his chest and back, rough and cold even through his borrowed clothes, but he’d known tighter passages in the fragmented dreams of his before-life. This was nothing compared to the tunnels his people had carved through dying mountains, desperate to find any source of heat or water that might sustain them a little longer.

On the other side, the passage opened into a corridor—not wide, but tall enough that he could stand upright, stretching away into darkness in both directions.

“Give me your hand.”

Alina’s fingers found his in the blackness, her grip tight with barely controlled fear.

“I can’t see anything.”

“I can.” His eyes adjusted to the darkness with ease, picking out details that would be invisible to human vision—the texture of the walls, the slope of the floor, the faint luminescence of mineral deposits that glowed with their own cold light. “Stay close. Don’t let go of my hand.”

“Not planning on it.”

They moved through the tunnel system, deeper and deeper into the mountain’s heart. Rhyx navigated by instinct and vibration, choosing pathways that led downward, away from the surface and the approaching threat. The sounds of the vehicles faded as they descended, replaced by the profound silence of geological time—the weight of millions of years pressing in around them like a physical presence.

Alina stumbled once, her foot catching on an unseen obstacle. He caught her before she could fall, pulling her against his side.

“Sorry. I can’t see anything down here.”

“You’re doing well.” He kept his arm around her, supporting her weight as they continued forward. “The darkness is a friend, not an enemy. It hides us, protects us. Your eyes will adjust eventually, and in the meantime, I will be your sight.”

“That’s very poetic for a situation that’s also terrifying.”

He smiled in the darkness, appreciating the thread of humor she was maintaining despite her obvious fear.

“My people valued words. Poetry, stories, the speaking of truths in beautiful forms. It was said that a warrior who could not compose a proper death-chant was no warrior at all.”

“A death-chant? That’s… morbid.”

“Perhaps. But also honest. We knew that death came for everyone eventually, even those who seemed invincible. Better to face it with beauty than with silence.”

They walked for what felt like hours, though Rhyx suspected the true passage of time was much shorter. The tunnels branched and merged, rose and fell, twisted in ways that would have been impossible to navigate without his instinctive sense of the mountain’s structure. Several times he paused, pressing his palm against the wall to read the vibrations that traveled through the stone.

The vehicles had reached the cavern. He could feel them above—heavy machines, many footsteps, the high-pitched whine of scanning equipment trying to penetrate the rock.

But they weren’t following. They couldn’t. The passage he’d led Alina through was too narrow for human bodies in their bulky suits, and too irregular for any scanner to identify as a viable tunnel.

They were safe. For now.

“We can rest here.”

Rhyx guided her into a small chamber, barely larger than the habitat room where they’d spent the night at Jeb and Mattie’s claim. The floor was relatively smooth, the walls curved in a way that suggested this had once been a bubble in cooling lava rather than a carved passage.

Alina sank down against one wall, her breathing ragged from exertion and fading adrenaline.

“Are they gone?”

“No. They’re searching the main cavern.” He settled beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched. “But they won’t find the passage we used. It’s invisible to their equipment, and they don’t know to look for it.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I can feel them. Their confusion, their frustration. They expected to find something obvious—an entrance, a camp, evidence of habitation. What they found instead is a garden with no gardener.”

Alina was quiet for a moment.

“They’ll take samples. Study the plants. Eventually they’ll figure out what they’re capable of.”

“Perhaps. But they won’t find me. And they won’t find you.” He reached out in the darkness, found her hand, and laced his fingers through hers. “That is what matters most.”

“This can’t last forever, Rhyx. We can’t spend the rest of our lives hiding in tunnels.”

“No. But we don’t need forever. We only need enough time for your friends to help us escape this planet.” He paused, remembering something she’d said about Jeb’s contacts in the cyborg network, about ships that moved without attracting attention. “You said there were people who could help us disappear. Is that still true?”

“I think so. Zach was working on arrangements before I came to find you. But leaving Mars…” Her voice caught. “This is my home now, Rhyx. My work, my research, everything I’ve built—it’s all here.”

“Home is not a place.” He spoke softly, but with absolute certainty. “Home is the people you choose to share your life with. The bonds you build, the love you protect. Wherever we go, as long as we are together, that will be home.”

In the darkness, he heard her breath catch. Felt the slight tremble that ran through her body.

“You really believe that?”

“I know it.” He turned towards her, cupping her face in his hands even though neither of them could see clearly. “When I awoke in that cavern, I had nothing. No memory of who I was, no understanding of the world I’d awakened into. Everything I knew had been taken from me—my people, my planet, my very identity. I should have been lost. Broken. Driven mad by the weight of all that loss.”

“But you weren’t.”

“No. Because you were there.” He pressed his forehead against hers, breathing in her scent. “You gave me a reason to exist, Alina. A purpose beyond mere survival. You taught me that even after everything has been stripped away, it is still possible to build something new. Something beautiful.”

“Rhyx…”

“We will find a way,” he promised. “Together. Whatever challenges await us, whatever enemies pursue us—we will face them as one. This I swear to you.”

In the absolute darkness of the tunnel, far beneath the surface of a dying planet, Alina kissed him.

It was different from the kisses they’d shared before—less passionate, more tender, carrying a weight of emotion that went beyond simple desire. A promise, he realized. An answer to his oath.

Yes, the kiss seemed to say. Together. Whatever comes.

When they finally pulled apart, Rhyx could hear her heartbeat—steady now, the fear replaced by something calmer and more resolute.

“All right,” she said. “What’s our next move?”

“We wait. Let them finish their search above, let them conclude that whatever they were looking for isn’t here anymore. Then we find another way to the surface—somewhere far from the main cavern, somewhere they won’t be watching.”

“And after that?”

“After that, we go to your friends. We make plans.” He smiled in the darkness, though she couldn’t see it. “And we start our new life. Together.”

Alina leaned against him, her head resting on his shoulder, her body gradually relaxing as the tension of their flight drained away.

Above them, he could still feel the vibrations of GenCon’s search teams—tramping through his cavern, contaminating the sacred space with their machines and their greed. Part of him burned with rage at the violation, wanted to rise up through the stone and show them what happened to those who desecrated the last remnant of his world.

But a larger part—the part that held Alina close, that breathed her scent and felt her warmth and knew with absolute certainty that she was more important than any vengeance—that part remained still.

Let them search, he thought. Let them take their samples and run their scans and congratulate themselves on their discovery.

They will never find what truly matters.

She is safe. She is mine. And I will burn down worlds before I let anyone take her from me.

The thought should have alarmed him—its ferocity, its possessiveness, the implicit violence lurking beneath the surface. But it didn’t. It felt right. Natural. As fundamental as the stone beneath his palm and the air in his lungs.

He was a warrior. A protector. A mate.

And whatever came next, he would face it with golden scales and blue fire.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Rhyx’s hand tightened around hers—a sudden compression that made Alina’s breath catch.

“They’re here.”

The words were calm, almost conversational, but she felt the tension coiling through his body like a spring being wound too tight. Above them, filtering down through countless tons of Martian rock, came a sound she wouldn’t have been able to hear on her own—but she could see it in Rhyx’s stillness, in the way his head tilted slightly as he tracked vibrations she couldn’t perceive.

“How many?”

“Five vehicles. Perhaps twenty people.” His blue eyes, luminous even in the dim light of the small chamber where they’d been resting, met hers. “They’ve reached the main cavern.”

Twenty people. Her stomach dropped. This wasn’t a casual survey team or a scientific expedition. This was a full search party. Military precision, GenCon resources, and Martin’s obsessive determination all wrapped together in a package specifically designed to find her.

No, she corrected herself. To find what she was hiding.

“We need to move.”

Rhyx was already rising, pulling her up with the same effortless strength that still caught her off guard even after all this time. His movements were fluid, economical, betraying none of the urgency she knew he must be feeling. Where she was trembling, heart racing, palms slick with fear-sweat inside her gloves, he was perfectly controlled.

A warrior, she reminded herself. He said he was a warrior.

In that moment, she believed it absolutely.

“Stay close.” He led her deeper into the tunnel system, away from the chamber that had served as their temporary refuge. “There’s another way to the surface—older, less direct, but it opens far from the main entrance.”

“How do you know?”

“I feel it.” He pressed his free hand against the tunnel wall as they walked, his golden scales scraping lightly against the rough stone. “The air moves differently here. There’s an opening ahead, perhaps two kilometers. We can reach it before they finish searching the cavern above.”

Alina wanted to ask how he could possibly know that, how he could navigate these lightless passages with such confidence when she could barely see her own feet. But the questions died on her lips. She’d learned to trust his instincts over the past weeks—learned that whatever alien senses he possessed, they were as reliable as any scientific instrument she’d ever operated.

More reliable, perhaps. Instruments could be fooled. Rhyx couldn’t.

They moved quickly through the darkness, Rhyx guiding her around obstacles she couldn’t see, warning her of sudden drops and uneven footing before she could stumble. The tunnel twisted and branched, rose and fell, but he navigated it with the same casual certainty that she might walk through her own laboratory.

What if they catch us?

The thought kept circling back, no matter how hard she tried to push it away. She knew what would happen if GenCon got their hands on Rhyx. He would become a specimen—a subject to be studied, dissected, analyzed for whatever secrets his impossible biology might yield. They would strip away everything that made him unique, reduce him to data points and tissue samples and classified research files.

But it wasn’t just GenCon she feared.

Be honest with yourself, Alina.

Her own colleagues, her own superiors, the very institutions she’d spent her career serving—they wouldn’t let him go either. Oh, they’d dress it up in different language. Scientific necessity. The advancement of human knowledge. The potential benefits to the colonization effort. But in the end, the result would be the same. Rhyx would disappear into some research facility, and she would never see him again.

I can’t let that happen.

The fierceness of her own conviction surprised her. A month ago, she’d been a researcher—dedicated to her work, yes, but ultimately obedient to the systems that governed her life. Rules and protocols and proper channels. That was how science worked. That was how civilization worked.

Now she was running through underground tunnels with an alien who called her his mate, willing to throw away everything she’d built rather than see him caged.

What happened to me?

She knew the answer, of course. He happened. Rhyx, with his impossible existence and his absolute devotion and his way of making her feel like the most important thing in the universe. He had awakened something in her that she hadn’t known was sleeping—a capacity for defiance, for passion, for the kind of love that didn’t care about consequences.

“Alina.” Rhyx’s voice was low, urgent. “Stop.”

She froze, her hand still gripped in his.

“What is it?”

“The vibrations have changed.” He was pressing both palms against the tunnel wall now, his expression focused. “They’ve split their forces. Most are still in the main cavern, but a smaller group is moving…”

He trailed off, his brow furrowing.

“Moving where?”

“Toward the surface exit I was leading us to.”

Ice flooded her veins.

“They know about the tunnel?”

“No. They can’t.” But he sounded less certain now. “Perhaps they’re simply covering all possible exits from the mountain. Standard search protocol.”

“Or Martin figured it out.” Alina’s mind raced through the possibilities. Martin was arrogant, yes, and she’d always thought that arrogance blinded him to anything that didn’t fit his preconceptions. But he wasn’t stupid. If he’d gotten access to detailed geological surveys, if he’d studied the lava tube networks that honeycombed this entire region…

“It doesn’t matter how they knew.” Rhyx’s voice hardened. “We have to keep moving. They’re still far from the exit—we can reach it first if we’re quick.”

“And if they’re waiting for us when we get there?”

He looked at her, and in the faint luminescence of the mineral deposits that lined the tunnel walls, she could see something shift in his expression. Something predatory.

“Then I will deal with them.”

“Rhyx—”

“I will not let them take you, Alina.” The words were quiet, absolute. “Whatever happens, whatever I have to do—I will keep you safe.”

She wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him that keeping her safe wasn’t worth throwing away his own life, that she would rather surrender than watch him be hurt. But the words wouldn’t come, because she knew—knew with a certainty that went beyond logic—that he wouldn’t listen. That arguing would only waste precious time.

“All right,” she said instead. “Let’s go.”

They ran.

The tunnel grew narrower as they ascended, forcing them to move single-file with Rhyx in the lead. Alina’s lungs burned despite the suit’s oxygen supply, her legs aching from the uneven terrain and the constant upward slope. But she didn’t slow down, didn’t complain, didn’t do anything except follow the golden gleam of Rhyx’s scales and trust him to lead her somewhere safe.

Just a little further. Just a little more.

The light changed first—a gradual brightening that told her they were approaching the surface. Then came the temperature shift, the cold Martian atmosphere seeping into the tunnel and making her shiver despite the suit’s insulation. And finally, the exit itself—a jagged opening in the rock face, barely wide enough for two people to pass abreast, spilling pale Martian daylight into the darkness.

Rhyx stopped at the threshold, holding up a hand to halt her.

“Let me check first.”

He stepped out into the light⁠—

And froze.

“Well.” The voice was familiar, smug, dripping with satisfaction. “Dr. Falkner. I was hoping you’d choose this particular rabbit hole.”

Martin Reece stood fifteen meters from the cave entrance, flanked by two GenCon guards in full tactical gear. Their weapons—pulse rifles, military-grade—were already raised and aimed directly at the opening where Rhyx stood silhouetted against the darkness.

Alina’s blood turned to ice.

“Martin.” She pushed past Rhyx, ignoring his hiss of protest, placing herself between him and the weapons. “How did you⁠—”

“Find you?” Martin smiled, that cold, triumphant smile she’d grown to hate. “Please, Alina. Did you really think I wouldn’t notice the discrepancies in your research data? The unusual power draws from the lab’s equipment? The way you kept redirecting survey teams away from this particular mountain range?” He shook his head, almost pitying. “You were never as clever at deception as you thought.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t insult my intelligence.” His gaze shifted past her, and she saw his expression change—the smugness faltering, replaced by something that looked almost like shock. “What… what is that?”

Rhyx stepped forward, moving to stand beside her despite her attempt to keep him back. In the pale Martian light, he was unmistakably alien—the golden scales, the inhuman angles of his face, the vertical slits of his pupils. There was no hiding what he was, no passing him off as a large cyborg or an unusual colonist.

He was other, and Martin could see it clearly.

“That,” Alina said, her voice steady despite the terror clawing at her chest, “is none of your concern.”

“None of my—” Martin’s voice cracked with incredulous rage. “You’ve been hiding an alien in the survey zone? An actual non-human life form? Do you have any idea what this means? What this is worth?”

“He’s not a commodity.”

“Everything is a commodity, Alina. That’s what you’ve never understood.” Martin’s eyes were bright with avarice now, the shock giving way to calculation. “GenCon will pay a fortune for this. Hell, Earth Government will pay a fortune. The first confirmed extraterrestrial intelligence since humanity left the Earth? This is the discovery of the century.”

“He’s not a discovery. He’s a person.”

“He’s a specimen.” Martin gestured sharply to the guards. “Take it alive. GenCon wants intact samples⁠—”

“No.” Rhyx’s voice cut through the thin Martian air like a blade. He hadn’t raised his voice, hadn’t moved aggressively, but something in his tone made the guards hesitate, their weapons wavering slightly. “I am not a specimen. I am not a sample. I am Rhyx of the Var’thaal, and I belong here.”

Martin stared at him.

“It speaks.”

“He speaks,” Alina snapped. “He thinks, he feels, he has memories and hopes and a right to exist without being dissected by corporate scientists. You can’t do this, Martin.”

“I can do whatever I want. GenCon has full authorization to secure any anomalous biological materials found in the survey zone, and your… friend… certainly qualifies as anomalous.” Martin’s lip curled. “Where did he come from, Alina? What else have you been hiding from us?”

She said nothing. Let her silence speak for her.

Martin’s face darkened.

“You’ll tell us eventually. They all do.” He nodded to the guards again. “Secure the creature. Stun setting—we need it alive for transport.”

“I would not recommend that course of action.”

Rhyx’s voice was still calm, almost conversational, but Alina could feel the tension radiating from him now—coiled potential energy, like a predator preparing to strike. She grabbed his arm, her fingers digging into the hard muscle beneath his borrowed shirt.

“Rhyx, don’t. Please. They have weapons⁠—”

“Their weapons are not enough.” He covered her hand with his own, his touch gentle even as his body remained primed for violence. “I have seen technology far more advanced than theirs, Alina. I have fought enemies who would crush these humans like insects beneath their feet. Two men with pulse rifles are not a threat to me.”

“They don’t have to kill you to hurt you.”

“They cannot hurt me without hurting you.” His eyes met hers, and she saw the absolute certainty there—the unshakeable conviction that had carried him through millennia of dormancy and awakening and the loss of everything he’d ever known. “And I will not allow that.”

“Enough.” Martin’s voice had gone sharp with impatience and something else—jealousy, she realized, hot and bitter. He was staring at their joined hands, at the way Rhyx positioned himself protectively at her side. “Step away from him, Alina. This doesn’t have to involve you.”

“Everything involving Rhyx involves me.”

“Rhyx.” Martin spat the name like it tasted foul. “You’ve named it. How touching.” His eyes narrowed. “How long has this been going on? How long have you been hiding this creature from the colony, from your colleagues, from me?”

“That’s not your business.”

“It is absolutely my business! I’m the lead xenobiologist on this mission. Any alien life forms fall under my jurisdiction. You should have reported this to me immediately—instead you’ve been, what, playing house with a monster?”

“He’s not a monster.”

“Then what is he?”

“He is my mate.”

The words came from Rhyx, not her—clear and firm and completely without shame. Alina felt her breath catch, felt her heart stutter in her chest. They’d never used that word in front of anyone else. It had been their secret, their private truth, something too precious and too vulnerable to expose to the harsh light of external judgment.

Now it hung in the thin Martian air between them, impossible to take back.

Martin’s face went white.

Then red.

“Your mate?” The word dripped with disgust. “You’ve been mating with this thing? Alina, for God’s sake⁠—”

“It’s not what you think⁠—”

“It’s exactly what I think!” He was shaking now, his composure cracking like ice on a warming pond. “All this time, I’ve been trying to show you what we could have together, and you’ve been whoring yourself out to an animal⁠—”

“Don’t.” Rhyx’s voice had changed. The calm was gone, replaced by something cold and dangerous. “Don’t speak of her that way.”

“Or what? You’ll growl at me?” Martin laughed, high and ugly. “You’re an impressive specimen, I’ll grant you that. But you’re still just a specimen. A thing to be studied and catalogued and eventually disposed of when we’ve learned everything useful from your corpse.”

“Martin, stop.” Alina stepped forward, putting herself more firmly between the two males. “This isn’t helping anyone. Just… let us go. Pretend you never saw us. I’ll disappear, leave Border Town, you’ll never have to deal with me again⁠—”

“Let you go?” Martin’s voice cracked again, this time with something that sounded almost like grief. “After everything I’ve done for you? After all the time I’ve spent waiting, being patient, letting you play your little games? You think I’m going to just let you go with that… that creature?”

“I was never yours to let go, Martin. We were never together.”

“We could have been! We should have been!” He was advancing now, closing the distance between them with quick, jerky steps. The guards moved with him, keeping their weapons trained on Rhyx. “You’re brilliant, Alina. Brilliant and beautiful and everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner. We could have done great things together—discovered things that would change history. But instead you’ve been wasting yourself on this… this animal⁠—”

“Stop calling him that.”

“Why? It’s what he is. A beast. A relic. Something that should have stayed extinct.” Martin was close now, close enough that she could smell his cologne—too strong, as always, failing to mask the sour scent of his sweat. “You deserve better, Alina. You deserve me.”

“No.”

The word came out flat, final. She held his gaze, refusing to flinch, refusing to back down even though every instinct was screaming at her to run.

“I don’t want you, Martin. I’ve never wanted you. Not when you asked me to dinner, not when you offered me a partnership, not when you threatened me with GenCon’s resources. The answer has always been no, and it will always be no, because my heart belongs to someone else.”

She reached back without looking, found Rhyx’s hand, and laced her fingers through his.

“My heart belongs to him.”

For a moment, Martin didn’t move. Didn’t speak. His face was a mask, utterly blank, and in that blankness she saw something terrifying—the complete absence of the human connection she’d been trying to appeal to.

Then the mask shattered.

“You bitch.”

His hand came up, fast and vicious, aimed at her face⁠—


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Rhyx’s hand moved before conscious thought could catch up.

One moment Martin’s palm was arcing towards Alina’s face, knuckles white with the force of the intended blow. The next, those pale human fingers were trapped in Rhyx’s grip, bones grinding together beneath golden scales as he squeezed just hard enough to stop the motion dead.

No one touches her.

The thought blazed through him like wildfire, burning away every pretense of civility, every careful restraint he’d been maintaining for Alina’s sake. This male—this weak, arrogant, pathetic male—had tried to strike his mate.

Martin’s face went white. His mouth opened, working soundlessly, and Rhyx could smell the sharp chemical tang of fear suddenly flooding his body. The overpowering cologne couldn’t mask it. Nothing could mask it. Fear had a scent that transcended species, and Martin reeked of it now.

Good.

“You should not have done that.” Rhyx kept his voice level, controlled, even as fury pounded through his veins like molten metal. He could feel his pulse in his temples, in his throat, in the tight grip of his fingers around Martin’s trapped hand. “You should not have even thought of doing that.”

“L-let go of me⁠—”

“Why?” He tightened his grip incrementally, felt the small bones shift beneath the skin. Martin whimpered. “You would have struck my mate. I should break every bone in your body.”

“Rhyx.” Alina’s voice, strained but steady. “Rhyx, don’t⁠—”

“I know.” He didn’t look at her—couldn’t afford to take his eyes off the threat. “I know, Alina.”

But knowing and doing were different things. The rage was still there, still burning, demanding that he make this male pay for his presumption. In the before times, such an insult would have been answered with blood. With death. Challenges to a bonded pair were answered absolutely, without mercy or quarter, because mercy only invited future challenges.

This is not the before times.

He forced his fingers to loosen. Forced himself to release Martin’s hand, even though every instinct screamed at him to crush it into pulp.

Martin stumbled backward, cradling his hand against his chest. His face was still white, but something was changing in his expression—the fear giving way to calculation, to the cold assessment of a predator who’d been momentarily outmatched.

“Guards.” His voice cracked on the first syllable, but he pushed through it. “Take him. Alive or dead—I don’t care anymore.”

The two armed men had been frozen during the confrontation, clearly uncertain how to respond to a situation that had escalated so far beyond their training. But Martin’s order galvanized them. Weapons came up, targeting systems locking onto Rhyx’s chest.

“Stop!” Alina’s voice was harsh with terror, cracking on the word. She threw herself forward, trying to place her body between Rhyx and the guards. “Don’t hurt him! Please⁠—”

No.

Something snapped inside him.

He moved.

The first guard was still trying to adjust his aim when Rhyx’s hand closed around the barrel of his weapon, wrenching it aside with enough force to dislocate the man’s shoulder. The guard screamed, but Rhyx was already past him, already reaching for the second threat. His fist connected with the man’s helmet, shattering the visor and sending him crashing backward into the rocky ground.

The first guard was fumbling for a sidearm with his good hand. Rhyx spun, caught the weapon before it could clear its holster, and drove his elbow into the man’s jaw. The crack of bone was audible even through the thin Martian atmosphere.

Both guards lay motionless on the red dust.

Swift. Decisive. Clean.

The combat instincts had risen up from somewhere deep inside him—not memories exactly, but reflexes, patterns of movement drilled so thoroughly into muscle and nerve that they transcended conscious thought. He didn’t know where they came from. The cyborg donor, perhaps, or some echo of his own warrior past that had survived the long sleep.

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that the threats were neutralized.

He turned back towards Alina⁠—

And froze.

Martin had moved while Rhyx was dealing with the guards. The coward hadn’t tried to fight, hadn’t tried to help his fallen men. Instead, he’d circled around, positioning himself behind Alina, and now…

Now he had a knife pressed against her throat.

“Don’t move.” Martin’s voice was high, reedy with panic, but his hand was steady enough. The blade gleamed in the pale Martian light, its edge resting against the vulnerable curve of Alina’s neck. “Don’t you fucking move, or I’ll⁠—”

“Martin.” Alina’s voice was very small, very calm. The calm of someone who knew that panic would only make things worse. “Martin, please. You don’t want to do this.”

“Shut up.” He jerked her closer, and Rhyx saw a thin line of blood appear where the blade pressed too hard against her skin. “Just shut up. This is your fault. All of this is your fault. If you’d just—if you’d been reasonable⁠—”

Rhyx’s fury had gone cold. The burning rage that had driven him to eliminate the guards was gone, replaced by something far more dangerous—a crystalline clarity that narrowed the entire world down to a single point.

The knife at her throat.

Everything else—Martin’s ranting, the unconscious guards, the thin whistle of wind through the cave opening, the distant rumble of approaching vehicles—all of it faded to insignificance. There was only the blade. Only the blood. Only Alina, her brown eyes wide with fear, her hands hanging useless at her sides because she knew that any sudden movement might be her last.

“Release her.”

The words came out flat, empty of the rage that churned beneath his surface. He couldn’t afford to let Martin see how close he was to losing control entirely. Couldn’t afford to give the male any excuse to panic, to make a mistake, to hurt her.

“Release her, and I will let you live.”

“You think I’m stupid?” Martin laughed, high and ugly. “The moment I let her go, you’ll kill me.”

“Perhaps.” Rhyx took a single step forward. Slow. Careful. Non-threatening. “But if you harm her, I will not kill you. I will unmake you. I will tear you apart piece by piece, and I will ensure that you live through every moment of it. Your death will take days. Weeks. You will beg me to end it, and I will refuse.”

Martin’s face went gray.

“You’re bluffing.”

“I am not.” Another step. “I am a warrior of the Var’thaal. We do not bluff. We do not threaten. We simply act.” He let some of the cold fury bleed into his voice. “Release my mate. Now.”

“She’s not your mate.” Martin’s grip tightened, and Alina winced as the knife pressed harder. “She’s mine. She was always supposed to be mine. And if I can’t have her⁠—”

He moved.

Not towards Rhyx—even in his madness, Martin wasn’t stupid enough to think he could win that confrontation. Instead, he shoved Alina sideways, towards the steep drop at the edge of the cave opening. The ledge they stood on was perhaps thirty meters above the valley floor, and Alina was falling, tumbling towards the edge, her hands scrabbling for purchase on the loose rock⁠—

NO.

Rhyx lunged.

And something changed.

There was pressure building inside him—had been building since the confrontation began, since the guards raised their weapons, since Martin put a knife to Alina’s throat. He’d been ignoring it, pushing it down, focusing everything on the immediate threat. But now, with Alina falling, with the ground rushing up to meet her, with death reaching its cold fingers towards his mate⁠—

The pressure exploded.

Pain lanced through his back, sharp and searing, and he felt something tear—not fabric, not flesh, but something deeper, something that had been waiting inside him for longer than he could comprehend. Wings unfurled from his shoulder blades, massive and golden, catching the thin Martian air and lifting him off the ground.

He reached Alina just as her fingers slipped from the ledge.

His arms closed around her, pulling her against his chest as his wings beat once, twice, driving them up and away from the killing drop below. She gasped, her hands clutching at his shoulders, her body trembling against his as the ground fell away beneath them.

“Rhyx—” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Your wings⁠—”

“Later.”

Below them, Martin had stumbled backward—shocked, perhaps, by the transformation he’d just witnessed. But his retreat had taken him too close to the edge, and the loose rock of the ledge was crumbling beneath his feet.

Rhyx watched, Alina cradled safely in his arms, as Martin’s expression shifted from shock to terror.

“No—wait—help me⁠—”

The ground gave way.

Martin screamed as he fell, a high, thin sound that echoed off the canyon walls and went on and on and on until it cut off abruptly, finally, completely.

Silence.

Alina buried her face against Rhyx’s chest. He could feel her shaking, could hear the ragged hitch of her breath as she fought against the sobs that wanted to escape.

“It’s over.” He pressed his lips against her hair, holding her close as his wings carried them higher into the pale Martian sky. “He can’t hurt you anymore. No one can hurt you anymore.”

“You have wings.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t tell me you had wings.”

“I didn’t know.” He adjusted his grip on her, marveling at how natural this felt—the wind beneath his pinions, the world spread out below him like a map, his mate safe and warm in his arms. “They weren’t there before.”

Alina pulled back just enough to look at him, her eyes red-rimmed but filled with wonder rather than fear.

“What are you?”

“I don’t know.” He met her gaze, letting her see the truth in his eyes—the confusion, the uncertainty, the strange exhilaration of discovering yet another piece of himself that he hadn’t known existed. “But whatever I am, I am yours.”

She laughed—a wet, broken sound that was half sob, half genuine amusement.

“That’s the most ridiculous thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“Is it untrue?”

“No.” She reached up, her fingers brushing against his jaw. “No, it’s not untrue at all.”

Below them, the Martian landscape stretched out in endless waves of rust and ochre, ancient and new all at once. Behind them, the cave system that had birthed him sat quiet and waiting, its secrets not yet fully revealed. And somewhere ahead…

Somewhere ahead was a future he couldn’t see. A world he didn’t fully understand. Enemies who would come for them, questions that had no easy answers, challenges that would test everything they were and everything they could become.

But Alina was in his arms.

And he had wings.

For now, that was enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Martin’s scream cut off with a sickening finality.

Alina pressed her face harder into Rhyx’s chest, her fingers digging into his shoulders as if letting go would send her tumbling after the man who’d just fallen to his death. The wind whipped at her hair, cold and thin and utterly wrong because they were flying, actually flying, and the ground was so far below that she couldn’t bring herself to look.

He has wings.

The thought circled through her mind like a ship caught in orbit, unable to break free. Wings. Massive golden wings that had burst from his back at the exact moment she’d needed them most, carrying them both away from the ledge and Martin’s knife and the death that had been reaching for her throat.

She was shaking. She couldn’t seem to stop. The adrenaline that had carried her through the confrontation was draining away, leaving behind a trembling wreck of a woman who’d almost died, who’d watched a man fall screaming to his death, who was now suspended hundreds of meters above the Martian surface with nothing between her and oblivion except the arms of an alien she’d known for barely two weeks.

He has wings and I love him and I almost died.

“Alina.” Rhyx’s voice rumbled through his chest, vibrating against her cheek. “Look at me.”

She didn’t want to. Looking at him meant lifting her head, meant acknowledging the vast emptiness below them, meant accepting that this was really happening.

“Alina.” Gentler this time. “You’re safe. I have you.”

I know. That was the strange part. Even with her body shaking, even with her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat, she knew she was safe. His arms were steady around her, his wings beating in a slow, powerful rhythm that felt as natural as breathing. He wouldn’t drop her. He would never drop her.

She forced herself to look up.

Rhyx’s face was calm. Not the frozen calm of shock or the forced calm of someone pretending everything was fine—genuine, settled calm, as if flying through the Martian sky with his mate in his arms was the most natural thing in the world.

“You don’t seem surprised.”

“No.” His lips curved slightly, almost a smile. “I am not.”

“You have wings.” She knew she was repeating herself, but the words kept wanting to come out. “Wings, Rhyx. You didn’t have wings before.”

“I did.” He adjusted his grip on her, shifting her weight to a more comfortable position against his chest. “Once. Long ago. I had forgotten, but my body remembered.”

The wind caught them, lifting them higher, and despite herself Alina glanced down at the landscape spreading out below. Her breath caught in her throat.

Beautiful.

The canyon stretched towards the horizon like a wound in the planet’s flesh, its layered cliffs catching the pale sunlight and throwing back shades of rust and copper and deep, iron-rich brown. Dust devils spun across the valley floor, tiny from this height, leaving spiral trails in the red sand. In the distance, the mountains rose like broken teeth against the pink sky, their peaks touched with the white glint of carbon dioxide frost.

She’d spent years studying Mars from the safety of labs and rovers and orbital surveys. She’d analyzed its soil composition, mapped its mineral deposits, theorized about its ancient oceans and the life that might have existed before the atmosphere bled away into space. But she’d never truly seen it before. Not like this. Not as a living, breathing world stretched out beneath her like a gift.

“It’s beautiful.” Her voice came out hushed, awed. “I never realized…”

“This is how my ancestors saw it.” Rhyx’s wings tilted, catching a thermal, and they rose higher still. “Before the dying. Before we forgot how to fly.”

“What happened to them? Your people?”

“The same thing that happened to this world.” His voice carried an ancient grief, older than memory. “They faded. Slowly, then all at once. The air grew thin, the water disappeared, and one by one, they stopped waking from the long sleep.”

“Except you.”

“Except me.” He looked down at her, his blue eyes soft with an emotion she couldn’t quite name. “I was waiting for you.”

The words settled into her chest like a warm stone, chasing away some of the lingering chill of fear. She wanted to stay here forever, suspended between earth and sky, wrapped in his arms with the wind singing past them and the whole of Mars laid out below like a painting.

But she couldn’t.

No one can see him.

The thought crashed through her reverie like a stone through glass. Martin was dead—fallen, screaming, to the canyon floor below. The guards were dead too, left unconscious on the ledge when Rhyx had carried her away. And somewhere out there, GenCon’s vehicles were still approaching, their sensors sweeping the mountains, their crews searching for the readings that had led them here in the first place.

If anyone saw Rhyx—flying, with his massive golden wings catching the sunlight—everything would be over. GenCon would hunt him. Her own people would hunt him. He’d be captured, studied, dissected in the name of science and profit, and she would lose him forever.

“We have to go back.”

His wings faltered for a moment, disrupting their smooth glide. “Back?”

“To the cave. My samples—I left them when Martin…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “We need them, and we need to—to hide what happened. If anyone finds the bodies, if they realize what you are⁠—”

“I understand.” His voice had gone flat, the joy of flight bleeding away into grim acceptance. “No one can see me.”

“I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate, pathetic even. Here he was, soaring through the sky for the first time in millennia, and she was forcing him back to earth because of human politics and corporate greed. “I know this isn’t fair. I know you deserve better than hiding in caves and running from⁠—”

“Alina.” He cut her off, not unkindly. “You are my mate. Your safety is my purpose. I do not resent the necessity.”

“You should.”

“Perhaps.” His wings tilted again, banking them in a wide curve back towards the mountains. “But I do not. I have my wings. I have you. The rest…” He pressed a kiss against her hair. “The rest we will figure out together.”

The descent was faster than the climb, Rhyx’s wings folding partially to reduce their lift and increase their speed. Alina kept her face pressed against his chest, unwilling to watch the ground rushing up to meet them, trusting him to land them safely.

He did.

His feet touched down on the rocky ledge with barely a sound, his wings flaring out behind him to arrest their momentum. For a moment he stood there, magnificent and impossible, his golden scales gleaming in the pale light and his wings spread wide enough to cast shadows across the cave entrance.

Then the wings began to fold.

Alina watched, fascinated despite everything, as the massive pinions collapsed inward, folding and shrinking and absorbing back into his body. The process took only seconds, but it seemed to happen in slow motion—feathers becoming scales becoming smooth golden skin, the complex architecture of flight disappearing into nothing.

When it was done, there was no trace that the wings had ever existed. No bulges, no scars, no evidence at all except for two thick ridges running parallel down his spine.

“Does it hurt?”

“No.” He rolled his shoulders experimentally. “It feels… strange. As if a part of me is sleeping rather than gone.”

“Can you bring them back?”

“I believe so.” He turned to face her, and she could see the question in his eyes—the hope, the longing, the desperate wish that she would tell him to unfurl them again and take her back into the sky. “When it is safe.”

When it is safe. Such simple words. Such an impossible standard.

“We should hurry.” She forced herself to move, to focus on the practical tasks rather than the emotions threatening to overwhelm her. “The samples first, then…”

She trailed off, her gaze landing on the two guards lying motionless near the cave entrance.

They hadn’t moved since Rhyx had knocked them down. One lay on his back, his helmet visor shattered and dark, his arm bent at an angle that arms weren’t supposed to bend. The other was crumpled on his side, his jaw clearly broken even through the distortion of his faceplate.

Dead. Both of them, almost certainly. Rhyx had been fast, decisive, brutal in their elimination, and she hadn’t even registered it at the time because Martin had a knife at her throat and she’d been too busy trying not to die.

I watched three men die today.

The thought should have horrified her. Should have sent her spiraling into shock or guilt or some other appropriate emotional response. But all she felt was a cold, hollow numbness—the recognition that those men had tried to capture Rhyx, had pointed weapons at him, had been prepared to take him alive or dead on Martin’s orders.

They’d chosen their side. They’d paid the price.

“Alina.” Rhyx’s voice was soft. “I will deal with them.”

“Deal with—” She stopped, understanding dawning. “You mean…”

“They cannot be found here. Not if we want to conceal what happened.” He moved towards the bodies with the efficient grace of someone who’d done this before, in another life, another time. “Martin fell. His guards fell with him. A tragic accident in the unstable terrain.”

“That’s…” She swallowed hard. “That’s cold.”

“Yes.” He didn’t apologize, didn’t try to soften it. “Is it wrong?”

Was it? She turned the question over in her mind, examining it from every angle she could think of. Those men had been following orders—Martin’s orders, GenCon’s orders—but those orders had included capturing or killing an innocent being whose only crime was existing. They’d been complicit in what would have been murder, or worse.

And if their bodies were found on this ledge, with evidence of combat, with traces of Rhyx’s presence…

“No,” she heard herself say. “It’s not wrong. It’s just… necessary.”

Rhyx nodded, accepting her verdict without judgment. He bent down, lifting the first guard with the same casual strength that had crushed Martin’s hand, and carried him to the edge of the ledge. For a moment he stood there, silhouetted against the pale sky, the body cradled in his arms like a sleeping child.

Then he let go.

Alina flinched at the sound—or rather, the absence of sound. The guard fell silently, tumbling end over end through the thin air, growing smaller and smaller until he was just a dark speck against the distant canyon floor.

The second guard followed moments later.

“It’s done.” Rhyx turned away from the edge, his expression unreadable. “They will be found with Martin. Three men who fell while exploring unstable terrain.”

“And the weapons? The equipment?”

“Scattered in the fall.” He gestured towards the cave entrance. “We should retrieve your samples quickly. There may be others approaching.”

He was right. She knew he was right. But she couldn’t quite make herself move, couldn’t stop staring at the empty ledge where three men had been standing just minutes ago.

I’m protecting him. This is what it takes to protect him.

The justification felt hollow, but it was the only one she had. She’d chosen Rhyx—chosen him over her career, her safety, her comfortable certainties about right and wrong. This was what that choice looked like in practice. Not the romantic fantasy of star-crossed lovers, but the cold reality of bodies tumbling into canyons and lies that would have to be maintained for the rest of her life.

“Alina.” Rhyx was beside her suddenly, his hand warm on her shoulder. “You did not kill them. I did.”

“I know.”

“Then do not carry their weight.” His voice was gentle but firm. “They were threats to my mate. Eliminating threats is my purpose. I do not regret it, and neither should you.”

She wanted to argue. Wanted to explain that it wasn’t that simple, that human morality was more complicated than threats and mates and purpose. But the words wouldn’t come, because deep down, in the parts of herself she didn’t like to examine too closely…

She didn’t regret it either.

Martin had tried to kill her. Had pressed a knife against her throat and shoved her towards a fatal drop because she’d rejected him, because she’d chosen someone else, because his fragile ego couldn’t handle the word no. The guards had been prepared to shoot Rhyx, to drag him away in chains, to deliver him to GenCon’s laboratories for dissection and study.

They’d made their choices. Rhyx had made his.

And she’d made hers.

“Let’s get the samples,” she said, surprised by how steady her voice sounded. “Then we need to find Jeb and Mattie. We need a plan.”

Rhyx nodded, something like approval flickering in his blue eyes. He released her shoulder and moved towards the cave entrance, his body language shifting from protector to partner as he fell into step beside her.

They had work to do. Plans to make. A future to build, somehow, in the shadow of everything that had just happened.

But first, the samples. First, the evidence of what Mars had once been and could be again. First, the seeds of hope that she’d risked everything to gather.

She followed Rhyx into the darkness of the cave, leaving the empty ledge and its terrible secrets behind.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




The path down the mountain was treacherous, narrow enough in places that Rhyx had to turn sideways to navigate the gaps between weathered boulders. His boots—borrowed from Jeb, still slightly too small—scraped against loose scree as he guided Alina through the shadows of an ancient rockfall.

She is quiet.

He’d learned to read her silences over the past weeks. This one was heavy, weighted with thoughts she wasn’t ready to share. Her hand remained clasped in his, her grip tight enough that he could feel the flutter of her pulse against his palm, but her eyes were distant, focused on some inner landscape he couldn’t follow.

Behind them, the cave mouth had disappeared around a bend in the trail. The samples were secured in Alina’s pack—carefully wrapped specimens of moss and vine, seeds and soil, preserved evidence of the miracle they’d discovered together. Evidence that would change everything, if they could find the right people to share it with.

If they survived long enough to try.

The wind shifted, carrying with it the faint chemical tang of the processing facilities that dotted the planet’s surface. Civilization. Safety. Danger. The words twisted together in his mind, impossible to separate. What was safety for Alina might be death for him. What was freedom for him might cost her everything she’d worked for.

With Martin gone, will she want to stay?

The thought had been circling since they’d left the ledge, since he’d watched her face as the bodies fell and seen something shift behind her eyes. Not horror—he’d expected horror—but something colder, more pragmatic. Acceptance, perhaps. Or resignation.

She’d chosen him. Chosen him over her colleague, her career, her comfortable certainties about right and wrong. But choices made in moments of crisis didn’t always survive the return to ordinary life. Once the immediate danger passed, once she had time to think, to process, to consider the magnitude of what she’d sacrificed…

Would she still want him?

The path widened slightly, opening onto a flat stretch of weathered stone that offered a brief respite from the climb. Rhyx paused, scanning the terrain ahead while Alina caught her breath beside him. Her face was flushed from exertion, a thin sheen of sweat visible at her temples despite the cold.

“Are you well?”

“Fine.” She managed a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Just thinking.”

“About what happened?”

“About what happens next.” She looked up at him, her brown eyes searching his face for something he couldn’t name. “Rhyx, I need to ask you something.”

“Ask.”

“After everything that’s happened today… Do you still want me to stay with you?”

The question hit him like a blow to the chest. For a moment he could only stare at her, struggling to comprehend how she could doubt—how she could imagine, even for a moment, that he would want anything else.

“You are my mate.” The words came out rougher than he intended, scraped raw by emotions he didn’t have language for. “I will always want you to stay.”

“Even if it means hiding? Running? Never being able to live openly?”

“Even then.”

She nodded slowly, something easing in her expression. “Good. Because I’m not going anywhere.”

They continued down the mountain, the silence between them lighter now, more companionable. The sun was beginning its slow descent towards the horizon, painting the sky in shades of amber and rose that reminded him of sunsets from another age—when the air had been thick enough to scatter light into brilliant colors, when the world had been alive with sounds and scents that existed now only in his fragmentary memories.

Home. This was home, once.

The thought brought with it a grief so vast he could barely contain it. He’d lost everything—his people, his world, his very identity—and been reborn into a Mars that was simultaneously familiar and utterly foreign. The mountains were the same, or near enough. The canyons still carved their ancient paths across the land. But the life that had once filled every corner of this world was gone, reduced to fossilized whispers and the impossible miracle of a single cave.

And yet.

He had Alina. He had purpose. He had the strange, unexpected gift of a second chance at existence, even if that existence was shadowed by danger and uncertainty.

It would have to be enough.

The path curved around a massive outcropping of iron-rich stone, its surface streaked with the dark red veins that humans called hematite. Beyond it, the terrain leveled out into a shallow valley where the familiar shape of Jeb and Mattie’s habitat dome squatted against the landscape like a metal seed waiting to sprout.

Rhyx felt some of the tension drain from his shoulders at the sight. Whatever else was uncertain, he trusted the big cyborg and his human mate. They’d offered shelter without demanding explanations, assistance without expecting payment. In a world where everyone seemed to want something from him, their simple kindness stood out like a beacon.

“Almost there.” Alina’s voice was tired but relieved. “We should be able to see the claim markers in another few minutes.”

“I know.” He could feel the vibrations of their approach through the ground—the subtle hum of the habitat’s life support systems, the deeper thrum of the mining equipment that sat idle near the dome’s entrance. “Someone is outside. Two people.”

“Jeb and Mattie?”

“Yes.” He would have recognized the cyborg’s heavy tread anywhere, even filtered through layers of rock and soil. “They’re watching for us.”

Sure enough, when they rounded the final bend, they found Jeb and Mattie waiting at the edge of the claim. The cyborg stood with his arms crossed, his expression unreadable, while Mattie hovered at his elbow with worry clear in every line of her body.

“Thank the stars.” Mattie rushed forward as soon as they came into view, wrapping Alina in a fierce hug that seemed to surprise them both. “When we heard the vehicles heading towards the mountains, we thought—we were afraid⁠—”

“We’re fine.” Alina returned the embrace awkwardly, her pack bumping against Mattie’s shoulder. “It was close, but we’re fine.”

“You’re not fine.” Jeb’s voice was flat, his enhanced eyes scanning them both with the clinical precision of his cybernetic systems. “You’re covered in dust, your pulse is elevated, and you smell like copper and fear.”

“Jeb.” Mattie shot him a reproachful look.

“What? She said they were fine. They’re not fine. I’m just being accurate.”

Despite everything, Rhyx felt his lips twitch. The cyborg’s bluntness was oddly comforting—a straightforward contrast to the layers of deception and manipulation that seemed to characterize most human interaction.

“He’s right.” Alina stepped back from Mattie’s embrace, her shoulders squaring with visible effort. “We’re not fine. A lot happened today, and we need to talk about it.”

Jeb’s eyes narrowed. “Inside. Now.”

The habitat dome was warm and close, its filtered air carrying the faint scent of the protein supplements that seemed to comprise most of Mattie’s diet. Rhyx settled onto the floor near the entrance, his back against the curved wall, while Alina took a seat at the small table across from their hosts.

“Start from the beginning,” Jeb said. “Don’t leave anything out.”

So Alina told them. About the GenCon vehicles, about the pursuit through the tunnels, about emerging at the cave opening only to find Martin and his guards waiting. About the confrontation, the knife at her throat, the moment of perfect terror when Martin had shoved her towards the ledge.

About the wings.

Jeb’s expression didn’t change throughout the recounting, but Mattie’s eyes grew wider with each revelation. When Alina finally fell silent, the little dome was thick with unspoken questions.

“Wings,” Jeb said flatly.

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me he can fly.”

“Yes.” Alina’s voice was steady, but Rhyx could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her hands had clenched together in her lap. “I saw it, Jeb. I felt it. He carried me out of there.”

“Show me.”

Rhyx hesitated. The memory of unfurling his wings was still fresh, still raw—a sensation so profound it had felt like returning to himself after centuries of absence. But the dome was small, its ceiling low, and the thought of releasing that part of himself in such a confined space felt wrong.

“Outside,” he said. “There is not enough room here.”

Jeb studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Later, then. For now, I need to understand what happened to Martin and his guards.”

“They fell.” Alina’s voice was flat. “All three of them.”

“Fell.”

“Martin stumbled backward and went over the edge. The guards…” She paused, her throat working. “The guards were already dead when Rhyx moved the bodies. He made it look like they fell with Martin.”

Mattie made a small, distressed sound. Jeb’s expression remained impassive.

“You killed them,” he said, addressing Rhyx directly.

“Yes.” There was no point in denying it. “They threatened my mate. They would have captured or killed me to please their masters. I eliminated the threat.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

Rhyx considered the question carefully. Was he okay with it? The guards had been following orders, operating within the framework of loyalty and duty that he understood instinctively from his own fragmented memories. In another context, he might have respected their dedication.

But they had chosen to serve people who would have hurt Alina. Who would have used him as a specimen, a curiosity, a weapon. Their deaths were not something he celebrated, but neither were they something he regretted.

“I am… at peace with it,” he said finally. “They made their choices. I made mine.”

Jeb nodded slowly, something like approval flickering in his enhanced eyes. “Good. Regret is a luxury we can’t afford out here.”

“But will it be enough?” Alina leaned forward, urgency clear in every line of her body. “Will GenCon stop pursuing us now that Martin’s gone? He was the one pushing for the investigation, the one with the connection to their people⁠—”

“No.” Jeb’s interruption was gentle but firm. “They won’t stop.”

Alina’s face fell. “But without Martin⁠—”

“Martin was a tool, not a mastermind.” Jeb rubbed a hand across his jaw, the servos in his cybernetic arm whirring softly. “GenCon doesn’t care about one ambitious scientist. They care about what they can profit from. And they know something is happening in those mountains—something valuable enough to pursue even without concrete proof.”

“Then we’re no better off than before.”

“I didn’t say that.” Jeb glanced at Mattie, some silent communication passing between them. “Martin’s death complicates things for them. They’ll need to find a new inside contact, a new way to access the research data. That buys you time.”

“How much time?”

“Months, maybe. A year if we’re lucky.” He shook his head. “But eventually, they’ll find someone else. Someone just as ambitious, just as willing to bend the rules for profit and recognition. That’s how they operate.”

Silence fell over the little dome, heavy with implications. Rhyx watched Alina’s face, reading the calculations happening behind her eyes—the weighing of options, the assessment of risks, the gradual acceptance of what needed to be done.

He knew what she was going to say before she said it. He could feel it in the way her spine straightened, the way her chin lifted, the subtle shift in her scent from anxiety to resolve.

“Then we proceed with the original plan.”

The words hit him like a physical blow. He’d expected her to hesitate, to bargain, to look for some middle path that would let her hold onto the life she’d built here. The lab was her passion, her purpose, the thing she’d worked towards for her entire adult life. And she was willing to walk away from it.

For him.

“Alina.” His voice came out rough, scraped raw by emotions he couldn’t name. “Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“But your work. Your research. Everything you’ve accomplished⁠—”

“Is meaningless if I’m not free to share it.” She turned to face him, and the determination in her eyes made his chest ache. “What we found in that cave—the plants, the ecosystem, the evidence of what Mars used to be—it could change everything. Not just for colonization, but for understanding our place in the universe. But only if it’s shared freely, openly, with people who want to use it for good.”

“And GenCon?”

“Would lock it away. Exploit it. Turn it into another revenue stream while the rest of humanity struggles to survive on a dying planet.” She shook her head. “I won’t let that happen. I can’t let that happen.”

“Even if it means leaving?” The question felt dangerous, weighted with fears he couldn’t quite articulate. “You would give up your lab, your colleagues, your entire life here… for me?”

“Not just for you.” She reached out, taking his hand in both of hers. Her skin was warm, soft, impossibly fragile against his scaled palm. “For us. For the future we could build together. For the chance to be free, really free, somewhere they can’t reach us.”

“Such a place may not exist.”

“Then we’ll make one.” Her smile was small but genuine, lighting her eyes with something that looked almost like joy. “The cyborg settlements in the outer territories—Jeb says they’re always looking for people with useful skills. Scientists, engineers, anyone willing to work. They don’t ask questions about where you came from or what you’re running from.”

“They would accept me? Even as I am?”

“The cyborgs have seen stranger things than a golden-scaled alien with wings.” Mattie’s voice was gentle, her eyes soft with understanding. “They’ve been modified, enhanced, transformed into something most humans don’t recognize as human anymore. If anyone can understand what it means to be different, it’s them.”

Rhyx looked down at his hands, at the fine golden scales that caught the light, at the claws that could rend and tear but had learned to touch with tenderness. He thought about the wings folded beneath his skin, waiting to unfurl again. About the fragments of memory that still surfaced at unexpected moments—echoes of a civilization long dead, a world long lost.

He was different. He would always be different. But perhaps, in the right place, with the right people, different didn’t have to mean alone.

“The samples,” he said, looking up at Alina. “What will you do with them?”

“Distribute them.” Her voice was firm. “To researchers I trust, at facilities that aren’t controlled by GenCon. It’ll take time to set up—I need to be careful about who I contact and how—but once the knowledge is out there, they can’t suppress it. Can’t claim it. Can’t profit from it at the expense of everyone else.”

“And us?”

“We disappear.” She squeezed his hand, her grip tight enough to ground him. “Change our names, find a new home, build a new life. Together.”

Together.

The word settled into his chest like warmth, like hope, like the first breath of spring after an endless winter. He’d spent millennia alone, lost in the dark space between life and death, waiting for something he couldn’t name. And now that something was sitting in front of him, small and fierce and so impossibly brave, asking him to trust her with his future.

“Yes,” he said, and the word felt like a promise. “Together.”

Jeb cleared his throat, breaking the moment. “We should start making arrangements. I have contacts in the outer territories who can help with transport, documentation. But it’ll take a few days to set up, and you’ll need to stay hidden until then.”

“The cave?”

“Too risky. GenCon will be searching the mountains once they realize Martin’s missing.” He shook his head. “No, you’ll stay here. The claim is registered to Mattie, and we’ve got enough supplies to last a week or more. No one will think to look for you this close to Border Town.”

“What about you?” Alina’s brow furrowed. “If anyone finds out you helped us⁠—”

“Let me worry about that.” Jeb’s voice was firm but not unkind. “I’ve been running from GenCon’s long arm for years. This isn’t my first time dancing with them, and it won’t be my last.”

Mattie moved to stand beside her mate, her small hand resting on his cybernetic arm. “We want to help. After everything you’ve done—finding the cave, proving that Mars can sustain life again—it’s the least we can do.”

“You don’t owe us anything.”

“Maybe not.” Mattie smiled. “But that’s not why we’re doing it.”

Rhyx watched the exchange, something loosening in his chest that he hadn’t realized was tight. He’d been alone for so long, even before the long sleep—a warrior without a war, a protector without anyone to protect. But here, in this cramped little dome on the edge of human civilization, he was beginning to understand something that had eluded him for millennia.

Strength wasn’t about standing alone against the darkness. It was about finding people worth standing beside. Worth fighting for. Worth trusting with the soft, vulnerable places that made existence meaningful.

He had that now. A mate. Friends. A future that stretched out before him like an unexplored horizon, full of dangers and possibilities in equal measure.

It was terrifying.

It was wonderful.

He looked at Alina, at the determined set of her jaw and the quiet courage in her eyes, and felt something shift in the place where his heart beat with borrowed blood and ancient longing.

Mine, he thought. My mate. My future. My home.

The word felt different now than it had in the memories that still haunted his dreams. Home wasn’t a place, not anymore. It was a person. A choice. A promise to face whatever came together, no matter how dark the road ahead.

“When do we leave?” he asked.

Jeb’s smile was grim but genuine. “Soon as I can arrange transport. Three days, maybe four. Think you can stay hidden that long?”

Rhyx looked at Alina. She looked back at him, her eyes full of everything they’d been through and everything that still lay ahead.

“Yes,” they said together.

And despite everything—the danger, the uncertainty, the knowledge that they were about to leave behind everything familiar and venture into the unknown—Rhyx felt something very close to peace.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




The lab felt smaller somehow, its familiar equipment and sterile surfaces suddenly foreign. Alina stood in the center of her workspace, methodically disconnecting data cables and transferring files to portable storage units. Three years of research, of late nights and early mornings, of breakthroughs and setbacks—all reduced to a stack of drives that fit in her palm.

This is the right choice, she reminded herself. The only choice.

The mantra had become a familiar refrain over the past two days, repeated with each decision, each goodbye, each step closer to the moment when she would leave Border Town behind forever. It didn’t make the leaving any easier.

“Dr. Falkner?”

She turned to find Dr. Rodriguez hovering in the doorway, his weathered face creased with concern. He’d been one of her first colleagues when she’d arrived on Mars, patient and kind in ways that had made the transition bearable. The thought of never seeing him again brought an unexpected tightness to her throat.

“Dr. Rodriguez.” She managed a smile that felt almost genuine. “I was going to come find you before I left.”

“Is it true, then? You’re really leaving us?”

“I’ve accepted a position at another facility. It’s…” She paused, searching for the right words. “It’s an opportunity I couldn’t pass up.”

Rodriguez’s eyes flickered to the empty desk in the corner—Martin’s desk, conspicuously vacant for the past three days. Something passed across his face, too quick to read, before his expression smoothed into careful neutrality.

“We’ll miss you here. Your work on the atmospheric samples was groundbreaking.”

“Thank you. That means more than you know.”

He stepped into the lab, lowering his voice. “If this is about… about the situation with Dr. Reece…”

Alina felt her shoulders stiffen. She knew what he was implying—what everyone was implying. Martin’s harassment had been an open secret in the department, whispered about in break rooms and discussed in carefully worded complaints that never quite made it through the proper channels. It made a convenient explanation for her sudden departure, one she had no intention of correcting.

“It’s not just about that,” she said carefully. “But I won’t pretend it didn’t factor into my decision.”

Rodriguez nodded, relief evident in his posture. “I understand. I only wish I’d done more to address the situation before it reached this point.”

“There wasn’t much anyone could do.” The words were true enough, even if they weren’t referring to the same thing. “Some problems don’t have easy solutions.”

“No, they don’t.” He extended his hand, and she shook it firmly. “Good luck, Dr. Falkner. Wherever you’re going, they’re lucky to have you.”

“Thank you, Dr. Rodriguez. Take care of yourself.”

He left, and she returned to her packing with renewed determination. The sooner she finished here, the sooner she could leave. The sooner she could be with Rhyx.

The thought of him sent warmth spreading through her chest, chasing away some of the melancholy that had settled there. Two days. It had only been two days since she’d seen him, since she’d felt his arms around her and tasted his kiss, but it felt like an eternity. Every moment apart was a small agony, a constant awareness of his absence that she carried like a physical weight.

Soon, she promised herself. Soon we’ll be together, and we’ll never have to be apart again.

She was securing the last of her personal items when the door slid open again. This time, the figure that filled the frame was considerably less welcome.

Bruce Bentley stood in the doorway, his corporate-standard suit immaculate despite the dust that seemed to coat everything on Mars. His smile was polished, practiced, revealing nothing of the calculations happening behind his eyes.

“Dr. Falkner. I heard you were leaving us.”

“News travels fast.” She kept her voice neutral, her hands steady as she continued her work. “Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Bentley?”

“I was hoping we could talk.” He stepped into the lab uninvited, letting the door slide shut behind him. “I’ve just received some rather disturbing news.”

“Oh?”

“Dr. Reece is missing.”

The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. Alina forced herself to maintain eye contact, to keep her expression blank despite the sudden hammering of her heart.

“Missing?”

“He was supposed to meet with our team three days ago. He never arrived.” Bentley’s eyes never left her face. “His last known location was somewhere in the mountains. The same mountains where you were conducting your survey.”

“That’s unfortunate.” She sealed another storage container with deliberate care. “Though I can’t say I’m surprised. Dr. Reece always did have… ambitious plans. Perhaps he received a better offer.”

“A better offer?”

“From one of your competitors, perhaps. Or maybe he finally decided to strike out on his own.” She shrugged, the gesture carefully casual. “He talked about it often enough. The desire to make a name for himself, to be recognized for his brilliance.” The last word carried a subtle edge of contempt that she didn’t bother to hide. “I’m sure he’ll turn up eventually, taking credit for someone else’s discovery.”

Bentley studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. She met his gaze steadily, refusing to be the first to look away.

“You don’t seem particularly concerned about a missing colleague.”

“Martin Reece was never my colleague. He was an obstacle at best, a predator at worst.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, but she didn’t regret them. “Forgive me if I can’t summon much sympathy for his current predicament.”

Something flickered in Bentley’s eyes—surprise, perhaps, or grudging respect. “You’re more direct than I expected, Dr. Falkner.”

“I’m tired of playing games.” She turned to face him fully, crossing her arms. “If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise, I have packing to finish.”

He was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Fair enough. I came to make you an offer.”

“I’m not interested.”

“You haven’t heard it yet.”

“I don’t need to.” She picked up another container, weighing it in her hands. “GenCon has nothing I want, Mr. Bentley. Not your resources, not your facilities, not your promises of funding and recognition. I’ve seen how your organization operates—the corners you cut, the ethics you bend, the people you use up and discard. I want no part of it.”

“That’s a very… principled position.” His tone suggested that principles were a quaint but ultimately impractical consideration. “But principles don’t pay for research. They don’t open doors, or provide protection.”

“Protection from what?”

The question hung between them, loaded with implications neither was willing to voice.

Bentley smiled, the expression never quite reaching his eyes. “The universe is a dangerous place, Dr. Falkner. Especially for researchers working on the frontier. Accidents happen. Equipment fails. Data gets lost.” He spread his hands in a gesture of affected helplessness. “It would be a pity if we found ourselves at odds.”

Alina felt a chill run down her spine, but she refused to let it show. “Is that a threat, Mr. Bentley?”

“Merely an observation.” He adjusted his cuffs, the movement precise and controlled. “GenCon has resources that extend far beyond Mars. Connections that reach into every corner of human space. We could be valuable allies… or formidable obstacles.”

For a moment, she was tempted to tell him everything. To throw the truth in his face and watch his carefully constructed facade crumble. Your pet scientist is dead. He fell from a cliff because he tried to murder me. And the ‘anomaly’ you’ve been chasing? He’s mine. My mate. My future. And you’ll never touch him.

Instead, she took a breath and let it out slowly.

“I appreciate your… candor, Mr. Bentley. But I have no issue with you personally, nor with GenCon as an organization.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, but she forced herself to continue. “I simply have no desire to work with you. My decision to leave has nothing to do with your company—it’s a personal choice, motivated by personal reasons.”

She met his eyes, willing him to believe her. “You’re welcome to continue your research here. I wish you every success. But our paths will not cross again.”

Bentley held her gaze for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Very well, Dr. Falkner. I accept your decision.” He turned towards the door, then paused. “If you change your mind, you know how to reach me.”

“I won’t.”

He smiled, a thin, knowing expression that made her skin crawl. “We’ll see.”

The door slid shut behind him, and Alina let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Her hands were trembling slightly, and she pressed them flat against the lab bench until they steadied.

He knows something, she thought. Maybe not everything, but something.

It didn’t matter. In a few hours, she would be gone. In a few days, she would be so far from Border Town that GenCon’s reach couldn’t touch her. And Rhyx⁠—

The thought of him steadied her, centering her in a way nothing else could. Whatever dangers lay ahead, they would face them together. That was enough.

She finished her packing quickly after that, driven by a renewed sense of urgency. The storage containers were loaded onto a cart, her personal effects sorted and secured. The lab looked bare without her equipment, its surfaces sterile and impersonal.

Someone else will fill this space, she thought. Continue the work I started. Make their own discoveries.

She tried to find comfort in the thought, but it rang hollow. This had been her space, her purpose, her contribution to humanity’s future on Mars. Leaving it behind felt like amputating a part of herself.

But some things are more important than research. Some people are worth more than careers.

She was making one last sweep of the lab when Cass appeared in the doorway, Zach’s massive form looming behind her.

“Ready?”

Alina looked around the empty lab one final time. “As I’ll ever be.”

Cass’s eyes were red-rimmed, her usual composure cracked by emotion. She’d been trying to be brave about Alina’s departure, making jokes about video calls and care packages, but the façade was wearing thin.

“Come on.” Alina pulled her into a hug, holding tight. “Don’t you dare cry. If you cry, I’ll cry, and then I’ll never be able to leave.”

“Too late.” Cass’s voice was muffled against her shoulder. “I started crying yesterday and haven’t stopped.”

“Cass…”

“I know, I know. This is the right thing. You’re doing what you have to do. I understand all of that.” She pulled back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “But you’re my best friend, Alina. You’re the first person I met when I came to Mars, the one who made this place feel like home. And now you’re leaving, and I don’t know when I’ll see you again, and it’s hard.”

The tears Alina had been fighting back broke free, streaming down her cheeks. “I know. I’m sorry. I wish⁠—”

“Don’t apologize. Not for this.” Cass gripped her shoulders, forcing eye contact. “What you’re doing—choosing love, choosing freedom—that’s brave. That’s right. I just wish I could come with you.”

“You have your own life here. Your own love.” Alina glanced at Zach, who was pretending very hard to be interested in the ceiling. “Mars needs people like you, Cass. People who care about making this world better for everyone, not just the corporations and the politicians.”

“I know.” Cass sniffled, managing a watery smile. “Doesn’t make it any easier.”

They stood like that for a moment, holding onto each other, saying goodbye in the only way that mattered.

“You have the coordinates?” Alina asked finally.

“Encrypted and memorized. I’ll destroy the original as soon as you’re clear.”

“And the samples⁠—”

“Already distributed. Dr. Rodriguez has the atmospheric data. Dr. Vance is handling the botanical samples. Everything is in trustworthy hands, scattered across half a dozen facilities that GenCon can’t touch.” Cass’s expression hardened. “By the time they figure out what we’ve done, the knowledge will be everywhere. They’ll never be able to suppress it.”

“Thank you.” The words felt inadequate, but Alina didn’t have better ones. “For everything. For believing in me, for helping me, for being my friend when I needed one most.”

“Always.” Cass pulled her into one last fierce hug. “Now get out of here before I change my mind and lock you in a storage closet.”

Zach stepped forward, his massive frame surprisingly gentle as he helped load her containers onto the rover. He didn’t say much—he rarely did—but the careful way he handled her belongings spoke louder than words.

“Take care of her,” Alina said quietly, nodding towards Cass.

“Always.” His voice was rough, but his eyes were kind. “And you take care of yourself. The outer territories are dangerous, even for people who belong there.”

“I’ll have help.”

Something passed across his face—understanding, perhaps, or recognition. He’d been transformed too, after all. Remade into something more than human, something that straddled the line between familiar and alien. If anyone could understand what Rhyx was facing, it was him.

“Good.” He extended a hand, and she shook it firmly. “Safe travels, Dr. Falkner.”

The rover hummed to life beneath her, its familiar vibration a comfort against the chaos of emotions churning in her chest. Cass stood in the doorway of the habitat dome, one hand raised in farewell, her figure growing smaller as Alina pulled away.

Don’t look back, she told herself. Looking back only makes it harder.

She looked back anyway.

Cass was still there, still waving, still watching. Zach stood beside her now, one arm wrapped around her shoulders. They looked right together—two halves of a whole, unified against whatever the universe might throw at them.

That’s what I want, Alina thought. That’s what I’m choosing.

She turned forward and didn’t look back again.

The main road out of Border Town was a dusty ribbon of compressed regolith, carved by years of traffic and maintenance. It wound through the valley floor, past processing plants and storage facilities, past the scattered habitats of miners and researchers and engineers who had come to Mars seeking opportunity.

How many of them found what they were looking for? Alina wondered. How many discovered that the frontier doesn’t care about dreams or ambitions or carefully laid plans?

She’d been one of the lucky ones. She’d found her purpose here, her calling, her place in the grand project of human expansion. And now she was leaving it all behind for something she couldn’t explain, couldn’t justify, couldn’t defend to anyone who hadn’t looked into Rhyx’s eyes and seen the ancient depths within.

They wouldn’t understand, she thought. They couldn’t.

But Cass understood. Jeb and Mattie understood. And perhaps that was enough.

The road curved north at the valley’s edge, climbing towards a pass that cut through the mountains. This was the route Jeb had mapped out for her—a path that would take her far from Border Town, through territories rarely traveled, to the rendezvous point where Rhyx would be waiting.

Three days, Jeb had said. Travel slow, take your time, don’t attract attention. He’ll meet you at the coordinates.

Three days had never felt so long.

The pass was narrow and winding, its walls rising steep on either side. Rust-colored stone caught the afternoon light, creating shadows that shifted and danced as the rover crept forward. There was a stark beauty here, a grandeur that human presence had barely begun to touch.

This is what he knew, Alina thought. This is what he remembers.

Rhyx’s Mars had been different—alive, vibrant, filled with creatures and civilizations now lost to time. But the bones of the land remained unchanged, ancient geology persisting through all the upheavals of planetary evolution. In a sense, he was coming home to a familiar skeleton, even if the flesh had long since rotted away.

We’ll build something new, she promised silently. Together.

The sun was beginning its descent when she reached the coordinates—a flat stretch of ground sheltered by a natural amphitheater of stone. It was isolated, defensible, invisible from the main road. Perfect for a camp.

Alina pulled the rover to a stop and stepped out, stretching muscles cramped from hours of driving. The air was thin and cold, carrying the faint metallic tang that she’d grown accustomed to during her time on Mars. Without her mask, she would have struggled to breathe here—but she’d brought extra oxygen supplies, enough for several days of travel.

Not that I’ll need them much longer.

The thought brought a smile to her lips. Rhyx had explained about the plants in the cave, about the oxygen they produced, about his own ability to survive in the thin Martian atmosphere. Wherever they ended up, she suspected breathing would be the least of her concerns.

She began setting up camp with practiced efficiency—deploying the portable shelter, checking the power cells, arranging supplies for easy access. The movements were automatic, requiring little thought, leaving her mind free to wander.

What would life be like in the outer territories? She’d heard stories, of course—tales of cyborg settlements that operated outside corporate control, of communities built on mutual aid and shared purpose rather than profit margins. But stories were one thing; reality was another.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself. Whatever it’s like, we’ll face it together.

She was securing the last corner of the shelter when movement caught her eye.

A figure in the sky, silhouetted against the setting sun.

Her heart stopped.

Wings. Golden wings, catching the light, turning amber and bronze and copper as they beat against the thin Martian air. The figure was still distant, but growing closer with each powerful stroke.

Rhyx.

She stood frozen, watching him approach. Even from this distance, she could make out the broad span of his wings, the golden gleam of his scaled skin, the impossible grace of his flight. He looked like something out of legend—a creature from the myths of old Earth, transplanted to this alien world where he had once been native.

He banked, adjusting his trajectory, and she saw his face for the first time. Even at a distance, she could read the joy there, the relief, the desperate longing that matched her own.

He’s really here. He’s really mine.

The thought shattered something inside her—some final resistance, some last holdout of doubt. She’d given up everything for him. Her career. Her home. Her carefully constructed life. And in this moment, watching him soar towards her against a sky painted in shades of fire and gold, she knew with absolute certainty that she would do it again.

A thousand times. A million times. Forever.

He landed in a swirl of dust, his wings folding back as his feet touched the ground. For a moment, they just stared at each other—two people from different worlds, different times, different species, bound together by something stronger than any of those differences.

“Alina.” Her name was a prayer on his lips.

“Rhyx.”

And then she was in his arms, and nothing else mattered.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




She was in his arms.

Rhyx pulled Alina against his chest, breathing in the scent of her—that warm, human fragrance mixed with something uniquely her that had become more essential to him than air. Three days. Three endless, agonizing days of waiting, of pacing Jeb and Mattie’s small habitat like a caged predator, of staring at the horizon and willing her to appear.

Never again, he vowed silently. We will never be apart again.

“Rhyx.” Her voice was muffled against his shoulder, her arms wound tight around his neck. “I missed you. I missed you so much.”

“Three days.” The words came out rough, scraping past the tightness in his throat. “It felt like three centuries.”

She laughed—a watery sound, half sob and half joy—and pulled back just enough to look up at him. Her brown eyes were bright with tears, her cheeks flushed, her hair escaping its practical bun in golden wisps that caught the dying light. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

“I know. Every minute felt like an hour.” Her hands moved to cup his face, her thumbs tracing the angular lines of his jaw. “But I’m here now. We’re together.”

“Together,” he echoed, the word a promise.

He kissed her.

The contact sent fire racing through his veins, igniting every nerve ending, awakening hungers he’d barely learned to name. Her lips parted beneath his, soft and yielding, and he deepened the kiss with a groan that rumbled from somewhere deep in his chest. She tasted like home. Like belonging. Like everything he’d been searching for through millennia of darkness.

Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer, and he responded by lifting her off her feet. She gasped against his mouth, her legs wrapping instinctively around his waist, and the movement pressed her body flush against his in ways that made coherent thought impossible.

“Inside,” she breathed between kisses. “The shelter⁠—”

He was already moving, carrying her towards the portable habitat she’d erected. The structure was small, barely large enough for two, but it would serve their purposes. All he needed was privacy and her.

The shelter’s door sealed behind them, cutting off the thin Martian wind. Inside, the space was warm—heated by portable units that hummed softly in the gathering darkness. A sleeping platform dominated one corner, covered in thermal blankets. Basic. Functional. Perfect.

Rhyx set her down gently, but she didn’t release her grip on him. Instead, she pulled him down with her, drawing him onto the platform until they lay tangled together, her smaller frame fitting against his as if they’d been designed to interlock.

“I need you.” Her voice was breathless, urgent. “Please, Rhyx. I’ve needed you for three days.”

The words shattered whatever restraint he’d been maintaining.

He kissed her again, harder this time, claiming her mouth with an intensity that left them both gasping. His hands found the fastenings of her suit—those practical, frustrating garments humans wore—and began working them free. She helped him, fingers fumbling with clasps and seals, both of them desperate to remove the barriers between them.

Skin. Warm, smooth, impossibly soft human skin beneath his palms. He groaned at the contact, his scales prickling with sensation where their bodies touched. She was so different from him—so delicate, so vulnerable—and yet there was strength in her too. He could feel it in the way she arched into his touch, demanding rather than submitting.

“You are so beautiful,” he murmured against her throat. “My mate. My Alina.”

“Yours,” she agreed, the word a sigh of surrender. “Always yours.”

He explored her with hands and lips, mapping the contours of her body, learning anew all the places that made her gasp and moan. The curve of her waist. The swell of her breasts. The soft hollow at the base of her throat where her pulse fluttered like a trapped bird.

She was equally thorough in her exploration, her fingers tracing the ridged scales of his back, the thick muscles of his shoulders, the twin rises along his spine where his wings lay dormant beneath the skin. Every touch sent sparks through his nervous system, pleasure and possession mingling until he couldn’t distinguish between them.

“I dreamed of this,” she confessed, her voice husky. “Every night while I was packing, while I was saying goodbye, I dreamed of being with you again.”

“I did more than dream.” He positioned himself above her, supporting his weight on his forearms. “I ached. Every moment apart was an agony.”

“Then end it.” Her legs wrapped around him, drawing him closer. “End the agony. Be with me.”

He entered her slowly, savoring the exquisite sensation of joining. She was warmth and wetness and welcome, her body accepting him as if they had been made for this—and perhaps they had. Perhaps, across all the eons that separated his people from hers, this connection had been fated.

She cried out as he filled her, her back arching, her nails raking down his arms. The slight sting only intensified his pleasure, reminding him that this was real. She was real. They were together, finally, completely.

He began to move, and she moved with him—a rhythm as old as existence itself, as primal as the stones beneath them. The shelter’s walls might have been the walls of a cave, the heated air the warmth of a dying sun. In this moment, there was no past, no future. Only now. Only them.

Her pleasure built in waves he could feel through their connection—some deep, instinctual bond that let him sense her responses as if they were his own. When she approached her peak, he felt it in his own body, a tightening coil of anticipation that demanded release.

“Rhyx—” Her voice broke on his name.

“I have you.” He drove deeper, claiming her completely. “Let go, my mate. I have you.”

She shattered beneath him, her release pulling him over the edge into his own. The world went white, then gold, then a darkness shot through with stars. He was flying, falling, dissolving into pure sensation—and through it all, she was there, anchoring him, keeping him whole.

When awareness returned, they were tangled together on the sleeping platform, limbs intertwined, breathing ragged. She was limp against him, her face pressed to his chest, her fingers drawing idle patterns on his scales.

“That was…” She trailed off, apparently unable to find adequate words.

“Yes,” he agreed. “It was.”

She laughed softly, the vibration pleasant against his skin. “I didn’t think it could get better. I was wrong.”

“We have much time to practice.” He tightened his arms around her, pulling her impossibly closer. “Many nights. Many years.”

“Many years,” she repeated, and he heard the wonder in her voice. The hope. The joy.

They lay in comfortable silence for a long while, letting their heartbeats slow and their breathing steady. Outside, the Martian night descended—cold, dark, hostile to unprotected life. But here, in this small shelter, they had created their own warmth.

“Tell me about the past few days,” she said finally. “What happened while I was packing up my life?”

Rhyx considered where to begin. The time at Jeb and Mattie’s claim had been both enlightening and challenging—a crash course in navigating a world he barely understood, guided by people whose very existence defied the natural order he remembered.

“I met others,” he said. “Other cyborgs.”

Alina lifted her head, her eyes curious in the dim light. “Others? How many?”

“Three. They came to speak with Jeb about… various things.” He struggled to find the right words. Human concepts didn’t always translate easily into his understanding. “Territory. Resources. Information.”

“And they met you?”

“Jeb told them I was a recent conversion. Someone who had been badly damaged, whose appearance had been… altered by the regeneration process.” A faint smile tugged at his lips. “They accepted the explanation. Cyborgs, it seems, are accustomed to unusual appearances.”

She was quiet for a moment, processing. “That’s actually brilliant. Zach looks almost human, but I’ve heard stories about others—ones whose transformations went wrong, or who were modified for specific purposes. You’d just be another variation.”

“That was Jeb’s reasoning.” Rhyx’s hand moved to stroke her hair, finding comfort in the simple contact. “He also explained the situation. Not about me specifically—not what I truly am—but about the development of native flora. The plants in the cavern, the possibility of natural Martian life adapting to the terraforming process.”

“The samples I distributed,” she said, understanding dawning. “He’s laying groundwork.”

“Yes. The cyborgs have their own ways of sharing information that bypass corporate control. They will begin spreading the knowledge—quietly, carefully—to those who can be trusted to use it wisely.”

“And if they find more life? More plants, more organisms?”

“They will protect them.” His voice hardened. “As they would have protected me, had they known. Jeb made that very clear—the cyborg community has no love for GenCon or any corporation that would exploit new discoveries for profit.”

Alina settled her head back against his chest, her body relaxing. “That’s good. That’s really good. The samples I gave to Dr. Rodriguez and the others will help too, but having the cyborg network involved…” She trailed off, lost in thought.

“There is more.”

“More?”

Rhyx hesitated. This part was harder to explain, touching as it did on possibilities he wasn’t sure he wanted to consider. “Jeb and the others have been briefed about the possibility of other types of life. Other things that might be discovered.”

“Other things like you?”

“Perhaps. Or like the predator your friends Cass and Zach encountered.” He felt her tense slightly in his arms and tightened his grip reassuringly. “They don’t know what to expect. No one does. But they are watching. Listening. If something else appears—something awakened by the terraforming, or by…” He touched the ridge of his spine, where the wings waited. “By whatever process created me—they will know.”

“And they’ll protect it?”

“If it can be protected. If it is not… dangerous.”

She was silent for a long moment. “The creature Cass described was predatory. Aggressive. It attacked them without provocation.”

“Yes.” He had thought about this during his days of waiting. “But perhaps it was simply afraid. Confused. Awakening into a world nothing like the one it remembered, with no one to guide it, no mate to anchor it.” He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I might have been dangerous too, if you had not been there. If I had awakened alone, in darkness, with only fragmented memories of a dead civilization…”

“You’re not dangerous.”

“To you, no. Never to you.” He tilted her face up, meeting her eyes. “But I have killed, Alina. The guards at the cave. Martin. I would kill again—without hesitation, without remorse—to protect you.”

“That’s different.”

“Is it?” He genuinely wasn’t sure. The violence had come so naturally, so instinctively. Some part of him had known exactly how to eliminate threats, how to use his strength and speed to devastating effect. Was that his original nature, or something inherited from the cyborg whose blood had contributed to his rebirth?

“Yes,” she said firmly. “It’s different. You defended me—defended us—from people who were trying to hurt us. That’s not the same as attacking strangers without cause.”

He accepted her judgment, even if he wasn’t entirely convinced. What mattered was that she believed it. That she could look at him—at the predator lurking beneath his civilized surface—and still see someone worthy of love.

“Whatever else might be out there,” he said quietly, “we will face it together. And whatever form it takes, I will protect you.”

“I know.” She stretched up to kiss him, soft and sweet. “I know you will.”

They fell silent again, the warmth of the shelter enveloping them like a cocoon. Rhyx felt the steady rhythm of her breathing, the gradual relaxation of her muscles as sleep began to claim her.

“Tomorrow,” she murmured drowsily. “Tomorrow we start our new life.”

“Yes.” He pulled the thermal blankets over them both. “Sleep now, my mate. I will watch over you.”

“Always the protector.” There was a smile in her voice. “I love you, Rhyx.”

The words struck him like lightning—familiar now, yet still possessed of the power to steal his breath. He had not known such words existed until she taught them to him. Had not known such feelings were possible until she awakened them.

“I love you, Alina. Always.”

Her breathing slowed, deepened, and he knew she had slipped into sleep. He held her close, listening to the soft sounds of her rest, feeling the pulse of her life against his chest.

My mate. My heart. My home.

Eventually, despite his intention to keep watch, sleep claimed him too.

He was flying.

The sensation was glorious, exhilarating—wings spread wide, catching currents of air that shouldn’t exist on this thin-atmosphered world. Below him, the Martian landscape unfolded in shades of rust and ochre, ancient riverbeds and impact craters scarring a surface that remembered violence on a planetary scale.

But this wasn’t the Mars he knew from his waking life. The colors were different here—whites and blues dominating where reds and oranges should have been. Ice. Vast sheets of ice stretching to the horizon, glaciers grinding their slow paths across terrain that might once have known warmth.

The poles, some part of him realized. The frozen caps where even the terraforming has barely begun to touch.

He banked, adjusting his flight path, drawn by something he couldn’t name. A pull. A presence. Something that resonated with frequencies he had forgotten he could perceive.

The glacier below was ancient—so ancient that even his memories of old Mars held nothing to compare. Layer upon layer of frozen water, compressed under its own weight, trapping within its depths secrets that predated human arrival by millions of years.

And beneath those layers…

Something.

He could feel it now, a muted awareness deep below the ice. Not consciousness, not exactly—more like the echo of consciousness, the potential for it, slumbering in crystalline darkness. It was vast, whatever it was. Vast and patient and old, older perhaps than he had been before his long sleep.

Hello? The thought formed without his volition, reaching down through kilometers of frozen water. Can you hear me?

For a moment—just a moment—something answered.

Not words. Not images. Just a sense of… recognition. Of kinship. Of shared origin and shared purpose, connecting across distances that should have been impossible to bridge.

Then it was gone, retreating back into the depths, and he was alone in the frozen sky.

Rhyx’s eyes snapped open.

The shelter was dark around him, the heating units humming their quiet lullaby. Alina slept peacefully in his arms, her face relaxed, her breathing steady. Nothing had changed.

And yet everything had changed.

He lay motionless, staring at the ceiling, his heart pounding with the aftershocks of… what? A dream? A vision? Some combination of both?

Was it real?

The question circled his mind like a predator stalking prey. He could still feel the echo of that presence, that vast awareness slumbering beneath the ice. It had felt real. More real than most dreams, more coherent than the fragmented memories that sometimes surfaced during sleep.

Could there be another like me?

The possibility was staggering. For all his time with Alina, for all the comfort and joy she brought him, there remained a fundamental loneliness in his existence. He was unique—the last of his kind, a remnant of a dead civilization, reborn through processes he didn’t fully understand. There was no one who shared his nature, no one who could truly comprehend what he was.

But if there were others… if the terraforming had awakened more than just plants and predators… if somewhere beneath the polar ice, another consciousness dreamed of wings and warm skies…

It would be nice, he thought. Not to be alone.

Then he looked down at the woman in his arms.

She had curled closer in her sleep, one hand resting on his chest, her face turned towards him as if seeking his presence even in unconsciousness. Her golden hair was spread across his shoulder, catching what little light filtered through the shelter’s walls.

I am not alone, he realized. I have her.

The thought brought a smile to his lips, warm and genuine. Whatever mysteries the dream had revealed—whatever possibilities lurked beneath the Martian ice—they could wait. The future would unfold in its own time, bringing challenges and discoveries he couldn’t yet imagine.

But right now, in this moment, he had everything he needed.

He had Alina.

He had love.

He had a home.

Rhyx tightened his arms around his mate and let the questions drift away, peaceful in the knowledge that whatever tomorrow brought, they would face it together. The dream would keep. The presence beneath the ice—if it even existed—wasn’t going anywhere.

For now, there was only this. Only her. Only the quiet perfection of belonging.

He closed his eyes and slept again, dreamlessly this time.

He was content.


EPILOGUE


Two months later…

The troubled furrow between Rhyx’s brows was the first thing Alina noticed when she stepped out of the monitoring station’s main habitat.

He stood at the edge of the plateau, his golden form silhouetted against the pale Martian dawn. His wings were folded beneath his skin—they always were during daylight hours, a precaution against discovery—but even without them, he cut an imposing figure. Tall, powerful, utterly still. Like a statue carved from living metal and ancient memory.

But statues didn’t dream.

She crossed the dusty ground between them, her boots crunching on the thin layer of frost that still clung to shadows where the weak sun hadn’t yet reached. Two months they had lived here, in this isolated outpost several days north of Border Town, and she had learned to read him. Every tilt of his head, every subtle shift in the pattern of his scales—she knew what they meant.

Right now, they meant he was troubled.

“You’ve been dreaming again.”

It wasn’t a question. She came to stand beside him, close enough that their shoulders brushed, and followed his gaze across the landscape. Red rock and rust-colored sand stretched to the horizon, broken only by the distant shimmer of the mountains they had fled two months ago.

“Yes.” His voice was rough, as if sleep had failed to smooth its edges. “The dreams are coming more frequently now.”

She studied his profile—the strong jaw, the high cheekbones, the bright blue eyes with their vertical pupils that never quite looked human no matter how accustomed to them she became. He was beautiful in a way that still caught her off guard sometimes. Alien and familiar all at once.

“The same dream? The one about the ice?”

He nodded slowly. “I fly over vast glaciers, frozen plains that stretch beyond seeing. And beneath them…” His hand clenched at his side. “Something waits. Something old. Something that has been sleeping even longer than I was.”

“Another like you?”

“I don’t know.” The admission seemed to cost him. “The presence is… muted. Distant. As if they are only beginning to stir, not yet fully aware.” He turned to look at her, and she saw the conflict in his eyes. “But I think they are waking, Alina. I think whatever process brought me back is reaching them too.”

She reached for his hand, lacing her fingers through his. His grip was warm despite the morning chill, his scales smooth against her palm. “Do you want to go looking for them?”

It was a question she had asked before, each time the dreams troubled him. And each time, his answer had been the same.

“No.” He shook his head, a gesture he had learned from her. “It’s not time.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t know. I simply… feel it.” His thumb traced circles on her wrist, a soothing rhythm that belied his tension. “The connection is too fragile. If I went now, if I tried to find them before they’re ready, I might damage something that cannot be repaired. They need to wake on their own terms, as I did.”

She accepted his judgment, as she always did. In matters of his own nature, of the ancient mysteries that had shaped his existence, she had learned to trust his instincts over her scientific impulses. It wasn’t easy—the researcher in her wanted to investigate, to document, to understand. But she had also seen what happened when humans tried to force their understanding onto things they weren’t ready to comprehend.

GenCon was still out there, still searching. Still dangerous.

“Then we wait,” she said simply.

“We wait.” He raised her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “And in the meantime, we have other matters to attend to.”

The shift in his tone—from troubled to something lighter—made her smile. “You mean the visit?”

“Cass and Zach arrive tomorrow, do they not?”

“If they stay on schedule.” She turned, pulling him gently back towards the station. “Which, knowing Cass, means they’ll probably arrive early. She’s been sending me messages every few hours, asking if she can leave sooner.”

Rhyx’s lips curved in what she had come to recognize as his version of amusement. “She misses you.”

“The feeling is mutual.” She felt a pang of something bittersweet—joy at the prospect of seeing her friend, mingled with the ever-present awareness that their reunion had to be carefully orchestrated. Cass knew about Rhyx, knew where they were hiding, but their location remained a closely guarded secret. Even Cass and Zach would need to take a circuitous route to ensure they weren’t followed.

The monitoring station had been a godsend. Abandoned years ago when the company that built it went bankrupt, it sat in a natural bowl between rock formations that made it nearly invisible from the surrounding terrain. Addie—the Judge’s wife, a woman whose network of contacts continued to astonish Alina—had helped them claim it legally through a maze of shell companies and bureaucratic obfuscation. On paper, the station was now owned by a research collective that existed primarily to provide cover for exactly this sort of off-grid scientific work.

In practice, it was their home.

And it was perfect.

“She will be pleased with your progress,” he said as they walked. “The samples you took—they have exceeded your expectations, yes?”

She laughed softly. “‘Exceeded’ is an understatement. Rhyx, they’re growing faster than any Martian vegetation has ever grown. Faster than should be possible, even accounting for the enriched environment I’ve created.” She shook her head, still marveling at it. “It’s like they were waiting for permission. Like the terraforming unlocked something dormant in their biology, and now they’re making up for lost time.”

“The planet is waking,” he said. “As I told you.”

“I believe you now.” She glanced up at him. “I’m not sure I entirely believed you before—not because I doubted you, but because it seemed too… much. Too miraculous. Plants that have been dormant for millions of years suddenly thriving? Life emerging from what we thought was dead rock?” She squeezed his hand. “But I’ve seen the data. I’ve watched the growth rates. Something is definitely happening, and it’s not just natural biological processes.”

They reached the station’s main structure—a series of interconnected domes that had once housed weather monitoring equipment and a small crew. Alina had converted one dome into a laboratory, another into living quarters, and a third into storage for the supplies that Addie helped smuggle to them at irregular intervals. It wasn’t luxurious, but it was theirs.

More importantly, it was safe.

“Come,” he said, steering her past the domes towards the cliff face that rose behind the station. “I want to show you something.”

She followed without question, curiosity piqued. The cliff was why they had chosen this location—or rather, what Rhyx had created within the cliff. In the early weeks of their settlement, he had used his strength to excavate a cave system in the rock, carving out chambers that now served as her primary research facility. The caves maintained a stable temperature, protected her samples from radiation, and—most importantly—could be sealed against detection by any scanning equipment GenCon might deploy.

The entrance was hidden behind a natural rock formation, invisible unless you knew exactly where to look. He had shaped it that way deliberately, and she still marveled at the precision of his work. For someone who had awakened with no memories of his own culture’s technology, he had an intuitive understanding of engineering that bordered on the supernatural.

Maybe it is supernatural, she thought as she followed him through the narrow passage. Maybe everything about him is.

The cave opened into a chamber roughly twenty meters across, its ceiling lost in shadows above. But even in the dim light, she could see what he wanted to show her.

The plants.

They had spread.

“Oh,” she breathed, stopping short.

When she had last visited the chamber—three days ago, an eternity in terms of Martian botanical development—the samples she had transplanted from the original cavern had occupied perhaps a quarter of the available space. Now they covered nearly half the floor, vines climbing the walls, mosses carpeting every surface, leaves unfurling in shades of blue and silver and deep purple that shouldn’t exist on Mars.

And in the center of it all, a new growth had emerged. A structure she didn’t recognize—something bulbous and organic, pulsing faintly with bioluminescence.

“When did this appear?” She moved towards it, her scientific instincts overriding her shock.

“Last night.” Rhyx remained near the entrance, watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. “I felt it happening. The vibrations in the rock changed, became… rhythmic. Like a heartbeat.”

“A heartbeat.” She knelt beside the structure, studying it without touching. It was roughly the size of a human head, its surface covered in fine, hair-like filaments that swayed gently despite the still air. The bioluminescence came from within, a soft golden glow that reminded her uncomfortably of Rhyx’s scales. “This is new. This isn’t anything from the samples I took.”

“No.” He moved closer, his footsteps silent on the moss-covered floor. “I think it grew from the conditions you created. The combination of the original plants, the water you introduced, the minerals in the cave rock…” He crouched beside her, his eyes fixed on the pulsing structure. “You gave it everything it needed to become something new.”

“I didn’t create this.” The words came out sharper than she intended, edged with something that might have been fear. “I just transplanted samples and maintained growing conditions. This—whatever this is—it’s doing it on its own.”

“Yes.” Rhyx’s voice was calm, soothing. “The planet is waking, Alina. You didn’t create the process. You simply… encouraged it.”

She sat back on her heels, struggling to process the implications. As a scientist, she had spent her career working within established parameters—hypothesis, experiment, data, conclusion. What was happening in this cave didn’t fit any of those frameworks. It was organic and chaotic and alive in ways that defied her understanding.

And it was beautiful.

“We need to document this,” she said finally. “Thoroughly. If this structure is producing new life forms—if the samples are combining and evolving—the scientific implications alone…”

“Are you afraid?”

The question stopped her. She looked up at him, at this being who was himself impossible, himself a product of processes she couldn’t explain, and considered her answer carefully.

“No,” she said at last. “I’m not afraid. I’m… awed. And curious. And maybe a little overwhelmed.” She managed a smile. “But I’m not afraid. Not with you here.”

Something shifted in his expression—a softening, a warmth that made her heart flutter even after all these months. “Good. Because I believe this is only the beginning. Whatever Mars is becoming, whatever it is waking into—we are part of it now. Both of us.”

He offered her his hand, and she took it, letting him pull her to her feet. They stood together in the living cave, surrounded by impossible growth and gentle bioluminescence, and Alina felt a sense of rightness settle into her bones.

This was where she belonged. Not in a sterile laboratory, not in the political maneuvering of Border Town, not in the corporate machinations that had driven her into hiding. Here, in this cave, with this man—this being—who had changed everything.

“Rhyx.” She turned to face him fully, reaching up to cup his angular face in her hands. “I want you to know something.”

“Anything.”

“I’m grateful.” The words came out thick with emotion she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Every day, I’m grateful that you were the first to awake. That of all the possibilities—all the things that could have been sleeping beneath Mars, all the dangers, all the unknowns—it was you. Someone gentle. Someone good. Someone who…” She had to stop, had to blink back the tears that threatened. “Someone who loves me.”

His hands came up to cover hers, holding them against his face. His scales were warm under her palms, smooth and slightly textured, unmistakably him.

“My mate.” His voice was rough with feeling. “My Alina. You give me too much credit. I woke frightened and confused, without memories or understanding. I could have been anything—could have become anything. A monster. A danger.” He turned his head to press a kiss to her palm. “But you were there. You spoke to me with kindness instead of fear. You taught me your language, your ways, your world. You showed me what it meant to love and be loved.”

He drew her closer, wrapping his arms around her until she was pressed against his chest, enveloped in his warmth.

“I am not grateful that I was first to awake,” he continued, his voice vibrating through her. “I am grateful that you were the one to wake me. That is what matters. That is everything.”

She melted into him, letting herself be held, letting herself feel the full weight of the love between them. Outside, the Martian wind whispered across the plateau. Below their feet, the rock held secrets yet to be revealed. Somewhere in the frozen north, something ancient stirred towards consciousness.

But here, in this moment, there was only them.

“I love you,” she whispered against his chest.

“And I love you. Always.”

They stood together in the heart of the waking planet, surrounded by new life, holding onto each other—and to the future they were building, one impossible day at a time.
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They called Mars the dead planet. They were wrong.

As humans and cyborgs begin terraforming Mars, they inadvertently awaken the living relics of its long forgotten past—fierce, mysterious, and passionate. The future of Mars is about to change forever…

Rhyx wasn't the only one.

At the frozen edge of Mars, a new dragon has been awakened. He is a creature of ice and fury, and the solitary woman who finds him will have to choose between saving him… and surviving him.

Ice Dragon’s Heart is available on Amazon!
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